
 

 
 

Ethiopian Art and Architecture 

Recent Studies with a focus on 16th to 18th centuries 

Tuesday 17 May 2022: 5.30-7.00pm – Warburg Institute via zoom 

An online seminar introduced by Dr. Dorothea McEwan (Warburg Institute) with questions and 

discussed moderated by Prof. Charles Burnett (Warburg Institute) 

Gondär, one of the largest cities in Ethiopia, evolved in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries into the 

flourishing capital of the Ethiopian monarchy. As such it attracted foreigners, among them the newly 

established missionary order of the Jesuits. They contributed to the flourishing of art and 

architecture encompassing not only the Christian population, but also the Betä Ǝsra'el and Muslim 

inhabitants.  

The focus on this time span in this seminar introduces new research on the different religious 

groupings as well as different cultural expressions which forged a new style - the court or Gondär 

style - particularly in painting. Three speakers, chosen to present the three different religious 

groupings, will talk about new archaeological digs in the Western Horn of Africa, the Ethiopian 

Jewish prayer houses and their developments, and art historical interpretations of an image which 

was imported from Europe and became a hallmark of Ethiopian Orthodox painting. 

The political situation in Ethiopia at present makes field trips nearly impossible, so that any report on 

most recent and/or ongoing research is highly appreciated by the academic community. This 

seminar introduces three papers presented at the international conference, Ethiopian Art and 

Architecture: Recent Studies (9 - 11 November 2021), hosted by Complutense University in Madrid. 

 

Speakers and papers: 

Jorge de Torres Rodríguez (Director of the ERC Starting Grant: StateHorn. Pathways to Statehood: 

Authority, legitimacy and Social Diversity in the Horn of Africa (11th-16th centuries)", Institute of 

Heritage Sciences, Spanish National Research Council): 'The other Horn: states, nomads and Islam in 

the western Horn of Africa during the medieval and modern periods' 

The history of medieval Islam in the Horn of Africa has usually been built around the long-term 

conflict between the Christian kingdom of Abyssinia and a succession of Muslim sultanates which 

controlled large areas of what is now Somaliland, Djibouti and southwestern Ethiopia. However, 

while the history of the Christian kingdom is well known through written texts and archaeology, our 

knowledge of its Muslim counterparts has only started to be improved thanks to a combination of 

historical research and comprehensive archaeological projects. This lecture will briefly summarize 

the main archaeological, architectural and historical features of the Muslim Horn of Africa, 

contextualizing it within the wider political and economic framework of the Indian Ocean and the 

Red Sea. It will also analyse the interactions with and the influence of the Muslim Sultanates in the 

development of the Ethiopian kingdom during the 16th and 17th centuries. 

 

 



Bar Kribus (Ruhr University Bochum): 'The Betä Ǝsraʾel (Ethiopian Jewish) Prayer House as an 

Expression of Israelite Identity' 

The concentric, circular prayer house plan with a square sanctuary is one of the most unique 

features of Ethiopian architecture. It served as a basis for the design of both Ethiopian Orthodox 

churches and Betä Ǝsraʾel (Ethiopian Jewish) prayer houses (mäsgid). The general features of Betä 

Ǝsraʾel prayer houses have been briefly described in a few publications, but Betä Ǝsraʾel prayer 

house architecture has never been examined in detail before. With the twentieth-century 

immigration of the Betä Ǝsraʾel to Israel, all their prayer houses in Ethiopia were abandoned. At 

present, only a small number of prayer houses preserved as tourist attractions are still intact. 

This paper will examine Betä Ǝsraʾel prayer house architecture and its development over time. 

Through a comparison of Betä Ǝsraʾel and Ethiopian Orthodox prayer house architecture, it will 

demonstrate how the Betä Ǝsraʾel shaped the concentric, circular plan to meet their own unique 

liturgical and religious needs and identity. It will identify and examine religious concepts which were 

made manifest in the unique features of Betä Ǝsraʾel religious architecture. 

 

Mario Lozano Alonso (PhD Candidate, Universidad Complutense, Spain): 'The Fəlsäta lämaryam as 

an Ethiopian Art iconography of Jesuit origin' 

The Fəlsäta lämaryam (Assumption of Mary) iconography arrived probably in Ethiopia during the 

Jesuit presence in Ethiopia (1557-1634) and became very popular. It is based on the iconography of 

the Immaculate Conception in the Roman Catholic church, but in this case, a dogmatic issue 

presented itself: the idea of the immaculate conception of the Virgin Mary is not observed in the 

Ethiopian Orthodox Church.  

In this presentation, I will show the possible ways in which the Immaculate Conception iconography 

was introduced in Ethiopia and was adopted by local artists even after the expulsion of the Catholic 

order. I will also explain how the popularity, gained by the image among the people, made the 

Ethiopian Orthodox Church change the theological significance of the image from the Catholic 

Immaculate Conception to the Fəlsäta lämaryam (Assumption of Mary). 

 

 

image: winged angel head, from the ruined façade of the Jesuit church of Gorgora Nova (North 

Gondär, Amhara), built 1626-1633; found in the archaeological excavations of 2018 (Universidad 

Complutense de Madrid and Agencia Española de Cooperación Internacional al Desarrollo) 


