Defining Rim within the 18™ century Ethiopian System of Land
Ownership, Administration and Taxation

Namouna Guebreyesus' and Hiruy Abdu’

Abstract

The commonest object of land transaction in records of the 18" century was
called rim. True to the etymology of its denomination, this type of land was
carved from a larger estate (g"2lf) granted to a church, and then distributed to
clerics. By carefully examining hundreds of historical records of the period,
rim will be redefined within the normative system in which it occurred. The
reading of contractual writings against the law, its commentaries, regulations
and historical narratives show that rim derived its regime from the provisions
prescribed for the estate from which it was apportioned. The lot that each
cleric received was composed with parcels of equal quality and was
established as a living, a compensation for services or tributes owed to the
church. The double requirement that g"alt holders should be masters of their
domains and be given profitable land allowed rim owners certain liberties.
They had dominion over the initial inhabitants of the land whose diverse status
was revised. They became judges and administrators of a land on which
exactions for the church overlapped with their claims; the taxation rules
borrowed from the general fiscal tradition that prevailed in lay domains. They
could also liquidate their asset by pledging it for a loan, selling only to redeem
it later by exercising the faculty of recovery conferred by legal acts or custom.
Several flexible doctrinal interpretations of inalienability supported the
established practice of rim exchange.

Keywords: 18" century Ethiopia, Land Ownership, Legal History, Economic
History, Rim, Land Tenure

Introduction

In 1723, two regiments were accused of abusive behaviour and conspiracy
against King Bikaffa (r 1721-1730). To keep them at bay and protect the
citizens of Gondir, a decree ordered that they stay in the countryside where
they had rims.* In a grant by the same king, land that was confiscated of its
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3 Guidi 1903, 283.




Defining 7im within the 18" century Ethiopian System of Land Ownership

two-third portion from its heirs and given to clerics of the Qdmug Kidand
Mbohrit church was called rim.*

In these early attestations, rim designated individual lots in situations where a
domain was granted to collective entities. Charters instituted g"2lt ‘lasting
endowment of inalienable land’ for churches. By other grants expressed in
terms of sara ‘at, regiments received estates.” These vast territories were then
apportioned and distributed to clerics or soldiers as rim.

Grammarians and lexicographers offer etymologies suggestive of these
semantics of 7im land as a parcelled out endowment. Among these, the most
compelling in regards to historical evidence and comparative linguistics are
the ones presented by Tayyd Gébridmariam and Didsta Takldwéld. The first
author registered the Ga’oz verb +Cchav (tdrahmd) with the translation ®A4
(willdgd) and +wé- (téssérra).® Wiilligd has the meaning of ‘be taken off, be
disjoined’.” In his section on numbers, Tayyid Gabrimariam employed the
expression &9% N4-£: avfA (rim kofay mddib) ‘sub divisional rim’®; these
were grammatical classes which compositional elements had use in other
contexts.” The second meaning of the word rim given as tdssdrra is translated
as ‘was established, appointed, ordained, was given dominion’.'® Dista
Tikldwild noted an Amharic verb 04ev (‘arrimd) ‘apportion land’.'" The

4 See ms London, British Library, Or (henceforth BL Or), 481, fol.208v (Wright 1877, 1-6, no. II); Mf
[linois/IES 84.1.6 (Shumet Sishagne 1988,1)

5Ms Frankfurt am Main, Stadtbibliothek zu Frankfurt am Main, Ms. or. 39 (previously Ms. Orient.
Riipp. I b, henceforth referred to as Ms. Orient. Riipp. 39), fol. 50v (Goldschmidt 1897, 63—67, no.
18); Guidi 1903,139-140; Conti Rossini 1907,45,162

® Tayyi Gabramariam 1889, 103. A similar definition using Dillmann's 1865 etymology is proposed for
TCehov in Leslau 1987, 468. The Amharic terms which translate the Go'az verb are defined in the
dictionary of Antoine d'Abbadie as follows: W¢- meant 'founded by an edict' and @AP meant
'disassemble', d'Abbadie 1881, 164, 645. The etymology of the word rim is also linked to the idea of
dismemberment in note 11 of Bausi 2001, 147; see also +wWCTAF AU~ in ms BL Or 508 fol.
282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV); for an attestation of similar expression in Go‘oz see W(CO : (lao-
in the Chronicles of Susonyos, Pereira 1892, 218.

7 Tayyd Gibramariam 1889, 103; -TCchov in Leslau 1987, 468, wé- and MA4 in d'Abbadie 1881,
164, 645; Bausi 2001, 147.

8 Tayyi Gabrimariam 1889, 329-337.

® 114.2,, avgAl in d'Abbadie 1881, 637, 112. Numbers were classified in kafay ‘subdivisions’ that
related to: genre, chronology, the order of the alphabetical letters or the order of the days of the week.
A second grouping of numbers under mdddib were differentiated according to: gender (feminine and
masculine), proximity to the thing designated and number (singular or plural). The superposition of the
two groupings resulted in a new category which used the classification criteria of the two groups; this
category was called “rim kafay mddab”.

1% See note 12 below.

" Dasta Takliwild 1970, 957.
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radical is found in other Semitic languages sometimes with this exact
> 12

polysemy ‘land gift/ to untie or remove’.
In historical records, ecclesiastical rim became one of the widely mentioned
types of land in the 18" century. The second half of the 1730s saw a brusque
proliferation of 24N (ddbdabe) ‘legal acts’ inscribed as marginalia or on
additional folia in manuscripts of religious texts; besides the usual charters
that established church g"alfs, these included transactional records by which
rim was sold, pledged or donated and judgments by which land conflicts were
settled.® Grantors organised the management of resources, defined incomes
and administrative tasks in regulations called £2C% 1t (sara ‘at)."* The first
regulations were integrated in the grant charter while later ones were presented
as separate documents.'> The endowment and the regulation were then
detailed in acts that indicated the name of the plots, the labourers and the
inhabitants of the land assigned to a cleric. These cadastral records were
instruments of effectuation of the g"alt charter that carried out the general
directives given by the grantor and served as title deeds for »im owners. The
book in which they were gathered was known as the mdizgdb."®

Records of rim land from the 18" century can be found in three collections.
The first two assemble manuscripts acquired mainly by looting and are kept in
the Cambridge and British libraries.'” The third is a microfilm collection

2 In Assyrian ramu/ rummu meant ‘to untie, to remove’ as well as ‘to grant, to deed an estate’. Biggs et
al. 1999, 128,146. According to Leslau, in the Ciha, Muhor and Soddo languages name has the
meaning of ‘give me’; this seems to be a phonetic variant of the morpheme through a process of
nasalization r>n or rotacism n>r, Leslau 1979, 51, 456. Kidandwild Kofle proposed that rim was
derived from the stem harim ‘set aside as sacred’. Kidandwéld Kofle 1955/1956, 462.

13 Crummey 1979, 469-470; Namouna Guebreyesus 2017, 135-13

" The radical sdra from which sara’at is derived has the sense of ‘give alms, grant’. See Isaiah 38.1 as
interpreted in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tédwahado Church] 2004/2005. 254. In Ga’sz and in
Ambharic, the word has the general meaning of ‘ordinance, procession, ceremonial rite, rule,
regulation, regime...’; it could mean ‘status’ of one who is given a living as well as ‘establishment’.
Ms. UNESCO Series 10 no. 6 fol. 1 ((UNESCO Mobile Microfilm Unit] 1970, 65); Conti Rossini
1907, 26; Kidandwéld Kofle 1955/1956, 678, Dista Takldwéld 1970, 894. We refer to documents that
use the word in a specific sense as ‘an administrative regulation that defines jurisdictional and fiscal
relations’. Mf Illinois/IES 89.IV.31 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 3). Ms. Orient. Riipp. 39, fol.126v
(Goldschmidt 1897, 63—-67, no. 18) This definition of the word is attested since at least the 14%
century; see MS Bodleian 29, fol. 30v (Dillmann 1848, 76-80, XXIX), ms BL Or 481 fol.154 (Wright
1877, 1-6, no.II)

S'Ms BL Or 481 fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il), BL Or 778 fol.2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no.
CCCXLVII); Illinois/IES 89.04.31 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 3); Illinois/IES 88.22.25-27 (Shumet
Sishagne 1988, 9)

16 Tllinois/IES 88.I-IV (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); 88.VII (Shumet Sishagne 1988,3)

7 Ullendorff and Wright 1961. Catalogue of Ethiopian Manuscripts in the Cambridge University
Library (Cambridge: University Press, 1961)
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constituted by Donald Crummey who in the 1980s reproduced legal acts
contained in manuscripts still held by churches in the provinces of Gondér and
Goggam.'8

The pioneering publications on the earliest primary sources for rim land are
those authored by Crummey.'® He presented his findings in his book Land
and Society in the Christian Kingdom of Ethiopia. He proposed its criticism
and refinement in subsequent articles. One of them was presented at the
conference in Bologna where the etymology, the history and the different local
traditions of rim were discussed.?’ Another was included in the Encyclopaedia
Aethiopica definition of this landholding. *!

Crummey defined ecclesiastical rim in the 18" century as a 'tenure' which the
holder could maintain as long as he performed the religious services which
were expected of him; he considered it to be a maddrya.** He observed that in
Gondér rim was transferable by sale, gift or inheritance and deduced that
Mahteme Sellassiec Wolde Meskal's statement that 7im — in the 19" and 20™
centuries- was inalienable could not be supported by the old tradition.?
Retaining the common distinction between g"alt and rast, he classified rim
under the category of g"alt. Levy rights which were superimposed on other
land rights characterised g"a/t, while rast was regarded as a right transmissible
by inheritance.

He specified that in light of Habtamu Mengiste's research, the creation of rim
appeared to have been a cause of expropriation and displacement of heirs to
the land (holders of rast). He noted therefore that the categorization of rim was
difficult; g" 2/t in principle allowed rights to overlap and did not require the
disglacement of the occupants of the land.?* Habtamu Mengiste, based on a
19" century charter from the Goggam region, observed that the cleric could
cultivate his 7im on his own or have it ploughed and deduced that rim holders

'8 Shumet Sishagne. 4 catalogue of land tenure related microfilm from churches and monasteries of
Gondar province recorded in 1984 and January and July 1988 (Addis Ababa). Daniel Ayana. 4
catalogue of land tenure related microfilm from churches and monasteries of Gojjam recorded
between January and July 1989 (Addis Ababa)

¥ Crummey 1979, 469.

2 Bausi A., G. Dore and Taddia 1., 2001, Anthropological and Historical Documents on “Rim” in

Ethiopia and Erithrea, Turin.

2L «Rim” in EAe, IV (2010), 391- 392 (Crummey D.)

22 The term is ealborated below.

2 Crummey 2001, 68

4 See the following section for the definition of rim in relation to other rights holders.
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had a right to the land and not only to its produce.® He explained that the
former occupants who were expropriated of their land given to clerics as rim
became subjugated, he saw the institution of zeganndt and the zega -which he
compared to serfdom and serfs- as a social consequence of rim creation. Due
to these expropriations, a greater number of people would have become, from
the seventeenth century onwards, zegas.2®

The classification of rim as a type of g"alt had first been proposed by
Crummey.”’ In a later article, the author remarked that the difference between
rim and g"alt remained undetermined and that he did not find it useful to
distinguish between them.?® He explained the thousands of rim transfers in the
18™ century by the fact that this land, unlike g"alt, was less political since its
beholder had no direct allegiance to the king. The ecclesiastical rim was an
individual asset contrary to g"alt that could also be granted to collective
entities; it was therefore easily transferred provided that the charges which
were levied on the land were respected.29

Crummey, nevertheless, observed that complete identification of the two types
of land is undermined by several factors. Rim was exclusively owned by
individuals when g"2lt could also belong to a church. The transactional legal
acts from the 18" century were mostly concerned with rim rather than with
g"alt. Furthermore, royal donations of the last decades of the 18" century
transferred land as g"2/¢ but also as rim. *°

Problematization

The radical thesis that saw in the institution of rim a cause for zegenndt/zega,
should by the same token be re-examined.*" A large number of documents
suggest that the former occupant to whom the third of inheritance was left,
although impoverished and called zega or daha was often not the farmer who
worked the land; the sdmad zega ‘labourers’ were a different group of

% Habtamu Mengiste 2004, 45- 46

26 Habtamu Mengiste 2011, 12, 16, 18

7 Crummey 2000, 180, 185

2 Crummey 2001, 70

» Crummey 2001, 70-73, 80

3% Crummey 2001, 70-73. For the distinction of small and large rim holders in the 20™ century see
Mantel Niecko 1980, 109, 176, 177.

3 Habtamu Mengiste 2011, 12, 13, 15, 180-188
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people.? It is thus necessary to distinguish the status of the various former
occupants of the land.*

Rim and g"2lt could thus appear to be unrelated. The first was an individual
asset that was freely transferred; and the writings that account for this type of
land are cadastres and transactional legal acts registered by the thousands and
kept in church archives. By opposition g"2/t was a land granted to individuals
as well as entities like a regiment or a community of clerics, it was rarely
ceded, and was attested by grants and regulations. And yet, the
documentations for these two types of land were complementary,
interdependent.

The research into the definition of 18" century rim brings forth the following
questions: to what extent can the definition of 18" century ecclesiastical rim
be derived from the regime prescribed for g"2/t? How can ecclesiastical rim be
defined on the basis of the prescriptions for the g"2lt from which it was
apportioned? The questions raised by past researchers dealing with rim have
been two-fold. On the one hand, the possibility of overlapping rights on this
type of land was discussed. This is the issue of whether the »im holder was
allowed to cultivate or only to harvest its fruits. On the other hand, the search
for a legal category which takes into account all the characteristics of rim, did
not lead to a satisfactory result.

The problem of the overlapping benefits was discussed in regards to the
effects of rim creation on the people who had inhabited the land before the
establishment of the ecclesiastical domain. Some authors have argued that the
establishment of rim impoverished the former occupants and caused their
migration.”* However, these effects occur according to some variations that we
will try to understand by distinguishing between the different statuses of land
occupants. While some were indeed displaced, others managed to keep part of
their land and remained or received compensation for their losses™.

These differences in treatment of the inhabitants took account of the titles
(inheritance, service fees etc...) by which the former occupants held the land.

3 This is a designation of the cultivator of land held by someone other than himself. See A97£ and 1.2
in d'Abbadie 1881, 908, 726.

BThe former occupant, different from the 'serf, is for example listed among the inhabitants of the lands
of rim in the register of the Q"osq"“am Maryam church, Mf. Illinois/IES 88.1. (Shumet Sishagne 1988,
2)

3 Habtamu Mengiste 2004, 16, 50; Donald Crummey takes up this author's thesis in “Rim” in Ede, IV
(2010), 392 (Crummey D.)

3 For example the ms BL Or 481, fol. 4r, fol. 209v (Wright 1877, 1-6 no.II)
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The management of the terrain also differed; while some supervised
cultivation by themselves, it was often that others received land income as
contributions from labourers.*

Conceptual Terms

In the 18" century, ecclesiastical land was sometimes presented as madiirya, a
term that meant that the grantee would receive a tributary income or a land for
his livelihood.*” Nonetheless, we have not found a record where rim is directly
identified as being a maddrya, a g"alt or a rast. These were not the principal
categories of the law on property but only examples of the granted objects
generically called habt.*® In theory, g"2lt was obtained by donation that took
effect during the lifetime of the grantor while rast was an inheritance; in
situations where the former was bequeathed to successors, the differentiation
lost all meaning. Besides, the abundant transactional records attest that there
were other ways to acquire land. As Crummey wrote, the consideration of
g"alt and rast as fundamental categories ‘failed to do justice to the
complexities of land-holding in historical Ethiopia’.*’

A better lay out of the culture into which rim occurred can be drawn from
Gondirine legal discourse. In church records, rim and the g"2/t domain from
which it was apportioned were regarded as 77HA (gdnzdb) ’goods, belongings’
or UVt (habt) “granted assets’.*” The notion of a single type of privileged
ownership called property is of very recent import.*' In former times, many
genres of ownership subsisted on the same land and their exact benefits, even
within a same category, depended upon the regime prescribed in legal acts

3 The regulation and the cadastre prescribed for the Bi'ata church offer a good illustration of the
numerous status of the original heirs to the estate. Ms BL Or 481, fol.209v (Wright 1877, 1-6 no.II)

¥ See the term employed in King Bikaffa’s grant to the church of Anbiza Giyorgis in ms BL Or 481
fol.208v (Wright 1877, 1-6 no.Il); the term or its derivatives are encountered for livings granted to
church dignitaries and officers in ms BL Or 518 fol.173r (Wright 1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV);
Illinois/IES 89.03.33 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 3)

3 Paragraph 26 as interpreted in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tédwahodo Church] 2002/2003

¥ <Rim’ in EAe, IV (2010), 381 (Crummey D.)

0 Manuscript in a private collection henceforth referred to as “M.B. Wildd Yohannas commentary 152;
Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahodo Church] 2002/2003, .147; UNESCO 10.6.171;
paragraph 36 of the law book in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tdwahado Church] 2002/2003,
409, 418, pargraph 18 of the law book in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahodo Church]
2002/2003, 253 ; Bibliothéque nationale de France, Ethiopien d’Abbadie 231, henceforth BnF
d’Abbadie 231, 98 (Chaine 1912, 132); Bibliothéque nationale de France, Ethiopien 236, henceforth
BnF Ethiopien 236, fol.121v (Chaine 1913, 31). Gdnzib is the equivalent of the Go’az 7P2, see
paragraph 27 of Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tédwahado Church] 2002/2003, 355.

! Article 1204 of the Ethiopian civil code is almost a verbatim translation of the French civil code on
property. The Ethiopian civil code; Proclamation No. 165, 1960, 255
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such as grants and regulatory documents. The name of the land such as rast*,
rim, g*alt, @1t et (Ciwandt Soraf)®, 0AgeL-N Pavh (balambaras
gamds)* ete. often signified either the process by which the goods came to be
in one’s possession or the obligations which the holder had to perform to
remain lord of the estate.

The QAT (baliber) was in the language of jurists an appellation of landlords
and owners. These were also referred to in terms specifying the type of asset
they had as 01A9°L:C (balimadar) ‘lord of the land’, 01ANJ~ (balibota) ‘lord of
the constructible plot’, AA-+né (baldtdikal) ‘lord of the garden’ etc. The rim
owner was called 0A:U-AT:A% (bald huldt 2gg) ‘owner of a two third portion
of the land’ while the heir who lost part of his estate was the AAO.O (baldsiso)
‘owner of a third portion of the land’.*> Baliibet just as geta was a translation
of the Go’oz terms avAn, (mdlaki) and Mh, (gdza i) that designated one who
could dispose of the income and/or the use of the land.*®

#AN (“alaba) in the 18" century had the meaning of ‘crops, fruits of the land’
and belonged to the MA?NC (baldigabar) ‘the owner of tributes’ whose benefits
were called &\ (bal); PI°NA®-7 (ydmabdlawan) meant ‘land from which I
obtain bal’. 9°&C (madar) was on the other hand the realty, and its owner the
balimadar had the use of the land. His governance of it was called i, (gorii)
while ¢9°Mm-? (yimogizawan) meant ‘land that I use’.*” Those who had
alaba and/or madar could transfer their asset at will if their term of
entitlement, defined in a grant or a purchase record, did not forbid such power.

“2 Inherited land; the word translates the Ga’oz kafsl. It can be instituted as a perpetual holding or as a
lifelong holding; in the second case, the owner lived on the farm produce and after his death, the
expenses for commemorative prayers in his favour could be drawn from the land; Kidandwéld Kofle
1955/1956, 543; Ms. Bibliothéque nationale de France(BnF), Ethiopien d’Abbadie 152, fol. 57v
(Chaine 1912, 92)

# The Go’oz text calls it #2C%-Fao-: Hebb®-17 in Conti Rossini 1907, 26, 27,28

# Land from which officers titled balambaras received tribute. The word gdmds is found with other
qualifiers in expressions such as ras gdmds, Maru qdmds, Fares qdmds, zdillan gdmds; all specifying
the person or regiment exacting tribute from the land. Mss BL Or 777 foll.8r, 282, 283r (Wright 1877,
255, no. CCCL), BL Or 778 fol. 2v; Namouna Guebreyesus 2017, 87.

45 Paragraph 36 of the law book in M.B. Wildd Yohannos commentary, 75, 76, 79; Commentary
[Ethiopian Orthodox Tédwahado Church] 2002/2003,410,411.

4 Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahodo Church] 2002/2003, 253 ; BnF Ethiopien d’Abbadie
236, fol.121v (Chaine 1913, 31); BnF Ethiopien d’Abbadie 231, 103 (Chaine 1912, 132)

47 BnF Ethiopien d’Abbadie 231,104 (Chaine 1912, 132); paragraph 36 in Commentary [Ethiopian
Orthodox Tawahado Church] 2002/2003,410,411,415; M.B. Wildd Yohannes commentary, 45,75,
76,77; BnF Ethiopien d’Abbadie 236, fol.121v (Chaine 1913, 31); ms BL Or 660, fol.165v (Wright
1877, 153, no. CCXXXII). Gdza is the Amharic equivalent of the Go’oz gdndyd to which family garii
‘dominion’ belongs. ¢7£ in Kidandwild Kofle 1955/1956, 799; ' in Leslau 1987, 437
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The relationship of grantors, sellers or pledgers to their landed benefits was
expressed in terms of appropriation or possession. In a cadastre of »im land, an
heir was allowed to remain in his status as proprietor; N77HNL: PCHPA
(bdgdnzdbdwo gdrtiwal) ‘he has remained in his proprietary status.”*® King
Békaffa is said to have granted to a church 0A%: Penlma-7 NATS:
CLIM@T (bd’aggu ydddbdtidwan bd’agru ydrdgdtiwan) ‘[land] which he
possessed, land which he had surveyed’.® Asset transfers were generally
rendered by the expression ®dh: A9°hAL (wds’'a 'am’ad) ‘changed hands’
comparable to the Amharic 4%: 27847 (o8¢ madrdg) ‘to take possession
of”.*" Owners who bestowed or sold ‘alaba ceded their source of regular
income; and the baldmadar who disposed of madar lost use of the land.*" The
different beneficiaries were all considered owners; there was no hierarchy
between them as to their ability to alienate, although the object of their claim
(land use, tribute) varied.*

Legitimate, rightful claims that ought to be defended within a limitation period
were called A7001 (‘agdbab); judges pronounced that an ecclesiastical land
rightfully belonged to a cleric saying #°£4-9°: ANA®-9°: LD+ (modarum
alabawm yagbaw) ‘may the land and its fruits be appropriately restored to
him’. Jurists explained: MV79°: ANLHovy: eohdé-T: A1 0LTCY
(bethanm asrdzmdh mdsrat agdbab baynorah) ‘if it is not right for you to
construct a tall building’, A70N: AAY: 9N A': LGN (agibab alii
maldt ldne yagdbarial) ‘it is appropriate for me to say that [ have a claim’.
From the same stem as agdbab, were derived &7m- (yaghaw) ‘may it be

* While gdnzdib is a general name for goods or assets, when employed with a preposition 0l and the
possession pronoun £, it has the sense of proprietary status. The expression 77HA: AL C7T ‘having
taken into account, to bear in mind’ also sees the thing considered as something to be owned. See the
use of gdnzdb as ‘consideration’ in the interpretation of Saint Paul’s Letter to the Romans 12.3 in
Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahodo Church] 2014/2015b, 137; Acts of the Apostles 28.18
in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tédwahado Church] 2014/2015a, 191; Kidandwild Kofle
1955/1956, 131

4 MF Illinois/IES 88.XLI1.19 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 10); Tenants who had discharged their rent were
similarly allowed to use the land once they took possession of it; the saying that expressed their
legitimate use of the land was 44-7: NAT: A@-&®7: NOAT: ATEF: 9940 ATIC :210PA:
M.B. Wildé Yohannos commentary, 75

3 Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tiwahado Church] 2002/2003, 255, A®:A7£ 4% is a translation
of the Go’oz ATLY in paragraph 36 of the law book as interpreted in Commentary [Ethiopian
Orthodox Tawahado Church] 2002/2003, 408

' The overall perception is radically different from the one described in the third book of the 1960
Ethiopian civil code dedicated to real rights, and the chapters on property and usufruct (article
1309,1318); the Ethiopian civil code; Proclamation No. 165, 1960, 278, 280.

2 Mff Illinois/IES 88.1.4 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); Illinois/IES 84.II1.5-8 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1);
Ms BL Or 777 fol.11r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)
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restored to him, AN (ayggdibasom) ‘you have no claim’; ht+Lant:
A% (LA AT (Kditdgdscibét agbudi bil agdbut) meant ‘upon his request
they allowed him to have a stake in the real estate for which religious services
were owed’.>

The word eol- (mdbr) did not designate as in present day all individual
rights. It is derived from the radical Ncht (bdhatd) that meant 'to begin, to be
appointed to a function, to acquire power over someone'>*. In pre-modern
literature, it was often encountered in its Go’oz equivalent @o0cht~ (mébaht). It
designated a power, an authority given by the king, the metropolitan or a
superior officer.”® The compounded term @o& chd.: ao\int (méshafi mdibaht)
was employed, in the bible, hagiographic narratives and royal chronicles, for
decrees that enabled to persecute criminals or wage war against rebels.’® In
the 16™ century, A@~ch (abdwha) from the same root as the word mdbaht was
used to express the act of giving a particular power to an officer just as bahut
was a qualifier of legitimate power.”’ Nonetheless, in the 18" century’s legal
language the term HA®-ch: A= (zdbawah lotu) ‘[things] over which he has
power, authority’ was understood as ‘[things] he can alienate’ when discussing
the ability to transfer, dispose of an asset.>®

The numerous legal records attesting of rim land were produced within the
legal system that we have just briefly described. Their formulation and
authentication was supervised by jurists who also served as judges and legal
councils to the King. The officers who acted as notary public were judges
consulted on the interpretation of the law.> Sometimes the party to the
transaction was a learned scholar like Qob Astol Haylu who had commented
upon the Fatha Négdst ‘the Kings’ Justice’® section on succession rules.

5 Ms BL Or 508, fol.282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV), BL Or 777, fol. 3r, 6v, 10v. The expression
A0 : AA@- is sometimes abbreviated; ANF: lA° : NopA: LM ‘when the plaintiff undertook
action saying that he had [a claim]. Ms BL Or 777, fol. 3r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); paragraph
36 of the Fotha ndgést in M.B. Wilda Yohannos commentary, 69; paragraph 37 of the Fotha ndgast in
M.B. Wildé Yohannas commentary, 81.

** goA\- in Dista Taklawild 1970, 208

% Turiaev 1908, 193, 215, 223; Kur 1972, 28

6 Ms. Orient. Riipp. 38, p. 9 ((Goldschmidt 1897, 58-62, no. 16); Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox
Tédwahodo Church] of the Acts of the Apostles 9.2 in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tédwahodo
Church] 2014/2015a, 85; Conti Rossini and Jaeger 1954, 60.

57 Conti Rossini 1907, 54, 128; Cerulli 1958, 3.

58 Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tédwahado Church] 2002/2003, 253; Leslau 1987, 115.

% MS Bodleian 28, fol. 11v (Dillmann 1848, 74-76, XX VIII)

% [Ethiopian Orthodox Church] 1997/1998. ¥ ch: 11277 #0-G: FCA7h®- [The law of the kings:
the text and translation]
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The Fatha Ndgdst was a translation of a law book written in Arabic believed
to have been brought to Ethiopia in the 15" century. It was first mentioned as
a basis for legal decision about a century later.®" It was translated into Go’oz
but was interpreted in Amharic; commentators evoked early annotations from
Sawa but most of the exegesis was completed and consolidated in Gondir in
the 17™ and 18" centuries.® Its sections on g"alt, other types of donations,
sales, securities, rent, succession and jurisdiction are particularly relevant for
understanding the context of rim land. The commentaries taught with
examples from the time of their composition offer a precious insight into how
the legal text was applied. We will refer to those prepared by 19" century
scholars, mdlakéi barhan Wildi Yohannos® and débtira Tawildi madhon as
well as6£he ones compiled under the direction of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church.

The transactional and jurisdictional records on rim are partial manifestations
of their contemporaneous taxation regime and the jural relationship with
respect to realty. The writings of scholars have often followed a method
which, starting from supposed social and economic consequences, defined
tenures. The attempt to classify 7im in a meaningful legal category and to
propose a definition that brings together the different traditions of this type of
land may have failed, in part at least, for methodological reasons. We propose
to resituate the questions that have been raised in their normative context. In
view of the continuum between regulatory, transactional, legislative and
doctrinal writings, our definition of 7im will represent this land from within its
own legal system and account for its traits that have been considered
incongruities.

The foundational acts found in the primary sources confirm that land grantors
prescribed the characteristics of the g"2/t and its apportioned rim. Even though
the prescriptions varied, they bear discernible similarities due to compliance to
the law of the Fotha Négist, reference to regulatory precedents and the employ
of standard fiscal mechanisms and concepts. Just as the term g"2lt referred to

¢ Conti Rossini 1907, 76.

2 BnF d’Abbadie 231, fol. 1, 23 (Chaine 1912, 132). Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox T#wahodo
Church] 2002/2003, 581.

% His commentaries of the religious section of the Fotha Nigast are found in BnF Ethiopien 236 (Chaine
1913, 31). The same scholar has also commented on the second section dedicated to civil law; we used
a manuscript in a private collection. For a biography of Wildad Yohannos, see MAL: £hN in Sergew
Hable Selasie 1988, 157-162.

% BnF d’Abbadie 231 (Chaine 1912, 132). EOTC, 2002-2003, @lch : 112771 200:5: 1CATI0-.
For a biography of its author, see ‘Téawildd Médhon’, E4e, IV(2010), 875b-876a, (Tedros A.)
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the act of donation that established an estate, rim evoked the apportionment
procedure that allocated land lots to individual clerics. Church g"alf was called
kalal ‘cloister’ with respect to its borders and ydgaddase ‘ecclesiastical’ or
ydzdmdca ‘military’ when qualified by its assignment.65 The delimited lot of
the cleric was similarly called 44-4/%4-6 (qufaf/gafaf) ‘carved parcel’®® and in
its specific use PLANFCrl: &9° (ydddbtdrandt rim) ‘rim of church scholars’,
PeAT: 49° (vidig"as rim) ‘rim of book binders’®” etc. (Section 1).

The law required that immovable assets granted as g"alt be profitable; the
commentary described these as &N TPI°: CoLeVINT (ribh tagom
yimiyagdiibit) ‘affording him [the grantee] gain and profit’.®® Rim owners
who were allotted a small part of the estate lived on the land produce or
obtained liquidities by selling, pledging part of it or by re-acquiring the plots
they had sold. They behaved, just as it was explained by jurists for the g"alt
grantee,69 as masters of the land (Section 2).

Being charitable donations, g"a/f land and its parts parcelled out as rim were
declared inalienable by the law. The aim was to ensure at least a lifelong
income, if not a heritage for the grantees. The beneficiaries of ecclesiastical
domains were churches, while the cleric’s land share was individually owned;
perpetuity was therefore interpreted differently for g"alf and rim (Section 3).

In view of the change in the way legal realities are perceived and expressed,
we will avoid the modern sense of property and the related idea of
dismembered rights. We will introduce the adequate Go’oz and Amharic
terms, define and describe them. In order not to limit our understanding of the
matter by resorting to imperfect equivalents, we will also refrain from using
highly debated European concepts such as ‘usufruct’, ‘fief” in the course of
our explanations. " We will nevertheless refer to later 19" century accounts of

5 Mf Illinois/IES 84.IV.33, Paragraph 18 of the law book in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox
Téawahodo Church] 2002/2003, 256.

% Ms BL Or 777, fol.4v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL). The term was originally employed for pieces
carved into parchment. See BnF Ethiopien 236, fol. 18v (Chaine 1913, 31); #4.4. and $4-4* in
d’Abbadie 1881, 320- 321; see also the word 114-4~ that seems to be derived from the same radical,
with the meaning of land which can be freely disposed of in d’ Abbadie 1881, 640.

7 Mss BL Or 777, fol.4v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); BL Or 778, fol. 5-6 (Wright 1877, 235-254,
no. CCCXLVIII)

% BnF Ethiopien 236, fol.121r (Chaine 1913, 31)

% BnF Ethiopien 231, fol.103 (Chaine 1912, 132)

™For the controversies around these notions, see Bloch 1994, 103, 235-239,241-243; Reynolds 2001, 5-
9, 22, 24, 64-73; Brutau 1954, 45-46; Herman 1981, 679, 689. Kagan 1946, 159, 160-162, 163, 164;
Gretton 2007, 804-830, 840-844; Aylmer 1980, 87, 92, 96; Tierney 1991.
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European travellers when we have found that their observations, apart from
the approximate legal classification they suggest for 7im land, concur with the
information in primary sources. We will particularly turn to the dictionary of
Antoine d’Abbadie, the synthesis on ecclesiastical land by his brother Arnauld
d’Abbadie and to works prepared by Mahteme Sellassie Wolde Meskal and
Gibrawild Hdngodawdrq who were both well acquainted with land
administration under Emperor Haile Sollasie I and Emperor Menelik II. "' The
dictionary of Didsta Takldwald will also be considered for its rich vocabulary
and lexicology even though of much later date than the period we are here
considering.72 G9o’az terms will be translated based on Kidandwild Kofle’s and
Leslau’s dictionaries.”

1. An individual’s estate carved from a g"alt domain: a gafaf

The Fotha négést indicated that g"alt grantees could develop the land in
different ways as long as they do not contract agreements that deprive them of
income. The commentaries offered to interpret this statement as allowing
gulma ‘land apportioned from a large acreage’.” Those entitled to this type of
lot could not be expelled as long as the tribute and services owed to the lord of
the domain were paid.”

"' Antoine d’Abbadie 1881. Dictionnaire de la langue Amarififia, Actes de la Société Philologique, 10
(Paris: F. Vieweg, 1881). Ficquet, E., 'Manuscript notes by Arnauld d'Abbadie on the administration of
religious establishments in Ethiopia in the 1840s-1850s', July 2017. Mahteme Selassie Wolde Meskel
1969/1970. "l '11C (Zokrd ndgdr, ‘Record of things’) (Addis Abdba: Artistik Mattdmiya Bet, 1962
EC = 1969/1970 CE). Gibrawild Hdngodawirq 1955/1956. PhAA¢XxE ovlh§ INC 09°
(Yéltyopaya mdretona gabar sam ‘Landholding and fiscal terminology in Ethiopia’)

™ Dasta Tikla Wild 1969/1970. 08.0 £9ICE aoHIN PNV (‘Addis yamaraiiia mézgibd qalat, ‘A
new Ambharic dictionary’) (‘Addis Abdba: Artistik mattdmiya bet, 1962 EC = 1969/1970 CE).

" Kidanid wild Kofle 1955/1956. ook dhd: APO@: @20 @aoHIN: PAt: h8h:: (Mishafi
sdwassaw wdgas wdmdzgdbd qalat hadis, ‘A book of grammar and verb, and a new dictionary’)
(Addis Abéba: Artistik mattimiya bet, 1948 EC = 1955/1956 CE); Leslau, W.1987. Comparative
Dictionary of Ge ez (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1987).

™ D’Abbadie gave a definition of 707 as ‘part of a betrothal endowment reserved for a chosen
descendant’ in d’Abbadie 1881, 810. For the use of the word in land administration see T-A\°7 in
Désta Taklawald 1970, 265. For a definition of rim as guldma see Gabrawild Hngadawidrq 1955/1956,
36

S There is a saying to this effect A® 39 a%8: W99 haop: SRAA: 1-A°7 [Although
unthinkable, if it can be, one would prefer gu/ma to rented land] see ‘@, 91’ in Dista Téklawéld 1970,
243. Joanna Mantel Niecko classified the holder of the rim in the 20™ century among the farmers who
did not have the 'ownership' of the land and indicated that his social situation was better than the other
peasants without land; the charges he owed were fixed and his use of these lands was relatively stable
as long as he performed the drudgery and paid the contributions which were required of him. Mantel
Niecko 1980, 109, 176, 177.
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Rim was a particular type of gulma; in the 18" century it proceeded from the
division of the entire g"a/t into private holdings. Its exact composition is
supervised by officials (lawmen, regional governors) appointed by the king as
aqafafi, ‘distributors of land’. The equitable apportionment method that
resulted in the creation of rims that were of similar size, quality and that
included plots with a specified type of cultivation, is called &N (daloddal)
“fair, impartial division of estate’’® and the individual domain was the gafaf.’’
A mdzgdb contained a cadastre that listed the plots and their quality, and the
names the people that depended on the land (Section 1.1).

QOafaf was a generic designation for land allotted to individuals. Rim, on the
other hand, is a denomination that represented the cleric’s holding in its
interrelation to the estates from which it was sectioned. A fraction of two-
thirds of estate land was usurped from inheritances and transferred as g"a/f to
churches. This method of allocation was known as Peb.P: £°Co T (yiciwa
Sora’at) ‘statute of soldiers’, probably in reference to the origin of the
prescription in regimental land endowments.” The ¢dwas were soldiers who
started to serve the king as war captives and they were by custom given land
as compensation.”” It was as a portion of two-third that the individual lots of
soldiers and clerics came to be called rim and to be recognized as a share of an
inherited estate.

" Ms BL Or. 518, fol. 16r (Wright 1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV), 64 clerics share the land voluntarily
submitted to the church by permission of king Iyasu II. Ms BL Or. 481, fol. 208v (Wright 1877, 1-6,
no.IT), where azzaz Tewodosios divides the land among 52 clerics under the order of king Bakaffa. Mf.
Ilinois/IES 88.1.19 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2) refers to the daloddal, i.e. the division into shares and
apportionment, of the estate. The terms #4-¢2 and £ALA are defined in Kane 1991, 851b, 1712b;
see also &ALA in Diasta Taklawild 1970, 352. The appointment of Daggazmac Haylu as aqafafi is
mentioned in the chronicles; Ms. Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 168b (Goldschmidt 1897, 63—67, no. 18)

" Ms BL Or 777, fol.4v, 287r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); Ms BL Or 518, fol. 173r (Wright 1877,
23-24, no. XXXIV). Guidi 1910, 102. 14-9 (kafaf) noted by Antoine d’abbadie and defined as ‘land
that is not g"2/t and can be sold’ seem to be from the same root; D’Abbadie 1881, 639.

8 UNESCO Series 10 no. 6.171 ((UNESCO Mobile Microfilm Unit] 1970); Guidi 1903, 139

79 Ciwa comprised infantry, horsemen, riflemen, cuirassiers, helmeted divisions and were distinguished
from volunteer soldiers (ML 3LC). Conti Rossini 1907, 26, 27,28, 128 ; Pereira 1892, 249-253,
Guidi 1903,100, 128. Mss BL Or 635, fol.1r (Wright 1877, 51-52, no. LXXXIII), BL Or. 481, fol.
209v (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II)

8 The tradition of inheritances being given for a portion of two third to churches is attested in
Illinois/IES 84.1.10 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1); mss BL Or 481 fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il), Or
777 fol. 16r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL), Or 518 fol.173r (Wright 1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV). For
the designation of the portion of two third of land as rim see ms BL Or 481 fol. 208v (Wright 1877, 1-
6, no.Il). This type of apportionment is described in Arnauld d’ Abbadie notes, Ficquet 2017.
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As concessions, rim lots were regulated by the g"alf provisions for the church
estate.’ The provisions as well as the expropriation redefined the status of
former owners of the land. These former owners not only lost a significant part
of their inheritance but they were also subjugated to the cleric. They were seen
as successors who inherited poorly and although free to leave, they were in a
subordinated relation that was transferred with the land. They were mentioned
as having been ceded with the estate in donations and sales.*”

The kings who deprived them of their estates acted as masters of the
kingdom’s land. Any protestation was considered an aberration and if
expressed through crime, it was sanctioned by a complete dispossession and a
death sentence.”> This perception of their power is best expressed by King
Iyasu I who, faced with an upheaval of disowned landlords, said ‘Shall the
work say to whom that made it, He made me not? Or shall the thing framed
say of Him that framed it, He had no understanding?’ By this quote from
Isaiah 29.26, the king assimilated his decreeing acts to deeds of divine
creation.* He thus legitimised the custom of expropriation of a fraction of
two-thirds of an estate (Section 1.2).

1.1 Rim as a particular type of apportioned land

The subdivision of the church domain considered prior use of the land and soil
fertility. Each rim was a portion of land in which plot type and proportional
area were predefined, although the number of parcels varied. The typology
was organised following the characteristics of the soil and the particular use of
plots.

In some estates, the gafaf comprised madar and bota, arable and constructible
plots. ® In conformity with the requirement for g"alf, most moadar
corresponded to kinds of fertile soil called P& (walka), 6791 (agma),
RO (bahrdsas) or hd9°e- (agomra).*® Due to limited availability of fertile

81 Ms BL Or 481 fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il); because tributes were given to scholars of Atatami
Mika’el, the land from which these were collected is latter called ‘the scholar’s rim’ ms BL Or 778
fol.1v, 2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII)

82 Ms BL Or 777 fol.11v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

8 M Illinois/IES 88.V.25 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); Guidi 1903, 142.

8 Guidi 1903,141.

85 Mf Illinois/IES 84.1.8-11 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1) ; Ms BL Or. 777, 287r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

8 Ms BL Or. 777,4r, 286r,11v, 280r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL) ; BL Or.481 fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-
6, no.Il). Aqomra is considered as a synonym of ¢hé ¢ (i (bahrd §i5) and a translation of the Go’az
L7191 ¢ 4077 (dongagd fildg) ‘bank of a river’, and 1717’1 1% ‘littoral’ in Isaiah’s 19.7 as
interpreted in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahodo Church] 2004/2005,143 and Commentary
[Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahado Church] 2002/2003,408; Kidandwild Kofle 1955/1956, 354; Leslau
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land, some terrain could be “B%74m. (conca) ‘hard, stony grounds’ and 01£:27
(badma) ‘barren, wasteland’. ¥’ Agomra could dry up since it was a river bed;
¢on¢a was arable although of dry quality.® In domains of churches like
Hamaérd Noh, each cleric received four to six madors 8 scattered all over the
g"alt. In larger estates, the rim area was measured in gaSa; each lot consisting
of two gaas that were composed of 10 to 31 madars.”

Plots were also characterised by the use to which they were destined. In the
domain of QYosq”am Maryam, rim land seemed to have been terraced.’’
These were subdivided into ploughed fields and oA (mdddb) ‘raised
horticultural beds’.”? Midibs were also known in the domains of Dibri
Borhan Solasse, and Fit Mika’el.”® The cultivation of vegetables on raised beds
was in fact an old monastic tradition.”® In the regulation of Fit Mika’el, the
land of each rim is classified as mddib and Ah& £ (for asqya).”® This last
terminology is also encountered in a record from Atatami Mika’el.”® Asqya-s
seem to have been orchards if the root of the word asq is defined like in Ga’0z

1987,137. Walka or wilga is a black fertile cotton soil that was also used for tincture, @A in
d’abbadie 1881, 645; Pih in Kane 1990, 1486.

87 apyem, in d’ Abbadie 1881, 962; the word is equivalent to the Ga’az N& M- [bidow], see Kidandwild
Kofle 1955/1956, 253, Leslau 1987, 87. The word 14 [bado] ‘deserted, unoccuppied’ found in a 16"
century grant is derived from the same root. Ms BL Or. 481 fo0l.92v (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il); see 1.
in Désta Taklawild 1970, 154.

8 MIf Illinois/IES 88.1.34 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); Illinois/IES 84.1.1 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1);
Illinois/IES 88.1V.15-18 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); Mss BL Or 777 fol 4r, 286r (Wright 1877, 255,
no. CCCL), Or 481 fol 4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il); interpretation of 37" chapter of the law book in
M.B. Wildé Yohannas commentary, 85. Namouna and Hiruy 2018,151.

8Ms. d'Abbadie 265, fol. 19v, as quoted by Joseph Tubiana, 2001, 59; Ficquet 2017. Donald Crummey
indicated that in the largest estates, the most prominent rim holdings averaged 6 gasha, a gasa being
equivalent to 8 or 9 plots, Crummey 2000, 175.

% Mf Illinois/IES 88.1.20-34 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2) A gasa is a measurement that seems to have
originally been employed for land endowed to military officers. In the 19" century and early 20™
centuries, a gaSa’s surface area varied between 35 and 50 hectares ‘2 A’ in d’Abbadie 1881, 842.;
Pankhurst 1969a, 52

' A commentator reminisces ACN?: A78: +N&kI°:  oofA: A7 “T7hF [Land terraced like (in
the domain of) Q“osq“am, mdddb like (in the domain of) Mankit. Commentaries of Saint John’s
gospel 5.2 in Tésfa Gibrisolase. 1996, 477

2 Mff Illinois/IES 88.1-4 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); Illinois/IES 84.III (Shumet Sishagne 1988,1);
Désta Taklawald 1970, 751

% Ms BL Or. 777 fol.11r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL) ; Mff Illinois/IES 84.II1.3 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 1) ; Illinois/IES 88.XL. 32-37 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 10) ; Illinois/IES 88.XLI. 3-9 (Shumet
Sishagne 1988, 10)

% An early mention of such cultivation can be found in the hagiography of Saint Tékldhaymanot. Conti
Rossini 1896, 26

% Illinois/IES 88.XL. 32-37 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 10); Illinois/IES 88.XLI. 3-9 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 10)

% Ms BL Or. 778 fol.6r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIIT)
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as ‘fruits that grow in cluster, fleshy fruits’.” These gardens were sometimes
cultivated in polyculture in a ®EL (wdgdd) ‘enclosed field, vegetable patch, a
stockyard’.”*

The cadastre of Q“osq“am Maryam contained a census of the m. (zis)
‘inhabitants of the land’, the labourers assigned to the different type of plots
and where applicable, of the debtors of specific contributions.”” The tillers
who ploughed fields were called A27&: W.2 (sdmad zega) while the
horticulturist was in some records called by his appointed land mddcib."*® The
same person could be put in charge of the fields and of the gardens.101

There was a partial maintenance of social status since some labourers were
assigned to the °‘plots they had been ploughing previously’. '"* The
apportionment is nevertheless an occasion to reorganise the cultivation as well
as the tribute owed from the land. The change in status is more radical for
owners who had acquired the land by succession especially if they were
qualified as sdmad zega ‘impoverished (land owner) who yoked oxen’'"?; the
establishment of church estates then meant that they had become the cleric’s
tillers.

1.2 The subjugation of impoverished heirs to the rim owner

Modar ‘arable, cultivated fields’ and in some domains bota ‘constructible
plots’ were divided up in portions of two-third and A.O (siso) ‘one-third”."™
The disowned heir was called W.2 (zega) ‘subject, tributary, client’ or £4

" The adjective suffix ya at the end of the word indicates genre, it has the meaning of ‘pertaining to,
relative to’ as shown by examples in Désta Téaklawald 1970, p. 625. For the definition of the word in
Go’oz, see 04 ¢ Kidanawild Kofle 1955/1956, 703 and Leslau W. 1987,75

% Mf Illinois/IES 88.XL.32 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 10)

% Mff Illinois/IEs 88.I (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); 84.111.9 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1)

190 Mf Illinois/IES 84.111.7-10 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1)

0T Mf Mlinois/IES 84.111.7,9(Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1)

192 Mf Mlinois/IES 84.111.8-10 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1)

13 An example of an heir who became a labourer can be found in mf Illinois/IES 88.1.24 (Shumet
Sishagne 1988, 2)

14 Ms BL Or 508, fol. 282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV); mf Illinois/IES 84.1.9 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 1). The madar was a 14~V (gdraht) ‘arable land, farm’, if it was used for the cultivation of
AN\ (okl) ‘grain’ and AF-RNT (atakolt) “plantation, horticulture’. Bota is the Amharic equivalent of
the Ga’oz mdkan ‘space, place’; it was a h N N (kabdb) ‘compound’ where the cleric could build his
house. Guidi 1910, 102-103; 74-0 3, aoh?, hFd-ndt in Kidanawild Kofle 1955/1956, 331, 590,
897 and Leslau 1987, 15, 299, 202, 573
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(doha) ‘impoverished’."® doha is employed in testaments for successors who
had inherited poorly and who were fiscally subjugated to the privileged heir.'®

The comparison between the expropriated and the disfavoured heirs was
particularly apt in explaining the obligations weighing on siso land. Just as
legatees who inherited poorly, the dohas who gave two-third of their land to
the cleric owed tribute on the income they obtained from their remaining
plots.107 Their siso was a taxation base for grain tributes like the $a- (qollo),108
for contributions paid in meat and other supplies for banquets organized on
religilcl)})ls festivals by church dignitaries 19 “and for taxes valuated in salt
bars.

Required duties could be of service as indicated in the regulations of Qimug
Kidand Mbohrit and Géwira Q%osq“am Maryam that entrusted liturgical
assignments, maintenance and construction works on church buildings upon
siso owners; the master of the rim controlled the performance of these
obligations.""! These type of debts were characteristic of land transferred as
aofbN: 9°&C (mdsqdl mador), PP&M: 9°LC (ydgaddase modor), and
PO-0T: TN (yawust g"alt). "2 The owners of mdsqdl mador were lords
whose estate was included in a church domain; they paid contributions for
feasts. '"* Owners of gaddase mador had to discharge liturgical services

15 Ms BL Or 481 fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II), Ms BL Or 508, fol. 282v (Wright 1877, 29, no.
XLIV); Guidi 1903, 169; mf Illinois/IES 89.1V.31-35; (Daniel Ayana 1989, 3) ; Guidi 1906, document
94; LU, W2 ind'Abbadie 1881, 726, 744; W7 in Kidandwild Kofle 1955/1956, 418

196 Mf Tllinois/IES 88.XXXVI1.26 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 9); land of the doha is transferred in mf
linois/IES 88.XXXVL20 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 9) and ms BL Or 777 fol. 14r (Wright 1877, 255,
no. CCCL); Crummey 2000, 123.

" For the contributions exacted by the privileged heir from the other legatees, see Mf UNESCO Series
10 no. 6 p.171a (([UNESCO Mobile Microfilm Unit] 1970)

198 Mf Illinois/IES 88.X.16 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 4); Mss BL Or 481, fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II),
208v, BL Or 518 fol.172v (Wright 1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV); the gollo will be defined and described
in the next section. See also Arnauld d'Abbadie’s report that the gollo was the usual contribution paid
by the siso owner to the rim holder in Ficquet 2017.

1% Mlinois/IES 88.XVI.24 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 5). It is a statute said to have been stipulated in the
likeness of the 18" century Mota Giyorgis regulation.

"0 1linois/IES 89.IV.33 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 3)

U\ s BL Or 481, fol.208v (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il); in a statute said to have been stipulated in the
likeness of the 18™ century Mota Giyorgis regulation, the obligations of the siso owners consisted in
the maintenance and construction work on church buildings. Illinois/IES 88.XVI1.24 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 5)

"2 Mss BL Or 518, fol. 16r (Wright 1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV); BL Or 481, fol. 4r, 209v (Wright 1877,
1-6, no.II)

3 Ms BL Or 642, fol.180r (Wright 1877, 53, no LXXXVI), BL Or 650, fol. 7r; BL Or 481, fol. 209v
(Wright 1877, 1-6, no.1l), although the exact nature of the debt in this last case is unclear. According
to Arnauld d’Abbadie’s account probably more representative of the 19" century practices, owners of
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themselves or by a proxy they compensated.'™ Yawust g"alt were estates
endowed to individuals or churches that were included in a newly established
domain; their holders owed tribute to the governor of the domain, and when it
was ecclesiastical to the appointed abbot.'" These three categories of lords
whose land was integrated in a church domain kept at least half if not the
entirety of their estates; moreover, they were subjects of the church and its
dignitaries, not of the cleric who was given rim."'®

On the other hand, the status of doha/zega in some domains implied a
jurisdictional subjugation.117 Rim owners were enabled to judge any litigation
between his zega-s, an activity for which they received procedural fees. Their
jurisdiction could be unrivalled or be shared with other officers who managed
the church estate depending on the administrative rules that were prescribed.
In the estate of Bi’ata, clerics were the sole judges of conflicts in their
individual estates, answering only to a civil judge made independent from the
royal administrative hierarchy.118 In the lands of the Qéranyo church, they
shared their power with the “®¢ (¢aga) ‘officer in charge of the soil
resource’'"’, to ensure that all debts owed to them were paid. There was in
some cases a ¢aqa invested with a fiscal authority specifically over siso land.
The payment of debts executed the church statutes that aimed to provide a
long term subsistence and income to clerics.

2. A gainful and profitable land under joint administration

The Fotha Niagist asserted that the donator of a g"2/t ought to specify the sara
‘administration, statute’'?’; this provision was interpreted in commentaries as

mdsqdl madar had to do maintenance work on church buildings under penalty of expropriation.
Ficquet 2017. This partially agrees with the definitions of the offices of mdsqdl madar holders in the
19" /20" centuries , see Berhanou Abebe 1971, 65-66.

4 Mf Illinois/IES 88.XIV.2 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 5); Illinois/IES DBS picture 1; Mss BL Or 778 fol.
Iv (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII); Or 777 fol. 3r, 8, 284r, 285v (Wright 1877, 255, no.
CCCL).

15 Ms BL Or 481, fol.4r, 209v (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II)

116 For an analysis of the fiscal regime of rim in the 19"-20" century see Berhanou Abebe 1971, 18, 20-

21, 68.

"7 MF Tllinois/IES 89.VIIL23 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 7); see also the statutes of the Gawira Q%asq“am
Maryam Church inspired by the 18" century regulations of Mota Giyorgis in Mf Illinois/IES
89.XV1.24-25 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 14); mf Illinois/IES 89.1V.31-35 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 3)

"8 Ms. Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 126v (Goldschmidt 1897, 6367, no. 18)

9 For a detailed discussion of this officer’s role, see Namouna and Hiruy 2023.

120 The stem of the word, sira, has the meaning of ‘stipulate in a will, grant’ as attested by mss BL Or
778, fol. 9v (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII), BL Or 777, fol. 17v, 281v (Wright 1877, 255,
no. CCCL) and the interpretaion of Isaiah 38.1 in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahado
Church] 2004/2005, 254
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dictating that the object of the grant be explicitly described as 4é (fare) or
madar. Fore and alaba were two words used interchangeably for fruits or
yields. "' Fore was further explained, inspired by the customs of the
eighteenth century, as a levy of a quarter (C0- rabo) or a fifth (A9°(N - amso) of
the land produce (Section 2. 1).'%

The book of law further required that the grantee be established as gdza’i
‘lord, master, governor, owner’ ' who would never have to depend upon
charity. Expanding on this statement, it stated that he should be able to sale or
transact otherwise; its commentary explained 37+ U3 fM: A@-M:
LUy Lav i Wi (geta yohun Sato ldwto yamardwan yamdgdb zdnd)
‘may he be a seigneur who can get the provisions he desires by sale or
exchange’'** Rim was almost exclusively transferred by its owner except in
the few occasions where there were debts guaranteed by the land. This
indicates that the cleric was considered lord of the rim, unlike the other
beneficiaries (Section 2.2).

2.1. The beneficiaries of the produce from rim land

The sara established two types of claims over the rim land. As compensation
for his services, the rim owner was allowed to receive tributes (Section 2.1.1).
Since the domain was ecclesiastical and its running required officers, the other
beneficiaries were churches and their administrators. From the debtor’s point
of view, the cumulated debt was expressed by the term £CN: ML (déirrabo
gdbbird) ‘he paid taxes for several recipients’.'?® From the point of view of
the regulator, it seems to have been called A&4- (asdfa) (Section 2.1.2).'%

121 3¢ in d'Abbadie 1881, 987. These terms continued to be used until the 20th century, as shown in
20" century dictionaries: 4AQ in Désta Taklawild 1970, 928; AAQ in Kane 1990, 1108. The word
alaba is also translated as 'usufruct' in the Ethiopian civil code; Proclamation No. 165, 1960, 278.

22 EOTC1965/1966, 256, BnF d’Abbadie 231, fol. 104a (Chaine 1912, 132). The fifth of produce tax is
designated as aoMY%: hg°AL: AL ‘to the measure of a fifth’ in Ms. Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 126v
(Goldschmidt 1897, 63—67, no. 18)

123 EOTC 2002/2003, 253; Kidanawild Kafle 1955/1956, 306; Leslau 1987, 210

' BnF d’Abbadie 231, fol. 103 (Chafne 1912, 132); EOTC 2002/2003, 253. The word translated as
‘seigneur’ is gdza i in the Go’oz text.

125 Ms BL Or 518, fol.171r (Wright 1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV); but the verb ddrrdba is also used for a
successor who becomes entitled to the share of a coheir in ms BL Or 777, fol.4r, 284v (Wright 1877,
255, no. CCCL)

126 This is based on the combined reading of the regulations in Illinois/IES 88.V.23-25 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 2) and ms BL Or 481 fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il); the definition of AA4- is close to the word
0mé, 3~ registered in Dasta Taklawald 1970, 921.
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2.1.1. The living established for the rim owner

Church estate regulations established the income from rim land in certain
localities as proportional taxes called amso'*’ or gollo. The latter known in its
complete appellation as £9.: $a> (yase qollo) ‘the king’s share of parched
grain’ was a tithe that owed its name to its traditionally being paid to the royal
treasury.'*® Qollo was proportional only when not specified otherwise. Its
minimal value, besides the additional estimate by tax collectors, and/or its
ceiling could be fixed."”” Founders could moreover define tributes from rim
lan(L((]l‘i’*C‘P (bdq"urt) “in definite terms’, in bundles of wood, sacs of grain
etc.

Both types of exaction could apply in one estate; in the domain of Atatami
Mika’el for instance, clerics who had rims in the locality of Watdmb were paid
amso while choristers and scholars established on lands situated in Bélédsa
received crops and salt bars in which the amount was specified biqurt.*" In an
account from the church of G“ond Téklahaymanot, written or copied in the
19th century, amso was collected from certain church parcels, alongside fixed
taxes from other plots 2.

The above case concurs with the 18" century fiscal rules of the church of
Atatami Mika’el. If clerics wanted to work the land or supervise its cultivation
themselves, there was in principle no legal hindrance. The fact that labourers
were assigned in cartularies indicates nonetheless that this was not the custom.
Besides, the ploughing of land in distant regions could present difficulties for
a church cleric serving in town."*

27 Mlinois/IES 88.V.23 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); ms BL Or 778, fol.2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no.
CCCXLVII)

28 Mlinois/IES 88.X.16 (Shumet Sishagne 1988. 4); Mss BL Or 481, fol.4r, 208v (Wright 1877, 1-6,
no.Il), BL Or 518, fol.172v (Wright 1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV)

1 Mss BL Or 778 fol.2v (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII), BL Or 518, fol.15v, 172v (Wright
1877, 23-24, no. XXXIV), BL Or 778, fol.2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII); Guidi 1903,
293

30Ms BL Or 778, fol. 1v, 2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII); BL Or 508, fol.284r (Wright
1877, 29, no. XLIV)

31 Ms BL Or 778, fol. 2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII)

32 MF Tlinois/IES 88.XXXIX.10; Mff Illinois/IES 88.XXXVIIL02/3 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 10). The
last document records a practice that continued until the reign of Yohannas IV (r. 1871-1889).

33 For clerics observed cultivating their land and their freedom to do so, see James Bruce quoted by
Pankhurst 1961, 196-197 and Ficquet 2017.
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In cases where the cleric was granted fare, his advantage was considered as a
9NC (gobor) ‘tribute, tax’ or M. (géibi) ‘revenue’.’® His entitlement was
called bal ‘provision’."*> When the tax was proportional, the bal was specified
as ALJ (agdta), the word derived from A€ (agg) ‘share, part’; 49°: A¥S
(ydrim aggdta) was the proportional share that a 7im holder was allowed to
claim."*® Since the revenue thus divided depended upon yield, regulations did
not determine its exact amount but the number of plots from which it was to
be extracted. 7

The act of levying was expressed by the verbs A%\ (andssa) ‘levy’, Qd.L
(sdfard) ‘measured, weighed’, -TPNA (tdgdbdld) ‘received’. *® Andssa was
used for proportional taxes as well as tributes like the amastaya destined for
dignitaries."” Séfird and 410 (agdiba) ‘he delivered, gave over’ described the
levy of fixed and proportional taxes while tdqdbdld seems to have been
preferred for tributes of predetermined amount.'*’

The grantees of fore and bal were distinguished from those who received
madar and which governance was expressed by the Amharic verb M (gdza). A
rim owner who was granted madasr could not only live from the land but also
expel anyone who prevented his rightful use of the estate by getting an
injunction from a judge.'*' The stipulation in the Fotha Nagist that gdiza i-s

134 Mf Illinois/IES 84.1.8 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1); Ms BL Or 778, fol.2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no.
CCCXLVIII); “MIC in d’abbadie 1881, 847; M. in Désta Taklawild 1970, 214.

135 Mf Ilinois/IES 89.VIIL.23 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 7); Ms BL Or 660, fol.165v (Wright 1877, 153, no.
CCXXXII); the 1A=~ in BL Or 777 fol. 14v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL), seems to be a variant
of the word. For older references to the income as IO in Go’oz texts, see ms BL Or 481, fol.92v
(Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II)

136 MEF Illinois/IES 84.111.5-6; Illinois/IES 84.111.8 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 1); Ms BL Or 777, fol.12v,
13v, 14v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); ‘A%’ in d’Abbadie 1881, 570; ‘A¥~ in Dista Takliwild
1970, 84.

37 Ms BL Or 508, fol.282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV); BL Or 481, fol.208v (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II)

138 ;4017 in d’abbadie 1881, 283.

139 Ms BL Or 776, fol.271r; BL Or 777, fol. 12v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); the amastaya will be
described in the next section.

10Ms BL Or 508, fol.282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV), BL Or 777, fol. 4r (Wright 1877, 255, no.
CCCL); BL Or 481, fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.Il); BL Or 508, fol.286v (Wright 1877, 29, no.
XLIV); Illinois/IES 88.X1X.30 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 7); 88.V.24 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2); Ms
BL Or 777, fol. 1r, 6, 9v, 11v, 12v, 16r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL) ; Ms BL Or 481 fol.4r (Wright
1877, 1-6, no.Il). The Ga’oz The equivalent of andssa is ‘ansa’a’ and is used in the chronicles of king
Bikaffa (Guidi 1903, 292). The terms gdbi and agbit that can be found in records from the Atatami
Mika’el and the Haméard Noh churches are from the same root. Ms BL Or. 778 fol.2r (Wright 1877,
235-254, no. CCCXLVII), BL Or 508, fol 284r (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV). For the definitions of
the verbs see respectively 4.4, +PNA, 19 in d’abbadie 1881, 207-208, 283, 411. See also N4.4,
‘M, and -+<4NA in Désta Taklawald 1970, 1199, 214, 126; 1474 in Leslau 1987, 404.

141 Ms. BL Or. 508, fol. 282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV)
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could profit from their estate by sale or other acts of estate administration was
understood as allowing contracts such as lease; it was said of them AOMY*s:
Lo M (astimono yamdigib) ‘may he get provisions by leasing’.'*? This
freedom to let was reserved to the baldmodar ‘master of the land’; clerics who
were given tributes could only dispose of that which was given to them, i.e. of
their regular income.'*® Land rent was called N4~a (big" s ef) in the legal
text; Jhrists offered examples of this payment as 1ov3~ (gdmdta), amso and
rabo.

In a grant charter, Atakolt Qoaddus Giyorgis is enumerated among AJ~0-t:
A0 PO D0 (ldtabotd $alasse ydamigdzu tabot) ‘church [estates] that
are governed by [Ddbrd Borhan] Solasse’. The locality of Dablo was
expropriated for its two-third portion from a certain Abeto Esdros and was
given to church scholars. '*> We read elsewhere that the clerics of Dibri
Borhan Solasse who were given rim by king Iyasu I, founder of the church
estate, collected amso from Dablo Maryam and Bo¢ Atakolt Giyorgis.146 The
use of the word P7L M- (ydmigdzu) ‘governed’, and the mention of the amso as
a type of rent in the legal commentaries lead to recognize these cases as
leasing. This agrees with Arnauld d’Abbadie’s account that clerics gave their
rim to lessees for a rent of a fifth of produce.'*’

Albeit being distinct, both ba/ and gozat were assets that could be disposed of,
if their owner was established with such power. A clear evidence of this can
be found in a testament of a dignitary called Ddggazma¢ Naco where the
bestowed lands were described as ydmabdlawan ‘[land] from which I obtain
bal’, and ydmagdzwan ‘[land] which I govem’.148 While the cleric enjoyed this

42 Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahado Church] 2002/2003, 253. For the definition of Auman’
as ‘grant lease’ see Désta Taklawald 1970, 564.

'3 The owner who gave land in lease was identified as balimador ‘master of the madar’, balibet ‘master
of the house’ in the commentaries of the 36™ chapter of the Fotha Nigist in M.B. Wildd Yohannos
commentary pp. 75,77,79

144 BnF d’Abbadie 231, 23 (Chaine 1912, 132) ; Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tiwahado Church]
2002/2003,407; cf. For the later tradition of CM: ASAT as a lessee in a mdgazo (lease) contract, and
the definition of @»,JH see Didsta Téaklawald 1970, 243, 1127. The gdmdta was a tax established as a
proportional or fixed imposition; mf Illinois/IES 88.XXI1.26 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 7); mf
Illinois/IES 89.111.24 (Daniel Ayana 1989. 2). It is proposed to be an equivalent of the Ga’az bandt,
see 1ao-k in d’Abbadie 1881, 823. For the rent called 7 @3~ see Dista Taklawéld 1970, 278

45 Ms BL Or 481, fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II)

146 Mf Ilinois/IES 88.V.25 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2)

M7 Ficquet 2017.

8 Ms BL Or. 660, fol.165v (Wright 1877, 153, no. CCXXXII). While this will is explicit as to the
nature of the claims over the land that was bestowed, other acts that transfer rim or rabo give indirect
testimonies. See the many sales of rim in Ms BL Or. 777 and BL Or 508 and the transfer of rabo
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freedom of exchange, others profited from rim land in so far as they were
church administrators. Their privileges ended with their term of office.

2.1.2. Other beneficiaries of rim land income

It was usual that in the fiscal system of the 18" century, several entitlements
overlapped on a same estate. From rim, besides clerics who owned the land,
churches and their dignitaries were permitted to claim revenues. From the land
in Béldsa that was given to the church of Asasami Mikael, for instance,
tributes were established for scholars as well as clerics who took turns in
weekly liturgical services."*’

One common type of income prescribed for dignitaries was known as A9°0T¢
(amastaya) ‘five part dividends’ 50 This was a contribution of a fixed
amount'™' that was divided in unequal shares between church officers; the
shares were called 2gg.'>* The allocation procedure of amastoya is best
described in the regulations of Mota Giyorgis and Giwira Q%“asq am
Maryam. The income was divided into two, one share being reserved to the
head of the church. The second share was then divided into two portions, one
of which was given to the officer called ligdtdbdbt. The other portion was then
subdivided in three shares allocated to different church dignitaries. Although
the size of the dividend could vary, the procedure that ended up with five
shares gave the tribute its name.'>

claims in Ms. BL Or 508, fol.285v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV), BL Or 777 fol. 11v (Wright 1877,
255, no. CCCL).

49 Ms BL Or 778, fol.2r (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII)

150 For an example of amastaya levied from rim land see ms BL Or 777, fol.12v (Wright 1877, 255, no.
CCCL). Land especially granted for the collect of this type of tax are also listed in mf Illinois/IES
88.IV.18 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 2), mf Illinois/IES 88.VI. 29-32 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 3). See
also Crummey et al. 1994, 104.

ISIM Tlinois/IES 88.VI1.32-33 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 3). The contribution from the produce of these
lands was fixed just like for the lands of former owners simply included in the domain; Mf Illinois/IES
88.VII.14 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 3) presented above.

'3 A% in d’Abbadie 1881, 570; A% in Dista Tiklawald 1970, 84.

153 M Illinois/IES 89.XVI1.24-25 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 14); Mf 89.VIIL.23 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 7); an
amastaya from which a two third portion was allocated to the head of the church is mentioned in ms
Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 126v (Goldschmidt 1897, 63—67, no. 18). We depart from Donald Crummey’s
appreciation of the amastaya as a synonym for amso ‘a contribution of the fifth of harvest’. He had
deduced this equivalence from the title of the register of the church of Bé'ata; he interpreted the title
'débtira amastya madar' (which needs to be translated as 'amastya land of the clerics') as laying down
a general rule which fixed the amount of contributions to a fifth of yield. Crummey 2000, 177.



25
JES Vol. LVIII, No. 2 (December 2025)

The verb andssa for the levy of amastoya’* is of significance. Although it was
also used for proportional taxes, it had the particular meaning of ‘to pay
jurisdictional fees’.'> The regulation of Qéranyo Madhane’alim stated that
this tribute was considered a compensation for jurisdictional services provided
by church officers; any 7im owner who happened to get involved in litigation
was therefore exonerated from legal costs on account that she/he had paid the
amastoya.®® The regulation for the Bé#’ata domain equally suggests that
jurisdictional fees were paid by way of tribute."’

Churches and their officers could moreover be granted proportional taxes on
rim land. The chronicles registered that the head of the Béd’ata church was
given aoM'r: P9°AL: AL (mdtdnd hamsay ad) ‘a share of a fifth [of produce]’
from each rim land. This appears to be the amso ‘the payment of a fifth
portion of the yield’ that has been mentioned in the previous section."® In a
judgment from the domain of Hamird Noh, tributes that were owed to the
church and its officer in chief were identified as: “the share of a fourth (of
produce) that was owed to the Church”, “the tithe owed to the head officer”.'”
These seem to correspond to the tributes called rabo and gollo."®*As we know
for certain that the officers of Dabrd Borhan Sollase received a gollo of a fixed
amount from plots in the locality of Siraba,'®" the last two establishments
must have had comparable rules.

The overall aim of estate regulations was to ensure that the church’s assets
were well administered. This meant a proper use of the land and a control of

154 Mf Illinois/IES 88.XIV.6 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 5); ms BL Or 777, fol. 12v (Wright 1877, 255, no.
CCCL)

155 Mf Ilinois/IES 88.XVIIL6 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 6) ; mf Illinois/IES 88.XIX.30 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 7); Illinois/IES 88.XIV.6 (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 5); A%l is defined as ‘paid court fees’ in
Dista Taklawild 1970, 862

156 Mf Illinois/IES 89.IV.31 (Daniel Ayana 1989, 3)

157 Ms Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 126v (Goldschmidt 1897, 63-67, no. 18)

58 Ms Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 126v (Goldschmidt 1897, 63-67, no. 18) Arnauld d’Abbadie also wrote
ambiguously that the head of the church ‘eats the fifth of the rim-s’, surmising an income of a fifth of
the produce. Ficquet 2017.

5 A4 ACHELT: LD hD A8 PAPIC: T A3, Ms BL Or. 508, fol 286v (Wright
1877, 29, no. XLIV); Guidi 1906, document 130

160 Ms BL Or 508, fol.286v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV); another reading of this act could see the sale
as a transfer of a fourth part of tributes that had already been paid to the Church. This interpretation is
however grammatically untenable since the tribute said to have been sold by the treasurers of the
Church failed to be delivered to the treasury because an individual had illegitimately taken possession
of these; the text would not have used the future tense in $27,70m®-7.

161 Ms BL Or 481, fol.4r (Wright 1877, 1-6, no.II)
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tax income. It also implied that whenever land was transferred by clerics, all
interested parties would be involved as witnesses or as notary officers.

2.2. The transfer of rim land

In the 18" century, a great number of legal acts by which ecclesiastical land
was ceded were registered in church manuscripts.'® The frequent transfer of
rim by a variety of agreements led to its being compared to movable properties
(Section 2.2.1)."®* Contrary to movables however, there was nothing definitive
about the conveyance of real estate; transferred rim could revert back to its
original owner (Section 2.2.2).

2.2.1. Rim transferred by various deeds

Rim land was the object of inter vivos donations and wills that benefited
family as well as unrelated successors.'® It was also given as security and was
eventually sold in case of insolvency.'®® Nonetheless sales were by far the
most numerous type of rim transfer. Out of one hundred and seventy-eight
deeds entered in the Hamérd Noh Gospel for instance, approximately 90%
were rim sales."® The entire estate of a cleric or its parts could be ceded.'?’
Some deeds mention multiple buyers or sellers, inferring that there may be a
plurality of rim holders. '*®

162 Crummey 1979, 469-470.

13 The expression A7€: ACE: A7L: ONHé- [like a slave, like a mare], in the documents from the
church of Qoma, seems to be a reminder that the rim is nothing more than a movable property with
regard to exchanges; Crummey 2000, 125, 186. Likewise in an act from the Haméard Noh church, the
rim is given to a person to whom the giver owes much property or livestock; Guidi 1906, document 41.
It became so customary that the cleric’s 7im be transferred that a 19™ century dictionary registered
4.2 (a devoiced form of the word 44-4%) as ‘land that could be freely sold’; d’abbadie 1881, 639-
640

164 Ms BL Or 777, fol.1r, 1v, 2r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); BL Or 778, fol.8r, 9r (Wright 1877, 235-
254, no. CCCXLVIII). Guidi 1906, documents 18, 33, 58, 84, 87, 97, 111, 118, 119, 131, 121, 17,
114, 127, 115. The shares of rim inheritance that were transferred were called asa/ota. A in
d'Abbadie 1881, 578; AM in Dista T. 1970, 917; AM in Kane T.L. 1990, 1334a. Guidi 1906,
documents 97 and 109. The term asa kept the meaning of inheritance until the 20th century as shown
in Téklahawaryat Tékldmaryam 2011/2012, 7.

165 Ms BL Or 777, fol.12v, 16r, 17r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); BL Or 778, fol.8r, 9r (Wright 1877,
235-254, no. CCCXLVII). Guidi 1906, documents 31, 111, 121, 131, 136.

166 Ms BL Or 508 (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV)

' Entire rims can be identified by the term muluwan as in the expression Cchaod: §4%: 49°
ao-(@-7, [the rim in (the domain of Hamédrd Nobh) in its entirety], but are otherwise described as the
rim owned by someone. If the cleric’s estate is sold only for a part, the exact share is given in fraction
and the geographical location is specified. Crummey 1979, 472; Namouna Guebreyesus 2017, 136.

168 Guidi 1906, documents 27, 71, 125, 8, 44, 95; ms BL Or 508, fol. 282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV)
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Sellers could furthermore transfer a share of the agricultural produce. In such
agreements, after mentioning the price and the rim that the parties agreed
upon, sale records indicated that the estate was henceforth to be divided
between the buyer and the beneficiaries that preceded her/him."® Owners
could otherwise choose to give their 7im, for a price or a service rendered, to a
buyer who would take turn alongside them in the use of the land. It was said
for instance that a buyer who had already settled the price ought to pay tribute
to the seller’s son who then remitted the sum to the church.'” The alternation
between the new comer and the initial owners of the rim was called H7%®
(zc'inq).171 Just as in the case where a share was sold, owners who conceded
some of their advantages from the land for which they owed church services
found a co-debtor who alleviated their duties. The difference was that the sale
of shares apportioned the estate from the onset; the zdng on the other hand
resulted in 024 (asa) ‘shares’ only if the parties disagreed on service rotation
and took their dispute to a judge.'”

The common effect of sales is best illustrated by a court case from the domain
of Asasami Mika’el. Three claimants protested that their #im had not been
sold. Their action was dismissed after witnesses gave testimonies saying: '

AT WILNA9P: WILPLNI: AGD-PNY
‘We have witnessed that the buyer had acquired (the land),
levied tributes and performed church duties’.

The word a78 M- (‘anddgdzu) that we have translated as ‘had acquired’ had
this other meaning of ‘governed, used the land’. We have discussed in
previous sections that the stem of this word gdza, specifically designated the
use of land; it was applied to owners as well as lessees who owed part of their
produce to landlords."”* The verb therefore did not necessarily refer to the
completed action of taking possession of a purchased rim; it signified, as when

1 The expressions hii £€47F hi £LL71F hE £LLT indicate the division of the rim in 3, 4 and 5
shares respectively; the seller was evidently not the sole beneficiary of the land and shared income
with other owners and the buyer. Ms BL Or 777, fol.1v, 2r, 287v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

0 Ms BL Or 777, fol.11v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

"'Ms BL Or 777, fol.2v, 3r, 6v, 11v, 287v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL). BL Or 778, fol.2v (Wright
1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII), BL Or 508, fol.284r (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV)

2 Ms BL Or 777, fol.3r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

3 Ms BL Or 778, fol.9v (Wright 1877, 235-254, no. CCCXLVIII)

7% See the indifferent use of the term in the paragraph 33 on rent and the paragraph 36 on sales in
Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahado Church] 2002/2003, 407, 385 ; M.B. Wildd Yohannas
commentary 63, 75
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it was employed in a continuous grammatical tense' ", the type of claim that

the buyer had over the land. A78.0A- (‘onddbdlu) that was translated as ‘levied
tributes’ by contrast referred to land benefits of a person who did not always
have the use of the land. The services meant by 472+ L0 (‘onddgdddasu) may
be religious or consist in contributions paid to the church administration.

The plaintiffs were therefore ordered to withdraw their possession claim; the
solemn expression used was: Ak N (taligqu bigga) ‘it has been decided
that you ought to surrender the land’. This decision was compliant with the
law on recognition of debt. If a plaintiff admitted to having sold his land, he
ought to surrender possession (jurists said 48: A$ [ogg ldgqo]) and eventually
ask for the unpaid price. If the buyer had failed to pay that which was agreed
upon, he was said to have a «7€ (fong); in the context of the legal
commentaries, the word designated interests, receivables, debts that a party
could still claim.'”

In this trial from the Asasami domain, the selling price had been paid. And
therefore neither 2gg nor fang could be claimed. The levying was mentioned
as a further proof of the sale agreement; if the land had been transferred while
the benefits from the land were not, the contract could have been interpreted as
a rent or a sale of land with part of the produce still reserved to the seller.'”’
The fact that the buyer discharged church duties owed by rim owners added
legitimacy to his entitlement to the land. In certain cases where obligations of
the land owner were performed by another, the land ended up being divided
between them.'”®

The indices that were used to prove rim ownership in this case were not
absolute even though they represented a general trend. This particular buyer
had the ga7i and the bal as a result of the combined effect of the regulation of
the church domain and a sale agreement. We have seen how both types of
advantages could be held by a same person or by different owners who could
dispose of them at will. This was true for all realty."”

5 Ms BL Or 777, fol.8r, 12r, 14r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL). For an example of the use of the verb in the
continuous tense, see NFNI°: NOCPY°: ¢IH-F7 in ms BL Or 777, fol.281v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

176 See the discussion of the obligation created by a debt recognition in these terms in M.B. Wildi
Yohannas commentary, 89

"7 In another legal act, it was reported that a third of a rim was sold with all its benefits, thereby
inferring that the fruits and produce were not necessarily sold with the land. Ms BL Or 777, fol.1r
(Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

78 Ms BL Or 660, fol.165r (Wright 1877, 153, no. CCXXXII)

1 Paragraph 33 of the Fotha Négist in M.B. Wildi Yohannes commentary, 65.
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Church duties on the other hand were obligations weighing only on owners of
land granted with the charitable intent of rewarding religious services for
perpetuity. Ecclesiastical rim had an additional peculiarity that was unknown
for other lands. It could be repossessed after having been donated or sold."®

2.2.2. Transferred rim that reverted to its original owner

A sale in principle caused the seller to lose all his claims on the transferred
good."®! The study of the legal acts from the domain of Hamiri Noh showed
that a person who sold an entire rim ceased to be mentioned in the
administrative or transactional records from then on. There was no evident
temporal limitation to rim ownership, except in the case of a g"alt charter
which provided a lifelong term for the donated land; the rim apportioned from
g"2lt would naturally be affected by this term'®*.

The regulation of the B4’ata domain stipulated that the rim of clerics deceased
intestate reverted to the church.'® There are moreover indirect indications that
land was recovered by church administrators. The administrators are
mentioned as giving land to a chorister and to other clerics.'® Since estates
were subdivided in rims, this seems to imply that they had repossessed some
of them. It is unclear, however, if they acted on their own or on the king’s
order.

The time limitation of rim ownership could also be set in contracts. Just as a
g"alt grant that defined a lifelong benefit, sales and donations of 7im could
transfer advantages which would terminate after a certain period. In a record,
for instance, it was reported that a »im was bought and bestowed upon others;
the grant was formulated as a tontine between the beneficiary spouses and
when one of them died, the rim was to be divided between the surviving

189 In the Ethiopian Civil Code, the right of recovery recognized to the family when an immovable was
sold may have had its origin in this practice. See David 1967, 345.

81 This is apparent from the paragraph 33 of the Fotha Nigist. Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox

Téwahoado Church] 2002/2003, 384.

182 Gifts of land that last for a lifetime are known from other Gondérine records; the grantor transferred,
for example, to a beneficiary for the duration of the life of the latter, specifying that the property would
be transferred to a second donee, after this prescription had lapsed. Mf. Illinois/IES 88 XXXVIL33
(Shumet Sishagne 1988, 9). An act from the church of Haméard Noh that seems to suggest a temporary
transfer of a rim is obscure, the scribe noted that the sale was once known to the inhabitants of a
locality. This could be interpreted as a confirmation of a transfer and as proof of time limitation.
However, it could also simply refer to the recording of a verbal contract of sale. Guidi 1906, document
24.

183 Ms. Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 126v (Goldschmidt 1897, 63—67, no. 18)

134 Ms BL Or 777, fol.1v, 2v,16v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)
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spouse, the relatives of the benefactor and the guarantor of the sale.'® In
another will from the early years of the 19" century, part of the inheritance
was to provide subsistence to the beneficiary while the rim and a constructible
plot were given as alienable goods.186 A transfer of land did not always enable
the acquirer to bestow the land to heirs; and for that reason, sellers expressly
indicated when the buyer was allowed acts of disposition.'®’

Inheritance claims for rim as well as other types of land were valid only in the
absence of provisions to the contrary. These provisions could be dictated by
the owner of the land or by authorities such as the king that established the
church domain. Donations and sales therefore stated the condition of
succession, or that there was no restriction of transfer. One donation, for
example, prescribed that the grantee was to live from the land till his death and
that the next beneficiary was then to succeed him for forty years. 188 Grants
stated that a land was given as a heritage, reminding of the fact that
inheritance was not a rule.'® For the same reason, rim sales specified that the
land was bought as rast ‘inheritance’."*"

The last stipulation disclosed that there was a custom of recovering transferred
rims. Clauses prohibited claims of appropriation, and of inheritance shares by
successors who judged that their interest had been abused by the seller."”
Often, arable land as well as constructible plots reverted to heirs without them
needing to establish a ground for the buyer’s expropriation.'®* The grandson of
a seller, for instance, was successful in reclaiming his inheritance by paying
back the price of sale to the buyer; he presented his action saying that the
holder ‘was unworthy’ of the land. It seems that he meant that she was not a
legitimate heiress; but he did not indicate the quality that made him the
rightful successor. "> Other buyers were said to have acquired for their
descendants a rim that used to belong to their parents.'” Several sales of rim

185 Ms BL Or 777 fol.1v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

186 Ms BL Or 777 fol.17r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

87 Ms BL Or 777, fol.2r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

188 Ms BL Or 777, fol.4r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

189 Ms BL Or 777, fol.1r, 4r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

9'Ms BL Or 777, fol.2r, 287v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); see note 40

' Mss BL Or 508, fol.282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV), BL Or 777, fol.4v, 14r (Wright 1877, 255,
no. CCCL), Cambridge, University Library, MS Add. 1570, fol.261r (Ullendorff and Wright 1961, 1-
2, 1 (Add.1570))

2 Ms BL Or 777, 10v, 12r; 17r, 287v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

193 Ms BL Or 777, fol.10v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)

%4 Ms BL Or 777, fol.12v, 287v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL)
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in the domain of Hamérd Noh present situations where the land was sold a
second time by a seller who had already disposed of it. '*3

In some cases, the recovery of rim land was expressly envisaged. Wills
allowed heirs to have a share in the inheritance if they were to pay a certain
sum to the successor. This kind of clause was typical of indebtedness; the
testator having bestowed a land to a creditor reserved the possibility for
successors to claim their inheritance by settling the debt.'*®

Transferred land thus reverted to the Church or the cleric who were its initial
owners. This particularity touches upon a fundamental aspect of rim
apportioned from g"2/t."”” The law declared this type of estate inalienable and
its regime was designed to ensure that the patrimony remained in the hands of
the original beneficiaries.

3. Inalienability of a transferable land

The ecclesiastical archives from the 18" century show that rim was frequently
transferred. The devolution of g"alt on the other hand was scarce; its few
examples were of individually held land. "*® This gave the impression that the
two types of land differed as to exchangeability. Yet the Fotha Nagast declared
them both inalienable (Section 3.1). The law foresaw however the sale of g"alt
under certain conditions. The exceptions to inalienability were discussed by
the doctrine. The different readings built the substantive law on rim land
(Section 3.2).

3.1. The diction of the inalienability principle in the Fotha Nig:ist

The Fotha Nigést stated that the object donated as g"2lt should not be
something that could easily be transferred. It could not consist in sums of
money and movable property'®, and more generally in goods that could be
lost, stolen, or perish.200 The domain of a church had moreover a sacred

195 Guidi 1906, documents 124, 90; ms BL Or 508, fol. 284v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV)
6 Ms BL Or 777, fol.3r, 4v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL), Illinois/IES 88.XIX.29 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 7); Namouna Guebreyesus 2017, 181-182, 236-241.

7 Arnauld d'Abbadie notes that the rim was a type of 'mainmorte’ according to the customs he was able
to account for in the 19™ century. One definition of mainmorte is the repossession of land by a lord
due to escheat, Bloch. 1994, 366. The author however could have used the word in its other
definition; just as its equivalent mortmain in English, it can mean ‘condition of inalienability,
perpetual holding of land, Ficquet 2017.

8 Crummey 1979, 469; Crummey 2001, 72-73.

Y9 EOTC 1997/1998, article 691. Commentary in BnF d’Abbadie 231, 102, 103 (Chaine 1912, 132)

M EOTC 1997/1998, article 692. BnF d’Abbadie 231, fol. 103a (Chaine 1912, 132)
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character; its integrity was protected by anathema and the clerics were exempt
from the usual taxation rules.*"'

The idea behind these provisions was that a charitable donation of this type
had to provide at least a lifelong income. G"2lt was but one type of habt
‘donations’ that were regulated in the 26" chapter of the Fotha Nigast.”"” Its
perpetual and inalienable characters required that a supplementary section be
dedicated to it under the 17" chapter on alms. And it was by measure of
protection that the grantees were prevented from disposing of their land.

G"2lt thus became an asset outside of commerce for the lifetime of the
grantee. > The law proscribed the donation, pledge or sale of this kind of
land; it extended the prohibition to parts of the estate by adding ‘nothing shall
be sold from the g"a/¢’. Since rims were only concessions, they counted as part
of g"slt that were banned from exchange.”** These realties belonged to the
category of things placed under the title [that which cannot be sold or
exchanged].?*® The chapter dedicated to sale in this same legal code did not
foresee any effect for the transfers of goods under this category, thus implying
that these were simply considered null and void.?*® The principle enunciated in
the law suspended alienability, with the land eventually reverting to the
donator upon the death of the beneficiary.?’” This legal provision was clearly

2L EOTC 1997/1998, article 710. Commentary in BnF d’Abbadie 231, fol. 104a (Chaine 1912, 132)

22 M.B. Wildi Yohannos commentary p. 43

23 The wording used is A 89%: A9°AL: HIA-k: A~k [it (the g"5lf) shall remain in the hands of the
grantee and not be transferred]. Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Téwahodo Church] 2002/2003,
255. In this regard, the res extra commercium and institutions such as wagf resemble g"alt. See for
instance Caballeira-Debasa 2010.

M The Go’oz text ALVAT: AY™RU-: 9°% 'L was translated into Amharic as WAk 9°39°%
hL0T: Paragraph 700 in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tiwahoedo Church] 2002/2003, 255. For
a later tradition where rim was considered inalienable see Mahteme Selassie Wolde Meskel 1970, 117-
118; third part of the 1935 proclamation presented in Mahteme Selassie Wolde Meskel, undated, 42
(Ambharic version)

25 Afm: AA@-m-l: 9998000 chapter 33 of the law book in M.B. Wildd Yohannos
commentary,68

296 Chapter 33 of the law book in M.B. Wilda Yohannas commentary, pp. 67-69; the sale of other goods
outside of commerce although ‘invalid® (the expression used was @ofim:  Am-1F: £LLA [that
which in truth could not be sold]) were allowed to produce some effects to protect the buyer in good
faith. Comparable discussions exist for other legal systems, see Kuonen 2005.

271t is doubtless that this character of inalienability brings g"a/t closer to other forms of immobilization.
Claude Cahen raised the question of the suspensive term for perpetual goods called habus before their
regulation by classical Muslim doctrine. He explained that in the first centuries of Islam, the founders
of the habus did not always make provisions for more or less distant times; the conceptual distinction
between suspensive habus and other unconditional perpetual goods only occurred in the ninth century.
Cahen 1961, 44; see also Hennigan 2004, 50-66. Caballeira-Debasa 2010.
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conceived with individual beneficiaries in mind. Regiments and churches that
were given g"alt and were sometimes established as estate owners did not
have, by nature, a predetermined term of existence. This meant that charitable
land grants to collective entities were inalienable for perpetuity while
individual rims and g"alt re-entered into commerce due to death. *®

Nevertheless, the dispositions of 7im and individual g"a/t by the grantees of
the land found justification not in the principle of inalienability but in its
exception. After stating the principle, the drafters of the Fotha Nagast
contemplated situations that could constitute exceptions to the rule. It was said
that if g"2lt land was sold, its “AT (sef) rendered as P.? (waga) in Amharic,
‘its value’®"”, must be remitted to the grantee.

There was consensus as to the scope of this laconic statement: the owner of
both type of estates was allowed to sell under certain conditions. The
numerous rim sales were therefore not contrary to the law. And the modest
count of individual g"2/t sale records was probably due to the quality of the
archives; ecclesiastical repositories had no evident cause to register the sales
of private land that was unrelated to a church, even if they happened to be
frequent. The exact meaning of the legal provision on the other hand, and in
particular the significance of the word sef or waga, was subject to discussion.

3.2. The Ethiopian interpretation of inalienability

Part of the legal doctrine considered that the law in envisaging an exception to
inalienability meant to preserve the destination of the land. G"alt and rim
could be disposed of on the condition that they remained fees for the specific
services for which they were intended by their establisher. This meant that
transfers ought not to alter the land’s character as a compensation for ¢4,
(goddase) or HaoF (zdmdca) ‘church or military services’; any acquirer of the
land would be bound by the duties that the estate founder had prescribed.*""

The reasoning was that acts of disposition had to comply with the foundational
documents of the estate completed in accordance with procedure; a jurist

% Guidi 1906, document 2.

9 The word 9.2 has in common parlance the meaning of ‘value, price, cost’, just as its Go’az equivalent
“LP. See P.7 in d’ Abbadie 1881, 88; “AT in Kidandwald Kofle 1955/1956, 666; and in Leslau 1987,
540.

219 Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox Tawahodo Church] 2002/2003, 255b. BnF d’Abbadie 231, 102b
(Chaine 1912, 132). The precision of the ecclesiastical or military services required from the grantee is
found only in the second commentary. Gifts intended to create a lifetime income for their beneficiary
are known in other East African countries, as shown by Anderson 1959, 152, 157-164.
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explained by saying ‘one shall not provide for transfers that would abrogate
perfected legal acts’.*'! In other words, the prohibition to dispose of the g"alt
was not intended to prevent all type of land transfer. It was only that legal acts
that changed the type of obligations expected from the land owner needed to

be approved by the king. *'2

The gaddase or zidmdca were considered as gabar ‘occupation, service, dues,
tributes’ *"* Qaddase in strict parlance meant liturgy.?"* In the broad sense to
which the commentaries refer, the word covered all duties benefiting the
church. Rims were identified by the various obligations of their holders, as
PSR & 200 (vidawit dogamun) ‘belonging to chanters of psalms’, P9°é-T
&9° (ydmoarat rim) ‘rim of choir masters’, $A9°7 (ydsdmon) ‘belonging to
those who take turn in weekly services’ 015 ¢2%ooJ01 (biigina
ydmimdtabdt) ‘[land] for which [the owner] had to perform lyre music’, 237
L9° (vdiddg"as rim) ‘rim of bookbinders’, PAM? 12Lm-7 49° (yd 'atan
ndgadewan rim) ‘rim of incense traders’ etc.2"® In some records, the claim that
the owner had on his rim was presented as contingent upon the discharge of
these duties. Using expressions that compared them to taxes, a rim ‘of which
its use was conditional upon monastic duties’ and another ‘of which its use
was conditional upon payment of a tax estimated in gold’ were ceded.*'®

The terms of the rim ownership were maintained despite its transfer: the
acquirer owed the services and fixed contributions payable to the church. This
practice respected the inalienability and perpetuity of the g"alt since the
existence of the church or its ownership of the domain was not threatened. As
the founding king did not seek to reward the clerics personally but to

Hqugege: M7 Po9.04.C0: FAHH: “IHH: A2109° chapter 26 of the law book in M.B. Wildi
Yohannos commentary, p. 45

12 Bor example, a case of donation of g" /¢ inherited from relatives. The lands are given to the church of
Q%Yesq" am with a confirmation of the donation by the King. Mf. Illinois/IES 88.1.11 (Shumet Sishagne
1988, 2). One of the king’s officers also asked for permission to give his estate to a church in ms
Orient. Riipp. 39, fol. 164r (Goldschmidt 1897, 63—67, no. 18)

23 For a definition of the word G see Leslau 1987, 178. For its use in the context of occupational
duties see Pereira 1892, 51, letter to the Hebrews 9.21 in Commentary [Ethiopian Orthodox
Tawahodo Church] 2014/2015b, 442

M 340, in Leslau 1987, 423

25 Ms BL Or 777 foll. 4v, 7v, 1r, 11v, 287r (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); BL Or 778 fol. 2f, 4v, 5r, 6v
(Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); BL Or 660 fol.165r. These obligations are defined in the founding
document of the church estate in compliance with the requirement of Article 706 of the Fotha Négést.
Examples of contributions can be found in the church records of Bé'ata and Fénja Maryam ; mf.
Illinois/ IES 88.VI-VII (Shumet Sishagne 1988,3), mf Illinois/ IES 88.X.25s (Shumet Sishagne 1988, 4)

26 Ms BL Or 777fol.17t, 281v (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL). The Amharic expressions were 14-19°:
NOCP9°: P17 and Chrk79°: P40-79°: 9°LC: ATTPA



35
JES Vol. LVIII, No. 2 (December 2025)

encourage their services, the transfer of »im was not contrary to his intention
as long as the domain and its rules of operation were observed. Through the
commerce of rim, the legal framework of church g"alt gained flexibility and
consistency. 27,

Another interpretation saw in the exception to inalienability a confirmation of
the grantee’s status as a lord.*'® The value of the sale was understood as
encompassing the gazi “use of the land’ and its waga, here meant as ‘benefits’.
Following this line of reasoning, a judgment from the domain of Haméra Noh
pronounced the beneficiary of an ecclesiastical land grant as having been
given the mador ‘use of agrarian land’ and alaba ‘fruits’. *"® This explains
transactions after which the rim seller remained on the estate as a user and
those in which the buyer paid part of the land produce as tribute to the seller.

A third type of license to cede rim can be deduced from an act of sale
registered in a manuscript that belonged to the church of Dibrd Borhan
Sollase. It was agreed that the transferred land would be bequeathed to a
guarantor when the acquirer died. The bequest was said to be the waga ‘value,
cost’ of the surety.220 Considering that guarantors were often relatives of 7im
sellers, this transaction was tantamount to land reverting to the family of its
initial owner. This is a case where the effect of the exception to inalienability
was annulled by the restitution of value. Schemes of land reversion to the
initial owner can thus be construed in light of this logic.

The doctrine aimed to perpetuate the charitable intent of estate founders while
recognising a certain freedom of transaction to the grantees. **' While the
principle of inalienability was initially discussed to elucidate the provisions on
g"alt, the applications of its interpretations were found in legal acts that dealt
with 7im. Both confirm that there was no distinction between the two types of

land with respect to commerce*?Z,

7 In the same spirit, it was permissible in Egypt to concede the land as long as the perpetual title of the
grantee was maintained. See Egyptian annuity contracts in thel 7" and 18™ centuries that transferred the
long-term use of the land in Nelly 2011, 139.

18 BnF Ethiopien 236, fol.121v (Chaine 1913, 31)

29Ms. BL Or. 508, fol. 282v (Wright 1877, 29, no. XLIV)

20 Ms BLOr.777, fol.lv (Wright 1877, 255, no. CCCL); the transaction is akin to the issuance of
guarantee by a surety agency.

2IBnF d’ Abbadie 231, 103 (Chaine 1912, 132)

22t is necessary, from this point of view, to contrast the Ethiopian situation with what was known in
Lower Egypt, for example, concerning perpetual goods of the wagqf- type. The Egyptian archives
meticulously distinguished between the wagf which is inalienable and the iltizam, equivalent to
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Conclusion

In the ecclesiastical tradition of the eighteenth century, rim was conceived in
relation to two estates. Kings gave land that they had expropriated as g"alf to
churches. Individual lots to clerics were conceded from this domain.

The allotment procedure followed a common standard; 7ims in a given domain
were of a same surface area and comprised plots whereby quality and use was
determined. The distribution of the expropriated land to clerics not only
impoverished former owners but also redefined their fiscal status.

The disowned were accorded different status in the church domain. Some
retained a significant portion of their land. A few who received rims had the
same duties as clerics. Still others obtained mdsqdl madars or ydawust g"alt.
Many remained on their land and were subordinated to the church and the rim
owner to whom they owed taxes. Heirs to the land became subjects of the
cleric who acted as their judge and they could exceptionally be registered as
his labourers. It could also occur that people were displaced because of the
foundation of an ecclesiastical domain.

The church’s tax rights overlapped with the rim holder’s advantages. The
latter could collect produce from the land or oversee its cultivation himself. It
all depended on how his entitlement was prescribed. The taxation typology
was not specific to ecclesiastical land; it was borrowed from the general fiscal
regime. Tributes were of fixed terms, proportional, or destined to be shared
among a number of recipients.

The legal system in which multiple ownerships subsisted over the same land
allowed for more contractual freedom. As long as their term of entitlement had
provided for such power, the owners could dispose of the asset they owned.
Rim land was thus transferred by sale, donation, inheritance, and security
pledges. Owners could set time limits to sales or consent to their benefit
becoming an inheritance to its acquirer. The disconcerting characteristics of
rim sales can be explained by the fact that this land was considered by law to
be inalienable just as g"al¢ gifted out of charity.

The reverting of rim land to its seller, the indebtedness of a buyer to the seller
after the sale price had been settled, find justifications in the interpretation of
the law that permitted transfer of inalienable land under certain conditions.

usufruct, which can be disposed of. The terms of the contracts were careful in specifying that the
transfer of the iltizam does not correspond to an alienation of the wagf. Cuno 1993, 81-83.
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Because they were issued from an act of alms, g"2/t land and its parts called
rim were counted among goods that were out of commerce. By enabling the
rim owner to get back some of the benefits he had ceded and to set a time limit
to the validity of the transfer, by admitting that perpetuity of granted land
meant continuation of the services prescribed by grantors, jurists gave
flexibility to the law. Rim owners transacted and converted land value into
liquidity while abiding by the rules of the estate in which they were given
allotments.

The definition of 18" century rim land is useful in the study of its later
occurrences in Shdwa and Eritrea where some aspects of its establishment by
an apportionment procedure or its inalienability had survived. A close
examination of the legal acts yet more profuse in the 19" and 20™ centuries
will tell how coterminous these traditions were. The socio-political
considerations of lawmakers who regulated rim land are contemporary ones
even though their legal system has long fallen into desuetude. Protecting a
class of owners from market inequities, ensuring their economic freedom,
while controlling that statutory and fiscal obligations are met with, requires an
equilibrium that modern legislators still seek.
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