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1. Introduction: and two basic questions

The starting point of this conference is the awareness that the study of the materiality of manu-
scripts has increasingly acquired importance during the last decades, that it is having a deep impact on
the understanding of the contents of manuscripts, and that it has shaped (or should shape) accordingly
their scientific description and cataloguing practices. The declaration of the concept text stresses in fact
strongly that

the presentation of data in standard manuscript catalogues often does not allow to understand correctly the struc-
ture of the objects in relation to their contents, and sometimes even leads to the suspicion that their physical and
historical complexity had escaped the attention of the cataloguers themselves.

There is one more point that I feel the need to mention and that I would like to suggest to the gen-
eral discussion, hoping that it will find the space and attention it deserves: and this is the factor of the
textual complexity in cataloguing. This point is apparently less present and only marginally relevant in the
traditions of classical Greek and Latin texts, but it is already crucial when coming to the related codex
manuscript cultures, for example those of the Christian Orient, where an established canonization of
texts is not easily viable and many obscurities still remain. Particularly for the early Christian phase, but
for other periods as well, these traditions can contribute considerably to new perspectives. Yet, converse-
ly, in these still less known manuscript cultures, the canonization of texts has been frequently determined
on the base of the evidence from other cultures and linguistic domains, that have exerted their influence
and at times imposed their own categorizations. This has its good reasons: for example, it is always very
helpful and even necessary to highlight a relationship of translation to model (Vorlage) for a certain text
and it would be a great mistake to ignore it, even at the level of cataloguing. To consider every text or
content in itself as an unicum in absolute terms or the single, unique product of a copyist, would bring
about an atomisation of the evidence that would not help understand much, because it would not corre-
spond to the perception and view of the manuscript culture itself. Yet, this scholarly process of attribu-
tion brings about also distortions and simplifications, and prevents important conclusions.

Another topic that would deserve some consideration is the social environment where we imagine
that the profile of our ideal cataloguer would work: as from the concept note of this conference,

contemporary manuscript cataloguers ought to have not only a good training in the fields of palacography and
codicology and a solid knowledge of text histories, but also a growing familiarity with IT languages and architec-
tures.

One can repeat here that competence and acquaintance with ‘text histories’ is quite different in the
different manuscript cultures, in terms of complexity, but also in terms of available resources and shared
knowledge. But one should also discuss, in light of evolving rules applied to the job market and affecting
the career of the researchers, how realistic and sustainable this expectation is, where and how. Or should
we discuss perhaps even more basic points, concerning the transmission of knowledge more in general,
particularly in the case of the ‘kleine Facher’, and fields dramatically underrepresented at academic level?
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2. Ethiopic manuscripts cataloguing: the last decade

I come back more precisely to the task assigned and I will try to sketch simply the state of the art of
reflection on cataloguing, and summarily the state of cataloguing, of Ethiopic manuscripts. Denis Nos-
nitsin will follow with more focused observations on some precise cases, also drawn from his own direct
experience. We both formally represent the long-term project Beta Masahoft (i.e. ‘Library’ in Ethiopic):
Manuscripts of Ethiopia and Eritrea. Among the tasks of this project there is also a substantial part of
cataloguing, and meta-cataloguing, one could say. The same project will be also represented later in this
conference by Pietro Liuzzo.

There are at least two small overview contributions dedicated to the cataloguing of Ethiopic manu-
scripts: one is by myself from 2007 and the second one is by Witold Witakowski from 2015 (Bausi 2007;
Witakowski 2015). Both are somehow related to the COMSt experience, in the sense that the first one
was for me the very first occasion of reflecting on cataloguing Ethiopic manuscripts within a comparative
environment, which strongly stimulated the initiative that was later carried out in the COMSt pro-
gramme; and the second one by Witakowski was included in the COMSt manual. In fact, to be honest, I
had already done something similar for the Christian Arabic tradition, that has not remained a field of
mine, although I wrote years ago a few papers on Christian Arabic New Testament Apocrypha (Apoca-
lypse of Paul and Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles) and canon law collections: I happened to publish a
modest note in 1993, that was inspired by a book of a great Italian palaeographer, Armando Petrucci, for
the AELAC Bulletin of 1993, where cataloguing practices of Christian manuscript traditions were exten-
sively dealt with (Bausi 1993).

My contribution of 2007 was presented in a conference held the same year—which demonstrates
that even for conference proceedings it is possible to overcome Horace’s nonumque prematur in annum
(Ars poetica, 388). The conference, that was organized by Caterina Tristano and embraced a large number
of traditions of the codex area, vividly debated questions of integration of electronic information system.
Not few of the papers titles could well feature in today’s conference.

Like Witakowski in his later contribution, I focused in mine on a few exemplary cases—the im-
mense contribution of the classic catalogues of the nineteenth century and their textual focus, the high
standard of the recent VOHD series, the broad contribution of the EMML catalogues, and the few cata-
logues, for example that by Eugene Tisserant and Sylvain Grébaut for the Vatican Library, Oscar Lofgren
for the Uppsala collection and Paolo Marrassini for the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana and a few others,
where codicological data were presented for the first time in detail (Grébaut and Tisserant 1935, 1936;
Lofgren 1974; Hammerschmidt 1973, 1977; Hammerschmidt and Six 1983; Six 1989, 1994, 1999; Ma-
comber 1975, 1976, 1978; Getatchew Haile and Macomber 1979; Getatchew Haile 1981; Getatchew Haile
and Macomber 1982, 1983; Getatchew Haile 1985, 1987, 1993; Marrassini 1986, 1987). I also noted the
emergence of an increasing attention to the materiality of the description, in catalogues like the small one
that was the ancestor of the series of the EMIP (Ethiopic Manuscript Imaging Project), published in 2007
(Delamarter and Demeke Berhane 2007). These catalogues, continuously improved in the course of time,
are specifically oriented towards the investigation of scribal practices (see Delamarter and Melaku Terefe
2009; Getatchew Haile et al. 2009; Melaku Terefe et al. 2011; Six et al. 2011). A bit critically I noted that
the very first attempt of the series seemed to be a describere sine interpretatione, paraphrasizing the well-
known methodological indication by Karl Lachmann, so often criticized in turn, i.e. recensere [...] sine
interpretatione et possumus et debemus (see Timpanaro 1981, 47-48 for all details). Like the philologist in
the phase of the recensio has to suspend any judgment on the intrinsic value and meaning of the single
readings and try instead to establish the general relationship of the witnesses, so in the phase of the de-
scription, only the materiality shapes the description, largely disregarding any aspect of textuality.

Intentionally refraining from any consideration on problems of census, safeguard, recovery, I pro-
posed a series of objectives where, ideally, aspects of materiality should not be considered to the disad-
vantage of the texual ones, and where the history of studies held its strong place.

In detail:
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(1) give more space to the material data identified as meaningful by the comparison with other ar-
eas—or even by intrinsic reasons—in ways that do not in any case detract from the legibility and clarity
of the cataloguing enterprise;

(2) identify the texts with reference to the essential repertories of biblical, apocryphal, hagiograph-
ic, patristic literature, in particular Christian Arabic, with inclusion of the whole specific bibliography re-
lated to the Ethiopic texts, or systematic cross-references, when possible, to further repertories, such as
the new Encyclopaedia Aethiopica;

(3) transport the existing printed catalogues online and make new ones (on-line or even in print)
as far as human and financial resources will allow: on condition that it is guaranteed—immediately or in
a non-indefinite future—an adequate space for textual data, which for the study of a largely unpublished,
or not critically edited, literary heritage such as the Ethiopian one, have a specific importance objectively
greater than for other domains;

(4) create an online—or even printed— ‘catalogue of catalogues’ or a simple ‘MSS repertory’ of re-
ported and newly reported manuscripts, according to appropriate standards and methods of collabora-
tion;

(5) to produce a bibliographic repertory related to each Ethiopian manuscript preserved in the his-
torical European funds, on which the history of the studies from the beginning to today has been made,
comparable to the BIBMAN project underway for the manuscripts preserved in Italy.

But we must be honest and acknowledge that at that point—I am still talking of the 2007 confer-
ence—there was a major issue that had not yet been considered and this is the concept of the complexity
of manuscripts, and in one way or the other, the concept of the codicological unit and its effects on cata-
loguing: these issues were at the time starting to be appreciated in all their implications for the catalogu-
ing descriptions, but at least in the marginal codex area traditions their effect was not yet perceived. I will
not elaborate on this central point, because this will be resumed in detail by Pietro Liuzzo, also for what
concerns the Beta Masahoft project, with an original proposal of his own.

3. Ethiopic manuscripts cataloguing: the last decade

This last point was however already central in an enterprise I have already mentioned, that has
been fundamental for me and certainly for other people, in and outside Hamburg, not least because it has
produced a coeherent result and a comprehensive tool that allows to embrace in a comparative perspec-
tive features of the book cultures of the codex area, and this is the COMSt programme (2009-2014), re-
sulted in the publication of the COMSt manual in January 2015. This experience still lasts as a network
under the generous and broader umbrella of the CSMC.

Since its inception in 2009, cataloguing was a central issue in COMSt. There were four internation-
al meetings held on cataloguing, in Uppsala (22-23 September 2010), Frankfurt (14 June 2011), Copen-
hagen (7-8 June 2012), and Athens (6-7 June 2013), with a total of 90 participants (9, 32, 32, and 17 re-
spectively). Topics debated were ‘Cataloguing Projects of Oriental Manuscripts: Evolution of Descriptive
Criteria’; “Towards an Ideal Handbook Chapter on Manuscript Cataloguing’; “The electronic revolution?
The impact of the digital on cataloguing’; “Towards a final version of the chapter on cataloguing. Palaeo-
graphic descriptions. Initially coordinated by Witold Witakowski, the team for Cataloguing was even-
tually led by Paola Buzi who finalised the relative chapter, acknowledging important inputs from Patrick
Andrist and Marilena Maniaci.

In the end, the COMSt chapter on Cataloguing, with the contributions authored by Andrist, is still
a good synthesis on cataloguing manuscripts with an eye at the questions of stratigraphy and syntactical
description.

4. Ethiopic manuscripts cataloguing: the last decade

In order to share our knowledge on the current state of cataloguing, I have prepared a handout
with some basic data on printed contributions concerning the description of Ethiopic manuscripts. This
does not include digitised manuscripts provided with minimal metadata (which would imply conside-
ring the Endangered Archives Programme etc.), but only precisely closed, structured and comprehensive
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descriptions intended for publication. I have also not provided here the link to the HMML and Beta
Masahoft websites.

As appears, the last fifteen years have marked a real explosion in the study of the Ethiopian manu-
scripts, including aspects of cataloguing. The two basic reasons for this development are the extremely
high number of still little known or completely undocumented manuscripts, particularly in Ethiopia, but
in many collections in Europe and the USA as well, and the peculiarity of Ethiopian manuscript tradition
being a still living tradition, the study of which has also profited from ethnographic observation.

Also note that besides what was published, the number of unpublished formalized descriptions of
smaller private collections, consisting at times of one manuscript only, is really huge. The diaspora of
Ethiopic manuscripts in Europe, particularly in Italy for obvious reasons, and in the USA as well, is still
far from having been assessed.
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