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Embassy launch of worldwide access to ancient first book printed in Ge’ez

Five hundred years ago this week (30th June), the first ever book was printed in the ancient 
Semitic language of Ge’ez, the foundation of languages spoken in Ethiopia today including 
Amharic, Tigrigna and Agoa. See sample 1 at end.

The Psalterium Æthiopicum consists of The Psalms followed by the Sacred Canticles and the 
Song of Songs, Rome 1513. Few copies exist.

This week, the book is to be made available on-line with insight brought to the fore by a 
unique backlighting, which heightens the clarity of the text and reveals the watermarks in the 
paper.  The same watermark has been found throughout copies of the Psalterium Æthiopicum 
held by the British Library, Kings College London (KCL) and Lambeth Palace. 

The use of Infra Red has also allowed the “removal” of spilled ink on the text. See Sample 2.

The “earlybook imaging system” will allow access to every page of the King’s College 
Library (KCL) copy of the Psalterium. A special feature is that there are front lit and back lit 
images on their own layers. 

In addition the opening pages of both the KCL and Lambeth Palace library have been 
processed and electronically rearranged so as to recreate the whole sheets on which the eight 
pages were printed. The result is that we can now see the whole sheets as they came off the 
press in 1513. Furthermore the back lit version of these ‘reassembled’ sheets is that we can 
now see what the 1513 printer saw as he held the freshly printed sheet up to the light 
revealing the very paper structure of the sheet eg the watermark. 

Scholar and historian Ian Christie-Miller will launch the on-line version at a reception to be 
held at the Ethiopian Embassy on 27th June, sponsored by the Ordre Souverain Militaire et 
Hospitalier de Saint Jean de Jérusalem, Chevaliers Œcuméniques de Rhodes et de Malte, 
OSJ.

Reception guests, including diplomats, scholars and representatives from the above 
institutions among others, will for the first time be able to access all the pages of the 
Psalterium at an interactive installation. Journalists are welcome.



The Psalterium will be available on-line free of charge from King’s College London.

ENDS

For further information about the Psalterium contact Ian Christie-Miller at 
look@earlybook.info, tel 0845 22 44 548

http://www.earlybook.info

For further information about the 27th June reception contact the Embassy press office on 
0207 838 3880, mob 07717 603163.

Background

Copies of the Psalterium Æthiopicum are held by the British Library (G.12023 and 675.f.18), 
Kings College London (R8/1) and Lambeth Palace (Sion, ARC A14.16s/P84).

The watermark is Briquet “Les Filigranes” 203, an eagle rampant, which was found in Lucca 
(1504), Florence (1505) and Pisa (1506).

The book is a quarto bound in eights. 
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Samples

1 Alphabet

2 Infra Red ‘removes’ spilled ink


