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Abstract 

Looked at from the point of view of the hoary Geez and Amharic 

literatures, creative writing in English is a baby tradition in Ethiopia. 

However, this baby tradition has, so far, attracted some venerable writers 

in Amharic like Tsegaye Gebre Medhin and Daniachew worku and as such it 

must needs be subjected to some critical appraisal. This, thus, is the 

main aim and purpose of this dissertation. 

Before I come to examine in tobQ creative writings in English, I have 

attempted to make some descriptive assessment s of some of the Amharic 

works of some of the writers by way of giving a preliminary insight and a 

background information. Out of the seven writers I have dealt with in 

this dissertation, I have delineated in chapte r one, though understand-

abily cursorily, the Amharic works of four writers as these are the ones 

who can be said to have produced some creative works in the vernacular. 

In chapter two I have given primarily thematic treatments to seven 

novels. Among these, The Thirteenth Sun, as a matured and intricate work, 

has taken much more spaoe t han the others. sahle Selass ie's three novels, 

arranged and tteated chronologically attempt to show his progress in 

a rtistio deftness and thematic manipulation . The rest have one novel 

each and their shortcomings notwithstanding , their attempt to use a foreign 

language in tackling noteworthy issues is brought out to the attention of 

the reader. 

In chapter three I have dealt with the poetic works of Tsegaye Gebre 

Medhin and Eyasu Gorfu. Here, I have found out Tsegaye to be a conscien-

tious poet with a strong committment for the cause of the black people and 

the resuscitation of their cultures. Conversely, Eyasu tackless issues 
---

that have only a marginal relevance even to his home land. 
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Among the five Engli sh plays we have in chapter four , four of t hem 

are authored by Tsega y e Gebre Medhin. Two of these are written in prose, 

whereas the rama ining two a re couched in beaut iful ve rse. The fifth play 

is Abbie Gubegna ' s a nd it is one of the shoddiest works to appear in 

Engl ish. 

Finally, in a brief conclusion, I have tried to give an overall 

p icture of the present state o f crea,tive "ri ting in Eng lish . As long as 

stringent censorship is prevalent in the country and as long a s 

Ethiopians have some thing to say artistical ly to t he outside world, 

Ethiopian literature in English will continue to come forth, even if in 

lulls and a t intervals. 

2 
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Introduction 

When I write of Ethi opian literature in Engl~sh, I refer to creat ive 

writing in English done by Ethiopian writers . This is a recent phenomenrn 

in Ethiopian literature. It has a brief history of only two decades . 

When we look at the amount of English writings produced in some other 

African countries, the output in Ethiopia s trikes us as scanty, 

intermittent and not very encourag ing. Yet , there a r e at least , two 

basic reasons that account for this laggard deve lopment and paucity of 

creative wri ting in English in Ethiopia . 

First and foremost, Ethiopian writers have a st~ong litera~y back 

ground in Amharic that disallows them to r esort to or, at least, give an 

undivided attention t o wr iting in English . Amharic literature traces it s 

history to the first half of the 14th c entury. Since then, e ven if it 

has developed through a serie s of lulls and intervals until the 19th 

century; it has, however, established a strong , consistent tradition 

ever after. Furthamore 1 a foreign language has never bee~ the first 

official language in Ethiopia; and as a result , the Amharic Language and 

its literature have developed extensively to claim strongly the attention 

of the native writer. 

Secondly, English has not been given much emphasis in Ethiopian 

.schools. The first curricul um for the study of the language was 

syqtematically des i gned . in the late 50's . Hence, lack of adequate mast ery 

or command of the language inevitably barred those who might otherwiae, 

have aspired to write in English. 

Initially, I intended to examine only those works tha t have come , 

out in book form . In trying to be ve r y incl~sive, however, I have 

also tackled some s ignificant works I could find in some 
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collections and journals. Thus , I have dealt with a ll the pub lished 

novels and plays , t h ough for understandable reasons, I have left out 

works that have originally been conceive d and written in Amharic and then 

later translated into English. The short story is n~t a popular genre 

with Ethiopian writers in Engl ish, Apart from a few works by vari~us 

writers in some periodicals, there is not a single book of sh ort stories, 

60 fa r . Hence,.I have altogether left out the genr e from my work. The 

case with poetry is different, however . Two writers, Tsegaye Gebre 

Medhin and Eyasu Gorfu have co llect ed and p resented their poems in one 

form or another. These, I have attempted to critically investiga te in 

my dissertation, 

My overall approach is thematic; though a freauent recourse to 

characters and characterization, I find out, is necessarily inevitable, 

Furthemore, as the writers are manipulating a sec~~ language, their 

success or failure in this regard cannot, of course, be overlooked, 

Of the seven~riters that I have dealt with, I have interviewed the 

three pr ominent ones: Tsegaye Gebre Medhin, Daniachew Worku and Sahle 

Se l assie Birhane Mariam, Howeve r , I have not included in the appendix al l 

the proceedi ngs of the inte r views , that , in fact , took hour s. To save time 

and avoid superfluity, I have taken only those answers tha t I conside r 

a~ general and important, Nevertheless, I would like t o make no t e of 

the fact that the lengthy interviews have helped me in the overal l 

crit ical assessment of their wor ks . 

Obvious l y, as I have classified the whola work according to genre, 

I have not followed a chronological arrangment . Nor is my arrangement 

alphabetical in each genre . Rather, I posed a subjective question to 

myself as who should come before whom and p l aced each .titer accordingly. 
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In cases where a writ e r has Iilore than one work of the s[tf.'lc genre., however , 

I have o r dered his works chr onoloGic a lly. 

Fi nally , I would like to mention that where different writers have 

differently spelt so~e p r ope r names like Theodros/Tewodrns , I have done 

likewise . 



The Writers In the Vernaculnr 

The stable traditions of Geez Literature , didacticism and the all-

pervading religious atmosph ere have all gone into the subsequent Amhar i c 

literature. Even such great writers as Hirouy WoldeSelossie whom Albert 

Gera r d consi ders as ' the genuine founder of modern AmhAri c literature , 1 

and Kebede Michael whom this same writ er r egards as ' the founder o f 

serious modern drama in Amharic , 2 hold tenaciously to these traditions. 

The st ote of such linge ring traditions that used to stifle t he life-like 

portraiture of the society invited a writer - critic ' s apt comment. 

The vic e that bedevils contemporary Amha ric literature is not 

it s preoccupat i on with top i cal s ub ject matter a nd theme , but 

the fl ow of crud e didact i cism that overwh e lms it. In such a 

st a te of affair s replete with all sorts of bogus profundity 

eV0ry peddler of mora l platitudes assumes the role of t he 

prophe t and moral philosopher.3 

In t he late 50 ' s and 60 ' s , howeve r , a group of youn g wr iters emerged 

whose main int e nt i on was to disinherit th~ dida ctic approach and portray 

life objective l y and realistical ly. Among Ethiopian writers in Engli sh, 

who have ever tried their hand at wr i ting in Amharic: Daniachew Worku , 

Ab b i e Gubegna, Sahl eSelassie Birhane-Mariam and Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin 

belonged to this group . Before we come to t h e vernacular works of these 

writers, however; it is significant to make some passing observations upon 

some other prominent members of the croup like Me ngistu Lemma , Birhanu 

Zerihun a nd Taddesse Liben . 

He ngistu Lemma is Ct grea t poet, plc:ywright a nd translator. Of his 

three books of poetry so f ? r , ~ynod of ~oems is the most significant one. 

It c ontain s his most beau t iful poelDs , "Life " and " Wh e n She Ilas Three Days 

Left." It introduces also into Ambari~ poe try some new style s of 

versification. Hi s comedies which he ~D S t ranslated into English: 

1 
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Snatch a nd Run nnd Marriage o f Uneguals have won the admiration o f D. gre<:lt 

many peopl e . As [l tr.:1nslElt o r, Clmong othe r \vo rks, h~ has rendered in 

;,mharic Anthon Chekhov ' s The Bear a nd J. B. Priestly ' s The Inspect o r Calls. 

The majo r theme in bo th his p08ms a nd p l ays i s the cultural conflict 

between the yo ung nnd old cene r a ti ons. 

Birhanu Zerihun , essent i al ly a novelist, occasionally writ es plays 

and short s t ories . hmong his novels a r e : Letter o f Toars , End of 

Injust ic e , When the I·joon Erw r~es , The Tears nf Theodros and his r e c en t 

imp ortant wo rk , Terilpest . The Tears o f Theodros i s one atter.1pt i n an 

a rra y n f such books by young writers that vindicate the disreputed na~e 

nf King Theodros by some o l de r writ e rs like l1ekonnen Endalkachew. In 

Tempes t , he depicts th e f amished peopl es of 'Vo Ila and the nnnchalant 

feudo - bourgeois offici ~ls on the e v e o f the ' 74 revo luti on . Birhanu is 

noted f nr his lucid langua3c , thnugh he shows a minimum sophi st ica t icn 

in the applicatio n o f u rtistic techniques . 

Taddesse Li ben can be reg:trded as the found e r of modern Jlmharic short 

stori es . So f a r , he has c or.lp iled his s t or i es in Haskaram (nRme o f the 

f irst month in Et h i opian calender) and The Other Way . In the wo r ds of 

one antholoeist, 'he utilized r ealism and psycllological sophisticat i Dn 

4 

a nd introduc ed a new style o f crisp, short se nt ences , ' 

Cominr: t o writ e rs who 3.ut ho r cd creative works in bot.h ;~r.lharic (tne! 

;;;nglish I we find three o f them t o be mainly novelists a nd 0"-,, a n e xce ll cmt 

playwri~t and nn a cknowledged poet . 

;,mong the nove lists , IbniachelV Wo rku has a much- c oveted unique p l (\c e 

in Ethiopian lit e r a ture . His one i,mharic n ovel , i .defris (name " f the 

hero) is noted f o r its sophisticated art i st ic c on trivanc e , dep th o f 

char ac t e riza ti on , beauty of desc ript ive l a ng uage ~nd time ly r e l evance 

1 
I 
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etnd significo.nce (] f c(]ntent. Though it deals with a plethora oJ; thenes, 

this novel i s thinly plotted . 

j,defris , 0. college student is o.ssir;ned t o t eac h a t Debre-Sina f or 

his year of No.tional Se rvic e . Bcf0re h," s t a rts his teo.ching j ob, 

howeve r , he goes t o a small village o f J\ rne niya with his uncle , 'risso, o. t 

the invitati o n o f a feudal lady, ;i.ssegash. There , f.~segash I s daught e r , 

Tsinne f o. lls i n l ove with him mainly beca use of his s i lnple bu t "citified " 

manners . He r· erstwhile boyfriend, Gorfu - a ru r etl lad, r esent s this a nd 

abducts her. As soon as she is rescued unde fil~ d , howev~r , she f ol l ows 

ftde fris t u Debr e - Sina . Here he fr owns upon he r protestations of love and 

advises he r t o return t o he r mothe r. l1eanwhile j,ssegash a ccuses him of 

e l (]pment with he r daughter . In a despe rnt e mome nt at court , Ts i one 

excla ims tha t she has not been a girl f o r sometime . This con f ession 

shocks both :.de fris a nd her Ill () ther "-nd the y l e t her go her () wn wa y . 

Despairingly , TS i nne . t a kes refuge with her uncle , nC' l du, and begins t o 

lead a kind of ascetic life . hdc fris c ontinues teo.ching until the da y 

when in a n attempt t o r es t o r e peDce between student demonstrators nod 

soldi e rs , he is struck with a stone and dies . Such is the thin plot 

wh i ch Thomas K."lne riehtly c onsiders as ' a subor di na te fro.m e work on which 

t o ha ng conversati ons on countless Subjects~ 

Truly enough , Ade fris is 0. thought - ridden book with num e r ous 

c onve rsations in it. Ade fris , pnsing as n r e v o luti ona ry , discusses 

va ri ous con t egp or a ry theme s with pe ople of the ol der generati on such as 

Tisso a nd IJoldu . He tr i es repeatedly t o c onvince them out of the ir 

id eo.ls a nd beliefs . With characterist i c ve heme nce of college s tudents 

n f the 60 ' s , he pinpoints the f oible s a nd vices in the status quo ; a lbeit 

he has no definite and c onvinci ng soluti ons t o pr.opose . 
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f\de fris is a prot otype of Dani...§!..,c!:!i;.w' s E'lG.li sh n,?vel_, The Thirt eent h 

~, Both are s ca ntily plotted. Theme s of c orrupti on , expl oita ti on and 

rev o luti on abound in both. ~lthoulih there nre more chara cters in Ade fri s , 

the r e is still a siGn ifica nt similarity in he r e t oo , as some of the 

chara cters in The Thirt ee nth Sun are mode lled upon some cha r a ct ers i n 

/,defris , .Joyni tu a nd Tsi one , Goy t om a nd ,ide fris , Tisso and Fi tawrar i 

~}o ldu in [,defris and The Thirteenth Sun respectively do share some COLman 

np ini 0ns a nd a ttitudes . 

Dani a chew is not only a novelist; hut also a playwEY;)1t emu a poet of 

some standing . In t he l ate ,50 ' s he has produced hi s ploys like Thinking 

There is ;, Man and Fire , Your Lin;;erinfi Love a t the National Theatre , 

.. 

tlOD ye , Oh Ben is his only book of poetry which he published a t the 

ou tbreak of the ' 74 r evoluti on. It contains 1 3 poems, the ma j ority of 

which he wro t e a s a s tu dent . One of the se , "The YounG philos0pher" i s a 

diatribe aGainst the snobbish, educ a t ed e lite. In the title poem , he 

cha stises the conse rva tive sector of the s oci e ty tha t developed bi as t o 

civili sation and used t o embra ce l ovingly a nd pe rs eve rinGly all evils and 

viles i n the name of age - old traditi on a nd "cherished " cultura. l values , 

with bitinf'; s a rcasm , point_e d irony ,md humor ous . cynicism , 

i\~bi e ~~~~na , a well-known writer with more tha n twenty ilmha ric 

works t o his credit , die d this year n t the age of 45 •. This writer wh o is 

described by a fellow I'Iriter as ' a ha rd work~ng writ e r who has the 

distinction of having authored the first best se·llers in the hist o ry of 

6 
m"dern Amha ric lit e r a ture ' is a prolific novelist , playwright and poe t. 

Confess i on of Crime, Melke ' anf: Sword of Flame , Hy l oit e ring Sister, 

I will not be Born nnd ;,n only one t o h i s !lother a r e some of his novels, 

among which the l as t two a re the most r epu t ed ones,' 

• Allegedly an epitho t of Moses', Me luk ' a m 

." .. 1- ,,-,. 

j 
J '.J , ,. 

" '\ ' 
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An Only One t o His Mother is a historical novel based i l1evitably, 

on the life of Theodr os . In this massive book that runs t o 688 pages , 

Abbie traces the life of Theodros from birth t o death. Furthermore, in a 

Shav i an manner , he gives us a lengthy introduction on the character of 

his he r o be f ore we em\:lark on the ac tua l r eading o f t.he nove l. 'rhis is a 

well - researched wo rk; tho UGh the da rke r side o f Theodros' character is 

understandably underplayed . Since much space is given to the life of the 

hero from the time of his birth t o his corona ti on , the book suffers from 

a l a ck of proportion . Sinc e the ficti o nal izati on of certa i n historica l 

facts i s , at times , handled unsuccessfully, some chapt ers read like a 

history text . Otherwise , An Only One t o His Ho t!:2,! - lucid in its 

language, powerful in its evocation of a tm osphe re, e xu be r ant in it s l ocal 

- - . - .-

c olour, lo~!y in its t~~e - remains to be a phenomena l work in Ethiopi an 

literature. 

I will not Be Born i s one of the r are novels with political over t ones 

to come out of the censor' s de 5k~ It i s a slim novel that invi t ed the 

wrath of the pas t Haile Se l ass i e go vernm e nt to befa ll upon the a uthor t 

To give some i dea of its unusua l c ont en t in Eth i opi a n l,it.e rature , it is 
--- ._. 

wo rth ske tching its pl ot. 

A nameless hero while s till in his mothe r ' s w08b deve l ops c onsci ous-

ness a nd t e lls his mothe r that h e will not be born s inc e the r e is n o 

freedom in the soci e ty. Nevertheless , she goes to the hospit a l to deliver 

him and the r e thi s uncanny ,child critic i zes the doct ors f o r prepari ng 

persons f o r a lifetime o f suff e ring. Lat e r, as this child g r o ws up he 

ge t s a n employment in a firm . But the n he incites the workers t o 

rebellion, heads a strike and i s sacked fr om his j ob . He then f ounds an 

agricultural colony with hi s fri ends and f a r es we ll f or so~e time . His 



Utopia is shattered, howe ver, when a high ~overnment official comes to 

l ay claim to the lund he is farmingo Meanwhile the corrupted government 

is toppled OVdr by a certain Marshal Jafros. Jafros forms a new 

government which, initially, appears progressive only to become more 

oppressive than the previous one. It reimposes a stringent censor and 

arbitrary imprisonment for airing one ' s political viewso It sets aside 

11 

special privileges for army officers. Not much later, a revolution in 

which the hero has actively participated comes and overthrows the mi li tary 

government. The hero declines a portfolio he is giv en for his role in the 

revolution and returns to his agricultural colony. After a while, accused 

of sedition, he is arrested and sentenced to death. Finally, af t er 

pronouncing his last will to be buried in an open field as church compounds 

are spotted with liars and swindlers, he dies. 
, 

This novel which mixes fantasy with realism is one of the earlier 

works of Abbie and as such betrays naivete in political thoughts and 

imma turity in artistic execution. Nevertheless, its crude though caustic 

allusions to contemporary ~thiopia Bnd its future were significant enough 

to offs e t its relatively small artistic worth. 

Abbi e ' s book of poetry, Windo w, i8 an e xperimenta l work which , among 

other things, contains Amhari c poems that are modelled upon Geez poetry_ 

In addition, in writing his poems he has utilized th e various forms of 

v e rsification in the Amharic language. In fact his intention (as he 

tells us in the preface) in preparing t his book is to show a bit of the 

rich tra dition nnd potential of A~haric poetry to those who look upon it 

i gnorantly and condescendingly. We gather from the preface that, what 

infuriates Abbie most is an artic l e in which a crit ic defends a certain 

poet who is severely criticized by the home press for his new and 
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difficult methods of ve rsificati ')n. Some lines in this a rticle read: 

It is di fficult t o believe tha t the journalists f a il t o see 

the sparGe beauty of his rhythm in se veral d i me nsions . One 

assumes tha t hi s of f ence has been to break with the sedate 

traditi on o f ~mharic poe try which , put grossly, amount s to 7 

va riati ons on the kind of poe try that ~lexander Pope wrote. 

Abbie thinks that ~mharic poetry is much more tha n what the critic 

s ays it is ; a nd in many o f the poems he has c ompiled in his bonk , he has 

capably proved it . 

;,mong Abbie's plays a r e The Tr ap of the Weak a nu Po litic s and 

Politicians . The former i s c on ceived t o be a traGi c p l a y with some faint 

resemblances tu Othello. The lattGr is written a nd produced at the 

Patriotic Thea tre nfter the '74 r e v olution. It is a humo r ous play that 

depicts the attempt of eme r g i nG opportunists and pseudo-politicians t o 

turn the tide o f the r evo luti on in their fav our. 

Sahle Se l Rss i e ' s only wo rk in ;.mha ric is a novel , Let Youth Judp;e it. 
= 

It dea l s with l ove and ma rriage . Two fri ends , ashe and Seyo um f a ll in 

l ove with i,yne -regrb and Felekcch r espec tive ly . Initially , ;,she 's lowe 

encount~rs o rdeal because of ~yne -regib ' s bodyguard wh o jealously keeps 

her a way from him . "fter a while , this s ame man r apes he r and she 

c on c e ives . She f eels incapable t o f nc e hshe, and t o avnid npen i ~nnm iny 

she consents t o marry c.n e lde rly bachelor imme diat e ly. "/hen, be c a use o f 

some problems the marriage is de f e rred t o a later dnte , she ctespnirs and 

vanishes withnu t letting people kno w her add ress . This hurts Ashe deep]~ 

\I/i th hi s love f orsa ken and c1espnnrle nt, he remains in a dreamy, dep l ora bl e 

sta t e . On the o the r hand, Seyoum ca nnot feel n t ease with his l ove since 

F~lekech i s a p r ostitute and his parents disapprove of their relationship. 

. . 
In f act , they want to marry him t o a r espec t ablE: g irl; bu t then her pa r ents 

wh o have c nme to know his affairs with Felekech decline the proposal. 
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Meanwhile, Tessema, his f ather ' s fri end , wants Felekech for himse lf. He 

threatens her a nd she runs away to Debre ~eit. Seyoum follows her there 

and they get married. After some time, they get a child. Finally Seyoum 

returns to his parents with his wife and child a nd secures their forgive-

In relating these parallel lov e stories with different endings, 

Sahle Selassie achieves a minimum artistryo Moreover, we at times find 

an overplay of s entimenta~~ty. \ ~ 

Tsegaye Gebre -Medhin is the most prominent living playwright we have, 

His Amharic plays r a nge from one Acts to full time plays , from farcical 

comedy to modern tragedy. A Crown of Thorns, A Man of Tomorrow, A.B.C. in 

Six Months, Petros on that Hour, Autumqare some of his prominent plays. 

Some of his earl i e r plays like Mumps, The Ugly Girl and Cheap Cigarettes are 

barred by censors from ge tting published for their allegedly censorious 

remarks upon the the n government. 

In A Crown of Thorns and Autumn, this prolific writer deals with love 

themes. A Man of Tomorrow which i s modelled, in a way, upon Haro l d 

Pinter ' s The Caretaker depicts the conflict s between the~ and the old 

generations. Petros on that Hour is a historica l play based on the life of 

the Ethiopian patriot , Abune Petros. In A.B . C. in Six Months he shows the 

miseries of the Bthiopian peoples und e r the past f e udo-bourgeo is government. 

This play is one of a ser i es of plays and the first at that - that Tsegaye 

has started writing since the outbreak of the r evolution. After , i t , The 

Second Initiation and EPistle of Proletariats have been produced. Thes e ", 

plays can be considered as dramatic records of the revolution. In between 

the last two plays , Tsegaye has writt en and produced another play, Mother 

Coura~. This play, despite the writer's assumption otherwise , has 
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apparently nothing to do with Bartolt Brecht ' s play of that name, 

Tsegaye usually writes episodic plays. In place of well-constructed 

plots , he has a concatenation of loosely- linked scenes that follow one 

another a rbitrarily . His characters are usually naturalistic , though 

their articula t eness and tendency to philosophize and intellectualize 

over whatever i ssue is at hand , make ana f ee l that they are manipulated 

as mouth- pieces . Nevertheless , by dint of his beautiful language and 

strikingly superb imaReries , he is able to writ e very memorable plays 

and secure an assured place in Ethiopian theatre . 

Tsegaye is also it translator . So far, he has translated into Amharic 

some works from Holiere and Shakespea re . His Shakespear ' s renditions 

which Solomon Dcressa says , a bit e~agge ratedly, ' Should be envi ed by 

8 
anybody at anytime who has tried to g8t Shakespeare out of English' are 

all published but one . 

Apart from dramatic poetry , Tsegaye has 'vritten a great number of 

poems; some of which a r e collected and published in his Fire or Flo.wer. 

His poems , like most of his plays evoke a sombre , harrowing a tmosphere . 

Thus , one can see that some of the writers in English are noted 

writers in Amharic as wel l. In f act , apar t from Sahle Selassie ' s , in 

terms of output the ir Amharic works outwe i gh their writings in English. 



II 0 VEL S 
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The Afersata 

In t e rms of output, Sahle Selassie Birhane Hariam c ome s first ar.Jong 

Ethiopian noveli s ts in English . Bo rn in Chaha ( a Gurace land in Shoa 

in 1936, and trained as a polit ica l scient ist, he has so f a r, three 

English novels t o his credit: The Afe rsata, Warrior-Kin" a nd Firebrands 

Be f or e he tri ed his ha nd a t writinf'; in English , however, he had written 

one nove l in Chaha - his mother t oncue , and as explained in the previous 

chapt e r , a nother in Amharic. Hi s Chaha novel which wa s tra nsla t ed late r 
._-------- I· 

into Enclish unde r the title Shinega I s Villa ge is, in a way, similar 

t o his first English novel , The Afersata . In both , Sahle Selassie a ims 

a t portra yin g the culture a nd life of the Gural3e people~ 

The Afersata bears the name of a n nld Ethiopian instituti on of crir.Je 

inve s tiga ti on a nd the r eo f implies a detective novel . But a de t e ctive n('vel 

is r eplet e with thrills and suspense that a ccrue from intrica t e plotting 

which this book bad ly lacks. In fact, The Afersata cont a ins a very thin 

plot: one ni r,ht the hut of a villager , Nar.Jaga , i s burnt and the village r s 

try, though unsuccessfully, t o fin d out the man who st ealthily set the 

hut a light, Betwee n these two points, that is, the burninr, of the hut 

a nd the abortive attempt to disclo se the crimi~al criss - cross a number 

of episodes whose relationship with and r e levance to the main story line 

is not clear . In a we ll-plotted novel the ti ght linkage of various 

episode s that have sir,nificant r e l a ti onships with the ma in story line is 

observed , But here, episode s like the j ourney of the Addis Ababans 

(Nelesse a nd Tekle ) t o the Gurage village , the Haskel Festival with a ll 

its conc omita nt incidents, like the filing of knives a t the blacksmithj 

e tc. , have no dire ct and significant bearing on the major course and 

r esolution of the plot. Hence, one suspects a nd ri ghtly so, I guess , 
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tha t Sa hle Se l a s s i e used thi s brittle v e hicl e o f a p l o t as an expedi en t 

t o c .o. rry t h r ouGh the t e n o r o f Gurage cu l ture a n d life . 

The va ri ou s a s pe cts of Gurage culture a n d life c ould hav e bee n 

ha n dled be tte r thou gh , had the writ e r , among o the r t hings , obse rv ed 

thematic unity in his work . The im port a nc e o f a n ove r - a ll dom i nant , 

c e ntral theme tha t c ould kni t the va ri ou s e piso de s t oge the r int o one wh o l e 

c a nn ot be ov e r - empha s i ze d in a lit e r Ary work ; a nd The Af e r sa t a i s 

tremendou s ly a nd negative l y a ff e ct ed by it s a bse nc e . The Af e rsa t a theme 

which , f r om t he p o int o f vi e w o f the pl o t c an be r eearded a s the c entra l 

one is ov e rsha dowe d by va ri ous theme s s uch a s tra diti on, mode rnizati on and 

l a nd r e f ,? rm . The va ri ous theme s break the fl ow o f the st o ry a n d dep rive 

t he no vel o f a shar p the mat ic f oc usin! . And thi s r e sult s in s l a ckne ss o f 

p l o t a n d mult ipl i city of episode s L 

The Afers at a doc s no t only be tra y a l a ck of a rti s try in the r endition 

o f theme s; but a lso in the mmipula ti o n o f chara ct e rs . Ilos t , i f no t all , 

o f the chara ct e r s in this n ove l do no t c ome ou t s tron gly a nd c o nspicu ously 

t o i mp rint on our minds a lasting i mpression . They a r e dull , flimsy and 

no n - e xciting. Tak e , Na mac;a , f o r instanc e , wh o , with r oea r d s t o the goner'l l 

tre nd o f the pl o t , ' .'1n be vi e we d a s 11 ma j o r cha r a ct e r . Some wi s h .'1ps 

be f a ll h i m: his h ut i s burnt a nd he ha s l ost hi s s<lv i ngs a s we ll. But 

h o w does he r eact t o them? Ha s he g r i e ve d ? Or ha s he made u s f ee l h i s 

g ri e v a nc e s? To a n Et hi opia n pca s <lnt , his loss canno t be belittled . It 

ma y pe rhaps be s a id t ha t h is c onfide nce in hi s f ollow villafoe rs is 

c omfo rting e n ou gh t o o ffse t his bitt e rness . But still , hi s r O<lctions 

s h ould ha ve no t be en underp l.'1yed o r s ide st eppe d a s inSi gnifica nt , f o r 

deprivinr; h im o f hi s due r eactions , i. e . 'his jus t emotions i s t o suck him 

dry a nd ~ake a r o b o t o f him. In f a ct , the writ e r , a ft e r e v oking a dram.'1 t i~ 

· \ 
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moment (i . e . the burning of the hut) has failed to give us a character 

that can p l ay it capably wel l . Furthe rm o r e , Namaga is port r ayed as an 

obscure character who recedes t o the background whether it is at tho 

house of the eheka Shum (an official in the village) or , surprisi ngly 

enough , at his o wn home. In hi s own home , Aga (his t enant) and his wife 

c oma t o the f ore and discuss things whe:n he (Namaga) si l ently s i ps his 

coffee (ev e n t o at tribut e such a dumb a cti on t o him needs an i maginat ive 

readingl) 

Namaga is indeed a pass ive cha r acter . It i s only stingi ness that 

prompts him to somc ac tivities . Lest the Villagers call him a miser 

(which the y in f a ct do behind him) he wants to c ove r up t he fact , tha t 

he had bur i ed his money in the ground before it disappeared. This 

worri es him tre me ndously and he ponders ove r it anx i o u s ly: 

How can I say such a thing at the cos t of confirming the 

villagers ' fals,e bel i ef that I am a miser? l'/hy , didn 't 1101a 

propose twice that I should buy a mu l e , and didn't I tell him 

twice that I couldn't affo rd it? ''/hat would he think about me 

nnw If I confessed that I buried all that sum in the ground? 

No ! No ! I shall never reveal where I hid my money . That 's 

no one ' s business but mine ! (p . 68) 

Of the more than a dozen characters in the nov e l , only two seem t o 

capt ure ou r a tt enti on a nd tickle ou r int e r est . 'These are Aga and Beshir 

• 
who a r e lo ok ed up on c o n ,-les c end ingly by the villagers for d if feren t 

reasons . Aga is t aken for a fool , though his insight into the life of 

t he soc i e ty is a t times , somewhat penetrating: 'If all people worked 

t he re Vlould be no thi e ves and criminals . And if there were no thi eves 

there would be no a f e r sa t a .' (p ~ 40) He is a homely figure, a bit 

garrulous and a little petUl an t with his wife ~ 

'I don ' t believe it;' he said, and s tretched his hand to 

\ the earthenwar e c ont aine r to p ick up a slice of pumpkin , ' A~ !' 

he cried and withdrew his hand ; 'you are burn ing my fingers! ' 



' Good God g:lVe you a pair o f black eyes. Don't you se e that 

I am dumping tho food into the container? l 

' Tha t ' s no excuse for burning- my f i ngers", woman , I 

'You should be patient for a moment until I present it to 

you in the proper way ,' she r eprir.lRnded him, 'one would have 

thought tha t you had had n othing to eat for the l as t two days, ' 

she added . 

' Do you mean I am greedy , woman?' (pp. 82 & 83) 
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The above and such-l ike dialogues (Alas , the y are not many!) deftly 

portray Aga and ma kes h i m i l lumine the almost dull pages of the no ve l . 

B8shir is the other character with some vitality and pith . Unlike 

Aga howe ver , he is quick tampe red Bnd\ i n a way , defiant of the stQtus 

qun . The village rs accuse him o f some misdemeanors and he seems not to 

take heed of them. A black sheep of the s ocietYi h e f l ings his jeers in 

the face of its respect a bl e villagers. "/hen Naronga evades and circumvents 

the governor ' s enquiry as to where he kept his money before it go t lost, 

it is Beshir who exposes him: 'He must h,we buri ed it in the g r ound! i 

(p . 86) 

Among the village rs , no one vocalizes the bi t t e r lot of t e nancy 

more than Beshir . He shows his rese ntment in various ways among which 

is h i s fai l u r e to pay l a nd tax in time . He goes out boldly a nd charge s 

with t he ft the agent of h i s landlord wh o took his cow i n his absence in 

default of somo payment . His financia l problems usually accrue from a 

delibe r ate neglec t t o t i ll the Llnd; and we sympathize with him when he 

relates his reasons to his uncle , Ne l esse : ' But I dun ' t want to sweat 

in order to fatten another man ' s poc ket . If I Vlo rk hard and earn DOre 

• 
money my landlo rd rlOuld charge me mo r e i r bo . That is why I don ' t wa nt 

to work hard. ' (p. 31) 

• 
one kind of payment a tenant makes to a landlo rd. 
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Beshir ' s e xclamation agai nst feudal land tenure i s taken up later on 

by Me l esse and it becomes an issue that trigge rs a l engthy harangu e. In 

f act , this issue seems the only reason for Melesse to appoar as a characte r B 

Otherwise, his role is v e ry insignifi can tG The reason gi ve n for his tra v e l 

to Gurage vil lag~ with his friend Tekle is whimisc a l a nd unconvincing. 

All thos e discussions about land r eform a nd Gurage culture could have been 

d o n e in a coffee bar as we ll. Sahle Selassie i n an attempt to make his 

own vi e w po int clear on land r e form must ha ve r ealize d that Beshir , simple 

and inerudit e that he is, is unknowledgeable to di scuss a nd int e lle ctualize 

over the question of land. So he drags Melesse into hi s nove l and makes 

him a me r e i ns trume nt through which he pumps hi s i deas free ly. This 

b e c omes more clear when we realize that Tekle , the other discussant , is 

most of t he ti me , a l is t nur , a nd at times , a mere utt erer of the the n 

current conservative opinions. Placing Tekle at a di sad van tage thus , Sahle 

S elassie a llows Melesse to sound his ideas meticulously : 

have 
'I still don ' t agree with you on this 

you go t to dispossess the land lo r ds?' 
po i n t. What r eason s 

(sa y s Tekl u ) 

' You didn ' t lis ten to me , it appears. But I told y ou th e 

reason before. The land alwa ys belonged to the people who 

cul tivat e d it . Th e i r fathers and the i r grand f athe rs owned that 

l and. For less than a century t heir lands have b een mys t eriou sly 

tra n s ferr ed to the a bs e nte e landlords. Now the land must be given 

back to the peasants. ' 

' You Dre inf e cted by for e ign ide as, it seems to me ••• ' ( pp . 55 

& 56) 

In h is haste and zeal to forward his progr essi v e ideas , Sahle 

Selassie becomes very unrealistic. He m~kes Tekle , who , we are told has 

college education , a v e ritabl e i gnoramus. In connection with this it is 

good to make note of the f act that Tekle , an Ethiopi an a nd a social 

scientist by training is mad e to lose himself in admiration with each and 

evary bit of Gurage culture. Surprisingly enough , he s ays : ' I used to 
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thi nk tha t the Gu r age we r e s i mply porters in Addis., shoe-shiners and 

pedl ars . Now I see a peopl e with a distinct culture and a r espec t able 

wa y of life . ' (p . 50) Surely , Snhle Se l a s sie ' s c once rn and l ov e f e r 

his oppr essed folks and their culture i s more than his a rtistic skill 

c oul d handl e ; and such portra itures as Melesse and Tekle arB additi ona l 

t es tim onies t o his glaring shortc oming in character manipulation . 

And more : when he f a il s t o p l nce t oo mu ch material upon the shoulders 

o f his frag ile cha r a ct e rs; he , himse l f , (pa r adoxically e noughl) becomes 

their mouthpieces . Henc e c ome his l e ngthy c omme nt a ri es that r ead like 

soci o l ogica l extra cts. 

Though inadept in the ma tic f ocusing , plot s tructuring and cha r acte r 

portrayal thus, Sahle Se l assie shows an encourag i ng attempt in l anguage 

use . He writes in s imp le, clear English and r a rely do we fin d some 

clumsiness and l a ck of suavity in his writing . Hio descriptive power is 

p r aisewo rthy t oo , as can be seen fr om t he f oll owing extract . 

A l ong , thin stick in one hand and n sheet of paper i n the 

othe r , Nnmaga set ou t f or the village o f the Cheka Shum . 

It was early a ft e rnoon . The blue sky was veiled , a t vn ri ous 

points , with patches o f white clouds which s hape d themse lves 

now i nto a nima l fi gures , now int o human f orms , and now int o 

g i a nt monsters , and fina lly disappeared int o nothingness t o 

r eappear , on ce again, in other forms. The bla ck s hadows o f 

e uca l ptus trees which lined the dusty path le nd ing t o the 

village o f tho Cheka Shum stretched out and c ont ract ed as tho 

trees swayed re gularly with the wind. Na ma r,n wn lked on the g r ass . 

The dusty pa th was too hot for his ba r e f ee t. He wa l ked fast 

l eaning on his stick, a nd wondering how much the Che ka Shum would 

cha rge him f or writing the r eport t o the sub~district gove rnor. 

(p. 8) 

Sahl e Se l nss ie in this slim novel with its p oo r c l a im t o artistic 

e xc e lle nc e though , g ives us a n ov e r a ll vi e w of the humdrum life o f a 

provincial setting. Furthermo r e , c onsidering the f a ct tha t modern 

Ethiopian literature is mostly reple t e with l ove themes, hi s attempt 

t o tackle cultural o nes i s a c ommendabl e divers i on. 
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Warri o r - KinG 

Sahle Se l a s s ie ' s s e c ond Engli s h n ove l deals wit h the a scent o f a 

cert a in ba n dit, Kassa , t o a macnificient he i e ht o f a Theodrns , Kine of 

Kings - Empe r or of Ethi opi n . It WG S not an E-~£l.sy asc ent as th e time wa s 

rife with f e u da l wa r-m onGe r s , po we r thirsty, a na rchic chiefs a nd ha r d- t o -

c ontro l va n dals . This peri od , kno wn as the ' Ze me ne Ne safint ' - Er a o f 

t he Pr i nc e s , is the mnst tumultuous one in the a nna ls o f Ethi op i a n hi s t ory. 

Taking this Gr o t esque pe ri od a s the settinf, o f his nov e l , Sa hle 

Selass i e tri e s t o po rtra y Kassa with l ov e , sympa thy a nd r e s pe ct . IVa ry not 

to myt h icize him , he ba s es his nov e l mos tly o n s olid hi s t oric a l f nct s . 

Host of the cha r a ct e rs a r e hist o rica l p e rso nage s a nd the ba ttle s and the ir 

chronol ogic a l o r de r a r e a lso t a k e n fr om hist ory books. If he rare ly 

9 
ne g l e ct s hist orical a ctuality, it will no t be on si gnifica nt i s sue. On 

the ot he r ha n d , r ealizing the f a ct tha t Ka ssa is also a l egendn ry fi gure 

about wh om a numbe r of adve nture s t ories , pr ophe cies , ama zinG and 

inspirinG ane c dotes a r e t o l d , Sahle Se l a s s i e mak e s use of s uch s tuff in 

hi s n ov e l. The p r ophe cy of the monk , the j o int o f mea t epi snde , the 

. . 
indi Ge nc e o f Ka s s a ' s mo the r t o the ext e nt of s e lllng Koss o a r e s ome of 

the s e . 

Kass a ' s c ourage a nd d",fi n,n" e is trac e d back t o his childh ood days . 

It i s g iv e n in flashba ck tha t a t Ha hbere Se lassi e Cov e nt , wh" r e he wa s 

educat e d , his unru l l y behavi our was mo r e tha n hi s pri e st - t eache r s c ould 

h~ ndle . Rathe r than pa ssin IT his time prayinG a nd por i ne ove r bonks like 

hi s othe r friends , we a re t o ld that he used ' t o r oam a bout in the near by 

woods hunting birds with s ling sho t s o r doing s ome othe r mischi e fs .' 

( p . 17) The c onspicu ou s cha ract e rs o f Ka s sa such as hi s ki n dne ss a n d 

• 
n purgative aga i ns t t ape worm. 
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rem orsefulness a r e n ot ov e rlook e d. Moreover, his unwavering fa ith in 

h i mse lf ana his messianic missi on, his strong SBnse of des tiny c oupled 

wi th h i s s tro n g be lie f in the p r ophec y 0f a monk , wh o is sa id to have 

foretold that he woul d be a grea t rule r, c omB in the nove l r epeatodly. 

In a r esponse t o h i s fr iend ' s enquiry as t o how h e would justify tho f act 

tha t he wa s a highway r o bbe r, Kassa raises the issue o f the prophecy in 

vi ew of his missi on : 

It was in a way the begi nning o f my ca r ee r. One has t o sta rt 

somewhere, you know . I think I have t o ld y ou about t he prophec y 

r, f the monk a l ongtime aGo when we were a t the crmv ent . I had 

t o start my car eer somewhe r e , s ometime; I haa indeed a just ifiable 

purpose i n becoming a hi Ghwa y r ob be r. (p . 18) 

The nov e li s t h as depicted Kassa as very chivalrous a nd v e ry sensitive 

when it comes t o the questi o n o f h on our. lNe see him fi gh t two battles , 

o ne at the borde r a nd an() ther a t Gu r f,mba main l y for the sake " f snfer;u nrrl -

ing his h onour . The battle a t the b () rdcr wha r e in h e wns about t o l ose h i s 

life is p l anned and ass i gned t o him by lVoizero Henen , the wife " f the 

• nomina l empe r o r , htse Yohnnne s , with a delibe r ate nttempt t o ge t him k i lled . 

Outnumbe red by and l ess armed than his e nemies tho u gh, h e r e fu ses t he 

e ntrea ties o f his fri e n ds t o decline the ass i gnmen t , because , as he t e lls 

' fir s t o f al l the r e i s a questi on o f honour inv olved ; If I turn 

do wn t he assignment IVoizero /lene n will think t ha t I am afrai d to fi Ght t he 

Turks . ' (P . 52) KUQsa is unfo r giving and unleas hes his wrat h and revenge 

upon al l th ose wh o dare a tt empt t o defile his ho no ur . The boastful Genera l 

r, f Henen , V/ondirnd , is made t o gulp down n j a r o f kosso and di e thereof 

f o r his unc outh exclamat i on aGa ins t his mo the r. Aft e r defeatinG Me nen at 

t he Battle o f Beleha, Kassa finus it ha rd to f o r Give he r for a ll the 

p l eadings o f Tewabe ch - his wife and ~1enen ' s r,ranudaught e r - f o r he vividl,· 

• 
King o f Kings 
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remembe rs the wo und she inflictoct upon his honour Bnd pride af t e r the 

battle o f the bo r de r . He r eminisces bitt e rly and vo ws rev enGe : 

You remembe r, Te waboc h, tha t I came ba ck from the Sudan b0r ticr 

with a bullet sunk in my flesh, a bullet tha t even the best o f 

Qua r a physicians c o ulrt n o t e xtra ct, a bullet tha t I am s till 

ca rrying in my fl esh, and tha t I s h a ll carry to the end of my 

days . And l~/oize ro Nen0n , at wh o s e c ommand and in whose name I 

had led an exped i ti on , slight ed me with her t o nGu e , nnJ sent me, 

as a furth e r insult , n r o tt e n piece o f meat by which t o heal ~y 

wounds ... t'lhnt is most enraGinG t o me in your 6r nndmother i s he r 

a ttitude, h e r ha ughtiness , her a rroganc e , he r disdainfulne ss , her 

c ontempt f o r o the rs . She s h a ll know wha t being sliGhted means , n ow 

tha t she i s in my hands; she shall kno w what be ing humilatcd means. 

( p . 93) 

Among the enemi es o f Kassa , Menen is the mor e strong and consp icuous one . 

Ha u ghty and aGgressive, shrew(] a n d v e ry intri GuinG, she , manY :l time , peses 

c onsi de rable circumve nti ons f o r and threats t o hi m. She is s o calculo.ti~b 

t hat, a t times , he seems a lmost t o f a ll in her trap . Her ma china ti ons Bre 

so elusive tha t they e von es ca pe the g r asp o f Kassa Bnd his fri e n ds . He r 

motives (from wha t we gathe r as she rela t e s them t o he r son) , f o r ins t an c e , 

f or giv ing her grand daughte r i n r.w.r r i o.ge a r e diffe r ent fr om Wh3t he and 

his fri e n ds think they ar e . Ev e n lnci da , wh o has bee n he r vassal f or some 

time and wh o is said t o h a v e a kn owledge af he r t emperament f a ils t o 

e xplain them . 

But f o r a ll he r r.Jachinati()ns and subtle ties , she p r ov e s unequa l t o 

Kassa who h a s a c or,lpelling cause o f uni tinr; Ethiopia by wiping ()ut f e udal 

paro chi a lism, r e li g i ous dissensi on s , c on s e rva ti sm and s ocia l unre st. In 

f a ct , n ot only Hene n , but a ll the o ther a rrogant chiefs who someh()w c oncoct 

excuse s t o wage wars with the ma i n a im o f que nchinG their thirst for power 

me lt like ic e be f o r e the a rmy o f Kass a . ThrouGh out the n ovel the writer 

plays upon this theme pro fus e ly and I think , it is meant to signify its 

importa nce . Bezabih , inflamed with the h a tred o f Me nen anel lmndirad 

de f e cts t o Kassa and thinks o f an easy a cc eptance . But Kassa checks him • 

• 



25 

expoundine to hio at the saoe tine the terms of his e nrollment int o his 

nrr:ly by undersc oring , once nc:ain , his obsessive theme: the cause., 

Fie are fi r;htin[i no t simply because we hate sr-rtle individuRls. .. · 

l;le nr e fi ghtin r; f o r a posit ive cause. IHe Etre fii:hting in o r der 

t o r ebuild tho Ethiopian Empire that was. If you fully accept 

our cause y o u a re welcoflc. If not , y ou have no 1)10c o with us . 

(1' . 71) 

Kassa states and rest a t~s this same theme t o his soldiers, to his 

fri e nds and throueh his friends t o the p ublic: 'By the way , don 't fail 

t o e xplain to hirl the cause Vie are fiehtin g f o r. Hany people still think 

that we are mere adventurers seekinr, f o rtune s f o r ou r selfish onds.' - he 

says to Gebreye when h e is t d leave t o visit his sick f a the r . 

In workinG out this a nd such-like the~es , Sahle Selassie, bc c o~i n~ 

a bit excessive in his sympathy nnd ado rnti ()n , gives us a (l nD sided , 

me t o-physic a lly c onc e ived portraiture o f Kassa . E"phasizine the good 

quo-Ii tie s in his charact e r , he shuns the less attractive ones . The 

stronr, points in his behaviour COrlD t o us with out any s trone contrast 

with his weaknesses ; nnd such a n un~crtaki nl~ , amon~ o ther things, depr i ves 

us of a balance d p icture o f the r.1an . Though Kassa has ne v e r bcC'n the melD 

Alnn Moorhead cons iders a s t a marl dOI~ let l oose , a S(lrt of black 
10 

reincarnati o n o f Iva n the Terrible and the Russian tyran ts ,' he has no 

doubt , some fra ilitics o f his own. rJhereas his pers e v e rance, c ourage , 

sol d iery, l ove a nd c onsido ratenoss are all civen t o us r a ther meticulously, 

'."/hurc.-:'Ile may ask , lie his irrationality, pride a nd arrogance that 

c onscientio us , reliable hist o rinns like Professe ur Sven Rubenson nttribut<? 

t o him? Of c nurse , here and there, we detect s ome adumbrations and 

insinuations t o the relatively dnrk side o f his nature. His trentgent o f 

110ndirad to a jar o f k osso, hi s reve nGeful utt e ranc e against Menen , the 

grumblings of a nef,;l e cted soldier and probably some few others can be 
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cited. But these should not have taken so much as a drop with regards to 

pints of ink the writer must have expended on writing about his good 

qualities. But, is it not axiomatic in artistic execution that to 

accentuate and vivify the good, it must be juxtaposed with the bad? 

This one sided characterization plays on a different level as well. 

Most of Kassa ' s fine attributes, like courage , honour and perseverance are 

related to his life as a warrior with a unique mission and an unflagging 

cause. In other words, his soldi e ring is considered as the be-all and 

end-all of his life, thereby depriving it of its natural variegated hues 

and considerable breadth. Since he is portrayed from a very limited 

perspective, the warrior eclipses the man considerab ly. War anxieties 

stalk him incessantly even when he makes an infrequent recourse to his 

wife's tent. His domestic life with its own little worries and pleasures 

is left untouched. Truly, where is the man behind the warrior? What does 

he look like when he doffs his warrior's garments? Is not Kassa really 

more than the warrior Kassa? With some other sense and nonsense? With 

some other likes and dislikes? With some other regrets and joys? 

Furthermore, in an attempt to aggrandize Kassa, Sahle Selassie seems 

to have fo und it expedient to belittle his compan ion s. Ingida and Gelmo -

who, we are told are the initiators of the rebellion - are they more than 

mere confidants and war veterans? Is the writer's handling of these 

characters convincin~ enough to make us feel their contributions in 

changing the lance to the sceptre? And witnessing Gebreye scour here and 

there at the slightest sign from Kassa, does he give us the impression 

of a would-be general? (a fitawrari?) At the Batt le of Beleha, his male 

chauvinist attitude aside, he is made to regret the wounding of Menen 

though he knows too well that it meant winning the day. 



"But why? "/hat ' s the natter with you? ' 
'You want t o know the truth? The bare truth? ' 
1 Yes , o f c o urse . f 

' I am ashamed of "lYself , De j a zr.w ch·. Hones t t o God , I am 
ashamed o f wha t I ha ve done ! ' . . 
' Bu t why? I Just don ' t unde rst and you , G0breye ! 
' Because I so iled my spear with a wonan ' s blood . Because 
I dirtied my spear with th e b l ood of 11 har, !' (p . 91) 
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Sure ly, the writ e r , in a god-like e nvy f o r his hero , manip ula t es 

the dia l ogue i n such a way as t o be little a cha r a ct e r tha t seems s oneh ow 

t o g r ow out of his ha nd to a n undesirable hei ght . 

Sahle Selass i e in an attempt t o pay an undivided attention to Kassa -

the wa rri o r , plays down the ob j e ctive f a ct ors that must have contributed 

i mmense ly t o his s ucc e ss. He slightly and casually touches upon the 

economic , soci a l and politica l s i tuations of the time that f ac ilita t e his 

ascendency, a lbe i t throuGh consi derable circunvent i ons a nd snags. It 

is not, as Sah l e Ge l ass i e wants us t o · think, throuGh Kassa 's sheer coura(:e 

a n d a llegi ance t o his Messianic mi ss i on tha t powerful personages of the 

' Zemene Me safint ' like Menen and Goshu f ell in his hands. History is 

nei the r the handiwork no r the b r a i nchi Id o f one o r a few men . Kassa's 

conpelling cause must needs find an apt c ontext where in to realize itse lf . 

Without t he ec o nomic , social and p o l i tical context the portraiture o f a 

hist orical fi gure l i ke Kassa r e na ins a very fr~gme nt ary one a nd as a 

consequenc e hi s r o l e will be defined idealistically in t erms o f his aims , 

a mbitions , callings , e tc. Incident ally , what Georg Lukacs says about s uch 

an undertaking is worth quot ing: 

It is the personality of the nan p ortrayed wh i ch is t o be the guide 
to hi s special ca lling . Hi s biogra phy will provide the inne r , 
psychol ogic a l proof of his eRIline . As R result the cha ract e r is 
inevitably exaegcrat ed , made t o stand on tipt oe , his h i s torical 
c a lling unduly emphasized while the rea l objective ca use s and 
factors of his historical mi ssi on are inevitably onmitt ed l' 

• a traditional honorif i c title . 
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Sahle Selo.ssie ho.s made 0. ve ry r.1er.lr;re exploi to.ti on of the se ttinG . 

l.'Ie have a n insufficient r:lif1pse nf 19th ce ntury Ethiopia. This pe ri od 

in which the peopl es nf Ethi opi o. hfld, more tho.n eve r, Go ne throu[;h 

ec onomic , soci a l and politica l unrest and upheava ls is t ouched upon very 

li ghtly . The frustrati nns and explo it c.. ti ons , the aspirnti ons and 

ach i evements of the pe opl es under war -m nnrre rinG f eudal chiefs a r e 

c onsicte rably ove rlooked . This i s deplor abl e as the peopl e have eve r been 

in the heat of the strugGle (whether they enlist in the a r my or not ) a nd 

not ed~y fi Gu res tha t me r e ly ~o s sip fr om a dist anc e . 

The three rlomestic scene s at l-Iulatu ' s home th,'t can be considored in 

a wa y, a s cons tituting the s ubplot of the novel a r e worth menti oning he r e 

wi th re Gards t o the above issue anc] some thinG more. In these scenes (a nd 

in the cossip scenes as well) we d i sce rn the writ e r ' s a tt empt t o make us 

intima t e lvith the life - though a ve ry small fra ction of it - of the 

people . Apo. rt fr om the se c ond sc e ne , however , the t wo other s cenes o.re 

me r e technical rlevices i n the structurinG of t he nove l o.nd the cho. r a ct e r s 

in them .:t r e mo r e o r l e ss passive c ommentators upon Kassa a nd his mi ss i r)n . 

The s e c ond Bcene which is c onc e iv e d in a bit humo r ous ve in pictures 

the ve rba l due l be tween Ge bre ye and a c e rt a in priest , Aba Tekle . Gebroye ' s 

aacressivene s s he r e , is a bit e xc e ssive and he betrays lack o f decorum. 

On the o the r hand , Aba Tekle 's reacti onary vi e ws underscore the c () nventi cnal 

theme tha t the church is a lways tho handma id of the ruling class and tha t 

it frowns upon any kind of r e be lli on. Moreove r, this scone make s a break 

in an otherwise successive flow of war thene s . 

The third a nd the l as t scene be side s brinr, in r, us t o the end of tho 

nove l i s a lso a scene of r ealiza ti nn. hba Tekle , who we find in the 

se c ond one jee rin~ Kassa's a ims and object ive s as 'Dreams ! y outhful 
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dr e ams !' c onfesse s in this c oncluding scone t o Gebrey e ' s fnther: 'No 

doubt, /lto Hu l ntu. There is no doubt he !:loans business .' (p. 148) 

By ' he ' he r efers not t o Kassa , the bandit, a nym or e ; but t o 

Theodros - Ki nt; of Kings , Emperor of Ethi opia . 

29 
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Firebrands 

Corrupti on-change-corrupti o n (and hence disillusicmment) is the 

salient l oopy theme tha t Sahle Se lassi e t ackles in his rec e nt novel, 

Firebrands . It is , indeed , a vast a nd multi-faceted theme that requires 

a writ e r o f Tolst oy ' s s tature to ,leal with it with soma depth and 

maGnitude . Nevert heless , Sahle Selassi e limiting himself only t o SOQe o f 

its a spe cts like bureaucratic mismanagement attempts t o por tra y situa tions 

on the wre a nd early days o f the ' 74 r evolution . 

l~m on g the va ri ous strata in the s ocial hiQra rchy, the novelist 

f ocuse s his a ttenti on mainly on the int e lligentsia and there fr om culls 

out some cha r a cters tha t e nact, relate a nd interpre t the vari o us events in 

the novel . In addit i on t n the se, he has a f e w personar,es like Dejazmach 

;,zbete who a r e the r Qal pillars of the feud o-bourge ois inst itution. J~ll 

these characters , howeve r , a r e n o t subsumed only a s chanr,e seeke'rs and 

change repe lle rs. Such 11 d icho t omy thouGh no t (and cannot be) f o rfe ited 

a lt oGeth Qr, is all the same enhl1nced ml1 inly with vari ous chl1ra ct e ristic 

c ontra sts aQong the cha nge seeke rs themselve s . 

The c e ntral chara ct e r, Bezuneh , a fresh g radua t e fr om a univ e r s ity 

and his y ounge r brother, ''1orku , a univers i ty student , c oncur on the need 

f o r change ; thou p,h they differ in its urgency . I¥ork u is impe tu ous a nd 

hurried t o pull do wn the r o tten feudo bourgeo i s system from its pedestal 

whereas Bezuneh is n bit mo re cnuti ous a n d rese rved. Worku h old s a 

dif f e rent opini on from Tnkori , another university student , on tribnl 

issue s thou gh both a r e the fiery y o ung men - the firebrnnds - who clamou~ 

a t the top o f the ir v o ices for the ndvent o f revolution . Dr . Nandefrot, 

a unive rsity l e cturer , has a marked d i fferen c e from lfurku and Tl1kori in 

h i s theo retica l e xclamati ons on change a nd his reactions to it. Ye t , he 
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t el l s them tha t they ' a r e a ll " n the same side o f the f e nce .' 

On t op of all these c ontra sts c omo the predomina ti nG c onflicts , 

particularly be tween BezunGh a nd Kibret which, in fact , c onstitut e the 

Gi s t of the p l " t o f the nove l. Kibret , the ma nag ing dire ct o r of the 

c o rpo rati on in which Bezune h is an internal audit or , is a young , 

p r esuma bly educated ma n wh o has made his way to a comfo rtable niche in 

the feud o -bourge o is stat e machine ry . When Be zune h as auditor detects 

and r eports t o him the p r esenc e o f some embezzlers in the c orporati on, 

he de libera t e ly f a ils t o re a ct upo n it. Moreover, a ft e r ca nc e lling a 

bid f o r a flee t o f l orri es by fabricatinG lame excuses , he makes a se cre t 

dea l with a c e rt a in f o r e i gner who has p r omised t o bribe him. Bezune h 

t akes a c ount e r measure on the l a tt e r, a s a r esult of which he i s fire d 

fr om his job . Consequent upo n another c ount e rmeasure t o kill Kibret , he 

is sent t o j n il t o serv e a t e n years ' prison t e rm. Befo re he fini shes 

h i s t e rm a nd no t nuch l a t e r a ft e r the break o f the r e v olution, however , 

he is r e l eased . 

From the time of his empl oyment t o ~is impriso nment, Bezabih ha s 

f o ue ht the c orrup t ed bureo.ucro.cy in tho corporati o n with g r ea t de t e rr,l in.'l -

ti on but little kno wledge , with pe rs e v e rinG h " nGsty but unbe c ominG naive t e . 

It seems tha t his unive rsity tra ining ha s not he lpeo him in knowing be f ore 

hand what a c orpo r a ti o n in the f e u do - bourgeois set up l ooks like . The 

maGnitude a n d depth o f the c o rrupti ons in the c orpo r a ti on c ome t o him " nly 

whe n he finds himse lf neck-de ep in the r otten organisa ti on. He 

c ontemplates with a nxi e ty Dnd pathe tic un de rst a nding: 

Wh a t so rt o f a place is this'?;;. Wha t sort o f people 
~nes it c ontain? The branch manage rs collec t r e venue s nnd 
f a il t o depos it them in the bank8. They de l ete vouchers or 
s ive out unoffici a l r e c e i pts and k ee p the c ollections f o r 
themselves . The head o f the maint e nance department s t ea ls 
mate ria l s . The l owe st c l erk tries t o cheat whe reve r h e finds 



a chance to do so . An d h ow the managing director makes a 

separ a te deal with Richards on and e xpe cts t o c olle ct ten 

thousand dolla rs in hard ca sh! •• • -( p o 41) 
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It is only g r adually that Bezune h c omes t o see why Kibr e t contncts 

him thro ugh an intermediary, why he (i o Kibrot) app r ovingly speaks of the 

embezzl e r s ' att itude aGainst him a n d why his just aud iting a nd c ontrel t o 

minimize pi lfe r age is c onsidered as ' a sort o f witch-hunt.' \"lhen the 

fuls ome a ctivities in the c o r por a ti ')n unfurl befor e him, Bezuneh hurri edly 

s t a rts t o t ake measures aGa inst them : On the other hand , Kibret initinlly 

seems t o t ake him only a s o ne (.f those fre sh graduate e nthusiasts who 

aspire t o amend a ll th e wro ngs in the world until such time that the ir 

enthus i a s m i s blunted by se lf-seek inG ambiti ons a n d se lf-p r eserving deeds. 

Th i s must be the r easnn why he passes h im a t fir s t with only a s li r ht 

r ebuke f or hi s l a ck o f p r a cticali ty in business mat ters . Bezune h. however, 

does not r e tra ct; f (/ r he kno ws well tha t t(J be pra ctic a. l means t o make .n. 

breach in bus iness e thics, in pro f ess i onal integrity, t o be sheepishly 

subse rvient t o fraudulent bosses , t o wa tch o the rs ge t bribed and al l ow 

onese lf t o be bribed ; and More , t o GO aga inst his own brothe rfs admonition: 

"you a r e no t go i nf) t o be l i ke the str)ne - age g r aduat es, Gashe Bezuneh ? 

Yo u a r e n o t p,'l in r, t o ac c or.lOda t e yourse lf t o the o l d r o tt e n s yst em , or are 

y o u ? " ( p . 41) 

Bozune h ' s r e fusa l t o be a n a cc omplic e t o Ki b r e t ' s fraudu l ent attempts 

shows his s tre ngth o f cha r ac t e r a nd his de t e rmine d desire to rema i n honest . 

Conve r sely , his handline o f the wh o l e c onfrontation e xpo s es hi s 

ine xpe ri e nce, i mmaturity and naivet e . When he r ealizes tha t he i s t o be 

sacked fr om his j ob for be ing unc oope r ative ' with the head of a Hafia 

organisati on,' he goes h ome a nd falls in a kind o f hysteria . He seems to 

be unprepar ed t o a ccep t the inevitab l e aftermaths o f his own c onsci ous 
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doin [; . lIis exclamati o n , 'yes , that's the r eward f o r honest wo rk . But 

why? why? why? ' demenns him befo r e the tremend ous task he se ts out t o 

a cc omplish. Truly , this is no t only naivete ; but a lso a ~laring index t o 

his unreal istic app r oach to the wh o l e a ff a ir. Is he e xpecting Kibre t t o 

p " t him on the back f e r stabbi ng him in the ba ck ? Is he l ook i n c; for a 

reward , a prom oti nn pe rhaps , f o r sayins ha lt! t o a ll the embe zzle ments 

and c o zenages in the corpo r a ti on which he hi msel f described as ' a Hafi a 

o r gan i sat i on? ' ,!ha t brand of a fi ght e r is he who anticipa t es t o be 

c oddl ed by his enem i e s? 

And mor e : where is he intendinr, t o a ccuse Ki br e t f or he adi nG a HQfi ~1 

o r ganisati on? For attempting t o t ake bribes? 

Yes , I accuse you , Sir of a n a tt empt ed t heft! lIa -ha -ha ! 
y o u shall be tried in the c ourt o f c nnsci enc e , s ir, the c our t 
tha t is invisibl e a n d unt oucha ble , and yet tha t i s re a l , sir ••• 
The c ourt nf c onscienc e which is the only sou rce o f truth a n d 
justice, sir, a c o urt which c a n ne ithe r be s ecn no r t o uched s ir, 
but whi ch is r e al a ll the same ••• (p. 69) 

Is Be zune h trying t o t e ll us that Kibret is above the conventiona l 

c ourt o f l a w (whe re he thinks he himse lf will be tried) and tha t he c an 

only be his o wn judge? If s o , has he him s e lf not sa i d in court that 

kibre t has no c onsc i en ce? And Kibre t - has he eve r f e lt guilty 

c (l nsci e nce f o r at t empt ing to tak e b ri be? n o , no t a t all ! I s t h i s 

the n a hollo w rhe t oric (if the re is one ! ) tha t emanat e s fr om a hysterica l 

mi nd? -- ve ry unlikely. 

In f a ct the se and othe r utt e r ances r e l a t ed t o his court case , 'I don ' t 

wa nt t o shun p uni s hment if I nm foun~ gui lty , ••• but I nm convinced I ha ve 

c ommitted no cr i me ,' ' there i s nothing t o de f e n d . The r e is on ly the trv~h 

t o be told, ' ' No t gu ilty a ccording t o the la.w of c onsci e nce, ' e tc . re veal 

h i s metaphysical and i dea listic conception o f r ea lity. ~ccordin8 t o him, 

s uilt, crime , truth , c onscience stand o n the ir own without a social cont ex ~ 
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a n d tha t tru t h will abso lve hi r,l wha t e v e r t he circ umst a nc es a r e , ' 

It is no t only Be zune h tha t l a cks unde r s t a nd ing nf r eal s itua ti o ns, ; 

,'Io rku a nd T" k o ri a r e no be tt e r tha n him, i'/o " re t old tha t a ft e r t he y 

h a ve watche d the tria l ' fr om an ob j e ctive po int o f vi e w, " t he y t hought 

t ha t Be zune h de s e rve s ' a na ti o na l awa r d o f a Go l d meda l f o r hi s brave r y 

in fi ght ing c o rrupti o n sing l e ha n ded ,' (1' . 103) But wha t i s a n ob j ec tive 

point o f vi e w? To scruti n ize matt e rs fr om an ob j a ctive point o f vie w is 

above a ll , t o hav e a f a ir kn 0 wlcdrse o f r ea l i t y . The s e yo un t: me n who 

expe ct from a f e udo- bourgeo i s gove rnment , nn a wur d - a na ti ona l one a t 

t hat! - t o be bes t o wed upon a n indivi dua l wh o f o ught one o f it s appo i n t ees 

a r e s a i d t o l ook upon matt e r s from a n obj e ctive point o f vi e w I Thi s i s a 

s hee r r e l apse , o nce aga i n , t o i deali s tic humb ug . ~;Jo i ze ro Kas se ch ( i.zbcte I s 

wife ) wh o thinks th" t Be zune h s h ou l d, go t o the [3a ll o ws , i s by f a r, a mo r e 

r eali s tic, down t o ea rth woma n . 

Wha t (~o es Sahle Se l assi e want t o si ~nify by r:w.ki ng tho s e change seekers 

u nre"listic in the ir app r na c h t o p r obl e ms ? I s he te l ling us t ha t t he 

educa t ed o nes shy a wa y fr om l ooking a t r eali ty in the f a c e ? Or is he shnw-

inr; us , parti c ula rly in Be zuno h ' s case tha t the educ a t ed hav e a naive 

c o nc ep t i o n o f struggl e ? Looki ng a t the ov e r a ll ve h e me nc e a nd se ri ou s ness 

o f h i s a tt empt , t here will be ve r y little r oom t o s u gge st tha t he is 

'Oc,.h \)J ---- ",\ 
d i spar aginG o r ca rica tur i zi ng these cha r a ct e r s , Tha t he is sympathe tic t o 

t he m is indu bit a ble , In f " ct, a t ti me s, he gOD S out o f his wa y t o c ourt 

o the r cha r a ct e rs t o the ir s ide : t he chi e f judge i n the f e udo - bourgeo i s 

c ourt is one S tIch cha r a ct e r , f o r inst a nc e . The pro ble m mny ha ve i s sued , 
",t' 

f irst , fr om a hi a tus that is crea t e d be tween his intenti o n an d his a rtist i c 

r ealiza ti on o f it, His i n t enti o n t o t a k e these cha r ac t e r s se ri ou s ly i s 

n o t r e v eale d so much by hi s c ha r a ct e riza ti on as by t he ~e ne ral import o f 
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the themes a n d the plottin~ of the novel . Secondly , the problem may 

a rise frof.l Sahle Selnss i e ' s il'7lClG8 o f a change seeker - or, in n way , a 

r ebe l. (as in the caSD o f these cha r a ct e rs) If he thinks that it i s 

t h r o ugh such cha ract e rs 3S Bezuneh - who oddly and unrealistically handle 

situati on s - tha t c orrupt i on c an be f ought and chance can co~e , his 

cha r a ct e riza ti on will be c orrect; but st ill ve ry unconvincing . For , a r e 

not a c onside r ab l e knowledge o f a n enemy a nd a r eali s tic assessment o f 

p roblems the f i rst item on the ag~nda o f a r ebe l? 

Be tha t as it l:Ia y , a l:l o ng the cha nge Gcekers" it i s with Dr . Mande fr o t 

that Sahle Se l ass i e has fare rl we ll . Dr . l1andefrot is a r ep r ese nt a tive 

cha r a ct e r that ca lls t o mind the unive r s ity prof ess e urs tha t used t o hold 

bull sessions a t Ar a t Kil o c ,o ffee ba rs befo r e the r ov o luti rJn. He 

inte llectualizes ov e r oc onom ic , social a nd politica l i ssues; thou~h ve ry 

wa ry a ll the time n0 t t o t ake a stand a nd pr o f ess ~ poli tica l line . Thnugh 

Dr . l1andefro t is ve ry r.luch aW"re o f the nue(1 f o r ch" n CB ; he i s a t the same 

t ir.le " bit worri ed about the kind o f cha nge his c ountry should endo rse. 

Un like !.'!o rku an~l rrekori , whom he, no t inc orre ctly labels ~s ' a.narchists '. 

he hesitates to disce rn cha nge in the mere ~est ructi o n o f the sys t eo . 

'You want t o destroy ev erything while y ou are no t capable of bu i ldi ng 

" nything ' - is the po i Gnant remark he l e ve l s a t the y o ungmen. No twi thstand ­

ing his self conscious app r oach a n d s cho l a rly unde rst and i nG , howeve r , he 

i s not very clear about the s tude nt r.l o vement o r about the va ri ous s i gns 

o f the uphe o.va l . He to.kes them as , ' s ome thin[; not yet de fined ; someth ing 

no t ye t clearly f ocused ; s Or.le thing a morph ous .' ( p . 119) True t o his 

pe tty bourgeoiS chara ct e r , he r emai ns a l oo f fr om the heat o f the struggl e 

during th" upheaval. He seems t o ma rk tir.le and is n oncommit tal. It is the 

novelist's apt iro ny that he, Dr . l1ande fro t b<JlSins t o have an active role 



in the uphea va l (at least, he start s t o fill his diary with notes about 

the upheaval) only a ft er a st r ay bullet grazes him s lightly. 

Th~ change r epo llcrs a r e depicted quit e ade qua tely a nd realistically. 

Djazmach Azbete with a ll his feudal sHntiments and fierce resistance to 

l "n,J r efo rm and eve ry kind o f chanr;e is portr.:>yed with some artistic 
, 

de ftne ss . Unreserved in sayinr; and a ctinr, what he thinks i s ri ght ; his 

political linD is una~bicuously rlrawn a n d his stand on every issue 

unequ i v ocably e xpressed . He knows what he i s do ing a nd why . Unl i ke 

Kibre t , he never ent ertai ns doubts about the powe r o f the f cudal 

establishmen t t o resist change : 

' By the way ,' ilzbete whispered into Kebret ' s ear as they walked 
towards the gate , ' are you i ntereste ,] in a p i e c e cf l and in my 
p r ovince?' He a lways referred t o the province he was assigned 
to as ' my p r ov inc e ' as though he in f act owned it , as though it 
were his private p r ope rty . 

' wh o is not interested in a piece of l anct , Dejaznnch Sir? ' 

' But, Dejazzmach,' he sa i d , on second thOUGhts , ' do you think 
it wi se to purchase lan~ at this time? ' 

t ;lliy nut? ' he asked , rather surprised. 
' People are mak ing a l ot of noise about thnse who own l a rge 

tracts o f land the se days . Several l a nd owne rs are a ctua lly 
selling ou t the ir l a nds and investing their money in the urban 
a r eas . Do n ' t Y0U think it' s because of the l oud noises made by 
certain peopl e ? ' 

' Heh-He h-Heh !' Dejazmach :. zbetc l a u gh ed in his peculia r 
manne r: The laUGh did n0t spring from hi s heart; it just bubbled 
out o f his thr0at . It was the l augh o f a nobleman who was amused , 
bu t not c onvinced! 

' fi r e you af r aid of a n empty noise made by certain crackpots?' 
Dejazmnch ,\zbcte looked towards the young men on the wi de veranadah. 
' i,re you? ' (pp . 22 & 23 ) 

Dejazmach Azbe t e views the young ge ne ration with misprision and 

de ri s i o n . He t a ke s Dr, Mandefrot, fo r ins t anc e , for an imprac tical 

dreame r who babbles abou t peasants and land r e f o rm with no knowledge 0f 

real life . He tells Kibret (though out o f characte r, this once) that 

he, Dr. Mandefrot , ' knows nothing abo ut peasants except from his 
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desultory reaing from some novels, probab ly Russian novles for they 

had a lo t of peasna t s there. ' (p . 124) Such an attitude of his is an 

outgrowth of his overweening p ride that goads him to turn deaf ears to 

other people ' s opinions. He , in f act , exemplifie s one of those feudalists 

in p r e ' 74 Ethiopia,. who through time had developed a sense of 

irldomitability and showed an utter scorn to advocates of change. 

The portraiture of out sp oken and daring Azbete is counterposed 

aga inst the shy, cowar dly figure of Kibret. Usually address i ng him with 

the deferential ' Dejazmach Sir, ' he appea rs before him as a fidge ty 

"adolescent," a mere pa thet ic figure. Sah le Selassie has nowhere succeeded 

better in showi~g what a shameful tribute t he young must pay before they 

c onveniently and confidently settle ( pe r haps in old age) on the bop rung 

of the feudo-bourge ll:J.o, h iera rchy . 

The excruciating mental and phy sical agonies Kibre t has gone through 

because of the wounds he rec eived from the ' steel ' hands of Bezuneh a long 

with the res ultant shame and wounded pride , come to us through hallucina­

tions and daydreamings . Such commendable methods have helped us to prob. 

deeply into the mind of thi~ charac ter the r eby gi v ing us a~ opportunity 

to view him from one more dimensi on . 

Some characters in this novel come from domes tic sce nes . The 

par ent - son relationship in Ta ddesse ' s ( "'orku's and Bezuneh ' s father) 

hous~hold is depicted with verve and understanding. The anxious and 

tolerant mothe r; the drunkard but kindly father are onr acquaintance s ; 

though , still very memorable f i gures . 

Thematically, t he whole novel is divided into two. While the first 

two chapte r s deal mainly wi th corruption , the remai ning three focus on 

change and disillus ionment. To integra te them into one whole, however; 

BAhie Selass ie p lants some prefigurative factors of change in the earlier 



two chapters . In the v e ry f irst chapte r , for instance, we disce rn 

De jazmnch l'lZbete t s clisnppr ovin fS n 1,vareness of di ssat i s f action of the 

educat ed pe opl e with the status quo : 

It is not easy t o find l oya l pe op l e these d~ys . Even the 
y o un[ie r men who hav e been edu ca t ed by His Majes ty, :m d 
placed i n responsib l e posts talk o f the need for rapid chahge , 
r e vi s in r; the constituti o n which His ~iajesty g raci ously off ered 
t o h i s beloved people , a nd t h e like . I should say they are 
unc onsci ously be tra ying the ir d i s l oya lty t o the r egime by 
sugRes t i n g s uc h dr ast i c cha nges . (p . 17) 
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I n this same chapte r we find I'Jo rku sounding h i s impati enc e with the 

surfe it o f rotten penc e . Iqith a char a ct eristic vehemence and carelessness , 

he t e lls Dr. l1andefrot: 

Oh , peace l . peace ! 1Thy , Prof, we have had peace for ove r f orty 
y ears . FIe a r e tired o f peac e-. StU[;nati 0n and penc e t \·Tha t we 
need is a little a cti on , Prof; a little ac ti on t o s tir the immobile 
peac e , to shatter the pe trifi ed peace . (p. 28) 

Furthermore , the eene r a l a t<;]os ph e r e be i n" infes t ed with bureaucratic 

c o rrupti o n t embe zzlement , b ri bery , nSl'otisG1 ; l and :md tribal p r obl ems , 

e tc . points to the direct i o n of cha nge . 

Sahle Selassi e , after wo rking out the theme o f corrup t ion in a life-

like settin6 , finds it hard to do t he same t o the t hemes o f chanRe and 

d i s illus i o nment. The f e w characte r s and the limited set ting with which 

he sta r t s , c ome sho rt of e nc ompassing the multifo rm and multi l a t e ral 

cha nGes the Ethiopi an peopl e have go ne thro uf;h as a r esult of the '74 

r e v oluti o n . In additi on , h e i s unable to track the f a te o f his cha r acte r s 

as the y p r od throuGh each siRnifi cant day o f the r evo luti o n . Neve rtheless , 

Sahle Se l ass i e has ov e rc ome these probleMS quite fairly . Firs tly he Gi ves 

us a succinct a cc ou nt o f the r evoluti on in a live l anguage in the f orm o f 

narrat i o n . Se c ondly, by employ i nG a subtle method in plot tinG, he brinGS 

\'Iorku at the end o f the novel t o divu l ge to Bezuneh upon his r e l eas0 from 

pri son , the s t o ry o f the r evol ution and the f a t e o f the ch~racte rs . 
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Sahle Selnssic wh o nlwnys d i s closes sO r:J e artistic knack in his 

descri p tion of I:! e n , thinrs nnd ph enomena is hure n t his best when he 

delineat es the Arat Kilo s c ene on the f a ll o f the doddering faudo - bourgeoi s 

government. He capt ures t he mood of the s c ene with vivid , brilliant 

language a nd r emarkab l e dext e ri ty . Its l enRth notwithstandinG , it is 

really wort h q u ot i ng : 

The squa r e a t Arat Kilo wa s not j a rJmed . But it was anothe r 
spot o f hot nct i on . Students massed aga ins t the l ong f enc e 
separating the squa r e fr om the campus , a nd sClng a l oud : 

]\ t enessam We i 
i"i. t o ne ssum ~r/e i 
Yeeif ar;e ZElz 

fl ybka him l'ie i 

fi wa ke 
;,wuke 
You ' ve had enough 
Of oppressive rule ~ 

A thro ng o f people on the pavel:!cnts, opposit e the campus , 
t ook up the r e fra in, e choed it a l o ud , and sent it back t o the 
campus. The student s r epea t ed the son('" and the throng e choeL! 
it back agnin . It sounded like a well - r ehearsed choru s , nl though 
it was i mpromptu . 

Arm y j eeps rolled up the s l ope , and rolled down the slope by 
the li be rty mon ument . Four or five young offi c ers were i n each 
one of t hem , ho l din~ the ir n rl:! s hi gh up in the a ir a nd wa vi ne now 
a t the students and the n a t the gathering cro wd , smiling as though 
in triumph and expecting app l a use which came without reservat i on . 
The students a nd the thron~ wo v ed a t the officers app r ovingly . 

' You f,0 ri gh t ahead with your p l ans ,' they seemed t o say . 
' Go ri r,h t ahead ; we are al l behind yo u !' The ntl:!osphere was 

~ay as t hnueh peop l e were celebrating a nnti onal holid3Y . 

The a ir round the square was ve ry noisy . So WaS the a ir over 
the liberty monuQsnt . A ~ree n a rmy h e lic op t e r shaped like a f a t 
l ocust with a heavy b r east was purri ng fr ol:! a dis t ance . It tore 
out o f the blue sky and cal:!e ne a r er and nearer se ndine out waves 
o f ru~ bli nr, sound tha t be c aQe l oude r nnd l oude r the more it advanced 
t o wa rds the square . The huge blades o f its p r ope ller wo rked madly 
a s tho u gh the y t oo we r e in a Gay r evolt . 

The throng on the g r ound looked skywards . Some men shaded their 
eye s fr om the dazzli nr, sun with the ir open palms whi l e othe r s pulled 
the brims of the ir caps towa rd s t heir noses . Th e bulky helicopter 
pushe d it s heavy f r on t downwa r ds and rum bl ed l o ude r a nd l ouder . 
~t a ce rta i n poi nt i n the ai r it dropped a jet o f l ea f lets and 
turned upwards • .• 
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The l eaflets twist ed and turned in the air , teasing the 

expec t ant crowd. They clanced in the wind ancl gl ided down s l owly but 

surely . Some of these landed on the flat t ops of the nearby build­

ings beyond the r ea ch o f the crowd , while the rest fluttered here 

and there till they were close enous h to be Grabbed by hundreds of 

outstretched hands . (pp . 138 & 139) 

The last paragraph in the above quotation is t oo provokin~ t o be 

taken only in its literal meaning . One can dare to say that it adumbrn tos 

the ova rwrought e xpe ctancy o f the peopl e in the f n c e of problems for i ts 

real i za ti on . Hence , it takes us t o the theme o f disillusionment which 

come s out v e ry stronrly in the fina l chap t e rs o f the book . 

'."Io rku , in the f i nal scene of the fimtl chnpter , by wny o f r elo.t inp; 

the wh o l e story o f the revolution t o Bezunch g ive s vent t o his own 

disi llusi o nment as well . He sees that the functionRries o f the f e udo-

bour~eo is o rder Wh 0 withstand chun~e for years , have now transmuted 

their colour anel o. r e )los i ng as r:enuine rev oluti o na r i es . He deplores the 

f a ct that these opportunists a n d reacti onaries s t anel in the l i r,1elight a nd 

blato.nt ly utter newly and hurriedly a cquired r eve luti nno. ry sloeans whareas 

the r eal firebrands Ct r c ,"ada to r ecede to the backeround . He bemeo.ns and 

de rides the existence of po.rvcnu authorities wh o o. re stupid and i gnoran t 

enough t o the extent o f nationalizinG fully gove rnment owned , state 

corporat i ons . In fnct t we s ec his previous , sparkl i ng enthusi.::lsm on the 

Dve and early days of the revolution blinking . Dr . Handefrot ' s f ear and 

lack of c onvicti o n t o take the rev oluti o n o.s genuine beci n t o tell upon 

h is f ee lines . Even if he admi ts the seriousness o f the chance tha t takes 

place in social a nd politic~l domains , he nonetheless, seems to agree 

finnlly with Dr . Ha nde fr ot ' s assertion that ' the r e v oluti o n is ye t to 

C0me. ' 
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The Th irt eenth Sun 

The Thirteenth Sun is a ve ry challe n g inp; r eading . Taking the i dea 

f o r the title o f his book fr oM em advertiser.lent o f Tou ri st Orr;anizat i on: 

' Ethi opi a - a land o f thirt ee n ~onths of sunsh ine ' the novelist depicts 

with re~arkable gU1t o and v e rve the mise ries and c orruptions tha t were 

p revale nt in f e udo -bourgeo i s Ethiopi a . In f act the ' thirteen months o f 

sunsh ine ' turns out t o be - ve ry ironically , the_ thirteen ~onths of 

darkness . The uncanny thirt eenth sun (of the thirteenth month presumably) 

is r ealized as a hyperbolic a nd symbolic representati on o f the intense 

darkness throug h which the Ethi opi an masses went in the l a st f e udo-

bour~eo is system . 

Sto ry-wise , it is a simple , sca ntily-plotted novel. An ailinG 

• Fitawrari j attended by his two child ren (Goy t on Elnd F,foynitu) goes on a 
r 

pili g rimaB9 to the shirne o f hbbo - on Mount Zikwala - in search o f a 

cure . ~rriving a t the shirne - a ft e r havinG a ve ry hard time on the 

journey - the Fitawr:lri G.nd his r e tinue loclt~e with a peasant f am ily . The 

wife o f the ' peasant is a c onj ure woman who clains t o have kno wledge of 

tradi ti o na l Medicine and sorcery.· The Fi tr:l\vrari in additi on t o frequent -

ing the ho ly water o f hbbo , a lso reso rts to this woman f o r a cure . In 

the mean time, the peA sant wh o from the beginning eyes \/oynitu lascivi ously 

vi ol a tes her in the end .· The Fitawrari. havinG obvi ously known this 

situation a ll alon~ , kills the peasant on the ni l~t o f the summoning o f 

' the unnameables,' and d i es h i mself, shortly afte!> . 

Ta kinG this simple st o ry-line , the writer weaves t oge the r a num be r 

o f scenes which characterize the clark , cruel faces c f f e udal Ethiop ia. 

Feudal Ethiopia with its ironica l claim to ' thirt eenth ~nnths of sunshine' 

• 
a honorific title. 

\ 

\ 
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is seen dwindling and ve getating under ,insufferable darkness of poverty', 

ignorance and disease . Themes of corruption, exploitation, de&!adation, . 

despair and remorse resound in each and every page.. On Hount Zikwala 

(which is presumably Ethiopia in miniature) the people of Ethiop ia are 

seen sinking i n a sea of tears, in a quagmire of tribulations •. Expecting 

' manna from heaven ', these ~eople wallow in a lethargic, pitiable state -

losing their energy , courage and hope • . On this strange height - where 

time through the witche ry of feudalism has hypnotized each and everybody 

to sleep , nature - and only nature seems to have kept so far its vit a lity 

and sap . 

In dealing wit.h themes oL feudal exploit..§Ltion and. corruption, the 

writ e r takes only a few char~cters, among which are Fitawrari 'Vo l du,. 

Woyni tu , Goy tom , the peasant and his wife the conjure-woman. 

01 Fi taVir ar i Woldu is a feudalisL with an unwnvering conv i ction in the 

goodness and worth of traditional valu e s. 
\ 

Wh e n s ick, he r e sorts to 

christian and traditional (usua lly sup e rstiti o u s ) cure s. He considers 

the modern doctor only as a wi e lder of a 'butche r's knife'. He spe aks 

of present day value s and norms contemptuously and only in contrast with 

the values and norms of the 'good old days. ' Being ve ry mu c h aware of the 

th r eat the present ge neration has pose d against the old, he disparages it 

r e lentlessly . This can easily be substantiated by what he tells his son 

how he is a weak , little man , compared with himse lf: 

When I was your age I used to walk ninety kilometers a day •• • 

when I was your age , I used to kill a sheep by myself, with 

every pa r t of the meat cut from its proper place ••• I used 

to sadd} e a horse , load a donkey, . eat like a man , drink like 

a ma n, fight like a man, love like a man ••• . a nd look at you , 

Cp, 75 ) ' 

Eve n though Fitawrari Woldu conside rs himself a successful man 

. . 
in life , som e of his pa st misdee ds we ieh h eavily upon his soul . ' Now 
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that he feels his life to have come to a close, he looks back and sees 

clearly the wrongs he has done to innocent people. ~nd this he does with 

pangs of conscience and uneasiness of heart. ~s a governor and a merchant 

he has committed some crimes among which is the death of a young man for 

an alleged charge of theft. The tortured face of this man haunts him and 

his words while being flogged ' ~ll ya who see me thus, profit by my example' 

resound in his ears and disturb his peace . Thus, a victim of mental and 

phys ical agonies , his only consolation is his e xpressed will and desire to 

be bu ri ed at Debre Libanos . He seems to think that all his earthly 

confessions and penances do not wipe out his sins and bring about his 

salvation . Since the apoc rypha grants complete absolution to all tl.ose 

who get the opportunity of be ing buried at Debre Libanos, the Fitawrari 

sees in this an only way to his salvation. 

Through his sufferings , Fitawrari Wo ldu becomes sympathe tic to others. 

Flhen a mad girl app roaches him, 'his face assumed a fatherly look.' i.s 

much as he wants other people to understand him now - in his last days, 

he himself becomes ve ry understanding and sympathetic towards others. The 

love of his son and daughter - that he has disdained for long, becomas oow 

mo r e than ever , indispensabl e to smooth his already ruffled way to the 

g rave I • • • and I know I haven t t been much of a father, have I1 I - he asks 

Woynitu with a tinge of self pity and contrition. 'Vhat Fitawrari Vlo ldu 

wants to regain in his final days is wha t he has lost, unheedfully, all 

his life long: filial love and respect; J,nd gain - he does. Both 

\'Ioynitu and Goy tom, regardless of the differences they have against him , 

come to love and respect him in the end . He dies in the aMbrace of 

Goy tom and a little while before his deatl. he asse rts himself forcefully 

by killing the peasant, who, he knew, has taken advantage of the 

loneliness of his daughter, " 



!}e may consider Fi tawr.:lri t s death in the embrace of Goy tom as o!\ 

ve ry striking op i sode. For at first the gul f between them seems 

unbridgeable, their conflicts irreconcilable •. Yet , as is aforementioned , 

through his sufferings , Fitawrari ~oldu's heart has softened and Goy tom 

comes to love and respect him for it. 

Goy t om is an i ntellectual who has lost his bear i ng in the whirlwind 

of int e llectual isl:l . Society,· na ture , ·· tradi tion ... . are hi s gui nea· pigs. 

He dissects them , investigates them and seems at times, . to be knowledgeable 

of tttem. Take for instanc e , how he descr i bes the rotten Ethiopian society 

with Bubdued irony and bit terness . 

Beautiful Eth i op i a: with al l men of title - r; r azmatch , 
kegnazmntch , fitawrari , dejnzmatch, ras, generals, 
o inist ers , princes and princesses - doing the ir best to 
allev i a t e the suffsring i n the hamlets. Begging manna 
from he~ven, sending DDT, send ing rat poison , sending 
insecticides , sending the police . To allevi3te the pain 
and hardship in th e hnmlets . ~nd hunger, i gno r an ce and 
disease bestowing their bounty allov e r the country. God ' s 
way of put tin g nn end t o things. (p . 42) 

After giv ing us such a clear picture of the ills of feudal Ethiopia 

however , he stops short of prescribing a cure for them for he is afraid 

and i mmatu r e to know one . ' ••. An d I nm s upposed to save Ethiopia • •• 

save her from whom? From myself. I guess? ' - he asks himself, not grasp-

i ng clearly whether he is an ene my or a saviour of his count r y . He does 

not exac tly know where he stands in the turmoil of conflicts in the 

soc i ety , I'Ih a t his committment is and to whom his committment r.lUst be . 

Sel fcensorious that he is , he repeatedly lapses into self pity , eyn-icism 

and idealistic humbug: 

h.nd me a young man . fm educated young man ... Oh , yes , a t 
le~st I have loarat to spit into a gaudy handkerch i ef . To 
use fork and knife ... lmd I ' m supposed to save Ethiopia •••• 
Before filth I hold my nose with my fingers. Befo r e injustice 
I hold my pe0.ce . What is it to me tha t these people live in 
hovels built with far less at tention to needs than fences for 



animals. For animals are more valuable in this country than 

men. At least we have started to export some ••• The old 

tradition must be smashed ! New ones must be created ! We must 

forge a whole new pattern for Ethiopia ! Must have faith in the 

human soul. Must - Must-Must! Hot and contradictions, Fiddlestics! 

(pp. 113 & 114) 

Though Goy tom does not know how to destroy the old and build the 
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new, he discerns correctly , however , the rottenness and emptiness of feudal 

values and its seemingly glamorous accoutrements. That its medallions are 

awards for the greatest of cowards , that its respects and honours are 

lavishly bestowed upon liars and hypoct"i tes - he knows well. Yet, it 

becomes very hard for him to see his way through its maze. In fact , he 

despairs before ever taking one concrete, bold step towards and expressed 

goal and a directed attainment. 

To cool his mind which is overheated with maddening thoughts and to 

soothe his over strung feelings , Goy tom probes into natur e and relates 

its ways and beauty with glowing terms. While facing nature he triumphs 

over his despair , cynicism and bitternesso He becomes, as it were, a 

little boy, care-free and happy with each and every bit of nature's 

artistry. 'The I'Ihi te clouds,' 'the wild flowers, ' ' the singing of bi r ds 
, - -

and the blowing of the wind ' ••• all such phenomena of nature bring 

vitality and happiness to his over - wrought mind. He meticulously studies 

its aspects and derives illimitable pleasure from them. He, infact , 

sounds like Henery David Thoreau when be exclaims , 

How beautiful it would be to pass ~·our life observing 

the wild life of bees , birds and animals that live around 

you watching the rugged land , the "ild flowers , the roc k 

cliffs , the air and the skies • • • Livin~ like a hermit . 

Living a life as free as the wind. With every weed, flower, 

and tree on this mountain put befc~ e you. (pp. 112 & 113) 

Goy tom recurrently flies to the hOGom of nature to escape the drab, 

suffocating life around him. Nature t o him is a healing agent, a kind 
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softne r of mnn's ha rdened heart, n benevolent transformer of Qun's wick~d 

passions into good . He t e lls us how at first his f eel ings aga inst the 

Fitawrari chanGed because of , .•.. the sounds of shepherds drivinn the ir 

animals home t o the pasture ' a nd because o f the innume r a ble beautiful 

creatures o f nature around him.. He also t e ll s us how nature hilS become 

an instrument for di ssolving all the gritty f ee lings in the heart of his 

father : 

"nd the next thing I saw was 1"i tawra ri motioning 
I"oyni tu to him and embrac ing her.. I eve n thought I 
saw some t ears in his e ye s. He must finally ha ve 
realized that she was his da ughter , a ft e r alL... Ih th 
a ll the odour wafting through the a ir. The odour from 
the ya rd. The odour from the dead fires. The odour from 
the damp forest... They must have s tirred up the qu i et 
waters of his soul.. (p . 136) 

Goy t om , not only lov e s nature; but also falls in love with a girl , 

·'Ioynitu . But this i s a branded l ov e - a n incestious l ov e for she is 

h is ' half-something ', - his half- s ister. Her beauty possesses him , 

haunts h i m, oc cup i es him tremendously. Yet, he seems t o be able t o 

contro l his exc ess ive a dmirat ion und love nnd keep hi s secret t o himsel f 

a l one . Howe v e r, Woynitu is not unilware o f hi s feelings ev en if she dODS 

not encourage him to wall ou and COnSU[19 himself in such an illicit love . 

Par adox ic a lly enoue;h, thi s love estranges them from each othe r. They a re 

not ve ry close , ev e n for a brothe r and a s ister . lfuen Goy tom witnesses 

the de v e lopment of intimacy betwee n her and the peasant , he is a little 

piqued with j ea l ousy - and no more . Maybe to him she is an extension of 

nature , somethine; to be adQired and loved paSSionately , but not to 'be 

t ampe r ed with and be defiled. She is perhaps a f a nciful world of sex 

whereto h e banishes himse lf from the dre a riness and hideousness of thi s 

pove rty - stricken 1 disease -ridden environment. Some vagueness veils the 

true nature of this inc estious love . ~s his understanding of the social 



ills of the society is not devoid of some shortcomings , his reaction to 

this girl is also not without its flaws. Or are these two things not 

very diffe rent really? (we will come to this later ) 
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Both Goy tom and Woynitu have their own ideals. Whereas Goy tom 

strives to change Ethiopia to Utopia , Woynitu attempts to have a decent 

life, untarn i shed by the blemishes of her mother ' s profession . She wants 

to keep her chastity and respectabl ity , unti l she realizes towards the end 

that such ideals are not to sprout and fructify in the rotten society she 

is living in. She must sacrifice such ideals before she understands fully 

the destructiveness of the feudal society. That is why after being raped 

by the peasant , she bemoans her own fate with a deep feeling of self- pity : 

'I have become one with my mother, after all.' (p. 106) 

Of all the characters in The Thirteenth Sun, no one has a sombre 

cast of mind more than she. We do not find her smile, or indulge in 

humorous dialogue. ~nwrapped with melancholy and loneliness, she broods 

over her past hopes, airy dreams and her current wretched state. Even 

nature - that great best ower of happiness and peace upon Goy tom - fails 

to perseveringly give her relief from her mise r able situation. In f act , 

it becomes a decoy that lures her to the peasant who violates her. 

Woynitu is so melancholic and lonely that she cannot but see the dark 

s i de of life. Peopl e ar ound her are nothing more bu t wretched animal s . 

When she sees two old men sitting side by side and talk , the image that 

starts in her mi nd is that of two ' big baboons.' Until her feelings 

towards him is softened later, the peasant appears to her like a jackal 

and a dog. The conjure woman ' goes on l iving like a scavenf,er sifting 

debris. ' All these and other animalistic imageries coupled with her 

lamentat ions upon her own destiny make her a sombre character, indeed. 
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Though of a sorlbre frar.le o f mind, :'Ioynitu is very compassionate , 

howe v e r. Out o f c ompass i on, she even tries to rationalize and justify the 

misdeeds of her mother - her mo the r who wants t o have her as a portner in 

her infamous callin~ . 

No - I ' m by no means blar.linl" her. She would no t have he lped 

it , h emme d in as she was by house r e nt , municipa l license tax, 

and the f ood and clothing she has t o provide for both of UB . 

Besides , s he ' d ha d to pay for my schoo ling . hnd the ever-increas­

ing indus try of t ave rns .md ni ght clubs she had t o cOr.lpete wi th l 

It ' s simply staggering . (p . 44) 

\'Ioyn i tu, seeing the small child of the peasant sit a l one s urro unded 

by si ck pe op l e and darkness , pi ties him and , inLlct , wants t o comfort 

him. But no sooner has she ma de fri ends with him than his f a the r, the 

peasant , begins to throw l ORdy looks at her . Still , h e is no t to b l ame 

wholly f or what has happened later. She herself in a way , becoclCs a 

prey f or his sexual inc ontinence . But why has she becone an easy prey? 

Wha t r ea lly attract her t o him? Her mo tives seem to confound us . 

j,s i s repentedly p ut in the aforegoi ng paragraps , BJoynitu suffern 

deeply from loneliness. j,midst that dark, dilapidated surroundi ngs, 

she stands alone . Ne ither her theo ry - monge ring bro ther nor he r ail i ng 

f nthe r can c ome to her rescue . In he r bi tt e r l one liness , thus , it is vcrv 

natu r a l of her to i nvit e the c ompan i onsh i p o f one who has a very differD~t 

temperament fr om hers; for the peasant suffers ne ithe r fr om l oneliness nor 

fr om self-pity. And More , o f a ll othe r peopl e , he is the r e (Whatever hi-

motive) to h e lp her, talk t o her, strike fri endship with her . In suc h a 

s itua ti on , wh a t e lse c an s he do? - e ven those beautiful Oromo g irl s havu 

repelled he r gesture o f fri endshi p . 

It i s a ls o possible t o view h e r Giving herself out that easi ly , ap -

subconsci ous act to c ome out fr om tho melancholic s t a t e she i s in . She 

may be on the look out (though, not consci o usly) for s uch kind of shock 

) 
I 



treatment; for she is really not an imm , ture, foolish girl, inc'1p"ble of 

realizing the import of his lewdy looks to commit such a gross error of 

misunderstanding , otherwise. In fnct, whRt his very first smile recalls 

to her is the smile she has been f ami liar with, in her mother's drinking 

place. And consider the dialogue she makes with him in the thick of the 

for est; it is filled with words that have sexual connotations. Surely, 

there must be something of sexual nnture thRt lurks in her subconscious 

mind, and the peasant ' s 'I think you are callinrc for it.' - is not an 

empty statement. Whether she is cured or not is not hard to know : we do 

not find hor substantially changed. And the peasant? 

Well, h e is not from the very first looking for such treatmant. He 

does not need it - in f act. He is a self-complacent, remorseless, cheerful, 

humorous, simple mano Moreover, he is a down - to - earth , practical mano He 

does not tire himself with theoretical s uperfluities. Nor docs he have 

the dread of invisible devils like his wife. He grasps what is at hand. 

He does not entertain any scruples, for examp10, when he eats the meat 

that is meant for the devil. He knows he must not miss chances , notwith-

s t anding his wife ' s - - the conjure-woman's entreaties against themo Thus , 

as he is wont to do, he com~ents humourously upon her folly. 

That meq t is for the devil , she says. And I say , so be it, 

if he comes I will l e t him have his share. And I wait and 

wait for him , but he doesn ' t come. And so I take all for 

myself. P~rhaps it is too smal l for him, most of the time 

- - a bullock may be his idea of a feast. I don't know. 

But me - no! I get such a chance only two or three times a 

ye 2.r. (p. 67) 

The peasan t has equanimity of mind; and this stems from his unshakable 

confide!lCe in himself. He is happy as he is. Unlike Goy tom and ~oynitu , 

he does not suffer from frustrate d hopes or unrealizable ambitions . True, 

he has his own little problems (with his wife, and the preacher for 



example) and his own little hopes and ambitions (like securing the gun 

Fitawrari has promi sed t o give hiD), but the se problems , hopes and 

ambitions do no t c o nsume his vitality and l eave him a chaff of a man . 

A v e ry earthy creature that he is, we do not find him lose himself 

in [t world of fantacy ann. r.lake - believe. Tho ' no w and here I possess 

Coupled with t.'lGse he p rides himself upon the dexterity of his hands, a nd 

this he keenly real i zes to be the advantaGe he has ove r other people, 

including his wife . 

Oh t r,10 , don ' t I know my business? I make also the iron hoes . 

~nd how ha ve I come t o kno w all these skills? I learnt them 

all by myse lf . But '1y womlln ! she knows only whllt is given 

her o f God ••. she is the conjure-womlln . ,;nd I am not. ,ind 

perhaps I don ' t want to be one , because I kno w what I Ilm doinG 

and she d oesn ' t , Le t her be all the c onjure-woman she likes all 

her life . I don ' t care. I am also [t conjurc-plou~hmnn . Yes 

I aM . (p . 65) 

He is , tl o reover , a very licht-hearted ~JD.n , with no regrets wha tsoeve r. 

'~atever tra ngress i 0ns he makes , he calls them his 'little s in s '. In 

r ap ing 'fuynitu he docs no t seam t o feel the seriousness o f it. The possible 

wrath of Fit aw r a ri Wo ldu o r Goy t om does not bother him . After ha cking off 

BQrS o f corn from the farm of t he preacher , he approaches 'bbo with an 

easy hea rt and asks him f o rgivene ss , at least for ' those left uncut. ' To 

wide n his compound , he wants Abba to commi t some ' little sins ' -- just like 

himself . 'Oh , Abbo , just make a gesture wit h your hand , th"t way , sending 

light e ning on th"t tree which has become " hinderanc e t o my removin~ the 

landmark;' - he pleads with a very humo rous tone. 

Unlike her husband , the conjure-woman is not very chee rful and 

humorous . She is unhappy with the life she is leading . Formerly a 

c oncubine of a litawrari, she deplores her present station in life. 'This 

is the life we lead , but I had a better way of life' - she tells iloynitu 

sorrowfully . Her g rudge against God is also well pronounced. She think. 
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the people of Zikwal a 

up.on her c e ns ori o us re 

('/hen the priest frowns 

bitt e rness. 

Why s h ou ldn 't 11 1s~t i't,. He wh ' h t on us all the calamities 

o f the pas t months? c';Xs~ 1j;~'("i>trb our crop,s, then cattle disNISC 

br ok e out ; and then t o , l ete mise r y , the s ummer and sp rinG 

rains f ai l ed . . . Sure ly , I ' m no t b l aming Him f o r nothinG' ( I" 60) 

The c onjure - woman however , i s not an irre li giou s woman . As she 

resorts t o the dev il t o find cure s f o r other peopl e ' s s icknesses , s he 

l ooks t o God ' s f o r g ive ness f o r herse lf . If she sacrifices sheep and c ock s 

to appease and pl ease the de vils , she a l so has her f ast ings , incenso 

bu r n ings and psal m readings t o win the favour of God . She not on l y enlists 

the help o f he r husband, but a l so that of the priest in devil s ummon i ng 

seances . Just like the Fi tuwra ri t she canno t see any markt:d difference 

o r contradicti on bet ween religion and s uperst iti on . She , In fact , 

conside rs supersti ti on as an aspe ct o f r " ligion and as a way t o the 

g l orifica tion of God . Consider , for instance , h e r l a ment a tions upon the 

death of he r hu sband : 

And a t what I have done to mcrit all this . l~re the y a ll 

in va i n - the f astings , the inc e nse burning, the offerin g 

of sacrifices , t he e X0rci s i ng of demons in the name of God, -

why shoul d this be my r ewar d ? • • 

Oh my God, holp me to fin d out where I wen t wrong . .. Help 

me t o r.l1lk e the unname ables re spond t o my ca ll s toni g ht . 

(I' . 116 & 117) 

To an Ethi opi a n of an orthodox f a ith, demonology a nd christianity 17 7 

have no clear demarcat i o n that separ a t es them fr om each other , and the , 

conjure-woman makes thi s f ac t very obvious , i ndeed , ' . 

Though the cha r acte r s in The Thirt eenth Sun a r e enc i r cled by a halo 

of a gloomy a t mosphe r e that casts its shadow upon the ir sou l s ; they do 

no t give us the i mpress i o n o f monste r s in a dark cave , The y havtl their 

. . . 

\ 
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witty sallias , the ir humo r ous dia l ogues a nd na tura l s implicity tha t 

s n lvE!f;e the m fror" a n o the rwise mons trous appea ranc e • 

• • • 
Whil e writi ng The Thirt eenth Sun, Dani a che w must hav e ha d the ther.Ie 

o f re v oluti on as the f o r e r.I os t i s sue in hi s mind . To brinG out this ther.Ie 

s tron g ly a nd clearly, h e has no t only dra wn a nUr.Ibe r o f hi ghly s ymb olic 

cha r a ct e r s , but has a lso me ticul ously wo rked out the s e tting t o r eprese nt 

much mo r e than its lit e r a l meaning . 

The Thi rteenth Sun , o n a s urfa ce leve l, is a s t o ry o f a pili grim~ge 

- a j ourne y . But the n, we di s c e rn fr om our r ead ings o f the lit e r a tures 

o f vari ou s c ountri e s, the one st a ble tra diti o n in a ll of them : j ourne y s 

a r e us ua lly l oaded with a llegorica l a nd l or s ymbolic meanings . He r e in 

The Thirt ee nth Sun , t h e j ourne y, the pili crrimage t o ,",bbo - s ym bolize s 

t he a rdou s t ask the peopl e o f Ethi opia (a n d pa rticula rly the intellegent s i a 

a s r epr e s e nt ed he r e by Goy t om) have f a ce d t o bring a bout the e ma ncipati o n 

o f t he ir c ountry fr om tIl e crue l gri ps o f f e uda l a ri s t ocra cy (repr esent ed 
, 

he r e by Fi taw r a ri l<o l du wh o s ymbol ize s Ha ile Selassie) a nd the up c omi nq 

capit a list cla ss. 

Mount Zikwala r epr esent s the wh o l e o f Ethi opi a as it ha s two mos t 

si gnificant f a c t o rs thnt are the ha llmark s o f this c ountry: beauty o f 

na tu r e and mise ry in the s ociety . In taking this pla c e a s an epit ome 

o f Ethiopi a , the writ e r has successfuly ripped off the veil tha t ha s f o r 

l on g ma ske d the e vils o f f e udal Ethi o p i a . 

But the f e uda l Ethi opia tha t Dan i a chew p ortra ys is net the f e udal 

Ethi opia o f Me n e lik o r e ve n the f e u dal Ethi opia o f the p r e -It alian w4,r 

o f 1935 . Thi s i s f e u da l Ethi opi a o n the e ve o f the ' 74 rev oluti on , Now , 

Fe uda li s m i s no t as s trong a s in t he old days. It is rapidly l osing g r ound 

a n d g iving way t o capita lism. The old f e uda l va lues a re smitt e n a wa y a nd 
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capitalist and i mpe ria list values a r e supplanting them. The old ba r ons 

,.,f feud:llism ca nnot safeguard old f e udal values as before. The triumph 

o f the eme r g ing capitalist e c onomy over feuda l economy - becomes an 

inevitable f ac t. J new cap ita list e c onom ic system with its new soc i a l 

and political values appear on the s cene to overtake the old feuda l 

eccmomic s ys t em vii th it s ol d s ocial va lues and political dominance . 

In such a situation where in the old syst em is dying ou t a nd the new sys t em 

is yet struggling t o c omple tely replace it, va ri ous aspec t s of cla ss 

differenc es become very appR r ent . 

Fi t awr a ri Woldu does not possess even a tent , f or exampl e , whereas 

the merchan t (representative of the new capitalist class ) owns one . The 

Fitawr a ri enn only pay some money and l odee with a peasant family . h.nd 

even t o the peasant , he i s made to justify , though unsuccessfuly , what 

br and of Fi t awrari he i s : 

I y ou've heard o f the name Fi t a Virari ~lo 1du, I presume t ' 

'so many Fitavlraries nowadays ••• hard t o cnt ch up with 
their names.' 
' The real Fitawr a ri e s I ' m talkine about - those of l1enelik 
not o f the Ita lians.' 
'I wa s t oo young the r. to know anything about them.' 
' As if the present - day Fitawraries dese rve the title !' 
' liIe 've two of them in our village; both of them l e ft 
with title a nd meda llions only. ' (p . 12) 

Fitawr a ri Woldu identifies himself with the powerful,rich , ol d 

Fitawraries of Menelik - thou~h we know that it i s Haile Selass i e who 

appo inted him . Moreove r, even i f the It a lians ' nomina ti on of many 

Ethi opi a ns as Ker,nazmat chs, Fitawrari es a nd De jazma tches (all these 

a r e f e uda l titles) i s a historical f act ; the r e ference in the quoted 

li ne i s gene r ally t o Fitawrari es of the pos t-war era . Nevertheless, the 

peasant , not eas ily convinc ed of the gr eatne ss of this Fitawrari who sharB6 

wit h him his humble shovel , tri e s t o evade the issue. Lucking credulit y 



the Fitawrari reitera tes s ome what petulantly : 

' your l a nguaee sme lls ve ry much of the soil. Did you not 
have by any chance a master who could teach you how to 
t a lk t o your superi ors? ' 
' oh , l ots a nd !tots of them. \'lhy, anybody with mone y is my 
ma ster f or that mat t er.' 
'I mean men of bl oo d; men who could t each you how t o c onduc t 
yourself in descent soci e ty.' 
'How shoul d I know about that? The y s eem Ge ntleme n enough t o 
me until they w, t l ow in the purse ••• ' (p. 13) 
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The old a llegia nce of a peasant t o a feudnl lord is swept away in the 

face of cnsh ec onomy. The peasant has put it clearly what he means by 

' master ' in the newly unfurling social set -up. Fi tawrari '101du ' s 

phraseoloGY of 'rea l Fitawraries ' 'men of blood ' ' descent society ' do 

not mean much t o the peasant - the peasan t wh o has c orrectly obse rved 

that Fitawrari Floldu ' s type abound with mere ' medallions and titles .' 

The peasant has solid grounds t o be cont emptuous of a ll fitawraries . 

His wife - the c onjure -woman, a s ha s been l7lp.nti oned~lier is a form e r 

c oncubine of a fitaw r ari who has become so poor tha t he can not even 

prepare the yearly feust nn "bbo ]),'"ty . He seems t o rea li ze somehow t hat 

r ea l power c ome s only fr om e c onom ic power. That is why people with empty 

pockets and hi e h sounding honorific title s come short of his regard a nd 

de f e rence . 

The eme r gine capitali~t ec onomy has a tremendous i mpact upon the 

a ttitudes of the peasant. It makes him business - mindert . No old feu da l 

values or s e ntiments do p r eve nt him fr om his incessant demand for money. 

He doe s not feel any uneasiness when he wakes the a iling Fitawra ri in 

the middle o f the nif,ht t o ascert ai n whethe r o r not he can safe ly pocket 

the rent, without the knowledge of his land l ady. IThen Goy t om become s 

ve ry anxi ous of his fathe r's health a nd pleads him not t o aGitate him, 

his (ie the peasant ' s) response exposes his outraGeous l ove f or money: 

, 



, 

I 
55 

, I do not understand you. If he wakes, my wifo wi ll take care of him 

f or a n extra dolla r or two. You needn 't vlOrry ubout it ... ' (p. 23) 

It i s a n a tt e st cd hist orica l f ac t that the conflicts of two old 

bas ic classes a r e ar,r,ravn t ed nnd be c ome v e ry conspicuous by an eme r g ing 

new class. He r e , the conflicts between t he peasantry and the f e udu l 

classes a r e made very e xplicit by t h e eme r Gi nG cap ita list c l ass. Thi s 

new capitalist class , with the intenti on of ga ining mo r e s trength t o 

cr ush the f e uda l class r a llie s a r ound itse lf the peasan try and infest s 

it with its own values a nd at titudes . Daniachel'l has gr asped this f a ct 

admirabl y and by depicting the peasant with a ll capita li st idea ls 

and c ompl e t e disda in to Fitawr ari' s pre tensi ons, has symbolica lly 

rep r e sented the true c onditions of the c onflictinG classes in Ethi op i a 

on the eve of the r evo lution. 

In su ch times of totteri nG feudalism, the int e lli gen t s i a has it s own 

r ol e t o pl ay . It usually opposes the dom inant ba sic cluss - the class of 

land l ords and i dent i fies itsel f with the down-trodden class ~ the class 

of the peasantry. However, s inc e it is in its nature to titillut e fr om 

s i ding with One cluss to another, it l acks ideol ogica l clarity and firm 

d.eterminati on of goal. Such trui sm i s borne out by the way Goy t om is 

cha r a ct e rized. 

DBniachew, in working out the them0 of revolution makes Goy t om pose 

a s a revoluti ona ry who seeks c omp l e t e de struction of the f e uda l orde r and 

its be i ng supplanted by a new one . But such a desire f a ils t o roat e riali ze 

a s he i s a t a l oss t o i de ntify the ways that bring the des ire d goal . 

LackinG ide ol ogica l perspicuity a nd unflaG(,in f, determina t .i on , . he , the 

educat ed young man despairs and upbraids himself: , ~ s if I am wearinB 

blinkers a ll the time so tha t I won 't see sideways or int o the future. ' 

(p . 114) 
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To Goy t om ' s mind, Fitawra ri \1nldu is i dentified with Ha ile Selassie 

the a rch-exponent o f the feudal cla ss. Looking a t a p i e ce Df c l ot he ~ n 

which i s written ' welcome , y our Impe ri a l Majesty', he comments, 'yes , 

y ou ha ve he lped me t o see the light', and reca ll s instantaneously the 

words of his own fathe r, ' How c ome I h a ve such a weakling f o r a s on 

a fter a ll I ha ve done f o r you • •• ?' Such simultane ous identif ica ti on 

besides underscoring the fact that Fi tawrari 'Voldu symboli zeG Ha ile 

Se l assie a nd thereby the feudal nobil i ty , p inpoints the fact tha t the 

c onflict be twee n the Fitawrari a n d Goy t om does n0 t emanute fr om s on-

paren t relati onship, only; bu t a lso fr om class differences. On the other 

hand, Goy t om c onsiders I'loynitu a s a symbol o f Ethiopia. In part I 

chap t e r 9 of the novel this fact becomes very obvious . In speakinG o f 

beautiful !"'oynitu, he r e courses to speakinc o f beautiful Ethiopia . They 

comPo t o his mind, n ot separa tely and as different , but as one and the 

same. It is not hard t o discern this ble nd of identity from the f ollowinC 

par agr aph. 

And Al l those taverns will be. arnalar,ama t ed t o form a cOfYlpany . 
Sputnik Or rock"t or Apol l o COfYl pany it will he culled. To 
make it s ound sciel1JtJific. It would appe.a"l t o th e civilized 
tourists. And W<\ynitu \\'111 be rich . Ethi opia Ivill be rich . 
Ethiopia will be. :industrialized, l}he will be. a name of 
internati onal renown. V/oynit u and c.ompan)' or Apollo or what­
ever it is. (pp . }l. ~ 32) 

Tha t Uoynitu is n sYfYlbol o f Ethiopia bec omes more clear wh e n we 

r ealize the fact tha t characters which a r e represent a tives of classes 

d o batt le to possess her. Vie kl'\ow h OlW Fitawrari Wo ldu ha s striven to 

make her l ove hi", . We.. a.lsO know' how t h e. peasant and Goy tom both love 

h e r and wan t '\; 0 possess her c ompletely. In his last days fitawrari 

be c or1es awa r e () f the wrant':s he has done t o her and t o ",ake afYlends . he 

Rives her a cross (a symhol of tribulati on, pain and sacrifice) • . Goy t om, 
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Though he loves her does not know how to approach her; cannot see clearly 

the ways how to make her love him. He moves along a hazy route. Only 

the peasant has a determined way of fulfilling it. He takes her by force. 

Goy tom who avoids the killing of the sacrificial sheep (symbol of all the 

sacrifices that await revolutionary individuals) in taking a tott e ring step 

towards the love of Woyintu is again outsmarted by the peasant - the peasant 

who i s a very pragmatic man. Fitawrari Woldu realizes early the peasant ' s 

intention and seems to foresee and dread its outcome • 

••• and the peasant enters the hut. He doesn't look at the 
Fitawrari. And he doesn't look at me . But he l ooks at 
Woynitu. And with a smile too • •• He pinches at the fire. 
The peasant and the fire smi ling at Woynitu. Fitawrari 
changes side and sleeps with his face to the wall. He doesn ' t 
want the peasant and the fire to smile at him. (p. 52) 

Fitawrari Woldu has always been distrustful of the peasant. On the 

other hand, he has tried - not unsuccessfully - to win the love and 

sympathy of Goy tom. What Goy tom maintains from such love is a present of 

a watch, presumably a symbol of the old , futi l e times the people of Ethiopia 

have gone through. In the denouement , Fitawrari succeeds in killing the 

peasant who, in a way, has deprived him of his daughter. And on his death , 

his rotten corpse rests literally and symbolically upon the shoulder of 

Goy tom; as his former servants become reluctant to carry it along the 

rough descent of Mount Zikwala. 

In all such handlings of the symbolic plot and symbolic characters 

what does the writer want to signify? Does he mean that the class of 

the peasantry will hold power for a while only to be squashed again by 

the feudal class? Does he mean that the in tell i gentsia - the petty 

bourgeois class - will succeed the feudal class in taking over the 

political power? Does he mean that all the offensive l egacy of the 

feudal class will go to the petty bourgeois class? In giv ing us the 

1 
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picture of the r ough return j ourne y, does he [lenn thnt a ve ry bleak , hard 

life ye t a wa it s the peopl e of Ethi op i a? ,"nd mor e , mClking the settinR of 

the nove l the same (at l eas t, conc e rning the place f actor) a t the becinn-

inG and in the end , does he [lean tha t al l these turooils in the society 

do c ome t o nothing , tha t a briGht future is not t o be expected fr om such 

hellish society, tllat nIl the theore tical bomba s ts of the int e lli gent sin 

a r e much ado about nothing and that the sacrificia l sheep has ye t t o cume? 

I think Dauia che w oeans a ll the se and somethinc e lse. 

This 'somathin r, e lse' i s a n atteMpt t o Give Ma rxia n ove r-t ones t o 

his theme of r ev olution. ThrouGh red c ol our symbolism and an al+ usi on t o 

the ne c e ssity o f power to e ffa ce out the deGenerate social system , 

Dania chew, in a way, attempts to show the trenu the Ethi opian r evolution 

will t ake . I say 'i n a way' because I uon 't think he, like Goy t om (no 

doubt they share the same point o f view) has no t n clea r understandinG 

a nd c;r asp of it. 

The c ol our red is usua lly ass0ciatud with soc ialism and hence 

c omounism . In fact, it is a symbol of th is system. Rea lizinl: this f a ct-

so it see ms the writ e r ha s tir.Je and a"ain tried to bring out his theme 

Of r e voluti on - throuGh thi s s ym bol. Bes ide s r ecurre nt references to 

bl ood , fire a nd the gl owing horizon, it is possible t o cite two important 

incide nts tha t can unequiv oca lly substant i a te this point . \ Th~ peasa nt 

* 
a ft e r r ap ing Woynitu a sks he r i n this same moroen t t o give him the 'ne t " l a ' 

nn which are some st a ins of blaod. But be f or e he takes the ' ne t e la' t o 

the rive r f or washing the blood a way, he muses ove r it: 'how beautiful 

tha t blood l ooks on your ' netela' - bri eht-rod like the blood of a chicken 

... I like 100king a t it ... ' (1' . loll ThouCh this incident seems 

• a li ght outer gar men t 
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imp l a usible , the writ e r gaG s out o f his wa y , thi s onc e , to emphasize h i s 

s ymbo lic meanine . The othe r inci de nt c omes whe n Goy t om e nc ount e rs a 

wn Olan by t h e l a k e ;2 Thi s woman wh o has a f a the r fl og[,e d f or insultin[; a 

Bovernor spenks o f he r e xc e s s ive l ov e f o r the c o l our re d: 

I like spilling bl ood - I like r ed - I like a bi g r ed fire -
s uch a s a hut burnin g a nd r oo f cra cking in the mi ddle a nd 
f 0 rminr, D. huge bra zi e r; I like a ls o f o rest fire - D. conflaf~e rD. ti on; 

I like r e d moon , r e d l a mp , r e d s oil , red p e ppe r , red flowe r , r e d 
dress, r ed curtain - I like r e d ve ry much. (p: 90) 

Such a p r o fuse p l a y with th e c n l our red c a nno t be t a ke n lit e r a lly. 

It s symbo lic s i gnificanc e i s v e ry clear a nd stride nt\ indee d. 

Powe r-as a mea n s t o one ' s ri Ghts i s another f a ct o r tha t the writ e r 

t a ckle s t o e xp l a in hi s c once p t o f r e v oluti on . It is a pt t o menti o n he r e 

tha t s ocia li s t s (a n d pa rticula rly Ma rxi a n s oci a list s ) be li e ve in the 

ind ispensa ble ne ss o f powe r t o bri n~ about r e v o luti o n a nd cha ngB ' The 

writ e r , o bvi o us ly c u:.;nizD.. nt o f thiB f ac t, p o rtrays the peasa.nt a s o ne wh o 

i s v e ry c onsci ous o f the i mport anc e o f po we r in bringing some cha n ges in 

t h e soci e ty . This i s how he (i " the peasant) advi se s a beGGa r wh o hUr.lbl y 

imp l o r e s Go d t o soft e n the hea rts o f the p eople a nd make the m g iv e him 

t we nty c e nt s t o clea r o ff a little de btl 

•• • man , you don ' t kn ow whl'. t t o beg f o r - be g o f God t o 
st r engthe n in y o u the fe e lings of rev e n~e, the feeline; 
o f ha tred and di sdain f o r the s e mc n • • , .pra y that God 
[Oi va y o u stre n Gt h t o a v e nGc on yo ur eneOli e s - t o .wipe 
out t he insult h e a pe d upon yo u with y our b l ood •• • (p . 81) 

[,ft e r a r"pe a t c d p e rsun l o f the n ovel , Dani a che w' s a tt e mp t t o bring 

out the the me o f revolutio n in a s omewha t Marxi a n wa y appea r s t o be a 

bit unc onvincing . ~mo ng other thinKS, the resoluti on o f hi s symbolic 

p l o t contra v e ns it. Goy t om, a r ep rese nt a tive o f the int e lliGe ntsia 

upon wh os e ha nds the f a t e o f Eth i op i n i s made t o re s t fi nally in the 

book is obvi ously n o t a l1a rxi s t. 
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NeverthelasH, it i s vcry wrong to bBlittle th8 import a nce of this 

book ~n thi s account. Even though the shape the class conflicts may 

finally assume do not cOlne out clearly and strongly ; this novel, however, 

has remarkably exposed the poverty-r idden , disease-stricken l ife the 

Ethiopian masses have led und er the past system and resime . And perhaps 

this call be co ns i dered as the major f " ctor in the appraisal of the 

import ance of this book. Concluding this point with what gngl e s tells 

Mi nna Kautsky in a J.etter may be of some im portance here: 

The modern Russ i a ns and Norwegians , who produce e xcel l ent 

novels , all writ e with a purpose. I think howev e r that 

the solution of the probl e m must become ma in f e st from the 

situation and the action themselves without being expressly 

pointed out and that th e author is not obliGed to serve 

the reader on a platter t he futu'o histori c a l r esolution of 

the social con fli cts which he describes. 13 

• • • 

The first and for emos t thing tha t comes to our mind when we 

investigate Daniachew1s use of l anguage is hi s supe rb ability to describe 

event, phenomena and things meticulously. Since the content of his novel 

consists ~ai nly of dilapidated e l ements and s ombr e events , his language , 

the tone and atmosphere that are creatad thereby ref l ect this very 

dep·r essing s itua tiono His language is so descriptive and concrete that 

the r eader is made to experience an e v en t with all his five senses . What 

reader can escape from sensing the dreariness o f the peasant ' s hovel 

after r eading the followin g p i ece ? 

Odtside, r ain began to pour down upon the dry thatch of the 

hdt shakins th e soot on us in· lumps. The crickets chirping 

sounded as if hell h a d v,otten loose. A smell o f leather, 

mouldy grain , and dampness b egan to issue from the enc ircling 

fe nc e. And slowly, the ~rey , blurred hut drowned in blackness. 

Ra ts began the ir furtiv e nibbling and scurrying in the wicker 

granaries . Goats came in from outside and jumped on your 

clothing and fri sked about you. And the incomputable a rmy of 

bugs and fl eas moblizing under y our cl~thes • •• (p. 2 3) 



/ 

61 

In t.his novel , the gloominess a nd dreariness nf the atmosphere is , 

at times o ffse tted by the savinr, ;,r a ce o f nature. Na ture i s depicted 

with a ll the maj esty o f its Brace and intensity o f i ts beauty, in lucid , 

sco r ene a nd beautiful language . 

,\ nd then, slowly , the c o ld Grey mist started shifting. The l a nd­
scape be c a me visible under the g reyish white sky upon which the 
pale dim stars were hardly visi bl~ . The red r,low o f down -began 
g lea mi nr :in the East. The horizo n b e;~an t o g r o w cleare r and more 
blue . i. fresh , pe ne tratinc breeze spranr, from the IIwash va lley 
i n the South , and D. shimme rinG mist r ose like st ream ove r t he 
ea r t h a n d water . Tho l eav e s beGan t o stir softly . f\ f a int 
mnrning breeze pRssed wonde r i n gly over the ea rth - f r om thicket 
t o thicke t , fr om c opse to c opse . On the bushes , heavy ond bent 
with the ir l oads o f dew , and o~ t he g reat bowl o f wat e r, shining 

'out unde r its breakinr, mist, the dawning day threw up its purple 
r a ys a nd slowly poured f c rih fl oo ds o f fresh and respl e ndent ligh t . 
(p . 132) 

Daniachew ' s us e o f short se nt ences (though not comple te sentences 

a t leas t fr on the view point o f c onventi onal EnGl i sh grnmma r ) has he lped 

him t o c ontro l hi s thoughts s uccinctly . rie do n o t find him 'go ing astray 

from his immed iate tho u r.ht enr;aGement . l1oreover , Daniache w usually uses 

such short sentences f o r descriptive purposes . He has a wa y o f descr i b-

inr; vari ous elements in a scene no t in the ir i nte r r elatedness but as 

fragmentary , separate entities wi th only a sl i i:ht l ink between thom . 

I n such cases the reade r i s made t o v i ew t he wh o l e panorama with obj e ct i ve 

detac hm e nt . It is a s if o ne watches the whole e l em e nt through the eye o f 

a. came r a : 

The wind i n g mountain o f Zekwala . The re it lay , 
Hi lls , hills and hills . Below those hills , more 
hills ; And belo w then , mo re hills . And belo w them all , 
the fla t r;rassy land full o f Grey mist . I·fi sts whi ch 
g r e w wi de r and wider a s you went downwards - t owar ds 
the m. Mi sts which as c ended t owa rds you, Enormo u s b l oc ks 
o f stone on yo ur way ~ .~ (p~ 170) 

Daniachew ' s prose in its c o ndensed form~ symbo lic ov e rtones , 

e v ocati on o f intense atmosphere comes very near t o a piece o f poem. 
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In fact, one can regard him as a poetic novelist. His charac t ers e ngaged 

with c ontemplat ion s that have a touch of pathetic overtones bring his prose 

to a k ind of poem which is lyrical in content a nd elegi ac in t one . 

Take t he following song of the mad girl , for exam ple. .Its e xt e rnal form, 

notwithstanding, does it not echo and resemble most of his prose? 

It rains 

very heavily 

and the mud 

on what a deligh t 

it . ~ould be 

to patch a wall 

with t his soft 

wet earth. 

It rains 

very heavily, 

a nd the donkey can ' t move. 

The driv~r beats her , 

the poor beast , 

methodically, sYbwlY and 

s lowly 

pi ece by p i ece , she falls down -

To have seen it. (p. 119) 

It is an obvious f act that it i s~pse try. and not prose that usually 

engage s the attention of r eaders with its for m and language . 

The Thirteenth Sun , it / being a poetic nove l, does not. the probl em 

of transmi t ting the cont en t and them e s - revo l utionary and significant 

at that - to r eaders easily and clear l y arise? Doesn ' t the form become a 

hinderance , in a way, to the full realization of the themes? Doesn 't 

the l anguage attract attention to itsel f and in a way overc l oud the 

content ? 

My answer is yes , to all of these questions . 



Defiance 

The " " c r, nd Ethi o-It a lia n wa r o f 1935 - 41 h a s p r ovi derl Ethi opia n 

wri ters with ample theme s t n writ e on. . /~ numbe r o f import a nt i.mharic 

n ovels such a s Grme " Ne v e r t o Return, i,ge 'a.:i (na me o f the he r o ) h r e ' a ya , 

(aga i n name o f the he r o ) have dealt wit h it. J,bbie' s De fi a nce i s the 

l a st si gnific a nt wo rk in Ethi op i an literature that derives its theme s 

fr om this turbulant time o f wa r., 

The Italia n c o l oni a lists in co~in f, t o Ethi o p i a f o r a s e c ond ti~e 

(the y we re de fe a t e d a nd r e pelle d at the Battl e o f Mlwa in 1896) had a 

stron~ a~biti on t o sub jUGate the pe ople of Ethi opia and ke e p the country 

under their c ontro l f o r a l o ng time . ' !1o r er,ve r, as hist oria n Ange l o De l 

Boc a , wh o tri e d , t o a ssess the wa r with s ome obj e ctivity admits , they we r e 

, 14 
suffering fr om wha t he ca lled the ' i. dwa c omple x'. "Thus, embitt e r ed by 

the ir past humili n ti on, the c o l onia lists inte nde d t o n ehi e v e the ir goa ls 

a t a ny c ost a n c! with wha t e ve r oJe a ns they ha d at their disposal • . Pogro~s , 

mass bomba rd~ent s , intimi dati o n a nd t e rro r , divide a n d rule t a ctics and 

propaganda we r e s ome o f the s e ~od i operandi ., In the face o f me rcile s s a nd 

r e tributive measure s by the c olonin.lists , howeve r, the Ethiopian warri ors 

p os e d a very strone resistanc e against the m. Tho c onfl ict n at vari ous 

stages o f th e wars were multi-facet e d , intense and ve ry dr' lnJatic . ;.bbi e , 

h owever , has no t g iven us in Defiance ~ a l l those fierce strugp,le s in all 

the ir intenSity and h i stri onics . .He has strea mlined the open , acti on 

ridden struggles and c oncentra ted up on person to perso n 'duels' betwe en 
/{ 

a few colonize rs and s ome resi s tance fighters. 

The ve ry first cha pt e r f o r instance, opens with the ' duel ' o r 

c onfronta ti o n scone be twee n a n Ita li a n fascist Ge neral Angelo a nd an 

o l d Ethi opia n wa rri or, Fitawra ri llbe sha. .I\besha is a feuda l l o rd , 

/ 
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disGraced and disfavoured by court intri r;ue rs durinG the reien of 

Empress Zewdi tu; but who , nevertheless, raised nrms t o defend hi s count ry 

declnr inr;, 'I wns disl;raced, on ly by certain individunls ; I am go ing to die 

f o r my country... One's 1,:rcc t est r;lory is the freedom of one's 0wn country.' 

(p . 2'9) He is now brought befnre General ilngelo , charged with brngrini~ to 

kill fifty whites a t the last battle of Maichew. ,\ngo l o , with charnctoristic 

flamboyance of n fasci s t office r, reels and thunders at ~besha with super­

flu ous wrath and threat. 'He bullies and kicks his i nterprete r, shouts 

' porco ' at every turn, and flaunts a rrogance a nd disdain. When the olel 

man admits his pledge t o kill fifty whites, he approaches him with i nev itable 

impudcncy: 'filthy old man. ,'Jha t ",alee s ynu so haughty, while you a re 

certainly an ass? ' (p. 14) flbesha is not haughty, however, but proud of 

the havoc t ha t he and his f e llow Ethiopi ans had wreaked upon Italian 

c ol oni a lists a t the Bet tIe of iidwa . Unafraid, he tells imr,elo the truth 

about his role in the wnr. If he feiens submi ssion when n second, 

sycophantic interpreter comes , it is with a calculated aim t o save the 

first interpreter, Berhi e , who has patri otically tri ed t o save hi'" from 

the cruel Grips of ;.nge l o . Otherwise I he carries with him t o t he epd , 

his just pride and dir;nity with no taint of inferi ority syndromes. To 

Angelo 's wanton insults, he respo Dcls soberly and saGely: ' I am not an 

QSs ... you can't take away my di gnity and spirit. Victory, on the othe r 

hand , i s like immature wine.' It goes directly to one 's head; int oxicates 

all who use it.' (pp.14 & 15) 

!"lhen ;,besha tries to flatter ;.ngelo " for purposes pointed out above ; 

it is ironically enou~h, ' at the expense nf anothe r whit e ~an - a certain 

i~ rmenian who , disavowi nG his prev i ous " peacet ime friendship informs on him. 

Though he r e , Anr;elo's gullibili ty anu thereby his hasty release of ;,bosha 
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lacks p l a u s i bili ty ; it , nonetheless , throws light upon the f ascist ' s 

extended a rroGanc e e ven t o one o f his kin4. 

Not ~u ch l a ter nft e r his rele a se , Abe sha is picked aga i n and 

imprisoned . Eye inG ~ste r-Abcsha 1 s dn ueht c r, as she l eaves the c ourt-room , 

~n~e lo i s st ruck with h e r beauty and flares up with lust._ ~besha 's fiRht 

with the ArmeniQn a short ti~e afte r the y have l e ft the c ourt-ro om p rovides 

i,nEe l o with a n apparent excuse to jail h i m and thereby i mpose his wil l 

upon Jtste r. 

The fi ery , beautiful and dar ing ~ster who has lost a fi a nc e e at tho 

Battle of Ma ich aw , i s made t o choose between he r f a the r ' s life a nd he r 

honour . _ Berh i e , wh o himself wa llows in her l ove "nd admira tion furtiv e ly, 

is made a co - between a nd he trie s earnestly , tho ugh pa infully to c omply t o 

the Ge neral's wishes . Tor,ether with De [;gu - a nothe r patriot , under the 

c ove r o f an It a lian spy , he f orsecs the possibi lity of kidnapp ing the 

f ascist ge ne r~l throuch Ast e r . As t er , unable t o sacrifice he r fathe r for 

h e r honour , yields t o the r eques t o f tho r,eneral nnd t o her mot her' s 

anx i ous a nd r e morse ful desire t( ) see the ir ~an releas ed . 

But the fasci s t ,;enernl' s fulsor.lO behaviour does no t stop here . He 

be c omes more dissolut e and Gradua lly att e mpts to l a y h i s lusty hands on 

he r s i ster , Sarah , and e ve n o n he r ",o the r, Wossenie . Before he a ctualizes 

his intenti ons, howeve r, he makes an i Rn ob le l andin8 in the ir trap . Such 

a the me of miscegenati o n runs in many i,mharic works that dea l with the --
Italian occupa ti on . j,bbie in taking up this theme once <lgain he re, 

accentua t e s the immorality o f the c o l onize rs a nd the immense sacrifice s 

thousands of Ethi op i a n famili es had t o make durin r, thos e da rk time s. 

j,bbie po ints out in Defiance that what hurts the Ethiopi ans equally , 

if not more , is the l a ck of unity tha t prevails among themselves . Vari ous 



66 -

c onflicts and ~ i sparities within its own peopl es disrupt the c ountry and 

make her a n easy p r ey t o c olonizers. !.rlong these , the tribal probl em is 

the p r edomina nt one ; a nd the f ascists ha v e spared no e ffort t o e x p l oit it 

fully and the reby a chi e ve the ir Goa l s through div i de and rule policy . 

This is not , infnct, n cnse with Ethi opi a only. f~s Frant z Fanon , the 

c e l e brated authority o n c o l oni o l i sm t e lls us, ' c o l on i a lisrl does n o t s i rlply 

sta te the exi s tence o f tribes ; it also re i nfo rc es it a nd s epa rates them . 15 

The va ri o u s tribes in f eudal Eth i op i a befo r e and duri ng the wa r we r e 

stra n ge rs to ea ch ot he r . The y had only a hazy noti o n o f ' Ethi opi anism' 

a nd a scanty feelin c o f belonginGness t o ea ch othe r . Mo re ov e r , the centrnl 

gov e rnment befo r e the VJrt r which was c onstituted r.l£l inly o f :.r.thnrn and 

Ti r: r ean f a uclalist s was 1 0"ked upon by peoples fr om othe r tribes with f ear 

a n e1 hatred ; Th i s was ve ry natural as these peoples (and, in f a ct, the . 
broad ma sses nf amhara s a nd Ti g r eans as well) were tre me ndously exploite d 

by tha t government o f l a ndlo rds and it s h e nchmen. ThOUGh i.bb i e has not 

tackled this p r obl em o f tri balism in depth , as is warranted by its 

seve rity, he has , nevertheless , made s ufficient references t o it t o si c nify 

its siniste r threa ts t o unified st rueGle , a nd the d i r e consequonces that 

will ac crue fr om it . Thus, when Be rhi e me ntions it , in a matter - o f -

f ac t - way, De egu crios out vehemently in self- criticism . 

Stupid dO f> ! We !Ire lickinG the fasc i s t v o[,li t - d ivide and 
rule propaGanda ! Ti r;r es , Amharas , Gallas , Ke ffElns , and s o on 
an~ s o on; this tribe i s ha u f>hty And war - l i ke , that one subjUGate d , 
this one clever, tha t a na silly - and this f asci s t v Orlit we dOGS 
a r e licking ! DO GS inde ed ! \"/oe be t o the criminals who chanGed 
this grea t pe opl e int o a pack o f dORS . The white f a scists t o fre e 
Ethi op i a n s fr om t!le ir oppressive brothers? 11y God ! (p . 32). 

Lonf> be f o r e they occup i od the othe r parts o f Ethiopia , tlie It a lia n 

coloni a lists had c o l on i alizcd the Eritrean p r ov ince. I n fact, they 

launched the ir assault o n the r est o f Eth i op i a in 1 935 from the ir Zritrean 
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bases_ Moreover , the Italian fascists had a number of war corps 

c onstitut ed of Eritreans when they came t o invade the r es t o f Ethiopia, 

Conversely , more conscious Eritrcans had, a ll throu~h the wars defec t ed 

and f o ue ht against the colonialists t o liberate t he ir mothe r country. 

Be tha t as i t may , the r e were (and still a r e) sor,le snacs that curtailed 

r approachment s be tween these tw o g r oups of· peopl e o f one and same mothe r-

l and . Even when some c:enu ine ly inspired Eritreans c ame t o join the 

resistance fi ght e rs du rinf, the occupati o n they we r e not accepted easi ly 

with a spirit of camaraderie and fellow countrymen . Even those fi e ry , 

young men , Abrha Deboche and NOGes ilsgedom, who wounded Harshal Grazi en i 

were de ni ed a cceptanc e t o join a r e si s tance army unde r a re~ut ed Ethi opi an 

r,ene ra1~ Distrustfulness was so r a mpa nt that many Eritreans , despit e 

, . , 
the i r ear,e rness t o serve their mother - country were taken for bandas a nd 

execut ed by their own country- men . 

~bbie has made note of this fact repeatedly in thi s novel . He makes 
~ 

one bocke r o und character , n genuine and indomitable fir,hter, exclaim about 

t ho deplorable situation thus: 

Hr e n ' t y o u ashamed o f boasting of killing your o wn brothers? 
Be cause the y were on the border of our c ountry; the y became 
the f i rst Ethi opi an victims of f o r e i gn agg r ess i o n . Be c ctuse 
the y were forced they a r e fi ghting against the ir own c ountry . 
lVhy then do you boas t o f ki l linG them inst ead of p i tying them ? 
I ha v e heard tha t some o f y ou are killing y our brothers while 
the y a re trying t o desert the fa s cists and join you . If, in 
the future , a nyone of y ou kills a banda when he is tryi ng t o 
join y ou, I will bring the murdere r t o judgemen t in front of 
you a ll. If you want to boast , kill the wh i t e f ascists, then 
I will praise and r e vlilrd you" (Pl' . 35 & 36) 

~bbi e t a kes the ca s e o f the Eritreans with utmos t sympathy and 

understanding . He write s as one wh o has felt deeply the wrongs the y 

have suff ered . In connection wi th this, it is apt to mention that the 

• 
native soldiers under the fascists 's employment. 
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reasons f o r li.bbie I S portrni ture o f s uch Eri treans as Berhie nnd itsme r or.1, 

wh o have proved t o their c ountrymen the ir Re nuine l~ve f o r their cnther-

land t o the extent of Givin~ the ir l i ves t o it, i~ to underline the ir 

wo rth a nd t o Give them a better , untainte d c o rne r in Ethi opi a n hist ory~ 

By c;r a ntinG thus a n artistic t estimony t o the ir patriotism , he seems 

courageous and ambit i ous enou~h t o convince the D.v e rap;e Ethiopian out o f 

h i s conventional belief that the Er itreans ha ve a lways been behind the 

I t a l i an aggr ess i on . Tru ly , it is a just v i nd i ctive gesture . 

The t heme of di s un ity i s a wi de one . "part from the tri bal i ssue i 

it i ncludes other pro bl ems such as personal r e v e nge and f eudal 

E'xploitat i on . The c offe e me rcha nt, Ka ss i e a nd the skin merchant , Holla 

info rm on t.besha because of some r,rudp;e the y had before the war. Pea ce 

time differences a nd conflicts a re so accentuated du r inG the occupatio n 

th~ t thoy po s a a problem t o wa~B a united struggle aGainst the c o l on ize rs. 

Such peopl e like Molla and Kassia t o e ff e ct r e taliat ory measures aGainst 

their old enem i es thro w the ir l ot with a biGGer enemy, c o l oni alism a n d 

wreak havoc and dostruction upon their own Clluntryrnen . In the eyes o f 

patriots like Abesha , tho se are despicable pe ople wh o f ee l no pangs of 

consc i enc e when they d i sclose t o the enemy the weak s i de of the i r own 

count ry , 

Abbi e wh o in many o f his ~mhar i c wo rks exposes the i nsuf f e rable lives 

of the Et hi op i a n masse s under the yoke of f e udalism hints i n this book at 

the dange r this poses in t i me of f oreign ag~ression . Ue makes hbeshn , the 

feudalist , meditate r emorseful ly a nd self-censor u ously when he rea lizes 

that one of the i nfo rm e rs acainst him is his ex- t e nant: 

He had r ece ived nethinc fr om my hand but exploitation , 
poss i bly insults t oo . He had no t a plot of ca bbage of his 
o wn in his c ountry , and he the r efo re has a ri ght to betray 
me, whe n he f e" ls the time i s f a v ou rable for him , ... (1' . 11) 



When Fi t a wrari M)esha i s on his way t o Tegulet (after killing /,nr;e l G) 

t o j o i n the resistance fi ght e rs , it is t o the peasan t s that the coloni a l 

Government \ as i s it s wont , turns to for his apprehe n s i on : " lie ha ve c or.1e 

t o know that even now he wan t s t o e xploit y ou as he did before the just 

fasc i st rule a bolished yo ur old burdens , •• we off e r a l a rge r e ward t o 

anyone wh o apprehends thi s cra nk bandit a nd his lou s y f ollowers • • • ' 

{P'165) Thus it r e hashes its old game o f divide a nd rule t ac tics whenever 

a n opportunity lends itself to it. 

Even if individuals mainly fr om a n g ry tribes and e x p l o ited c l asses 

enlist in the servic e o f the co l onize rs, no particular tri be or class 

can cla im the li berat i o n of Ethiopi a exclusively. Men and women alike ~ 

fr om vQri ous tribes t classes, re li c i ons have made considerable sncri fices 

t o free their motherland . Abb i e makes this f a ct clea r nowhere as i n the 

c o l onizer's dunr,eo n in chap t e r f ou r wh e re he brinp,s t OGe the r people with 

va ri ou s class, tribnl nnd r el i g i ous bnckg r ounds . The Oromo tena nts, Didu 

• and his son Tu r a , the Eri trenn /,smerom , the christ i an hermi t nnd de bt e r n , . 

the Sh e ikh , ( a mos l em ) ,'.besha (a feuda l l'tmha r a ) etc. a r e a ll assembled 

in the p ris on c e ll as victims o f f ascist agg r ess ion and r e ckless bu tchery • . 

Ne v e rthe less , the chilly , da rk , suffo cat ing and stinkinr, p riso n f a il s t o 

smothe r the l ove , unde r s t and ing ,. hopes and unit ed goals o f the peop l es 

c ontained in it. 

;,bbie I S nove l is a n ove l o f 'e ve n-if' themes . . Care ful t o g ive us a 

ba l a nce d p i cture o f the oc cupati on, he writ e s more with tole rati on a nd 

unde rs t andinR than wra th a nd r e tributi on . He t akes a ll the trouble, f o r 

i ns t anc e , _ t o make us disce r n the f a ct tha t the fascists and not the 

It a lian s o r white peopl e in ~ene ral a r e the enemi es o f the Ethi opi an 

* pre c e nt o r 
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people . Even in the very p rison scene where the fascist's severe 

cruel i ties are exposed , Abbie , ever unforGettful of his 'even if ' theme 

devises a way out . When Abesha , in a torm enting moment c ontempl a tes 

whether white skin is the source of a ll e Vil s , Asme r nm ; better informed 

and e nlightened than the othe rs is made to r espond : 

No t white skin , sir. Not even the skin o f the I t alians ~ 

But fascism. The It a lians were , and still many o f them are , 

amo nG the most humane people s in the world . But fascism made: 

great monsters s uch €is Graz i ani , j,ngelo and others out of that 

c ompass ionate people . The f ascists are t orturing not only us . 

They have i nflicted the same horror upo n many innocent Itnlians 

t oo . (pp . 86 & 87) 

Though well - intentioned , Abbie a t times is a bit excessive in the 

e x e cuti on o f his ' even if' themes . Occasionally, he overreaches his Goa l 

and becomes unrealistic. Take , for in s t an ce\ the incident in which an 

• 
Italian ' so lda t o ' sheds tears for witness inr the misery of a woman with 

R ctead child in her arms. A fascist soldato who steeps in blood and 

butchery in his e ve ryday life cannot be mrved o r wallow in p ity and 

sentimentality. This is really a very improba ble incident. 

Furthermore , [,bb i e superficially d r ags one cha r a cter , a c e rt a in 

c olonel who claims to be a member of the Soc i a l Democratic Farty of Italy; 

for the sale pu rpose of accentuating his idea of innocent Italians wh o 

them s e lves a r e v i ctims o f fascism. This wasted character has not any 

other role and appears only once in the novel. 

The domestic scenes at Abe sha's h ousehold reveal the vari ous aspects 

of Ethi opian tradi tion r The r espe cts children show to tho i r pare nts , 

t aLle mannerisms , the kind o f fo od and drink served , reception of Visitors ; 

e tc . a r e depicted remarkably well : Horeover , the threat what fascists 

like hnfielo pose to such traditions is not overlooked, e ither • 

• Soldier 
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Contrary to the 'civilized ' fascists, the ~thiopi ans are portrayed 

as more cultured. Abesha, for instance, has nev er entertained an idea of 

killing An~elo in cold blood. He has exclaimed from the very first , that 

once he kidnaps him, he will give him 0 fair trial. Very wary not to 

allow vengence supersede justice, he tells Be rhi e at a time when he is 

sure that Ang elo has already alighted in their trap : ' We are christians ; 

although they consider us beasts, we must fulfil the duty of christians. 

As a human being we must pity him 9nd as a grea t destroyer we must punish 

him. ' (p. 148) When the i mpatient Aster passes the sentence on Angelo 

3nd tak0S the execution in her hand; he becomes sad and uneasy: 

like a cold-blooded murderer ' , he says remorsefully. 

' I feel 

Speaking of characters, it is good to note that some characters in 

this novel ara paid too little a ttention to come out conspicuously. 

Though we see Sarah , not a few times in Lhe novel, we know but very little 

of her. Of course, she is always there in the family, at court and in 

the battlefield, but still she is a shadowy figure with no significant 

role. She is eclipsed by Aster so much so that we , at times question, as 

to why Abbi e created her at all. There was the opportunity , however , t o 

show her in 0 better light a nd position. Since we are told thAt Deggu is 

in love with her, the manipula t ion of this theme to some length could have 

justified her creation bett er . Molla , Kassie and the Armeniar George are 

also such shadowy characters that are bypassed without due portrai t ure. 

It is only in the end and suddenly at that , that we see their opportunism 

turn sour. All three of them are put in jail (to signify a kind of poetic 

justice) by the fascists. 

Conversely, Abbie has lavishly used his pen in portraying some other 

charact ers like Deggu o It is through Deggu that most of the background 
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history of l.besha comes tc us. De 0 Gu' s admirat i on of l·~beshD. is so great 

thn t he tri es t o overl ook , though with some uneasiness, the fo.ct tho. t 

Abesha is a f e udali s t who,like o the~.people of his class , has expl oited 

his tenants: 'In f ac t he wo.s a petty feud o. l lord, n great land owner . 

Hunderds of t enants he had. ~n~ no doubt his t eno.nts were expl oited , but 

not t o swell his purse ••• he didn ' t hoard , but c ollected o.nd distributed.' 

(p . 28) Dc r,cu i n his dua l role as a banda and a patriot , has suffered a 

lot . He has been an unwelcome Ruest in many Ethiopian househo lds , as the 

people re Ga r d him as a spy wh o is loya lly servinr; the fascists. Hi s 

appa r ently unflatt e ring joh , subrogates his genuine patriotic f e rv our. 

In spite of a ll his attempt s to save Abasha , f or instance , Aste r vi ews 

him as a banda who put her f athe r i n j a i l. Despit e his entreaties t o t ell 

her the truth , she turns him away from he r f nthe r's house ns ' a dog of 
, 

murde r or s , In t ear s and self pi ty, he desc ribes himself as ' a n exile of 

two worlds.' (p. ~3) His t ormented soul becomes so sensitive that he 

di s c e rns criticism e ven fror.1 an innocent utterance of a friend. r/hen 

Abe sho. tell s him tho.t he r e fra ined fr om givi ng his dauGhtors' hands t o 

MalIa a nd Kass i e because ' they a re tra it ors ' , Der,gu realizes his own poor 

state remors e fully : ' f or th ey didn ' t f i ght ••• ? Yes , just like most of 

us. ' (p . 58) 

Yet , a short time aft e r , Deggu vindic ates his name and image . 

Abesha ' s f am ily takes him back a s a f r i e nd; and ultimately, he lures the 

fascist a rmy i nto ambush , doffs his banda outfits and becomes a full-time 

patri ot . In his portraiture of Der:gu, Jlbbie , once aga i n tackles his 0ver-

:111 ' even if ' theme . ThouCh there are bandas who are no less cruel than 

the white fascists, there are a lso bandas like DeC';u who, throuGh feir,ned 

al licnment with the colonizers, still serve tho ca use of their motherland. 
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;,bbie's lanGuaGe lacks r efinement and maturity . He seems to think 

in .~haric while writinG in EnGlish . 

on his EnGl ish . Sentences like ' hss ! 

His Amharic imposes it sel f want ()nly 

I wi 11 show you,' ' I'/ha ti s wronG 

wi th me? ' (t 0 mean , wha t wrong hilve I done ) ' Don 't r emind ne, don 't remind 

me , ' ' when the old man hSilrd these insults. he WilS outril~ed and he forcet 

whe r e he was . t ' Leave it sist e r, leave it ' 'he r crime is mourni n~ her 

husbilnd , ' smack of j.mhilric s e nt e nc es ; Furthermor e , the nove l i s rep l e te 

wi t h such awkwar d st ilt ements ilS 'In 1936 , when tho Ethi o-Ita lia n war broke 

out, he cluldn ' t continue his neutra lity and he began t o wor r y. ' ' That 

ni cht t oo , Deggu had no inclina ti on t o en t e r the Fit a wra ri ' s house , r a the r 

to t a lk with the man outsi de ,' ' a lthouGh the re a r e not as many as men , 

many Gr eat women have achi eve d grea t things .' 

Moreover , the dialogues l a ck luci dity , brilliance and condensati on. 

They r a mble out of f ocus and tackle f a r-fetched issues . Even if ;"bbi e, 

a t times a tt empts t o introduce humour i nto them, they still f a il short of 

breaking the ove r a ll monotony and p l a titudinous. On the othe r hand , hi s 

de script i ons which a r e met iculous a nd me t aphorical a r e c ommendabl e, 

• 
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Ccnfession 

Confessi on could be a story of a couple or millions of people in 

the same predicament .. In a colour consci ous society a black boy and a 

white girl f a ll in l ovo with each other. ~gainst odds and impe di ments 

the y strive t o keep the ir l ove ihtact and seem to fare well for a short 

time ; but onl y t o fail miserably in the end. 

It i s a pathet ic s t ory , an unusua l one in Ethi opi an lite rature . 

~she nafi Kebede , who comes out with it in the 60's was onc e a music 

student at the Unive rsity of Ro chest e r in U.S. h . Gathering his 

expe rienc es abroad , he has produced this novel that ~ms with racia l 

pre judices and conflic ts . This novel , in a way , i s autobioGraphical . 

The main character, Ezra DesaleCn, is a lso a mus ic stude nt . Mo r eove r. 

the setting of the novel synchronizes with the spe cific time and place 

tshenafi was studyinG i n in U. S . A •. 

'k Ethiopians are not colou r consc i ous peopl e; if we a r e , it i s 

bl ack Vs hlack and not bl ack Vs white . HiGhlanders who are usually lir,ht 

skinned consider their dark sk inned countrymen who live in the west e rn 

bor der r egi ons as r ac i a lly inferior. In fact , this is what i s bette r 

r ep resented in Ethi opi an li terature th"n black-wh i te rela ti onshi p . .. Unl ike 

mos t i.fric a n countries that have gone through l ong peri oos o f c o l onialism, 

Ethi op i a hRS suff e r ed very lit t l e fr om r "c i a l i Gnominy at the hands of 

white f or e i gne rs . Thus the i ssue has neve r been" burning one to a rrest 

the a tt enti on of Ethi op i an writ e rs. 

,~t l east ,. at t he begi nning Ezr.:t Desalcgn' s kind of r eaction t o the 

race issue seems t o em"nat e fr om this same f act. Before he unwillinr;ly 

de lves deep i nto it becRuse of hi s l ove f o r the rich, beautiful Caroline, 

he s hows an indifference t o co l our problems in the U . S.~. The l ot of 

1 
I 
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negroes in the South that extremely infuriates and torments his friend, 

Ashey Lule touches him only with mild slmpathy and anger. Confronted by 

Ashey and being reminded of the intense cruelty with which the black are 

treated by the white racists, Ezra respunds with detachment and self-

centered airs: ' So what? •• This is their country and let them fight 

for whatever reasons they have against Dach other. I came here to study 

and I wan t to do only that. ' (p. 12) Furthermore , he attempts to justify 

his lack of conviction Dnd committment by some sophi stries : 

Th~re arc discriminatio ns one kind or another , in every country. 
Some people don't like Italians •• • others like Italians but hate 
Jews of any nationality. Such is the world , and still others 
like th& American majority, don ' t like colored people. We know 
it is absolutely wrong , but who is ~o change it? You? Me? No. 
Don't forget common sense admits change only gradually. (p . 13) 

Then he considers self-sufficiency in economy, education and social 

matters as the solution to the racial problem. He is unaware of the fact 

that the racial problem itself is a phenomenal impediment to self 

dependency. Moreover, his thuory of self- sufficiency (which, by the way 

comes very near to Mr. Fletcher 's -Caroline's father , colonialist attitude) 

perplexes one , all the more , when viewed from an American contexte How can 

the black be self - suffic i ent , livi~g in the same community with the. ~h~te? 

Or is he foreseeing separate development of races? - a r ece nt modul atio~ 

of apartheid ? - very doubtful , indeed. 

As a result of his crequent outings with Caroline amidst 

disapproving white supremacists , his pride dwindles away bit by bit. 

He r folks seem to say , 'she has ~o right to throw herself away like 

that~7and surprisingly enough , Ezra appears t o nod assent. Though h is 

wounde d self occasionally makes a desperate attempt to assert itself in 

pretentious 'discourtesy ' (as in the incident with Ray ) and theatricality 

{ 
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(as in the case with Callahan) he remains inert to fight for his love 

with some measure of spiritual stamina. Though he loves her , as he t aIls 

us, 'more than life itself' he is very undecided to have her wholeheartedly, 

ignoring and fighting the wrath of her tribe. We feel as if he assumes 

a fatherly figure, and intones ' beware!' when we hear him remind her ' the 

price she would have to pay by giving up the conventions of the society. ' 

(p. 62) In a contemplative moment , he admits his predicament : 'Believe me 

Caroline , I wanted you all to myself but I couldn ' t reconcile myself with 

the idea of coming between you and your parents. ' (p. 65) How can he then, 

reconcile within himself her l ove and the hatred of her tribe? How is he 

going to synthesize the anti these s of love in an alien, racial society? 

Well, here is his telltale r esponse : 

In spite of the pain afflicted upon me, I was ready to accept 
even all her kind as my brothers : I wanted to have a sense of 
belonging, a sense of being accepted by the whit es whose hate 
I feared would break bit by bit the thread - the force - that 
was binding Caroline to me. (p. 61, the underlin ing is mine 
- D.S.) 

This is an abated pleading to join the white tribe. A stifled 

desire for self - abnegation and transformation of identity which has a 

sad , shameful note of despair and humiliation. 

Caroline ' s lov~ for £zra is a bit melodramatic. Considering her 

background, it seems somewhat unrealistic. Het attempt to commit suicide 

may foreshadow her end, but subrogates a possib le scene of confrontation 

with h e r parents in Ezra ' s presence. This might have given us a better 

picture of the kind and magnitude of love she has to the black boy. Her 

fatalistic explanation of their love-encounter , ' Fate or Nature favoured 

and planned our actions and that is why we met from the two ends of the 

world. We had to meet, , (p. 61 ) is unconvincing . This dead - end 
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theory of ' fate ' i s a r ather i mprobable but an expedi ent means '"he 

novelist concocts to answer the inevitable question: ,.,hat are the r eal 

factors for a ;,hi te girld in har circumstances to fall in love Hi th a black boy? 

When, despi te his desires, the '.lhite tribe r efuses to take him in as 

one uf its kind, Ezra tries for a time t .. build a lone paradise in the middle 

of hell. Caging himself in his para.diese Hith t he beauty 'of spr i ng and the 

l ove of CAroline , he seems to r ail "leave us alone! ' to the whole world. But 

ih" prol:lc·m rL ddl~d ,.,~!'ld is ",ere r eal ~" .etnr.g tLon 'U"t rwkk.shl.ft of 11 

paradise . It r eaches its dark harids and claims him back . He finds himself 

! fated ' to participate in a demonstration against Southern segregationist. 

Hherein he Hill l ose his love and paradise at one stroke . Yet , he has never 

been committed to the black cause • After all these slavish treatments he has 

received at the hands of the r(l.cists, his lingering passivity to fight them 

is stunning. His deplorable, but honest confess ion as to Hhy he intends to 

join the demons tration is a manifesto of dOHnright reaction and lethergic 

venture: 

Frankly, I didn't "ant to take part in the demonstration but 
since Caroline ",as "illing to go I was l eft H'i thout· choice . I 
had only tHO r easons for nar t icipating: first.' I didn' t Hant 
Caroline, to think that I ",as indifferent and, secondly, I didn ' t 
Hant t o r emain in my r oom burning Hi th the finl6 of a guilty 
conscious sending Car ol i ne against the uppredicatably dangerous 
outburst of the Southern crowds. (pp.1l2 & 113) 

Besides black-Hhite love encount er , Ashenafi has also tri ed to 

portray some aspec ts of the African student's life i n the U.S .A . In Ashe Lule 

He disc ern the black student ' s frustrations that issuefrom racial problems . 

We are made to f ee l his home -sickness and his acute l oneliness that goade• 

him to Has t e himself in the ar ms of "hite prostitutes. Armah, taking this 

is sue of the Afri can student's loneliness, ponders over it more penetratingly: 
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But what e lse c ould we the ha t ed do in our l one liness? Go 
with our l ove a chine ins i de our isol a t ed bodi es , go searchi ng 
a ft e r c ontact wi t h our peopl e whose life of pain we have fl ed? 
Eas i e r t o l e t white fema l es abso r b th e l oving impulse , use the 
a ccumula t ed ene r GY within our black selves t o rio work o f impo rtance 
t o t he ir wh it e se l ves . Of what othe r use have " fric a ' s t r emendous 
energi e s been these nany ce nturies but t o serve the lu s ts o f whites? 
Sucked- out men , shoul d our bod i es survive our murdered soul , we 
float be twee n the blessed a nd the damned , a tt a ched to none but our 
spe cifi§ murde r e rs, ca ue ht in t heir deep-hat i nr, embr a c e . ;.h , 
!.frica ; 

Confessio n l owe r s a rti s tica lly as a r esult o f its man y d i s cuss i o ns 

tha t h a ve not a ny si gnificant, direc t bearine t o the main line o f the 

s t cl ry. Consequent ly the p l ot i s s l ackened a n d t he book p r olife r a t es with 

passinr, ly r e f e rred t o characters such as Rubinstein and Sue . No t withsta nd-

in~ these arti s tic flaws , however , Ashe na fi's a tt e mpt i s underst andabl e . 

Thr OUGh the di scuss i ons he wa nts t o show the l\me ric an vie w po int o f i.frica 

and s ome othe r bi t s o f shollow int e lle ctua li sm . Many stud ent r eturnees 

I 
fr om the U.S. h . te ll fri e nds about th e A~e ricans' dist o rt ed imQ~e o f 

hfric a : a jungl e wh e r e naked savar-es ru b shoulders aga ins t r oami nr; beasts . 

That i s wha t :,shena fi does i n his book . I n f ac t it i s Vlorth quotinG whnt 

nne othe r returnee writes t onRuc -in-cheek t his e y e witness a cc ount of 

su c h a misc onc epti on . 

' Sorry we ha v e n't t ake n y ou t o see mo r e o f the city,' Cat j o ined in, 
' Oh , I should l ov e t o se e the zoo .' I jumpe d a t the ir offe r. 'I 
missed it in London c om ing out.' 

The s andwich Harl ene \Va s eat i ng st oppe d ha lf-way t o he r luscious 
wide mouth, a nd he r e yes , unusua lly bri ght in the d im light, bo r e 
stra i ch t i n t o me . 

"lha t do y ou want t o r;o t o t he z oo f o r ? ' She asked in a sharp 
v oic e . 

" Thy , t o s ee the inma t es the re ,' 
see those lions, e l e phants , ti gers and 
in t he re .' 

I e xpla ined. 'I ' m dy in/\ t o 
nl l my o ther wi l d c ousins 

like 

' Yo u mi ss them? ' Ha rle ne l ooked r eal sca r ed . 
' Hav en 't se e n nny of them be f o r e in a Ll my l~fe ,' I d i sclosed . 
' No , a r e you kidd~~g? Do n ' t those creature s c rawl y our villaGe 
a ut omobiles he r e ? 



79 

Ashena fi ' s l anguage is easy and clear , only with some American 

colloquali sms , here and there . In this book , he shows an encouraging 

a tt empt i n using a s e cond l anguage in writing fiction; 

Yet , it has been 18 year s s i nce he wrote this novel. Apparently, 

he has s t opped pract i sing hi s a rt_. This i s deplorabl e_, indeed . 
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Defend the Name 

Wolde Haile wrote Defend the N~, at the close of the 60's while 

he was still a university student. The time was rife with political 

unrest and a number of demonstrations were staged by university students 

against the government of Emperor Haile Selassie. Presumably, it must be 

this turbuluent milieu , that inspired Wolde to write this novel. 

------
By passing through his ostensibly incoherent ramblings to various 

epi sodes it is possible to knock together some events into a plot 

structure. A destitute , old and presumnbly white man, Jonathan , 

embittered by a wretched existence, burns his hut and flies to a distant 

country called Babile, which is somewhere outside the precinct of this 

planet. Alighting from his flying machine, he encounters an old woman 

with the same name, her servant, Tolulu, her son, Nathnael and her dog, 

Sider. He introduces himself as ' The Honourable Neverend Jonathan ••• 

the rightful Messiah ••• the Abbassador and plenipotentiary of God' and 

intiat es them to christian teachings and literacy. Not long after , he 

wins their love and admiration, evc ~ though they get impoverished and 

lean in feeding him tc surfeit. After a while, he summons soldiers from 

the earth and somehow becomes the ch ief executive of the country. 

Henceforth, notwithstanding some of his achievements by way of 

modernization, he becomes a full fledged despot who in a self - aggrandiz -

ing attempt changes the name of the country to Jonathan. The black people , 

the Babiles become dissatisfied and revolt against him; only to be quelled 

to defeat. In an effort to get rid of him once and forever, they form an 

underground movement under the old figure of, Babile , which however proves 

to be a little success. Finally, Babile, accused of sedition is burnt at 

a stake, her dreams of regaining indepeldence and restoring an old name 
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ne ve r coming true. 

Vie wed fr om the pl ot t hus, the ove r a ll issue seems t o be one of 

coloniali s m. J ona than's initia l claim t o preach the word of God , followed 

by his call for a rms fr om his previous l and a nd inst a ting himself as the 

rule r of the country do bear out this fact . Yet, some clumsiness in the 

ha ndling of the wh ol e issue i s clarinnly noticeable . At a time when the re 

is no r eason f or insince rity I:lnd d8c e ivinl'; remarks, we fin d J ona than speak 

against col onial ism a nd imperialism . 

l.,e don't need f or e i gn a id, because a ttache d t o it is the string 

of clolnia lism and neo-colonialism . !'Je should stand on our 

feet l e st Vie lose our security, l est Vie l ose our prestige and l es t 

we tarni s h our r eput a ti on. (p. 31) 

l'lore over , despite some hints, the political and cultura l ties he has 

with the ea rth, his motherland, a re not strongly f elt. In f a ct, the earth 

appears ine ff ectual e ithe r t o unseat or pr omote him. By and l a r ge , he 

poses as an independent f orc e who runs the country as he sees fi t . 

Such clums iness and haziness i n thematic manipulation mi~ht have 

issued out of an insufficient knowl edge of col oni a l hist ory. The 

col on i zer indivi dua l is a me r e t oo l in the hands of a col onizer nati on ; 

and a s su ch his int e r ests are inevitably dictat ed by it s int e r ests, his 

exploita ti on is una voida bly aimed at its enrichment . I n a word, it is 

the col onizer na ti on that i s mor e stronGly f e lt through him and not his 

independent , idi osyncra tic thouGhts and tasks. 

This fl aw in hist orica l underst anding is only one kind of br each 

in the whole rea listic conc eptua liza ti on of events in the book . Eve n 

if the writer l ocates Babile t o be outside the planet earth, it is in 

f a ct no different from any other country on earth. Its t e rra in is the 

same; its peopl e a r e neither physically nor me ntally and diffe r ent . Hence, 

it becomes clear fr om the outse t tha t the kind of rea li sm that we l ook 
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into this work is the everyday earthly realism and not s o l e ly an 

art istic , or I mgi cal realism of highly imaginative works like hlice in 

r:0ndE:rlo.nd or Gulliver I s Trave Is. l"lith this r eganl , the f irst,and 

f oremos t question that confronts us is Jonathan ' s sudden ascendenc y t o 

powe r . Even if we a r e let t o know tha t he has summoned a contin,;ent of 

soldiers fr om the earth, we still have not witnessed , even onc e , these 

soldiers be ine; engn~ed in a fight wi th an oppos ing f o rc e . His seizure 

of power without a strong resist 'cnc e from the nativQs and'; or presumably 

the ir government remains unrealistic. His kingship or presidency (for 

he claims to have both) cann(,t that easi ly be achie v ed without the due 

pressur es of conflicts ane! s trucgles . Truly , it is no less c"iraculuous 

and unrealistic as the flying vehicle which he pulls ou t of his yard t o 

c ome to Babile . 

In view of a realistic dep iction, the significant role the writer 

tries to at tri bute to the old woman, Babile, leaves much to be des ired . 

Still illiterate on the arrival of Jonathan, she makes a suddon meteoric 

rise (no one knoVls how ! ) i n scholarship and politics to write the history 

of the nation; and preside ove r an underground national liberat i on move -

ment e rJha t is more surprisin[.~ is that she censures her servant , Tolulu 

for not r ondinr. and assimila tinp; books s uch as MClterialism , Colonialism 

and Influence o f llelir;ion on Human Lives. This woman, whose backr,round 

and day to day chores are no t siGnificantly touched upon is preposterously 

made t o appea r , at times , t o c ons titute in her ve ry limited personality 

al l the people and the Gove rnment o f that c ountry . It is apparent tha t 

her role is more than is warranted for by her personality . 

i.nother shortcoming that comes alonG with the above flaw is !'1olele IS 

ind ifferenc e to ~ive us a life-like portraiture o f the whole s ociety of 

, 



Babils. He depends much upon narration which by itself lacks thematic 

coherence and smooth continuation. One can take, for instance , Chapter 

VI and see how many issues, have been raised and how many of them have 
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been dualt with some depth. Je find here , a certain professor Titcro 

Toomy ' s arrival at ~abil~, a reading of a lengthy encomiastic poem h e 

has brought with him, his introduction to Jonathan ' s cabinet (mentioned 

only once) a grand dinner party ' at the fabulous imperial palace which 

deserved to be reckondd with the seven wanders of the world' (yet we are 

told that when the professor came, he knocked on the gate and Jonathan , 

as there was no one , opened it for him. May this be an aspect of its 

realistic fabulousness?!) , a visit to the comprehensive school of the 

Empire , a huntin~ expedition, the professor ' s flight to earth, his second 

come-back , a tour of the market, some briefings by the professor on 60n ­

parent re l ationships , the profossor ' s employment i n the service of Jonathan, 

a wedding cermony of two young couples, a football match at Jonathan 

sta dium. All these incidents are , as often as not, eclectically picked 

and assorted into one small chapter. Most of the time, they a r e rendered 

through narrations and with a minimized attempt to show them in a life­

like setting. They are touched upon v ery slightly a nd are gloosed over 

without re laying their signific ant imports. (if they have one!) 

In this shabbily constructed novsl , no one character appea r s in 

flesh and blood. They are more expedients to pronounce som e not-well­

thought out ideas. iven Jonathan, who can be considered as the ma in 

character, f rom the point of view o f the rickety plot structure , fails 

to en liven the scenas wherein he appears or is mentioned. He does not 

com~ within a reachable range of ou~ ken to incite our imagination e ither 

by his benevolent gestur8S or mali cious deeds. 
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Wolde's conception of revolution lacks clarity and Consistency. 

After giving us an overall impression that the Babilies want to effe .. t a 

revolution, he f~ ils to ~epict what a revolution or the preparat ion for 

it looks like -. After he lets us knoVi that the Bab iles have formed a. 
undergr ound movement for national liberation , he does not make us observe 

the organization functioning. Even when its pre s ident, Babile, is 

imprisoned, no mention is made of its reaction~. Moreover , the Fact that 

Babile makes no mention of itj and entrusts he r poem to her son to be 

" duplicated and distributed furtively make s the assertion ~.at, it was 

titanic enough to shake Jonathan government to its foundation" very 

dubious. In fact, we have not witnessed it perform one ounce of what it 

is said to have achieved. 

If at all a revolution is waged , it is waged by a great number of 

people and not by a few individuals. But Vio lde, by g iving the people 

a very s~~ty, edgy role, confines it within the household of Babile and 

makes it a family affair. It is in the family of Babile that it is 

discussed and the way for its realization is somehow envisaged. The old 

woman, Babile, does not mix with people to impart her "revolutionary " 

ideas to them. It is to her family and particulary her son that she 

confides the necessity for waging a revolution and restoring the old name. 

FUrthermore, Wolde Asserts that all religious groups work hand in 

hand with political parties and the national liberation movement to free 

the country from the grips of Jonathan. But history has never witnessed 

sueh a situation in which all religious groups rally around the cause of 

a pe.ple. Surely, some people from some religious groups can sympathize 

with the struggle of the oppressed ones; but not all of them will be 

enlisted. The re~ctionary nature of religi on is a recurrent , hackneyed 

theme that makes our harping on it here suuerfluous. Moreover, viewed 

\ 
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from his theme of colonialism, this assertion is a very absured one to . 
make. It is an irr efutable historical fact that colonialism has ever been 

helped by various churches th3t unfailingly bless its Rup remacist attitudes 

and unrelenting exploitations. This idea of the church serving a ruling 

power is so prevalently acknowledged tha t Wolde being somehow aware of the 

indigestibility of his idea makes a kind of apologetic which is discernible 

in the last few lines of the following extract: 

The religious partie s were different in nature, varied in 
beli e f and large in number. However , they all shared one 
thing in common. And that was their being antagonistic 
to the existing regime ••• One might see them as a bunch 
of fanatics. No , one would be mistaken if one said so. 
One should consider their considerable achievement and 
political roles they played. (p. 64) 

Furthermore , Wolde's i dea of a revolutionary or a nyon e waging a 

struggle to lib e rat e a nat ion, comes very short of convincing USo Babile, 

despite her numerous pronouncements to liberate her country and her 

schol'rly claim to write the history of the nation, st ill lacks a definite, 

concrete theoretical asse t of a revolutionary. In fact sometimes the 

propositions she makes f or achieving victory, Bre deplorably astonishing 

and unbifitting to a fight e r of any colour or bra nd. 

One must find final r emed i es t o its maladies. 
plunge it into bloodshed and thereby kill al l 
race and finish the farce. After all we were 

Une must 
the human 
born not 

with the instinct for our own degradation , but imbued with 
the desire for improvement to wh ich there may be no limi t 
short of perfection. (p. 2 7 ) 

This idea of 0xterminat i on and an obsession with death crop up 

again at a time when tile racial c ~lfrontation is said to have reached 

its peak. During such a hectic ti~e, we find Babile speak to her folks, 

neither of the ways they should pl~n and organize their fiehts -lor of 

anyone of those a cute probl em s of "sr people; but of death , the lovelIer. 



,~ are all l overs of parity and f oe s of disparity, but when 
we , I am referrinG t o the blacks, when we can die a nd all 
can be equal , we don't want it. It is he re tha t we prove 
our be ing the advocates of ine qua lity, our being the f oe s 
of parity and the lovers of disparity . It i s he r e tha t 
we prove our being what we are , a nd not what we seem 
to be . (p. 71) 
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Stil~ what is more pe rplexinG is the comment tha t follows her 

speech : 

1\11 listeners wanted the ir death when she finished speaking. 
1\11 of them as though decided to live in the fre e dom of 
silence a nd under the soil , and to be all equal in the 
country of the dead went silently away . (p . 71) 

What brand of a fiGht e r or a revoluti ona ry is she who , in a kind of 

batt l ef i e ld, preaches the ~race of death an~ not the blessings of life, 

of submissi on and not of vict or~ of one ' s allegiance t o the dead a nd not 

of one ' s dedication to the living? The whol e thine is very preposterous 

indee d . 

'Volde ' s problem is clearly his incapablities t o work out with some 

depth , insi eht, maturity and consist en cy the plethora of issues he r a i se s 

in the nove l. To add one final instance t o the a lready me nti oned ones 

which, in f a ct constitute only a small fracti on of wha t ca n be f ound in 

the novel, it i s good t o t ake his protraiture of unive rsity studen ts. 

AssertinG a t the outset , that they. a r e 'progressive •.. the most agitat ors 

. ,. imbedded in Marxist asp irati ons,' he withholds , from them any 

si gnifica nt i ssue lVorth discussing by wa y of hi ehli[;htine their Marxist 

views . 

Rather, he makes them while awa y the ir time discussinG the sun , the 

moon, and the rain . Even when they come t o J onatha n's case , the y do not 

ponder ove r it with s ome breadth and depth . Their convictions, aspirat i ons 

a nd tasks in bringi ng about cha nc;e a r e bypassed with out any significant 

referenc e t o them. It is deplorable indeed that Wolde who wrote this 
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n ov e l durinc a time wh e n univers ity s tude nts we re in the f o r e v ehe mently 

d e cryin~ the then go ve rnment , f a ils t o g ive u s s o ~uch as a f ragc ent ed , 

but r eali s tic g limp s e o f t hose f i e ry youngme n whose unfa ilinG zea l t o 

d i s cuss a nd p I o n chances hav e cont ri but ed a l ot t o t he '74 r e v olu t i on. 

'* ,l de f a ils no t only in working out his t he mes si gnific a ntly a nd 

a rti s tically; but Also in his mani pulati on of the English l anBuage . A 

numbe r o f p oorly c onstruct e d , awkward s e nt e nc es a bo und in his work . 

Such st a t e me nts as , 'the r e f o re, the a ctua l c ompo s e r mu s t be e ndo we d with 

dou bl e -folded c omplime nt s , f o r he ri ghtful l y de serve s them', "ye s , " 

a n s wored Tommy , tho ugh it wa s impossible , with the intention of sati s fy-

inc J o na than ,' 't he y had c o~ple t ed theo r e tical c ourse s while the y ha d been 

out s i de ; no w the dealings we r e with the p r a ctica l on e s ' , ' she a l so th ou gh t 

o f a people unde r no ca r e ' •• • a r e s ome o f these . Furthe rm o r e , hi s a tt empt 

t o effect ori g ina lity of s tyle in l a n g uage use by paying undue a tt e nti on 

t o s ome wo rd s , a s in the f o llowing pa rag r aph r e sults in ridiculous 

clumsiness . 

Just the n the ho use went out of o r de r. Dis o r de r had t o be 
the o rder o f the h ouse : it wa s du e t o Nathnael ' ~ situation 
which a t a ll nee ds n o descri pti on . Imagine it . Hi s mothe r 
tries t o a ppea s e him. She lulled him but in va in . The r e st 
wa s n ot a t re s t . It n eed s n o descript i on . Imagine it aga in. 
Babile wa s no t as much disturbe d by J onatha n ' s politic s a s 
by he r o wn s o n ' s worry a nd disturbed c o nditi ons . (p. 93) 

Defe nd the Name c a n only be take n as a n e xperime nta l n ovel with a ll 

the faulty ha llma rks o f a be Gi nne r ' s a tte mpt . Ho r eov e r, apo rt fr om one 

o r two a llus i ons t o Empe r o r Ha il e Se l a ssi e through the chara ct e r o f 

J ona than , this nove l ha s not a ny a ppa r e nt and s i gnificant r e lat e dnes s t o 

c ont e mpo r a ry Eth i op ian p olitica l a nd soci a l p r oble ms . Ye t , s uch was the 

s t a t e o f c e nso rship in the past re g ime o f Empe r o r Ha ile Se lass i e tha t the 

writ e r was prohi bited fr om se lling o r ~irculat ing it , e ve n if it Ko t 

p ubli s h ed . 



POE TRY 
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The Poe try of Tse~aye Gebre-Medhin 

Africa ha s suffered much from colonialism and nco-colonialism , s i nce 

20 
' a sea of white ants ' first reached its coast. Its political indepe ndence 

h a s been hamstrung , its economy ravaGed , its culture nibble d a t a nd 

pulverized, Throur,h the white ~an's wily a nd sinister ~anipulati ons , its 

people have l os t their che rished heri t ap,e , pride and identity. Meanwhile 

their colour, black, has become a synonym for i gnor a nce , disease a nd 

poverty. Fo r a time, no one seems t o ha ve come t o its aid. Its very 

children, the chosen few, with s ome scrap of the col onizer's educa ti on 

seem t o ha ve stampeded in selfabnecation t o out-white the white man, while 

the masses remain bewildered and uneasy. As one kind of protest Dnd 

countermeasure ar,ainst such fuls ome situations , appear the est a blishment of 

a tradition that condones Africa ' s 8l ori ous pas t a nd sound ideals. This 

tradition which trickles down to this ve ry time is reflected in the vari ous 

a rts, among which is the 20th century poe try of the black world. 

Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin, throur;h hi s English poems , has helped the 

ossification of this tradition. In a numbe r of poems, he recurrently 

ha rps on a nd bemonns the loss of African i dentity , ravishme nt of bla ck 

culture , estranGement of the educated ones from their African r oot. 

Tsegaye i s particul arly obsessed with the predicament the educated African 

is in , in l ocating his i dent ity . Uprooted from and disdainful of his 

Afric a n back/3round, he lands in the ' embrace ' of the white man's culture , 

wherein , despite his zea l ous a tte mpts and desires , he never feels at home . 

Suffused with cheap i c itations of its ways, the African assumes what he 

is not a nd he i s what he assumes not. . Ca ught in such a dep l o r a ble state , 

he r e mains a n exile of two worlds and develops a feeling of be l ongingness 

t o ne ithe r of them • . Tse gaye , . in a strinr; of powerful image ries 
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reverbera te s the self-searching and se lf-pitying cries of such an Afri can . 

Am I the lost child of your womb Bl ack Mother 

The abor tive fetus of a false love 

Being drowne d in t he depths of obs curity 

Am I a fading page i n t~e 1ead-eye of History 

Is Anonymous now my na me . 2 

Tsega ye contends that Africa ' s pas t history , though ravished and 

defiled by the coloni zer ' s unholy hands, is still a sound prop for the 

distur bed Afric an to lea n on. His salvation lies in the due acknowledge­

ment of 'even tha t his t ori c past often t orn and denied against him:,22 

Surely , the African can only r edeem his pr esent deplorable state by look-

ing back to his glorious past ; restore his di gni ty when and af ter he 

secures his past na me, retrieves his his t or y and gains his lost identity. 

But once I had a true name Black Mothe r 

A name like the mighty s pirit of Chaka 

A name like the s pirit of Herero, of Nama~ ua 

Of Zulula nd, of Matabele • . . 

r was not the abortive fetus of your raped womb then 

r was only one of t he s tr ong s ons of your tribe s , then 

r was the home of the glory of your tribal dances , of your wars 

Of the mystery of your witchc r af t 

The home of the glor y of your free la~~ter that you a r e pr oud of 

; ;. Only yesterday r had a name '. a true name; 23 

Bitt e rly r eminiscent of , a nd in strong contravention to the i gnominy 

Africa has suffered under colonial rule , Tsegay e speaks of Afric a wi th love 

and r espect . I n "Home Comi ng Son,,24 he i ntones his anxieties lest the 

black whi te-educated man infr inges unwisely upon its black , sac red a nd 

• oeautiful face . The poem , significantly enough , has some overtones of 

God ' s wor ds to Moses , ' Come no t nigh hither. Put off t he s hoes from the 

feet: fo r the p l ac e whereon thou standest is holy ground .' This ex~uisitely 

! done poem , of which we hereunder quote the first two stanzas , emphasi zes 

the poet ' s mot if that it is only wi th an unwavering communion with his own 

land and culture that the Africa n Dan feel free , happy and heal t hy. 
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Look where you walk unholy stranger 
This is the land of the e ighth harmony 
In the rainbow: Black 
It is the dark side of the moon 
Brought to light 
This is the canvas of God ' s master stroke 

Out, of your foreign outfit unholy stranger 
Fee l part of the great work of art 
Walk in peace , walk alone , walk tall , 
'lialk free , walk naked 
Let the f eeler s of your motherland 
Caress your bare feet 25 
Let her breath kis s your naked body. 

As can be witnesse d from the first stanza in the above , Tsegaye i s 
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( making a change in the conventional meanings of the word: black. Contrary 
1'-. 

to its former pejorative meanings that run throughout world lit erature, 

he gives us here ' black ' to mean ' light ' - 'the eighth harmo ny in the 

rainbow '; and presumably beau tiful - ' canavas of God ' s master stroke .' 

Such an aSGociation of the colour black with light and beauty emerges 

forcefully and in glowing terms in a nu mber of his poems. 

you reel a glorious black 
in the life of the land, 
black are the skies 
and the waters, and the people 
a f:!orious black 
in a paradise of colours 
in the wedding of living museums 
between an African pas t and presenu : 
you f ee l the majesty 
of white robed black giants 
hi t ting their bare face 
a ga i nst a b~re earth 
of a shimmer ing eastern horizon 
in a ritual supplication to God , 
t he f emi nine elegance 
of queen - birds 26 
the uninhibited black beauty • •• 

Such mutations in connotative mi lanings and metaphorical references 

are very i mportant as they can help to effec t changes of att itude in the 

minds of readers. It is a kind of J.inguistic battle the conscientious 



" 

92 

sons of Afri ca a re waging against cultural deprivations and ons l a ught. 

Eve r untirin" in his exclamat i ons f or the ;lfrican to take deep r oots 

in his own culture, and unfa iling in his portraiture of Africa ' s gloriou s 

historic past a nd culture , Tsegaye poetically regist e rs also what a 

phenomenal threat i mperialism i s in present day Africa . Indeed, though 

many African countries have maintai ned , i n a way , their political 

independence , not a few of them are st ill under the sway o f imperialist 

powers , The old coloni alist attitude o f ~f rica , shorn off its p revious 

crude form , is s till pumped int o the otherwise n ob ler cultures of their 

peoples . Unde r the ve neer of ' civil i zation ' and ' modernization ' their 

children a re made to sing the master ' s songs and memorize the f ables of 

Cha uc e r before they are e ver told what a granary of superb tales they 

themselves have . I n many an l .frican country , the awakening of the people 's 

conscience to Delf - awareness , self - relianc e and self - esteem is still 

be i ng mut ilate d by the f angs o f imperialism. The old coloni a l masters , 

through their smarter children , a r e still messing fr ican reality. 

Into i ts head 
The old dragon s~n 
Now breathes hot civilizatio n 
And the wise brains 
Of the strong sons of the tribes 
Pant 
With an e ver more strange suffocation 
Its new self - atvareness 
(In spit e o f its tribal ills) 
j!Jishes t o pat ch 
Its past a nd present masters 

(\ii th their army of ghosts 
That remained to haunt the earth) 

Hook its innermost soul 
And tear it apart: 
hnd the African c onsc i enc e 
Still moans molested 2 
Still rema ins drifting uprooted. 7 
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Hhen Tsegaye averts from his Pan - i.frican c onc e rn , he c omes ba ck home 

and writes on Ethi opi a , though these a r e usually int e rwov e n with each 

oth e r . His image of Eth i op i a seems t o be that of an old woman , love ly 

and s trong , but with somB una vo idab l e r egr e t s in h e r pas t, some anxiet i es 

f o r h e r future . The two , ho r pas t a nd he r future , c o nve r ge in her motley 

present a nd make he r proud , but r e mo rs e ful, s ick but undespairing . In 

her p r esent state which i s he r transitional period , he observes his c ountry 

l a bouri ng under uneasy circumsta nces . She i s in a tug- o f - wa r whe r e 

traditional i deals and mode r n values are on the e ithe r e nds of the r ope . 

In such a hectic time , no one o r not hi ng is assure dly triumpha nt or 

soundly a t easo . The old de fy the p r esent a nd tenaciously a nd nos t algic a l -

ly hold to the past wh e r eas the youn ~ disclaim the past a nd grab the 

pr ese nt - oft en uncritica lly . The hand-made h oe and pl oughs g ive way , 

reluctantly th ough , t o the ma chine - made g.iant trac t o rs a nd bulldozers . 

Those who a r e uprooted fr om the i r f a rms crowd the ci ti.es in search of non-
• 

ex i s ti nB j obs , an d d r aB themse lves through unwholesome , dark days . Yet, 

a ll the se are sacrifices t o be made in a pe ri od of transi ti on - the poe t 

seems to say: 

Benumbed flesh 
Benumbed breasts 
~ pair of dead be lls 
Expose d 
To a fr osty n i ght 

Aching thighs 
Salty edges 
Bu r n i ng l aye r s 
Bl a 2;i ng inter i o r 

Fo r Botten t ears 
Pat i en tly I t o ld me : 
"Coo l" in s ilent a ccep t an c e 
"Coo l , ritua l g ift 
" On the a ltar of transition 
" Yes , you ' r e the unk nown so ] d i. e~8 
" Yes , the he r :'".line of sacrifice f 
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I n a tra nsiti onal pe ri od , t he o ld and the ne w, the traditiona l and 

the mode rn , juxtapose , ove rlap and int e rfuse wit h each othe r a t r a ndom 

J.\ an d unm e thodica lly . In h is descriptive poem " Addis Aba ba " Tsega ye 

po rtra ys the many , c ontrast ive f a ces o f the city in s uch a motle y time . 

Addi s s aba , HUg(,ed and s nefOzing 
I n Me nelik ' s r oa ring e uc a lptus jung l e 
And learning t o f a c e 
Ne w cha lle nge 
Wi th pai n ful y e t cha r a ct e ri s tic t e na ci ty: 
Addissaba , whose morning ca lls 
Of church be lls a nd c ock ' s crow 

I s be ing s wa llo we d 
By the t e rro r - e n e; ine o f zooming jets., 
" h os e evening l o wing 
Of h ome-c oming ca ttl e 
Is replac e d 
By s hri e ki ng e l e ctric sire n s a nd "se i-ce nt o " h o nks , 
Wh ose ni gh t pa trolling s ongs 
Of dog-j a cka l-hy en a h owling 
I s t e mpe r ed 
By j a zz vibrati ons a n d Elvi s type curse s 
In the r e d li ght v . d . depa rtme nt stores 
Whe r e h ome f o rsa ke n we nchi ng IIba bics l/ 2 9 

~ ilwa i t l ove f o r sake n beat n ik "johni es " 

Tsegay e , i n hi s poe ms , scathingly ce n s ures the int e lle gen t s i a f o r i ts 

uncritica l c onsumpti on o f wes t e rn va lu e s. Unkno wl e dgeable t o a nd 

c ont e mp tu ou s o f it s hist o ry a nd culture , it is ov e rc o me by a ' wrong­

upbring ine; o f a f a l se l ove with a f a lse r oot. , 30 Occup ied with ri gma r o l e 
31 

a nd r a t - rac e ' for the fatted c a lf / f o r the li o n ' s share ,' it de taches 

it self fr om the p eople a n d be c ome s unhee dful o f 'the chill that pal es the 
32 

l aboure r ' s ba r e ski n . ' Ye t , Tsegaye a r g ue s that it must nee ds da r e s ee 

i t se lf , kno w itse lf, r ea lize i ts true st a t e , s ome h o w. 

We , the wo nde r p l a nt s o f cine ma scre e ns 
Ge ne r a ti o n o f ca r - h oo ters a nd time -hoo ted 
Children o f pas t ruin s and p r e s e nt inse curities 
We 1 o f ho llow-hearts nn d j a zz-min ds 
Mocke ries wh o s e e m t o kno w what we don ' t care f o r 
And g i a nt s who do no t kno w wh e r e t o s t ep 
I,e 1 the int e lle ctua l brain disease case s 
The gogmagogs waiting to s cra tch 
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Each other ' s eyes out 
We , who eat your days sm othering othe r' s systems 
And our e veni ngs smothe ri ng our own 
\'[e , who on heari ne l a mentinp; church chants 
Experience a be lly-a c he ri ght through our spinal systems 
We , the smart smiling sons of s ma rt e r sad f athe rs 
We , the odd mi s fit s amone your own folk 
lfuo aimless ly drift from day t o day 
\'/e , with heads as f a t as ant soldie rs 
With po cket ed hands tha t r e fus e 
To t ouch the earth our mothers ben t t o till: 
lve a r e t o kilOW 33 
Condemned t o know 
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lfuy i s i t condemned t o know? Beca use the intellegentsia can shed 

off its petty obse ssions and uneasiness only through self-understanding 

a nd knowledge ; because it can come t o t e rms with its past, secure its 

l os t i dentity, and build its future on solid r ock only through se lf-

r eali zati on . Otherwise, it s lot will be t o drift a i mlessly i n despai r, 

shame a nd self- exile . 

Tsegaye has a gr eat a tta Chment and , usually an uncritic a l r everence 

f or whateve r i s in the past. Though this smacks of a nost a l gic r e treat 

from present - da y r eality, i t i s , nonetheless , unde r standabl e from the 

point of vi e w of hi s ove r a ll i ntention , which is t o signify the 

indispens a bility of the past in r edeem i ng the present s t a t e of the 

pe rturbed ge ne r a ti on . Horeove r the hues a nd cries in the transit i onal 

pe ri od a r e r e l a tively unknown i n the f a r - off days . Hence a certa in kind 

of gl orifica ti on be c omes natural and unavoidabl e . Be that as it may , when 

speaki ng of the ignoble life of the i n t e lle gentsia , Tsegaye contrasts it 

wit h the hardy and honoura ble life of proud fathers in those di s t ant days . 

Seeking a sylum 
In the bosom of an a iling world. 
Eve r r emaining 
Preys of our own short c omi ngs , 
Focused by the na rrow chapters 
Of priva t e ends, 
Pr ostituting gr eat e r causes 



For which the past heirs died t o keep a flame , 
Cashin~ principl es 
In f a vour of tin-Gods 
ht the cost of bli ght ed hopes , 
Scar ed of total death 
Unlike t he hard old days 
I''ihen many had fa ith, 
Now , one pr e f e r s t o move ha lf-dead 
In the shades of a doomed era)4 

35 

- 96 -

In "Ours " t oo , Tsegaye ~loat 6 ove r Ethi opi a ' 6 pas t. He r e currently 

ha r ps on the wo r ds , ' anci ent' and ' t i me- ol d ' as if those t ell al l abou t 

her gl ory a nd beauty. Moreove r, in this sar.:Je poem , whe r e in, inte r al i a , 

he sines of Ethi opi a ' s t e rrian , of he r ace - ol d freed om , of her pr oud 

culture ; he makes s ome mild criticisms. His ove rst a t ed panegyric is 

t empered wi th unde r stated critique . The ant hologi s t Hunt sbe r ee r 

insinuat ingly a ttributes Tsecaye ' s mild criticisms t o probl ems of censo r-

shi p . But this is improbable as Tsegaye has a lways been consistent a nd 

purposive i n his gl or i ficati on of his country which ineVitably demunds the 

minimization of its unfla tt e rinG s i de s. Thus , th i s poem , i ts'faint 

criticisms notWithstandi ng , r emains to be an e nc omium , inspired with doep 

1 / l ove , un clerst a n ding and a cc eptanc e .. 
~ 

Hi ghland of highla nds 
I'/e , your childr e n 
Admire you 
For your past , 
Fear you 
For your injustice . 
Nag you 
For wha t you could have bee n . 
Se rve you 

t ro r be tt e r end s . 
_ ~ Respe ct you 

For y ou a r e ours . 
Love you 
For wha t

3
¥ou a r e 

Ti me ol d . 

One cla ss of people whose age - old ens l a veme nt comes r ecurrently in 

Tsecaye ' s poet ry is the peas antry. The peasantry has eve r constituted the 
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majority o f the Ethi op ian population . During peace time , it is the 

mainstay of the c ountry ' s economy . During war-time , it is always in the 

f ore t o taste the brunt o f wa r . Stolid in its expl o itati on and 

deprivations , indomitab le in its forbearance , and pe r severing in it s 

didacticism and patrioti sm , it has ever been the selfsame vict i m of 

indolent feudalists and corrupted o ffici a ls . Tsegaye , nowhero as in the 

subsequent stanza has capably a nd penetratingly shown it a age - old p l a intive 

state . 

Slow t o smile 
e ven in t ears 
( o f which she i G sucked dry) , 

s l o w t o curse 
even in forsiveness 
(which ever ove rwhelms her) , 

mo the r-flicke rin G- subsistence 

in a lifetime will 
of care and forbare , 
mother-extinguishing s hadow 

in the givi ng of life unt o ot hers , 

mo ther-pleasant - grumbles 

in the f a ce o f crue l f a cts, 

mother - senile-fingers 
that ca r essed in love 

and struc k in vexatioll, 
mother - de c ayed- teeth 
a beau~r in ugliness , 
unresenting story telle r 

in he r own epitaph 
o f memorable sunsets , 

smiling shipwreck 
in her o wn ebb o f l ife , 
mother - out lived- memories 

long l eached l ove liness 

backboned selflessness , 
stoopi ng 
under the burden o f ages , 

benumbed 
t o the pains o f tolerance , 
mother - silence . 

in the chains of ac ceptanc e , . 

a vice - v anquished 
a virtue - a cc omp lished

38 
is mother - peasant , i s . 

" 

Unlike in his Amh a ric love poems , .Tsegaye is a bit op timistic in 

his English ones . The haunting p laintive image ri es and harrowing overton~s 



that abound in his Amharic poems yield to soft , soothing ones in the 

latter . When he meditates on forfeited love reminiscently , for 

instance , it is in consolatory terms and imaees that p l acate its old 

pangs Dnd lashes . Even in dire circumstances, he writes , 'memories are 

still charming / and your love still flows. , 39 Furthermore , he discerns 

love ' s balmy hands that ward off heart-breaking feel ings and brain r aking 

thoughts . It is, he r eite r ates , a sunshine that breaks an overwhe lming 

darkness . 

It is now dark in darkness 
The waterball s clatter on the tin roof 
Lulling our tense nerves to sleep 
The heart dribble against the chest 
Recording each sore experience we had 
The mind s t ands a l oof 
Being the cold sensed judge of self 
From e ither distant ends of the bed 
Our b r eathes draw in and draw out calls f or peace 
Beneath the cool space of darkness 
Two scout fingers creep from either end 
They touch 
The wall of hostility is snapped

4
setween them 

Though dark , it is now sunshine . 

In some othe r meditative poems that deal with themes other than love, 

Tsegaye is not 80 optimistic . He tells us that he dreams not ' o f 

Nichaelangelo ' s well fed baby angels ' but ' of the thick white pus • • • / 

e jecting out of a l eper ' s distorted eyes . , 41 He is obsessed with fear of 

' dying a death / where f o r eve r one records/ his secret will/on the sands 

42 
o f hope .' He bemoans his quietude and non-commi ttal s t ance when ' the 

cause / o f the earthlings cry ' disturbs the horizons and together with 

anothe r poet and countryman , he seems to raise the unrelenting self-

question : ' Shall 180me day be forgiven / my unrelating obsess ion/ with 

the tone of silence ., 43 

Thus we SBC that the poetry of Tsegaye Gebre - Nedh i n is replete with 

various themes that are mostly topical and significant . His l i nes are 
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terse with b0uutifu l cadences ; Ilis imageries concrete and powe rful, h i s 

thoughts deep and penet r at inc . In v i e w o f thi s ,. it i s hard to ag r ee with 

whn t William Prouty nsse rts in the l a st two lines of his subsequent 

cri ticism ; " 

In much o f the work o f Tsegaye Gebre Medhin the va ri ety a n d 
steadiness o f whose puhlic a tions entitle him to be c ons ide r ed 
Et hiopia ' s fore most wr i ter in English , we find the t e ndency t o 
dwell upon the themes o f pov e rty, modernization , be i ne Afr i ca n, 
or be inG Ethi ap ian~ In dealine with none of the se doe s he startle 
the reade r with nny fine s uitab ility of his f o rm o r his thnughts. ­
On the c ontra ry , many o f the poems a r e ov e r - l o ng and inclined t o 
entrap the reader i nto a Inbyriu~h o f involutions out o f which 
he escapes not a lways th e wise r. 



The Poetry of Eyasu Gorfu 

Poem 

Gloomy 
Like the dark clou~ 
Paining 
In my l o ne lines s 
Cursing 
The unf4~e ndliness o f l i fe 

I am 
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I t i.s h o. rd t o imagine Eynsu Gorfu I s dp.finiti o n of a poe m t o be 

different fr om what is given in the a bov e poem by ,m oth e r poet . His 

two very slim c oll e cti on s o f poems are r epl e te with the mes o f unhappi ness 

and dissat i sfaction and the r eby s trike a note of pess i mism . He s eems t o 

be bored with thi s life which he describes as l a c oncert of monot one.' 

His very f irst poem in his first c oll e cti o n rings this motif o f dis_ 

satisfacti on and unhappine5s ~ 

\,lh ispering branches tha t softly sway 
Tel l me t o bend my head a nd s tay 
Alive . But how can I? 
rlhen a ll the truth I see 
Is that the r e is no truth 
At a ll; and must 
I Grasp the bubble 
To sec it burst 47 
Without eve n a chuckle ? •• 

In this poem in which Eyasu, among othe r things , a ttributes his 

46 

s o rrow t o the absence o f truth , (wha t sort of truth , he has not d ivulGe d 

th ough) we a lso find him distancing na tpre . In s ome unqu0 t ed lines 

h e r e , he entreats a clu s t e r o f lilies t o se nd him their frag r a nce only 

from a distance , as he wil l cru s h the m if they a r e close enough . 

To rme nt ed by life (tho u gh we are n o t t o ld by what a spect of it) he seems 

to ha ve developed a kind o f dread t o wha t e ver is c ontained in it , 

includinG na ture . Furthermore , he discerns bea uty in na ture ; yet in 

nature tha t i s abstra cted and d i s t anc ed . Bu t thi s is no t an y different 
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from idealization nf both nature a nd beauty, v0ry char acte ri stic of nn 

a sc eti c who , living in a jungle of col o~rs , stretche~ his hnnds t o 

r ealize nature and beauty in the garden of Ede n. 
48 

Bemoan i ng the abscnc2 o f truth in life and fearful t o t ake nature 

and hence beauty by the hand , Eyasu c omes t o ,loubt the munif icen c e o f 

l ove . In renouncing l ove , he recoils int o lliQsc lf and shrinks in 

l oneliness . I n a poem apt ly entitle d " lie Live Alone " , he p resents the 

f oll owin1:: lines : 

Fri endship and l ove never go hnnd in hand; 
Thi s is a fact we f a il t o understand; 
Even when we br eak the loaf and pour the wine 
Dear es t , I am not y ours , nor -:\r e yo u mine. 

You belnnr, t o yourself and I bel ong to I , 
!~y s h ould this break your heart , why do y o u sigh? 
Even th ough our fin ge r s are entwined 49 
Ea ch w~lkG a l one nnd with a diffe rent mind . 

In su ch s i mple exclamat i on , the poet ' s s k eptic a nd individualistic 

lJ i nd henvos t o wards philo s ophic r~c. liz[l.tinns ~ The magnitude of hi s 

probl em ~nd its ~s t ens i blc reasons become clenr . He is di spossessed 

somehow of the essent i als of happiness and sane life: truth; l ove and 

beauty . In t a king fri endshi p a nd love t o be a ntith e tica l, he disavows 

both and keeps se e mingly cool and unshaken by such a state o f things . 

In a feigned nonchalence , he c ensures his l ove r f o r he r b r oken hear t and 

"nnnchalence ll because Vie find him, time and aga in , 6 iving v ent t o 

his anguish Rnd desponden cy , which ine vit ably arise f r OM his s olita ry 

existen c e , 

"Ho w lone , " I ilsk myself 
"How l one shall I bear it?" 

/i wa r g0CS VI i t~1in me , 
I a m a bAttle fi eld , 

No one undorstands me , 
All a r ound me half - wits 

I, a wretched creature 50 
~ho s hall Gave mc from this? 
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This is a cry of a tormented soul where in a f aint suicidal note is 

disccrnable • . It is a cnre - worn (rather, . a life-worn) man's pleadinG for 

l o ve and unde rstan ding . 

Yet,. apa rt fr om a I,ene r a l feeling of dissatisfaction and life 

weariness , it i s hard t o grasp clearly and concretely what actually is 

pa ining him . In fact , since in many o f his poems Eyasu deals too much 

, , 

with abstract notions such as truth , . beauty,. love,. good and e vil, it ba c oms 

i mposs ible t o grasp his ideas with some clarity and c e rt a inity . Fo r 

instance , WB have seen how he deplores the lack of truth in life; but wha t 

sort of truth is l ackinG? - we may ask , though we are left to probe into 

our own imaginations f or n possible answer . T'ruth is a notion that has 

various meaninRs and significances t o different peopl e at different times •. 

So are beauty , love, good and evil , etc , The poet ' s pu r pose , a"1On8 other 

things , mus t be to concretize abst r a ct noti ons thrOUGh imaceries. 

Otherwi se ; a gene r a l haziness anel uncertaini ty in dec odifying the abstract 

ideas arbitrarily will su r ely be the readers ' lot. 

Consequent upon his want on indulgence in abst ract i de 1S , Eyasu lacks 

Concreteness and specificity in his poetry. He t ackles Gene r al subjects 

such as l ove , truth , and so on and treats them in a contemplative and 

philosoph i cal vein . It is hardly possible t o locate specific settings nnd 

g iv e e xac t r e f e r e nc es t o his poems •. For instance , apar t fr om Gene r a. l 

r e f e renc e s that incidentally e ndorse Ethiopian cases as well , we do no t 

fi nd the burninG o r whatever issues of his country du rinG the time of his 

wri ting .• In dealinc with a ll - enc ompassine., abst r ac t subjects , he seems 

to be c ommitted to ev e rything , but thi s, in fact,. is pa r adoxica lly 

equiva l ent to beine c ommitted t o nothing. Nevertheless , some lines in 

his poem abou t a decadent society may as well hold true for Ethiopia., 



Lisping with liquor ' 
A trembling, shuddering dance 
To a week of hangover 
Empty bottles in a box 
A dozen dirty glasses 
The creakings of a broken bed 
Tired tongues covered by lily lips 
Belching dull drums man is wed 
Sleepy singers rest your throat 
And drummers slow the beat 
The bull is the man of the night 51 
Kee p the husk and throw the wheat. 

These ~ines may throw light on the Ad dis Ababan ! s l ife in the late 

s ixties and early seventies , when the city of Addis Ababa proliferated 

with drinking places, night clubs and red - light districts . In passing , 

it is good to make note of the last four lines. They are simple but 
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r beautiful. The metaphors ' bull ' ' husk ' and ' whea t ' are superbly drawn. 
~ 

Eyasu has some poems in his collections that deal with biblical 

themes. A " ' 'E 1 " ,,52" h' h ' mong these is his longest opem, Ear s 'terna ~rror W 1C 18 

based upon the first few chapters of the Book of Genesis. He has 

inevitably made some alt e rations which are within the domain of a poetic 

license . He star ts this ambitious po em with a lofty theme, by relating 

the existence of beautiful , perfect silence, unsurpassed exqui site nothing­

ness in the beginning. Sinc e silence, "'ust ne~ds' have someone to listen 

to its grandeur and beauty , 'Eyasu assumes , ' th ', re was a soul with its ear 

listening to silence. , 53 One uncanny momen t, Ear , excited by the beauty of 

silence , moves to listen bett a r and thus creates motion and thereby 

disturbs s i lence ' s perfect existence . Once shaken , however , the past 

beauty of silence remains irretrievable. Ear , f e eling a guilty conscience 

and in an attempt to restore the lost b eauty of silence comes unwisely to 

imit a te itse lf, by creating an angel in its own image. The poet ' s irony 

int rudes here. Ear , a rebel (though an unconscious one initially) against 

silence now demands fro m his creature total quiet and submission. 



And wantinG not t o be disturbed 

By the image it created 

It made it pass ive , quiet and obedient; 

Ear had a supreoe contro l 

Over the image 
And called the image an Ange l 

And introduced it~elf to the imace, 54 

" I am thy God , thy Hakcr , and thy Breaker ." 
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Soon after , Ear gets bor~d with ringe l and smites it dead . In its 

place , it creates a host of ange l s tha t sing Hosannas and Haleluyas 

unde r the choir l eader , Lucifer. But still , the pas t perfection o f 

silence cannnt be a ttainsc' . This displeases r;ar tre mendou s l y und it 

creates hdnm and Eve who possess Mutua l sexual att ractic'n' t o each other. 

For some tir.le , Ear is relieved fr om his uneasiness. But one day in i1 

mooenta ry f ea t , it strikes Lucifer and throws it down t o the garden o f 

Ed0n wh e re Adam and Eve live , In very lucid and very imaginative liries , 

Eyasu he reunder pictures the'downfall of Lucife r. 

flnd Ear to ('k Lucife r and threw 

Hio down throuGh the spheres o f h eav en 

j.nd Lucy- fur gl owing like a meteor 

Descended in the tjD.rden 0 f Eden 

/.nd on the way all the fur 

\Ia s bu rnt away and a l ov e ly Lucy 

rJas seen walking a r ou nd the garden , 

And with an evil intent of r e venge 

Lucy ente r od int o the body 
Of the innoc ent e ve 
Haking her more des irable 

flnd t en- fold mOre at trac tive than before , 

Bu t Eve i n her nudity could not know 

The outward appearances that took pl ace - there were no mi rro rs then; 

Only fr om within she felt restless in an undefined way 

And filled with unc on trollable desire 

For l'111n ;J5 

ildal'1 ' s and Ear ' s love and desire are frust r ated as Ear has forbiild en 

them t o have sexual relationship as such an a ct, they are t old , will he 

tantam ount to invitinG death ujJon thems e lve:;; . But a fter Lucy enters her 

b0dy , Eve becomes so beautiful as explained in the verses above , tha t 

/ 



105 

Adam beine t et:lpted sleeps with her . Here, the poe t follows the biblical 

story with only some fictionalization of the dialogue , which is contrived 

hum ourously. 

Ear : 

"dam: 

Ear : 

Eve : 

Ear: 

Eve: 

1lAdam, Adam where are thou 
"Hast th ou committed the sin? 
" - Come ou t under the bouGh ; -
" lfuy else is Eve bleeding? " 

"Lord , Oh Lord , yes , I did it 
"But Eve was the c ause there of 
"Even when I refused it 
"She offer ed it like a l oa f ." 

"Eve , what is this that I hear? 
"How could one do this and live? 
"Are y ou not my dauehter dear ? 
"Con fess! and I will forr,i ve .. " 

"Yes L,)rd , bu t it was the snake 
"The snake tha t can st re t c h ::md c oi 1 
"Se rpent that Thou didst make 
"The snake tha t cnn fr eeze nnel boil ." 

II "!hat snake is thi s my d8..ughter? 
"Do be clear o f which you mean ; 
"There is nQ such snake in nature 
"Nor has there ever been ." 

"The cruelest creature , Oh the ir.1P , 
"The pl easure he gave me , the panes , 
"That is Thy snake now how limP5b "Between Adalil ' s 1e(:,:8 he hanEs ... 1I 

The story culmina tes when Ear sleeps nfter cursine Eve and j,dat:l for 

their trangress i onof his word . In the .subsequent lines , Eynsu tries t o 

define a trinity formula embodied in Ear which i s appar ently God and what 

it means to different peopl es in di ff e rent pr ofess i ons . He discerns this 

f ormula in t he work of the bi ologist as the outer, middle and inner ear , 

in the chemist ' s as electrons , pr otons and neut r ons , in the arti st ' s as 

the brush , canvass and paint , and so on . Here , one wonders if he is 

clai ming that all notions of God arise from this broad , concrete reality . 

If so, most of his lines thnt explicitly follow the ove r a ll story line 
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o f the Book of Genesis do no t wa rran t such a ma t eri alistic , poe tic 

pe r or a ti o n . If his a tt empt is to s ive u s some k i nd of a pant he i st ic 

t heory , thi s t oo is v e ry i mp r obabl e as the presence of a personalized , 

metaphysical be ini> is ve ry much f e lt in his po"m . Be tha t as it may, 

hi s c o nc eptua liza ti o n of God , misty an d no t well th o ught out as it i s , 

f a il s t o b r eak l oose from its i deali s tic int egument as when he t ells us 

tha t , in the beGinni ng the r e wa s a soul that list e ns t o the beauty of 

silence . Nevertheless , what is clearly and better Gr aspabl e fr om his poem 

i s h is c o ndemnat i on o f churchmen a nd God . He a reues tha t whereas the 

trinity f o rmula i s easily appre hens ible by oth e r professionals , it i s 

mystified and r endered incomprehensible by chu rchmen . Thus, he castiGates 

them , in a very p r osaic l anguar,e , unbe fitting to his l oft y theme tho u('h , 

to stop preachinc \vhRt they themselves are n"t clear about: 

Now listen a ll preachers , parson s , pastors , and p ri es ts , 
~nd a ll you proud, prayinB pards o f the pope ; 
Here is a ~iece of advic e for y nu; 
l/hy don ' t you s t op it? 
V/hy babbl e what yo u y our selves don ' t understand?57 

His cens ori ous r emarks against God a r e a l so wo rth our quotine. 

Fo r such is the sinister pleasure o f Ear: 
That pa int e r s go blind , 
And busicians (;0 dea f , 
hnd s re a t orat o rs turn mut e , 
hnd great a thl e ts are paralyzed , 
And l ov e turns t o ha t r ed , 
And beauty withers and dies , 58 
For the mo tt o .o f Ear is , " In your weakness is my strength perfected . " 

In anothe r poem , he strengthens his censure by rem onstra ting God ' s 

disi n t e r es t edne ss in human a ff a irs : 

"There i s a God , th e r e needs a nd must be one , II 
The y sa i d . " Sur e " , I replied. Be ing but man , 
I r en t my heart in humbleness by e very means; 
At nicht , in bed , I shed my tears for a ll my s ins 
But who cared whClt did or why - / sic/ 
For when I lifted up my voice to heaven t o cry , 
" Sh out h01lrse f 0r all I hear ! " was the reply.59 
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In the following lines , he estranges himself from God and comes to 

see (this, ve ry unchar a cteristic of the mujority of his poems) that man 

is a rede e mer of man; and human warmth and lov e the be - all and end-all 

of life. 

These, and all these, and a lot more ufter , 
Came from heaven a mocking laught&r ; 
Then something like a voice said from within, 
"Worm! your brief and precious time you a r e wasting 
IIVJhen you tire de ad there won I t be left a trace; 
"Worm, go \'la rm yourself in a worm ' s @::ombra ce 60 
IILife has no be t tor meanin ,~, no gre =l ter p.;rac c !" 

Note his me taphor, I worm ' .. It still discloses his pess.imistic frame 

of mind that is unusually obs essed with th e futility of life. Eve n when 

he env i sages this once th~ indispensableness of man to man; there is a 

colouration of despair lurking in it. 

In his collections, Eyasu has some single stanzas and light 

limericktig Tllese are mostly about sex and love, and are contrive d 

humourously. Neverthe less, they are too ineffective to offset the over-

all darkness in his works. If the gloomy a tmosphere his poetry evokes 

not catchy and powerful to incite and haunt us; it is because of his 

platitudinous langua ge that fails to reach the water of our emotions. 

In conclusion, it is unequivocally clear that Eyasu has a long way to 

go in refining his languag e and reassessing the content of his art. He 

must ne eds steady his f alterings in the us e of language . Horeov0r , his 

works flagrantly show his dissociation from and / or indifference to the 

day-to-day lives of his people which could have provided him with a 

plothora of interesting subjects to wr i te on. If he is benefitted (as he 

tells us in a prefac e ) from some of the poets tha t he mentions in his 

coll ections, such as vlalt Whitman ; it 'nust have been their zeqlous attempt 

to portray above all the lives of the ir peoples. 
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Tcwodros 

Tser;aye Gebre-Medhin , Ethi opi ,, ' s only sil~nificant playwright in 

English, wrote and s taged his first p l a y , Tewodros , a t the ina u gurat i on 

o f the Creative Arts's Centre of the j;ddis Ababa University in 1963 . 

This is a chrono l ogica l play that tra ces the life o f Tewodros o r Kassa 

as he was ca lled be f ore he be came kin r" fr om the age o f 1 8 to his dea th. 

I n a series of scene s tha t run int o e a ch o ther , Tsegaye t e l escopes 

the 30 yea rs ' life o f Kassa . These scenes a re , a t times , punctu" t ed by 

a messenGer , a kind o f cho r a l substitute , who r e l a tes and cooments upon 

e vents between the scenes a n d in the s c e nes as well. The messenger acts , 

most o f the time , as a me r e p l o t u e chanism tha t bridges the hi s t orical 

lacuna in between the scenes; and occas i ona lly appea r s as a chara cter in 

his own rir;ht . Such a s ituation must ha v e created some probl ems t o the 

p l a ywri gh t , for the hand ling o f the messenger thus, e xpedient as it i s i n 

knitting t OGe the r the va ri ous scenes int o o ne wh ole; s till challenGe s the 

down -to-ear t h realism the nature o f such a play dema n ds . ?urthermore , 

Tsegaye proceeels with his play on two l e vels. The fir s t const itut es 

scenes , us ually domestic ones , tha t a re eas ily p r esen t abl e on stage . On 

another l e v e l , thro uf;h li Ght a nd sound e ff e cts he brings t o the <:tttention 

of the aud i enc e some eas ily unpresentable e vents such as wars a n d such-like 

incidents . It i s appa r e nt tha t the playwri gh t conceives thi q a spe ct o f 

the p l a y as more than a backr,r ound r e ferenc e t o the presentable pa rt , anel 

as a ne c essary and significant complement t o it . In addition t o these , 

there a r e a f e w pantomimi c scenes tha t portray some pages in the life o f 

the hero . All such multifaceted presentations , h o weve r, c oncur with the 

writer·s p r esum Rble int enti on which is to capture the milestones i n this 

unc ommon , yet s i Gni fic an t peri od of Ethiopian hi story , in a few h ours o f 

theatrical time . 
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lfuen an individual ascribes a messianic role to himself , it i s 

very likely that he receives a torrent o f criticisms from friends and 

f oes al ike ; s inc e in his visions i s ingrained a new world that demands 

bloo d and tears for its realization . i<ccustomed t o a[\e old pe r se cuti nns 

and sufferings that a re appeased and dulled by the imperceptible hands of 

time , e ven the exploited ones on whose behalf the messiah arises and spe~ks 

shirk nr bec ome hes it a nt t o a ccep t h i m wholeheartedly . Such w::>s the f atc 

of Moses and a numher of loss f ortunate annnimities whose redemptory 

ventures have been choked without reaching a significant end . Tsegaye 

rightly c ons i de rs Tewod r os as one Clmon~ such people whose messianic visions 

and tasks are deplo r ably pitted against a frustrating and an undisce rninG 

• 
world . Beginnin,.; from his peasant mother ' s humble ' tukul ', we watch Kassa 

prodding th r o ugh n numbe r o f check points whero his visi on of one, poner-

ful Ethiopia is rummaged and questioned by close r elatives and foes al ike . 

His own mother who has lea rnt of his obsessive visi on f or n dozen o f years 

t akes it ClS a mere nightmClre Clnel is stunned when she realizes that he i s 

to leave he r to answe r its call . 

Leave me? He speaks o f leav i ng me , listen t o him, St . Michael ! 
If t he worms in y our bel ly have Gone into ynur head , take some 

I' , 
" kOSSO , my son ! He speaks of opp ress i on and threatens to leave 
his helpless mother a t the same time... .. . Yo u a re a lways running 
a wa y t o that uncle o f yours , who is teaching you the ways o f war 
liko the rest o f the deserting young boys in the c ountryside 
today . V/ar - war that is all you men know ! l1a ybe no t t o you r 
uncle this time , now tha t yo u hav e learned the kBC o f blood 
spilling , but t o Ras Al i-the mas t er warmonGer . Oh , don ' t look 
at me tha t way , I ' ve heard n f it ••• Lea v e me to what , son? 
(p. 212) 

~s hi s mother envisaces bloort in 11i8 visi on and frowns upon it 

thereof , his devoted a nd l oving wife , Princess Tewabe tch does likewise . 

Co~nizRnt o f the hav 0c and b l oodshed some upstarts and pe tty chiefs 

create, claim ine a t the same time to have Goel-i nspired visi ons, she 

·A tha tched-roo f hut 
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hesit a t es to endorse her husband's visions with f~l owinG , encnurn~ing 

t e rll1s . i~mon6 his e nemies, FJmpress Henen is the mos t vehe ment i n her 

de nunciati on: ' a foolish daydreamer destined t o be drowne~ in his own 

de lusi ons ••• Coul d not his s o-called pr ophecy be a deceptive hallucin~ · 

ti o n inspired by the devil and multiplyin ~ in the false tongue s o f 

oppo rtun i sts like himse lf? ' (I" 214) Nevertheless , all such c e nsori ous 

r e marks fail to jostle: Kassa off the wa y that is paved for him by his 

visi on. Sinc e his illimit a ble ze a l t o reunite th e dismembered p r ov ince s 

nf Ethi opi a simmers in his heart , he blatantly defies any thinG sai~ or 

dnne ar,ainst his messianic vision . Be ing deeply ingra ined in his blood 

and flesh , it at time s , upsurge s in a sort of poetic rhapsody: 

Oft e n in 1'r1Y drenfl1s , Gabr iyc , o ften in my visi ons, Gelmo , I stretch 

my ~rm~ a s wide as I cnn; I dive Jeep , deep int o a sea e)f stars , 

searchinc , searching , and swimmin[; , searching f or a l ost somethinB , 

some thinf; like a r ope o f lif,htenin /j t o tie a ll the glitterinr, stars 

t o/je ther . Ye t, just a s o ften as I dream and stretch out my arms 

f o r ~ bindinr r ope , I wake up without havinG nrasped it . But I 

have a secret v o w with the v oic e s that bid me search f o r it. One 

of these day s , Gabriye , onc " f these da y s , Gelm o , I shall wake up 

with tha t r ope in my a r ms , and with it I shall link my sea of stars 

together . ( p . 216) 

In s pit e o f his visi ona ry eloquence , howeve r , KassCl. is r ea listic and 

perspicuous enouGh t o realize the tre mendous s a crifices his visi on deman ds . 

He we ll knnws fr om the start , that much blood shed is inevitable t o wi pe 

out the stains fr om the face o f Ethiopia. He contends , time and again, 

that ' endinG the she ddinG o f peasant blood by the use of blood itse lf ' 

is a worthwhile sacred task , more true and more strnng than l ov e itself . 

Even so , Kassa ha s never been what some historians c nnsi de r him to be: 

a fana tic tyrant with no scruples whatsoev e r to she d the blood o f his 

people . As much as he r ealizes the ne cess ity o f blood in mat e ri a lizing 

his vision , he is a t the sarno time wa ry not to overplay it with out the 

d ue demands o f circumstances . Tser;aye has paid due attention to this 
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point which has ever been twist ed a nd distorted by many a foreign write r. 

In a r e j o inde r Kassa m2.kes t o youn [~ Menelik (future Emperor o f Ethiopia) 

wh o a ccuses him o f shedding t oo much blood , h e s a ys: ' the y make me. my 

s oni they ma ke me do it ! The petty , s el fish, lus tful chie fs make me do 

it . They f o rc e me t o she d the blood of the v e ry pe ople I v/Quld be more 

than willing t o " i v e my life f o r ! •• • ' (I" 221) Thus , the playwri ght 

c ondon e s Kassa ' s alleged blo od th irs tiness a nd boundles s a ct o f butchery. 

Kassa ' s early backgr ound is lost ev e n t o his bi ogr aphers in the 

mi sty p r e cinct o f time . "!he r eas some trace his descen t t o f ,? uda l chi e fs 

and ruli nG r oya lists , others cla im his o r i e in , pa rticularly on his 

mo t her ' s s ide , t o be fr om the peasantry. Be tha t as it may , TseGaye 

must ha v e f ound it befi tting t o c ontempo r a ry Ethi opi a n s ' c onscience t o 

make hi s extraction fr om that o f the peasantry . Starting from the first 

scene , his humble o ri g in i s depicted and r eferred t n , f o r a numbe r o f 

times . Kassa himse lf i s made t o exult i n it and di s cern a c onfo r mily t o 

his ove r a ll ambiti on of wr e nchinG Ethiop i a fr om the g rip o f f e u da lists 

and make it sa f e r and more c omfo rtable t o the o r dinary peasants . \lJha t 

undersc o r es such am biti on a ll the more i s his ince ssant attempt t o 

identify him self with the peasantry . Empre s s Me ne n' s a rmy chi e f , 

Wo nd - Yirad ' s t aunts f or his being a purgativ e deal e r ' s s on do not prick 

him t o rise and r emonstrate . Rather , subduin~ hi s a nge r, he e ntwi nes 

his f ate with that o f th e c o bble r-peasant: ' Nev e r mind, humb l e c obbl e r 

. . . yo u a nd I are Dot ashamed of wha t o the rs tllink o f us • Cobbli nG o r 

purgative se lling is a r espect a ble pro f ess i on, a nd wha t is mo r e , it is 

in t he se r vic e o f the people . Christ was a carpent e r ' s s o n .' (p . 216) 

Ka ssa ' s l ove and dedicati o n t o the cause of the peas a ntry ha ve e v e r been 

g r ea t • . After he becomes king , he e nvisage s a nd dreams his p r edecessor 

t o be ' the most c ompassi o na te Et hi op i an •• . who kno ws his peopl e , f ee l s 
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the ir h unce r, the ir l oves , the i r h0pes .' (p . 221) \'"/hen Henel ik q ue r ies 

wh e the r o r nor he attr i butes suc h qua l ities to h i mself , he repl i es 

pla i ntive ly , hi s des ire s and h i s a chi e v ewents conflicting in hi s mi nd : 

1. • • I try to be ... try t o be hi m as muc h as i t i s huma nly possi bl e 
t o be ! Tha t i s my pass i on ! Tha t ' s a l l I have tri ed t o be s i n ce I 
c ommitted mysel f t o ca rrying th is burden . Somebo dy had t o do it , 
bu t e v erybody seemed t o si t bac k and wi sh f o r it . Ana I c ommitt ed 
myself. I . . . I have a lready t ri ed t o be him e ve r s i ti c e . I ••• I 
a m s till tryi ng t o be him . (p . 221) 

Furthermo r e 1 he i s so j eal ous o f h i 3 l ove f o r h i s peopl e tho. t he 

fl a r e s up in a nge r whe n o the r s , particula rly thos e age - o l d e xpl oit e r s 

like Emp r ess He ne n speak i n the ir na me . In a ve he me nt r e mon s tra nce he 

oppose s t o s uch a n a ct . 

Your peopl e l Why do n ' t yo u say yo u r r a c e o f sla ves ? Wha t do 
y ou k n0w abou t the m an ywa y? Have y o u e v e r had ' the heart t o 
t ouch a sin~le one of the m? No ? Yo u woul d ha ve f e lt the tho rny 
ha ir t he y ha ve g r o wn ; t he de f e n s ive c laws and the beastly tee th 
behi nd which t hey exi s t . ( p . 21 9 ) 

On the othe r ha n d , in as much a s he tries t o ba r t h e r o ya l i sts fr om 

the ir cla i m t o the l ove and l oy a lty o f t he peopl e , they , i n turn , 

pe r Sist ently nullify h i s r i e ht s to t he t h r one . Emp r ess He nen , onc e t oo 

o ft en , r e mi nds him of hi s l o w birt h whic h she t h ink s i s mo r e tha n 

a s uffici e nt r eas on t o di s qua lify him fr om kingship • 

••• Oh , n o ! No t y ou ! Of ,,11 blas ph emou s c omm o n ups t a rt s , o f a ll 
c onque r o r s wit hout c o nque r o r t s noses , no t y ou , rebe l ! How a bout 
the oc ean - J eep hist o ry o f Ethi opi a ' s ruli ne blood ? ThrOUGh 
c enturies t he peopl e ' s e yes were a ccus t omed t o l ooki ng up a n d 
f o llowi ne those who d i d n ot ma t e ria lize fr om among the mse lves , but 
th os e s h e pherds e l e ct o f God sinc e Da vid and So l omo n ! You ne e d t o 
hav e tha t b l ood runni ng throu gh y our mise r a ble ve in s be f o r e you 
t a lk bi e a n d a ll - k nowinG' Giv e it up , Kassa , be f o r e you a r e t oo 
l a te t o repen t . It i s n ' t f or y o u , f o rtune -hunt i ne boy ... ( p . 21 9 ) 

But Kassa does not yield . He ra the r pe rseve rs in hi s a i ms nnd crowns 

h i mse lf as Tewod r os II . 

Ne ve r theless , Te wc.d r os i s no t as f ort una t e as Kassa . Hi s p r ob l e ms 

wit h fe udal chi e f s and t he pri esthood become ager a va t e d . ., h os t of 
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die hard reactionaries who have been bruised but not killed by his --lashes gr adually show up as claimants t o the throne and l egitmate chiefs 

of their provi nces . Rallying a r ound the mselves c ont ingents of peasan t s 

wh o , h oodwinked by tribal affiliati ons a nd feudal decept i ons come against 

the very man who has toiled , sweated f o r their welfare and liberation , 

They pose a tremendous obstacle to the full r ealizati on of his visions . 

The priests , wh om he describes as ' e ye p i erc ing , cheap ca ndle li ghts' 

turn their faces agains t him a nd ally with his enemies . Some of the 

provinces that ha ve been uni t ee1 f o r S0me time begin t o break away and 

Ka ssa ' s dream of one Ethiopia g r a dually comes l oose fr om his gri p . Ye t , 

ever perseverant in the rea lization of his vision, he grope s i n darkness , 

time and aea in, f o r that r ope o f lightening by which t o tie togethe r 

th ose sta rs of provinces . He incessantly wages wa rs a ft er wa rs upon 

a ll th ose wh o are ' dest ined to make progress impossible , bo th f o r the 

people and themselves , ' ( p . 221) This period o f Kassa ' s life , as it is 

rife with stupendous c onflicts a nd unrests, is mo re than the playwright 

can capture in a brie f theatrlcal time and limited stage. Hence ; Tsegaye 

through the c obbl er-messenGer ' s narrati on and chil d r en ' s traditional 

game of 'hide and seek ' bri efs his a ud i enc e about this tumultuous, bl ood 

ridden period . 

Kassa ' s internal p r ob l e ms are aggrava t ed by external problems, like 

the threatening Turks and De rvishes , and more particularly by the Brit ish. 

The indifference o f the British to r eact to his demands irritates him 

deeply . Hen c e he be comes ve ry impatient and i mprisons Consul Came r on and 

his other c ountrymen. Nevertheless, it i s ve ry clear tha t his domestic 

problems and frustra ti ons have contributed much t o augment and aggravate 

his e xternal p r obl ems . In f a ct, whe n he relates to Captain Cameron his 
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mis:~ivin8S abo ut no t ge tti ng a reply from Queen Vict ori a , these two f aces 

of his probl ems come s imulta neously in his mind: 

/.11 this time she had an(l still has more than enouc;h t o threaten 
her fr om wi thin a nd withou.1; a nn it is ve ry unlike ly tha t she 
VJoul d has t en t o expect additi onal threats fr om be yond the seas 
i n plac e of the help she hns despera t e ly ca lled for. She has 
hEld nnd s till has e nough problems of he r own a s Y')U yourself 
have borne witness t o , Capta in Came r on ... But wha t she must , 
she will a l s o try . She must, for instance , e xpec t a r eply to a 
letter nskine f or he lp ent rust ed in the ha nds of the councillor 
of nn ' Rxtremly powerf~l empire .' (1' . 222) 

Tsega ye ; not t o idealize and glorify Kassa unduly , has t ouched upon 

s ome of his weaknesses . One such weakness i n his cha r a cter li e s in the 

quotation marks a bove . He l a cks diplomatic suavity and pati e nc e t o win 

f or e i r,n powers like Bri t n in t o his side . He c ould have , at l east, tried 

to neut r alize the Briti sh fr om .j oininG his domes tic enemies , which they , 

in f a ct , di d a ft e r n time. Furthe rmor e· , Tsee;aye, in as much as he realizos 

the r edempt ory nEl ture of his visi on , he a t the SElme time , shows his weak -

nesses beine; exposed the r eof. rlhe ne ve r the worth of his a ll-consuming 

vi s i on is questi oned, Kass.::l. rebuffp, ona a nd 0. 11 with c ontempt, pe tulance 

and ar r oGance . Even when his l ov i ng wife , Princess Tewe-be tch a tt empt s t o 

assess his vision , she is disdainfully a nswered thus: ' yes , I foree t 

tha t tricky l oeic and women ' s wa ilings a r e nothing c ompa r ed t o the fire in 

me . I am not one made tn quibble with women .' (p . 215) His haughty , 

male chauvinist attitudes a nd a bit of his . unkindness a nd c ont empt thus 

surfa ce as some unde sirable e l ements i n his character . 

The l as t chnp t e rs of Kassa ' s life nre depicted with pa thos and a 

harrowinG, point ed l a nGuage . I'/e observe hi m hiGht ailing from the he i Ght 

of his success . Feudal chie fs ha ve strengthened the ir powers and have 

di smembe r ed the country once aeain. To r escue the prisoners, the British 

a r my , unde r General Napi e r , has r en ched the f ort of Map,de l u where Kassa 
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ho.s made his l ast refuge. Embitt e r ed by his f n ilure t o c ons olidat e 

wha t he in bits and pi e ces has a chi e v ed , a nd saddened by the death of 

his l ovinG wife, Te wabetch ; Kassa is c a ught be tween chilly l on e liness 

and blinkinG h ope . 

St ill, he clinGs t o h i s fast , fadin g visi on of a stron G Ethi opi a , 

a noble nati on, as when he ponders ove r the abu s ive r e ma rks the Briti sh 

mad e a Gainst h i m: ' The y a im at one ' s spi rit, tha t is the ir dirty game l 

• •• But the y f o r ge t tha t mine i s no t the spirit ·o f a man but that of a 

nobl e na ti on. ' (p. 222) Furthe rm ore, wh e n Tru-Worq, his s e c ond wife , 

upbr a ids h im f o r his f a ilure t o measure up t o his dreams, he furi ously 

shout s he r do wn: 

( p . 22 3) 

, 
'it is carnine true ! It has co~e true , woman o f folly ! 

Yet , his despai r is more than he ca n hide . To ame li o r a t e the 

bitterness of his fina l days , h e h a s t a ke n t o a lc oh o l . Now tha t his 

world of h ope , pea c e a n d p r oGress has s hrunk, he c omes t o c onfi de his 

s orro ws t o his own s hadows . In his i ntense l one liness , he , no w and then , 

rec oil s t o the r e c esses of his mi nd and i s t a k en in by se lf-searching 

cont emp l at i ons. 

st . Michael ! Streneth and c ourage to turn the beam o f my e yes 
int o my o wn self i n orde r t o c ont emplat e My o wn blinking sou l! 
My soul - c onfused by doubts c a st by phil i st ine pri e sts - shadows 
cast be tween me a nd my people , be tween my sinc e rity and the ir 
heart s , be tween my sincerity a n d the ir hope , between my soul and 
your e x i stence , St Hichae ll (p . 22 b ~ 

In s p it e o f Tru- \'!o rq ' s pleadinGS t o make peace with the British , 

Ka ssa chooses a showdo wn . It i s only l a t e r whe n h i s e ve r l oyal 

c ompatriots like Gabriye d i e in the e nsuing ba ttle tha t he i s persuaded 

t o write a l e tter t o Genera l Nap i e r askinr: f or peace . Ho weve r , Gene r a l 

Nap i e r , l ack inG knowledGe o f Kassa , not only wants the p risone rs free , . 

but requests him t o e ive his a rms t o him. With a chara ct e ri s tic pri de , 
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Kassa r ebuffs h i s demand and sends t he messe nGe r back with hi s unequ i voc a lj 

l o ud and clear miss ive : 

Tell Ge neral Nap i e r fr om me hum bl e -cobbl e r Al eme , t hat if I s u rrende r 

to h im it will be humanly i mpossible f o r h i m t o ca tch" o r e v e n t ou ch 

my a r ms . Te ll h i m, it is fi r e ! It ' ll burn h im ! He " Kassa wh o has 

made a habit of handli ng powe rs , like babes , i n h i s arms , ca nno t now 

h a v e ot h e r s ha ndlin(; h i s a r ms f or him. (p . 225 ) 

Mo re o v e r , Kassa , r ealizing his end has c ome , makes one mo r e addr es s 

t o the messe nge r him self : 

Now , fi g ht in se lf-de f enc e ; do no t t oo e a s ily pa rt fr om 

tha t same earth you we r e de p o s i t ed upon with tha t cry 

o f bit t e rne ss; fr om tha t same l a n d yo u ' ve f e lt unde r your 

f ee t, tha t l and wh i ch bea r s wit ne s s t o your exi s t en c e ; fr om 

tha t s a me po rti o n o f mu d a nd d u s t y o u r o lled on, b l ed on , 

sweat ed on , l oved a n d k illed on; tha t same po rti o n of l and 

which be l on l's t o y ou by ri Ght of b irth a nd t oiL •• tha t same 

Mothe r Et h i op i a . Farewe ll , and fi ght, br o the r . ( p. 225 ) 

Thi s j in f a ct , i s t a nta mount t o a will made through t he c obble r-

me sse n ge r , t o mi lli ons of Et h i op i a n peasant s , the ma sses . Tha t t he l and 

i s the i r ' s by ri ght of birth and t oil Rnd no t tha t o f age - old l ee ches of 

feuda li s t s and their e n t ourage i s a nota ble s t a t ement to mak e by wa y of 

s i gn ifying the p r ol'r ess ive nat ur e o f Kassa ' s mi ss i o n . 

The ve r sa ti l e but a t the s ame t i me e lusive pe r sonality o f Kassa or 

Te wodr os , a s he i s be tt e r known , o f t e n po s e a c ha l l e nl'e t o a numbe r o f 

writ e rs . Some , i n wa nt o n sympa t hy a nd s e lf-i dent ifi ca ti o n dra w h i m i n 

g l o wi nc c o l ours whitewash i n l' the due f l a ws a nd f o i b l e s in h i s cha r a ct e r . 

Ot he r s , apat he tic t o hi s r e n ova tin g spiri t and c omme ndab l e a c hi e v e me nt s , 

show h i m only o r mo r e oft en , be i ng swamped in pool s and pool s o f bl ood . 

But Tsegaye c omes amo n g the r a the r c o n s c i enti o u s write rs wh o see i n 

t h 
Te wod r os the i deals o f a 20' century o r d ina ry Et hi opi a n , but the weaknesses 

and lim i t a ti ons of a 19t~e nt ury extrao r d ina r y ind ivi dua l. 
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Azmari 

" ~zmari ' is an Amharic t erm for ' sineer ', with a sl i eh t pejorative 

c onnotati on , thouGh . TSDgnye Gebre - Medhin ' s r a the r shQrt p lay under this 

title deals with the c onflictin~ views people have on the a rti st o r 

craftsman in a ba ckward society . Haking his setting a rural village that 

is proximate t o Add is Ababa , he delineates the story of a family _hose 

membe r s ha ve g r ouped themselvBS int o two , according t o their viewpoint on 

artists and cra fts men . The f amily patriarch , hbiye \ and his e rand­
.r-'" 

daughte r l Shashitu l who i s a sineer herself , side together because of 

the ir deep l ove f o r the life o f the artist. On the other hand, Shashitu' s 

mothe r and br o the r , Zinash and Lulu , who , like the rest of the society , 

l ook down upo n the p rofessi ons o f the artis t and cra ftsman (these are 

taken as one a nd the same in the play) , j o i n hands and try t o frust~ate 

Shashitu fr om practi s i ng her a rt. On " day , Lullj , enraged by Shashitu's 

penniless obsession bre a ks her 'kirra r ' - one k i nd o f string instrument , 

upon which she plays. Consequently , Abiye curses him and as a c ounter-

me a sure Lu lu r efuses to c ome h ome and brinG money f o r the upkeep of the 

f a mily which const i tutes also , two of his illecitamatc children . Not to 

l ose h e r son and his money as well , Zinash interc~des t o se cure f or him 

the old m~n ' s f o r e iveness . Nevertheless , Ahiye st u bbornly refuse s t o 

revoke hi s curse a nd a fter a short while j he d i es . The hum drum life o f 

the family presumabl y c ontinues as be f o r e j with no one g r oup ue i ng 

successful to win the othe r t o his side. 

In bye-go ne days and e ven now in societies that a r e backward ; artists 

and cra ft smen are l ooked dow n upon c ont emptuously . They are stigmatized 

with dissolute life and eccentric behaviour , ' and are usua lly releeated t o 

the last rung of the social l adder., Yet " socie ty needs its artists and 

craftsmen. as much as , if not m~re ,. it needs it s monarchs and popes . It 
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depends on them for its entertainment, enlightenment , comfurt and sane 

mental upkeep. It has eV Qr been true that no other professional is more 

close thun they to the heartstrings of any man, be he a kins or a lowly 

man. Even so , however, society refrains from acknowledging its ind ebted-

ness to them. Hather, it holds them in contumely , penury and disgrace. 

This truism comes out clearly in Azmari \vhcn Abiyo , i n defence o f Shashitu , 

speaks to ~inash , who 16 eve r" Hnxiou5 Gf her dauthter ' c cccupation ~ 

See , Zinay~ ? As I always say, we come from and old family of 
proud 'peasa •• t craf t smen. Out of our t enac ious will - pow er and 
o ur love of nature, society cho se to fabricate hatred against 
us. Out of our toil and sweat , it made dirty jokes . Out ot 
our beautiful ilkurbet" design upon which they slept comfortably 
a t night and made 10V D, they manufactured a false artful scorn 
for us. Though humanity is outraged within the ~, they manage 
t o suffocate it with the pr e ssure of thei r outward hypocrisy ••• 
Let h er sing , Zinash , let my favourite one sing. You see , we 
comB from an old family of proud peasant craftsmen. (p. 232) 

Zinash understands this too well and resents seeing h8r daughter being 

a singer, just like her father who ' sang hi s throat to consumption ' and 

died. She thus winces at the tremendous sacrifices her daughter is making. 

The a mbivalent reaction of the society , that of applause and rejection 

pains her extremely as she clearly knows that the latter is the stronger 

and the more f earful ly realistic of the two. 

Society is eager to applaud her , applaud her but not accept 
her , applaud her to confusion , app l aud her to her doom. And I 
watch her waste away under my very eyes. My own daught e r is 
dea~ in my own heart. She is B stranger , an unknown , a ghost 
to her own moth~r. I couldn ' t save her from her dream any more 
than I could save myself from ~y confusion. (p . 235 ) 

A very down-to - earth and ord~nary woman that she is , h e r daughter ' s 

t enacious l ove for an occupation , or ' a dr eam' as she calls it , whic h 

is unremune rative either in mOne7{ 0r name and respect , becomes 

ihdDmprehensi ble to h e r: She rather prefers , but fails , to engage her 

in daily chores than to while away her time in ' no decent folk ' s way 

· c ow hide 



120 -

o f life .' (p. 229 ) She wa nt s he r t o earn her l i v e lihood and n o t t o s inG 

like birds a n d pe ck on othe rs' t ab l e fo r a mo rse l. She de ma n ds of he r t o 

f ollo w the e xa mple of Lulu wh o , fir s t a s a s h oe -shine boy a n d s ubse que n t l y 

as a h ouse - br ok e r empl oy s him self t o c ov e r the f a mily' s e xpe nse s. 

Natura lly e n o uEh, apart fr om Zina sh, it i s Lulu who is ve ry v e he ment in 

hi s r e monstra ti ons aG~nst hi s si s t e r ' s penniless t a sk. 

Why do n ' t yo u t a ke a l ook a t mothe r a nd me , s ist e r? Ye s , me . 
I w0 rk f o r this f amily . First u s a hoe - s hine boy e nd no w 
a s a h o use - brok e r. I spe culat e a n d specula t e till my swe a t 
pours do wn my f a c e . I barGain till my ne rves sha ke , f o r a nd 
ar;a i ns t the l a nd l o r ds, f o r a nd agninst the 'fe r e nj " f o r a n d 
against the ' a wk o f e r e nj , t mode rn white - c olla rs . .' nd I ma ke. 
the m pa y ! J\nd you, wha t do y o u do ? I do n o t que stion wha t 
y ou dre a m about, siste r, but wha t do you do t o he l p this f am ily? 
(P. 231) 

Lulu a nd hi s mothe r, h owev e r, a r e no t di s tress ed abou t Shashitu' s 

f a ilure t o brin r; mone y to the f a milYl. only. Nor would t hey have bee n 

ve ry censori o u s o f he r , had he r disreput ed name a nd p r o f ess i o n been 

c onfined t o he r sol e ly . But su ch is the socie ty the J'· live i n , tha t t he y 

canno t es cape r ep r oval a n d r eject ion as we l l , be ca use o f he r occupat ion . 

Zinash e xplicitly s t a t es t h i s when s h e p l a i ntive ly say s , 'I •.• won't 

accept my daught e r , be c a use o f socie ty, and soci e ty won ' t a cc ept ~e 

be c a use o f h e r.' ( p . 235 ) In a n othe r moment , s h e disc e rns the predicament 

o f h e r s on wh o unsuccessfully tries t o e sche w the st a ined na me of hi s 

si s t e r , ' ••• my son , d i s encha nt ed , suffocat ed by hi s o wn e ff orts t o be 

diffe r e nt , j ee r e d a t by hi s fri e nds a nd burning with sha me as he linGers 

abo ut them like a s h adow .' ( p . 236) 

But s ing ing , st o ry t e llin~ , 'kur be t ' d r essing , o r any othe r cra ft 

i s the f a mily occupat i o n . hbi ye ha r ps on thi s f a ct , ti~e a nd again, 

• whit e - me n 

+a pe j o r a tive r e f e r e nc e t o Ethiop i a n s wh o s l avi s hly ape the 
whit e man . 



121 

and together with the loving acceptance of it; he seees t o r ealize that 

the family as a tvh01e is f a t ed t o be disdainfully l oC'ked up nn by the 

soci e ty. ~lith s uch an understandinG , he takes it approvi ngly when s ome 

o f his grandch i ldren and ere at grandchildren t ake upon this occupati on 

and perpe tua t e it . Conversely, when snme others like Lulu are ashamed of 

it and a ttempt t o de fil e which he considers as blessed and sacred , he 

be c omes deep l y hurt . That is why , when Lulu dest r oys Shashi tu ' s ' kirrar ', 

he becomes furi ous and curses him for the sacrilege he has c ommitted upon 

the tradition of his lineaGe . Lulu , wh o thinks ' ••• the lt l mi ghty Dol l a r 

i s the c entre o f the universe , the life - b l ood of all ways and means •.• ' 

nnd who is deeply offended and disgusted by his s ist e r ' s pe rsistent 

a ttachme nt t o the f a mily tradition whic h invit es a ll disagrace and no 

honou r , a ll dest it ution and no money , f ails to meas ure up to his expecta -

tions . Later , when Zinnsh i nte rc edes to secure forr;iveness f o r he r son , 

the family patriarch ponders over his grandson' s i r r evocabl e guil t . 

The holy blessing is f o r those who a r e r eady t" c a rry their cross l 
Zina ye . Lulu i s mine as much as he is yours and when he is l ost, 
he is l os t t o both of us . He has r e fus ed t o suffer the burden of 
his cross and instead he t au8ht himself to be ashamed of the h oly 
blessing . To be asha mec! o f the Gift that nat ure bes t owed on him , 
and t o learn to nbuse it by makinG himse lf an opport uni s t , bet r ayine 
his gift like a Phar i see , tradinc in lip service like a Judas ••• 
It ' s " it ' s , It ' s pro f a n:i:ty . ;,nd , Zinash ••• ' Han does ne t live by 
bread a lon~ • • ,' (p . 238) 

Tse gaye , thro ugh J.biye and Shashitu hGS triec! t o show the st r on e 

r e lat i onshi p between art and na ture . These two individua ls r e curre ntly 

expound a rt o r craft i n associ a ti on with nature . Their occupati on with 

a rt i s a t the same time an obse ssi on with nature . For them , nature is 

an i nspire r and best owe r o f art on man . They contend tha t , i n as much 

as man's p r o ximity t o nature , is his nearness t o art and a rt pr ovides 

man with fel ici ty in simple life , peace and t r anquility in the f ace o f 
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ignominy and despair. Thus, according to them, to eschew art is to 

alienate oneself from nature or vice versa; and hence to bury oneself in 

fear and darkness. These and such- like ideas a~e contained in Shashitu's 

rejoinder to Lulu who likens her to 'the early rising tramp who shee pishly 

smiles at this naked, barren sun with a naked starving belly.' (p. 235) 

Yes, Br other, yes ! Like the tramp , yes! ••• Would you know what 
the young daybreak hanging its bright shadow over the horizon 
means to the early-r ising tramp who wa shes his damp face with 
the morning dew and the timid ray of the budding sun? To the 
tramp who knows not the bor edom of time, the tearing claws of 
the age of knowing, Rnd the st ing of tension which you a nd I 
have taught ourselves to be dominated by, brother? To the tramp 
who marks the black soil with his wandering bare feet as he 
tirelessly walks the dusty or the green fields, walks the village 
streets, and wal~s the VHst earth? It means music to him , Brother. 
Mus ic which your ears are taught to forget, taught to misunderstand , 
taught to be ashamed of by your kind. Music to which you and your 
kind choose to be deaf, Brother l Unlike your father who lived for 
it ! Bathed in it! ' And breathed it to death , coward!! ' (p. 235) 

The power of art and the intensity of its love are dealt upon as 

well. Shashitu , prompted by her unrelenting passion for playing her , r 
'kirrar' goes to a wedding ceremony of her former fiance who left her 

for good because of her profession. Such an act shocks her mother and 

her brother whereas she and her grandfather are exultantly captivated by 

the reactions her singing has brought u pon the feelings of her form~r 

wou l d-be father in law. In a subsequen t attempt to rebuff her mother ' s 

taunts , moreover , Shashitu traces her love for her art to the time when 

she was in her (ie her mother ' s ) womb. 'In the s e and such- like incidents 

and st ~tements, however , it is eviden t that Tsegaye has ' mctaphorized ' or 

to be specific hyperbolized his themes. 

On the other hand , we watch Lulu' s son , the youngest member of the 

family gradually develop love for Shashitu ' s art. A faint note of music 

from a distance fascinates him and he starts whistling in front of his 
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grnndmother who inevitably up.braids him for beinr; "c () ntnmino.ted " with 

the f a mily vice. Later o n , he makes 11 t oy "k irra r" a nd presents it to 

Shashi tu as a replaceme nt f o r h e r brok e n o ne . In s uch a r eal istic , 

po rtra ya l o f the little boy , Tse~aye reve a ls h ow l ov e f or a rt o r any othe r 

trade , ca n be p icked up fr om the s urroundinGs one live s in. What an 

imp l a usible , e xclama ti o n wi ll it be , if, af t e r some year s , thi s bo y , 

cl t1 ims t o have rle v e loped l ove f or his a rt while he was still in his 

mothe r ' s womb? 

Fina lly, it is i mpo rt ant t o ma ke no t e o f the Ge ne r a l defec ts of this 

p l a y : its verbos ity and supe rfluous and a rbitrary use o f folk art . SOfae 

o f the cha r acters like Zinash a nd Sha shitu , now and then, l os e themselves 

in l e ng thy hara n g ues which ha v e the s,ame me l ancholic t o ne and recurre nt 

themes . Tsegay e ' s verbiage is g l a rinGly d isce rnab l e in ma ny o f his p l a ys 

including this one. Mo r e()V c r, Tsegaye usua lly r.wkes use o f f olk a rt in 

both his Amh a ric and English writings. This i s a commendable a ttempt as 

it will resuscit a t e Ethi opi an folk art. In the Inst p l a y, Tewodros , we 

ha ve ment i oned ho w he used (l traditi onal chil d r e n's 6ame (an a spect of 

f o lk a rt) to ov e rc ome some dramat ic probl ems . But in Azmari , h C1we v e r, 

we detect some a rbitrariness a nd supe rfluousne ss in his sele ction nf 

nurse ry rhymes . The y have n o thematic rela ti onship o r oneness with the 

r es t o f the p l ay . Horeove r , the y are a bit t oo many and l e ngthy. It may 

be s a i d , among other thing s , tha t the f olk p i e ces have helped in depicting 

the int e nse l ov e ;,biye a n d Shashi tu hav e f o r a rt, as these a r e the nnes , 

wh o , toge ther with the children indulge in them. St ill , their arb i trari­

ness and l engthiness weigh down one ' s judgeme nt in their f~vour. 

Fur~hermore , s inc e the nursery rhymes and the appar e nt ve rbosity will 

s urely bog down the t empo o f the play, a bit of boredom is inevitable . 
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The Oda-Oak Oracle 

Though this pl ay has nut bee n pr oduced so far in our home theatres , 

European and hmerican a udi ences hav e ha d the opportunity of se e in~ the 

productions o f this c o~pact, beautiful play. 

The playwright has told me that he got the s t ory f or thi s short 

• pl a y , fr om a n ol d legend of the \~o l ayi t a people wi th whor.J he lived f or 

somet i me . It tells of one , Shanka , the strong son of the tri be who had 

a br i de , Ukutee , ch ose n f or him by the Oda-Oak Oracle . The Oracle , t a l ,) 

them throuGh its interpre ter, the Oda- man , that their first-b orn son shall 

be s a crificed as a propit i at i on of the a ncest e ral gods . But Shanka , who 

has bee n s omewhat enliGht e ned by his friend Goaa l who has presu~ably been 

kidnapped and stayed f or sO!?lctime with white Christians, shirks fr om 

havi ng sexual int e rc ourse with his bride , l es t she will conceive a dooned 

child . Despairingly , he ca lls upon the help of Gona , the inhi bited by 

the strangers ways , t o appr oach the Oracle on his behalf a nd ask f or a 

r e!?l i ssi on of its words. But Goaa f earful nf his own suspe cted stand in 

the e yes of the Orac l e fails t o brine this case t o it. l1eanwhile , Ukutee , 

who i s of f ended by her be trothe d ' s c old se ntime nt a lity t empts Goaa t o 

s l eep with he r , and a ft e r nine months c omes with him t o the Ora cle t o 

r epe nt . Suffe ring fr om a child birth panr:s , she a sks Goaa t o ca ll upon 

the interpreter of the Oracle and entreat him f or sympathy . When the 

Oda - man comes out fr om his abode , he attributes the pesti l enti a l atmosphere 

in the valley t o a breach of the word of the Orac l e , and p ron ounces curses 

upon them a nd the child who i s t o be "undeli ve r ed nnd unbifitting " t o the 

sacrifice of the gods. Later , when he unde rstands that Shanka is the 

first one t o transgr ess the word of the Orac l e by r e fusinr; t o c onsunma t e 

the !?larriage , he orders him t o enRar;e in a <leath -combat with Gona . The 

' See appe ndix 
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twn fri e nds fi ght, and Goaa f a lls mort a lly wounded. Whe n Ukut ec i s asked 

t o f1 0G Sha nka as he shoul ders the dead body of Goaa out of the valley 

t o the l a nd of the stra nge r s , s he f a i nt s and a little l a t e r di e s a ft e r 

Gi vi ns birth t o a fema l e - child . At las t, we wa tch the newl y bo rn baby 

and Sha nka give n t o the anr,ry peopl e of the va lle y who cla mour f or bl ood 

sacrifice t o s oo the th e wra thful gestures of the a nce s tral gods . 

Taking thi s s t ory line , Tsecaye pr esent s int e nse conflict s be twee n 

s tringe nt ritua listic traditi onal vie ws and t he r a the r humane , s upposedl y 

Chri s tia n va lues . For it mus t be clear a t the out s et , tha t the s trong 

s on of the tri be r e fra in s fr om committ i ng the dicta t e s of the Ora cle a nd 

thus deviates fr om the due e xpe ct a ti on of the t r aditi ona l so c i e ty be ca use 

of Goaa ' s a li e n Christia n influence upon hi m. Othe rwi se , consi de ring t he 

f a ct tha t he is bo rn and live s exclu s ive ly amone hi s f ol ks a nd has bee n 

brought up in and lives with the traditi ona l wa y of life , hi s ave r s i on t o 

the de ma nds of the ances tra l gods would ha ve bee n e roundle s s a nd 

i mp l a us i bl e . In fact, in a mome nt of anxi et y anJ se lf-pity , he , Shanka , 

hims elf a lludes t o hi s fri e nd ' s s i gnificant influence a nd r ol e in the 

whol e gamut of trar,i c happeni ngs . By way of declininp; t o a cc ept Goaa ' s 

a dvic e t o t a ke hi s bri de in hi s a rm, he excla i ms : 

No , 
I ca nnot Goaa . 
If I yi e l d , 
Nine moons i s not so di s tant : 
Le t t he n 
My unque nche d de s ire 
Shrink , if it may, 
In my bi tt e r gall , 
Tha t of my bri de 
Ea t into he r ve i ns 
Like a wor m 
In a ne wly r ott i ng fruit, 
j·~nd l e t 
The prid e of our dead 
Shriek with venom . 
I ca nno t , Goaa . 



I wi s h, thou p,h, 
You had neve r t a u;:;ht me about the 'ifo r d . 
The beGinninc Wo r d . 
Of the stra nr;e rs' wisdom. 
The be e inninG Wo r d wh o you sai d 
Be c ome s all: 
Be c ome s e ve n I . 
I c a nn ot , fri e nd. 
Ni ne moons is not so di s t ant. (p . 8) 
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Ironically e nough thouGh , onc e t ak en in by the new ideal s , i t i s 

Shanka a nd not Goaa who appears t o be inhibited by the s tra nGe rs' wa ys . 

Despite hi s int e nse suffe rinp,s a nd painful exist e nc e he adama ntly r e fu ses 

t o comply with the wor ds of the Or a cle a nd the s trong desires of hi s bri de . 

Conv e rse ly , Gona. , who i s SCti d t o kn ow the stranee r s ' wa y s , ~he stranr;e r s ' 

wi sdom, c onc edes t o the traditi ona l wa ys a nd uq,e s him t o c ome t o t e rms 

first with his bri de an d the n with t he gods of hi s f or a f a the rs. In fact, 

Goaa s eems not t o have de ve l oped a ny l ove f or the stranl~ rs' wa ys . Tim e 

a nd aGain , we find h i m criticizing bitte rly wha t he has l earn' awa y fr om 

hi s h ome l and . In a r e j oinde r t o Ukut ee who a s ks him t a untingl y whe the r 

o r no t it i s s hame a nd f ear t he s t range rs ha ve t a UGht him, he says : 

Yes , They a r e de humanize d 
To t ea ch but 
The wi s dom of f ear . 
And How t o f ee l asha med of oneself , 
How t o c;r ow wil (l 
Unde r the c ol d wings of ha tre d . (p. 21) 

Goa s eems to be disillusi oned with the whole te a chinG of the stra nr;ers . 

\;,h e n Sha nka be ca use o f him come s enthusia stica lly t o embr a ce it, he 

ve he mently dispa r aGe s and t r i os t o de t a ch himself fr om it . The ir rea ctions 

t o it a r e r; l a rinc;l y c ontras t ed i n a n inci de nt whe n the y a r e a bout t o 

e nf,a13e thems e lve s i n the death-c omba t. Here, de s pite Goaa ' s p r ovoc ati on 

and challenp,es , Sha nka admi ts hi s unpr epar edne ss a nd unaillin ;:;ness t o 

f i Ght with him be ca use : 



You ' r e more than a brother t o me , 
Goaa . You impart ed your kno wl edge 
o f the wisdom o f the strangers 
t o me . Yo u d i d . You l e t me share the secre t 
Of y our happy obsess i on by the Wo rd 
Which y ou said., is 0.11 l oving . (p . 38) 
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To this , Goaa fl a tly answe rs : ' silence , Shank a / I said nothin~ 

of the kind .' 

Though Goaa ' s blunt r e fut a ti o n mlly partly be p r ompt ed by th e presence 

o f the Oda- m''ln and the e l ,le r s o f tho valley who naturally frown upon such 

de cla mat i ons as Shanka 's ; his c ons i s t en t , neGa tive at titudes against it 

throu e h out the play h o we v e r , a tt es t t o his stro ng disillus i onment . More -

over , Goaa , on t op o f hi s d i s illusio nment by the strD..nf~erSI ways , 

f ear s t o o ffend his peelp l e , l est the y will a u c;n e nt hi s bitterness and 

possibly destroy him f c. r beinr, p"ssesscd by evil spirits. With r e[;nrds to 

this , c onside r wha t he tells Shanka who e ntrea ts him to f a c e the Oracle 

with h i~ new wisd om: 

Fac e him and what , Shnnka? 
To f a ce him 
With, my s tranGe wi sdom 
Sha ll be my da rkest s in. 
Did I run fr om the s trange rs 
Me r ely t o be felled 
By my o wn people 
As one possessed by evil sp irits? 
rlh a teve r spirit 
I h appe n to be possessed o f 
I am n o t randy 
To die f o r 
No r t o d ie o f , Shanka . ( p . 5) 

:'iha t s cals off hi s s tro nG a bomina ti on to the st r ange r s a nd their 

wnys , h owev e r , is his l a st p r o n ounce ment on the b r ink of death: 

Shanka , don ' t shoulde r my dead body 
To the city o f da rk woods 
!'ihe re whit e nnts we re wn iting . 
Also , Shanka , 
Ne v e r run , 
To the l and of t~e strangers. (p . 43) 
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Yet , Shanka, unablo t o unlearn what he has learnt , clings to the 

strange r s ' ways t o the l as t . In the fflc e of formidabl e dane;e r fr om the 

t ribal elde r s , he sings of the Word . ,~pparently , by way of lullabying 

the new born baby , he excla im s his newly a cquired i deals : 

Cry , peace , 
Child of i nnocence . 
Cry , peace , 
Babe who t ook life 
To be c ome l ife . 
Cry t hat they a ll 
Be c ome the Fior d . (p . 50) 

'I 

Being embol dened by his unc ommon convic ti on , he daringly questi ons 

the bl ood ' thristiness of the triba l elders . '.Va tching them r er, ret the 

)irth of the fem"l c child wh ich they deem unfit f or sacrifice and yet 

s till clam our f or blood sacrifice s, he asks them: 

I s n ' t this s i e n e nough 
That the dead refuse 
To f eed on the babe , 
Elders? 
I'Jho rages f o r sacrifice? 
Our dead ? 
Or our living ? (p . 49) 

But suc h darinG a tt empts pr ovoke the wra th of the e l de r s , all the 

more , and commut i ng their f o rme r pr onounc e men t t o hani sh him, they l e t 

hi m a nd the child be sacrificed by the a ngry peopl e of the valley . He r e 

one r.w. y pa use and ask what Tser;aye i s drivinG a t by mak inG each one of 

those people who a r e a tta ched t o Goaa , one way or another ; Shank a , Ukut ee , 

the child , di e? I s he tryinG t o s how tha t trad i t i onal ways of life canno t 

easi ly be up r oo t ed a n d a ll those who somehow a tt empt to ext"erminat e or 

de file them wou ld ultima tely e nc ount e r defea t ? I s he ext olinG traditi onal 

va lues a nd does he c ons i de r e ve r y means t o th i s end wo r th a pplying? I 

say yes t o bo th of these questi ons as the t riumph of t he ol d ov er the 

new i s unequiv oca lly set and r ecurrently s tressed . 



129 -

Oda - Oak Ora cle i s writt e n in a terse . beautiful l anRuago . It s 

line s fl ow with ense and c rac e . Its powerfully a nimat ed i mageries e ve r 

en ;~aGe us with wonder a nd a lte r ness , desp it e sone slu~gishness in the 

t empo of the pl a y . Conside r , f o r inst ance , the scene whe r ein Goaa and 

Uku t ee empl oy them se lves i n a di a l oGue of l ove , l one liness and the 

ancestra l GCHls . Ev en if its l e ngthiness a nd r epeti ti ve noss a r e apparent, 

we s till sense the concrete , apt imageries pl ay i ng pl a intive ly a nd 

exquiste ly on our f ee linp;s as in the here - unde r whe r e Goaa def ines what 

l onel i ness is : 

It is no t easy , Ukutee , 
To speak 
Of the Rl oomy path 
Of a l one walker . 
Lone liness is 
When the ripe fruit f " ils , 
To make the bird 
hware of it s e xi s t e nc e . 
Loneliness i s 
'Then the a voi ded he~rt , 

Gr owing s t ale e ve ry ni Ght , 
\'Iea r s a r.Jask of bi tterness , 
IThile the t ense veins 
Growi ng frantic anc! mad 
Scrat ch a t the mask 
Of a stri cken hea rt . 
Lonel i ness i s 
When the aRed mul e 
Hubs i t s flank 
j'e;ainst the dese rt ed trunk 
Of a (lead bus h . 
Loneliness is 
"!he n the moon i s l e ft c ol d 
i,m ong n c l owing 
Jungl e of stars . (p . 14) 

Thi s pl ay whi ch cap tures intense dr a ma tic moments , through a ve ry 

succinct I nnr;uage a nd frantic , harrowing move ments (as when Goaa a nd 

Shanka e nGaGe in a death-c ombat) will surely ad d one mor e score t o 

Tsegaye ' s c ommendabl e a rtist ic aptitude in dramaturgy . 
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Collisi on o f Altars 

Like many a c ountry , Eth i opi a has passed throuGh g l o ri ous moments 

and dark hours in its hist o ry . It s j.xumit e Empire o f the 3rd 
nnd 6

th 
c en . 

~ . D . rea ched a dazzlinR peak that shamed the s u bsequent times o f darkness 

and i mpo t ency. Pa rticula rly in the 6 th cen . j • • D. Ethi op i a , from i ts centre 

a t ilxum a nd under its s trong mo na rch , Ka l eb , be c a me one o f the trip l e world 

powe r s that appea r ed be f o r e the ri se o f Islam . 

In the fir s t quart e r o f the 6
th 

c entu ry , the Christian King , Ka l ab , 

l ed a b i B c ont i nge nt o f s o l d i e rs t o South Arabia , with the appa r ent r eason 

o f safeGuard i nG the we ll - be in" a nd interes t o f the Christians there , who 

we re be ing massacred by the JUdaic KinG , Dhu Nuwas . In de f eating Dhu 

Nuwas , Kaleb made soma part s of South Ar ab i a a virtua l c o l ony o f Eth i opi a . 

La ter on , his vice r oy , a c e :rta in ,'tbraham made a n at t e mp t to cap ture Mecca; 

but f a iled as small - pox o r , in Tse Gayc ' s p l a y , a p l ague , brok e out nnd 

destro yed his s o l rl i e r s . This vms , ;.'" Al Fil,' - ' the year o f the elephant ,' 

the year in whi c h the p r ophet Mohammed was burn , t o which a num be r o f 

r e f e r e nces a re ma de in the p l a y. He nc e f orth, the po we r o f i.xumit e Empire 

began t o ebb a nd it s slow , dark , desc e nt c ommenced . 

I n Colli s i o n o f Alta rs , postdat inG some incide nts , t o mee t theatrica l 

ex pedi enc es , Tsegaye dea l s with a historic c onfluenc e , wh e re ~xum ' s f as t 

wan i n g g l o ri ou s h ours and its e qua l ly fast upc oming da rk h ours merge . I n 

a styli st i c p r esenta ti o n tha t c omes very near t o tha t o f the epic theatre , 

he unfurls the vari ous dark ep isodes in a powerful l a nguaGe , intrica t e but 

Gr a ce ful dramatic eestures , mimes and danc es , musical incantati ons and 

i nt onations . 

In brinBi nB t o our a tt enti on the f our important r el i g i o ns that used 

to domina t e the Eth i opi a n scene in those times; the worship o f the Nobl e 
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Serpent, Judaism , Christianity and Islam at the outset, Tsegaye seems to 

discern all forms of polit ical and social conflicts , as being manifested 

in relig i ous struggles, in the co l lis io n of altars. When the representa-

tives of these religions appear they come by way of highlighting their 

plights and privilegos. Hence, when the other representatives of the 

othur r eligions do voice their conditions as safe and tolerabl e , Chief 

Watto, exclaims regrettfully abou t the plight of his religion , the Worship 

of the Noble Serpent. This allcient religion of the indigeneous Ku shites 

that antecedes all the others has come to lose its significance and lustre. 

Whereas JUdaism that has taken deep roots in Ethiopi a before the coming o f 

Christ ianity , a nd Christianity that enjoys the privilege of being a s t ate 

religion and Isla~, a recent and not a very powerful religion with its 

Jihad Sword fully unsheathed as yet and which the Axumite li:mperors view 

with some indulgence , accep t their lot i n the Axumites ' empire , the Noble 

Serpent has its misgivings and begrudgings. 

I , Watto , speaker of their will , 
And of your dreams , command , 
Li sten my chi ldren , 
Child r en of our life - g iVing lake, 
Children of our red water gate 
We have caused 
Our Noble Serpent to s tarve. 
From the bosom of our bright wate r s 
We ha v e caused it , the Mother of Ham 
To lick at the muddy sand. 

Ou r eyes have strayed l ong 
Awa y from your pharoahi nic roo t s 
Across th,e dirt of the saltwater , and 
Towards the distant Kabah Ston e of the Quaryash. 

Our ears have taken in 
The many strang e gods of Sabea 
Of our Axumite brother - maste r s, 
The war-gOds, long married 
To our land a nd daughters. 
We have trained our hearts tC) refuse 
The seasonal offerings expected of us 
We have dared to deny our Noble ~erpent Ha 



Mothe r of Kushit e Me r oe 
Tha t which i s its ancestra l ri r;ht •. 
But liste n my children , 
ThG spirits o f our dGad Ham still demand 
The spirit s of our livi nr; must obe y . (1' , 2) 
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The pli Ght of the Noble Se r pent and mora . of it s wo r shippers , the 

Kushites , c omes recurrently in the play. In s uch a n unde rt aking the 

pl a ywri r,ht ha s a n a xe t o grind t o which wo will come I n ter . 

i,ft e r the ;,xumite ' s de f eat in South /, r ab i a , Ka l e \) r es i Gns fr om active 

life . He bestows his crown upon hi s younger Chri st i a n s on , Nezana , and 

abdi ca tes t o pass the r e st of his days in a he rmita(je . In a n abdication 

scene which is punctua t ed by a mothers' chorus , a beggars ' chorus and a 

childrens ' choru s t Tsegaye port r ays Kn l e\) as a ve r y pr oud KinG in the 

hist ory of hi s 8mpi re , a ve ry s t aunch be lieve r in Ort hodox Christianity, 

and a very consi de r a t e man to his peopl e . Ye t , the defea t on ' Am i,l Fil ' 

ha ngs ove r the entire scene like a l owe rine sky a nd f or ebode s the f orth-

c nm i ne dark days (I f hxum. This be c omes a ll the more , g rave antl mo r e 

Gloomy by the lamentati ons of mothe r s who have l os t the ir childr en throur;h 

th e f a t ed war: ' Our Vlombs cry fc, r our sons , lOur f ee t fro t f o r the ir 

sir,ht . / "!her e a re the fl owers of our lives , Kaleb? ' (p . 9) 

Aft e r Ka l eb ' s abd ication and death , thinr;s ',egin t o cha nge f or wo r se 

unde r the r e iGn of Ne zana . Kaleb ' s Chri s ti a n views ha ve been quit e 

t ol e r ant t o peopl e who p r of e ss othe r r e liGi on . On the othe r hand , Nezana 

shows a n undue zeal t o e stabli s h Chri s tianity as the s a l e r e ligi on of h i s 

empire . ' The r eve nee of the Cross ' be c omes his f a v ourit e theme and 

a tt empts t o enli s t all his pe op l e , notwithst a nding the ir va ri ous triba l 

backgr oun ds and r e li r;ious de nomina ti ons, f o r it s r ealiza ti on . Despit e 

t he peopl e ' s r ese ntment and an~er t o pr ostra t e their Gods in f a vour of 

his , he stubbornly insi s ts t o make his dr eam come true . Mor eove r , he 

be c omes unsympathet ic t o hi s peopl e who a re s till s uffe ring fr om 
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linge ring ~ango:' ers of t he l ast, devasta ting war . In a threD.t e ni ng t one 

he advi ses them t o yi e l d t o hi s desire s and dr eaMs . 

Be l ove d nxumit es 
By our na tura l authority 
Endo wed on us by the will of Gud 

And the ri chtful he ritage 
Of t his throne of our f a t he r s 
\Ife wnrn tha t y o u ri d. y our se lve s 

Of y our r es i gned a ttitu'des . 

For , wa r e you be l oved 
To l ead is t o rule 

hnd t o be ki ng i s t o kill . 
Bu t t o a ny who dr eams 

To 1,0 aga ins t thi s will 
1"Je Vla rn , no w t 
Tha t he s neak out with the eve ning dusk 

Be f ore the l as t s un se t s on him . (p . 27) 

Nezana , ns i s hi s wont , e xe cut es wh a t he thinks and speak s . He 

d i vu l ge s h i s fulsome be ha vi our in a seri es of unde rt akinGs . He be comes 

v e r y opp r essive upon a ll t hose who questi on t he worth of his bull doze r 

appr oa ch t o fl a tt e n out a ll r e ligi ons apart fr om Christi a nity . Fear a nd 

~eath come t o cla i m the lives of a ~rent mnny Axumite s. I n a r e l e ntless , 

unhri d l ed obsess i on t o r es t o r e t he pr e vi ous c l ory of Axum t hr ouGh t he 

Chri s tia n r e ligi on j the ki nG , indi s crir.lina t e ly cra ck s his s courge upon al l 

t hose who dar e c ontra v e ne him" He a ll o ws his o wn son , Cr own Prince i.rmnh 

t o be fl oGged be f o r e the people , f o r his r e fU sa l t o l end a n exped i t i on 

against the Noble Se r pe nt , which is incident a lly , a r e li gi on of hi s own 

m0the r ' s .:md he r peopl e of Kus hi t e s . In puni s hing his own son thus 

mercile ssly, h owev e r, he inte nds t he peop l e t o know h ow s e ri ous he i s in 

the whol e bus iness of the Cr oss . 

I·'/e dri p the bl ood of our son 
Int o thi s Royal TOMb of hxum 
Bearing the dus t of our f r. r ebea rs . 

it s ymbo lic off eri nG 
Of our nwn embodiment 
To our he ritaGe and our past , 
h livinG e xamp l e 
To you , my belc'ved . 
That you l ook more to the Ho l y Cr nss 
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linge ring hanGo~ers of the last, de vastat ing war . In a threatening t one 
, 

he advises them t o yield t o his des ires and d r eams . 

Belove d j\xumi t es 
By our natural authority 
Endo wed on us by the will of God 

I,nd the rightful he d taee 

Of t h is throne of our f a the rs 

1.(1e warn that yo u rid yourselves 

Of y our r e si gned att it~des . 

Fo r , ware y ou be l oved 
To l e ad is t o rule 
~nd to be king is t o kill . 
But t o a ny who dreams 
To go against thi s will 

'7e warn, no w; 
Tha t he sneak out with the e v ening dusk 

Be f o re the l as t sun sets o n him . (p . 27) 

Ne zana , as is hi s w(l nt , e x e cut es what he thinks anu speaks . He 

divul ge s his fuls ome be havi our in a seri e s of unde rtakings. He beC 0 mes 

v e ry opp r ess ive upon al l tho se wh o question the worth of his bulldo ze r 

approa ch t o flatt e n out ,,11 r e ligi ons apart fr om Christianity. Fear a n d 

death come t o cla im tho lives of a g r ea t many hxumi t e s . In a r e lentless , 

unbridle d obsess i on t o r es t o re the p revi ous ~lory of Axum thro u gh the 

Christian reli g i on i the king , indiscriainately cra cks his scourGe upon all 

th ose who dare c nntrave ne him , He a ll o ws his own son , Crown Prince i.rmc:.h 

t o be fl ogr;ed befo r e the people , f o r his r e fusa l to le ad an expediti on 

aGainst the No ble Serpent , which is incident a lly , a reli g i on of his own 

mother ' s and her people of Kushites . In pun i shing his own son thus 

merci l essly , h owe ver , he int e nds the people t o know h ow seri ous he is in 

the whole bus iness of the Cross . 

VIe drip the blood o f ou r son 

Int o thi s Rr yal Tomb of hxum 
Bearing the dus t o f our f o r ebea rs . 

A symbolic offerinG 
Of our o wn emb od iment 
To our heritage and our past , 

i . Ii vine e xamp l e 
To yo u , my belpved. 
That y o u l ook more t o the Holy Crpss 



An d less t o your p riva te im pulses . 
~" e have f o r l ong 
Tolerated , with mu ch pa in 
Your playinr. thG cli e nts 
Of strange r:~orl s and der.lOns 
"Ii thin our h oly Empire . 
Yo u have a lso stayed l one 
Inside your mist o f i dol a try 
In which you enclus e our rei Gn . 
You haunt our throne 
And wa llow in idle c1emonism. 
We sha ll not t o l e r ate it a ny lon,";e r, be l ovecl.. 
Behold the thrust of the s c ourge 
Ripping the t e nde r fl e sh 
Of our only son 
And l e t the thick crust o f you r ill s loth 
Van i sh with his pains . 
Rid y ourse lves , beloved 
Of the da rk cry in y our brains . ( p . 32) 
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From what we underst a nd g r adually , the king wants his s on, no t only 

t o fi r,ht the d r aGo n , the Noble Se r pent; but a lso Juda ism a nd the e me r [,;ing 

powe r o f Islam . Ye t Arma h , e ven if he doe s no t make a ve h emen t , a rticulate 

oppositio n t o his f ather ' s entreat i es l no ne the less \ r e fuses t o make the 

e x pediti ons. Desp on de nt o. nd me l a ncho lic that h " is , h oweve r, he incites 

our p ity rathe r tha n our admira ti o n f o r him. In the f a ce o f f a natici sm 

and de c ade nc e , he rec oils wi thin hi['1se 1f a nd wa llo ws nosta l [; ica lly i n the 

~lori ous pas t ofAxum. He is ine rt and impractical with n pens ive bent 

o f mind a nd a n innoc en t h eart. When he observes his mothe r, Noba , 

f ornicate with h i s uncle , Rabb i Yona and ge ts p r egnant , h e im p l o r e s he r 

t o t e ll his f a the r the wh o l e tragic incident. He f ee ls uneasy and a k i nd 

8 f guilty c onsci e nce , notwithstandi~ ; the crue l treatments he r e c e ived 

fr0m h is hand. He hates t o see his f a the r be i ns de c e ived . Against his 

mother ' s admoniti ons , wh o is mo r e discerning o f h e r husba nd ' s na ture , he 

relieves himse lf o f the a ff a ir , only t o invite another r o und o f l a shes 

• upon himse lf . In a bit o f na ive t e , he ove rl ooks the f a ct that the 

c orrup t ed c ourt and pe rse n o f his f a ther al l o w sins and weakness es , but 

not the p r ono unc e ment o f them . 
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Th r o uGh his innoc enc e , he is unable t o ri p off the c o rrupted masks 

o f h i s parents . Hc,o ked in , by a vice - ri dden , .s tifl{ng , despot ic n t mosph0re, 

he be c o mes dream y o f hi s early day s a nd r eGretfully reminiscent o f the 

Gl eaminG days o f hxurn. 

You , on wh o se fragile hands 

My f a iry dr eams ben t mountains , 

FJhnse swee t eyes o f ca r e 

Like opals in a clear spri nG 

Spread open i n my innoc ent f a c e , 

Yo u , \vh ose vit a l r,uide o f my f oo t st e ps 

l\gn inst the scar o f GorinG ni gh t s 

Pr o t e cted my momen t s o f i nnocence , 

0 , Hnw y o u must d i e , my twili Ght . 

But now my l\ xum 
My s oul is wedded t o hating 

Eve rythin r; tha t s urrounds y ou , 

hnd I s t ra i n t o cra wl 
From one da rk day to a no th e r l o nr, niEh t 

On the s oo thing pai ns o f y our memo ry, alc ne ~ 

I have l oni~ f o rRott e n h 0 W t o lau~h , 

I on ly searc h f o r you r n i Ght cloak 

,fu e r e y o u l as t l e ft it hanG 

Fo r it is my only craclle , lixum. , 

I li sten t o your silence 

FCl r it i s my 'mly music 
The v ital life you once gave me f r ee 

Is l ost somewhe r e a l onG the way 
In the serv ic e o f y our mo r dan t c ust om. 

I have l o ng f o r gotten h o w t o l a ugh 

~nd , it is now my habit 
To wo r shi p y our Gr nve , my Axum. (p . 55) 

Ne zana I s outrageous f anaticism i s curbed , ho we v e r , by f o rmi rtabl e 

powe r s tha t Gr adua lly and t h r eat eningly e ncircle his e mp i r e . Isla m has 

eme r ged e ve r s tro nge r and brandi shinG it s swo r d o f the Jihad has ov e r - run 

a number o f ne i Gh bourinG c ountri es and has r ea ched the ve r y thresh o l d o f 

;'xum. The Za r a thustra n Pe r sia ha s a ugme nt ed its p owe r and supp l an t e d the 

st r on gh o l ds o f the christia n Byza ntian Empire in the midd l e eas t a nd 

clamo urs t o e xt e r mi nat e the a lready frar, ile Empire of the /.xumi t es . it t 

home , the oppressed tri bes have shown re l uctance t o pay tributes , and 

Rabb i Yona has inst a lled himse lf ns a kin~ upon on e o f the rlomestic tri bes , 
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t he AGau • . Int e r na l , r e liGi ou s a nd tri bal d i s s e nsions abound a nd war-

de va stated Axum s ink s in destituti on, unre st a n d hun~e r. Still, howeve r, 

Ne za na pe r sev e r s in h i s policy ~ f brinGinG the sa lva ti on o f Axum throu vh 

the Chri s tia n churc h . In o r de r t o r a lly the m f o r the c a use o f t he Cr oss , 

hunre r-stricke n child r e n a r e br o ught t o the bapti smal p it. The y a r e made 

t o s ing ' tha t the y a r e the ne w me n o f !\xum' a n d tha t the y ' a r e the will 

o f its v e n Geanc e ' ( p . 53) Ye t , a mi d threat e ninG a nd bruiSing l a shes , a 

cry o f p r o t es t i s h ear d fr om a g r oup o f mothe r s who incit e the chil d r en 

t o r e fu se s l a vi s hly obe ying the dicta t e s n f the oppresso r s . 

Awake , l e ft ov e r s of ~xum. 

Th e cu nnine maste r god - mak e rs 
mlO s o w the p l ar;ue o f wo r ds 
Ha ve made c oweri n~ dUBS 
Out o f your n0b l e na ture . 
Yo u ha ve f a lle n a s a crifice 
To the ir bestia l outle t. 
i~wake , out , wr e tched o f j\XUr.l, f.wa ke . ( p . 58 ) 

The int e rna l p r obl ems wit hout he i ne a ha t ed, a 110s1em chi e f, Jaffa r, 

c ome s with a missive fr om t he p r ophe t l10h a mm ad tha t, ine ffe ct, demands o f 

Ne zana and h i s peopl e t o e i the r be c onve r ted to Islam o r be pe r ished wi t h 

Jihad ' s swo r d . Dum b f ounded a n d g r ea tly disturbe d by the co nt e nt o f the 

• messaGe , Ne zana f a ll s int o a ' nob l e shive r' a nd di es . 

The bl eak , ha rrowinG s c e nes in the p l a y fina lly culmina t e in a kind of 

epilOGue whe r e in Araey a , Arma h ' s s on , d i s clo s e s the pitiab l e st a t e hxum is 

t o find it se lf in , e v e n "'- ft e r ",- II th ose da rk time s o f Ne za na ' s r e i gn . 

hnd so , no t e v e rything of Axum 
Go t l os t t o time , as f ast. 
Ye s , thing s broke apart , 
But t he y linge r ed nn t oo . 
ThinGs ti ded ove r in t i me , 
An d t he sound o f the h a mm e r a nd chi Re I 
I"lhiled a vm y thro u Gh thick a n d thin . 
The wo r d the y cut o n WG o d "'-nd st o ne , 
Car ved i n and a r ound the caves ·') f /txum, 

• apopl e xy 



In he r nnw remo t e i s l and lake s 
In the r ock s of he r For r~cs .' tl 
I n the ul'-turned depth 
Of he r i nsurmounta ble mounta ins 
Surv i ved , linge red , and still lint;e r on . 
Some hxumites t ook t o I s l am 
Of their C)wn wi ll , 
Some s t a ye d in the ir own' ri r,ht 
\lith the " l d st a r of Da vid 
~nd with wha t the y be li eve d , a nd hope d 
~oul d a lwa ys be theirs. 
But the r e we r e ma ny , many mr)r e o f tho se 
~'lho he ld ti ;;ht on t o the ir earlie st wa ys 
~nd with wha t tll e y kne w with c onfirl ence 
To be f or eve r the irs : Ha mite . 
Othe r s s till , r a n f a r, f a r out of Axum 
Towa r ds the woodl a nds of s unse t 
fl. nd f a r , far t o the s outh 
To di s c ove r ne w peop l es . 
To live a mon G othe r ' s wa y s . 
And f or othe r s t o d i s c ove r the irs . 
My f a the r, Armah spe nt h i s life-time 
Br eak ing down hi s uncle j Be t Israe l 
To c ome do wn t o hur s h , reve n ;.~ ful t e rms . 
Lik e my s l a ve mo t he r 
The Quee n Nobo. di etj of l abour t oo , 
And not with0ut the child 
'lli ich a l so di ed i ns i de her. 
S()me s a y, I pO i S(lned her , 
,md t he r e ' 8 the chink 
In the human l ove story. 
Particula rly in our Axum' s e va s i ve 
Et e rna l, folk-t a l e of pass i on , he rit age 
Tha t e ve r t as t ed pa infully bitte r swee t, 
Tha t notch born of pr wer 
Flo.wi n r:; wi de r a s you stre tch out 

To r each f or its f a n(,; s . 
Aft e r me , my s ons ruled 
And a ft e r my s ons 
Othe r kings of the cross s t a ye d on . 
Us i na s , Ebana , f. l a l Ne z, Ge r se m 
And othe rs , Bnd oth ers , ha d the i r turn. 
Until much, much l a t e r 
Anothe r s e lf-ma de Jewess que e n 
The t e r ri bl e Yodit of i'Gau ha lf-bree d 
Ransa cked he r r ema i ns t o the Gr ound. 
Ye s : i t t ook l onr,er f or f.xum t o el i e . 
She linge r ed , but neve r the s a me . 
'Vi th the Serpe nt Nothe r womb 
The true Ha m ma n i s dead in he r . 
Our beGGars' f o lk - son r s ays 
Tha t once the hU f,e oak t r ee is f elled 
It i s the t e rmit es alone 
That creep i n it s r oots. (p . 75 ) 
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Tsegaye 's Collisi on o f Jiltars t a ckle s retrospectively the l enst 

t ouched upon theme in Ethi opi a n hist () ry; the culture of the indi cenet)us 

people of the l a nd , the Kushit e s . When hist orians a nd ethnologists 

speak of Ethiopian culture j the y usua lly l a y much emphns i s on that aspe ct 

of culture which has been very much influe nced by the culture of Saba -

one of the f our s t a t es of South ~rabia . It i s indeed true that the 

Sabaeans first as me rchants and s eafare rs an d l a ter as settle r s .have 

c ontributed t o the development of Eth i op i an culture since the early part 

o f the first millenium D.C. Howe ve r \ taking this culture as the whole 

of Ethi opi a n culture or GivinG undue st r ess t o it have r esult ed in the 

pre va l e nt att itude of l ook ing down upon the contributions of the 

indi re neous culture of the Kush ites t o the ove r a ll Ethi opi an culture . 

Such a debasing outlook l eaves much to be desired in hist oric a l 

a uthenticity a nd is more , a bl asphemy upon the Ethiopians ' true i dentity. 

The northe rn pe()p l e of Ethi opi a , li r,ht skinned anrj with a s trone linguistic 

and cultura l resemblance t o the ;.rah peop l e \ a r e , mor e oft en than not, 

contemptuous of the r es t of the Ethiopians with strong Kushit ic bl ood and 

ways of life . This i s a ll the ~o re arlgr a va t ed by the ruling houses who 

f or a ve ry l ong time used t o disa vow n ny descent or cultur a l ti es with the 

aborigines ~ 

Be that as it mny , TseGaye , apart fr om be moaninG the insi gnifica nt 

place the Kushi t e s ' culture is releGat ed to , r; l orifyi nGly speaks through 

Noba , Kal ab ' s wife , (envisaging such marital relati onship i s by itself 

signific a nt) about its advnnc eme nt ove r tha t of the Sabaean . In 0. 

r e j oinde r t o he r s on's, hrmah ' s a ccusa ti on of wa nt on sexual indul ge= . 

she says : 

I am 0. Kush , and of this l and of Ra 
On whose r oots the firs t sun r ose , 



My body living 
As my head i s true. 
Mine is unlike your hybrid 
Devious , little Sabaea n mind 
'~here the ~uibbles of your Geez 
Outlive the living body by far. 
\' i th us, t o e body has a language 
The mind cannot speak . 
Both live. r'ithout the one 
The other is dead: and 
The one cannot live 
The other ' s complete life . 
First , try and win yourself back 

tongue 

• 

Then go win for Axum, my son . (p. 63) 

- 13'3 -

Tsegaye in Collision of Alturs, thus capably portrays the early days 

~! the ebbing Axum . Through a few, important charac ters he has shown the 

prevplent fanaticism and decadence in those dark , bitter days. Even thougJ\ 

this play has not t he simplicity and unexcel led beauty of Oda-Oak Or acle , 

it is nonetheless, one more testimony to Tsegaye ' s praiseworthy knack in 

drmaturgy. In fact, in c a pturing an array of events in succinct dramatic 

form, he has done wha t a noted critic claims to be the true ~bility of the 

dramatic genius : 'The true drmatic genius is reveal ed "only" by his 

ability to select from the vast , complex t angle of empirical forms those 

in which the inner dr a ma tic content of the period may be ade~uately 

reflected, in keeping with the demands . f dramatic form.,62 

• • . • • • * • 

In all his English plays , Tsegaye shows a considerable skill in 

ueil1g"a foreign medium tb tackle indigeneous material; a nd particularly 

in the last two of his plays he has overcome some language clums iness that 

can be found in the first tr wo . 

In addition, as a man of the thea tre, he makes pse of the concomittant 

arts, such as music and choreography . Folk a rt has a significant place in 

his writings and produc tions. Moreover, his a ttemp t to bring out the 

important, aspects of the culture and history of his people is strongly felt 

in ell his works. 
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The Savar;e Girl 

The Saval,e Girl , is hbb i c Gubei;na ' s only play in English. ThouGh 

thi s v e rse p l ay wa s writt e n and published sixteen years aco, it has 

never been p r o duced as ye t. In three acts and twe lve scenes , it c ontains 

a number o f irwcin!'\tive settin[;s and a multip licity of realistic themes . 

The curtain opens o n a y ounG c irl, the h e r o ine o f the play , as she 

stands in the middle o f a junc l e , surrounded by t amed wild animals . 'ilhile 

she sings plaint ively o f he r dead f a ther and the wood that p r ovides he r 

with f ood and she lter, she hears a crack in the air and sees at the snme 

time one o f her l eopar ds f a ll fatally wounded . She takes the head o f the 

bruised leopa rd in her a rms and bemoans its f ate : 

,j\'ihat sins d id yo u commit Oh l poo r creature , 
For which y ou are punished by this untime ly thunder? 
Perhaps , you had had murde r ed birds f or f ood 
Before I taueh t you how t o ea t fruit , berry and r oot." (p. 9) 

Aft e r such a mawkish , even imp r obable event appea r fiv e men, 

presumably hunt e rs , with so~e characterist ic names: Freeman , Billman , 

Dianas i us , Fisher a nd Humane . The e irl runs and hides herse lf in the 

nearby woods . The hunters foll o w hor except Billman who r emains behind 

t o skin the leopard . J.ite r a short while , they succeed t o chase the Girl 

out o f her hidinc place . Fishe r, be ine cap tivat ed by he r beauty canno t 

help but admire he r , yet h i s friends admonish him not to consider her as 

on e o f those city s irl s who are: 

The victims o f pra:ise a nd illusive words 
That easily ca n be snared , civilized birds , 
I'le re left behind in the crowded city: 
Hence , y o u have t o stop beGGinG f o r a fals e p ity: 
From this imma cula te , g irl , wild and pretty . (p . 14) 

hfte r they have made such unflatterin g r emarks upon city girls , the 

Girl l eads them int o a cave tha t is ~aud ily decorated with exotic 

paintin~s . There , she brines to their attenti on a bible with a l e tt e r i n 
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it tha t her fathe r had left behind o n his death. The long l e tt e r Vlhich 

bespeaks o f the va nity of the world a nrt man ' s unkinrtness and mi srteeds i s 

r ead by Dianasius with some interrupti ons fr om Billman who is appa r ently 

dissatisfi ed with the Vlhrle pess imi s tic ha r a nGue. It is worth quotin,; 

some lines that chara cteri ze the wh o le miss ive , the deceased l e ft t o his 

da ught e r: 

Pe op le may call me a f oo l I think 
But s t ill I be li e ve al l thing s a re n [) tllin~ . 
Let a nyone ca ll me a f ee bl e mi nded , 
Beca use o f my beliefs , naked and dri e d: 
Because I abando ned human soc i e ty , 
And d i ed in this WDod l eavinG the ir city . (p . 21 ) 

Mak i ng D. pause t o such an obsess ive pessim i sm the pl aywrigh t [joeB 

t o depict mo re imp r obabl e inci de nts. I, tamed d r ago n appears which the 

girl moun t s l ik e a h o rse a nd fr olicks with befo r e the p oo r bewilde r ed 

earthy men . Mor eov e r , before she l eave s the cave wi th the othe r men , 

s he b i ds f a r ewe ll t o the unsee ab l e hermit who is a lso p resumably capabl e 

o f bewitching the f anes of tigers and dragons ! Be tha t as it may , on 

their wBy t o MarilIn, the capital city of Ji ova h , dusk f a lls and the y 

pitc h their t e nt nn the peak n f a hill ock . There the g irl be c ~me s ver y 

r€rn iniscant o f h e r f a the r a nd l os es he rse lf in p oe tic anGu i sh . Humane , 

huma ne that he is , he tries t o c omf0 rt he r thus, r eally pathet hic a lly : 

'I kno w fathe r' s memory tho ugh/ My fath e r was dead in my ea rly c hi l dh ood/ 

In as much as hi s l ov e was tho r ough/ ' (p . 28) 

But the Girl is i nc ons o l able: ' I th ink Y OII are no t the fittes t 

' to feel well the matter/ Of how a child l oves i n solitude the father/' 

( p . 28) 

She fina lly Goes t o s l eep leaving the men t race he r probabl e destiny 

in city life . The y try, thouGh unsuccess fully t o fin d her u"husuand from 

a mong themse lves. Dianas iu8 declines , as he is a lready a marri ed pan . 
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To Fi s he r, it is somethi nf; unth inkabl e : , ~Ve 11 s he ca n one of hundr e ds 

of my l ove r s : That i s the only chance which I can do na t e t o he r.' Billman 
re~re ts he r pov e rt y and mo reove r ' s he i s a desc e ndant of a mixed ra c e and 

he r bl ood i s not jlure . ' Thu s , a t the clos e of the fir s t a ct the pl a ywr i /;ht 
touches upon some ma rita l p r obl ems in the soci e,ty. 

The se cond a ct which depict s the c irl' s life in Mira llo ope ns on a 

, church yard . The ' savalSe ' girl is chri s t e ned a s Na ry with Mrs . Humane 

a s he r God-mothe r . Aft e r the Bishop ma kes a l one speech r e ferring t o the 
pa r able of the l os t s heep l a cert a in Mr." J oshua continues wryly" ' but ou r 
happine s s mus t not be based on the hope tha t ~h i s sheep will be r oa sted a s 
f ood , but on the unde rsta ndinG tha t she entrus t s upon us a s e ri ous 

r esponsi bili t y t o be he r Rood s hephe rd s . ' (p . 38) Honey i s contri but ed 
f or t he r; irl ' s upkeep and rlr ,. Huma ne triumphs over Billman f or the 

c ua r di a n s hi p . ~ report e r appr oaches Mary a nd asks wha t s he f ee l s . She 

says she i s happy bu t s till upol oBizes f o r he r ' susp ici ous s oul' f or Ghe 
remembe r s wha t he r f athe r t ol d he r . 

Oh my claur;hte r i n a ll you r l ife time be wise ; 
And l e t a ll your wisdom based upon the be lie f 
Of the r eality of the I nw of f a ll nnd ri se , 
Which contradict each othe r on ma n's life , 
The wor d f a ll i s no t a thrcat e ninr; ma tte r , 
To thos e who a r e a lready f a lle n; 
But to those wh o a re ari se n; s o dea r da ught e r; 
When you a r e risinG be s o l e mn j 
lind whon you a r e f a llinB be stronr; , 
Reme mbe rin,; tha t our broad world , 
Is a pla ce o f riCht a nd wronG; 
And t aki nG all thinGs normally in a cti on , and word . He nce sir a lthough nDW I am t oo happy . 
I ca n't Ri ve so quickly my conclusi on , 
Be ca use I do n ' t kn ow wha t t omorrow will be 
In this ~aeue world of much disillusion. (p . 42 ) 

Her f a the r pr ove s ri ght a nd the playwri ght pr ove s cons iste rit . In 

a s ubse quent sce ne Mr s . Humane , piqued by j eal ousy, frowns upon he r a nd 

ber;rud~es he r innoce nc e , ' my s na ke in the gra s s , you had bette r not 
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ri dicule me l You know what you have done. ' (p . 47) J~nd Hr. Humane has 

t o have his bl essings : 'You ca n do what y ou like with your beautiful 

l ady. I kno w, I a m c r own o l de r fr om hard \vork in tnking care o f you like 

mad . I c an leave ynu wit h h e r nnd you live in peace .' (p . 48) 

Driven out o f ~1r . Humnne ' s humble sal on , Mary zooms in he r own 

f abulous villa . He r e , a se ri es of phone calls clink - clQnk carryi ng lusty 

p r opos a l s . !\mQzed , Na ry jibes , ' I ca n ' t underst a nd the mat ter ! Ev e ry­

body i s s unk in an Oc ean o f lust ' (p . 50) The calls br eak when Mr . 

Bi llma n wh o has now s ee n her beauty and purity o f b l ood i n her a ffluen ce 

c omes to p r opose . He expoun ds the i ntensity of h i s l ov e and threat ens t o 

c ommit su ic ide if she declines his proposal . But no snone r has she 

d i s cerni ngly r e veal ed that she has do na t ed all her p r ope rty t o welfare 

associa tions , he e xcla i ms , 'really y ou are crazy ! If y ou are that crazy , 

I do n ' t want you e ven if you want me . I thought y o u we r e impudent. ' 

(p . 53) A shor t while after his departu re , the Tartuffia n b i shop appears 

wh o astonishinc ly cla i ms tha t he is a human be ing , who needs what o the r s 

ne ed . To drive his po i nt home , h e c omes up with a ne w vers i o n o f the 

chri s tian doctrine anel t ries t o convince Ma r y out of her ' f a na tic i sm ', 

' y ou ha ve t o r;et ove r y our f anaticism . You s e c s i n and repentanc e a re the 

mos t import a nt things i n Chr i st i ani ty !' (1' . 5 7) Hi s words on l eaving he r , 

' a lthou gh I a m sure o f tha t you c a n't c ons i de r me a good b i sh op , yo u ca n ' t 

deny that I a m a good christia n ' , a r e very ironic, pointed criticisms the 

p l aywr i Ght l e vies aca ins t the bishopric . Her last visitor is Paul wh om 

she l oves nn d urges t o marry her . But he is despo nde nt , with that 

r e current the me of life ' s f utility wei ,Cjh i ng heavily upon h i m. 

The l ast s cene i n this same a ct b rings us t o Mary ' s bed chamber . 

Here , Ma ry i n her bed li s t ens t o news fr om various r ad i o s tati ons . 
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A harrowing image of a dark world, where various conflicts abound , comes 

through the wireless~ Unrealistic, as tho contriva~ce of this scene is, 

however, it once more , unmasks the playwright ' s untoward obsessions with 

life ' s gloominess . Be that as it may , the rRdio programmes are twice 

interrupted by her servant ' s appc~rance to announce the coming of Mullah 

Umer Bhafie and Rabbi Haroni to convert her to Islam and Judaism . 

The third Rct brings Mary's disillusionment with city life and 

civilization to a full circle. In the first scene, she bemoans the fat e 

of her fiance, Paul, who is killed by unknown hands. Paul ' s mother , Gudit, 

hysteric311y ascribes tha death of her son to MRry . She thinks that 

'everybody, attracted by her satanic smile became his severe enemy ' o 

(p. 68) Moreover, she resents her presence at the funeral ceremony and 

departs with other people to bury her son. Mary lonely and inconsolable, 

remains weeping when her servant comes with the nation's morning paper which 

states, that Paul has committed suicide. Mary flings the paper away, 

disgusted with the f.lsity of the report and 'the corruption! The cruelty 

and disorder of thi s world, called "civilized." , (p. 70) The second -cene 

Dpens on a high court in Mirallo. Mary is charged with an involvement in 

the murder of Paul. Yet, she fe~rlessly rebuffs the charge and questions 

the worth of laws and justice in such a corrupted society. When the judge 

enquires whether or not she pleads guilty, she despairingly responds : 

I am guifyt, not because I murdered my dear Paul , but because 
I joined your corrupted societ y . 
Not because I committed any sin, but because I defended 
myself from your sins. Not be c ause I hurt your society, but because 
your society works against Goodness. (p. 71) 

Finally , though the prosecutor piqued by her censorious harangue 

exc laims, ' Madam ! our patience is exhausting" and orders the policeman 

to taka her to jail , she is somehow released on bail. 



Some six yaars e l apse before the subsequent third seelle opens on Mro 

Humane's salon. All those hunters and other people as \>:ell have gathered 

here to celubr3te Mr. Humane ' s fifty fifth birthday. Mary comes in, a 

little later , and after some greetings they ~sk her about the pending court 

case. Sh0 soys that it has gona from bad to worse Rnd upon some state-

ments by Mr. Billman upon har old friends, the wild beasts , and the bless-

in gs of civilization she discloses her own unflattcrin~ viows on mankind :. 

Excuse me sir! I prefer the non - imposter beasts, with all their vices , to men , with their false kind acts : 
what I want from men is not only material but the 
addition of good spirit too. (Mary gets up suddenly). 
You seu , I do not feel ashamed when I say animals are 
more kind than human bcingso When ~ beast becomes a fri end to someone he is a loyal friend: and when he 
is enemy h\~ is a known enemyo The proverb , 11 fear 
your enemies onc e , but your friends hundred times ll 

does not apply to the world of straight-forward beasts. 
I have seen thousands of people , who show their smiles to those whom they want to destroyo But beasts, whenever they Come in enmity , do not do so with waggingo of tails, but they do show their rage . (p. 78) 

Tho final scene in the play brings the wheel of destiny to a full 

vicwo ~:Rry comes b~ck to whore she starts: the jungle. The futility 

of civilization , the vanity of man, sinle in in her whole beingG She 

beseeches natu'>e to reclaim her. Conversely, her f ath,r appears in her 

dream and taIls her that ~er ' fu~itive soul is about to resto ' (p. 84) 
And indeed , the dragon she used to mount like a horse recants his 

erstwhile friendship and kills her. 

Wha t a cruel creature, 
But you ';re not crueler than man and it do e s not matter. Kill me and eat me at once withou t pro longed pain, 
Which I suffered when I lived wit h man , 
You are killing me , Oh ! you murderous monster, 
And still I cannot blam2 you mari than man the impo stero (p. 85) 
In delineating the plot meticulously thu s , the numerous themes in 

the play become apparent and se lf-explaining. Abbi e has picked up the 
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ills of the society a nd subjected them t o criticism . Furthe rm o r e , his 

overall theme , that , misdirected civilizati on ero{les man's b~sic ~nodness 

a n d innoce nc e is c onspicu ously f e lt . But , abov e all , he has attempted to 

' f a i thfully trans l ate the dark , fat a listic , pess imistic worl d vi ew so 
63 

typical of c optic Amhara culture . ' 

The two most e ye c a tchinG flaws in this play a re tha t o f l a n GuaGe 

anel d ramaturGY. h lmost a ll the qu o t a tions in this piece have some kind 

of l a n Guago e rrors that clefy and make /sic/ superflous t o po int them c ut 

a ll. ,\part fr om the a wkward struc turinE of Enr;lish sentences a n d lines 

in f~hari c syntact i c f o rms and meters (which usua lly sound ridiculous) , 

punctuati nn and spcllin~ errors , wrong ch oic e and mistake n use o f w()rJs, 

Qbound in this pl,>y . It is indeed a n e xe rcise in bad writinG Qnd a 

dep l o r ab l e bold a ttempt with Q very limite d knowledGe o f the EnGlish 

1aneuage . 

I .. s is r.1entioned earl i e r , this play has no t 'bee n pror]uct)cl so far. 

In f a ct , it is no t an eas ily presentable piece . The twelve scenes a r e 

virtua lly twe lve a cts tha t a lm os t demand twe lve diffe r ent settings: a 

junGl e , a clear i n g in the wo od , a cave , a t ent nn a hillo ck , a church-

yard , Mr . Humane ' s sal on , Mary ' s salon , Nary ' s beu cha mber , Ma ry ' s salon; 

court - r oom, Humane ' s sa l on , t~e j u ngle . It wi l l be a ve r y e xactinG , if 

not an imposs i ble task t o have a ll these sett i n~s on staGe in a short 

theatrical time o f 2 - 3 hrs . Furtherm o r e , the ve ry impro bable scenes 

wherein wil d beasts rub sh oulde rs aGainst the heroine , canno t easily be 

i1 r o(luc ed o n a limited staGe of our domestic thea t res . If Sha kespeare or 

Bernard Shaw at times , juxtapo s e such wild scenes with rea list i c one s Qnd 

a r e Qbl e t o convinc e the ir a udience of the siBnificant o f their plays , 

it i s by the dint of the ir verbal e l o que nce which ~oe s con~ruently wi th 
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the ir l o fty themes . But dep l orable as ilbbi e IS l a nl ;uar;e is, his hi C;hly 

i maGinative scenes appear n o t only unmeani ng, but a lso Grot esquely 

absurr: • 



CONCLUSI ON 



Conclusion 

Some of t he writ e r s i n Engl i s h a r e a l so r eput ed wri te r s in ~mharic . 

In f a c t , t he ir Amharic wo rks , exc eec1 inr, ly (Ju twe i e h the ir Engli s h wo rks i n 
many r espe ct s . ,\bbi e Guber,na , f or in s t ance , who has pr oduc ed not l ess 

tha n t wenty ;Imharic wo r ks , has onl y t wo books i n EnfCli sh . Dani OlcheVi I'lorku 
who has writt e n pl ays , poems a nd a nove l in Amha ric has pr oduc erl , so f a r , 

only o ne nov e l in Ene lish . Ts egaye Gebro -r·1p.dh i n wr o t e hi s "l as t EnGli s h 
\1 \ p l a y , Collisi on of Alta r s a de cade 0.[;0 a nd mos t of hi s Encli s h poems sor.1<) 

fift ee n years back. Ye t , duri ng t hese yea rs , he has writte n not l ess than r 
seven pl ays a nd a gr ea t num be r of poems in Amha ric. On t he othe r hand , 

some of the s e writ e rs ha ve pr oduc ed creative works sol e ly in Engli s h. 

;,she na fi Kebede and Wa l de HI'l ile have each writt e n a novel. But the n , 

[,shenafi' s nove l car.te ou t e i Gh t ee n yea r s ago wh e r ea s rlol rlu t s fir s t reached 

us s ome t e n year s backl Both of the ~ se em t o quit writi ng a ltoge the r . 
Thus , creative writi ng i n Engli s h obvi ously tri ckles in t o Et h i 0pi an 

l it e r a ture thinly and uneven ly. I n fn ct, the only wr it e r who pe r severs i n 

p r oducing wo rks in Engli s h is Sahl e Se l ass i e Birhune Ma riam . l\ ft e r making 

some s t a rt i n the ve r nacula r s , he has t o t a lly shi'ft ed t o writi nr; i n EnGli sh . 
Hi s l ast nove l , Firebr a nds , ca me out only a yea r ago a nd the r e i s certa inly 

r oom f or hope a nd optimi s m tha t he will continue the tra diti on f o r mnny 

mo r e yea rs . 

In usin ll t he Enc li sh medium , the writ e r s s eem t o be ve ry se l e ctive 

of t he ir s ub j e ct s . As one Can easily wit nes s fr om their work s , mns t of 

the m t a ckle hist ori ca l , cu l tura l a nd politica l i ssues , Sahle Se l assie ' s 

Warri or King and Tsellaye ' s Tewocfr os a r e a r t i st ic r e j oinders t o t he 

pr e ju rticed portra itures of ki nG Tewodr ns by some Ethi op i an and fn re i ~n 

writ e r s . Colli s i on of Hlta r s i s abou t the f a ll of flxum with conscious , 
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recurrent references-tpthe past glory of Ethiopia. DBJleeee. is partly 
a historical novel that gives a sober portraiture of the second Ethio­
Italian war of 1935 - 41 and makes due emphasis to the lofty and noble 
Ethiopian cuJture . The Afe r s atg and the Oda-Oak-Oracle bring out the 
cultures of the oppressed national ities of the Gurage and the Wolayit a 
respectively . Had these two books been written in Amharic, they would 
have achieved little success to pass t he censor s ' desk as t he past feudo ­
bourge ois regime used to frown upon any at tempt t ha t wouJd divulge 
positively and approvingly the cultures of the oppre ss ed peoples. In 
Confession, Defend t he Name and in the poetry of Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin, we 
see the plight of the black people and as such these works implicitly and/ 
or explicitly make a call for African brotherhood and ne gro s-olidari ty. 
Furthermore, these works are replete wi th anti-imp<'l" ~:i~, . overtones and 
s ubdued and sometimes blatant denunciations. Such works as The Thirteenth 
S1.\Il-, ;rh" .Savage Girl and Firebrands contain s trong criticisms of domestic 
state of affairs and governments. In fact , The Thirteenth Sun was barred 
from being circulated in Ethiopia by the past regime whe reas Firebrands was 
denied permission to being sold here, at the end of last year. Thus ., we 
discern, among other t h ings, i~ their choice of subjects, strong , solid 
reasons as to why Ethiopian writers, a t times, tesort to the English 
language. Surely , t he in:'Oocuous kind' of work Eyasu Gorfu writes is a 
rarity in Ethiopian literature in Eng lish. 

In using this foreign language , Englis h , the writers show various 
degrees of aptitudes . Daniachew 1<orku, Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin and Sahle 
Se lassie Birhane Ma riam handle the l anguage with commendable efficiency 
and ease . Daniachew ' s powerful, me ticulous and concrete descriptive 
lang uage , Tsegaye's beautiful imageries and terse, for ceful poe tic diction, 
Sahle Selassie ' s simple, apt and unaffected prose are testimonies to the 
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writ e r s ' pra i se -worthy ab i l ity in utilizing a se c ond or a third langua~e o 

Conve r se ly , s ome o the r writ e r s like llhb i e Gu becna a n d Wo l de Ha ile p r ove 

f a ilure s whe n i t c omes t o u s i nG th o l a ng uage c orre ctly , fittinGly a nd 

beautifully . Notwith s t a n din g s ome improvement s in De fi a nc e , i t i s still 

os t e n s i bily clear tha t hbbi e ha nd l e s the l a n guage with difficulty a n d 

dure s s . 

hs the s e a utho r s writ e t o large a udi e nc e s wh o by a n d larce ha ve r ic h 

lit e r a ry ba ckg r o unds , it i s e xpect ed o f the m t o a chie ve a c e rta in degree 

o f a rti s t i c pe rfe ction . Dani a che w wi th a firm tra inin r:; in lit e r a ture , 

Tse [,ay e , with a l o n G e xperi e nc e i n d r a r.1a turg y and possi b l y Sa hle Se l n s s i e 

in h i s l a t e r works ov e rc ome t e chnica l and re l a t ed p r ob l e ms in the a rti s tic 

c r a ft . It i s in the works o f t hese writ e r s tha t we fin d subt l e 

cha r a ct e riza ti on , we ll dep i c t ed c ha r a ct e rs , e xquisit e ly wo rked out themes , 

c ohe r ent a n d ma tured t ho uGht-c ont e nt. On the o the r h a nd , it i s n o t 

difficult t o dete c t in mos t o f t he works o f the o the r writ e r s f a ulty 

cha r a ct e ri zati on , fl a t a n d s li ghtly - t ouched-upon cha r a ct e r s , ind i Ges ti bl e 

mul tip licity o f the me s a n d imma ture , inc o n s ist e nt fl o w o f thou ght - c ontent. 

Ne ve rthe l ess , we must c ons i de r the s e writinGS only as e xpe r i me nt a l 

wo rks tha t ma y pave th e wa y t o be tt e r wr itinGS in the future . In f a ct , 

whe n a traditi on i s built , it is built just l i k e an e difi c e . It doe s not 

depe n d sol e ly on h e fty boulde rs a n d s t ee l fr a mes ; but a lso on bits a nd 

p i e c e s o f fragile pebbl e s and brittle spl int e rs . 
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,\PPENDIX 

/ Interviews with Sa hle Se l assie Birhane Mariam , Tsegaye Gebre­

Medhin and Dania che vl Worku/ 

Questi on 1. !'ihy do y ou writ e in English? 

Sahle Selass i e: 

Tsega ye : 

English is ny third l a nguage . It is easi e r f o r me t o 

exp r ess myself in Gurage , which is my mothe r ' s t onaue , 

and ilmharic , which is my second l a nguage . Yet , the r e 

a r e c oncepts that cannot eas ily be expressed in either 

of the se l anguages . On the othe r hand , the English 

l a nguage is v e ry rich a nd handy t o deal with diverse 

c onc epts and subjec t s. Thus , thi s is the first reason 

why I writ e i n En(.;li sh . Secondly, I f eel that my home 

r eade rs a r e the same wheth e r I write in [,mharic or 

Enr;lish . Mos t o f our peopl e are illit e rate. The few 

tha t a re educ a ted can read both Al'lharic a nd English . 

Moreover \ I see one more advantage in writing in English 

than in Amha ric. In writing in En!;lish I have not only 

the h ome r eade rs, but f o r e i gne rs as we ll , a nd I strongly 

f eel that the outside world must kno w about our culture , 

our hist o ry , our society , in general , our c ountry . hAs t 

but n o t l east , you don ' t e nc ounter censorship problems 

if y ou write in Eng lish and publish abr oad . 

I wish I c oul l) a l so writ e in Oromo . In f a ct, I tried 

t o wr ite some thing in it, though unsucc e ssfully. I can 

exp r ess myself best in ftmharic. It has s imme r ed much 

into my pe rsonali ty . But wr it inG in Engl i sh i s 

altoGether a different matt e r . \'I11ile I was a studen t 

I 
J 
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in e l e~ent ary schoo l , I participa t ed in a p l a y called 
KinG Di onysius a nd h an ~y firs t intimate acqua i n t a nce 
with the Enp;li s h languai'je . Lat e r ('n , when I wcnt to 
Eng l and I d i n some s cribblings . Yet, wri t in i'j in a 
l a n Guage which the people do n o t und e r s t and i s ceas i nG 
t o c ommunicate with the peopl e , because l ane uage is one 
of the most sensitive instrume nts in a give n culture . 
As such o ne should e x p r ess himsel f i n the l anguage in 
which he dreams in , tha t is in his own ve rnacular t onGue. 
But we have difficulties , a n d we hod more d ifficulties 
in the past when we try t o writ e in Amharic \ be c ause o f 
the state o f af f a irs which we r e then p r edomina nt. Nes t 
o f the t i me these probl ems c ome in the f o r m o f c e nsor_ 
ship . It would no t h a v e pe r~itt e d me t o p r odu ce , my 
p l ays like thc Oda - Oak- Or a cle which i s based on pagan 
b<Ackc r o und , on a l ecend o f tho i'/o l a yita peopl e ; had I 
writt e n it in ;.mh a ric . Th e p l i ght in which the culturcs 
o f the opp r essed peopl e was in , was no t <Allowed t o be 
e x p r essed. Thus , i t is sometimes a r ebe l li o n t o the 

'I 
othe rs . The culture I 
people who i mpose jl x;-V 

on y ou strincent censorsh i p ; s o , a t times , I f ee l t o 

domina t i on o f one culture ove r the 

o f the peopl e is h'tndled by little 

writ e i n English a nd express myse l f free ly . In f a ct , 
/ English c omes in my writing when I ha ve n o W<Ay out and 

when I feel the s itua ti o n is c omp l e t e ly bl ocke d . 
I Furthe rm o r e , it brings you inte rna ti onal reknown ~ <Asily 

than the illllha ric would . 

. ..... 
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DD. nio.chew: By writinl3 in Enr;lish , you enn f i nd a l a r Ge r aud i enc e 

both at homa a nd ab r oad . To whom do I writ e in Amharic? 

Is it n ot f o r the same people that r ead in English and 

French? Horeover , I am not in fact opt imistic enouGh , 

t o s a y tha t the educated ones do ev e r think tha t some-

th i nG wort h reading can come in Amharic . 

Quest i o n 2 . "/ha t are your p r obler.1s while writing i n EnFlish ? 

Tse~aye : 

Daniachew: 

I am not /iood in Encl i s h as I am in ;~mharic . Mo r eover; 

when things go t bitter as I t o ld y ou be f o r e , I int e nd 

t o wr i te in EnGlish , but still I f ee l uneas iness be c a u se 

truth stares a t me and the people expect me t o write 

f o r t horn ab()ut thelfl. Thoy ask: 

"What a r e you naitinG for? '.fuy are yo u no t writinr; 
about our culture ; about o ur conditions?" 

Naturo.lly onouGh~ it is in my mother ' s t onguc that I CD.n 

bes t express myself. 'fuile writing in English , a ll those 

fin e sensibilities of lanGuace a n d a ll those fin e s heds 

of meanin~s in f orming imace ries do not easily c ome . 

Question 3. Do you i ntend t o co ntinue writ i nG in EnGl i sh? 

Da n i a chew: 

Tsegaye : 

I do . In fact , at prcsent , I ha v e a n ove l , Doorf;lDt tha t 

is be i ne publi shed abr oad . 

I t hink our h i st o ry , culture and revoluti o n wi l l ha v e ~ 
t o bo llrnught out· on an int e rnational platform. I ~ 
c a nno t pGrform in Lagos , Londo n o r New York in J'It1haric . 

lfu et h e r we like it or no t , EnGlish and Fre nch become 

int e rna ti o nn l l a nc uaGes . So I intend t o trans l a t e some 
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()f my wo rks int o Enr,lish and produc e them on 

i n t erna ti onal p l at forms . Hor eov c r, the fate o f li fric a , 

c o l on i a lism and neo-colonialism a nd such-like thin~s 

mus t be expl a ined t o the peopl e o f ~ frica , even if it 

i s in the En/;lish l a n g uil(;e . 

Yes . EnGlish is the only medium I int e nd to use f o r 

many mo re days t o c omo . When the nee e] ar ises , I may 

trans l a t e s ome o f my EnGlish works int o i\Irlhnric . 
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