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The Kingdom of Damot: 
An Inquiry into Political and Economic Power 

in the Horn of Africa (13th century)

Ayda Bouanga∗

Since  the  thirteenth century,  several territories  south of  the Abbay are 
regularly reported  in  the  literature produced  in and  outside Ethiopia: 
Damot, Ǝndägäbṭän and Wäräb,  old names now  disappeared from  the 
Ethiopian regional  confguration.  These were contiguous territories 
embedded  in a dense  river network (mainly the  Mugar  and Gudar and 
several tributaries of  the Abbay to the west,  the Didesa,  Angur and  Gibe 
rivers to the southwest, and Awaš to the east). From the thirteenth century, 
these areas appear as territories of considerable material abundance.  At 
the turn of  the fourteenth century,  the frst interactions between these 
territories  and the  Christian  kings of  the Solomonic dynasty,  gradually 
installed in the central highlands (Amhara and Šäwa), led to more frequent 
mentions in  documentation  and a more  detailed  knowledge of  their 
inhabitants. However, southern Abbay,  its territories  and populations do 
not  seem to  have raised specifc concerns  among medieval  historians, 
perhaps  because this space and its inhabitants were pagans and as such 
difered  from the  Christian and  Muslim societies,  which  have  been  the 
subjects of choice for Ethiopian studies. 

The  regional  analysis  of  the  political  and  economic  profle  of  the 
kingdom  of  Damot  at  its  peak  in  the  thirteenth  century  ofers  a  new 
geopolitical analysis of Ethiopia from the early Middle Ages. Before 1270, 
Christians  under  the  aegis  of  the  Zagwe  dynasty  reigned  in  the 
Begwana/Lasta area north of what would become the center of the post-
1270 Christian kingdom; Muslims in turn controlled eastern Ethiopia along 
the  clifs  of  the  central  Highlands.  For  this  period,  our  documentation 
shows the kingdom of Damot, with Wäräb, Ǝndägäbṭän, and Ǝnnarya as 
vassal  territories,  as  a  powerful  player  in  the  Ethiopian  political  and 
economic  scene.  This  geopolitical  entity  dominated  the  high  Ethiopian 
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central highlands politically and economically from the twelfth to the early 
fourteenth  century.  Stable  and  relatively  large,  the  kingdom  of  Damot 
challenged the authority and the expansionist ambitions of its Muslim and 
Christian neighbors. This very important position was the result of Damot's 
military and economic conquests on its Christian and Muslim neighbors.

The kingdom of Damot and its peripheries

In the last book of his Kitab al-'Ibar, the fourteenth-century Muslim scholar 
Ibn Haldun dedicates a short passage to the Muslims of Ethiopia. In this 
extract, he evokes a powerful  kingdom to  which the Sultan of Ifat was 
subordinated: the Damot.  This presentation of Damot corresponds to its 
position in  the  thirteenth century. Damot must have  indeed  been a 
powerful entity for the Sultan of Ifat to have submitted to it.

In  the  early  sixteenth century,  a  passage  from  the hagiography of 
St. Täklä Haymanot describes Damot in similar terms. The distance in time 
between the events recounted and the writing of the account might cast 
doubt on the credibility of this description. However, the fact that Damot is 
also mentioned by Ibn Haldun who was a century earlier in time, provides 
independent  corroboration,  as  it  is  unlikely  that  the  monks  of  Däbrä 
Libanos would have had access to the work of Ibn Haldun. These two texts 
agree in representing Damot as a powerful geopolitical entity. 

The political influence of Damot: Ifat and southern Amhara

According to the  Life of Täklä Haymanot, in the thirteenth century, Šäwa 
like Ifat,  was subject  to Damot.  At that time, Šäwa was the name of a 
Muslim sultanate located most likely  south  of  Amhara and west  of  the 
Muslim state of Ifat. The later was located on the eastern escarpment of 
the central plateau, east of the current cities of Däbrä Bǝrhan and Ankober, 
near the Afar depression and near Alu Amba. 

According  to  Ibn  Haldun,  Damot  was  located  west  of  the  Muslim 
sultanates  in  the  west-central  highlands;  this  is  where  the  Solomon 
Christian rulers were settled at the time when the Muslim scholar wrote his 
book in the fourteenth century. This is also suggested by the hagiographer 
of Täklä Haymanot. According to this hagiography, the sphere of infuence 
of  Damot  was  bounded  on  the  north  by  the  Amhara.  The  situation  of 
Amhara in the thirteenth century is not clearly known. When the Zagwe 
dynasty was on the Ethiopian throne, Amhara was probably a peripheral 
region of the Christian kingdom of the Begwana/Lasta area. It attained a 
new status with the advent of the Solomonic dynasty in 1270, who made it 
their  royal  domain.  It  was  at  this  time  that  its  outlines  took  form. 
M.-L. Derat, who studied the formation of the royal domain, proposes the 
Ǧamma River as the southern border of early Amhara territory. Was this 
already the case in the thirteenth  century? It  is  difcult to answer this 
question.  At  most,  we can suggest  that  the  Ǧamma River  is  a  natural 
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border, which could plausibly have served to cut the space throughout the 
medieval period. 

Motälämi, rulers of Damot 

The study of the internal organization of the kingdom of Damot forces us to 
go beyond the time limits of this article.  Indeed, the Ethiopian Christian 
sources produced in the ffteenth century present a consistent picture of 
the state structure of  this kingdom. At the end of  the ffteenth century 
were written the Acts of Yared, the sixth-century Ethiopian saint considered 
as the father of Ethiopian religious music. Hagiographer recount a series of 
miracles extending from after his death. One of these miracles is from the 
thirteenth century and refers to Damot. It explains that one of the leaders 
of the Zagwe dynasty, Zena Petros, sent a military expedition from Roha, 
the capital, against the "pagan" leader of Damot Motälämi, who refused to 
pay taxes. 

Like the hagiography of Täklä Haymanot, the  Acts of Yared designate 
the  thirteenth-century  leader  of  Damot  as  Motälämi.  This  character 
Motälämi appears in other sources in relation to later periods; this leads us 
to believe that the term "Motälämi" probably refected a title and not a 
name. Motälämi is indeed mentioned in the collection of military songs in 
honor of the Solomonic sovereigns (the so-called "royal songs"). Motälämi 
is presented as one of the enemies of King Amda Ṣǝyon (1314-1344): "ba-
Damot Motalami-nǝ": "over Damot [reigned] motälämi". It is very unlikely 
that this could be the same person whom the Acts of Täklä Haymanot and 
of  Yared  refer  to.  Another  song  evokes  the  Damot  leader  and  also 
designates him as motälämi, using the same terms. This song, devoted to 
Zär'ä  Ya'eqob  (1434-1468),  refers  to  events  that  took place  a  hundred 
years after the reign of Amda Ṣǝyon.  Thus it seems that at least up to the 
reign of Zär'ä Ya'eqob, the leader of Damot was a man with the title of 
motälämi. 

The Kingdom of Damot: an economic center 

As well as being a signifcant political power in the thirteenth century, the 
kingdom of  Damot was also an  economic  powerhouse.  For  this  period, 
several documents mention the production and export of gold  from Damot 
and territories adjacent to the Muslim states and the ports of the Red Sea. 
These products passed along a trade route between southern Abbay, on 
the Ethiopian highlands, and the ports of the Red Sea. Signifcantly, it is in 
this direction that the kingdom of Damot sought to expand its infuence, as 
if the eastward push was linked to a desire to control trade routes and 
trading opportunities.

The gold of the Kingdom of Damot 

The presence of gold in this territory and its export are a constant theme in 
our sources. From al-'Umarī in the fourteenth century to J. Bermudez in the 
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second half of the sixteenth century, Damot and several others territories 
south of the Abbay are associated with this gold production. In a military 
song in honor of the Ethiopian sovereign Yǝsḥaq (1414-1430), the various 
forms of tribute due to the crown are specifed. In this song, the list  of 
tributaries is organized by group according to geographical area and type 
of  tax.  The  tributaries  who paid  gold  were  all  from areas  south  of  the 
Abbay, in the direct vicinity of Damot: "Dega'et, who paid tribute in gold. 
Wama, who paid tribute in gold. Zet, who paid tribute in gold. Ǝnnarya who 
paid tribute in gold. Boša, who paid tribute in gold". We can locate three of 
these  names  near  the  Damot:  Ǝnnarya  was  west  of  the  Omo  River, 
between the diferent branches of the Gibe River; Boša was southeast of 
Ǧimma, in the angle formed by the Omo and Goǧäb rivers; and Zet was in 
the vicinity of Ǝnnarya, Damot and Ǧimma. In the frst half of the ffteenth 
century,  the  entire  area  southwest  of  Damot  thus  paid  tribute  to  the 
Ethiopian  Christian  sovereign  in  gold.  These  territories  were  all  gold 
producers.  This  localization  of  gold  deposits  southwest  of  the Abbay  is 
supported  by  the  present-day  distribution  of  this  resource  in  Ethiopia. 
These territories were not only gold producers; Al-'Umarī says they were 
also exporters. This gold probably reached the Red Sea and the Gulf of 
Aden, Massawa and Zeyla and then Yemen, India or China. 

Territorial expansion of the Kingdom of Damot: control of trade 
routes and opportunities to the Red Sea

The Red Sea coastal areas were under Muslim authority. Ifat acted as a link 
between the ports of Massawa and Zeyla and the Central Highlands. It is 
possible that the kingdom of Damot, as a producer and exporter of luxury 
goods,  sought  to  expand  eastward  in  order  to  bypass  Muslim 
intermediaries  so  as  to  negotiate  directly  with  the  export  zones.  By 
controlling the intervening market towns as well as the ports of Massawa 
and Zeyla, Damot would have a monopoly on long-distance trade. Indeed, 
kingdom of Damot lay at the crossroad of two trade routes: the east-west 
axis leading to Zeyla, of which we can identify the main stages, and the 
southwest-north route going to the port of Massawa.

A few decades later and over the following centuries, this seems also to 
have been the motivation of the Christian military expeditions against the 
Muslim states. In an article of 2004 on Ethiopian towns in medieval times, 
B. Hirsch and F.-X. Fauvelle-Aymar show that the Ethiopian kings' policy of 
territorial  expansion  should  be  seen as  refecting a  desire  to  politically 
dominate  the  Muslim  areas  and  cities  that  served  as  "bridgeheads  to 
trade". The goal was to supplant the Muslim states who had profted the 
most from this trade. It was from the high central plateau that Ethiopian 
Christian rulers led these military expeditions against Muslim states. It is 
likely,  then,  that  a  few  decades  earlier,  the  Damot,  kingdom  of  the 
motälämi, sought to extend its infuence in the same direction for similar 
purposes. 
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