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			Doug has bachelor’s and master’s degrees in architecture; and other pursuits include jazz guitar, sailing and woodworking. Doug is married, has two sons, and is now retired in Sydney. In Ethiopia, Doug collected many small silver neck crosses which are the subject of this book.
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			The unknown numbers of Ethiopian artisans who have made birr maskal through many centuries.

			Richard White whose collection and help started my interest in neck crosses.

			Graham Romanes, former Honorary Consul-General, Australian Consulate, Embassy of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia.

			Rod Waddington for inspirational photographs of Ethiopia.
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			Introduction

			I have used the spelling “Addis Abeba” in the following pages, although the name of the capital of Ethiopia is now commonly written as “Addis Ababa”.

			During my time in Ethiopia, students many times corrected me when I used the spelling, Addis Ababa.

			The name, in Amharic, means “New Flower”

			i.e., Addis = New;

			and Abeba = Flower

			whereas the word “Ababa” in Amharic means “Father”.

			In Amharic text:

			አ ዲ ስ       አ በ ባ 

			A ddi s     A be ba

			Not:

			አ ዲ ስ       አ ባ ባ 

			A ddi s     A ba ba

			Motivation and Background

			My intention in writing this book is to describe and catalogue Ethiopian neck crosses to the extent that I am able to, based on my own collection, on what knowledge I acquired in my years in Addis Abeba (within the limits of my memory) and on the limited information I have been able to find in books and obtain from sources on the internet. My interest is in the craftsmanship of the crosses rather than the religious significance (which is well-documented elsewhere). Unfortunately, my several attempts to contact individuals and institutions in Addis Abeba for additional information were unsuccessful.

			This is not a definitive nor authoritative account but I could not find a similar discussion or record elsewhere; so this record might be of value as an outline description and compilation of examples of these works of craftsmanship.

			I lived and worked in Addis Abeba from 1969 to 1973 in the Department of Architecture and Town Planning of Haile Selassie-1 University having first spent a short time there as part of a student expedition some years before.

			An American friend in Addis Abeba, who had by then worked there for some time, already had a collection of silver neck crosses - birr yangat maskaloch - and took me to the Addis market

			- the Mercato - to show me where he, from time to time, bought them from one or two of the stall holders; and I started a small collection myself.

			The neck crosses varied in price depending on size, pattern and condition (and the bargaining skill of the buyer) but were affordable and were an attractive item to collect and display; and it was possible to collect many different types through many visits and hours of bargaining in the Mercato.

			After acquiring about 50 crosses, it became progressively less frequent that I could find different ones from those I already had, although I sometimes found replacements in better condition for some that I had previously bought.

			The Coptic Christian females and many males of the Ethiopian highlands commonly wear small silver crosses on a chain or cord (a metab) around their necks. The metab is, itself, an item of religious significance. The crosses are of many patterns, some of which are said to be typical of particular localities, and are of various sizes from about one centimetre to about eight centimetres in height. The very small crosses are often worn by children.

			While wearing of the crosses is a feature of the religion of the highland Coptic Ethiopians, the silver crosses can, if necessary, be traded in markets and are available for sale. There are also larger hand-held crosses, most often of brass but also of iron or carved wood, and large processional crosses of brass or silver which could sometimes be bought in the Addis Abeba Mercato.

			There are gold mines in Ethiopia and there are many goldsmiths and silversmiths in Addis but the source of silver for making crosses was primarily Maria Theresa Thalers, and these coins could also be bought in the Mercato.

			Faint signs of the original embossing on the Thaler could occasionally be seen in a silver neck-cross that had simply been cut from a coin but insufficiently polished, although more often the coins were melted and poured into clay moulds, making each cross unique even if of a local pattern or style.

			The crosses varied from simple plain unpatterned ones to elaborate designs with ‘endless-cord’ filigree or inscribed patterning, crosses within circles and medallion-like patterns, to built-up hollow crosses with teardrop-shaped arms.

			I have tried to find more information about the locality/origins of the various styles of silver neck-crosses but without much success. Museum collections in Addis Abeba (and elsewhere) are mostly not extensive and do not have much detailed descriptive information about the small silver crosses and generally do not identify the source locality of a cross other than the Axum and Lalibela styles.

			In Ethiopia, neck crosses are so ubiquitous that, simply being so common a feature of Ethiopian life, it might seem difficult to catalogue and describe their variety. However, their many styles, 

			origins, individual uniqueness and craftsmanship are such as to merit being recorded as an item of cultural importance and, hence, my attempt to do so.

			Now, more than 40 years later, Ethiopian silver neck crosses are available for sale via the internet at substantially higher prices (although many are of low quality and apparently “manufactured” for internet sale).

			Disappointingly, I have found comments that many silver crosses were being melted-down in Addis Abeba for their silver value due to increases in the price of silver. If that practice were widespread, it would result in a substantial cultural loss, with museum and private collections representing an important repository of these exceptional artefacts.

			Doug Coates

			Sydney, Australia

			2024
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			Origin and History
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			Coins of the reign of King Ezana. Note the change from the crescent symbol on the coin above to the cross on the coin below following the adoption of Christianity.
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			Reproduced from:

			commons.wikimedia.org/

			Adoption of the Coptic Religion

			King Ezana of Axum ruled the Axumite Kingdom through the middle years of the fourth century AD. Ezana conquered Meroe - the capital of the Kingdom of Kush in present-day Sudan - and established the extensive Axumite Kingdom which included much of present-day Ethiopia, Eritrea, Djibouti, Yemen, southern Saudi Arabia, northern Somalia, northern Sudan and the southern part of Egypt.

			Although Ezana is not named in the Ethiopian King Lists (e.g. List of Ethiopian Kings by H.I.H. Tafari Makonnen [later, Haile Selassie], 1922, in the publication In the Country of the Blue Nile; by C.F. Rey), coins minted in his reign bear his name which is considered synonymous with Abreha Atsbeha.

			King Ezana was the first king of Axum to adopt Christianity and he appointed the Syrian Christian Frumentius as head of the Ethiopian Church. Ezana is regarded as a saint by the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo (“Unified”) Church.

			With the adoption of Christianity came its symbol, the cross. Except in a brief period of Catholicism, it was almost never in the form of the crucifix, but was widely adopted in the Ethiopian highlands in many forms - as processional crosses, architectural adornment, devotional hand crosses carried by priests, neck crosses, tattoos, embroideries, paintings and carvings; and in several materials - wood, metals (gold, silver, bronze, brass and copper), stone, fabrics and painting.

			In all these forms and materials, Ethiopian crosses evolved into a wide variety of shapes and patterns unequalled elsewhere, some distinctive of particular towns and localities, with incorporated symbolic elements such as various cross forms, circles, endless-cords and symbolisms of the 12 apostles.

			While Ethiopia has several population groups and variations of culture, the Coptic religion of Ethiopians of the central highlands is an indelible aspect of life.

			The Ethiopian year is marked by Coptic festivals, in particular Meskel, Timkat and Fasika, in which the processional crosses are very evident and paraded.

			The Ethiopian New Year begins on Meskerem 1 on the Ethiopian calendar, which is 11 September in the Gregorian calendar. It marks the end of the rainy season and the beginning of the Ethiopian Spring but, two weeks into the month of Meskerem (on September 27), is the very important religious festival of Meskel (the Cross) which commemorates the finding of the crucifixion cross, an averred fragment of which is kept in the monastery of Gishen Mariam in the north of the country. Meskel and the festivals of Timkat (Epiphany) and Fasika (Easter) are substantial events celebrated by millions of Ethiopians.

			Crosses, of various kinds and in various forms can be found and seen everywhere through the highlands, worn, carried, displayed in clothing and on buildings; and those worn as neck crosses by many Ethiopians are the most numerous and varied.
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			Categories of Ethiopian Crosses

			Researchers and writers have categorised Ethiopian Crosses in several ways.

			Buxton (1949):

			Processional, Priest, Pectoral

			Petrides (1960):

			Pendant, Pectoral, Pastoral, Processional, Architectural

			Moore (1971):

			Processional, Hand, Neck

			Korabiewicz (1973):

			Manual-Processional, Manual, Processional, Pectoral, Apex or Architectural

			Hecht (1990):

			Processional, Hand, Pectoral, Apex, Architectural, Neck, Staff, Tattoo, Embroidered, Manuscript

			(Similarly, Skrobucha and Heinz)

			Overall, there tends to be some categorisation consensus regarding crosses as objects (i.e., excluding tattoos, embroideries, paintings and carvings) into four groups:

			    •	Processional Crosses

			    •	Hand (Priest, Manual) Crosses

			    •	Neck (Pendant, Pectoral) Crosses

			    •	Architectural (Apex) Crosses
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			Processional Crosses

			Processional Crosses are the largest, most elaborate and impressive and, perhaps for that reason, they have been documented and illustrated in many publications. They typically consist of a metal cross on a wooden staff and are mostly of an intricate filigree design incorporating several symbolic elements described below such as various cruciforms, circles, endless-cords and representations of the 12 apostles. They are used by priests in ceremonial processions.

			Hand Crosses

			Hand Crosses are smaller, about 120mm to 200mm in height, and made of metal (iron, brass and sometimes silver) or sometimes of wood. Priests carry them in their daily work and often hold them out for Ethiopians to kiss.

			Neck Crosses

			Neck Crosses are the most abundant and exist in a wide variety of patterns. They are generally metal, most often silver. The cord, or metab, on which the cross is suspended around the neck, is an important symbolic element for Ethiopians and was itself a sufficient symbol of the wearer’s Christianity.

			Architectural Crosses

			Church buildings in Ethiopia are sometimes of quite simple and modest construction, e.g., wood or mud plaster on timber, or timber frame and corrugated iron, and are invariably topped with a cross at the apex of the roof. Cross shapes are also used in windows and often in wooden panels in shutters, doors and screens and in door panels of icons and triptychs. Church buildings built of stone often have crosses carved in the stonework and crosses are painted in the interiors.

			One of the most dramatic architectural instances of the cross is the plan form of the church of Bete Giyorgis (St George) among the Lalibela rock churches.
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			Ethiopian lady with a small silver cross on a blue metab and tattooed necklaces and tattooed cross on her forehead

			Photo: Rod Waddington:

			Orthodox Tattoos, Tigray,

			Ethiopia; 2015

			Neck Crosses and the Metab

			Neck crosses, worn on a cord around the neck, are the most numerous and best known of Ethiopian crosses. A blue cotton cord, “metab”, tied around the neck of baptised Christians, has been the outward symbol of faith since early Christian times. A cross, or sometimes a metal bead, may be threaded onto or suspended from this cord.

			In the 15th century, Emperor Zara Ya’qob (1434 – 1468) ordered that every Christian in the kingdom should wear a neck cross, thus identifying Christians from others. Copper, bronze and gold crosses of antiquity have been excavated in Ethiopia, but most likely a majority of the poor wore crosses made out of wood or had crosses tattooed on the body.

			From about the same period or even earlier, the metab has had importance at least equal to neck crosses as a sign of the wearer’s Christianity. The consensus among several travellers and observers from the mid-1800s onwards suggests that the colour of the metab was usually blue or dark blue and that silk was the preferred material. However, metabs were also often white; and cords made of three different-coloured strands, representing the Trinity, were also used.

			Chojnacki (Ethiopian Crosses: a Cultural History and Chronology) provides much more information about metabs.
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			Maria Theresa Thaler

			at approx full size

			The Maria Theresa Thaler

			In the 19th century, silver thalers (“dollars”) of the Austrian Empress Maria Theresa became common currency in the countries of the Horn of Africa brought to those countries from Europe by various traders and expeditions. In Ethiopia, the large numbers of thalers became the primary source of silver and were melted down, often alloyed with other metals, or cut and filed to make crosses which were widely used. Even today they are still melted down by the many Ethiopian silversmiths to make modern silver pieces.

			The Maria Theresa thaler - locally called siet birr (women silver) - is first recorded in circulation in Ethiopia from the reign of Emperor Iyasu II of Ethiopia (1730 - 1755). According to Traveller James Bruce, the coin was common in the areas he visited in 1768. Joseph Kalmer and Ludwig Hyun(1)estimated that over 50 million coins minted until 1931 ended up in Ethiopia. In 1868, Field Marshal Robert Napier’s military expedition to Magdala, the capital of Emperor Tewodros II, took Maria Theresa thalers to pay local expenses. In 1890, the Italians introduced the Tallero Eritreo, styled after the Maria
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Eritrea, which was formerly the
northern province of Ethiopia
and its Red Sea coast, seceded
from Ethiopia in 1993.

The extensive Kingdom of
Aksum in the 4th century
included northern Ethiopia,
Eritrea, northern Somalia,
Djibouti, Yemen, southern Saudi
Arabia, northern Sudan, and
southern Egypt.

Map of Ethiopia & Eritrea

The 13 Provinces and Eritrea and, in addition to the Capital, Addis Abeba, the provincial
towns where known styles of crosses are reputed to have originated.

Approximate boundary of the
former territory of Abyssinia

Approximate extent of areas
(excluding Eritrea) in which
crosses are commonly worn
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