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Yared (Saint)
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Ancient Christian Church
Ethiopia

Yared (who lived in the 6th century) was a scholar, musician, and ecclesiastic who
was a formative influence on the cultural life of Ethiopia, and became a saint of
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.

He was born near Aksum, which was then the political, economic, and
cultural center of the empire, during the period in which the Nine Saints of the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church helped to revive and to change the country’s
cultural life. According to oral tradition, he was the son of Enbaram and of
Tawaleya, and was educated by a kinsman, Abba Gedewon. Another tradition,
however, holds that he was educated by Saint Za-Mikael Aragawi (4.2.), or
another of the Nine Saints. He was certainly closely associated with the Saints
and, as a mark of gratitude for their help, dedicated a hymn to each of them, still
sung in the Ethiopian Church.

Yared’s contributions to the cultural life of the country can be divided
into three categories - education, literature, and music. The educational system
he developed remained in use, unchanged, until modern times. It stressed the
need to adapt teaching to the pace of development of a young intellect, and also
held that pupils should not only be taught but should also be diverted form
idleness, by means of a stick of necessary. In literature, his work occupies the
highest position, and his collection of hymns, Mazgaba Degwa (“Treasury of
Hymns”) is the oldest literary work written in Ge’ez. It is said that before Yared
there was no music in Ethiopia, the liturgies and chants being murmured in a
low voice; he is therefore believed to be the first Ethiopian composer. He stated
that he was inspired by God in his composition, and presented his music in three
modes—Ge’ez (the simplest plain chant, used on ordinary days), ‘Ezel (a slow and
dignified heavy-sounding mood, usually associated with fasts and funerals), and
Araray (the most complex mood, freer and lighter, with musical embellishments,
sung on great festivals). It is uncertain, however, whether the Ethiopian musical
notations in use today can be attributed to him.

Yared spent the last years of his life composing hymns and teaching
many students. He and his students left Aksum and retired to the Semén
Mountains, where he lived until his death, which occurred on May 19. Another
tradition holds that the emperor of the day, Gabra Masqal (reigned circa 550 to
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circa 570), permitted him to retire to the land of Tsalamat, in northeast
Bagemder province, beyond the Takkazé river, as a hermit.

Sergew Hable-Selassie
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Yaréd, the Deacon, was a writer and musician who became a saint of the
Ethiopian Church. Born near Aksum, he was the son, according to oral tradition,
of Enbidrim and Tawleya, and was educated by a kinsman, Abba Gédéwon, or,
according to another tradition, by Zi-Mika’él ‘Ardgawi or some other of the Nine
Saints. A faulty pupil, Yaréd was unable to memorize the Psalter. He went out to
the desert to the tomb of Ebnd Hakim and witnessed the repeated attempts of a
caterpillar to climb a tree, which it eventually did.

Impressed, he returned to his teacher, his memory improving
miraculously. He became a deacon at the church of Midhané-Alim, and became
Ethiopia’s first composer of church music. The royal family were particularly
moved by his songs, but Emperor Gibri-Misqil allowed him to go to the land
of Sillimt, beyond the Tidkkizé river, as a hermit; some say he retired with many
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