
Due to the shift from Ge'ez to Amharic, syllabograms had to be
invented to represent certain new consonant sounds.

The Ge'ez script gained a significant status in the Ethio-Eritrean region in the 4th c. when King
Ezana, ruler of the ancient Aksumite dynasty, converted to Christianity and helped found what
became the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, which to this day uses the Ge'ez language and script as its
liturgical language.

Despite the spoken language and dynasty that birthed it both dying out around the 8th c., Ge'ez
remained the region's sole written language for centuries. A later kingdom, the Solomonic
dynasty, used Ge'ez as the official written court language while Amharic, a related Ethiosemitic
language, was the official spoken language. Written Amharic was rare until the 16th c., when
Jesuit missionaries arrived from Europe to convert the populace to Catholicism. They proseletyzed
in Amharic and taught people to read in the common languages Amharic and Tigrinya, as well as
Portuguese. However, due to cultural difficulties, they were expelled in the early 17th c., and the
Orthodox Church reasserted Ge’ez as the sole literary language for the next two centuries.

In the 19th c., Western missionaries were re-allowed into Ethiopia, and they again disseminated
religious writings in the common Ethiopian languages. This time, Emperor Tewodros II embraced
the change and made Amharic the official written court language, and his later successor Menelik
II established the first imperial printing press in Amharic. With the advent of the modern
schooling system in the early 20th c., Emperor Haile Selassie made Amharic the sole language
used in primary education and later declared Amharic the sole national language of Ethiopia.

The ordering of the Ge'ez signs is called the hahu, based on the first two syllabographs
in the sequence, ሀሁ. The word abugida is derived from an alternate ordering of the
signs based on the order of other Northwest Semitic scripts, starting with the string

አ[ʔä] ቡ[bu] ጊ[gi] ዳ[da].

Linguistic and Literary History

The Ge'ez script originated and is still used in the Ethiopian/Eritrean region. It first developed
around the 1st-3rd c. CE. Scholars believe it was adapted either from the South Arabian script,
which was the previous script used in the region, or from another Semitic script in common with
South Arabian.

Ge'ez started as an abjad, only encoding consonants in its alphabet. For unknown  reasons, it
morphed into an alphasyllabary, or abugida, by the 4th c. The original consonant graphemes
gained the inherent vowel sound ä, so for example the sign በ, which originally only signified b,
became the syllabogram for bä. The other vowel sounds used in the Ge'ez language were then
denoted through adding markings to the original syllabogram. 

Modern Issues
Ethiopia today is a very ethnically and
linguistically diverse country, with over 90
individual spoken languages, many of them
tied to a specific ethnic identity. Amharic and
the Ge'ez script have a heavy association with
the former monarchy, the historically
dominant Amhara ethnic group, and the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church. Even after the
first modern regime change in 1974 that
toppled the monarchy, Amharic retained its
primary literary status due to it being one of
only three languages legally allowed to be
printed in Ethiopia.

After the second revolution in 1991, all
ethnolinguistic groups were allowed to write
in their native languages. At first, they
continued to use the Ge'ez script to encode
their languages, but due to the oppressive
history linked to it, many groups have since
moved to use the Roman script instead,
which has less negative connotations due to
Ethiopia's historically successful resistance to
European colonization efforts.

The Ge'ez Script
Origins and Development

Non-Phonetic
Features

While its predecessor script had no
punctuation except for a vertical bar (|) to
denote spaces between words, Ge'ez
developed an extensive punctuation system.
The vertical bar was switched to a colon (:)
and entirely original symbols were invented
for the full stop (።), paragraph separator (፨),
comma (፣), colon (፥), semicolon (፤), and
preface colon (፦).

The script also adopted the Greek numeral
system, which assigned numerical values to
Greek letters. This system is not common in
current use in Ethiopia, as it has no concept
of 0 or way to represent fractions, but it is
still occasionally used in non-mathematical
contexts. 

The Ezana Stone (4th c.), which recounts a military victory by
King Ezana in the Ge'ez, South Arabian, and Greek scripts.
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