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Fig. 6. Nailing of Christ to the Cross, Sawing of Isaiah, Deposition, right panel, diptych from the church of Qaha 
Iyäsus at Gondar, c. 1700 (Paris, Musée du Quai Branly – Jacques Chirac, inv. no. 71.1931.74.3388).  
Photo:  © musée du quai Branly - Jacques Chirac, photo Claude Germain
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purveyed long-established anti-Jewish tropes that, translated into local iconographic formulae, 
supplemented the Nailing episode. The notion that Jews had invented nails assumed a new, 
and particular, salience in Ethiopian culture. The leitmotif reframed ironwork: it Judaized an 
occupation deemed repugnant. The diabolic role of smiths in talismanic incantations and their 
association with bloodthirsty hyenas, portrayed in saints’ lives as fire-breathing, devil-bearing 
mounts, coalesced with novel proof of Jewish malevolence.46 The smiths’ direct participation 
in nailing Christ to the Cross set up the figures as pictorial surrogates for the Beta Israel, to 
whom devolved the ignominious task of judicial executions and mutilating corporeal punish-
ments.47 Visual images inspired by Latin Christian and Catholic sources functioned to com-
pensate for, if not negate, the very similarities between Ethiopian Orthodoxy and Beta Israel 
religion on which specialists insist, not to mention supply an odious genealogy that repudiated 
Beta Israel claims to a shared biblical ancestry. 

In the face of Portuguese and eventually Jesuit assertions that Judaic practices had cor-
rupted Ethiopian Christianity, Ethiopians defended their religious customs. Shortly after the ar-
rival of the Jesuits in 1555, the negus Galawdewos (1540–1559) penned a missive to the king 
of Portugal João III (r. 1521–1557) or to the viceroy of Goa expatiating on his faith. Galawde-
wos maintained that Ethiopians do not observe the Sabbath, circumcision, and dietary laws 
“like the Jews who crucified Christ, saying: his blood is upon us and upon our children.”48 As 
Leonardo Cohen has shown, the distinctions that Galawdewos drew had nothing to do with 
Beta Israel traditions, but rather reflected knowledge about Portuguese Jewish customs that 
the negus must have already acquired from his Catholic interlocuters.49 During the succeeding 
decades of Jesuit activity, culminating in the 1622 conversion of the negus Susneyos (1607–
1632) to Roman Catholicism, missionaries’ can only have further propounded that Ethiopians 
must not be “like the Jews.” How could such schooling have failed to amplify, even exacer-
bate, the logic of ethno-religious differentiation with respect to the Beta Israel?50 Notwithstand-
ing the ejection of the Jesuits from the country after the accession of Fasiladas (1632–1667) 
and the definitive Ethiopian rejection of Catholic dogma, imported visual apparatuses fueled 
local iconographies of Jewish enmity that rhymed with globally proliferating tropes of sadistic 
Jews, their spikey instruments of torture, consumption of blood, and exploitation of wealth 

46  For images of fire-breathing hyenas bearing devils, see the Life and Acts of St. Tekle Haymanot, in London, BL, MS 
Or 723, fol. 69r, and MS OR 728, fol. 56r, both eighteenth-century manuscripts. I thank Eyob Derillo, Curator of 
Ethiopian manuscripts at the British Library, for alerting me to this iconography.

47  J. abbinK, “A Socio-Structural Analysis of the Beta Esra’el as an «Infamous Group» in Traditional Ethiopia,” Sociolo-
gus, 37-2 (1987), pp. 140–154, esp. pp. 150–151.

48  E. ullendorff, “The Confessio Fidei of King Claudius of Ethiopia,” Journal of Semitic Studies, 32-1 (1987), pp. 
159–176, quote at pp. 171–172.

49  L. coHen, “The Portuguese Context of the Confessio Fidei of King Claudius”, in Ethiopian Studies at the End of 
the Second Millennium. Proceedings of the XIVth International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, Addis Ababa, No-
vember 6-11, 2000, B. yiMaM (ed.), 3 vols., Addis Ababa, 2002, 1, pp. 152–168.

50  M. W. aregay, “The Legacy of Jesuit Missionary Activities in Ethiopia”, in Missionary Factor in Ethiopia: Papers 
from a Symposium on the Impact of European Missions on Ethiopian Society, Lund University, August 1996, G. 
Haile et al. (eds), Frankfurt am Main, 1998, pp. 31–56, esp. p. 39 suggests that Portuguese/Jesuit “overemphasis 
on the Jewishness of Ethiopian Christianity might have contributed to the revival of dormant prejudices against the 
Falasha of central Ethiopia”.
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and power to the detriment of their neighbors.51 Recourse to Catholic imagery integrated 
Ethiopia into modern circuits of defamatory knowledge about Jews that, as recent studies by 
Magda Teter and François Soyer reveal, stretched from Western Europe to Poland and Peru.52 
Ethiopia’s relative isolation between the end of the Jesuit adventure and the arrival of Protes-
tant missions in the nineteenth century did not preclude absorption of European anti-Jewish 
discourses and stereotypes.

51  In the early eighteenth-century Qwesquam Apocalypse, London, BL, MS Or 533, fol. 68r the woman seated on the 
scarlet beast of Rev 17:1–18 is interpreted through the trope of Jewish wealth, see R. Mcewan (with D. Mcewan, 
ed.), Picturing apocalypse at Gondär: a Study of the Two Known Sets of Ethiopian illuminations of the Revela-
tion of St. John and the Life and Death of John, Turin, 2006, pp. 179–182. The trope is developed in the Amharic 
commentary on that scriptural text, R. W. cowley, The Traditional Interpretation of the Apocalypse of St. John in 
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, Cambridge, 1983, pp. 328–329; Cowley, p. 23, dates the formation of the com-
mentary tradition to the Gondarine period.

52  M. teter, Blood Libel: On the Trail of an Antisemitic Myth, Cambridge, MA, 2020, pp. 89–207, 236–278; F. soyer, 
“The Passion of Christ in the Church of San Cristóbal De Rapaz: An Example of Medieval Anti-Jewish Iconography 
in Colonial Peru?”, eHumanista/ Conversos, 5 (2017), pp. 392–416.




