[image: ]Assessment 4 Image Commentary
This commentary focuses on an Ethiopian psalter, allegedly from the 18th century that is currently located in the University of St Andrews’ Library, as part of its Special Collections archive.[footnoteRef:2] It is one of many manuscripts and documents that the University of St Andrews has digitised for free on their website. That said, in the case of this psalter, only the textual pages containing minor illustrations, decorations, or handwritten additions have been made digitally available, whereas all of the full-page illuminations are accessible for viewing. As this is an under-researched manuscript, any verifiable information I could find is limited to the University’s website, as well as a blog post created in March 2013 by a manuscript archivist working at the university.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  St Andrews
      The University of St Andrews Libraries and Museums
          ms38900.]  [3:  “52 Weeks of Inspiring Illustrations, Week 38: Angels, Madonnas and Pilgrims — an Ethiopian treasure,” University of St Andrews Special Collections Blog, last modified March 11, 2013, https://special collections.wp.st-andrews.ac.uk/2013/03/11/52-weeks-of-inspiring-illustrations-week-38-angels-madonnas-and-pilgrims-an-ethiopian-treasure/.] 

	The digitised image I have selected depicts King David on its verso, and on its recto is a passage from the Psalms, with the rubric penned in red ink. The psalms are written in Ge’ez, a semitic language of Ethiopia that survives as the liturgical language of the Ethiopian Church. The image represents King David, the author of the Psalms, as wearing a red robe decorated with golden cross arrangements that is seamed with royal blue and gold, over the top of a navy-blue dress decorated with white cross arrangements. Adorning his head is a royal blue headpiece and a golden crown with black detailing. Behind him stand three servants all in different dress, but with similar facial portrayals. The servant on the far left of the image is wearing a navy-blue robe slightly different in shade to David’s underdress and is holding his left palm outwards. The middle servant is wearing an orangey-yellow shawl on top of a shaded blue dress and is holding what appears to be an Ethiopian ceremonial whisk, called a č̣əra in Amharic. The servant on the right is wearing a garb similar in colour and pattern to David’s red robe but without the royal blue and gold seem. This servant has his right arm held aloft, holding what may be the neck of the musical instrument placed in David’s lap. Below David’s feet lies an indescript male figure with an identical facial appearance to the servants wearing a red dress of similar to shade to David’s robe, but with stripes of golden thread woven through, and a bottom hem shaded slightly brighter than the rest of the dress. It is possible based on the context of the picture that this figure is Saul, being soothed by David’s instrument playing. The background of the image is shaded in a light yellow, and an ornate border encases the scene coloured predominantly in red and blue, with black, white, and gold streaks running through them. In each of the corners is square box shaded a golden yellow with what appears to be a star-like pattern. The prevalent use of the primary colours, as well as deep blacks and pale whites results in a scene that is unbelievably striking, contrasting, and distinctly Ethiopian. Its artistic technique is from the Gondarine Period, an era of Ethiopian history that saw the prominent city of Gondar become Ethiopia’s capital city from the 17th to the 19th century. This period was the pinnacle for the Ethiopian religious arts, especially the creation of murals, icons, diptychs, and illuminated manuscripts. The commissioners of these pieces tended to be the elite, as art historians Claire Bosc-Tiesse and Anais Wion write that ‘the Gondarine ruling elite provided important patronage for religious art.’[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Claire Bosc-Tiesse, Anaïs Wion, “Ethiopian Religious Art: Gondar and Gondarine Painting Revisited,” in Peintures sacrées d'Éthiopie: Collection de la Mission Dakar-Djibouti (St-Maur-des Fosses: Sépia, 2005).] 

[image: ]	The colours and artistic technique used in the illumination are both important tools helping to date the image more accurately and determine its audience. The University itself has dated the psalter to between 1701 and 1800, however, in the blog post, the archivist admits that ‘the illustrations appear to be more recent additions, although their position at the start and end of the text rather than within the text is traditional.’[footnoteRef:5] The post continues to note how the colours appear unfaded and free from blemishes, with little dirt that would age the picture. Therefore, it is possible that this illumination is a modern edition to the text, or it has been repainted over an original illustration. [5:  Special Collections Blog, “Ethiopian Treasure.”] 

An examination of the paint itself can help date this artwork, although unfortunately such an analysis has not been carried out. That said, Anaïs Wion from the National Centre for Scientific Research in France, as previously discussed, wrote a paper in 2015 analysing Ethiopian pigments in 17th century iconography.[footnoteRef:6] She focused predominantly on the Tä’ämrä Maryam manuscript found in the French National Library.[footnoteRef:7] It depicts thirty-three illuminated miracles, as well as fifteen full page illustrations of the New Testament, an example seen above, from which coloured pigment samples were subjected to micro-spectrometry. The results found that the red in the image and the rubric came from cinnabar turned to vermilion, yellow from orpiment, blue from either indigo or cobalt smalt, black from carbon, orange from red lead, and white from a derivative of calcium. Of these materials, vermilion, indigo, smalt, orpiment and red lead are identified as ‘foreign pigments,’[footnoteRef:8] that are not native to Ethiopia and would have had to have been imported through trade. Therefore, as the psalter is reasonably contemporary to the Tä’ämrä Maryam, and both were created in Ethiopia, I can surmise that foreign pigments may explain the presence of its rich reds in both the image and rubric, the extensive yellows, and the various shades of blue. That said, making a comparison between the psalter and the Tä’ämrä Maryam assumes certain circumstances to be correct, such as both texts derived their pigments from similar sources, and that both texts were created in a location that relies on the importation of goods and pigments suitable for colouring manuscripts. However, if the psalter was made using foreign pigments, as evidenced by the discussion above, the richness of the illumination, and that ‘Ethiopia was deeply involved in international trade during the Gondarine period,’[footnoteRef:9] this affects who the producer could have been, the cost of its production, stylistic influences, and the audience.  [6:  Anaïs Wion, “An Analysis of 17th-century Ethiopian Pigments,” in The Indigenous and The Foreign in Christian Ethiopian Art, ed. M.J. Ramos, I. Boavida (Ashgate: Ashgate Publishing, 2004) 103-112.]  [7:  Paris
      Bibliothèque nationale de France
         Ethiopien d'Abbadie 114.]  [8:  Wion, “Ethiopian Pigments,” 108.]  [9:  Wion, “Ethiopian Pigments,” 108.] 

There is no primary information available regarding the creator, or the place of creation. Thus, I have to speculate who the possible author was and where they created the psalter, and what trade links may have existed. The most apparent creator would have been a monk or painter at a small church or monastery, or a painter working for the higher classes and royalty. A hard distinction between these two categories should not be upheld, as Ethiopian monasteries differed in their manuscript creating capabilities and facilities, as well as being ‘an agent for political and economic control in the landscape.’[footnoteRef:10] As previously discussed regarding the Gondarine period, some monasteries such as Istifanos and Debre Libanos were powerful institutions in Ethiopia, producing manuscript collections for wealthy, powerful, and royal patrons. To this day, there is a well attested illuminated manuscript tradition ongoing in Ethiopian monasteries, as mentioned in the blog post at a monastery by Lake Tana.[footnoteRef:11] I find it implausible that a rural Ethiopian monastery or church in the 18th century would have had been creating extensive illuminated creations, adorned with expensive, foreign pigments. It is possible that smaller institutions may have possessed small amount of red to colour the rubric, or that ochre was used as a red pigment instead of having to import cinnabar. Yet, it is highly unlikely smaller monasteries would have been able to source other foreign pigments used to colour the yellows, oranges, and blues. Therefore, the monastery that produced this psalter would have had to have been politically notable and influential, with access to tradable commodities, and the ability to employ skilled and learned monks to produce such a striking piece of art.  [10:  Niall Finneran, “Hermits, Saints, and Snakes: The Archaeology of the Early Ethiopian Monastery in Wider Context,” The International Journal of African Historical Studies 45, no. 2 (2012): 271, http://www.jstor.org/stable/24392941.]  [11:  Special Collections Blog, “Ethiopian Treasure.”] 

However, the differences in artistic style, vibrance, and colour selection between the illumination adorning the top of the recto and the illuminated verso cannot be ignored. It is possible, as previously discussed, that the text of the psalter was not contemporary to the image. This could have meant that the text was produced in a different monastery to the illumination, of which the latter may have been produced as a supplement to the text. Therefore, if only the text is dated to the 18th century, it is possible the image could be a later insert either created originally or based on an existing illuminated manuscript or art piece. Out of these two suggestions, I find it more likely that an Ethiopian monk would have been inspired by their wider tradition to create something stylistically similar but artistically unique, rather than copying an existing illumination. There is, though, another explanation for the contrasting colour depths and artistic competence between the recto and verso. The illumination could have repainted over the top of an original art piece, refreshing it. The author of the blog believes this conclusion credible, as such a practice continues in monasteries in Ethiopia to this day,[footnoteRef:12] and I find myself favouring this inference also. Also, if the psalter’s illumination was the product of the late 18th or even the early 19th century, it is possible that one of its important features may have been altered.  [12:  Special Collections Blog, “Ethiopian Treasure.”] 

Within the illuminated scene, David is seated playing a stringed musical instrument named a bägäna in Amharic. In Ethiopian tradition, this instrument has translated and interpreted 1 Samuel 16:23, where David plays his stringed instrument to sooth Saul, casting away an evil spirit. The bägäna is traditionally stringed with five, six seven, eight, or ten strings, and is played with only the left hand.[footnoteRef:13] The bägäna seen in the psalter is strung with what appears to be seven strings and is being played exclusively by David’s left hand. By comparison, a European understanding of this passage identifies this instrument not as being an Ethiopian bägäna, but as an Irish harp or lyre. Yet, Witold Witakowski, a researcher at Uppsala University with a PHD in Semitics writes ‘since the nineteenth century the traditional bägäna has, under the influence of Western representations, been replaced by a harp.’[footnoteRef:14] This is not the case in the psalter, as it is clear that the instrument David is playing is in fact a bägäna, and not a western harp or lyre, demonstrating that perhaps the illumination is in fact contemporary to the text.  [13:  Cynthia Tse Kimberlin “The Baganna of Ethiopia” Ethiopianist Notes 2, no. 2 (1978): 13. ]  [14:  Witold Witakowski, " King David and the Psalter in Ethiopian Cultural Setting," in The Character of David in Judaism, Christianity and Islam, (Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill, 2021) 313.] 

[image: ]This English psalter from the 15th century, also located in the University of St Andrews’ Special Collections Archive,[footnoteRef:15] is an example of David represented by a European-styled illuminated manuscripts. Beginning the psalter, David is historiated in the letter B playing an Irish harp, as seen here. In comparison to the Ethiopian psalter, it is clear that the English psalter represents a European art style, strikingly different to the Ethiopian. However, it is telling that that both European and Ethiopian manuscripts emphasise David with servants and his instrument in such a similar manner. It may be a coincidence that both Ethiopian and European traditions, which were completely independent of one another until the 16th century, identify David similarly. On the other hand, it could show how Ethiopian manuscript tradition was starting to be influenced by European traditions, first by Catholic Jesuits such as Pedro Páez, and then later through European exploration and imperialism. The bägäna itself only starts being depicted in Ethiopian manuscripts around the 15th century.[footnoteRef:16] The Ethiopian psalter, having been constructed in the 18th century lies well within an influenced age, where Ethiopian practices were no longer isolated from the rest of Christian tradition. Therefore, when trying to answer the question who the audience of this psalter was for, there is not a straightforward answer. It is possible that by the 18th century, monasteries had begun producing works intended for purchase by Europeans as a cultural souvenir. Additionally, there are undoubtedly many manuscripts that were stolen and brought to Europe. Unfortunately, there is no information provided by the University concerning how they obtained the manuscript, and so once more I have to speculate whether this psalter remained in Ethiopia or was sold to Europe prior to the University of St Andrews obtaining it. [15:  St Andrews
      The University of St Andrews Libraries and Museums
        msBX2033.A00.]  [16:  Kimberlin, “Baganna,” 13.] 

To conclude I will summarise my beliefs concerning my findings. I consider this image contemporary to the psalter text because of pre 19th century depictions of David with his instrument. Instead of the illumination being a modern addition, there is evidence it has been recoloured to maintain its appeal throughout its history. It is a product of the Gondarine period of Ethiopian history, and thus used expensive colours that most probably originate from foreign pigments. The manuscript itself must have been created in a wealthy and powerful monastery. Its intended audience is not immediately clear, because of its European influences. However, because of its recolouring throughout the years almost definitely taking place in Ethiopia, and its traditional bägäna, it was more likely intended for a wealthy Ethiopian patron, not a European one.
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