
YARED: THE COMPOSER OF HUMNS 

 

 Besides deggua, Yared is regarded by Ge’ez (Ethiopic) scholars as the founder of qiné, a 

very high, elaborate, strict and mult-layered from of Ge’ez poetry that is cryptic, complex, 

profound, and rich in allusions to religion, legend, history, law social customs, etc, and generally 

to the human condition.  Following Yared, Yohannes of Gebla in Wollo, and Tewanei of Deg 

Istifa in Gojam are reputed to have enriched it and made it even more complex and rigorous.  

However, it is Yared who is generally credited as the supreme founder of this uniquely Ethiopian 

genre of poetry known as qiné, a genre that demands not only metre and measure but also strict 

adherence to the rules of logic. 

 Nevertheless, Yared’s place in Ethiopian culture is what it is on account of his being the 

most subtle, most spiritually uplifting, and most euphonic composer of both the hymns and the 

chants that accompany them.  He further established the order of their service by time of day and 

day of year, by the occasion of the feast and by its import, by the character of the religious 

season and by its dominant theme and mood. 

 His compendium of hymns is known as the Deggua.  His composition began with: 
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Oh ! Music !... 

 Ah ! Music that I’heard the angels’ sing in Heaven 

 Uttering Holy ! Holy ! Holy ! Lord ! 

 The Heavens and the Earth are filled with  

 Your holy praise. 

 

 The legend on Yared’s life holds that he was transported to Heaven in a spiritual trance 

where he heard the angels, the Seraphim and the Cherubim, sing “Holy ! Holy ! Holy !” in 

uninterrupted and eternal praise to the Ancient of Days.  The legend further maintains that he 

was led to the Garden of Eden by three angels in the guise of three white birds, and there 

mastered the songs of the birds, and the sounds of the animals and beasts.  Yared, the polyglot of 

nature’s varied sounds, incorporated in his hymns reflections and observations of nature and its 

kaleidoscopic phenomena, all to the glory of the Creator.  Thus, his compositions reflect the 

periodicity of the seasons, and of the agricultural cycle.  To give instances, let us take some of 

his hymns for the rainy season (mid-June to mid September), and for the harvest season (mid – 

September to mid- December). 

  

 For the rainy season: 
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Listen to the sound of the footsteps of the rain ! 

 When the rains pour down, the poor rejoice. 

 Listen to the sound of the footsteps of the rain ! 

 When the rains pour down, the hungry are satiated… 
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 The clouds hear and obey His word;  

 And the streams brim with water, 

 And the furrows quench their thirst… 

 

  

For the harvest season: 
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In its own time, the rainy season has passed. 

Now is established the season of plenty.  

Behold ! The plants have blossomed and brought forth fruit… 
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He has bedecked the sky with stars; 

And the earth, He has adorned with flowers… 

  

Besides reflections on nature, some of Yared’s compositions allude to historical events 

and record important happenings in his own lifetime. One such instance is his hymn dedicated to 

the consecration of Ehtiopia’s first monastery of Debre Damo.  Present on the occasion were 

Emperor Gabra Masqal, and Abune Aregawi, the monastery’s founder and one of the Nine Saints 

who spread Christianity and monasticism in Ethiopia in the 6
th
 century A.D. The hymn reads: 
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 I went down to the city of Rome, 

 And there saw the Church of Christ. 

 I came to know her, and to love her, and to regard her as a sister… 

 

 This hymn has given rise to speculation, and sometimes even to a claim, especially by 

Ethiopian Roman Catholics, that Yared had sojourned in Rome at some point in his life.  The 

fact, however, is that Abune Aregawi, unlike the other eight saints who were from Syria and the 



Levant, was a Roman from Byzantium and that the allusion was only to his origin.  In any event, 

this is a hymn sung over and over again on the eve of the annual festival of the church of St. 

Mary of Zion at Axum, the very seat and heart of Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity.  The 

favorable mention of a sister Roman Church indicates no more than the two churches’ shared 

belief in Christ as Savior. 

 The bulk of Yared’s deggua, nevertheless, alludes to Biblical events, passages in sacred 

books, patristic works, hagiographies, homilies, etc.  He divided the services of the year, not only 

according to the seasons, but also according to the course of Biblical history.  Thus his hymns 

retell the story of Creation, the prophecies related to the birth of Christ, His life and teachings, 

and the subsequent spread of the faith.  All of this retelling is, of course, done in his own unique 

manner.  Thus, for instance, the whole ante-deluvian period is, in the simplest of terms, reduced 

and encapsulated into its barest essentials:  namely to the act of creation, to the institution of the 

Sabbath, and to the building of the Ark. 
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In the beginning, God made the Heaven and the Earth; 

 And having completed all, He rested on the Sabbath;  

 And said He to Noah at the onset of the Flood: 

 “ Build yourself an Ark by which you may be saved”. 

 

 Many of the hymns sung in the month and weeks preceding Christmas and on Christmas 

eve itself are verses either taken straight from the Psalms and Books of the Prophets or merely 

slight variations on them.  For instance, one hymn sung time and again on Christmas eve in 

different melodies, with different accompaniments and varying movements is the verse taken 

from Psalm 68 followed, however, by a statement of the fulfillment of the prophecy. 
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 The kings of Thrace and the islands offer presents; 

 The kings of Saba and Arabia bring gifts 

 To Him born of the Holy Virgin. 

 

 A related hymn concerns the Star of Bethelhem: 
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 The star became a guide 

 And, to them, a herald of joy. 



 

 On Lent, which is symbolic of the forty days that Christ fasted, but which, in Ethiopia, is 

practically overdone to last about fifty-six days, the hymn that is chanted over and over again 

alludes to the deeper significance of fasting beyond mere abstinence from nourishment.  It is 

reminiscent of the Oriental carving of the Three Monkeys, one covering its eyes, the other its 

mouth, and the third its ears. 
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Let the eyes fast; 

 Let the tongue fast; 

 And let the ears fast from hearing evil… 

 

 And on the joyous occasion of Easter, the favorite hymn reads: 
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 Christ has risen from the dead 

 With great power and authority; 

 He has put Satan in chains; 

 He has set Adam free 

 Peace! Henceforth, let there be peace. 

 

 As is clear from all of the above, Yared’s compositions are multi-faceted, inspired, and 

tailored to suit all seasons.  Many are verses adapted from the Pentateuch, the Psalms, the Books 

of the Prophets and the New Testament. In such instances, it is the temporal order, both over the 

months and year, and in a single liturgy or choir, in which he arranged them for service that has 

made his work enduring. Beyond this, Yared’s genius lies not only in the ordering of Biblical 

passages, or in the originality of his own compositions, but even more in the melodies and chants 

he composed and in the instrumental accompaniments and bodily movements he prescribed. 

 

 

  YARED: THE MUSICIAN 

 

1- The Melodies 

 

There are three basics melodies by which Yared’s hymns are sung: Ge’ez, Izl and  

Araray. Symbolism is basic to the entirety of Yared’s system and each melody symbolizes the 

person of the Trinity: Ge’ez the Father, Izl the Son and Araray  the Holy Spirit. 

 For the untutored or the uninitiated, the differences between the three melodies are 

difficult to discern.  For the practitioners, it is all very simple, although even they are hard 



pressed when asked to describe the differences.  Their general response is, nonetheless, as 

follows. 

1- The Ge’ez melody, symbolic of the Father, is hard stern, stark and dry.  One may describe 

it as commanding, imposing, proclamatory, as elongated reading, as a series of utterances 

that are now incantatory and hastily delivered, or suddenly-slowly intonated.  In any 

event, melodious and sonorous delivery of the hymns may be the best way to describe it. 

2- The Izl mode, symbolic of the Son, is soft and gentle. Quite naturally, it is affective as it 

symbolizes the very heart of Christian teaching, namely Love.  It is tender, mellow and 

comforting. 

3- The Araray melody, symbolic of the Holy Spirit, is often described as plaintive, verging 

almost on the melancholic.  It is quite often sung on somber occasions or seasons.  The 

remembrance of Lent, and especially of Passion Week, or the chant at funerals use this 

mode.  The etymology of the word, many say, is  ����� “evoked compassion,” “evoked 

pity”.  Hence its plaintive and almost melancholic quality. 

 

There is a rigorous rule as to what hymn is sung when and by what melody.  There is further 

a sequence of melodies that is allowed, and a sequence that is not.  Each melody may be sung 

independent of the other two.  However, when a cluster of melodies of melodies occurs, there 

are rules to abide by: 

  

1- all three melodies may be clustered together in one hymn or in a succession of 

hymns in the order of Ge’ez, Izl, Araray.  

2- Ge’ez may be followed by Izl or Araray. 

3- What is definitely not allowed is the clustering of Izl and Araray melodies, on 

their own.  The two may consecutively follow Ge’ez melody, but they cannot 

follow each other. 

  

The three melodies of Ge’ez, Izl and Araray are just the basic ones.  There are sub-

melodies, and sub-sub-melodies within each of them.  That is the whole logic of 

Yared’s system.  It prescribes first the major melody, and then the specific sub-

melodies appropriate to the various segments, syllables, or phrases of the hymn.  Thus 

Yared’s notational system may be seen, at one essential level, as musical shorthand 

although it may not be reduced to just that. 

 

 

2- The Instruments 

 

The three basic instruments used in Yared’s system are the prayer staff (Tau-cross, or St. 

Anthony’s cross), the sistrum and the drum,  Thses again, have their symbolisms.  Both 

the prayer staff and the sistrum are represented in carvings in the great monuments of 

ancient Egypt and may, therefore, suggest some connection and continuity. 

 

The Prayer Staff or Tau-cross 

 

The form of the staff is full of symbolism.  The rod itself represents the cross of 

crucifixion, and the top of the staff which stylistically portrays the head of a lamb 



alludes to the Biblical passage: “3� ��9 -������� �F��� _k[  [-!”  
“Behold the Lamb of God that will cleanse the sin of the world.”  

 

  The prayer staff  keeps time and beat. As it does so, it is swung forward, returned, 

and then swung again to the right and left.  This is to symbolize the four cardinal points: 

north, south, east, and west, the message being that the Heavenly Lord is praised and 

glorified in all four corners of the earth.  The staff is also raised up to the air, and then 

brought down to rest  on the floor.  Here again, the abode of God in Heaven is signified by 

the raising of the staff, while lowering it symbolizes the veneration of the faithful in awe and 

humility. 

 The prayer staff has, however, an additional and more mundane function.  For the lay 

congregation, it is a lean-on staff. Ethiopian mass lasts up to three hours, and the faithful 

have to attend the service standing most of the time.  It is a strain particularly on the old and 

weak.  Every church, therefore, makes an allowance for this and keeps a large collection of 

those prayer staffs standing by the wall.  They are of various sizes: short, medium, and tall.  

Believers who feel the need pick up staffs suited to their height and attend the long service in 

relative comfort either leaning theirs chins forward on it, or tucking it underneath their 

armpits to the side. 

 

 

 

The Sistrum 

 

The sistrum is an ancient instrument going back to Pharaonic Egypt.  Where it appears first, 

in Egypt or Ethiopia, is an issue that is best left for scholars to resolve.  In any case, the 

Egyptian and Ethiopian sistra are not exactly alike, and the latter have a symbolism that is 

purely Judaeo-Christian.  The following Biblical verses suggest the form of the sistrum and 

the symbolism of its six rings.  They are: 
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The muriad-eyed Cherubim 

And the six-winged Seraphim… 

 

 Further elaborating on the functions of the six wings of the Seraphim: 

 

 ���t �3spa �%"u *va 
 ���t �3spa �%"u ��Ha 
 ����t �3spa �#>n :: 
 

 With the two wings, they cover their faces; 

 With the two wings, they cover their feet; 

 And with the two wings they walk. 

 



 The suggestion here is that although they are guardians of the Heavenly Throne, they can 

not see the face of God, as the fire of the divinity would consume them. 

 Beyond its symbolism, the sistrum, like the prayer staff, helps to keep thime and beat.  Its 

jingling sound is likened to the sound of the flappings of the wings of the Cherubim and the 

Seraphim.  It is reckoned also to be used by the twenty-four vigilant and heavenly priests and 

singers of the Holiness of the Lord. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Drum 

 

 The drum used in Yared’s music is different from either royal drums or those used in folk 

dancing and singing.  The manner of its use is also distinct.  It is attached by a leather strap to 

the shoulder of the drummer and hangs down loosely and laterally to the level of the waist.  It 

is a kettledrum that is larger on one end and smaller on the other and that is beaten solely by 

the hands.  The right hand beats the larger end of the drum, while the left hand beats the 

smaller one.  The basic beat is RL-RL-LLR-LLR, one right-hand beat on the larger end 

followed immediately by a left-hand beat on the smaller. This is repeated again.  The two 

left-hand beats on the smaller end are followed immediately by a right-hand beat on the 

larger end.  This is repeated again.  The drummers eyes are often fixed on the sistra, for the 

latter signal the pattern and the tempo of the drumming.  However, there are other beats and 

the intervals between the beats may be longer or shorter depending on the specific modes and 

chants used, and on the type of movement that is appropriate to the occasion. 

 

 

3 – The Ensemble and the Dance 

 

 Yared’s sacred music is performed by debtera, i.e. non-ordained clergy trained in its 

chant and performance. In analogy to the twenty-four priests of Heaven, there should be 

ideally twenty-four priests of Heaven, there should be ideally twenty-four debtera in two 

groups of twelve each.  They form a group on the right with their own leader called a MxDV 
(Leader of the Right), and a second group on the left led by a �qDV (Leader of the Left).  

The whole choir is led by a 
+DV (Master of the Choir). 

 

 

 

 



 

 

There are basically four modes of chant and performance: 

 

1- y! ��- The hymns are chanted by the human voice alone.  This likened to the  

walk of the human. 

 

2- .�I- the chants are accompanied by the swinging of the prayer staffs and by 

the swaying of the body.  This is likened to the stride of the lion. 

3- 
=�"- There are three sub-types in this category; each distinguished by the 
tempo, and all accompanied by the sistra, drums, and by movements.  The first 

sub-type 
=�"  (mereged) is slow and even the second  �9� 
=�"   (minor 

mereged) is quicker, and the    [f� 
=�" (major mereged) is even more 

rapid.  The last sub-type is even accompanied by rhythmic clapping.  This is 

likened to the stomp of the ox. 

4- C<z� {�{W      - the tempo of this performance is like that of the major 

mereged with the top end of the drum being beaten| and with the drummers 

moving rapidly, jumping and circling around.  This is likened to the flapping of 

the wings of the bird. 

 

 

Yared system of sacred music, of course, specifies the when and how of the performance 

of the hyms depending on the season, on the feast, and on the occasion.  Lent, being a 

season of fasting and spiritual introspection, is a season in which only the first type (  
y! �� ) is allowed with the exception of Palm Sunday which is considered a joyous 

occasion.  On the other hand, Christmas and Easter, respectively announcing the bierth 

and the resurrection of Christ, are clebrated with all the types of performance included.  It 

is the same on religious anniversaries, especially the days of adoration ( ��E VW� ) 
when the tabots dedicated to the churches are brought out of the sanctuary and circle the    

[>( !c=�  (Field of Mercy), i.e. the church enclosure, three times before  they are 

taken in again. 

 

 Yared’s system of sacred music awaits full and systematic investigation.  Perhaps 

the one area of the system that needs the most careful and thorough examinations is its 

aspect as music and dance.  This is relatively a virgin field for musicologists to explore.  
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