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Taytu Betul and the Rise of an Itege

Foreword

The following comic strip is an interpretation of certain periods of the life of Taytu Betul and Menelik II.
The illustrations are based on historical and iconographic research on Taytu Betul, Menelik II and the end of the nineteenth 

century Ethiopia. They do not claim to be an exact representation of the events, people, architecture, hairstyles, or clothing of the period.
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Ethiopia, in the 1880s. As Emperor Yohannes IV struggles 
to contain external threats, he also has to reckon with the 
growing influence of Menelik, King of Shoa, and his brilliant 
wife, Queen Taytu, across the south of the country.
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One day, in the year 1889, Emperor Yohannes IV, 
desperately trying to preserve the integrity of his 
Empire from invading Mahdists in the north of the 
country, falls from his horse, mortally wounded.
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And so it is that Menelik King of Shoa 
is crowned Menelik II, King of Kings 
of Ethiopia. And at his side, Empress 
Taytu, Queen of Queens, now the most 
powerful woman in the land.
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And yet the lavish coronation ceremony is 
followed by years of famine, which casts a 
pall over the land. Although Empress Taytu 
had been hailed as the light of Ethiopia, many 
poor families perish …
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… and the Empress herself humbly journeys 
to the holy stone churches of Lalibela, to 
call upon God for mercy.
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In time, hunger breeds ambitious provincial 
rulers, sharpening tooth and claw, slavering 
after the entrails of the kingdom.

The naïve 
fools. While they 
are away on their 

blind pilgrimages, we 
shall gather the land 

and its resources 
unto us.

Hee hee! 
And they shall 
walk right into 

the jaws of 
the lion.
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Levez-vous, 
et ne vous 

opposez plus 
à nous.

Yet they had not reckoned on the Empress’ acumen. Un-
der her calm, stately exterior, blazed the resolve of 
a lion. With eyes all over the country, she had already 
anticipated the plot, and swiftly had the rebels disarmed. 
The unrest had been quelled, and the Empress’ position 
strengthened.

Rise, and fight 
us no more.
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As the bony hand of famine at last 
relinquished its grip, Empress Taytu 
spun out a vast web of influence 
- astutely, patiently, carefully - 
bridging rivers of blood and 
enmity through marriage alliances, 
until half of the country danced 
to her tune.
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Meanwhile, blind to the significance of internal 
developments in Ethiopia, the Italian government 
had become drunk on the fantasy of possessing 
an African colony, and founding a second Roman 
Empire.

I came, 
I saw, 

I conquered! 
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2 May, 1889. Unbeknownst to 
Emperor Menelik, the Italian 
version of a friendship treaty 
signed between Italy and 
Ethiopia is craftily altered, 
and claims to make Ethiopia 
an Italian protectorate.
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Que peut-il y 
avoir de si urgent 

pour que vous 
entriez dans le 

Palais royal 
sans vous 

déchausser ?

When the deceit is uncovered…

What can be 
so urgent, that 

you dare to enter 
the royal palace 

with shoes?
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We were fools 
to listen to them at all, 

and now look! Already much 
of Ethiopia has fallen into 
their pockets, against my 

will. After all these years 
of treachery, of intrusion, 

of encroachment, 
I say no more! 

We must fight 
back! Will all the 

men of Tigray and Gondar 
rise - and if any man does 
not wish to rise and fight, 

he shall have my shirt, 
and I shall take 

his trousers!
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And so the die is cast: war!

Imbi! 
These conditions 

are unacceptable. Your 
advance must be called by its 

proper name: imperialist 
aggression! You want other 

countries to see Ethiopia 
as your child, but that 

will never be. 

So go ahead with 
your threat of war. There 

is no Ethiopian, man or woman, 
who will not plant their feet in 
the earth, and fight to preserve 

Ethiopian sovereignty. 
We are ready.
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26 July 1895. Far, far away, the complacent Italian govern-
ment heeds not the warning, and prepares for an idle summer 
holiday throughout August and September.

My friends, 
I shall soon return to 
you, with this so-called 
‘King of Kings’ locked 

up in cage!
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In Ethiopia, however, meticulous 
preparations for war are underway …
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And on 11 October 1895, a huge Ethiopian force 
sets out, with Empress Taytu riding at the head 
or her own army.
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After a long, grueling march, they approach Makalle, 
where the Italians have established a formidable fort.
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You brave men 
have been boasting of 

your determination to charge 
the fort. But slowly, slowly dies 

the pride of man. Guard this river as 
if you were guarding heaven’s gate,
 for without water, is a fort not a 

prison? You who have vol
unteered will be 

honoured.

It takes little time for Empress Taytu to realize that 
a frontal attack on the seemingly impregnable fort 
will result in the rivers turning red with Ethiopian 
blood. But her mind is agile …
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The siege slowly grinds down the enemy …
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… until the Italians are forced to surrender the fort. 
But the larger battle looms large on the horizon.
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Adwa, late February, 1896. 
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1 March 1896, at 4 o’clock in the morning, as 
the Emperor and Empress perform their divine 
offices, a messenger runs in with news of an 
Italian attack …
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Bring water 
to our thirsty 

lips on the battlefield! 
The Italians are in our 

grip - let us not 
release them!

The battle quickly turns the way of the Ethiopian 
army, and Empress Taytu and her women soldiers 
are tireless in their efforts.
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By nightfall, the Italians lie defeated, and Ethiopia is one 
the few places to preserve its sovereignty at a time of 
rabid European imperialism. But in the immediate aftermath 
of war, the high level of casualties is a terrible reminder 
of the price of freedom.



29 Taytu Betul – Comic strip

The victory 
in Adwa is for the 

sons and daughters 
of Ethiopia the 

world over!

Nevertheless, the importance of the Ethiopian victory at Adwa resonated 
throughout the world, and Ethiopia became a symbol of resistance for 
all peoples fighting racist oppression.
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Nor, alas, would Italy forget this historic, crushing defeat, 
tending its anger for another cycle of violence, in the dark 
days of fascism of the 1930s … 
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Once sovereignty had been assured, an ambitious programme of modernization 
was undertaken. With Addis Ababa as its capital, Ethiopia slowly opened up to 
modern communications, swifter transport and tourism.
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Beyond Ethiopia, Empress Taytu took personal responsibility for the Ethiopian religious community in 
Jerusalem, providing them with comfortable housing and considerable financial support. For the first 
time in the history of this community, they would not have to beg to survive.
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But as the years passed, Menelik’s 
health waned, and the Empress’ grip 
on national politics weakened.
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Eventually divested of political power, the Empress was forced to 
remain in the imperial palace, once the scene of her grandeur, now the 
scene of her decline. Nonetheless, she lived her final years with great 
dignity, and her name lives on today.
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Taytu Betul and the rise of an Itege
Taytu Betul (c.1851–1918) was a formidable queen and empress of Ethiopia. An astute diplomat, she proved to be a key figure in thwarting Italian imperialist 
designs on Ethiopia. Later, she and her husband Emperor Menelik II, led a huge army to battle at Adwa, where they won one of the most important victories 
of any African army against European colonialist aggression. 

Women in African History
By way of various artistic and pedagogical resources available online, this UNESCO project highlights a selection of historical female figures, 
from Africa and of African descent, who have distinguished themselves in the history of the continent in areas as diverse as politics (Gisèle 
Rabesahala), diplomacy and resistance against colonization (Njinga Mbandi), defence of women’s rights (Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti) and envi-
ronmental protection (Wangari Maathai). 

The selection of women figures proposed in the framework of this project is not exhaustive and represents only a small part of the contribution 
of African women, known and unknown, to the history of their countries, Africa and all mankind.

For additional pedagogical resources, please visit the web site www.unesco.org/womeninafrica

The UNESCO Project Women in African History was made possible thanks to the financial support of the Republic of Bulgaria.
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