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REVIEWS OF BOOKS

Veronika Six, Steve Delamarter, Getatchew Haile, Kesis Melaku Terefe, & Jere-
my Brown, Catalogue of the Ethiopic Manuscript Imaging Project, II: Codices 106–200
and Magic Scrolls 135–284, Cambridge 2012, 477 pp., ISBN 978-0-227-17384-8.
Kesis Melaku Terefe, Steve Delamarter, & Jeremy Brown, Catalogue of the
Ethiopic Manuscript Imaging Project, VII: Codices 601–654: The Meseret Sebhat Le-
Ab Collection of Mekane Yesus Seminary, Addis Ababa, Cambridge 2012, 250 pp.,
ISBN 978-0-227-17385-5.

The two books under review appear in the project series Ethiopic Manuscripts,
Texts, and Studies (as volumes 3 and 13 respectively) the purpose of which is ‘to dig-
itize and catalogue collections of Ethiopic manuscripts in North America and
around the world’ (p. xiii). The importance of this task for Ethiopian studies (or
strictly speaking Ethiopic/Gə‘əz philology) cannot be stressed enough1 and it is
most welcome that alongside EMIP there are other similar projects carried out.2

Any description of previously uncatalogued collection is of course an important
contribution although with all the most important3 collections already described,4

the possibility of utterly new and exciting manuscripts coming to light is not very

1 For basic problems of cataloguing Ethiopic manuscripts, see: A. Bausi, ‘La cata-
logazione come base della ricerca. Il caso dell’Etiopia’, [in:] B. Cenni, C. M. F. Lalli &
L. Magionami (eds.), Zenit e Nadir, II: I manoscritti dell’area di Mediterraneo. La catalogazione
come base della ricerca, Montepulciano 2007, pp. 87–108.

2 One can mention Ethio-SPaRe (<http://www1.uni-hamburg.de/ethiostudies/ETHIO -
SPARE/>) hosted at Hamburg University and Endangered Archives managed by the British
Library (<http://eap.bl.uk/>; though not focused exlusively on Ethiopic manuscripts).

3 That is, outside Ethiopia and Eritrea and with a striking exception of the Ethiopic
part of the Schøyen Collection in Oslo.

4 The bibliography of the catalogues is to be found in: R. Beylot & M. Rodinson,
Répertoire des bibliothèques et des catalogues de manuscripts éthiopiens, Paris 1995.
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high. At the same time, the methodology of describing Ethiopic manuscripts has
advanced greatly since the pioneering era of August Dillmann or William Wright,
particularly in the area of physical description. This is plainly visible in both
books herein reviewed.

For the former, the editors managed to acquire services of the two currently
most experienced cataloguers of Ethiopic manuscripts: Veronika Six (responsible
for the large part of the Ethiopic documents described within the Verzeichnis der Ori-
entalischen Handschriften in Deutschland series) and Getatchew Haile, illustrious schol-
ar and co-author of the catalogue of the Ethiopic Manuscript Microfilm Library in
Collegeville. Whereas Veronika Six is solely responsible for the description of the
magic scrolls, Getatchew Haile was assisted in describing the codices by Steve Dela-
marter, Melaku Terefe, Jeremy R. Brown, and Erik C. Young. The manuscripts
chiefly come from various American private collections; one particularly impressive
was assembled by Gerald Weiner and subsequently donated to the UCLA.

The description of manuscripts follows a well established pattern: shelf num-
ber, title, physical description, enumeration of the contents, enumeration of
miniatures and various notes (on topis such as addenda and marginalia, land trans-
actions, rubrication, names of scribes and owners, decorative elements, irregular
allignement of text, pagination, etc.). A rather innovative feature is that each entry
is accompanied by a graphic map of quires. The incipits and other fragments of the
texts are written in Ethiopic script throughout. There are no illustrations.

None of the manuscripts described in this volume can be dubbed a revelation
from a textual point of view. In fact a large number of them are actually ordinary
Psalters. There are no items older than the seventeenth century. There are how-
ever manuscripts interesting for reasons other than textual and these have been
enumerated by Steve Delamarter in the introduction (pp. xxv–xxx). To this list
I might add a rather lengthy (101 folios) EMIP 179 – Alwan Codex 28, containing
an Amharic commentary on Wəddāse Māryām, since the genre of Amharic com-
mentaries of Biblical and liturgical texts virtually unknown until the mid-twentieth
century is still seriously understudied. 

The catalogue is furnished with a set of useful indices: general subject and
modern names, works in the codices, names and places in the scrolls, miniatures,
and finally – and this again is an important innovation – scribal practices. It
should be stressed here that the amount of information on the physical features
of manuscripts including issues such as binding techniques, covers, and arrange-
ment of quires is very impressive, and even attempts are made to provide some
statistical generalizations (pp. xxxv–xxxvii) concerning the quire structure. Since
our knowledge of Ethiopian bookmaking still leaves a lot to be desired5 this is a
very recommendable approach.

190

5 A useful summary of the current knowledge with extensive bibliography is to be found
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The second volume under review is identical in terms of technicalities of
manuscript description but unlike the first one describes only one collection
namely that of Mekane Jesus Seminary in Addis Ababa. This collection was
assembled by an Ethiopian scholar, teacher and author of theological works
Meseret Sebhat Le-Ab, whose life and output are presented in the introduction.
The collection contains fifty-four manuscripts, all but four dating from the nine-
teenth and twentieth century, and is fairly representative of the Ethiopic literary
production. Apart from Biblical and liturgical texts one finds there theological
treatises (such as the famous Qerəllos), synaxaria and some hagiographies as well
as a certain number of manuscripts with traditional Ethiopian musical notation.
The gem of the collection is however the fifteenth/sixteenth-century codex con-
taining, among others, the Book of Jubilees. It was not used by James C. Van-
derKam in what is at the moment the standard edition of this apocryphon6 and
its textual variants are described in Ted M. Erho’s introduction.

Judging by the two volumes under review, ethiopisants worldwide have every
reason to eagerly anticipate the publication of subsequent volumes.

[Marcin Krawczuk]

Jean-Pierre Coriat, Les constitutions des Sévères: Règne de Septime Sévère. I, Consti-
tutions datées de la première période du règne (juin 193 – automne 197 ap. J-C) et consti-
tutions non datées de Septime Sévère cité comme seul auteur de la décision [= Sources et
Documents publiés par l’École française de Rome 1], Rome 2014, xxvi + 422 pp.,
ISBN 978-2-7283-0969-6.

The book under review inaugurates the edition and publication of palingenesia
of imperial constitutions from the times of Principate carried out by the École
française de Rome under the name ‘Programme Edoardo Volterra’.

in A. Bausi, ‘La tradizione scrittoria etiopica’, Segno e Testo 6 (2008), pp. 507–557.  Recently
published: Fäqqädä Səlasse Täfärra, T. əntawi yäbəranna mäs.ahəft azzägäğağät, Addis
Ababa 2002 ec [= ad 2010], is an absolutely fascinating monograph on the subject, even
more interesting since written by an author who underwent the traditional Ethiopian
education in bookmaking and himself is skilled in both preparing the parchment and
copying the texts. As of today it is only available in Amharic.

6 James C. VanderKam, The Book of Jubilees, Leuven 1989.

191

189-196_recenzje_009-020 DERDA  12.05.2016  09:51  Page 191



REVIEWS OF BOOKS

The idea of conducting a palingenesia of the imperial constitutions from the
reign of Augustus to Justinian is not new – as noted by the author himself (p. 4)1

– and dates back to the second half of the nineteenth century and the works of
Gustav Friedrich Haenel.2 Further research includes Pietro Bonfante and Pietro
De Francisci under the auspices of the Academia dell’Italia and the Accademia
dei Lincei,3 as well as Adolf Berger and Edoardo Volterra, yet in case of the lat-
ter two without completion.4 The revitalisation of such a project certainly
encounters favourable conditions, particularly in the light of the fact that much
of the material has already been treated by prominent and established scholars,
as well as in perspective of the steady influx of new research.5 In this wake one
finds the incentive of the École française de Rome, a fruit of a multiple effort of
various scholars.

In the book under review, based on the author's doctoral thesis prepared
under the supervision of Joseph Mélèze-Modrzejewski, Jean-Pierre Coriat deals
with the constitutions dating to the Severan dynasty. The contribution, being
the first of the three volumes, covers the first period of the reign of Septimus
Severus, that is the years 193–197. The two volumes to follow will cover the peri-
od of coregency (the end of 197 until 211), the reigns of Caracalla, the brief rule
of Macrinus, and that of Alexander Severus, preceded by several decisions that
could be attributed to Elagabalus. This presents an exciting perspective, as the
realisation of the entire project will offer a much needed systematic study of the
imperial constitutions form the times of Principate presented in chronological
order. It also needs to be stated that although the book begins a new series, it

192

1 On the history of research, cf. also: J.-P. Coriat, ‘La palingénésie des constitutions
impériales. Histoire d’un projet et méthode pour le recueil de la législation du Principat’,
MEFRA 101.2 (1989), pp. 873–923.

2 G. F. Haenel, Corpus legum ab imperatoribus Romanis ante Iustinianum latarum, quae extra
constitutiones Codicis supersunt, Leipzig 1857.

3 P. De Francisci, ‘Un’opera italiana intorno all’attivita legislativa imperiale’, [in:] Atti
del I Congresso nazionale di studi romani (Roma 1928), Rome 1929, II, pp. 193–198.

4 Cf. S. Ricobono, Acta Divi Augusti. Pars Prior, Rome 1945.
5 Cf., e.g., F. Pergami, La legislazione di Valentiniano e Valente (364–375), Milan 1993;

T. Honoré, Emperors and Lawyers, with a Palingenesia of Third Century Imperial Rescripts,
193–305 A.D., Oxford 1994 (2nd ed.); Paola Ombretta Curreo, La legislazione di Constanti-
no II, Costanzo II e Constante (337–361), Milan 1997; T. Honoré, Laws in the Crisis of Empire
379–455 A.D. The Theodosian Dynasty and its Quaestors. With a Palingenesia of Laws of the
Dynasty, Oxford 1998; S. Corcoran, ‘An introduction to the Projet Volterra’, BICS 49
(2006), pp. 215–219. See also pp. 4–5 of the reviewed publication, with more references on
pp. 4–7.
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actually constitutes a continuation of the author’s earlier studies on the methods
of creation of the imperial law in the late classical epoch.6

The book is organised into three clearly defined parts. The introductory chap-
ter outlines the general aims and rules governing the presentation. The two chap-
ters that follow are devoted to the source analysis and form the essential part of
the study. Exhaustive indices conclude the volume. The author collects the attes-
tations of the normative acts issued by Septimus Severus encountered not only in
juridical but also numismatic, epigraphical, papyrological, and literary sources.7 At
the heart of the analysis stands the total number of 238 documents. The reunion
of the diverse types of attestations allowed the author to form several inventories
and lists contributing to the overall analysis and commenting on the source rep-
resentation and their correlation. The methods of the elaboration of palingenesia
and the presentation of the proposed inventories are included in a short intro-
ductory chapter that precedes the proper analysis. Here, Coriat draws attention
to the chronological distribution of sources, pointing at 122 documents that can
be dated and 116 whose dating is impossible. The author compares juridical
sources with the remaining material in the corpus, the former represented by 197
and the latter by 41 documents. The documents’ character and origin are also
shortly discussed. Coriat explores the relations between the documents and the
imperial decisions by confronting their content. He stresses that the number of
documents does not correspond to the number of decisions and signalises the
repetitions in the analysed citations. The reader will also find a convenient list,
outlining the diversity of possible combinations and confrontations between the
sources and an indication for each attestation of the mode of transmission of a
decision. Finally, the categories of imperial decisions and their occurrence in sub-
sequent years of the independent reign of Septimus Severus are presented. These
comparison makes it possible to observe which years brought with themselves the
most decisions by the emperor and which categories are best represented. Natu-
rally, as noted by Coriat, deciding on the legal nature of the decisions, especially
when transmitted in the works of jurists, is at times impossible, as the applied ter-
minology is of a rather general character. Both the identification of each given
type of constitution as well as the possible uncertainty as to the nature of the
analysed decisions are given by the author under separate records of each deci-
sion. The results of these investigation is carried out skilfully and with noticeable

6 J.-P. Coriat, Le prince législateur. La technique législative des Sévères et les méthodes de créa-
tion du droit impérial à la fin du Principat, Rome 1997.

7 The author (pp. 6–7) underlines the value of the studies of G. Gualandi, Legislazione
imperiale e giurisprudenza, 2 vols., Milan 1963, repr. Bologne 2012 (in regard to juridical
sources), and J. H. Oliver, Greek Constitutions of Early Roman Emperors from Inscriptions and
Papyri, Philadelphia 1989 (in regard to epigraphical and papyrological sources).
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189-196_recenzje_009-020 DERDA  12.05.2016  09:51  Page 193



REVIEWS OF BOOKS

understanding of the sources. The presentation is summarised and presented in a
convenient and user-friendly form of tables and graphs. The introductory chapter
provides also a thorough overview of the concept behind the analysis, outlines the
rules applied in the course of palingenesia, as well as the methodological details,
structure and composition of the work.

The presentation of documents is divided into two parts that are at the heart
of this book: (i) constitutions dated to the first period of the reign (June 193 –
autumn 197), and (ii) constitutions not dated, for which Septimus Severus is cited
as the only author.

In the first part the author discusses the corpus of 122 documents that concern
70 dateable imperial decisions (cf. records 1–70). This part is therefore organised
chronologically year by year starting from June 193 until Caracalla’s ascension to
the throne in autumn of 197. Both the selection and basis of dating are explained
in detail. Moreover, each year of this period is preceded by a short introduction
mentioning regions and cities where emperor and his court stationed while waging
war or being on a military expedition. The incentive behind this is to stress the well
known fact that jurisprudence at that time took shape in the course of imperial
travels. At the same time, the reader is offered a better grasp of the geography of
the emperor’s normative activity (including references in the sources to specific
localisations) as well as a wider context of the issued decisions.

The second part is devoted to the decisions that are either not dated or
impossible to date but were issued by Septimus Severus himself. Again, an intro-
ductory section elucidates the methodological issues with which the author had
to deal. The selection comprises 116 documents, 103 of which are juridicial
sources, while 13 represent papyrological and epigraphical material. Due to the
fact that their precise date is unknown, the 108 constitutions included here are
organised according to the type of attestation and the ratione materiae. First, the
juridical sources are analysed that transmit information on 99 constitutions that
are not dated but the name of Septimus Severus is suggested as their only author
(cf. records 71–169). The attestations are grouped according to the type of legal
matters in which the emperor’s intervention took place, namely (i) sources and
interpretation of law; (ii) law of persons and family; (iii) obligations; (iv)  property;
(v) fiscal process, civil process, penal process; and (vi) public law, municipal law.
Further, the epigraphic and papyrological sources are explored (cf. records
170–178). Coriat identifies 9 constitutions that cite only the name of Septimus
Severus and concern the administrative and economical issues. Their presenta-
tion is organised respectively to their recipients, namely (i) associations; (ii)
cities; (iii) farmers in Egypt.

In both parts devoted to the palingenesia the presentation of imperial con-
stitutions is carried out in the same manner. Each constitution is given a record
number followed by a reference to the source transmitting the decision – this
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allows an easier identification of the sources attributed to a constitution and
facilitates moving through the text. If known, the date of the decision is also
stated. Further, each constitution is provided with indications of the underlying
subject matter, the nature of the emperor’s decision, and type of the constitu-
tion or oratio principis. The sources are appended with the author’s translation.
The presentation of each constitution is concluded by short but valuable com-
mentary. Although one may wish for a more thorough legal commentary, Cori-
at’s aim is to propose a palingenesia of all the imperial constitutions issued during
the chosen period, and it is unrealistic to expect anything more than a syn thetic
treatment of fundamental legal aspects dealt with in the sources.

It requires noting that Coriat correlates various sources on a given constitu-
tion exhaustively and with great attention to detail. In some cases, the prosopo-
graphical identification of individuals mentioned in the analysed sources allows
the author to present a more comprehensive background of the imperial deci-
sions. Moreover, the reader is conveniently referred to the relevant literature on
a given source. The structure of the study is very clear and the reader has no dif-
ficulties in moving through the text.

Overall, Coriat impressively synchronises multiple and diverse sources and
the claims he presents are sound. Undoubtedly, his book is a most welcome addi-
tion to the research on the imperial legislation in the Principate and will surely
prove indispensable in future studies.

[Marzena Wojtczak]

195

189-196_recenzje_009-020 DERDA  12.05.2016  09:51  Page 195



189-196_recenzje_009-020 DERDA  12.05.2016  09:51  Page 196


