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This study is a thematic ané stylistic analysis of two
plays by the Fthiopian playwricht, llenghistu Lemmas: narely,

Yarriage ty Abcduction and Marriace of Unequals. It attemnts

to fulfil three impertant functions.

Firstly, before this study no substantial discussiocn of
Menghistu Lemmz's work existed. Certair writers had touched on
the thewmes of his plays in the course of providing a survey cof
Ethiopian Literature, and an undercraduate thesis exists which
contains a brief description in Amharic of the writing style

-

of all his works, including his roetry. This study, however,

differs from these attempts in objective,., depth and scope.

Secondly, there was previously nc substantial survey of
the levelopment of modern Fthiovian “rama. It iz obviocus *hat
such a survey is necessary, not only in order to place Menchistn
Lamma and his Zramatic works in context, but also to facilitate
the study of Fthicnian “rama in ceneral. Chapter 2ne ir this

study goes some way towards mroviding such a survey.

Thirdly, Ethicpian literature has in gereral heen afforded
scant attention by critics of Rfricar literature. Come writers
have attributecd this fact to difficulties of language ancd the
lack of translations. In encouraging new Jdevelopment is that
some novelists arnd rlaywrights have started to write or trans-

late their works into Fnelish; orne of them is Menghistu Lerma2:

However, it is the opinion of this researcher that the
translation of works of Ethiopiah literature into Fnglichk is
rnot enough unless it is accomsanied by a varallel Jevelorment
of criticism, without which a comolete grasr of the works is
not nossikle. It is hoped that this study will help a non-
Fthiorian reader tc see *these two plays in the context of the

social, ecoromic and volitical histeory of feudal FPthiopia.

The study of the literary worth ancd sccial relevance of
these two plays suggests that thev are vivid and anthentic

documents of their period, and that future generations will



read them with interest. Menghistu Lemma himsel? eme

(S

a gifted satirist and as a writex of soun®

an? 2 subtle anc unicgue bran? cf rhetoric.

draratic

e L



Feudal Ethiopia, likz anv orher decadent soclety. was
iddled with absuréd ncrme and nores. This society was long-
characterized ky a decencraticn of itgs valus systems. This
degeneraticn in cultural values stirred some of the contem-
rorarv vriters, while manv were stclid and therafore placidly
accepted the corder of things as they were. Tut those who were
in2ignant at the miscarriages of feudal justice rose and
involva? themselves in producing satiric literature. The
subjugaticn of the overwhelming majorityv to 31l kirds of

inTignities offered ther the content for theilr works. Ope

1)

of these d=fenders of scclety is, of course, the poet-

playwright, Menghiztu Lemma.

Menghistu Lemma wze borr ip June 1822, and was brought
up in Marar, wvhere he received his Church ard modern primary

education, the former of which included works in Zema

®

(religious music) and Qene (classical poetry). He then cam
&

t

to 2ddis Abakz in order to pursue his secondary education

Haile Ffclassie I Secondary Schoel, Koteke.

ing his studiss at hom he went abrcad to

-

ing e
studied sociolegy for three years at the

nic an? the London School of Tconorics tie
thznr came back to Ethicpia an® worked in the Civil Aviatioen
Department fcr some time. Later he was apnointe? First

Secretary to the Fthiopian Entassy in Iniia. Fe has also

worked in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Ministry of

Culture and Sports befcrz he jeined 2ddis Ababa Uriversity.

Menghistu's writings include Yegatem Gubae, a volume of

collected poems ir which hies refine? talent for versification

is best demonstrated. Fe has also written Yabatoch Chewata,

a volume of traditional Amharic stories.

Apart from these, Menchistu has written five origcinal
plays an? three adaptatiorns from J.R. Priestley, Anton Chekhov

an? Tewfilk ?1-Fakim. Rut his bes--known rlays are the two



comadies which came cut ir 1967 and 1963: Marriage by Arcucticn

have keen

and Marriace of Unegunals, PBoth of these plays
translated into FEnalish, the first kv the author and an American,

and the second by himself,

Since the emercence of Henghistu Lemma as a dramatist, the
social functions of Ethiorian mcfern Zrama have become a means
of social criticism. Following in his footsteps, later drara-
tists have written plays that have registered each event, and

have expresse? every essential action of life.

The reason for the existence of such drama matches a
need. First, the Ethiorvian, like any other civilized heirg,
has a nzed for entertainment. Therefore, contemporary <rarna
in its new fbrm should reply *o this need; that is, it shculd
recreate the old ways of lzisure in agreement with the new

needs and values of a literate society,

Secondly, theatrical performances must inspire collective
action by the masses to Carry these actiens into real life,

Thirdly, the »rime concern of CGthiopian Arama must be to
enrcl the working class in the strugcle for its emancipation.
This class must be presentec with themes that correspond to its
preoccupations.,

The objective that present-day drema should set itself
is to produce thcught, popular in content, from which the
masses can draw lessons. Plays with adequate content, related
to the times and moreover Jdramatic, should be the preoeccupation
of an Ethiopian drama which aims at catering for the needs and
demands of our time.

Fourthly, a strong mobilization of the workinag peorple,
through the continuing literacy camraion whose success will be
assured by in part breaking down the traditiocnal family struc-
tures, and by emancipating the people from the weight of
custom, can be achievad tbhrough dramra.
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Fifthly, it iz time that the masses used 4r

oF
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_ gutstanding art form, to do eway with tradition

s

stitute an irpediment to socio-economic transformat

on.

Drama is said to he pooular when it servaes the purpose of
a people. The tendency to cater for a limited group of privi-
leged perscns must be discouraged, because <Zrama is not necess-
arily a nourishment for the economically well-off, but can be

a true popular Zrama,

L popular theatre rerformrs, for a rorular audience,
vlays written for the veople and which tell the neople esbout
themselves. Our romentous revolution and the struggle of the
masses for their emancipation will undoubtedly provicde fresh
themes for modern Ethiopian drama. This will cowme true if the

contents of the plays accord with the expectations of the
peorle.

Mcdern Ethiopian drama must f£find an appropriate redium
for dramatic expressicn. This can be so, the researcher feels,
when the new socialist man is dev2loped ard enriched: in the

end, it is he who canrn helr modern Fthiopian drama to f£flcurish.

For a country that has acdopted Socialism as its means of
prograss, the task that satire may accomnlish is potentially
tremendous. In 3 revoluticnary period, mistakes are cormitted
both by progressives unintenticnally and by veritable reaction-
aries. Both have to be tackleé in 2ue time: the forrmer kefore
they upset the revolutionary process and the latter bhefore

they revert the revolutionary gains to former conditions.

the way in which Menghistu Lemmea has utilized satire to defend
the oppressed people. Satire fulfils a valuable function by
dramatizirg the objectionable qualities and practices of the
socialist mar that we aspire to be. Constructive criticism

of erroneous practice ané self—criticism.are precepts of a
socialist society. It is believed that satire is an effective

b RS



iv
medium for this purpcse teo 2o justice to the follies and vices
of man and society. Therefore, the cardinal purpose of +this

study is to show that the test for satire is its success in the

area of criticism of man an? soccietv.

Moreover, this ressarcher believes that prospective
writers shoulcd use the art of satire in corder to rectify the
i11s of our sccisty. This art form is medicinal kecavse its
instruments are wit, humour and irony, weapons which are

particularly effective in the hands of a Zdramatist such as
Menchistu Lerma.




"CHAPTER ONE

TEE HISTORICAL RACKXCGROUND TC ETHICPIAY DRAME

~

The history and develcrment of Fthiopian drama ir general
goes very far back in time. But modern Fthiopian drama is a
recent phenomenorn, when contrasted with the cther literary
genres. Its emergeance and the introduction of the meccern

schocl system ceincide. The terms modern drama and the mocern

t-h

school system refer, resnectively, to drama written after the

v}
o3
jor
(o]

Western style school system structured on the Western

fda

model. 'iith regard to this fact, Solomon Deressa, a renowned

poet, asserts that “The first plays were put or at the Menelik

-

Secon2 School at the turn of the c:e-ntury.“l

However, anothcr pleywright-actor, Tesfave Gessesse,.
declares, T3TC 17(NUILTY 1 2P Nhd 0P ARL ADwP: :

Nife 70T KoM UIC 94040 0 : "2 The justification he

gives is that the term "theatron® is not Fthicpian in origin,

though it is traceable in Geez literatura. As a matter of
fact, it is a CGreek term. "R147& 212 APEFT N10H high

RtBLN tTCY 9WNE 24 KA gANT YIC 17 hPNHP [410 ¢

10 ¢ Be further states that Geez i

been spoken in the Aksumite court.

believed to have

0n

l“The Arts in Ethiopia: A Matter of Plays™, Addis
Reporter I (May, 1963), p. 14.

2"A Skort ftudy of Fthiopian Theatre™, Proceedings of
the 3rZ International Conference of Ethiopizn Studies, Pt. II
(Addis Ababa: Institute of Fthiopian Studies, Haile Selassis
I University, June, 1970), p. 3G2.

Theatre dces not have a long-lived histcry in Ethiopia.
Even the term itself is berrowed from another language [trans.
of text and title ky researcher].

31phia.

Some language academicians assert that the terr “theatron®
was borrowed ty the Geez language. However, it is not
very much observed [trans. by researcher].
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Nevertheless, Tesfaye is sceptical about his hypothesis
that Greek theatre traditicn was adopted by the Aksumites,
because cf the absence of evidence with regaxd to the remains
of an amphitheatre in or arcund 2ksum, similar to the Greek

cnes.

But since the term "theatron™ is Greek, and since Geez
is found *to have it in its vocakulary, it is logical to argue
that the Aksumites surely horrowed the art of the theatre frorm
the Greeks, even if there are no archeological findings to
testify to the existenos of an amphitheatre during the hsyday
of the Aksumite empire. Moreover, no attempt has keen made
to study this state of affairs with special emphasis on dramatic
performances. Therefors, it woul?d be too hasty a c¢eneralization
to conclude in the negative, wken it is still possible to do
further research.

Still, it is possible to provide a cogent justification
for the fact that the Greeks were ¥nown to have traded with
the Ethiopians in anciemt times. ©On top cof that, historical
evidence indicates that Greek merchants used to core to trade
centres such as Adulis. Tsegaye Gebre Mechir nmaintains the
view, "It is cuite prcohable that 2xum and, even more likely,
Pdulis hacd a reascnably well-cdeveloped theatre which they

e : 4
[the Ethiopmians) borrcwed from the Grecks.®

Moreover, it is reasonakle to think that there was for-
merly drarmatic literary culture in our cecuntry. Vhen we go
back to its inception ard cdevelormznt in Eurcpe, we discover
that it startecd in ckurchyards and later moved out to thre

nearky areas. NAI1TAHT . . . @IwgQPF) TTCFTRY W@
104 T Nent hCALIY IC Oer ARAM INC:: ™ Dramatic

4Quoted by Solomom Deressa, p.l7.

I

(=
“Kebede Gessesse, "The Fistorical Development of
Ethiopian Theatre" (23dis Ababa: H.S5.I.7J., May, 1972), ».5.
(Mimeoaraphed).
The Frglish showed their first performances ir churchyards
or surroundinc arsas [trans. of text and title by
researcher].



history records that, in all Christiarn ZEurove, it was

customary to nmerform miracle plays. Christianity is a culture
imported into Ethionia. Then it was importad it must have

come with 3ll that helped its orowth, notably with drama.

Thus it is rational tc conclude that érama is an old profession

in this country, though it may nct have keen well developed.

The argument that Ararma has no longstanding historical
backaoround can be dismissed. One mav contend that there was
no drama prorer in those days as we know it todav. But as cne
comes closer in time, one notices that there have keen other
forms of drama that used to ke performed by minstrels on
varicus occasions. Among those theatrical activities per-
formed by minstrels were fance drama and praise songs, ac-
compaired by the one-stringed musical instrument, the
"masinko", and the traditional flute. %e can alsc rascall the
traditional kattle-cry, or what is called "Fukera”, which

requires a real dramatic performance.

This traditional art, however, has not evolved to any
great extent. The doldrums ip stagecreft may have beern caused
by ... long periods of war begirning with religious wars of
the 156th century through the age of the princes which lasted
until the niddle of the 19th century, during which there was
no fixed capital city".5 That keina the excuse for the lack of
development in traditicnal drarma, we are forced to jump

abruptly on to an examination of mocern drama.

Then we come to modern drarma, the firstpersemr we
encounter is Rejirond Tekle Hawariat Tekle !ariam, who vroke

Comelly of Animals, Xebede Gessesse in his study of the

6"Amharic Drama®, Ethioria Tocay:; The Arts (1973), p.33.
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Tthiopian Theatre confirms that
TQTC 4MH) DeP SKINNT @MPt namg COA htded thAMPE ST

tHIZF QLN RME 10 = Its author, a foreiagn-educated

agriculturalist by training, wrete it with the aim of showirg

statesipSEheliinh=educ=

)

a
the technicues of writing 3rara, as h
tion. 2ut his prime objective was to shock the corrupt
government functionaries with his kitter criticism. Therefore,
it is right to say that Bejirend Tekle Hawariat is indeed the

first modern social critic ir Ftbhioria.
The rmethod of the play is vrecisely the same as that of

La Fontaine's Fables, and the characters are animals, as is

usual in a fable. Being a puncgent satire on contemporary

Fthiopia, the play was banned by Queen Zawditu.

Q} : That which arouses laughter is, of course, human.
Even 1f Tekle Fawariat used animals as charcters, because of
the human essociaticns evoked, they can make us lavgh. The

author realized this, and used the animal fakle as a device

fw to criticize the state apparatus and particularly the minis-

ters. Fz found the behaviour of animels an easy method by
Jw which to ridicule the wezknesses and follies of kis contem-
;( poraries. FHe used goats, sheep, cows and various other

animals, just like La Fontaine, as symbols for human types

human fecllies.

This pungent satiric fable is truly critical, pointedly
directec at the contemporary officials and, of course, very
J entertaining. The purpose is no doubt “foukle-ecged: first to
expose the vices of corrupt civil servants and, second, to

| makre rmoralizing more palatable.

7”The Historical Development of Ethiopien Theatre®™, p. 1&.
The first Amharic play in Ethiopia was Fabula or the
Coredy of 2Animals which was written by Fitawrari Tekle
Bawariat [trans. by researcher].
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Jowever, it scretimes cives the impression that
Tekle Hawariat is o , and therefore unkin?d to the
butt cf his satire. The fox, for example, ig a veritable
raséal, but the animal pleases more by pexforming the vices
and hypeccrisiss of the authorities than by defending their

virtues.

The Rejirond's Ceomedy of Animals exrrassas real scocial

criticism, mockery and poicnant criticism, which gained him
s2iAal b

spite and hatred and eventually a severe warning hoth from the

Dueen an¢ his superiors. Puft, succeszfully encugh, in hkis
most trenchant satire he achieved a deen ckservaticn of
debasement by showinc the heart-curiling struggle batween
ministers and the palace attendants to arass wealth and win
favour from the prespective king Lij Iyasu; thus undarmining
their respcnsibilities. They appéared to act only from
instinct, an? this was what the first setirist attacked
rercilessly,

This social criticism pinched the aristocrats painfully
and made them react resolutely, until they succeade? in having
the play karned by the Queen. They rresented the case in such
a way that the Rejirond appeared to reprove the Nueen, which
of course rmade her lose her temper ané therefore reprimand him
bitterly for his “uncouthness”: ap? then isszued a proclamation
bannirg the play. As a result, theatrical performances were
forhidZen until the ascension of Haile Selassie I to the throne
in 1930,

2fter Faile Selassie was crowned ¥ing of Fthinpia, there
ergrged a new era of briskness and klosscming of Arharic
Crama. This vericd, which ersued immediately after 1930, is
best exemplified by the works of Yoftahe Megussie and Melaku
Begosaw, the two foremost pioneers in Fthiopian drama. Most

literary veterans identify Yoftahe as the father of Arharic
érama.
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Menghistu Lemma, in his Intreoducticn to Mocdern Ethicpien

Literature, points out,

In modern drama the pioneers came much later.

Melsku Begosew ana Yoftahe, who used the Arharic

medium, incorporated sornc and dance in their

c¢ramas. . . . They wers the most pcrular nlaywrights

of the vears before the Italian fascist invasion of

thioria.?

These two playwrichts tcured from schcol to schecl in
order to agitate an? help students put on plays. Meanwhile,
Yoftahe and IlMelaku alsc wrote playvs themselves to set an

exanple to students and other interested groups.

Durirg the pre-Fascist reriod, the two playwrights
performed several of their plays in collaboration with the
students they traines, under the auspices of BilatenGeta
Sahle Tsedalu, an important figure ir the Ministry cf Fcducation
at that time. Tesfaye Gessesse, in hisg study, indicates
"INTSAS TQTC QtImdl0 HPG @ TeUCT NT Ntadw NAA 10 :
R471me @ 1/h WUCT NT N1900 a.p. thd+t:: . . . N1917
Y.2. 8RG @l UCT AT N T NPT htHIF SACHT

TTCT UNT Bl =3 Amorc those plays performed at

Menelik Second School, the Ccmedy or Animals was the first.

As it was the first playv, it is kelieved to have imparted

the art cf playwriting to these picneer playwrichts.

“Introduction of Modern Ethiorpian Literature™, B Paper
Presented for the Pfrican-Scandinavian *'riters' Ccnference
(Stockheclm, Februaryv, 1967), po. 6-7.

In Fthicpia, performing nlays was started after the
introiucticn of the modern schocl system. Phen
Mepelik Seconc and Teferi Mekonnen Schcols were
orenes in 1207 ard 1217 Z.C. respectively, students
were capakle of producing their nlays in two pleces
[ trans. by rescarcher ],



Besides these prominent figures in the his
Fthiopian drama, Captain !lalbandian wrote and staged plays.
This man, basicz2lly 2 master rusician, presented

as The Adventures of Gekre Mariam, the Conderey. “hat plaved

a significant rcle in the dramatic break-though ir our ccuntry
was the initiative taken by individuals in unco-ordinated

fashion. Captain HNalbandian is a tvpical example.

However, when one outlines the histery an® development

cf drama, one cannot overlcok the emergence of the Mational
Patriotic Associaticn, better kncwn as the “Hacer Fekir Theatre".
Its Very'incegtion ie a2 major turning-noint in the history of
modern Fthicriar. Arama. Drama had been characterize?d by
spontaneity and individual effort, but instituticnalized effort
was lacking until the foundation of this theatre. The lack cf
governrent initiative was noct without reason. First of all,
the use of drama as a source cf entertainment, an irstrument
of instructicr and a nclitical weapeon was not previcusly kncwn
in the country. Secondly, Ethicria was always at war with
invaders and had to protect its territorial integrity anc
national sovereignty. Thiz view is supported by the modern
director-playwright, Tesfaye Gassesse, thus:

Fecause Ethiopia was always fighting [the theatre

had not devcloped ], there had never keen a long

enough period cof peace. 2nd the Fthiopian

emperors were always roving from ore nart of the

country to ancther either to quell rebellion or

te defz2né the frontiers. Do notjgorget, Addis
Ababa is not even a century old.”

Nevertheless, the establishment of the Fager Fekir

Theatre brought zbhout a change cof attitude in the Ethiopian

I government regarding the use of drama. This theatre there-
fore played a substantial role in arousirg rational ard

patriotic feelings in the non-kelligerent but peace-loving

lOQuoted by Solomon Deressa, p. 17.
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Ethicpians on thz eve of the Italian invasion of ZEthiopie.

It also accomplished a great deal in the trainina ana

~ —

development of unforgettable artistes.

Moreover, since Independence, this Associaticn has con-
tributed a great deal in unitinag the Ethiopian pecple an?
assisting nationzal develozment. Yot only has it helped in
assisting naticnal integrity, sovereignty and unity, but it
has also played a part in keeping up the cultural legacies of
the various ethnic groups of the country. The Hager Fekir is,
therefore, best known for its peculiarly rich popular theatre,
and its displays of folk dance of the various cultural groups
of Ethiopia.

When we study individual plays, produced and stage? in
this theatre, we discover that most of them are not plays in
the strict sense of the term. Scenarios used to be given to

actors to add their own touches here and there. These actors
with their scripts were accompanied by the lyre and the

"masinko”,; with the aim of setting the mood of the play.

As we delve further intc dramatic history, we find

another development. This is the emergence of the Addis Abaka
City Hall, which started to put on plays towards the close
of the.l940's. The contriltution made hv the Hacger Fekir
Theatre was so sianificant that it necessitated the establish-
ment of the City Hall Theatre. Tesfay Gessesse reccrds,

RRAN AN @MHIR AT N1942 .. AH®Y @ ADM

nag NhAN AN SATEFY %A% A% 1107F HPT

RYIC Nhé MPF @RAC KHIF:: ouUP NALT H

&1 08T UT oHID Ao ) NomA @ 2N F T : Q.
IO AT MAN SHS Nag @ Dwg 3 0z 1]

ll“A Short Study of the Ethicpian Theatre®”, o. 30C6.

The City Hall Theatre organized, for the first time

in dramatic history, a folk-dance competiticn between
the various nationalities ané ethnic groups in 1942 E.C.
This competition ushered in a new tradition of the
"Inkutatash" music festival which used to be held

everv New Year's Fve [trans. hv vesearcher].
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To carry out this and other tasks, the Municipality of Addis
Ababa establiched a theatrical committee whichk chose plavs

for perfermances on Sunday afternoons in 2 hall that seated
akout 400 people at a time. The initiative *to estaklish the
City Hall Theatrical Company was taken by Yoftahe Megussie and
his coterie. The opening of this hall ushered in a new
theatrical "koom®, which accorded interested people the chance
to write and present plays. 2mong these enthusiasts who put
on their plays were Ritwoded Makonnen Endalkachew, the Prime

Minister, Woizero Senedu Gebru and Yoizero Romanework Kasahun.

Next to this group came ancther person. 2A rrolific
literary figure, Girmachew Teklebawariat, the scon of the first
~comic writer, teok up playwriting with Theodore, a historicel
play bkased on the history of the XKing of Ethioria. Thies 19th-
century warrior kinag of Ethiopia is magnificently cdepicted
with all his unfailing efforts to unite and modernize his
country. As a matter of fact, amonc all the plays written in
Armharic towards the end of the 1940Q's, Theodore has succeeded
in becoming a classic in Fthiopian drama. This same play has
been translated into Tnglish by Tsegaye Gebre Medhin, a

renowned contemporary playwricht.

At about the same time, vat another prolific playwricht
from the uprer echelon appeared with several of his plays.
This is a writer whem we can call the Marlowe of Ethioria, from
whose pen came a play similar in plot construction to Marlowe's
Dr. Faustus. BEe is Xebede Michael. This man is no* only a

playwright but also a famous versifier and translator. To
mention but a few of his works, we can note Appointment with

Destiny, Atc Belayneh, Hannibal and his translation of

Sheakespeare’s Romeo an:d Juliet. Ato Kekede is believed by

many to have set an example to and made a great impmact on the
younger writers who followed him.

Following the emergerce of the City Hall Theatre came



the leading playhouse in 194° £.C., the National Theatre, thern

known as Faile Selassie First Thaatre. ¥hen compared with the
other theatres, this is 2 glamcrows building designed after
Western vlayhouses, with the intention of using it not only for
the presentation of plays but also for film shows and other
occasicnal enter*tainments., Its establishrment gave a clarion
call to veteran playwrichts as well as to the novices of the
time.

The call did not £all on deaf ears: mrany responded
readily. Howzver, there cccurrad shift of perspective from

a
moralistic, relicious or historical plays to social criticism.

This was a major change in the diraction and development of
Ethiopian drama, hecause what haé bkeen didactic gave way to
what was realistic. This was in the Sixties. The theatre
becan to focus on contemporary icssues by wey of mirroring the
conditiens which prevaileéithen. Thic was difficult for those
used to writing plays that socothed the bhitter feelings of the
oprressed masses. Therefore, a new generaticn of writers
emerged with great zeal and heightened enthusiasm to depict
reality; thbereby brincirg about the keginnina of the trans-
formation of society.

One of thesz leading social critics is Tsegaye Gebre Medhin,
who came to the fore with his vitriolic ven to lay hare the
archaic and therefore decadent feudal practices. e is an ex-
ceedingly prolific writer who has produced a good nurmber of his
cwn plays. %Yot only has he written plays cof his own, but =also
he has trarnslated some works of Shakesmeare and Moliere with a
view to introducing the Furorean literary heritage to his ‘=
fellow Ethiopians. Though the pronduce of his owvn ven weichs
heavily, the number of his translations is sukstantial; they
have surely helped his fellow citizens to enjoy the Western

literary treasures of the past and have eventually widened the

score of their Iiterary knowledge. 2part from his endeavour
to expose Fthiopian theatre-goers to Western thought and
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stage-craff, Tsegaye opened up a naw opvcrtunity for the
2rharic drama to flourish when he was appointed as Zrtistic

Director of the then Haile Selassie Thkeatre.

The next artist in the literary arena is Menghistu Lemma,
the witty, humorous kut ironic and sarcastic rlaywricht, who
also attacked feudal hypocrisy with his suave an? light ex-
pressions and witticisms that have permeatesd his subhtle poems
anc vlays. Indeed many have asserted that this man is the
master of sharp wit ané fine but bitinc criticism, for which

he enjoys wide popularity.

As we continue delving deeper into the history and
development of the Ethiopian drama, we encounter younger
playwrights with a warm feeling for/ a change in the socio-
econcmic structure of the society. Among these, the most
conspicuous is Tesfaye Gecsesse, who is at present the
Artistic Director of the Naticnal Theatre. Fe is unicue in
that his life and study have been decdicated to drama and its
preduction. This playwright and gifted actor has written and
preduced many plays that are concerned both with national and
international issues.

Among the youncgast and most attuned to revolutionary
fervour is Ayalneh *ulat. Ye too is charged with revolutionary
ideas. He is also a2 prolific writer vho endeavours greatly

to give voice to the momentcus Fthiopian Revolution of 1874,

The history of Ethiovian Arara must include *those play-
wrichts who spent their lives in writing topical an® therefore
perishakle plays. In this category, we £ind Tesfaye Rbebe,
“oubshet “orkalemahu, Eyoel Yohannes, Malaku Ashacrie and a
few others. These have written nlays of contemporary life
with the sole purpose of creatinag a soothing or amusing
diversion for those theatre-goers who have worked hard the
whole week. Though categorized in this group, Tesfaye Abehe
is somewhat different in that he has attempted to write about
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serious matters, particularly at this time cf revolutionary

upheaval.

A recent development, yet a significant cne, is the
establishment of a Department of Theatre Arts in the Addis
Ababa University, where future preofessionels are being trained.
What was once considere? a childéren's game in owr country has
now come tc a stage where its practitiorers are being trained
at University level. The task of training people interested
in the profession was started before the estaklishment of this
Department in the University. Theatres like the Mationail
Theatre attempted and are still giving on-the-ijob training for
a limited memker of keen actors.

Due to the conducive atmosphere created by the revolution-
ary spirit, it will not be too long kefore we see theatre com-
panies performing throughout the country: in my opinion, the

-

tendency is clearly indicated.

¥




I. Plot Design

A draratist may visualize episodes extracted from the
sccial interaction of peorle. Ecowever, he “foes nct put
tocether these bits and pieces of life casually without
carefully esteklishing why one erisode follows another. lMore
oftan than not, the fAramatist strictly observes the rules of
plot Zesicn in which the cuestior of cause and effect is fully

answerecd.

In this way, Menchistu depicts the material world in
which he lives, and which he has made his ocwn. Fe heas
irmaginatively perceived and depicted it in order to convince
an¢ enthral his audience. Menchistu has paid serious con-
sidaration to the message and cuelity of what he depicts, anéd
ths way events ere presented persuacdes his audience of their
plaplansikility. The question cf cause anrd effect is best

answered in his mature work, Marriage of Uneguals.

The ﬁ}ot in Merriage of Unecuals is so imreccable that

it can measure up to any standaré of nlot structure. It is
basaec on the story cf a foreign-educated orotagorist who
settles in a small villace in Eararghe Province, with the
ncble idea of educating and mocdernizing the villacers. 2As is
customary, a village teachker in Ethiopia cannot manace to live
alone without the aid of a maid-servant. That bheing =o, Fahru,
the main character, takes Peletie as his servant anl goes down
tc Barar. They cortinue to live as master and servant for some
tire. iHcowever, Bahru then marries Peletie lecally, because he
feels she is quick to learn, in addition to having comrmendable
beauty.

Mavertheless, Bahru's aunt, a feudal lady, warnts him to
marry his social peer, calle? Bibkita, a girl wheo, like himself
was educated in a foreign land. One bright morning two village
eléders call at Lady Alganesh's homa and tell her that Pahru

1
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t it is of
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is alreadvy married to his maid-scrvant, andé th
£

Lady Zlganesh ancrily commands Rahru to send Reletie
away anc to marry Bibita. Rut he *riess to persuade his
obkstirnate aunt that Reletie, his servant-wifa, bas suited hin

perfectly and that he therefors foos not want to take another

m

wife. At thie stace, the conflict ketween EBahru and his

aunt kecomwes very sharrn and critical.

¥Meanwhile, T.ady Algan=sh considers for a long time, cnly
to arrive at the decision of using the wisdom of an astrolcger.
Che instructs the astrologzr to dc all that he can tc drive
Peletie avay from Bahru's hcme. The astrolocer agrees whole-

heartecly to do as she says.

The astrolodger has no difficulty in penetrating Beletie's
thoughts, hecauce he use? tec freaquent Rahru's rlace as a close
acquaintance. He then drons in at Beletie's home and intirates
to her with seeming earnestness that har horoscove deoes not
match Bahru’s favourably, and therefore hexr life is at stake.
He adds that she nust soon leave Pahru and seck another place.
She takes his word for truth and'disappears instantly.

However, 2 pekbkle-diviner, an arch-cneny of the astrologer;

advises Beletie that shz shoul? rejoin Zahru, on the grounds
that what the astreclomer has teld her is false. She accepts
his advice readily, and returns home immediately thrcugh the

mediatior of one ©f the elders in the villacs.

To the great disaprointment of T.ady Rlcanesh ancd to
the crushing shame of the astrologer, RBeletie is back hore re-
establishine her maritel status. 2% last, rady A&lcanesh
realizes that the so-called "wise men” are all impostors who
“upe pecsle just to earn their livino. She then gives in to
the wishes of her rephew, 2nd the marrijage of unecuals is
confirmed.
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Yhen we searchk for weaknesses in rlot censtruction,

ve ¢o nct find meny in this play. But th
ncidents which seem to me rlausikle kut improbakle. The
irst one is the event which this orniscient

(J
regarding the first mecsting of Rehru and Faletie.

Or his way to Lady Aleganesh, Rahru falls down on slip-
loth

wery ground, and his clothes are sc soiled with mud that

Beletie cives him her brother's Sunday-best suit to change into.

Pere, Menghistu wants us to kelieve that Bahru takes her as his
servant because she doecs hir a favour. Fut it is hard to
swallow the prokability of Bahru's cesture, because what cre
does on such occasicns is probably to reward a bhenevolent

woman such as Peletie either with money or in kind. Inceed,
Lady Algancsh relatas to us that Rahru offered Beletie some
money for hcr thoughtfulness hut she refused. What is normally
done on such cccasicns is tc thank one’s benefactor and to go
away. Othervise, the gocd acticn is not grounds enough feor
Bahru to remunerate her in that way. In real life one must
have more tangible rezscns befcre one takes a woman as a ser-
vant; she must 2t least be good at cocking if she is to be
chcsen as a maid-servant. 3But Bahru recuires rone cf these
qualities. He simply =2mploys her. Fven if we accept this
gesture as a reward, it eaprears indacant to take one's ben-
efactor as a servant. If he were veryv much tcuched by her
benevolehca, ®ahru shculd have taken har as his lecal wife
richt at the becginning. But whan he takes her as a servant,

she is victimized rather than rewarded.

Nevertheless, this is the episcde that agives rise to all
the other subsequent events. If one does not want to become
nadantic about such details in a dramatic creation, one may
overlook the improkability of this incident, as it is customary

to exploit plausibility in stagecraft.

The second weakness is at the end of the play, for its
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dencuernent is net satisfactory by any dramatic standard. The
play simply ends akruptly. Just as she is informed of RBeletie's
return home, Lady Alganesh realises that the wisdom of the

astrolcger is bogus, and she kecomes resigned te the situaticn.

From the beginning up te this stags, she has maintained
the same views regarfing marriage. 2ut all of a sudcfen
dismisses all thought of class marriac I
unsatisfactory =2nding, kecause ¢ramatic hints have nct been
suggested to help the audience anticipate such a change in
Lady Alganesh., If she had keer sketched as a complex and fully-
developed character, Lady 2lganesh might have revealed new and
surprisinc facets of personality to warrant such a change of

attitude, thereby making the ensing rlausible.

In contrast to the action in Marriage of Unequals, sore

of the incifents in Marriace bv Abduction are slapstick. This

assertion can easily ke proved if one closely examines the

structure cf the nlot.

The framework of the plot ir this play is that there
arz four friends whec are educated and anxious to marry,; hbut t
they are unable to do so because nf the problems cf choice
and courting. In those days, girls were accused of keing
very much influenced'by cars and keautiful villas when it
.came to marrying a man. Moreover, there were nc places where
a man and a girl cculd meet an? discuss marriage. In additicn
to these basic issues, social ané ecorcmic guestions preventer

them frcm decidinc the matter.

These kachelors ars faced with other hasic difficulties.
tthen they think of marriege with a orand feast, their finarces
do nct allew them to indulge in that. Vhen they want tc marry
without ruch expense, tha girls do ncot agree, kecause they are
seeking the limelight. Yot only tbis,‘but there is another
vital question that menaces the kachelors: should they marry

the educatad girl or the unsducates?




Bs they contipue ta think about the matier, one of tham
emerges as a theorestjcian whe tries to see things in a new
light. He embarks cor the idea cf abducting a gril to gekt out
of these complications. Three cof them agree to support this

dving style of marriage.

Then they set out their plan into action. t is a weth
day, and peopls are running in all directicns to escape the
rain. Some are starnding in the rein and are locking at peorle
ériving cars imploringly tc be offered a ricde. It is at this
critical time that the bachelors give a ride to the girl
Tafessech. She is urnadble to turn dcwn their offer hecause it

is raining.

Later, however, thev change direction and. abduct her to
a country villa, where she is to be held until the the rarriage

has been ccnsummated. .

Meanwhile, there arrives by chance a merber of the
group who is not invclved ir the conspiracy. This friend puts
up a stiff resistance tc their attempt at abAuction, hecause
he feels it is not right to make a girl a wife by force.
Yhether he resists or not, the act is under way, and he
witnesses the whole affair. 1In spite of his condemnatiocn of
the act as brutal and uncivilized, the membars of the cor-
spiracy defend their positicn unflinchingly on the grcunds
that what they are doing is in harmony with traditicn end

with modern ways.

Accerdingly, Rezabih, the protagenist, lacks courage
to c¢eflower the bride. Surprisirgly encugh, he calls her
father the llegadras, ancé tells him that he can ceme and
collect his daughter. The Yegadras arrives and threatens
the kachelors. However, he cannot discover who the abducter
is, kecause RBezabih disapvear=sd early in the morning,

rerhaps because of shame.

Subsequently, Fitawrari Merinie Telwas, the father
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of Wondayehu, a character who is ir charge of preparations
at home, suddenly errives from a hunting expediticn. The
Fitawrari is a strong character, an exact contrast to the

Negadras in all respects, and maenages tc cocl the fury of

I3V
w3

N i3
the Megadras by telling the M¥eged ras his own experience,
Nt
abduction of a girl as has hapnzred between Tafessech and
Bezzabih.

Meanwhile Tafessech, upon hearing th= Adiscussion

W

hetween the two elders, comes cut of the rcoom where she has
spent the nicht with Bezabih. She tells her father that
RBezabih, the abductor, is an honsst man who did not to

her. She reiterastes that she is still pure, but her father
refuses to bkelieve her. Finally, she daringly tells her
father that she is going to marryv Bezabih Tori. Her father
is shocked at this, and returns home cursing his daughter
for her k24 manners.

It is here that we £ind rore weaknesses in rlot
construction than in Marriage cf Unecuals. It is taken for
granted that the plot a playwright designs must bhe credible.

It gains its credibility cnly when we can estabklish the
cquestion cf cause and effect. ¥Vhat is staged must not
apvpear to the audience to ke ovurelv accidental. An action
mist remind the audience of a previous action, 2and rust lend
itself to showing ancther action that necessarily fcllows.
But in this play, the causes for some incidents cannot be
established. Even thcose incidents to which causes are

attributec are sometimes not persuasive.

The akduction cf Tafessech is, for example, accidental
because thev could not find the woman they were lcoking for.
This is not convircing; surely a man 2oes not abduct a aqirl
who has not attracted him either physically or financially.
This does not agree with commen practice in Ethiopia. 1In

fact, marriage is considered sacred. What used to be done
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in the past was that, if a man wented to abduct a girl, he
had to plar the abduction. Rezakih and his friends try to
make a ¢rab at a lady of their choice, and when-they fail to
£ind her their choice falls on another girl whom they have
never previously seen. This is sheer accident, an? therefore
cannct he accepted byanystandard. Moreover, it is difficult
tc believe that these educated bachelors wculd ke invclved

in such an adventure.

However, one might argue that these kachelors ars
desperate to marry, and that it is not unlikely that the
might seize anycne they met. But surely they carnct be so
Jesperate as to take an unknown girl for a wife, when it is
possible to postpone the abducticn until the girl fcor whom
they have a liking succumks to them. Thev are unduly hasty
and thoughtless to abduct Tafessech just because she happens
to be there. To say the least, it is ar abuse of the idee of
mnarriage.

It is common kncowledge that a playwright Zepicts in his
work a slice of life, and that the plot of the story should
convince his audience. EHowaver, sometimes scme playwrights
may chocse tc Zdepict whelly spiritual reings in their plays.
The existence of these spiritual beirgs, in reality, ca2n be
doubted -in fact, denied. Mevertheless, the truth of the
situation is that these bzings are not too far away from

reality, but are in fact a comkination of reality and fantasy. -

But such comk:inations are abksent in Marriace kv 2bduc-

tion, and therefore we cannot take this zpisode as credible.

Fenghistu is usually a satirist who holds up a mirror to

reflect real life; however, here we observe that he tres-
passes over the bounds of a satirist, and brings into his

play an element of the grotesque.

But we are calmed down when we think of his dramatic

talent. He has designed this episcde in accordance with a
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basic comic drematic conventicn. Recarding this conventicn,
L.Jd. Potts explaeins:
A comedy may . . . fail in its effect simply
because the author has taken the pains to make
the plot conform to the law of cause and effect;
because he has insisted toc ruthlessly on £ate,
and especially retrihuticn.

Keeping this law in mind, Mencghistu has endeavoured to
expleit another dramatic law which capitalizes cn the fact that
“in comedy it is in the contrast and balance of characters that
probability is concentrated and the imagirnation and originality

=)
of the writer is displayed“.l“

Sc  the credibility of some of the evants in Marriage hy

Abduction relies on contrast of characters and their views.
Because cof this, the contrast between Gelaglie, on the cne

hand, and Bezabih and his friends, on the other, or the contrast

between the Negadras and the Fitawrari are examcles worth
considering. The repartee that we sez in each line has the
power toc accor? the episode originality, imagination and,
most of all, prokability.

Not only does Menchistu depend very much on cdramatic
devices other than contrast and kalance of characters, hut
also he uses psychology to make credible another event. It
is difficult for ordinary Ethicpian people, for esxample, to
believe that Bezabih fails to deflower Tafessech after both
of them are locked up in a room for the whole nicht. They
micht ascribe an unconvincinc reason for his failure such as
being incapable because of the irterfcrence of a demon or to
impotence. Otherwise, a physically-sound person who is eager

to have a wife does not fail to deflower a girl.

1‘Cc:»me:i}( (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1966),
P 1488

131pia., p. 119.
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However, an educated perscn might accept the probability
of the situaticn cn the grounds thet Bezabih is an educated
person who later reached the decision that the girl should not

be deflowered against her wiil. This appears to be a cocgent

reason; but it is not necessarily true. Bezakih's failure is
a delikberate creation of the playwricht, because he cesions
this =2pisode in accorZance with an important dramatic conven-
tion. Menghistu writes comedy, erd comedy has formules of
its own. This vital dramatic rule explains:

In comedy we must feel that man is free, not

fated ~-if anythinc goes wrong within him, thke

remedy is in kis hands, . . . to shcw the free

interplay of character you must release your

men and women frcm the pressure of circumstance.

You must, therefore, make your story gither

fantastic . . . or comronplace. . . .-¢

Menghistu, then, guided by this dramatic rule, created

Bezabih as a man who refrains from becoming a tragic herc.
Rezabih is a comic character; therefore he is not fated to

suffer the consequences ¢f his irrational act.

Menghistu gces far beyvond the use of draratic cguidelinss
to establish credibility. He forces his readers or spectators
to recall what Freud said racarding psychosexual trauma to

accept the prokability of this feilure.
Accerding to Freud, psychosexval trauma is

. « . a severe enoticnal shock experienced in
conjuncticn with some activity in the realm of
sex. This might he tkhe combkination cof shame
ancd fear, resmwlting fror advances on the part
of an adult:; it micht be the product of unduly
harsh anc¢ reoressive measures used by a parent
to discourage manipulation cof the organs, or
it might be the result of one of a multitule
nf similar experiences.!5

Mivia., p. 110

15Timothy J. Gannomn, Psycholcgy: The Unity of Human
Behavior (Boston: Ginn and Comp., 1954), p. 283.
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If we aagrze with this thecry, Rezabih's inability to
deflovier Tafessech is due to the conflict between these two
oppcsing forces. ™her he is urged to do it, the thoucht of
beinc imprisoned, or of keing unable tc penetrate, intervenes
and rakes him impotent., “then he is governed by fear, the
fecling of shame is manifested ard the thought of bkeing
ridicvled denies him peace. However, fear overrides shame

and drives him away from the real activity. Therefore, what

o]

ppears to be absurd kecomes credible.

Even if one dces nct go 2s far as that in interpreting
thie episode, one ray take as probable the fact that Bezabihb
realized that bis move was short-sichted, and, becausz he was
not fated, he controlled the situaticon and took sans measures
not to violate the sanctity of the girl without her full
consent. Thus, the credikility of the event becores
incontrovertikle.

But there is still another inciZent ir this play that
we may refuse to accept. This is the denouement. In the
denouement, we f£ind the heroine tryinc to convince her father
that Bezabih is modest and has ncot viclated rer virginity.
Then her father refuses to kelieve this, she arratically
declares that she will marry RBezakih without obtaining the
consent of her narents. It is unthinkahle that even a mecdern
girl like Tafescsech would make such = éwift and unilateral
cecision. Vhen we examine her mctive, we arrive at two

possibilities, either of which rav be difficult tc accept.

First, we are made to thin¥ that the refusal of her
father to kelieve what she tells him has driven her tc declere
that Pezakih is her chosen huskand. Her change of minc does
not have sufficient grounds. Tc think that Tafessech tock that
decision because her father refused to believe her is tco
flimsy to accept. A girl who struagles incessantly tc rerain

pure even when she is in the bedroom, and who strives hard to
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convince her father that she is still a virgin, would never
changz bher mind all c¢f a sudden to “declare she would be
married to an abductor. She feels that the whcole world would
know that she was pure when she merried Rezekih.

Tafessach: If you refuse to believe me . . . that

ig all right with me! . . . For ms it dis
the truth. The wheole world will knovw

e & 5 oo o it. . . . All Shoa will know it. Vhen
I marry Bezahih, ycu will know it was the
truth, 1€

Does it mean that ber marriace tc Bezabih is prcof of
her still being a virgin? It is simply inconceivable. If
she were determined to prove to her father that she was still
a virgin, she might gc with her father back home ancd marry
ancther man. If that is impossible, she would urge Rezabih
to t=1ll her father that she was still a virgin. Ctherwise, to
declare tc her father's face that she wouléd marry Rezabih is

not satisfactcry in ny orinion.

Secondly, we are also coaxed to believe that Tafessech's
cdecision is prover because she found Bezakih well-kehaved
durinc the night anf resolvad to marry him on those grounds.
But what is explicit and bkase?® on a reason, though on a weak
one, is the first assumotion. Fven if we accept this inter-
pretation as prcbahle, 3 man under normal circumstances
would in Fthiopia be considered a eunuch if he failed to
deflower a girl after all that intensity of desire. 1If this
had happened in the distant rast, the best man would ccnsummate
the marriace when the bricfegrcom failed. %hatever the case,
it is expected that a bride wculd not care to ke his wife,
let alone declare him her chosen husbané tc her father, as
Tafescsech did. However, it may ke argued that Tafessech tock

Bezakbih's resignation as an act of sanity., Z2Rccording to her,

16

“Marriage by 2bduction®, 2ct III, lipes 1435-144}1,
p. 360. '
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Tafessech is just corplementary to Zezabih, »ortrayed
to match his eccentricity. ¢che is erratic. However wedern
a girl may be, the averace Ethiopian cirl would nct dare tell
her father that she will marry en unkncwr man because her
father refuses to believa her to ke 2 virgin. She would not
dare to do so, hecause a father like the Negadras i= usually
respected, and, more than that, fearzad. Men of o0ld weras
believed to be strict disciplirarians. One may contend thet
there have keen girls who asserted themselves free to chocse
and marry a huskand. One thing shcul? not ke overlooked.
This play was written eighteen years ago. In those days girls
were not as licentious as they are today. So it is difficult
to thirk that Tafessech would have the courage to face up to
her father like that. Fven if we leave rocm for exceptions,
girls asserted themzelves freely only when they had found an
appropriate mate. Some may want to externd the argqument by
saying that Bezabih micht have appeared to be an appropriate
rate for Tafessech in the short peried of their contact. To
comply with this assumption, however, would mean that deep
acquaintance is not necessary hefore marriage. It is
ecuivalent to approving cof atrduction as a proper mofe of
marriage.

Fowever, it is a deliberate desicn of the playvwright
that Tafessech's revelation is absurd, because he wants the
rlay to have a surprise ending. 1In addition ton that, because
the playwright wants to prove his roint, he ends the play
with their marriace, but it en<s in an unconvincing manner.
He could have proved his therme by adontinc the traditional
rethod: the huskand's narents could have sent elders the
next morning to confront and reassurzs the girl's parents;

thereby kringing neace.
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2. Characterization

“Then we consider character and characterizetion, it is
imperative that we criticize the players on th=z stage if they

lack credibilitv or cepth or some other indispensable quality

which we expect tc observe in any dramatic character. To cive

cradibility to his characters, the vplaywright takes precauticns
in portraying them. Fe Jeems it essential to create his

characters to reflect a hich degree of reality.

There are, at least, three levels cof characterization
an? character delineation in any literary work. Regarding
this, Gerald VYeales records, "The range is from extremelv
complicated personalities, realistically rresented, to com-
plete abstract;i.ons,,“17 Eowever, hare our concern is with
those characters that are realistically presented, because
these are Menghistu's favourites. Okjectively presented
characters are readily identified by the audience, because
they are the familiar types. .ady Alganesh, for example, is:
a typical feudal laﬂy who is pontifical, pompous, hypocritical
an? snckbish. She is a stock charaCtervwhom the audience knows
on first sicht, because her bebaviour, motivation and
mannerisms are part of the store of information the audience
brings to the theatre. Lady Alganesh is portraye? by feudal
habits characterized by sham, domination, overweeninc self-
respect and contempt for the unlucky workers., She is ‘
familiar to the aucience, kecause she is ar accepted stereo-
type due to her lonag and “resvectable® family history. Z2bove
all, the audience knows exactly how she will behave, because

her actions follow logically from the attitude she holds.

Mot only is Lady Algaresh 2 stock character, but also
the priest, the skeikh, the astrologer, the diviner an?
Behru are, too. %e can recognize them richt away when we
seec tham on the stage. ©Once thev are introduced, thev do not

develop and then change their mental positions as rounéd

i
7A Flay and its Parts (Yew York: Basic Books Inc.,

1964) , p.2n.
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characters do. Therefore, no matter when or where we meet

these characters, we can recogrnize them readilv.

e can liken Lady Alganesh to Congreve's Lady "ishfort

of The Way of the World, because both of them are preoccupied

with the notion of high birth and infatuate? with pedigree.
More than anythinrg else, they are occupie? with the concert of
marriage kased on lineage and prcperty. Lady Alganesh wants
Bahru to marry Bikita hecause Bikita cores from a rich farmily.
Lady Wishfort also wants to win Sir Wilfull for her niece,
Millamant, and €ir Fowlahd, Mirabell's disguised servant, for
herself.

Vhy does a playwright create flat characters? The
answer is not difficult to f£ind. He depnicts flat characters
when he is more interested in particular icdeas that have to
be repeatedly attacked than in showing the various facets of
personality in his characters. Pe sets out to show conflicts
ketween orposing ideas. In cther words, the playwricht is
less interested in internal conflict, but stresses external
circumstances. To serve his purrose, flat characters will do
best. Therefore, both in Marriage of Unequals anc Marriage
by Abduction, Menghistu uses this apnroach because he thinks -

that ", . . his message can ke clearer if he uses stereotyres
which he knows an audience will accept as revresenting
rarticular attitudes, classes,; races and reliqion",l8
Menghistu has not lost sight of the fact that the stercotyrce
is a select device of characterization in rurposeful comic
drama, because ccmic characters personify static attitudes

2nd prejudices which the social critic makes the butt of bhis
criticism. These attitudes and rrejudices have to be attacked
until (hopefully) they are removed from the minds of those

who cherish them. It becomes easy to attack them effectively
only when thev show themselves repeatedly in stereotypes.

Ferrid., p- 36.
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Above 211, he has also used *these stersotypes toc rake
his points clear on the concepts of marriage. His two un-
conventional marriages are treated at length and therefore
given prorinence to serve him to ridicule feudal standards
and the educated young ren of words but not of deeds. The
twvo respactive protagonists, for example, remain flat thrcugh-

out the »nlays, because they air uncharging views.

Bahru, in Marriace of Uneovals, consistently insists
that he is content with his marriage

with Peletie, though
she is not his sccial peer.

PRI TR et L

Eahru: Send who? Reletie? Why should I do that?
She does her work prewverly. She rises with
the early-mcrning bird, makes ccffee, cooks
kinche, beats the 2kish an? serves me break-
fast in bed. You like an accomplished maid
and she is one.l9 ‘

Bezabkih in Marriage by 2kduction also sticks to the

view he adopted at first. MYe pursues the view, " . . . the
only sclution to all the proklems of modern rarriage, the
great expenses, the zbracadabra, . . . for all these proklems

I see no other solution but marriage by abduction.“zo

Not only these two, but alsc all the other characters
are stereotvpes. Menchistu has successfully manipulated these
stock characters. These two nlays are his first, and he
it starts with characters that are less difficult to depict. It

sl is wise that he started with this method, because the creation

of a familiar character is a stepping-stone to the successful

creation of characterc of depth and mystery.

But the question is, how do we differntiate tetween a

9N.arriage of Unecuals, Act I, Scene ii, lines 1365-1269,
pp. 47-4¢,

0
2‘"Narriage by Akduction®, Act I, Scene ii, lines
1351~-1157, p. 336.




stock character and a richer cne? ™M.H. Abram conterds:

A flat character STt
without much individualizir
readily be descriked in a s 2 phrase or sentence

2 round character is a corplex and fully realized
individual, and therefore is as Aifficult to descrilke
with any adecuacy as most people are in real life.21

esented only in outline
+tail and so can

2 close look at the characters in both plays would prove
that none of them is a character of depth and mystery. Mot
even the protagonists show a multiplicity of characteristics.
Tach of them can be adecuately described in a single sentence:
3ahru is a man for whom all men a2re born free and equal, and
therefore it is immaterial whether orne cores from a rich

~femily or not. That is the sum total of his behavicur. W¥e
do not observe complicated facets of personality in him.
Furthermore, Bezabih, in his own eccentricity of character,
is a rhilosopher in fantasy for whom the younger generation of K
men are desiccated in their courage, virility and determi-
nation, and therefore they ar=s unahle to carry out the task of
abducting a would-be wife likethe men of old. But the irony
of it is that he fails to do it himself,.

The reason that Menghistu's characters are all vncom-
vlicated is that he capitalizes on ideas, leaving action asice.
Both of his plays are plays of ideas in which action is :
relegated to a secondary ovosition or totally c‘iSregarded° In
fact, inexplicabkility of character emanates from action, for
which a definite motive may not be established.

The fact that Menghistu capitalizes on iceas rather
than on action is very well krought out, more particularly v

in Marriage by 2bducticn than in Marriage of Urequals.

With recard to proragating new ideas, he wants to demonstrate
these points:

We should change, but we should not uprcot ourselves
in the process, for that is no change. It is true

St Glossary of Litéréry Terms (Mew York: Holt,

Rinehart and Winston, 1%64). p.7¢.




29

that even in the cdays of Menelik this short cut of
marriage by abduction was not practiced as much as

it should ke by the whole populaticn. Rut today, the
solution to all the prchlems of medern marriade, the
great expenses, the ahracedabra, the shameless copying
of the Ferenji !foreigners’, this monkey's imitation
of everything that is Eurorean, for all these proklers
I see no cother solution but marriace by abduction. . . .
Yle are carrying all the kurden cf old hakits and
customs that the Ferenji have discarded years and
years 23go as useless and out of date.??

Id:sofar as this "shorxt cut" is to be emphasized, his

characters need not be individualized or rounded.

on the character level, Rezabih is the master mind of

é;
i
Sl
*%,
&5
¥

the idea of abduction, and theorizes very much on it. He is
delineated as an extremely over-cornfident character in the
beginning, and as an utter failure in the end. The play-
wright seems to prove that a man of words cannot »e a man of
dee<s. PRut in the main, Mencghistu is laughing at the im-
practical young men of the 1860°s. 2As far as he understood
them, they knew only how to theorize, but they were in
practice impotent. These "men of words ané not deceds" are

! a source of derision for him. Rezabih, who is the represent-
ative of the impotent young men, confesses that he lacks
initiative, but dces nct give the underlying reason for his
resionation from the task of deflowering the kride. FHis
action is inieed a source of laughter. 2 man who "puts on
4 a strong claim on bheinag a man of action™ surely induces
laughter when he falls short of materializing it. Rezabib
boasted that it "can and must be done”™ in the beginring,

n

with an "air of a2 cuiet, determired and hichly serious
young man”. His failure may be ascribed to internal
ﬁ conflict. However, the reason may not be explicakle, unless

we ferret out the secret bv implication.

T SR MM 7 e
e e

22"Marriage by Abduction®, act I, Scene ii, lines
1147-116G, p. 336.
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factors: the abkility of the playwright and the type ot the

racter ané situation creations are Aetermined by two
play. The playwright is efficient in creating comic characters
and comic situations while the tyre of the play is comedy,
tilted towards ferce.

According tc “eales, there are three ccnventions that
a dramatist shculd observe vhen creating his stage characters.
They are created in such a way that the audience icdentifies
them "by the character’s words; by the character®s acticns;

. . W 2
tand] by the reactions, in words cr act, of other characters®. 3

In his twc plays, Menghistu has used all of these methods
and his own descriptions to reveal his characters. In Marriage
of Unecuals, for example, we kncw the character of Bahru from
his own words and from what the Zleka, the Hadji an? Lady
Alganesh say about him.

EBahru is romantic and frolicsome. “e realize this from
whet he does to Beletie in Act One Scene Cne. His own worxds
indicate that Rahru is lovable, eazsy to ke with and pure in
heart.

Bahru: Come, quick. Come and give me a kiss. We

last kissed three days ago. Do ycu hear
me? It is an orderl?4

This is a mock order that he gives to Reletie, which
reveals his love of fun at the same time. Here ke frolice with
his raié-servant, an act vwhich brings out his sense of respect
for all alike, regérdless of their oricin. If he did not
believe in the equality of men, he woul? not dare to make love
to a girl like Beletie, cowming from a rich family himself.

Hot only is he pure ancd just in his judgement of all human
beirgs; but also he detests making distincticns between

23Weales, p. 8.

~

4Marriage of Unecuals, Act I, Scene i, lines 32-33,
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"superior” and “"inferior” lineages. This attitude is reveale?
te us through the words of Lady Alganesh.

Lady &lganesh: . . . 'Man is man', he declared. Dces
he care? Mot an iota! 'Since
man is ran,' said he, 'man eguals
man. 2nd since man is equal to
man, man must be ecuated to man,'
qucth Pahru. 'The master and
servant category is old-fashiored,
out~of-date, a remnant of ancient
customs cverlaid thick with Jdust
whick must ke resolutely swert
away,' he said.25

These lines testify that Bahru has cvercome any class preiudice

he might have inherited against the nceor. Ee is ncot a pseudo-

ﬁ intellectual who deceives himself by rretending that all men are
born free and equal, while he still feels like Lady Ilganesh
that some men are of "the best pedigree® and others cf "the
worst” who might “"cast a klemish cn one's proceny”, if ringled
with the former. Unlike Lacy Zlganesh, Rahru understands men's
relationship in terms cof a one-to-cone corresrcondence: thereby
considering as fale the imbalance between the rich and the poor
which had long possessed the minds of the “haves®™, as cppcsed

to the "have-nots®.

The Alaka and the Fadji tell us a lot about Bahru too.
i Eadji: , . . his comirg is a Cocé-serd for us.
He teaches our chiléren.

Aleka: . . . our village is locking livelv.

Fadjl: In matters of clearliness, it is ten times
better than it used to ke.

kleka: Even old people like us are no exception: we
attend evening clesses where he teaches us
the foreign alphaket. . . .25

*hat we can understand from this dialcgue is that Bahru is an

innovator in a cocuntry village. Moreover, bhe is a dynawic

23113d., lines 668-673, p. 27.

261bid., lives 525-532, p. 24.
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enlightener who has shown willingness teo sacrifice his foreion
education tc set free these veonle fror their age-old benicht-

edness.

Lady Alganesh is known by her own words and her actions.
The two elders, the Zleka and the Hadji, are alsc known frem
what they say of Bahru, 3eletie ar¢ other veople. The two
impostors, Ayya Lizibu ané Aba VMimrmitc, are identified by what

they say cf each other ar? from what thev 7c¢ to earn their

living.

Unlike Marriace of Unecuals, in Marriage by 2kduction

all the characters are introduces in the play as they arpear cn

i3 the stage for the first time. Merchistu introduces them by

giving a krief descrintion of cach of therm. The main character

Eiﬁ is, for examrple, very well introduced:
i

¥ Fe is on the tallish side, head arect and with a natural
i inborn pride. He has riercing eyes, hich ferehead, and

i the air of a guniet, detzrmine? an? highly serious young

i man. . . . Bezabih is not only a man of thoucht and con-
g templation, but he puts a strong claim on bteing a man

of action as well.27

All that he utters matches with what is seaid of Bezabih here
by the aunthor. What has been omitted in tha author’s own
description about Rezabih is complementeé by what other chexr-
acters such as Merinie Tekwas, Arega, Wondayvehu and Yesehalk
find to say. This cld technicue, the plavwright's description
of characters, which is still popular in contemporary drama,
has helpad Menchistu, like any other Zramatist, to kecome an

artist in Jdramatic work. The fact that he has exploited all

available dramatic techrniques of character portrayal has helped
him to bring out all his characters who are the embodiments of
his ideas. Furtherrore, these technicues have also helped the

audience to know evarvthing about the characters, and, above

27"I'.arriage by Abkcduction®, Rct I, Scene i, lines 265-
271, p. 326.
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the rlavs which the author has triec

1}

all, akout the messace o©

to impress upon them. In addition to that, Menchistu has used

iy

varicus methods with a view to showing the ridiculousness cf the

feudal attitudes he attacks or exroses.

-

In Marriace by Abduction, his method of character ravel-

ation can be said to be eclectic, in tkat he has use? both

0ld and modern methods. PFut in Marriage of Urnequals, he has

used only mcdern methods. Fe has taken precautiorns against

the “anger of depending solely orn a character's self-revelation.
Ye has, of coursz, used this methed to some degree. Meverthe-
less, he has ensure” that whatever a character says on the stags
akout himself may not help to identify him with certainty,
because ecuivocation micht slio irto his lires or even into his
words; thereby causing misundarstanding. So Menghistu is care-
ful to use varied methods to portray his characters, withont

leaving loopholes tc cause confusicn.

Cne of the most important dramatic methods in character

portrayal is action. But in Menchistu's nlays, it is used

0]

minimally. Particularly in Marriage of Unecuals, acticn play

a very slight role, as this rl»y is a satire which ridicules
the jaded social values of an archaic societv. MNevertheless,
to a lesser extent, he has usad action irn this play to reveal
some of his characters. As the curtain rises for the first
time in Act One Scene Cne, we obkserve the romantic gambolling
of Babru an” Beletie; the former to catch and give the latter
a morning kiss, while the latter tries to swerve and escape
the unwarranted gaiety of the forrer. This action indicates
to the audiernce that Bahru is a victim of a estern habit which
he h2s not yet akandoned, even after he returned to Fthiopia,
where kissing is seldom practised in the early morning. It
further enlightens the audience that Rahru is kind at heart,

a man who has given himself to the idee that all men irrespec-
tive of colour, class, or cre=sd are equal. Yot only is this

S
actior sugcestive of Bahru's cood nature, but it also bkrings
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out that Peletie is an unsorhisticated countrv c¢irl, to wher
such a romantic gesture is un-Ethicpian and therefore unpalat-

able,

To cite but one instance of the use of action as a

dramatic device ir Marriace by 2bduction, it is sufficient to

menticn the display of Wondayehu's fear at the time when
Megadras Workneh comes to attack the abductors. His pseudo-
modesty is indicative of his bouncdless cowardice, and this is
exhibited with extreme excitement, which in itself betrays
Wondayehu. Kis tremkling in the face of such a threatsning
force enatles the audience to understand that he is a boaster
in time of reace but 2 coward in tirme of Jdanger. Heris like a

rooster at first but turns irntc a chick later.

“Action speaks louder than words;" says the proverb.
Indeed, scmetires ever words may not serve in rlace of action
to convey z message effectivelv. Maintaining a similar view,
Weales states that action as a methed of character revelation
is indispensable in drara, kecause . . . the vlaywright can
use what a2 character does to indicate what he is like".28
Surely, we would not have known %on7ayehu's cowardice, if it
had not keen for his action.

Apart from a character's words and acticn, another method
of characterization is the reaction of cther characters, either
in words or action, which a vlaywricht uses as a cdevice to
brinc out the kehaviour of his chief characters. By reaction is
is meant the responses either in words or acticn of other

characters to what a particular character says or does.

This method is used widely by Menghistu in both of bis
rlays. Otserve whet hanvens to Megadras Workneh in the wake
of his daughter's abduction. 2t the time when the Megadras

was intimidatinc the tachelors, the Fitawrari intercecdes with

‘8NEales, B 41.
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him on behalf of the abductors. 2After Aiscussing the whele
affair for somc time, the Megadras cools and begins to ask
some naive guestions regarding the chastity of his Zaughter.
The Fitawrari's reaction rrofoundly reveals the naivity of

the Negadras. The Fitawrari renlies thus:

Fitawrari: To say, after 211 that has happenec, that
virginity is still obteaining, even to doubt
of its existence has nc meanirg, no logic.
May God show it to you on the one hand, you
have a cirl who has reached the age-of-Fve,
young, beautiful - on the other hand, you have
a younc man who has recached the age-of-Adam,
virile, handsome:; and havino locked these
together ir one little beld-roorm for a whole
night, %o still expect the next morning that
virginity will ke there.

« « « Well! This is saying "I have a cow
in heaven!” "0 mcon, drcr me a loaf of W
bread!®™ Such things never happen.?2?
From this renly, we deduce that the Megadras is gullible
and crecdulous, a person who takes things at their face value
and never bothers to arpraise them critically. ZAccording to
what is exposed by Tafessech about her chastity, the Fitawrari's 1
assumnticn is baseless. However, the credulous egadras accepts
the Fitawrari's exrlanation of the situation as true, and stops ﬁi
askinag any more such naive guestions.
Negadras: T csee it now . . . It is my own foclishness
to hope for its existence.30
This answer also testifies that the Necadras is incapable cf
evaluating circumstances with a calculatirng mind, and this is ;-
sharply replied to tky the discernirc Merinie Tekwas, the
Fitawrari, with an air of superiority an< sureness, though he is
irn the wrong.

vMarriage by 2b2uction®, Act IIT, lines 1365-1376, p. 359.

3O“Marriage by Abcuction", Act II, Scene ii, lines 46€l-
466, p. 91.




ey iy e

AU 5 A o RN 4 i R e S

36
Even in Marriage of Unequals, the astrologer is replied

to sternly by Lady Alganesh. FHis duplicity is then exposed.

Lady Alganesh: It is all my fault, not yours. It is
I wvho forgot about your antics during
the Italian invasion, how your rereatez
attempts to turn the soldato's macaroni
intc worms miserably failed and we were
almost massacred for it. No, you are not
to blame; it is my own credulity.3l
This verbal retort conveys that Lizebu, the astrologer,
is a traditional impostor whose trickery is at last discovered
by the lady. Her reaction is, of course, one of disappcintment.

But the limes reveal something else abkout the lady too.

vhen cne character reacts tc another, say, by showing
boredorn, happiness, fear, admiration, surprise or commen
courtesy, the audience learns scmething abcut both of them.
Thus, the lady's reaction to Lizebu not only brings out the
personality of Lizebu, but that of the lady herself. Despite
baer previcus knowledge of the long-existina duplicity cf the
astrologer, she has continued to kelieve that he is capable of
dcing the irpossible; that is, he could chase Neletie away
with his charm. Her reacticn to Lizebu also sheows that, though
she knew the ineffectiveness of his wisdor even et the time
of the Italian invasion of Fthiopia, she could not learn her
lesson. She wants to use him in her attempt tc avert the
marriage of "unaguals”.

One of the Araratic methods that we do not find used in
Menghistu's plays is norn-verbal reaction. Though this device
is considered as effective as the spoken worcd, no occasicn
seems to have tempted Menghistu to use it even in one of his
nlays. #hat one can think about its omission is that Menghistu
has not found this contrivance necessary to indicate what his
characters are like, because the other methods he has used
have served him effectively.

3
B. 91

Marriage of Unequals, 2ct 1I, Scene ii, lines 46]1-466.
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3. Lznquace

The language of drama is said to be at the core of the
play, around which all the other dramatic elements converge.
By the way definiticn, dramatic language is ncthing more than
the dialcgue uttered by the characters. It is one of those
dramatic media in which the charecters express their plight,
happiness, an? the relaticns they have with other characters.
Irn addition to this, in their dialocue, the characters intimate
to the audience the magnitude of their problems or success ir
life compared and contrasted with the fortunes of other charac-
ters. In other words, they bring ouvt in their conversation the
cbhiective realities in which these characters and their

counterrvarts are found.

Though it appears that dramatic languag= is, to some "

extent, different from lanquage used in ordinary social inter-
actiens, it works very much in the same way as tne latter.

But the diﬁference kFetween the two ragisters of language is
that language on the stace is coverned by specific dramatic 4

rules, whereas language cffstage is not. 4

The effectiveness of dialogue is seen in relation to the
smooth progress of the plot. Its terseness must carry the h?

nlot forward without undue haste or undue awkwaridness.

Regarding the necessitv of precision ir stage language,
Debeke Seifu writes,
OML 101 % 2ATDVHRY QAORLD . . . Nte187 nAQe 1T e
MNANAAT 05T N1R4N8Y OH Y wIT OHY AT K14
QCH ®IT AT 168 ®UY AANT::  +R4NS8 % hnos
TEIET A 2ATOVFT M TA-NAC XY /19787 / WAt
NI& TH f2 A 34ND- hATNTP AAT ReTam:: gud
RTITC HA®D npd 30T NEAP nn%g o Nmﬁmgiwah
3P 11C ReQAPS 27100 2190@ N®INA Ah Y Ah
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Therefore, it becomes the prime concern of the play-
wright to see that bhis dialogue is written in clear terms
irmune from verkosity. Moreover, not cnly should a playwright
be vigilant against using verbkosity but also he shoulcd use
language that is proper to the type of play he is writing. 1If
he uses precise lancuage in his play, the dramatist must
observe certain overriding dramatic essentials that of necessity
dictate his language. eales records, "The kind of language
that a playwricht uses depends or the playwright himself - the
kin@ of play he wants tc write, the character he creates, the
century he writes in.“33 In the light of this, what makes the
playwright's language accentarble or not is whether or not it
is suited either to a comic or a tragic prlay. In other words,
if the playwricht has used tragic lancuage in 2 coric drama
or comic language in a tragic play, then he is certainly a

failure in his use ¢f lancuage.

As pointed out by Weales, the second dramatic rule
governinc the playwright's language is the type of character he
creates. This rule is seen in the type of play he is writing.
Cne who writes“éomedy is rnot in ceneral suprosed to depict

tragic characters. The reverss is true of tracedy. Something

2
"Q“Dialogue: The Theory of Writing a Play” (Addis Ebaba:

2ddis Ppaba University, July, 1977), pp. 35-36. (Mimeographed).
The dialogue 1s written just to be heard and understand clearly
by the audience. W%hen the audience hear complicated and
confusing dialogue, they are not akle to express dcubt or incom-
prehensicn, because they cannot recuest the actor to repeat his
words or lines. The norm of the theatre dces not allow for such
interrupticn during a perfcrmance. The lancuage of a play is
not at the disposal of the audience like the language in a book;
enabling them to wrestle with its meaning by reading and
re-reading it at will. (Trans. by researcher.!

33Wea1es, D. 45,
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else that a playwright should bear in mind during moments of
character-drawing is that his characters dc not utter comic
lines while the state of their minds suggests a saturnine
terperament. If he is portraying tragic characters who are
going downhill, he should realize that they cannot play the
clown; in real life they may, but in the short glimpse of life

given in a prlay, this would confuse the audience.

Mow, the playwricht who has endeavoured to harmonize the
rlay with its characters must also be certain that his language
is also in harmony with the language of the period of the play
and the characters. Tvery age has its own peculiar charater-
istic features by which it is identified as different from all
cther ages. 2mong those neculiarities that an age nay have is
language which bears its stamn». The reascon is not far to find: e
language shows evolution, thereby leaving certain marks to the
credit of that age. Therefore, these unigque marks should show

up in the dialogue of the play.

It is wcrthwhile trying to evalucte Menchistu's style. i
As we probe intc his language, we notice that he has written
both of his plays in colloguial prose and literary prose. EHe

has not used poetic language, although he is a master of noetry. |

There are valid reasons vhy Merchistuv has written in
prose. It appears that it is based on the reasonina that
people cdo not speak in poetry, and that the audience will find
it difficult to urderstand the message transmitted in that
redium. This may ke true esovecielly of our country, where
the majority of the pecnle are illiterate. So it is easy to
infer that Menchistu nreferred to write his plays in prose

to make matters simple and to reach a large audience.

The argument seers reasonable, but it is with reservation

that the researcher consents to it, because one cannct assert
with certainty that illiterates dc not speak in poetry. They
do use poetic language int heir daily life, though not as much
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as prose. To prove this fact, it is sufficient to cite
funeral soncs, karvest songs, Christmas sport railings at the
game of genna, and folktales. But the guesticr is: HYow often
dc the illiterate use poetry to express themselves in their
interactions? They seldom use poetry in their social activities.
Therefeore, lMenghistu's preference to write his pnlays in prose

is justified.

Ythether it is in prose or voetry, stage language must
be easy to veocalize, hecause it is the language that is heard
from the stage. Regarding this, "eales contends,

. « . a nlaywright once said that he 24id nct think like

a literary man, that words did not come to him as

patterns on the stage, kut as speeches from the mouth

of some character or other. This is one distinction
between -the playwright and other kinds of writers: he
does not see a line in his mind's eye, he hears in his
ripd's ear,34

Likewise, Menghistu has worked prainstakingly tc make
his lines aporepriate for the stage. Xowever, his lines are
nct entirely colloguial in form, kut suktle and intricate.

This has raisecd the play'’s artistic value.

Akeove all, his dialcocue is not likely to be spoilecd hy
actors through reading or during stage necrformance, due to the
lines' artistic strength, which implies the choice of diction
and the arrangement of thzs tone of the language employed.
Added to that, ¥enchistu's lines dc rot need help from actors
to correct deficiencies, becausc the dialogue is vigorous and
rapid, with the manner of the incdividual characters clearly
brought cut. %cre than anvthing elce, it is written as
appropriately as possikle for the characters who speak them.

Even a lazy actor cannot harm such lines.

kelectiz: Bere is the water. You hed hetter wash now.

34?’eales, r. 47.
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Bahru: Bless you, my girl. This is what I call a

practical young laéy.35

Rezabih:- Go on, Gelaagliz, cortinue pleass. . .

Gelaglie: I have had my say. Of course, VYesehak and
company only Jauch. Go on, laugh, laugh,
laugh!36

These are such irpeccable lines that svectators are urable to
cuestion whether these characters could speak in this manner,
since théy are written after much effort to match them with

the characters.

Besides, these lines have mcre to say about the cramatist.
Menghistu is endowed with the power of imagination, so that he
has made these characters speak in clcse relationship to their
counterparts in real life. The lines are written in collequial
prose to help give reazlity to what haprens on the stace; that
is, it is real tc the eye and to the ear, because what happens

on the stage iz received through these twe faculties.

Thouch the language of these lines is collocuial prese,
there is a great deal cf literary prosz too. This style is
profusely used particularly in Marriace by Ebduction, because

most of the characters are educated young men. %e have Babru
also in Marriage of Unequals; his languace is refined, as com-
pared to that of the country folk. However, due to his inter-

acticn with the unscphisticated villagers, his language is
permitted to show some signs of their rural sreech. Feverthe-
less, his merorable lines that indicate country life clearly
show how ruch his languags is polished.

Bahru (rising and pacing): Never before have I found

living in this worlé rore gratifying than at
this particular juncture of ny life. I ar at

35
Marriage of Unecuals, Act I, Scene i, lines 144-145, p.

36
p- 332.

"Marriage by Abducticn", Act I, Scene ii, lines £10-214,

5.
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last in my ccuntry. Up until now, although
I did find myself physically on Fthiopien soil,
spiritually, I was still in Furope. I regained
my true identity onlv after coring out into the
country, tec this village, Now, the spirits of
the hills and mountains embrace me; the soil
hugs ne clecse; the stones speak to me; the trees
whisper in my ears, the water is sweet to re;
the air ncurishes me.37
These lires measure ur tc the standéards of literary prose.
Rut they might not be as suave as they are in the Amharic
version, because scwe of the flavour is lost in the attempt
to translate them intc English. In PMmharic, these lines are
flawless. They awaken reminiscences of cne's country in a

person who is in a2 foreign land.

Tc hear Lady Ilganesh in contrast to Eahru may make
Menghistu’s eclactic appnrcach to stage language clear.
Lady Rlganesh: FHave you nc sibirin? I can cive you
soma. I never travel withcout sibirin.

Bahru: I have aspirin, thark you. Please do nct

q
bother, ="

Here the distinction between the language of the twe
characters is tangikle enougk te prove that Menghistu uses
collocuial prose ard literary vrose side by side in his

dramatic piece, Marriage of Unecuals. Rut the balance is very

much tilted towards colloguizl prose, hecause many of his
characters are drawn frcm the rural neichbourhood where celle-

quial speeclh: is predcminaznt.

"hen we examine the iype of larguage used in Marriage Ly
Abduction, in the same manner the bulk of its text is intel-

lectualized, because it is a comedy in which heatecd intellectual

7Marriage of Unecuals, Act T, Scene ii, lines 98-107,
pp. 37-38.
) 38

p. 28.

Marriage of Uneauals, Act II, Scene ii, lines 22-24,
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discussions and philosorhical questions are pursued by

characters drawn from the elite group. The young men involived

in the discussion use literary prose to air their views. - Most
of their lines may nct be beautiful, but they are characteristic.

Taking one portion of dialogue micht prove the point:

Woncayehu: “hen the day comes, when the day of action
arrives, who will want a rhilosopher like
yocu, Gelaglie? If you were a man you would
have abductzd Belaynesh a lcng time ago and
married her. 2 marriage by akduction! A
romantic marriage fittino for a philosopher
hero!

Gelaglie: Thank you for your kind advice? 2As one wculd

' say in the new anglicizecd Amharic: “Your
advice is suppcrted by a walking stick cf
brotherly sentiment.” PEut when I marry, I
will marry her, and she will nct marry me.
2nd when I marry it will ke in strict accord-

ance with the practices and traditions of our
fathers, 29

These young men are discussing a marriage tradition in a rehashed

manner; rchashed because they are not intrcducing a new marriage
custom but reviving an old one. They are wrestlinc with each
other in a hair-spnlitting argument concerning abduction. The
lires given to cach cf them are free of qgrammatical errors,
because both of then are educated individuals. XHowever, their
lines bear a touch of colloguial lancuage.

Alongside the elite, we find Negadras Workneh Birru and
Fitawrari Merinie Tekwas exchanging views on akduction in
a regional cialect. Z casual choice of their dialogue can
show the nature ané tenor cf their language! i
Fitawrari: 1Indeed her name is Tafessech. Yes, she is

Tafessech all right; she has been abducted
just like the literal meaning of her name! . . .

Negacras: I don't quite follew, Fitawrari; your talk
is too mysterious . . . too refined . . .

2539“Marriage by Abduction®, Rhct I, Scene i, lines 169-174,
p. 325.
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Fitawrari: ©h, God! Am I nct tellinc you? They have
done this thing after having taken coun el
with each other, in corplete acreement, with
the full consent of the cirl herself. That
is what I am telling you.42

These lincs are filled with oral exrressions and overwerkec
terms. PRut due to the difficulties incurred in translation,

the characteristic features of the spoken Arharic are not
brought out hzre. 2ne who reads the 2mharic text would
certainly notice the colloquial touch and trite countryside
terms and =xpressions. This is particularly true of the
Fitawrari's specch. It is typical of this character that he
often swears ir the name of the forty-four icons, like any cther
man who stroncoly orofesses the COrthodox faith. Furthermore, he
pronounczes certain werds like a tyoical Gonderie or Gojjamie.

Tc cite but two of them, we find the words "1idz" and "tadic®
nronounced as "1iz” and *“zadia*, respectively, in the above
dialccue in tbe Amharic versicn. Such Aistinctive sreech
features are not foun? in the Mecadras' lines, though he is

of the sare type as the Fitawrari. fince the Megadras is a tcwn
gveller, this may be cgiven as an evcuse for the better quality
of the register of his colleoguial languacge.

The use of these werds an? expressions on the part of
the playwright is for a purrose: to add meaninc tc the nlay's
settings,; acticon and theme. Firstly, they are apnropriate to
the situations in which they ere used. Secondly, as the
characters utter these words, they express their zattitudes
towards the theses they surcert or cpoose, which in a2 way adds
rmearing to the themes also.

Menghistu has not only recreated collcquial sneech, but
he has also given it artistic form. Indeed, because the Amharic

language ie rick and vital, it helps Menchistu to become rich

4O“Marriage by RhZduction®, 2ct IIT, lines 1183-1295, ».357.

phe g g -
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in his words and full of thcught and informaticr, but his in-
dividual effort has addeéd a creat Aeal of beauty and flavour

to them in return. Mcreover, undocubtedly, his Geez knowledge
has contributed substantially in making his language qualis
tative, and his reflection of rezlity comprehensive. 1In fact,
he sometimes raises the standard of his colleoguial preose to
the level of literary nrcse, even though he tries to indicate a
-varticular regiomal accent. Fig uneducated characters 4dc not
speak as rustic men 4o in the circumstances. Here is, for
example, the Aleka of the Marriace of Unequals relating to Lady
Aloanesh and the Badjl an episcde he anccuntered while in
'Addis Akaba:

Rleka: Hadji, you know akout it. There was this
young thing dressed in long rants so tight
it made his thighs bulce and the buttoccks

stare hard at the pessers-by. He wore Wy
flimsy sandals, short hair, and was sliding '
aleng.

This is not an ordinary conversation. It is a speech in which ‘
the sentences are carefully structured to be uttared frem the >
stage. Though Menchistu has raised the standard of his

cellecaquial lancuage, he has nonetheless denied the countrysice 75;
- Amharic its typical characteristics. 2As can be seen in the %ﬁﬁ
Aleka's lines, the countryside lancwage is as usual rich in U2 o

metaphors such as “kulging thighs® and "starirg buttocks®,

with, of course, the touch cof a learned pen.

This achiewement in language apprcpriateress ané beauty
proves that, thouwgh Menchistu is simple and dcwn-to-earth in
his language, he kas nct fcoroctten that a piece of literary
work rust attain a hiqgh standard. PBe therefore makes each
point without fuss, patiently building up the zicture. Mcst
of all, he has shown surerb akility in findina powerful words
and phrases to give animation te the pictures he draws anéd to
harmonize them

1Marriage of Unecquals, 2ct I, Scene ii, lines 735-73¢,
p. 30,
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In general, this playwright knows that the languace in
his nlays belonaz not only to himself but to his characters
as well. It is easily discernible that he has 2lways considered
the words in his plays in the context of the situation. To say
the least, his language is efiective in what it does; that is,
it carries along the play, working as a pert of the character-
izaticn and action. ¥We listen to the lines with vleasure,
tecause. they are written with care so that they can accomplish
their missicn. 1In other words, we 4o not listen to the werds
simply for their incidental bheauty, but we listen and see what
happens on the stage;, as the play is inextricably bound up with
what the characters say. '

2s he has intimated to the writer in an interview,
Menchistu is, to sorme cdegree, grateful to Eernard Shaw,
Molieére, Chekhov and Ibsen in technicues of writing for the

theatre., These people were the hest writers of plays: for

thev had fine ways of their owr Jdramatic creaticn worth
imitating.
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CHAPTER THREE

SATIRE AND SOCIAL CRITICISM

¥enghistu could rightly be called an anthropologist and
a playeright. This statement can be justified by examining
his plays: Marriage by Abducticn and Marriace of Unecuals.

s an anthropolegist, Menghistu gives an account of such
traditional customs as the art of petble-divining, astrclcgy,
the feadal norms of master-servant relationships, super-
stitioms in match-meking, marriace by capture and class marriage,
feudal pretenticusness in saint-wcrshipping, the tradition of
paying tribute to the landed gentry by the peasantry, the
traditional boasting of the nostalgic warricrs of old, and the

boundless optimism of the younger genaration of the educated

class in using an ocutdated system of marriage in the face of
rapid sccial and political upheaval. As a dramatist, this
playwright has used these anthropolcgical details to brihg out
the underlying theme of his plays: the clash between tradition-
alism and modérnization. His precfound knoﬁledge and nortrayal
of these traditional customs and values has undoubtedly helped
him te show vividly what happens in human interactions when

the ol clashes with the new in Feudal Ethiopia.

¥estern education was intrcduced during the reign of
Emperor Menelik the Second, and has long urged cultural modern-
izatiom. More precisely, its "Introduction . . . occurred
during the last years of Menelik's eventual reign (1889—1913)",42

Scme foreign~educated young Ethiopian men and women have
brought and spread the Vestern way of life and thinking in
Ethiopia; one of them is Menghistu Lemma. Not only natives
but also expatriates have contributed significantly to the
same effect. However, this stimulus has borne fruit to a

et

Aizaohn Markakis, Ethionia. Anatomy of a Traditicnal Polity

(addis Ababa: Oxford Unlversity Press, 1972), D. IIE.
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of the 1960's foun# themseclves. It is self-evident that
whoever went to the modern type of schocl in Ethiopia was
caucht up in a rarafox: there was the family circle where he
had to learn resvect for indigenous culture, on the ore hand,
and the conditioniag of the Western system of education which
tended to criticize traditional customs, on the cther. There-
fore, whoever grew up under such circumstances was liakle to
vacillate ketween the c¢ld and the new ways.

Regarding this dilemma, a prominent scholar, Jchn
Markakis, records,

Inevitably, the process cof modern educaticn tends to
estrange the person from his environment. 2As they
advance thromgh the ecducaticnal system, most Ethiopian
students are separated from their families due to the
necessity of moving intc the few large towns where the
more advanced facilities are concentrated. Separaticon
becomes permanent since the educated group finds T e
employment i= the urban centres and is lcath tc return
tc the stagmant milieu of provincial Ethiopia. Intel-
lectually, the educated Ethiopian is alienated from
traditional culture and is orone to regard it as the

carriers of the manifold ills that affect his scc:ie‘:ty.M

Mot only were they troubled by the problem of a chcoiee
between two indispensables, the students were alsc disheartened
because their education was questioned by the traditional (e
pecple. They were "Cistrusted /By the traditionalists7 because -
of their missionary connections and disliked for their
assumption of Furospean customs. . . .45

Now the adheresnce to traditional valués calls for a
systematic trainiss right from the begirning, when cne first
enters the mcderm type of schcol system. But this was not the i
case with Ethiopiam students. The moment they entered this
type of school system, Ethiopian students adopted alien
attitudes towvards everything indicenous, because modern

LY

Ibid.' p. 188
45

Ibid., p. 144
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education apparently despised trasitionalist outlooks. Their
attitude towaré manual labour is a very cood example tc illus-~
trate this point. As far as they were concerned, manual work
should ke performed by rustics. They thought their education
authorized them to abstain from manual work, and this attitude
was also entertained by some parerts. Theory and practice
seléom collaborated in this country. Faile Gabriel Dagnie,

an educator by training, has very well observed the divorce
of theory and practice:

NAUATY Q¢Ar ByUCT ARNT p& @@ SUA
00-¢T hANdhtp:: Q2APT QMINT e DOH
H IpC tAS21tPA:: DACT h§ %A T 84
ANG- WAh Hé Aehe BUCT 0::  NNUAT
¢ AL N0 WA watTS hInsd nAm Q<R
wffjé::46

Nevertheless those who were broucht up in the modern
type of school with a scorn for what was indigenous began to
realize later that they maintained mistaken views of the
native practice of life. FEventuvally, they felt they should
create progressive values by blending harmless elements both
from native tradition and Western'civilization. However, they
were not sure whether the new values they wanted to create
would ke accepted by the society of which they were a part.

It was difficult tc sort out those elements which were to ke

%65ne Ethiopian FAucational Philosophy, p. 52

-In our culture, intellectual training and marual lakour
have been separated from each other for a long time, and
the former Aid not contribute much to the development

of the latter. Honour anéd high esteem have keen accorded
more to intellectual +%raining than to manual labour. Our
culture has given a higher status for the intellectual
rather than for the craftsman or the peasant. (Trans.

by the researcher/
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discarded anc those which were to be maintained. Mcrecover,
it was essential that they paid in kind for the traditional
values which they thought they must break away from. Above all,
they had to withstan? the challence they faced from the olcd
generation. The old generation challencec them because its
peace was upset by the state of chance where the Fthiopia of
the distant past was transforming into a new “thiopia. This
lack of understanding of the state of transition in the cld
generation causeed a conflict between long-established tra-
ditional values and the innovations krought from foreign
civilizations by the educated group.

The procoressive . . . want the covernment to increase
the functional and geographic scope of its activities.
The traditionalists want it to preserve the status
cue, and oggose the crowth and diversification of its
functions.

It is also well worth noting what Vorkaferahu Kebecde
says regarding the conflict between the young and the old on

the cuestion of a marriage feast:

In those days even a poor man had to forego evervthing

in favour of preparing the feast just to witness the

joy of his son or daughter wher he cr she left him to
start a new life, Sorme wvent to the extent of selling
their estates, borrowvinc money from friends to rent

a klc villa and to vrepare a grand feast that cost a
lifetime tc pay for. Mot only bhad parents borrowed, but
there were also men who married wives and remained paying
their wedding debts even after they bkecame fathers of
several children. It was in oprosition to such a ruinous
marriege practice that youngsters indulged themselves in
a2 simple system that cave a culture shock to the old.
There was incrimination of the voung by the old, and

vice versa. Youngsters whc survived on meacre monthly
incomes concidered such feasts as sheer madness, while
the o0ld accused them of disrespect for tradition,48

z7
George A.Lipsky, Ethionia: Its Feople, Its Society
Its Culture (Mew Maven: Hraf Press, 196Z), po. 325.

48‘Modern Patterns of Marriage”, RAddis PRevorter II
(Februarv, 1979), p. 13.
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Those whe realized their rathetic situation therefore

suggestad practical solutions throuch writing. They showed

that 2 complete akerration from or a servile acherence to tra-
éition was not suited tc the develcopment of our country and its
people. Merghistu was one of those intzllectuals who reiter-
ated this suggestion in his poetic 2nd dramatic works. To
convey his message to the c¢eneral puklic, he depicted both
tradition-bound and liberatac characters. Ty cdoing sc, he showed
the conflict of the o0ld and the new ways of life: and theresby

incdicated what came out cf that conflict.

The young educated‘Ethiovians who were so anxious to
bring atout a harmonious cross~breeding of native culture and
imported civilization were affecte?d by the profound clash of
opinions between the old and the new, because they were the
ones who took the initiative to kring about the desired change.
The task of discardinc the decadent elements from the native
culture without rejecting all that made up the richness of the
Ethiopian tradition and incorporating from the Western tradi-
tion all that was valid and pertinent to the Ethiopian
environment was difficult and challenging.

In additicon tc that, intellectuals constituted an in-
cipient class of their cwn, kecause of their education ané their
way of thinking; elements that have isolated them from the
traditional masses. The membexs of this class

. . . share a style of life that is, if not quite "estern,

quite distinct from that of their traditionally oriented

cormpatriots. From a passionate attachment to "Testern-
style clothing . . . to the acceptance of modern social
and political values and technological skills and methods,
this group is set apart fror the masses whosa life still
follows the traditional rhythm.49

Their isolation made them unfamiliar with the styvle of

life of the masses. The chance that their concocted values

4gﬁarkakis, p. 184,
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wouls ke accepted by the traditional society was slim. What-
ever the case, thare was the urce in these wishful intellec-
twals to bring akout thz Ad=sired chanage, tecause thav were
eressured by what they saw in foreign civilizations. They
“adnire many foreign things and want to kring foreicn ideas
and institutions to their country“,SO They felt that there
was no group who could play the leading role in this endeavour
other than themselves. Therefeore, they ventured to engage
themselves in the arduous strucgle for rocdernization ani
tterment. But pathetically encugh, they are truly descriked
thus:
Socially and professionally, the vosition of the ecducated
groun 5 . . at this early stace of developrent . . . is
affected by the lack of clear definition of role, an
essential to its meaningful functioning in society.51
There was also a clear division in outlook between the youno
and educated class of peonle -makinc the situation more
complicated.
The gnneration gap,a differential position separating
the older from the youncer generation, deeoly divided
and weakened this group as 2 whole. In the eyes of the
youngexr Fthiopians, the older educated men who are
new in positien of power are among the okstacles that
must be dislodged if Ethiopria is to move rapidly to-
wards modernization.52
Lost in theorizinc, many of the young intellectuals remained
in a state of doubt ard incdecisicn whether to employ the methods
dictated to them by their reasorn and education or to continue
using traditional procedurcs to solve public and private
problems.

"Then Menghistu witnessed this state of incecision in the
educated young, he prefaced one of his plays, Marriage by
Abduction, with a poem entitlea S07& HL 3AU (Ye who are men),

SOLipsky; p. 325.

>lyarkakis, po. 129-190.

>21bia., ». 191.
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cid when young; by the traditional struggle of a girl to escape
the grip of her ahductors; by thre arrival of the airl’s father

-

and his exacgerated araer akout +the affair a2s contrasted with
the untold fear of the team of kachelors; by the intervention
' of the vatriotic Fitawrari to cool “Zown
the blazing father; by the sudden resolution of the girl to
marry her abductor amd the dejection of her father. The
imaginative and creative playwright, Menaghistu, has created
all these dramatic situations to hold our interest to the last
rinute. Be has magrified the truth of this age-cld practice
of marriage, namely by akduction. The tone that he has given
to this cormon practice of marriage is a seriously-contrived
truth with a comic flavour, by drawing the scenes from experience
and writing them with ease to offer rleasure to audience or
readers. His rich artistic talent has enabled him to give
prominence to what could be consider=d trivial under normal
circumstances.

The underlyinc theme of this play concerns the
preservaticr of a traditional ideal irn a changing soclety.
It seers likely that Menghistu entertains the notion that
akrduction is a traditicnal practice which must be preserved
becausz of its potential to be use® as a solution to the
proklem of marriage from which the younger generation suffers.
In the character of erine Tekwas, Menghistu sheds crocodile's
teare concerrning the sad situation in which the Negadras finds
hinself. HMerine Tekwas sympathizes with Workireh ERirru, but
at tha seme time emcourages him to swallow the hard truth of
what has apparently haprened to his daughter. This is
clearly discernibls from the portraval of the Necadras, who
at last leaves his daughter half-heartedly to her kicdnapper.

Marriage by 2bduction seers to ke in line with Restoration
Drama: marriace was a favourite toric for Pestoration dramatists,
anc it was the main butt of their satire. To understand the
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similarity between Menghistu's attachment to rarrizage and
that of the Rsstoration “ramatistsz, it is necessary to go
back in time and consider what marriage involved in those days

irn Zngland an? compare it with marriage today in Fthiopia.

Until) very recentlv, a= in saventeenthkentury Frgland,
marriage in oar country was not a private matter between two
indivicduals. In fact, it is not yet the corcern of the would-be
wife and huskand in most varts of Ethiopié. As a matter of féct,
ratches were arrarnced by Ffathers: fixing dowries an?d jointures

were first coesidered before the twe married.

But thers came a time, that is, in the 1960's, when the
wishas of those about to be married cculd not ke ignored.
"That happened usually was that the role of.the femily croup
took secon< rlace, while that of the individuals took first,
Workaferahu inm lMNodern Patterns of Marriage records:

Towards the ené of the 1960’s and the beginning of 1979,
there started a new pattern of marriage in the capital,
the iritiative taken by the so-called educated class.
Thay ammounced that their wedding cerermcny tock place

at the Municipality'’s recistrar's office in the presence
of a few people to witness the weddinc of the courle.3%

Sc it was at such a time of changinc circumstances that
Menghistu wrote his plays on rarriage to expose society, as i
Bernarc Shaw dicd. His method is also similar to Shaw's. The
influence of Shaw's play Man and Superman deserves critical

attention. Like Tanner, Rezabih kecomes a victim in the hands
of a woman.

Over and above this; Menchistu kreaks the conventional T
methods of the institution cf marriage by reiterating the comic
elem=nt of the wife-hunting theme. The underlying hilarity
with which the theme of rarriage is treated bv the authcr

makes the readers look at marriage from an unconventional

54
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point of view. All these unconventional resoponses that the

characters present in Marriage by Abduction makes the dramatist's

Fnowledge of the society strike us as that of an ironic and
sardonically hurorous chberver nhilosophizing on the pleasant

though seemingly implaousikle surprises that life has to offer.

As in the plays of Ibsarn, the action cf this play is
kept to the bare minimum, and the characters are literally
confined to one draratic setting in which they confront each
other. Purther, in this confrontation, we find the individuals

trying to realize the various potentialities of life, each in
his own way.

Such psychclogical exploration of characters makes the
viewers or readers conscious of the various facets of human
behaviour, and, against these varieties of human response, the
central therme of the play, the contrast between the traditicnal
and the mocdern points of view towards life, is projected.

hen we turn our attention to his second play, Marriage
of Unecuals, we realize that Menghistu continues to idolize
in an pronounced manner those fearless, practical youno men.
In this vlay, Menghistu also identifiec wholeheartedly with
Bahru, the reformer. 1In ordar to kring out his sharp satire
against the reactiocnary feudal society, he uses polished
humour and sgharp witticism. Moreover, using marriage as a
vehicle,'Menghistu gives a deadly blow to the social etiquette
and feudal ncrms that have fettered mermbers of the society.
To accomplish this, Menghistu uses his artistic an@ linguistic

talents which have added strencth to his light satire.

Tkouch the themes - the need for shattering feudal
chauvinism, the batterina down of archaic traditions, long
cherished by the feudal class and the reinstituting of
marriace on equal basis - are to some extent a continuation
of the themes dealt with in Marriage by 2Abduction: they offer

an opportunity for readers or spectators tc scrutinize feudal
prejudices.

il
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Thouch reformist in intention and weak in strength, the
attack on these feudal values is an irndication of the rise of
a new hope and a bright future for theose who lived in extreme
subjugation. Moreover, from the point of view cf the cppressed,
the attack was one step forward towards the recognition and
actualization of their civil status.

In his attempt to bring out his theme, Menghistu en-
lightens his audience about the clash between mcéern and tra-
ditional ideas, first in his stage directions and then in tke
dilalogue of the characters. In the first stage direction, for
example, he makes us meet Pahru, a high-born protagcnist, and
thoroughly educated man with Peletie, an illiterate countryside
woman, in a country setting in a tukul, where traditional and
modern furniture is put together, perhzaps to suggest the symbolism

of conflict or the inherent ceontradiction between o0ld and new.

Bahru's tukul, typical of cne cf the group cf houses in
the country, is equipped with both traditional furniture such
as the Berchuma (stool) and the Medek (earthen seat built against
a wall) and modern items such as a book-case, a writing-table,
a wash—-stand, and a portable klackkoard. The traditional articles,
still used as in the past, appear to take noc notice of the
presence cf the modern ones. The modern cnes, in turn, seen to
assert that they have come to cust the traditional ones. However,
which ones will win at last is not known for the time being.
They are simply confronting each other. Put in the same tukul,
they suggest an initial harmony. Nevertheless, as the acticn of
the play moves, due to the inherent contradiction of things as

well as of people's attitudes, the conflict between the c¢ld anéd
the new slcwly emerges.

The conflict between Lady Alganesh and Bahru censues
step by step. As an agent of change, Bahru is not brought to
and imposed upon the villagers, but he is integrated tactfully
in just the same way as the proverkt suggests: Vhen in Rome,
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dc as the Romans do. The villagers were neither let down by
the absence of up-to-date articles nor wonderstruck by the
modernization when they entered his tukul. They were rather
conscled Ly the balance of cld and new articles maintained in
the house. The balance also suggests cne of the vital themes
of the play: taking the good elements of both traditicnal and

Hestern customs tc create a new way of life.

The blend of the new and the old is suggested in the
construction of the tukul itself. The touch of modernism in
the tukul is that it has windows, a salon and a bedroom, unlike

the usual tukuls. At the same time, it symbolizes the
future tukuls in countryside Ethiopia. Generally speaking, the
tukul and its contents, together with Bahru's attitude, suggest
that there is a promicsing future for most peoplé.

As we stop and think about the seriocus purpose of a
ccmic drama, we realize that even what is given in the stage
directions is meaningful and instruetive to readers. If the
stage directions of a play are purpcseful and instructive, then
its content must convey a great d«al to readers. Indeed, that
is what happens in this serious comedy.

As we procke into the first scenz of this comedy, we are
rerained of a commen phencmenon in the countryside. We mect
.a maid-servant beating "2bish”, a rencwned breakfast dessert,
while her master is still dozing in bed. The situation in
which we see an educated young man and pretty but uneducated
young maid-servant is a common event in the countryside. When
teachers are working out in t e country, they are ccmpelled by
necessity to employ a dual-purpose maid-servant, without
whom life would be unbkearable. The relationship that these
characters have is typical of a relationship that exists
‘between a teacher and his servant in the country side. The
language they use suggests warmth and closeness. According to
tradition, a servant allowed into her master's bed feels

raised in status., She therefore starts te knit her eygbrows
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and sees with half an eve wher ordered to do certain chores.
Likewise, Beletie assuwes that she is a real wife and answers
Bahru's call coclly, unlike 2 subdued maiden. Over and azbove,
she exchanges with Bahru tirades and witty retorts, coated with
light humour. This witty and humcrous atmosphere makes the

play entertaining. But the purpose cf depicting such an event
may be to agitate the auvdience to fight against the practice

of exploiting maid-servants by educated bachelors. The play-
wright seems to emphasize the point that, if servants are
capable of doing what legal wives can do, there is no reason

why they should net be recognized as legal wives. If they are
servants proper, they are hired to give service in house
management which they execute from dawn to dusk, and they should
not be interfered with for other services for which they are not

remunerated, such as filling a gap left unfilled by a lecally
married wife. ‘

But Menghistu suggests how this social error cculd be.
corrected by making Beletie have her maritel status. Hec raised
the issuve and gawe the solution himself after having laughed
at the practiée derisively. Nevertheless, Menghistu has not
accordad Belctie her marital status just because she is beauti-
ful, quick-minded and capable cof being literate, but because
she is as good as any other wecman. RBefore Bahru declares
Beletic to be his wife, he is scornfully laughed at by the

author for his imfatuation with the foreign habit of an early
morning kiss.

The fact that those who went abrcad cften fell victim
to everything foreign was very much discussed carlier, especially
when this play was ritten. So, in order to curb the plastic
mind of these people, Menghistu wrote this play. His effort has
helped a lot, even to the extent that we do not find so many

"Ethiopian ferenjis" today in the country. Many people scem
to have realized that it is no use appearing as "black ferenjis”,
because they lose their identity. '
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Menghistu, one of those whe were thoroughly educated
cutside Ethiopia, but who had never been alienated from his
ir’digenous culture, is for creating an entirely new culture,
amalgamating what is good in cur tradition with what is also
good in Western culture. Thereforc, a complete deviation
seems to be intolerable to him. He likes Bahru's attituce
towards human beings, which this character has acquired because
of his Western education. On the cther hand, he disapproves of
those fruitless Western practices that have little or no re-
levance to the material life of our people. But he does not
condemn lcve at all, though he may not support gamboling with

one's maid-servant in the early morning.

Here we observe that Menghistu is indeed adroit in usirg
his dramatic talent; even more in making comedy serve a purpose.
To a superficial observer, the witticism and humour that one
hears or reads have nothing significant except to elicit enter-
tainment. But to a discerning perscn everything that each
character says, whether in the form of fun or sericusness, has

a meaning cf its own either for the listener or the reader.

Moreover, he is ingeniocus in turring the attention of
his audience from a very common romantic situation to a high-
toned subject. Without much fidceting for ways and means,
Menghistu links the romantic situation with another stern
situation; that is, the romantic gamballing of Bahru and Beletie
is linked with the coming of Lady Alganesh, the symbol cf the
landed gentry, who ccmmands fear and respect from great and
small alike. He laughed at Bahru amiablv and now he lauvghs at
Lady Alganesh scornfully. He laughs at her nominal reascn for
coming to Harar, that is, in the name cf kissing St. Gabriel's
Shrine (as it is said in Amharic); but in the main, she comes
to terrorize amd subjugate her tenants. It was customary that
the feudal aristocrats were: pai2 homage by their tenants. This
dramatic event is very well depicted in Haddis Alemayehu's
Amharic novel Fikir Iskemekabir (ggﬁe Unto the Grave). BHere




62

also Menghistu makes the event clear to us by informing us
that there was a long retinue of pcasants waiting to pay
tribute to Lady Alganesh. The feudal aristocrats demancded
this tribute very strongly, because it was an assurance of the
fact that they were still held in high honcur and reverence,
To complement this, the aristocrats on their part used to call
tenants tc a2 grand feast in order tc assure the tenants that
they still bhad family feelings with them. In this, the bond
that existed between the twc parties was strengthened.

However, in Marriage of Unequals, we find Bahru expressing
his contempt towards this traditional practice when he sees a

huge crowd waiting to pay tribute to Lady Alganesh. "Why can't
she peacefully put (stay) in Addis Ababa? Now she is here, the
whole village is in turmoil,"55 growls Bahru when he witnesses
the homase procession. This is a simple expression of disap-
prbval of this practice, of course. But the disapprcval dces
not suggest an act of opposition to the required tribute.

Bahru simély sympathizes with the villacers. If he were an .
agent of profound change for the mental as well as the material
existence of the reople he would agitate them to cppose the
status quo and struggle for their emancipation. Owing to his
lack of revelutionary zeal, Bahru remains weak and fruitless

in his mission to work against the reactionary feudal values,.
We do not see much change brought about through his efforts.

As a matter of fact, we do not observe any series of comic
disasters in the play that will finally free the traditicnal

villagers from their mistaken views of life.

Bahru limited himself to teaching the people the alphabket
and a few things abocut modern thinking with regard to earth
‘$cience. Hevertheless, there could be a basic excuse that can
be given to justify the absence of political activities other
than this limited subject ranga. The purpose of this play is

to compel the fecudal class to restore reason in order tc

Ssuarriage of Unequals, p. 3.
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ascertain equality, liberty, Jjustice and democracy for all.

In order to accomplish this objective, the situation was not
conducive for using direct satire to expose reactiQn and
decadence. It was more than sufficient to use subtle satire
to attain his goal of social criticism in accordance with the
order cof things in those days. Therefore, Menghistu is not to
blame if he has painted Bahru or Beletie as passive accepters
cf the order of the day. Furthermore, the greatest task that
a subtle satire can accomplish is to expose the absurdities of

certain norms or values in an ironic manner with a view to

- correcting them in due time.

Menghistu has reflected the life and ethics of the feudal
community, without the savagery of Swift's satire. Satire,
according to Menghistu, makes men conscious of their follies

and hypocrisies; thereby prodding them to re-evaluate them-
selves,

Hence, Menghistu contentzd himself with the transmission
of the principal function of comedy, which he thinks is beyond
amusement and relaxation. He feels he has fulfilled a social

"duty ender the prevailing censorious and coercive state appar-

atus. The main function of comedy, indeced, exceeds that of more

entertainment. 1Instead, it becomes a means to express public

"opinion on any given situation. The roar of laughter at a

particular revelation of comic behaviour or comedy as a form
of entertainment plays an important role in a society as a
source of sane ethical values and as a creator of social
integrity.

So, by writing this satirical comedy, Menghistu has
attempted to arrive at an objective appraisal of the feudal
order by probing into its social and material conditions. He
sought concrete evidence for his appraisal of the feudal

society by referring to the day-to-day life of the feudal and
peasant classes. '
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The Ethiopian society is said to be divided into two
major classes: the working class and the feudal aristocratic
class. The latter, a nmon-productive class, imposes itself
upon the former, the productive one, and yet many of the
aristocratic class despise and disintegrate the cohesion of
the working class in order to perpetuate its dominance. This
is the class that Menghistu attacks with his scathing criticism
for its prejudicial attitudes in order to prick the conscience

of its members, and to correct their mistaken views and values.

Menghistu may have felt that,. if a play attacked only
native customs, it could nct hope to find a positive response
ammg the masses. Besides, most of the Ethiopian public are il-
literate, and directness in method of criticism cannot be called
for. 1Initially only a certain category of Ethiopians, those
nourished by Western culture, could attend the performance.
Therefore, sukttle satire can achieve its purpose among the
few educated - lucky ones who are believed to be the prime

movers of the oppressed class, so that the latter may fight for
its freedom.

Indeed, this play was not written for the masses,
because they did not have access to the theatre. First, the
number of theatres was not sufficient to provide for the
masses. Second, even if theatres had been available everywhere,
the masses would have not been able to buy a seat. At the time
when this play was performed, for example, tickets were priced
not less than one birr, which was the egquivalent of from one
to two days' labour for an unskilled, able-bodied male. There-
fore, the average socio-ecenomic lievel of .those who used to
frequent the theatres could roughly ke called middle-class.

Not only were economic factors a barrier to frequenting
theatres, but in most people thcre was a lack of interest.
Surprisingly enough, a sprinkling of the upper-class nobility
an¢ officials, who actually had the means, used to go to the

theatre. From this we can infer that play-going was a modern
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phenomenon, and that cnly those who received modern ideas went
to the theatre. But it should not be forgotten that, vhen play-
wrights from the ruling circle put on plays, the nobility were

invited to marvel at the refinement of the moralizing.

It is to be remembered also that people used to be
invited to play performances at schocl on certain occasions.
But to think that they would understand the message cf such
high-purposed plays as Marriage of Unequals would hardly be
believable. When they were invited to school plays, for
example, they reacted spontaneously in the traditional "silent
language”: they coverasd their mouths often with the toga when
erbarrassed, but there was little inhibition cof laughing, or
even of weeping. The school theatre created a great under-
standing betwcen the mative population and the students.
"7ithir the limits of their potential, the students did much
to bring about the spirit of mcdernization in rural Ethiopia.
It is presumable that the country public came out of the

school halls with some austere and profound moral messages.

Whatever the case may be, plays written until very re-
cently were meant for the rising generaticn of the educated
group to a greater degree and to the feudal circle to a lesser
extent. Thus Menghistu need not be seen as unique amecng other
dramatists in that both of his plays were written for the
educated anc feudal circle and its lackeys, in order to remind
them of their follies and make them take appropriate measures
tc cut out these follies bafore thay bkrought about their
downfall.

Menghistu's parody does nct restrict itself to attacking
the hypocrisies mercilessly, but it also dces justice to
.obnoxious practices such as sorccry and superstition. In this
regard, Lady Alganesh scrves him delightfully tc mock at the
social behaviour of the fecudal class. In additicn to that, by

treating the two characters Ayya Lizibu and Aba Mimmito




66

satirically, Menghistu makes his readers or spectators
conscious of the way in which sorcery and superstition can

condition the provincial society.

When we dwell on what thesc impostcrs are doing, we
beccme awarc of the fact that Menghistu is very interested
in breaking through thc conditioned practices of the Fthicpian
sociéty that have become ocutdated and wcrthless. However,
his satire is not as harsh as Swift's, because, unlike the
readers of Gulliver's Travels, we are not made conscious cof any
fundamental irredeemable degeneration in his play. At best, he
makes fun out of the jaded cultural elements of feudal Ethiopia.
Tc say the worst, he is exposing the glaring defects of the
Ethicpian feudal society.

In order to protest against the fossilised conventicns
of the society, Menghistu creates an angry young man. This
man seeks shelter in the provincial setting teo attack thesc
rcacticnary conventions which have fettered the common man.
Bahru, the angry young man, is a sccial reformer who uncder-
stands that betterment is possible only through proper education.
The previncial setting, which had still not been touched by
the reforming hands cf a satirist, is the faundation on which
\Menghistu builds his social criticism: a criticism handled with
pleasant witticism and humour.

As in Restoration Comedy, Marriage of Unequals has an
intrigue, and the main interest is focussed on the way in which
the protagonist is going to succeed. In additicn, Lady 2!~anesh
reminds us of Lady Wishfort, and the Hadji and Aleka make up the

complementary characters very much reminiscent of Restoration
Ccmedy characters.

Generally speaking, Marriage of Unequals is vervaded

with bitter concepts regarding feudal ncrms, and perhaps a
feudal society could not have easily accepted it. When, for

example, the marriage of the two unequals is accepted in that
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play, it means a challenge is thrown at the conventions of a
fixed, tradition~bound hierarchy. This challenge is a ccmic
punishment for the members of the feudal class which has helped
the writer to bring ocut the contrast between modern and tradi-
ticnal mcdes of thinking. To a modern person, man is man, and
there is no use making distinctions on the merit of family
lineage. Nevertheless, tc the traditionalist whc strongly
believes in the wview that God has predestined man's life,

and that therefore scme are fated to become masters and others
servants, the‘idea of equality is nonsense. The division is
an unshakable law of the universe that everybody has to abide
by. Whatever the case, these two opposing forces, modern and

traditional views, constantly clash, personalized in Bahru and
Lady Alganesh respectively.

The theme that has been dealt with in Marriage by
Abduction is the lack of manliness in the educated youth, who,
as a result of their education, have beccome indecisive in the
face of a crucial problem. It seems that the author is of the
opinion that modern education makes a man half-hearted, there-
by debilitating him tc become unduly slow in taking acticn.

In traditional Ethicpia, a bachelor abducted a girl
either by force or by agreement from a convenient place, when
he wanted to marry without paying a dowry. When the abduction
was carried out by force, the bachelor and his companions
planned it carefully so that neither the girl nor any member of
her family would suspect. They lurked in a place where the
girl fetched water, or gathered fire-wocd, or passed on her way
tc a relative's house, and grabbed her and ran awav. But when
the event took place by agreement, she simply availed herself
of an opportunity ancd eloped with him.

Whichever way it was done, the day after the abducticn
some elders and the best man were sent to the qgirl’s parents
to effect a reconciliation. These delegates earnestly apologized
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to the parents and admitted the mistake the abductor had
committed. BHer parents, on their part, would pretend that

they had been lcoked down upcn and their honour trampled on.
Howewer, after a few minutes' negotiations, they wculd give

in, express regret and subseguently declare that they recognized
the marriage. Rut this is true only when the girl's parents
felt that their son-in-law was compatible with their daughter

in pedigree and wealth. This is the background on which

Mengkistu constructs his comic play, Marriage by Abduction.

What happens in this play is that the girl, Tafesscch,
as the name itself implies, is abducted, and later her father,
Megadras Workineh Birru, discovers that she is hidden in a
house outside Addis Abaka. Ee then appears at the country
villz where she is held and, after causing a great deal of
terror to the abductors, he refuses tc believe in her purity
even when she tells him that she is still chaste. Failing to

convince her father, she decides to marrv Bezabih.

This is a decision that not only her traditionalist
father is ashamed of, but alsc the audience may become embar-
rassed at. Jlowever, it is at this point that we okserve a
glaring contrast between the old and fhe new way of thinking.
The modern thinking embedied in Tafessech seems flimsy,
becawse her action lacks serious consideration of the matter.
This is nothing but a suktle insult thet the dramatist is
aimingy at the educated young women of the time, whom he thinks
‘were hasty and thoughtless. But unlike the women, the men are
accused of undue meditation cver simple matters cf life. 1In
fact, what we realize is that Tafessech is a complete contrast
to Bezabih, because she is very quick, while he is very slow,
in teking action.

Another contrast that we find in this play is the araqu-
ments that Gelaglie and Bezabih pursue. There is an arduocus
struggle between the two parties, each trying to appear
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reasonable in his cwn way. The author undoubtedly supports the
view pursued by Bezabih and company, because he has depicted Ge
Gelaglie as foolish and unduly fearful. Gelaglie becomes timid
when he sees Tafessoch at home. He then condemhs akduction,

but fails to give an alternate soluticn to the problem ~f hpw

te find a wife. But, on the other hand, the writer appreciates
Rezabih for all that he did. Nc doubt Rezabih's position is
flimsy toc, because it is tilted towards adventurism. It is
adventurism because Bezabih and his coterie advccate abduction
without thinking out prior arrangements, which is untraditicnal.
Despite their education, they cverlook the need for the occurrence
of love before marriage. They are no better than Lady Alganesh,
who considers love as the "husk® cof marriage. Bezabih feels
that it is encugh if the girl is just a2 woman. However, no
educated man with all his senses would say this when it comes
to choosing a marriage partner. 2as a matter of fact, educated
men strove hard to get enviablc wives in those days when the
traditionalists contented themselves with tolerable ones. One
may say that Menghistu is lashing the educatcd youth in an
ircnical manner, beceuse such modernity as abducting an unkncwn

girl from the street is traditionally unconventional. If we

look at what happened in traditional Ethicpia, we find that,

when an educated man fell in love with a girl, he sent a love
note to her through a kiosk-keeper or through a girl friend

of hers or through an old woman, asking her to marry him. If

the girl consented to the proposal, she cften absented herself
from her home on lame excuses in order to find whether he was

a good man tc marry. Finally, if they were suited to each cther,
they told their families and were married when approved.

Therefore, Tafessech's abduction is ncot similar to the
traditional one but may be considered as a slightly medified
type. Otherwise, the custom ¢f abduction, which was always
disapprcved of, is not at all depicted rightly. Moreover, an
essential element of abduction is skippad. In a situation
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where abduction is coemitted, 2lders are sent to negotiate with
the girl's parents ir order to restore peace between the parents
and the abductor. Had the play ended in this way, it would

have been appropriate, but the way it is made to end is unlikely.

Nevertheless, we may leave the inappropriateness of the
ending aside and put stress on the intention of criticism. ©On
the basis of wishful thinking to blend the gcod elements cf
tradition and modernism, Bezabih and his accomplices fail to
take the right amount from each culture, and therefore they
are laughed at by the dramatist for their naive attempt.

The other side of the matter is that Menghistu is point-
ing out to his audiemce the fact that abduction has long been
known in our country, although always taken as a disappointing
system of marriage, particularly to fathers and mothers whose
daughters were either beautiful or rencwned for lineage.
Furthermore, he is hinting at the value of abduction in the

soluticn of a contemporary social prcblem cf marriage.

To indicate that it has a long history, Menghistu has
depicted the abduction of Wondayehu’s mother. This former
event is compared with the abduction of Tafessech, which is so
deliberately done that what bappens to this girl cannot be
surprising either to the old or to the young. Incdeed, it is
a rehash of what used to happen in the past.

On the other khand, in Marriage of Unequals, the re-

presentative of the feudal aristocrats, Lady Alganesh, boasts
that she is of gocd lineace, and that she was married to a
member of a “good race®; and therefore she does not want her
nephew to marry a debased woman whose origins are unknown.
Lady Alganesh is practical in that she is not content with
criticizing the marriage of unequals, but suggests that Bahru

should marry a’Eettex”girl frcm the same feudal group.
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Menghistu,; no doubt, pouts his lips at her snobbery.

The adherence to class marrizge is, he feels, a matter of the

past, which is thrown in the storage-bin of history.

In this play, more than in the other, Menghistu had
shown vividly the uselessness of maintaining traditional be-
liefs and practices in the Fthiopian marriage custom, because
this is a matter of the past which must give way to a new
marriage system. Unfortunately, this implicit meaning may
not be discernible to all, due to the subtlety of his criticism.
The failure to understand the message of the play by those who
tried to comment on the performance is indicated in the
introductory section of the printed play. Most of the commen-
tators misunderstcod the theme, ané some made mistaken inter-
bretations. However, there were some commentators who gave a
more or less accurate comment regarding its message. These

were literary-minded peopla, as is rightly indicated by the
author.

~

' By contrast, Marriage bv Abcduction did not receive com-

ments from recaders or viewers. Had it been commented upon,
people would have been deceived by the profusion of fun, and
would therefore have failed to note the underlying message.
As it is full of humour and witticism, this play might have
worsened the situation of those in the audience who were not

sufficiently literary-minded to understand the deep-scated
meaning.

As both of these plays have been translated into English,
it is presumed that all kinds of people who know the languace

.
\

both at home and abroad may read them and get ample information
about the concepts and practices of Ethiopian marriage from a
writer who has a deep understanding of both modern and traditional
ways of life. Lady Alganesh and her tenants, Fetawrari Merine
Tekwas and Negadras Workineh Birru, the Hadji and Aleka, Ayya
Lizibu and Aba Mimito, the adventurist youngsters ancd their
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victim, are very well-drawn social types whom Menghistu has
used :o show the sharp contrast between the old and the new.

These plays may be read in the future as the relics of
the years before the Ethiopian Revolution of 1974. Particularly
Marriage of Uneguals would be read for its genuinc depiction of
Feudal Ethipia, and for its hcart-felt suggestion, by the author,
for a changc of heart in mankind. It might even bccome a classic
for its high merit in the tacit presentation of social criticism.




CHAPTER FOUR
CONCLUSION

In the ycars before the emergence of socio-drama, plays
aimed at rcflecting religious feelings, stressing for the most
part orthodox views. In spite of the individualization of
dramatic expression, the portrayal of vices, follies anrd the
condemnation of worldliness remained the major themes of most

of the dramatic works of contemporary playwrights.

But this writer does not imply that there were no plays
written with an aim to agitate people to rise in defence of

their ccuntry from invaders. There were. Yoftahe's Afajeshign

can a2t least be cited as an example of this. This play was
written just before the Italian occupation of Ethiopia. Many
others of like intent may have been written, but this is the
only play whose script is available today. However, what this
researcher is trying to generalize upon is that the bulk of
what had been produced ir the form of drama before the 1850's
does nct reflect social criticism in favcur of the masses.
BPut, in the years that followed, the theatre aimed at using

drama as an instrument of protest against absurd attitudes and
practices.

This study throws light on the scund dramatic develop-
ments that have been secn in the post-war period. One of the
significant strides that dramatic developments made is that
new curricula have been drafted to train high-level professicnals

in one of the country's higher educaticn institutions.

The contextual analyses of tpe two dramatic pieces of
Menghistu Lemma are hoped tc have proved to some extent
Menghistu's enviable power to provoke theatre-goers to re-
flecting. Those who are used to Menghistu are always waiting

for him to say something lively but alsc often cutting to the
bone.
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Further, Menghistu is unbeatable in his ability as an
entertainer: he has the capacity to put across impertant ideas
in brilliant and powerful terms. HMost of all, Menchistu has
an undrying spring of humour and gaiety which stimulates an

audience to laugh and think at the same time.

As one critic put it, "Menghistu is the Bernard Shaw
of Ethiopia."” Though he is not such a giant as Shaw, he has
similarities with the Irish wit. Just like Shaw, Menghistu
does not preach boring sermons nor does he tell his audience
to think in a prescribed manner nor does he deliver lectures
in his plays. 1Instead, he indirectly compels them to think.

As a dramatist, Menghistu has created a number of
characters whose opinions differ, and therefore they clash.
In Marriage by Abduction and Marriage of Uneguals, we have
observed the conflict of idecas and beliefs personified in the

chief characters. By contemplating opposing views, we are

made to think for ourselves and arrive at our own conclusions.

The influence of the Morality plays in the way in which
the names of the characters are used show significantly their
individual characteristics. Morecver, the similar technique
used by Restoration Comedy of making characters stand fof
representative qualities indicated by their names has also
been used by this playwright. In this way, it becomes clear
that, underlying the conflict of individuals, characteristics
are represented by them. It is not only a battle of individuals,
but alsc a battle of attitudes to life that they represent.

Thouch Menghistu has not created characters comparable
to the characters portrayed by Shaw, some of them are immertal
figures in Ethiopian dramatic literature. Whc would forget
the nostalgic Fitawrari of Marriage by Abduction, who, time\

and time again, tries tc bring into significance the good
times he and his like enjoyed befcre the instroduction of
Western civilization into Ethicpia? Would not Lady Alganesh
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leave a lasting impression in the minds of readers or

spectatcrs as the embecdiment of a feudal social ordert.

Of all the ccmic writers that Ethiopia has thus far
produced, Menghistu is the most successful playwright in making
comedy instructive and corrective. In other words, Menghistu
has proved successful in making his plays tell exactly what is
wrong with their viewers. Morecover, in the two plays under
consideraticn, we see a literary attempt in dramatic form in
which charecters, situation, plots and beginnings and endings
are presented. In doing this, we can say that Menghistu is
Ethipié's first comic writer. We also oberve that he shows
an enviable power of manipulating words and subtle language
suited to stage performance. <Cther comic writers, as defined
by the prominent stage-director, Abate Mekuria, are Paccidental
entertainers”. This researcher entertains the view that the
so-calle¢ "accidental centertainers" may have imitated his
commendable quality cf constructing a plot, because Menghistu
has his own way of showing even the smallest detail in plot
constructicn. His comedies show ccmbined incidents which cculd
have been enough for two separate plays. But, creative and
artistic a playwright that he is, Menghistu has fused the
separate strands of action so that they seem related aspects of
a single issue.

The plot in Marriage by Abduction is prlausibkle, even
though some of the incidents would be highly unlikely in real
life. 1In spite of its seemingly slicht plot, this play is
remarkable for the battle of ideas, individuals, philcsophical

points of view and the variety of suspense with which the

characters unfold. As the play prcgresses, rcaders are given
newer responses to life, and each new turn of the play has a
fresh insight to offer on life and human behaviour.

On the other hand, the plct in Marriage cf Uneguals is

satisfactory from the point of view of cause anéd effect and




76

plausikility. The various strands of action are related to one

another; thereby making the play a complete work.

Among other things, these two plays have shown that
educated Ethiopians in the 196Q's were interested in bringing
about changes in all walks of life, particularly in the sphere
cf marriage. They dealt with contemporary marriage and its
complicatioms that have resulted from a clash of attitudes and
prejudices. Genarally speaking, their themes are about the
ccnflict between the o0ld and the new ways of locking at life.
They acquaint us with the network of feudal culture, bocund by
superstiticen, lack of ecducaticn and a generation gap. However,
as we come clcse to the end of these plays, we become aware of

certain changes in the whole setting.

Net eonly does Menghistu make us aware of the problems,
but he also kints at solutions for us. The plays, therefore,
are nct a coademnation of humanity or the feudal socicty which

one finds im Gulliver'’s Travels. It is rather a pleasant

exposurc of the contradictions and limitations of a growing
society. In his exposé, the playwright uses plenty of wit and

humour tc make his satirical obscrvations pertinent and delight-
ful.

In his social criticism, Menghistu unmasks the social
pretentions ef the leisured rich and the indecisiveness and
irresoluteness of the incipient class of educated men of the
same society. He attacks both of these groups with wonderful
clarity and a sense of ease by wielding his weapcns: words and

contrived expressions, and internally wounding epigrams.

The dizlcogue, though it suggests colloguial speech for
the most part, is designed like quite ordinary conversation.
Crammced with imagery, witty expressions, similes and metaphors,
it is desigmed to serve as an indirect commentary to help the
audience understand the message intended. Menghistu's unique
and enviable capability as a writer is that he never writes
anything unirtelligible to his audience,
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Menghistu has many salient features both as a man and a
playwright., Eowever, he has one outstanding quality: the
quality of being an embryc actor, which makes him more lively

than anykody else in whatever situation he finds himself.
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APPENDTIX

AN INTERVIEW CCNDUCTED WITE THEE PLAYWRICHT,

MENGHISTU LEMMA

There is no comic writer in the proper sense of the
term in our country, and even more, no satirist. Ato
Menghistu, would that be a right remark?

We camnot say that there are no satirists in our
country. There are. VWhat about Menghistu Gedamu? 1Is he
not a satirist? He is a satirist whose method of writing
bears the stamp of caricature like the work of Jonathan
Swift, though Menghistu's has not reached a high level.

He has written satirical works such as Meselal (The Ladder),
and Yamsaleka Gebrie (Sergeant Gebrie). Alemayehu Moges

is another satirist. So we cannot rule out satirical
writing from our literary heritage.

I for one do not say I write high comedy. By high
comedy I mean comedy with a serious purpose. I do not
give a caricature of characters or situations by exag-
geration. Satire has an element of caricature, but none
of my works has an element of cxaggeration. I say I am
a realist because I do not deal in fartasy. I write
social criticism. My characters are not the embodiment of
good or evil. They are ordinary characters in everyday
life. Take Bahru, for instance. He is an idealist who
brought with him the ideas of equality, fraternity and
liberty from a foreign land. He was a one-man Peace Corps,
but one who came home from abrecad to work in rural Ethiopia.

The prime objective of my comedy is not to incite
laughter. I have been influenced in comedy by Molidre,
Shaw and Gogol. These are my masters as far as technique
is concerned. The rest is my own.

From my reading of your two plays, I have noticed
that you have used marriage as an instrument to lay bare
-archaic tradition in feudal Ethiopia. What wheedled you
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into using marriage as a vehicle to achieve your goal;
that is, to attack wrong feudal notions?

I had a democratic and reformist sentiment. I was
urged from within to criticise social evils, and I wrcte
these comedies.

A writer starts to write a story with no ¢alculations.
There is no planning in the conception of a creative work.
Thers is inspiration, the result of which is the writing
of a story. It simply comes to one's mind. Yes, the
subject matter of two of my comedies is marriage, but that
is not the theme. I did not think of writing on marriage.
Any creative tendency catches you all of a sudden.

Es soon as I came from abroad, there was the idea
of marriage, and the need to marry. In those days, there
were such questions as marrying for money, position, or
love.

Some people valued money or position and some of us
were for love. Those who stocd@ for love were daring men,
revolutionaries imbued with democratic sentiments; they

were the pioneers of true modern marriage. Bahru is
their representative.

The subject matter in Marriage of Unequals is marriage,
but the theme is the transformation of society as a result
of the conflict between the olé and the new. Apart from
any gift I may have for comedy, I was compelled by
circumstance to write comic drama. It was not politically
good form to write tragic plays in those days. Tragedy was

considered as an agent of popular embitterment, and was

therefore more readily suppressed. But with the same
message, comedy was more easily accepted, for it was regarded
as a tranquilizer. Therefore, I thought I should write
comedy to give an outlet to my social criticism.
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Some of those who returned from England wanted change,
since they were social democrats. There was also controversy
about marriage. Some wanted an educated wife, and others
preferred an illiterate, traditicnal cne. Theose of us who
wanted an'uneducated wife fclt that the educated one was
toc free in everything. If vou study the characters in my

plays there is always a protagonist who does the unconven:-
tional.

Critics say that plays written before you began writing
were moralistic and historical in intention. But when you
and 2tc Tsegaye Gebre Medhin started dramatic writing, sccial
criticism was introduced. What prompted you to deviate from
what was conventicnal? Cculd you say that your predecesscrs
such as Makcnnen Endalkachew, Kebede Michael and Girmachew

Tekls Hawariat did not set an example for you?

Though scme of them were French-educated, my
predecessors were mainly cf the pre-war generation. In
addition to that, their class background was different from
mine. Therefore, they had little chance to influence me
threugh their ideas. Morecver, they were incapable or
writing radical social criticism, because they were members
of the ruling class. Therefore, they wrote moralistic plays
in order to support the existing order.

S Secondly, they were not much exposed to werld literature,
and thercfore they were not modern in cutlook or technique.
They were tradition-bound for the most part.

They used the vernacular, but with a touch of Geez;
they were not familiar with world literature by reading,
watching and examining plays. Mcreover, most of them diad
not have the classical Oene background.

I have read, scen and examined many classical plays
as well as those by more modern writers. My familiarity
with the cosmopolitan literary traditicn is what has
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helped me to deviate constructively frem what was
conventicnal. I have told you that my masters are
Moliére, Shaw and Gcgol, and Iksen in technigue. These
are my influences. I could not learn from the Ethiopian

dramatists because they were backward in technique.

Could you say that you have attached snobs and upper
class hypocrisies in ycur plays, Marriage cf Uneguals and
Marriage by Abduction?

I have just presented the reality. In fact you do
find memkbers of the upper class in Marriage by Abduction.

There is the Negadras, a member of the rising bourgeoisie,

and Fitawrari Merine Tekwas, a member of the feudal class,
both of whom are presentcd objectively. In this play, I
have criticised the modern educated yocung men, who are all
talk and unwilling to change.

My protagonist is always scmebody who attempts to
transform society. Here in this play, the main character,
Bezabih, fails, but his failure is a noble failure. What
must be seen is not the failure, but the attempt.

My "y ideal other-selves are Bezabih and Bahru, whom I
have drawn in my two plays. These are the embodiment of
ny views regarding the themes of the plays.

Maybhe I have attached certain feudal values by present-
irg them as they are. Otherwise, I have not condemned the
feudal society by saying "Down with feudalism!®™ Bezabih is
a misfit in feudal society because he dares to apply a
traditional solution tc 2 modern problem. He is a radical
reformer because he dares do the unconventional. Whether
he succeeds or not is immaterial; it is the attempt that
matters.,

George Bernard Shaw has many characters who are

unccenvernticrnl, like myself.
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If you teke humour, it is not something that you
learn from someone. It is the way you lock at life and your
nature that determine whether you are humorcus cr not. In
the same way, ycu do not become tragic through learning. It
could be due to genetic factors that cne becomes comic or
tragic.

In Marriage by Abduction you seem to have strongly

supportea the theory that abduction is in cocnsonance with
both traditicnal Ethiopian marriage and Western marriage and
is therefore a compromise ketween the two. What do you say
to this?

I do not suppcrt abduction. I strongly oppose the
social ostentation and materialistic aspects cf marriage
which are common in feudal and capitalist societies. I am
a rebel against them. I myself married without a grand
feast, but that was not abduction.

Could ycu draw a connection bhetween Marriage of
Unequals and Marriage by 2Abducticn?

Both are the same in that they have the same subject-
matter, marriage, on the surface, and bring out the same
theme: the clash between innovation and tradition. This
is, in fact, a general theme that cther African and Asian

writers have dealt with. 1In this regard, it does not have
originality.

Playwrights like Tsegaye Gebre Medhin have elevated
the quality of their language in their works, in ccntrast
to your language, which is simple and direct. Consequently,
it becomes a little difficult to grasp the others' message
by reading alone. A stage performance is essential to under-
stand it fully. But there is practically no problem in
understanding yours simply by reading. One does not have to
see a performance to understand you. %hat is the basic

r<ason for your dovn-to-carth method?
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Clarity as opposed to obscurity is a prcbklem in
literature. My attitude ccncerning this springs from the
School of Qene Poetry. There is what we call the Wadla
Schocl of Qeme, on the one hand, and the Gondar Schocl cof
Qene on the cther. These two schcols cf Oene have opposing
views regarding Qene poetry. The Wadla Schocl maintains
that the value of Qene is reduced if its meaning is dis-
cernible withcut difficulty. The beauty of it lies in its
obscurity. Opposed to this view, the Gondar Schocl of
Qzne, to which my father was acelebrated adherent, is of
the opinion that it need not be obscure. It should, on
the contrary, be simple but subtle, crystal clear but
brilliant at the same time. It should be deep and serious.
So this view attracted me, and I made it my own. On top
of that, my father’s influence was significant. His

language was clear and had immediate appeal to his hearers.

Simplicity and directness are not something that you
inherit. It is a matter of practice. You can acquire them
through hard work; that is, ycu have to write and rewrite
and measure the beauty of your language in order to make it
suit the mouth, the nose, the ear, the tongue and the lips.
That which is obscure has nc hard werk put into it; it may

even border on cbscurantism in individual instances.

Moreover, there is a wrcng notion maintained by some
writers in our country. Theygthink that Geez is helpful
te bring out their feelings ahd thoughts, and that its use
confers prestige on their writings; and therefore they £ill I
their works with Geez terms. Rut their opinion is far from
the truth. Had it been true, who else would have used Geez
mere than I? I am critical about it. I would say it adds
to obscurity rather than to clarity.

A dramatist must be able to construct a. plct, and tell
a story coherently. It is of no use to keep his message a
secret. His prime objective is to be understocd; and thereby
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to cause a change of attitude in his readers or spectaters.
In so doing, the dramatist becomes Aemocratic. One does
not need to be elitist. Drama and its form do not lend
themselves to obscurantism. The language of drama must be

simple but subtle. That is my motto, the motto cf the
Gondar Schcol of Qene:

"The harvest of poetry should be a big heap of Bravc!”®

Like the work of Shaw ard Mark Twain, any piece of yours
is full of fun, in which we find a sustained displav of wit
and humcur. To prove this, it is enough to read your two

plavs; Marriage of Unequals and Marriage by Abkduction. Dc

you say that your success in this is due to your endeavour
to draw a wide range of experience both from your tra-
ditional education and yocur contact with the world literary

traditicns, or have you something else to say?

You do not do certair things intentionally. It ccmes
simply from inspiration. There is no calculatiocn. %hen I
start writing I laugh sometimes. The basis is, I wculd say,
a naﬁural gift. This is the fcundation. But reading the
works of the classical masters strengthens this foundation.
What suits your temper will interest you, and ycu plunge
into writing about it. However, there is calculation in
technique; that is, how best to present it.

Some critics have dared to say that yvou hate your
characters, and that is why you make them appear ridiculcus

and therefore objects of derisicn. "hat dc you have to say
to this?

If you really hate your characters, you create bitter
satire. This is not true in my case. I Zdo not hate my
characters. Otherwise, I would have become a Swift. In
fact, I do not show favour or disfavour tcowards my
characters, becausc I believe that a serious writer must

be detached in order to present his characters objectively.




A.

A.

87

During your stay in England, were ycu able to hear
Bernard Shaw addressing an audience either in Hyde Park
or elsewhere?

He was in his late eighties. I heard him on radio

programmes. In those days he was writing articles.

Not only do you write plays, but you alsc adapt and

translate the works of other playwrights. Why do you do
this?

If I have enjoyed the plays of others, I want the
Fthiopian public tc enjoy what I have enjoyed, and
therefore I translate and adapt the wocrks of other
dramatists. I also feel that beth translation and adap-

tation of world literature would definitely enrich our
literature.

Fither to translate or adapt a work, I must enjoy it

- first. If I do not enjcy it, I will not translate it.

I have translated Chekhov's and Al Hakim's one-act plays.

It is tc give them hcmage and appreciation for their works
that I have translated them. I have also adapted Priestley's
An Inspector Calls, which I saw in England. It is one cf

his social and political plays. I adapted this play just to
satisfy those who insisted that I should write a politically-
oriented play, which they wanted. They naively say that it

is easy to write a play or any cther literary piece without
the urge from within.

You are both a poet and a playwright. Which cf these
has brought you the reputation you have today? Do you say
you have imparted something to ycung writers?

I do not know whether I have a gocd reputation in the
first place. But Poetry and Drama seem tc go tcgether. One

who writes Drama also writes Poetry. It is appropriate to
cite Shakespeare and Ibsen here.
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At the time when I received the Haile Selassie First
Prize Trust Award, the King appreciated Metschafg Tizita
(Bock of Reminiscence) as the best of all my works. He

did not like Marriage of Uneguals.

With regard to teaching the ycung artists, I cannot
say for sure. I doubt that there is anything I have taught
the younger generation of writers. This is for others tc

say. I simply writc when the inspiration ccmes. That is
all,

What about writing in the future?

Ibsen wrote aftcr he was seventy yesars old, Bernard
Shaw wrote in his eighties. My father was composing an
occasional Qene when he was ninety-seven. I hope that if
cenditions allow, I shall write until I am eighty.
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