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ABSTRACT

The arrival of a Protestant mission in Ethiopia during the
1850s marks a turning point in the history of the Falashas.
Up until this point, they lived relatively isolated in the
country, unaffected and unaware of the existence of world
Jewry. Following this period and especially £from the
beginning of the twentieth century, the attention of
certain Jewish individuals and organisations was drawn to
the Falashas. This contact initiated a period of external
interference which would ultimately transform the Falashas,
an Ethiopian phenomenon, into Ethiopian Jews, whose
culture, religion and identity Dbecame increasingly
connected with that of world Jewry. It is the purpose of
this thesis to examine the external influences that
implemented and continued the process of transformation in
Falasha society which culminated in their eventual
emigration to Israel.

The original research provides an in-depth insight into the
processes which were set in motion among the Falashas
during the course of the twentieth century. The thesis
begins with a description of their religion, culture and
identity before the Falashas' exposure to external
influences, an analysis which is used to examine and
interpret the modifications that subsequently took place in
the Falashas' society. The missionarieg' activities, which
brought the Falashas to the attention of Western Jewry, are
then examined. Considerable attention is devoted to Jacques
Faitlovitch who was instrumental in developing the concept
of an ‘'Ethiopian Jew.' His programmes and activities in
Ethiopia and abroad, which were fundamental for the success
of subsequent endeavours by Israeli organisations, are
examined in detail. The Italian occupation of Ethiopia and
its impact on the Falashas is also a topic thoroughly
researched for the first time. Finally, the activities of
Israeli organisations and their impact on the Falashas are
examined.

The conclusions of this thesis are based on the results of
both archival research and interviews with Falashas and key
personalities who worked with them before the 1960s.
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INTRODUCTION

THIE "PDDTSCOVERY " OF "I'ET
FAT.ASHAS

The Falashas' immigration to Israel in the years following
1984 has been seen by various individuals and organisations
as the culmination of their long struggle to gain the
recognition of the Falashas as Jews. Contemporary
researchers have suggested that this process began in the
mid-nineteenth century when the Falashas were first brought

to the attention of the Jewish world.*

Prior to this period, the Falashas lived isolated from the
rest of the Jewish world and unaware of its existence.
Events that occurred outside Ethiopia and, in particular,
developments among Jewish communities "had virtually no
impact on their condition." From the arrival of the
missionaries, however, and especially from the twentieth
century onwards, "whilst the Ethiopian context rarely

ceased to be decisive, numerous external variables came

1

See for example, K. Kaufman Shelemay, A Song of
Longing: An Ethiopian Journey, {(Urbana and Chicago, 1991),
P. 34; J. Quirin, The Evolution of the Ethiopian Jews: A
History  of the Beta  Israel (Falasha) to 1920,
(Philadelphia, 1992), pp. 191-193; S. Kaplan and C. Rosen,
'Ethiopian Immigrants in Israel: Between Preservation of
Culture and Invention of Tradition,' Jewish Journal of
Sociology, vol.35 (1), June 1993, pp. 38-39; G.J. Abbink,
The Falashas in Ethiopia and Israel: The Problem of Ethnic
Assimilation, (Nijmegen, 1984), pp. 72-75.

5




increasingly into play."? Gradually, as we will see, these
external factors began to alter and shape the Falashas'
identity, society, religion and culture eventually to
develop the concept of an 'Ethiopian Jew' "long before the
majority of them reached Israel."® That is a Jew, first and

foremost, who is of Ethiopian origin.

It is the purpose of this thesis to analyse the external
catalysts which gradually transformed the Falashas into
Ethiopian Jews from the mid-nineteenth century. This
analysis was prompted by a challenge posed by Professor
Steven Kaplan®* who claims that the "entire process by which
the Beta Israel became Ethiopian Jews remains to be
examined." I will commence my quest where Kaplan ended his
book; "on the eve of Ethiopian Jewry's entry into World
Jewish history" and conclude at a point when the process
leading to the creation of an 'Ethiopian Jew' per se, as we

now see in Israel, was well under way.

A documentation dealing with an apparent transformation of

a peoples' identity should begin with an analysis of the

? §. Kaplan, The Beta Israel (Falasha) in Ethiopia:
From Earliest Times to the Twentieth Century, (New York,
1992), p.3.

* Kaplan and Rosen, 'Ethiopian Immigrants,' p.38.
¢ See Kaplan, Beta Israel, p.3.

* S. Kaplan, 'Beta Israel Studies Toward the Year 2000'
in Kaplan, T. Parfitt, E. Trevisan Semi (eds.), Between
Africa and Zion: Proceedings of the First International
Congress of the Society for the Study of Ethiopian Jewry,
(Jerusalem, 1995), p.16.




situation prior to their change. In order to analyse and
interpret the modifications that toock place in Falasha
society, it will be necessary first to give an account of
their religion, culture and identity before their exposure
to external forces. In this first chapter, I will thus
examine traditional Falasha life in Ethiopia to serve as a
basis by which to evaluate the extent of their

transformation in the twentieth century.

The sources for our understanding of the Falashas prior to
the western world's discovery of their existence are
scarce. Although the rulers of Ethiopia had their reigns
recorded in royal chronicles,® "they unfortunately give no
information about the religion or the cultural or social
conditions of the Falashas, dwelling only on the campaigns
of the Ethiopian Xings against them."’ Furthermore,
although the Falashas possessed a sizeable collection of
literature, none of the texts which has reached scholars to
date can be used to describe the Falashas' traditional

religion and culture in any detail.

It is therefore inevitable that, prior to the arrival of
the missionaries, our knowledge of the Falashas rests
heavily on the writings of foreign observers. It should
however also be noted, that "none of the texts prior to the

middle of the nineteenth century is concerned with the Beta

¢ These chronicles date back to the thirteenth century.
’ W. Leslau, Falasha Anthology, (New York, 1969), p.ix.
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Israel per se."® Instead, they often refer to the Falashas
in the context of a wider issue which the author seeks to
illustrate. What is more, the wvalue of the sources of
observers of the Ethiopian scene "varies tremendously with
the knowledge and personalities of authors, the character
of their involvement with Ethiopia, their opportunities of
observing the events and their motives for writing about
them."” None the less, in spite of the possibility of
misinformation, one must turn to the foreign observers to
gain a clearer picture of the Falashas prior to the

influence of the catalysts of change.

Among the oldest reports generally considered to refer to
the existence of Jews in Ethiopia are those of Jewish
observers such as Eldad ha-Dani (ninth century), Benjamin
of Tudela (twelfth century) and Elijah of Ferrara
(fifteenth century). However, most of these accounts are
reports of a legendary character that lack historical basis
and are presumably based on hearsay. According to Quirin,
they are in fact inconclusive "either in that they were
really referring to Jews, or in the case of Jewish

travellers, even that they meant Ethiopia."*°

There have also been several accounts of Falashas living

® Kaplan, Beta Israel, p.3.

® 8. Rubenson, The Survival of Ethiopian Independence,
(London, 1978), p.l6.

% Quirin, Evolution, p.21.
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outside of Ethiopia. These have included reports by the
sixteenth century Egyptian Talmudic scholar and Jewish
legal authority, David Ben Abi Zimra (the Radbaz). In a
reply to a series of questions concerning the Jewishness of
Falashas brought to Egypt as slaves, he wrote that the Jews
who came from the land of Cush are from the tribe of Dan
and despite their similarities to Karaites, they could be
accepted into the Jewish community if they adhered to
certain Jewish laws.** Although this judgement would have
very important consequences four hundred years later,?
Radbaz's report does not reveal much information on the
Falashas, as he neither wvisited Ethiopia nor discussed

their religion and culture.*?

11

M. Waldman, Beyond The Rivers of Ethiopia: The Jews
of Ethiopia and the Jewish People, (Tel Aviv, 1989), pp.66-
73.

* In February 1973, Ovadiah Yosef, the then Sephardi
Chief Rabbi, issued a decree declaring the Falashas to be
Jews. He based his ruling on Radbaz's responsa. What is
more, secular writers have also used Radbaz to wvalidate
their historical argument. (See for example. D. Kessler,
The Falashas: A Short History of The Ethiopian Jews,
(London, 1996), pp.85-86). Kaplan therefore concludes that
"it would not be an exaggeration to claim that these texts
are the most important of any Jewish documents ever written
about the Jews of Ethiopia and are a vital element in the
construction of their identity as a part of the Jewish
people." (S. Kaplan, 'History, Halakha and Identity: The
Beta Israel and World Jewry,' Israel Social Science
Research, vol. 10 (2), 1995, p.1l8).

¥ See S. Kaplan, 'Some Hebrew Sources on the Beta
Israel (Falasha) ' in Proceedings of the Eighth
International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, (Cambridge,
1988), pp.199-208. Kaplan notes that with one or two
doubtful exceptions, the Hebrew sources contain no
firsthand accounts of Falasha life within Ethiopia and the
accounts are brief and fragmentary. (p.199).
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It was not until the Portuguese diplomatic mission of the
sixteenth century to Ethiopia, led by Dom Rodrigo de Lima,
that accurate reports of the country itself were first
produced. This mission also established contact between
Ethiopia and Europe which temporarily ended the country's
long isolation from ;he rest of the Christian world.* The
historian of this mission was the Portuguese priest,
Francisco Alvarez, who resided in Ethiopia for six years.
He was the first to have produced a "coherent and reliable
work on Ethiopia which excited considerable interest in
Europe."*® Nevertheless, Alvarez failed to mention the
Falashas in his reports. He did, however, write that "in no
part of the kingdoms or lordships of the Prester John are

there Jews.v¢

When the Portuguese mission led by Rodrigo de Lima departed
Ethiopia in 1526, Jodo Bermudez, a member of the
expedition, remained in the country. Unlike Alvarez, his
travel accounts'’ contain several references to 'Jews'.
Once again, however, there is no actual description of the
Falashas' religion or culture in his report, as he mainly

refers to their skills as warriors.?®

¥ %E. Ullendorff, The Ethiopians, (London, 1965), p.4.
* Ibid.

1§ C. F. Beckingham, The Prester John of The Indies,
(London, 1961), wvol. 2, p.5i2.

7 J. Bermudez in R.S. Whiteway (ed.), The Portuguese
Expedition To Abyssinia in 1514-1543, (London, 1902).

1 Thid, p. 62.
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It was not until the arrival of a Jesuit mission to
Ethiopia that wmore specific references to the Falashas are
made. One of the Jesuits who went to Ethiopia was Manoel de
Almeida who arrived in 1622, the year the Ethiopian Emperor
Susneyos was converted to the Roman Catholic faith. Almeida
was well received by the Emperor and was granted permission
to study the country. Between 1628 and 1646, he wrote a
Historia de Ethiopia a alta ou Abassia (History of High
Ethiopia or Abyssinia) which Ullendorff considers an
"important landmark in the history of the exploration of

Ethiopia."*?

Almeida noted that there had always been 'Jews' in Ethiopia
and that although some had converted, the majority had
"continued their blindness" and remained Jewish. The
Falashas or Jews, as he also called them, were engaged in
c¢loth weaving, making ploughshares and other iron articles.
He described them as excellent smiths.?® Almeida also
claimed that the Falashas, whom he described as Arabs by
race, spoke Hebrew, possessed Hebrew Bibles and sang Hebrew

psalms in Synagogue.?!

*» Ullendorff, Ethiopians, p.6.

2 M. de Almeida in Beckingham and Huntingford (eds.),
Some Records of Ethiopia and Its People, (London, 1954),
p.54.

** Tbid. Kessler states that "confirmation for these
statements is lacking and it is more 1likely that they
mistook the Falasha dialect of Agau for Hebrew." (Kessler,
Falashas, p.84). Wolf Leslau suggested that these Hebrew
Bibles may have been brought by Jews who came to Ethiopia
during or prior to the period of the Jesuits. However, he
shares the same opinion as Kessler concerning the Falashas!'

11




Almeida further asserted that the Falashas' ancestors came
to Ethiopia following the captivity of Shalmaneser when
Jerusalem fell to Titus and the Jews were subsequently
expelled. He also professed that many of the Falashas were
descendants of those who escorted Sheba and Solomon to
Ethiopia.** However, Almeida did not discuss the Falashas'
religious practices or customs, except when referring to
those which the Christians also observed, such as
circumcision. When he discussed this essentially Jewish
ritual in the context of Ethiopian Christianity, he wrote
that "Christians never seemed to have discarded Judaism

entirely."?

Father Jeronimo Lobo, who came to Ethiopia in 1624, only
mentioned the Falashas when he explained the reason for the
tcorrupt form' of Christianity prevalent in Ethiopia. He
explained that this 'corruption' was a result of a
"gseparation from the Catholic Church and intexrcourse with

Mohamedans, Jews and pagans."**

Later writers were to criticize the Jesuits for their

failure to concentrate on the Falashas. In particular, the

dialect. (W. ©Leslau, 'A Falasha Religious Dispute,’
Proceedings of The American Academy For Jewish Research,
vol. 16, 1947, pp-89-94).

2 Almeida, Some Records, p.54.

2 Tbid., p.62.

% J. Lobo, A Voyage To Abyssinia, (London, 1887),
p.72.
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seventeenth century German scholar, Job Ludolphus,?*® wrote
that the Jesuits "never took care to enquire when, or upon
what occasion, the Jews came first to Ethiopia. What sacred
books they use, whether with points or without points."
Such information, he said, would be of great wvalue to

scholars.?*

It was not until the second half of the following century
that "the Falashas were 'discovered' for the Western world
by the famous Scottish traveller, James Bruce."?” He was
the first European, after the expulsion of the Jesuits in
1632-33, "to have attained a position of some importance in
Ethiopia and to have contributed a great mass of valuable
information to our knowledge of country and people."?®
Bruce detailed the results of his research in five volumes
entitled 'Travels to Discover The Source of The Nile'
which, according to Kesggler, "“casts a valuable light on the
condition of the community at the time of his two year stay

in and around Gondar in 1769 and 1770."?*

As Bruce lived for some time in the Gondar region, he was

%% Ullendorff refers to Ludolphus as "the founder of
Ethiopian studies." (Ullendorff, Ethiopians, p.9).

¢ J. Ludolphus, A New History of Ethiopia: Being a
Full and Accurate Description of the Kingdom of Abessinia,
(London, 1682), p.76.

?" Abbink, Falashas in Ethiopia and Israel, p.73.

?® yllendoxff, Ethiopians, p.1l2.

?* Kessler, Falashas, p.85.
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afforded many opportunities to meet Falashas, in whom he
developed a great interest. He wrote in the first of his
volumes that "I did not spare my utmost pains in inquiring
into the history of this curious people and lived in
friendship with several esteemed the most knowing and
learned among them, and I am persuaded, as far as they
knew, they told me the truth." However, he added that "it
required great patience and prudence in making the
interrogations and separating truth from falsehood for many
of them (as invariably the case with barbarians) if they
once divine the reason of your inquiry will say whatever
they think will please you."'® Bruce's task was also made
more difficult because the Falashas possessed no written

records .

James Bruce categorically stated that the Falashas traced
their origins to Solomon and Sheba. He wrote that "the
account they give of themselves, which is supported only by
tradition, is, that they came with Menilek from Jerusalem,
so that they perfectly agree with the Abyssinians in the
story of the Queen of Saba."*? Bruce further asserted that
the Falashas agreed with the other details of the legend,

including the inauguration of Menilek, but challenged the

3 J. Bruce, Travels To Discover The Source of The
Nile, (Edinburgh, 1790), vol. 1, p.488.

3* Bruce was informed by the Falashas that their
written records had been lost or destroyed in the course of
various wars.

32 Bruce, Travels, vol. 2, p.406.
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Christians' claim that the Israelites' descendants became
Christians at a later date. According to Bruce, "the
Abyssinians by way of reproach have called this family Bet
Israel, intimating that they were rebels and had revolted

from the family of Solomon and tribe of Judah."*?

Bruce expressed surprise over the Falashas' ignorance of
Hebrew. He claimed they had informed him "that they came
into Abyssinia speaking Hebrew, with the advantage of
having books in that language, but they had now forgot
their Hebrew and it was therefore not probable they should
retain any other language in which they had no books and
which they had learned to express by letters."* He
described this reason as a "pertinent one" but it was "mere
conjecture that the language which they spoke was that of
those nations, which they had found on the Red Sea, after

their leaving Judea and settling there."®®

Bruce dwelled further on the subject of the Falashas'
ignorance of Hebrew. He asked them, "since they came from
Jerusalem, how it happened they had not Hebrew, or
Samaritan copies of the law, at least the Pentateuch or
Octateuch."*® Bruce reported the Falashas' claim that they

were in possession of both copies when they came from

33 Ibid., vol. 1, p.485.
3 Tbid., p.487.

3% Ibid.

*¢ Tbid.




Jerusalem but were subsequently lost. Therefore, the
Falashas "were from necessity, obliged to have the
scriptures translated, or make use of the copies in hands
of shepherds, who according to them, before Solomon's

times, were all Jews."?’

However, Bruce was not entirely satisfied with this
explanation. In his opinion, the absence of Hebrew
literature discredited the Falashas' theory that they came
from Jerusalem in the time of Solomon.?*® He further
declared that it was almost impossible that "all the Jewish
law, which is in perfect vigour and force among them, all
their Levitical observances, their purifications,
atonements, abstinences and sacrifices" had been dependent
upon their memory for at least four hundred years until
they were translated from the Septuagint.?’ Bruce recalled
that even in Jerusalem, in the space of four Kings,
idolatry prevailed and the law was forgotten. He declared
that difficulties occurred on all sides as "it is not
probable that a Jew would receive the law and prophets from

Christians, without absolute necessity."*°

Bruce also made many references to the Falashas in the

context of general Ethiopian history, which he extracted

7 Ibid.

*® Thid., p.489.
¥ Ibid., p.490.
“ Ibid., p.491.
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from Ge'ez manuscripts. He discussed, in particular, the
wars which had taken place between the independent Jews and
the Christian Kings of the country. One famous battle took
place near the Jews' Rock, "which is famous in the history
of this country for the many revolts of the Jews against

the Abyssinian Kings."*

Nevertheless, as Kaplan states, "Bruce's reliability as a
historian should not be exaggerated."*’ Bruce indeed wrote
that the region in which the Jews' Rock was located "[was]
in great part possessed by Jews and there Gideon and
Judith, King and Queen of that nation, and as they say, of
the house of Judah, maintain still their ancient
sovereignty and religion from very early times."*® However,
it is now generally accepted by scholars® that Falasha
independence had virtually ceased a hundred and fifty years
earlier, thus illustrating the exaggeration in Bruce's

report.

Furthermore, many other historical accounts in Bruce's
travel report were also marred by his arrogance. This

caused him to exaggerate his own importance and, in

4 Thid., vol. 3, p.189.

“? Kaplan, Beta Israel, p.46.

*? Bruce, Travels, vol. 3, p.252.

44 See, for example, S. Kaplan, 'Leadership and
Communal Organization Among the Beta Israel (Falasha): An
Historical Study,' Encyclopedia Judaica Yearbook, 1986-7,
(Jerusalem, 1988), pp.1l55-6.
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particular, to claim for himself the honour of discovering
the source of the Blue Nile. This was, in fact, a task that
had been accomplished a century and a half earlier by the
Jesuits whom Bruce is said to have hated "as some people

hate rats."ss

Finally, Bruce also failed to provide a detailed account of
the Falashas' religious and cultural life, in spite of his
reported intimacy with the most learned Falashas. Indeed,
he simply declared in one volume that the Falashas "still
preservel[d] the religion, language and manners of their
ancestors."® Additionally, he wrote that they "have never
heard of talmud, targum, or Cabalah and neither have they
any fringes or ribband upon their garments nor is there as
far as I could learn one scribe among them."*” In general,
he asserted that the Falashas were not fond of talking of

their religion.®*®

In short, to rely on Bruce's Travels To Discover The Source
of The Nile to provide an accurate portray of the Falashas
in the eighteenth century would be a mistake. Bruce himself
admitted that he required the help of the learned to

clarify wvarious aspects of the Falashas.*® The most

5 P, Caraman, The Lost Empire, (London, 1985), p.l17.
4 Bruce, Travels, vol. 3, p.190.
47 Ibid., vol. 1, p.486.

“ Tbid., p.488.

* Tbid., p.490.
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important function of his travel reports would appear to be
a vehicle for awakening European interest in Ethiopia in
general and in the Falashas in particular. "The stimulus he
gave to Abyssinian studies became the basis on which so
much has been built."*® Hence, although thirty years were
to pass Dbefore further exploration was attempted in

Ethiopia, his impact can be said to have began a new era.®!

During the first half of the nineteenth century, a number
of expeditions arrived in Ethiopia, encouraged by a revived
interest in the academic study of the country. This brought
about "the publication of a number of fundamental works in
this sphere" on which a basis was created to establish
these studies "as a proper university discipline."®® 1In
this period, a number of detailed, semi-accurate accounts
of the Falashas' traditional life were also produced. Since
these reports were written prior to the watershed in the
Falashas' history, "a snapshot of the people in the
nineteenth century will provide a useful basis from which
to discover how they reached this turning point, and what

has happened since."®

The first observer to shed any new light on the Falashas

after James Bruce was the Swiss Protestant, Samuel Gobat.

*¢ Ullendorff, Ethiopians, p.l4.
*1 Kaplan, Beta Israel, p.107.
*2 Ullendorff, Ethiopians, p.15.
Quirin, Eveclution, p.l.
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He was sent to Ethiopia by the Church Missionary Society in
1826. Gobat, at first, did not specifically single out the
Falashas for future missionary effort, as his primary
interest was in the Amharas.’® Nevertheless, in his Journal
of a Three Years Residence In Abyssinia, he reported

several dialogues he held with Falashas.

Gobat refers to the Falashas in his book as "an ignorant
and besotted people"*®* who "do not know of what tribe they
are; nor have they any adequate idea as to the period when
their ancestors settled in Abyssinia."®® Gobat reported
that some claim to have arrived with Menilek, the son of
Solomon,®*’ whilst others believe they settled in Abyssinia
after the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans.®® Gobat
described a Falasha's surprised reaction when he was

informed of the existence of 'other' Jews in the world.®®

¢ Abbink, Falashas in Ethiopia and Israel, p.74.

55 8. Gobat, Journal of a Three Years Residence In
Abyssinia, (London, 1850), pp.263, 279, 467. Gobat comments
in the conclusion of his journal that the Falashas'
ignorance stems from their unfamiliarity with the Ethiopian
language, in which most of their books are written. (p.468)

56 Thid., p.467.
7 @obat comments later on in his journal that the
numerous fables or legends concerning Solomon and Sheba
"are too ridiculous to secure rational confidence; and
although they are received with the same deference by the
Christian as by the Jew, they are really unworthy of the
least regard." (p.467)

%8 Ibid.
5 Tbid., p.267.
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On a visit to a Falasha village, he asked to see their
'Rabbi' in order to examine the Falashas' literature and
put forth several questions. He was subsequently shown a
book of psalms, which included 'The Praises of Mary' that
"the Christians [had] added, together with all the
repetitions of 'In the name of the Father, of the Son and
of the Holy Ghost.'"®® He also examined a book which dealt
with the Sabbath in one half and 'the Prophecy of
Gorgorious' and 'the book of Enoch!' in the other. To a
question as to whether the Falashas possessed books in
Hebrew, Gobat was informed that they had "the Law" but
owing to their present troubles, they had hid that together
"with some other books."®* Gobat alsc comments in the
conclusion of his book that the Falashas also had one book

of prayers in their peculiar dialect.®

Gobat initially questioned the 'Rabbi' about the tribe to
which the Falashas belonged and was subsequently informed
that they were from the tribes of Levi and Judah. He then
asked him about the expectation of the Messiah to which the
religious leader responded, after some confusion, that
"this was to be Theodore" whose time of arrival was unknown
as "some say the time is near; others that it is still

distant."®® Gobat concluded that the issue of the Messiah,

0 Ibid., p.277.
st Tbid., p.279.
2 Tbid., p.468.
¢ Ibid.
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did not "awaken in their minds any strong or 1lively
interest" and as to whether he would be a Christian or Jew
"is a point about which the poor Falashas have formed no
definite opinion."®** None the less, Gobat also comments
that "in regard to the person of Jesus Christ, they indulge
the same intense hatred, which is felt by the Jews in every

land. "¢

During his expedition, Gobat attempted to dispel the
rumour, prevalent among the Christians, that the Falashas
were associated with the 'buda' or 'malevolent spirits' and
could change themselves into hyenas. In reply to a priest
who put forward this remark, he claimed that the accusation
stemmed from a lack of faith. He stated that "if boudas
exist, you are obliged to believe that they can do nothing
contrary to the will of God and consequently cannot harm
those who have true faith in God." Therefore, according to
this wviewpoint, the priest's "groundlesgs fear of buddas"
only proved his "total want of faith in the God of

Israel.n®s

Apart from the above comments, Gobat has nothing more to
say about the Falashas. He noted that "very little is known

of them"®’” since they did not have much contact with those

¢4 Ibid., p.467.
5 ITbid.

®¢ Ibid., p.335.

¢7 Tbid., p.466.




who profess Christianity. Therefore, "neither their
religious dogmas nor their social customs are well
understood by the latter."®® Secondly, on questioning
ordinary Falashas about their history, present conditions
or doctrinal beliefs, he was frequently advised to approach
one of their learned men. However, Gobat asserted that he

experienced great difficulty in finding such men.

None the less, according to Philoxene (Filosseno) Luzzatto,
an Italian Jewish scholar, Gobat's dialogues with the
Falashas were "very interesting and show us, what the most
minute description could not make so apparent, how much the
moral and religious sentiments are developed in the

Falashas."¢®

The next foreign observer who is worthy of mention here is
Charles Beke, the English geographer and bible critic. Beke
travelled extensively in Ethiopia between 1840-43 and also
made contact with the Falashas during his expeditions.
Unlike previous observers, Beke was of the opinion "that
there seems to be 1little doubt that the Falashas of
Abyssinia belong to the sect of Samaritans" because of the
similarities between the observances and customs of the two
sects. However, he was unsure "when and how their religion

was introduced into that portion of Africa" as "it is a

¢ Tbid., p.467.

¢ P. Luzzatto, 'The Falashas or Jews of Abyssinia,'
Jewish Chronicle (hereafter: JC), 31 October 1851, p.28.
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guestion which we do not at present possess the means of

deciding.""®

A year later, Beke wrote another account of the Falashas in
the Jewish Chronicle. He began his report by stating that
"here and there over almost the entire country are found
the scattered remnants of a once numerous Israelitish
people who still retain the religion of their ancestors,
though in an extremely debased form."’* He was not
convinced that the Falashas were descended from any of the
tribes of Israel as their peculiar language (which he
rightly claimed was related to existing dialects spoken by
the Agaws) affords "a strong argument in support of the
opinion that these people are descended from an aboriginal
race."” He is also rather critical of Bruce's accuracy in
his article, especially concerning the 1legend of the
descent of the Imperial house of Ethiopia from Menilek, the
alleged son of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. Indeed,
he considered this account as one based on only "a

substratum of truth,"’?

A year later, in the same Jewish newspaper, another article

" Letter by C. Beke to the Jewish Chronicle of
February 19 1847, p.83, reproducing an extract from his
article in Journal of the Royal Geographical Society, vol.
14, p.55.

" C. Beke, 'Remarks on the Matshafa Tomar,' JC, 31
March 1848, p.485.

2 Tbid.
7 Tbid., p.486.
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on the Falashas was published. This time it toock the form
of an interview with the Frenchman, Antoine d'Abbadie, who
together with his brother, Arnould, had spent eleven years
in Ethiopia from 1837.* As well as contributing
extensively to several fields of Ethiopian studies, Antoine
d'Abbadie was the first foreign observer to undertake a
detailed analysis of the Falashas. According to Hess,
d'Abbadie "made a point of seeking out Falasha informants"
unlike Bruce "who had casually interviewed several Falashas
during his stay in Gondar."’”® Therefore, as a result of his
painstaking research, it is possible to reconstruct the
most accurate picture of traditional Falasha 1life to

date.’®

In the interview with the Jewish Chronicle, d'Abbadie
stated that the Falashas, "entertain some extraordinary
notions altogether incompatible with Judaism as understood

by other Jews," such as celibacy and suicide.’” D'Abbadie

" A. d'Abbadie, 'The Jews in Abyssinia,' JC, 16
November 1849, p.43.

" R.L. Hess, 'An Outline of Falasha History,'
Proceedings of The Third International Conference of
Ethiopian Studies, (Addis Ababa, 1969), vol.l, p.107.

' According to Kessler, the replies to d'Abbadie's
questions (presented by Luzzatto) represented "pure Falasha
tradition," which could still be found in the outlying
villages, "before Western contacts had began to influence
the thinking of Falasha leaders." (Kessler, Falashas,
p.111).

7 He discovered that suicide was an act the Falashas
deemed as highly meritorious under certain circumstances.
When d'Abbadie engquired as to the biblical origins of
celibacy, he was directed to the account of the prophet
Elijah, who in their (incorrect) opinion never married.
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further asserted that the Falashas were totally
unacquainted with Hebrew. Rather, they read the scriptures
in their native language and claimed they were translated
from Arabic. Nevertheless, he still believed that "a good
Hebrew scholar wmight trace many Hebrew words" in the

Falashas' liturgy.

D'Abbadie continued by presenting an account of their
literature. He reported that the Falashas considered the
Apocrypha sacred "besides books held by all Jews as
authoritative." D'Abbadie was of the opinion that these
texts corresponded with the Vulgate versions apart from the
book of Maccabees, in which he discovered great
discrepancies. Perhaps the most striking episode in
d'Abbadie's interview is his account of meeting a young
Falasha who "was most anxious to go to Europe in order to
acquire the correct notions in Judaism which on return to
his native country might be propagated among his

brethren."’®

This interview was not the only report on the Falashas
produced by d'Abbadie. His wmain contribution to an
understanding of the Falashas in the first half of the
nineteenth century was a response to a questionnaire
produced by Filosseno Luzzatto, a representative of "the

first small interest of European Jewry in the discovery of

® D'Abaddie, 'The Jews in Abyssinia,' p.43.
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Ethiopian Judaism."” Luzzatto's interest in the Falashas
arose from Bruce's Travels which he read at the age of
thirteen. On hearing about d'Abbadie's work in Ethiopia
from a letter he wrote in Journal des Débats in 1845,
Luzzatto contacted the Frenchman who was in Ethiopia at the

time.

Luzzatto considered d'Abbadie "the most learned, the most
courageous and the most indefatigable of all the travellers
who have visited Abyssinia." He therefore assigned him the
task of 1lifting "a corner of the veil, so hermetically
closed that had covered the Falashas."®® In Luzzatto's
letter to d'Abbadie, he commented that his survey in
Journal Des Debats on the exposition of the religion of the
Falashas left much to be desired. He asserted there was
much confusion evident in some portions of it stemming
"from the ignorance of those who furnished d!'Abbadie with
his information."®* None the less, Luzzatto also professed
that the article provided "a clearer idea of the dogmas,
ceremonies, festivals and fasts of the Falashas, than all

the accounts which had been furnished by preceding

" Hess, 'An Outline,' p.107.

8 JC, 31 October 1851, p.28.

81

F. Luzzatte, 'The Falashas or Jews of Abyssinia,'
JC, 7 November 1851, p.34. D'Abbadie, in a preface to the

questionnaire, wrote that T"certain practices which
indicated a mixture of Christianity with the ancient faith
of the Falasha ... naturally casts doubt upon the veracity

of him from whom I had obtained my information." (JC, 26
September 1851, p.404).
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