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Dr. Sergew Hable-Selassie: Biography

Dr. Sergew Hable Selassie was born in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia on June 15, 1929. His father
was Merigeta Hable-Selassie Zewdie and his mother was Woizero Zewidtu Desta. Keeping
with the custom of his time, he learned the Ethiopian alphabet and church scriptures at the
feet of monastic fathers at Lideta Debir (Church of Our Lady) in Addis Ababa. He then

progressed to obtain his elementary school education at Qdist Selassie (Holy Trinity) School
in Addis Ababa.

As one of the first students selected by the Ethiopian government for study abroad, Dr.
Sergew pursued his secondary school education at the Ecclesiastical School in Corinth,
Greece. Upon completing high school in 1953, he stayed in Greece to pursue his university
studies at The National University in Athens, where he subsequently obtained his Bachelor

degree in Theology in 1957. Dr. Sergew continued his quest for higher education by enrolling




in Bonn University in Germany. He completed his post-graduate studies after being awarded his

PhD in Ancient History in 1960.

Dr. Sergew commenced his service to his country upon his return to Ethiopia from Germany in
1961. He became a founding faculty member of the History Department of the Haile Selassie I
University (known today as Addis Ababa University). This pioneer academic constantly strived
to promote Ethiopia’s storied and significant history both among Ethiopians and the world at
large. He lectured on ancient and medieval Ethiopian history and various other courses at the
university for 17 years, and contributed significantly to world forums and dialogues on
Ethiopia’s rich history. In addition, he also taught theology courses at the Holy Trinity Seminary
School.

Dr. Sergew’s scholarly endeavors didn’t end with the completion of his studies. During his
tenure as a professor at Haile Selassie I University, he pursued and was awarded several
fellowship opportunities with world-renowned academic institutions such as The University of
London, Harvard University, Princeton University, Heidelberg University and Leiden University.
Dr. Sergew, a giant among Ethiopian scholars, has left a legacy of significant academic works
and contributions that chronicle Ethiopia’s place in the annals of history which will forever serve

those who pursue knowledge of this ancient land’s history and the history of her Orthodoxy.

A short list of Dr. Sergew’s major works includes:

« Bibliography of Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History, 1969.

» Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History to 1270, 1972 (This publication is widely regarded

as the authoritative body of work on the period. It is used as text at Addis Ababa University
even today, and is available as reference material in the libraries of many of the world’s most

prestigious colleges and universities.)

« Bookmaking in Fthiopia, 1972
« Biography of Atse (Emperor) Menelik (in Amharic), 2000.

o The Dictionary of The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahido Church (In Ambharic), 1990.

(This comprehensive work, spanning 14 volumes, is a leading reference document for

scholars of the Ethiopian Church.)

Complementary to his gift for history, Dr. Sergew was well versed in at least eight languages,
which played an important role in his ability to conduct extensive research required in the
compilation of his writings. In addition, Dr. Sergew’s vast linguistic knowledge was
instrumental in enabling him to author and extensively publish articles on his beloved

Ethiopia in journals across several countries.

Dr. Sergew was married to Wesizero Selamawit Makonnen in July 1966 in Addis Ababa. He
was a dedicated father to his five children, Naod, Blein, Fekade Selassie, Nablis, and Amen.
Dr. Sergew passed unexpectedly in Munich, Germany, on January 7%, 2003 at the age of 73.
In addition to his children, he is also survived by his three grandchildren, Hosana, Leah and

Emnet. W
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A Note from a Colleague

Sergew, whom I had the privilege of first meeting in 1961, played a major role in the
development of post-World War II Ethiopian studies. A child of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Church, and the first Ethiopian historian to return from study abroad - with a doctorate
from the University of Bonn, he bridged the gap between Ethiopian Government service
and Ethiopian academia. Early in his career he thus joined the Institut Ethiopien
d'Archaéologie, for which he edited the pioneering journal Tarik, as well as joining the old
University College of Addis Ababa, which was then evolving into Haile Sellassie I University,
later Addis Ababa University.

-11 -



Ever to be remembered as a leading historian of ancient Ethiopia, he first made his mark in that
field by publishing a comprehensive Bibliography of Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History
(Addis Ababa, 1969), as well as his renowned Ancient and Medieval Ethiopian History to 1270
(Addis Ababa, 1972).

Further monographs followed, among them The Church of Ethiopia (Addis Ababa, 1972) and

Bookmaking in Ethiopia (Leiden, 1981); also numerous articles, including several in the
Journal of Ethiopian Studies, which I was then editing. I also had the pleasure of working
with him on other projects based on the Institute of Ethiopian Studies, notably the
Encyclopedia Africana Dictionary of African Biography, for which he contributed the lengthy

entry on Emperor Haile Sellassie.

Sergew's life-long dedication to scholarship led him to participate in innumerable conferences
of Ethiopian history, historiography, religion and manuscripts, as well as to organise the work
in Ethiopia of the Ethiopian Manuscript Microfilm Library (EMML), and found time to edit
his 14-volume Amharic Church Dictionary for the Ethiopian Ministry of Culture - which is a
monument to his scholarly endeavour. He was likewise a keen supporter of our agitation for
the return from Italy of the Aksum Obelisk — the restitution of which he did not live to see. It
was equally remarkable that on leaving Ethiopia - as it turned out never to return, that he
should have founded another scholarly publication: The Journal of the Archives of Ethiopia.
His life of scholarship can be an example to Ethiopian students world-wide, as well as an
inspiration to his own children, now sadly deprived of a great and beloved father.

Dr. Richard Pankhurst
[ |
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