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ABSTRACf 

Kebede Mikael is one of the prominent literary figures in the history of Amharic 

literature. As he is a prolific writer, his works deal with \'arious aspects of the life 

of the society such as love of motherland, education, art and others. He is also one 

of the pioneers who attempted to bring to the level of perfection the 6/ 6 metre of 

Amharic versification. 

The objective of this research is, therefore, to study the works of this writer and 

place him and his works in historical perspective: to be specific, it is to examine the 

theme and the style and to evaluate his contribution to the development of Ahmaric 

literature. At the beginning a literature review and a brief biography of the poet­

playwright are given in order to find out what research has been done so far and 

to provide some background information to the reader of this thesis. 

In the first chapter an attempt has been made to categorize and analyze how the 

poet-playwright presents his themes. He deals mainly with the love of one 's 

motherland, religion, art, time, life, death, chance and fate, morality, money, and 

education. An attempt is also made to show how his up-bringing and his reading 

of classical works influenced his writing and how these are reflected in his creative 

works. 
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The investigation of the style of the se lected poems and plays is what the second 

chapter consists of. Here the features of Kebede's dramatic monologue are fully 

elaborated. In the poems singled out for this study he uses the styles that Cicero 

identified as "plain", "middle", and "vigorous". In his versification, particularly in his 

rhyming, two points stand out clearly. First, his special use of sounds such as 

consonance and assonance which create special effects to amplify the themes. 

Second, unlike Thomas L. Kane's observation, the research reveals that Kebede also 

makes use of the ab ab pattern of rhyming scheme in his poetry. 

The last chapter presents the overall contribution of Kebede Mikael. His 

contribution to Amharic versification, his experimentation in Amharic play-writing, 

as well as his production of teaching materials are all examined and commented 

upon; followed by the conclusion which summarizes the main findings of the 

research. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. TIlE AIMS AND SCOPE OF TIlE S11IDY 

This research aims at investigating the themes and style of the creative works of 

Kebede Mikael, one of the famous Ethiopian poet-playwrights. Kebede Mikael has 

published his collected poems in three volumes. He has also published seven plays 

and eleven non-fiction works. He has also written various essays. According to 

Asfaw Astmat (1976E.C), he has seventy unpublished creative and non-creative 

works dealing with different subjects. 

A number of research works have been done on Kebede Mikael's creative works 

which include two seminar papers, two senior essays for a B.A. degree, one M.A. 

thesis, and many articles in newspapers and magazines. (Tbe focus of each work 

is presented under review of literature). Besides, Molvaer in his Ph.D thesis and 

Albert Gerard in his Four African Literatures have chapters dealing with Kebede's 

creative works. 

In this research an attempt is made to examine most of his original poems and 

plays. There are two main reasons why the study is limited to the original works. 

First, the works adapted by Kebede Mikael from other sources have been treated 

by various critics both abroad and at home. Second, the adapted works do not 
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indicate the themes and the characteristic features of Kebede's style of writing 

as do the originals. 

The thesis consists of three chapters. Chapter one deals with the thematic aspects 

of Kebede Mikael's creative writings. Kebede brings various themes into his 

creative works; particularly the themes dealt with in his poems are multifarious. In 

this chapter, therefore, an attempt is made to categorize and discuss the themes of 

his poems and plays. The themes are grouped into ten sub-topics. These are: the 

love of mother land, life, death, time, money, human behavior, religion, morality, 

education and his view on art. 

The second chapter examines his style. The chapter consists of three subdivisions. 

First, the theoretical background is presented. Second, Kebede's style of 

versification is investigated. Here an attempt is made to bring out the principal 

features observed in Kebede's poem: his use of dramatic monologue, his techniques 

of versification; rhyrne, diction and figures of speech are dealt with. Then his style 

of play writing is investigated. 

The las t chapter looks into the overall contributieln of Kebede Mikael. We examine 

his contribution in producing teaching materials for the teaching of the Amharic 

language, and his contribution as a critic. The study then winds up by giving a 

summary of the findings. 
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The problems the researcher faced in conducting this research were many and 

varied. The first problem encountered was that of translating the artist's works in 

general and his poetic works in particular. The translation of poems is a most 

difficult task, and it requires a great deal of patience as well as a good command 

of the two languages. It is only proper to remind the reader at this point that only 

the central ideas have been expressed in the translatioIlS. 

The second problem is related to obtaining M.A. theses of the last three years. I 

came to learn that Tena Shale did his M.A. thesis on Kebede Mikael's creative 

works entitled Major Themes in Kebede Mikael's Creative Works. I came to know 

of the existence of this thesis at the last minute. I found this to be very 

embarassing on the one hand and disappointing on the other. It was very 

embarrassing because the subject I wanted to deal with, as the title suggests, had 

already been dealt with and it was disappointing because I Jearnt of the existence 

of the research after I have exhaustively d'one my study. 

But the source of the problem lay in the School of Graduate Studies, which kept 

the thesis in the store instead of getting it bound and deposited in the library. 

However, thanks to my friends Daniel Abera and Melakneh Mengistu, I got a copy 

of the unbound thesis and made sure that there was no duplication of analysis. 
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The third problem I encountered is related to the people whom I wanted to 

interview. Initially they agreed to give me firsthand information as they were 

Kebede's close friends and contemporaries. But later on they refused to be 

interviewed, a response arising perhaps from the poor mental flight in which the 

author finds himself at the present. Despite these and other obstacles, the research 

has managed to assume its present form. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Kebede Mikael's career as a writer began immediately after the evacuation of the 

Italian invaders (1941G.C) and extended up to the overthrow of Haile Sellassie's 

regime (1974G.C). Various critics examined his works in one way or another. For 

a systematic presentation, first I shall concentrate on works done by foreigners, and 

then I shall look into what Ethiopian researchers have done. 

Among the studies made on Kebede Mikael's poeIll5 and plays up to 1980G.C 

Molvaer's is one which examines his themes of religion, education, and his desire 

for the betterment of his country. Since the aim of Molvaer's research is to show 

tradition and change in Ethiopian literature, he deals with the creative works which 

have some elements related to this topic only. Albert Gerard is another scholar 

who has made some general comments on Kebede Mikael's creative works. He 

does not deal with any specific work or topic as such. 
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Thomas L. Kane also has dealt with the religious themes as presented in Kebede 

Mikael's creative works. Kane's study is significant in that he attempts to identify 

the adapted plays and poems of the author. He writes: "Ka ba da Mikael who has 

taken many of his subjects from the writings of European literature, has dealt with 

the Faust theme in his 'Ato Balaynah' ... , but in his hands it becomes just another 

Ethiopian morality tale . . . " (1975:39) 

Kane also says something about the collection of poems published in "yaqane 

azamara" (harvest of poetry) and "Barhana hallina" (The Light of the Mind). He 

states that much of the material which appeared in this collection is "derived from 

western religious writing." He cited the poems fhc,H·fl I)II-'I'A (Disciple of 

Christ) "fUl)motJ;I"''' (A Tear Drop) -1'1. (Moses) and "(\fiT /I.IIT" (Three Thieves 

) as the ones adapted from western literature. According to Kane, these were 

originally presented in western literature, for instance "The poem on Moses is, 

based on Alfred de Vigny's poem" (Ibid.70). As far as I know these are foreign 

writers whose works so far I have had access to because they have used the English 

language. (There might be works done by other scholars written in other foreign 

languages which I could not have access to). 

Now, I shall try to review what Ethiopian researchers have said on Kebede Mikael's 

works. The very first comment is found in the article written by Professor Tamrat 

W / Amanual dated 1936E.C. Professor Tamrat states that Kebede has a promising 
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career as a poet. He recognizes Kebede's ability to adapt foreign material to the 

Ethiopian context and to use the Amharic language with ease. 

Ato Tesfaye Gessesse is also one of the Ethiopian scholars who has done much on 

Kebede Mikael's creative works. In his first research work, "A Short Study of 

Ethiopian Theatre" (presented to the 3rd International Conference of Ethiopian 

Studies) Tesfaye discusses Kebede's plays. In this study, Tesfaye argues that 

Kebede Mikael is one of the renowned poet-playwrights "who saved us from literary 

colonialism". Tesfaye admires the simplicity of Kebede's language both in his 

poems and plays. He also adds that it is to Kebede's credit that he has introduced 

a new style in verse dialogue: 

.. . htl'/\' AII.,.1:". "'.,. ho~ o"PQ)oQ)o.)o .,.,.,. r)!OD~.)o "' ... 11 Hi\. 
'" 1\. 1. 11 Q)o ,. '" ., ~ Ii' Q)o .,. 'i" ,., & r )! - t; Q)o , - {l-C tI' 1\ .,. Ii' Q)o 
"",.;1-.)0 ~cn. •... 

... First of all Ato Kebede started a new style in verse dialogue. 
That is, a verse line started by the first speaker is completed 
and rhymed by the second. 

Tesfaye also confirms Kebede Mikael's excellence as a master versifier. He is 

noted particularly for his use of the method of versification known as ".,.,:. mI.,. 

~,.oli' tL.)o " (literally ordinary or a common method of versification). Tesfaye says 

"Oll.u r.,.,.,. "'I.~.)o "'.,. hal. rl\ojr'i" A,h, rll.IIIFI'cn. oolT)' r.,.t;;J1m ~cn. "It has been 

proved that in this method of versification Ato Kebede is outstanding and faultless". 
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The next research paper presented by Tesfaye Gessesse for the 3rd Annual seminar 

of the Institute of Language Studies (ILS) focuses on Kebede Mikael's long poem 

"Irroro". Here Tesfaye analyzes the poet's diction, his use of onomatopoeia and the 

dialectical development of the theme. Tesfaye also admires the dramatic 

presentation of the poem, the simplicity and economy of the language. 

Shifaraw Mengesha (1973) interviewed Kebede Mikael and wrote the latter's brief 

biography. Shifaraw states that Kebede is a voracious reader. Above all what 

Shifaraw attempts to present in this article is Kebede's opinion of literature and 

himself. The other person who conducted an interview was Gorgoriyos (a 

pseudonym). Gorgoriyos presents Kebede's brief biography. In the biography he 

relates some memorable incidents in the life of the poet playwright. This article 

appeared in Yekatit (1983E.C). It has more information than any other written 

document on the poet. Whenever one starts to present a study of Ethiopian 

literature, particularly Amharic literature, it seems impossible not to mention 

Kebede Mikael. It is also important to note that Doctor Amsalu Aklilu in his work 

A Short Study of Ethiopian Literature (1970 E.c. ) gives an explanation as to why 

Kebede Mikael is one of the great post-war writers. Other people who wrote 

different articles on Amharic literature such as Seyoum Wolde and Asfaw Damte 

don't leave out Kebede's name in any discussion they engage in. 

The last part of the literature review deals with B.A and M.A theses written on 

Kebede Mikael's creative works. All in all there are two B.A and one M.A. theses. 

The first B.A. theses is Asfaw Astmat's, en titled Kebede Mikael and His Main 

Theatrical works (1976E.C). The thesis deals with two of his seven published plays, 

f-l-.,fl-l- +rot: (Prophesy Fulfilled) and >.tIJA (Hannibal). Asfaw treats these plays 

from the point of view of dramatic techniques and he makes a few points on how 

Kebede is influenced by the style of Neo-classic writers such as Racine, and 
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Corneille. Even though his research is an important step one doesn't fail to see 

that he has left out a greater number of the plays produced by Kebede Mikael. 

The other B.A thesis is by Nebiyu Yohanis (1973E.C), entitled Poems of Kebede 

Mikael; it examines the poet's use of diction, figurative speech and presentation of 

theme in 11 poems. It is to be remembered that the poet has 110 poems. Nebiyu 

left 90% of Kebede's poems and dealt with only 10% which shows that there is still 

a lot to be done. 

Tena Shale (1990) in his M.A thesis Major Themes in Kabada Michael'S Creative 

Works. tries to identify the main themes observed in Kebede Mikaels' creative 

works and categorizes them into three divisions: "Religious and Biblical Themes, 

Didactic Moralistic Themes, and Historical Themes". He repeatedly refers to 

Hannibal, Kaleb and Romeo and Juliet. As can be seen, the last play is an 

adaptation of Shakespeare's play which my study will not deal with. But he makes 

occasional references to the two religious plays. What is common to all the 

researches done is that every one of them suggests that their lines of inquiry need 

to be pursued by future researchers. And it is in this light that I have undertaken 

the research. 

ill A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY OF KEBEDE MIKAEL 

Asfaw Astemat (1976E.C) states that Kebede was born in November, 1907E.C, but 

Gorgorious (1983E.C) asserts that Kebede was born on December 4, 1909E.C. 

However, at present I haven't got a document or any other source that confirms 

which of the two is his exact date. 

Kebede had limited formal education. He started with traditional church education. 

He got a chance to join a modern school at the time when his mother moved from 
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Ankober to Arusi province (as it was called then) . His mother left Kebede in Addis 

Ababa with his uncle Ato Seifu Mikael who helped him to join a boarding school 

known as Alliance Francaise, a French School, established by missionaries. Here 

Kebede got the chance to have a good command of the French language. It is this 

knowledge of the French language that laid the ground for his career as a writer. 

At that time, we are told, he was reading mate rials written in French and was 

narrating the stories in Amharic to his classmates and friends. He completed grade 

seven in 1925E.C and this was the end of his formal schooling. 

Since Kebede had a good command of French, his teachers recommended him to 

go to France for further education. However, due to his illness he could not make 

use of the opportunity. After this, he was appointed by the Emperor to teach 

French (Giorgorios 1983) with two French teachers who came from France to teach 

Prince Mekonnen (Asfaw 1976E.C). 

It is after the completion of his formal education that he got a chance to be 

introduced to western literature. However, Asfaw also states that Kebede got basic 

education about literature from his school master. " .... f+ IR.-/:! ... ",h.,.c nO~+ ..... 1\ 

"7AmR. ~c(j+ -"7C II"7.LA'Jo "'''76P''f 0-t;'6f R.:t"'I'1Il. OL .... 1.'h+ f(j.,.V"~ 

M~OC t..f hOI. "7.1Jt..A 1I-"7C L .... 1.'If II'~ ... " (1976:3). "The director of the school, 

Monsieur Malhabe, was teaching composition in his residence on a voluntary basis. 

Ato Kebede Mikael also volunteered to learn ... ". On the other hand, in the 

interview conducted by Shiferaw Mengesha, it is stated that he acquired the skill of 

composition through his own effort. The quotation below shows the question raised 

by Shiferaw and the response given by the artist: 

f'I-'fC 1.6-1'1. IIODII''' ~"1.+ n. .. ." ... 1.6-1'1. 11=11''' ... 41"~'Ii 
.,. L 'f t: 'i' ~"., + 'i' 'I' Ill. • 1. ). 1. 601'1. II DO II' ., h _ ~ " -to n L + "7" 0 -0 
~o,:-o's. 0-)!-6f f~O-oIl-+ f11.., =lI,n~+ ~1Il.. hllfV" 
f (1)0 "" (1)0., M 0 -0 11-. 1. 6-1'1. II "" II' ., f t. ., ~ _ A" m ~ ., IJ -0 0 4: 
t..eIl'''V''a Mllu h.,6h f'lA"I)' )!V"t: "7.,0-0 .,~ 1I'~-o'5. 
t.)!"7-I. hllf ~(I)o. hllf 411. t:"7'1!n :t"6h o 0-'1''' V" f,n",,'f., 
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r,.IJt-;re,,'i" rA,.,II.If:", r)!c-.,., rL"::'''.e, rJ...lIIl1.n'i" 
r",I'I."IJOD'I'c J:"cl'I"':" "'~Oilho. "'m'il1-'I''I'III- .... n -".nto, 
A~lI.u 'i"'I'III- .... "(1973: 20) 

How did you come to be a famous author? ... " ... to become an 
author... natural talent and interest are decisive factors. 
Before I attempted to write I had to read. First, I read 
indigenous books. Then I read works from abroad. To be a 
writer reading one book is not enough. Therefore, it was a 
must for me to start my reading from the ancient Greek. 
Then I read Roman history, after that I read the famous works 
of the authors ofIndia, Britain, Germany, France, Italy, Russia 
and the Eastern countries. I studied them ... These are my 
teachers." 

Kebede Mikael can read and write French, English and Italian. Tena says, 

"Including English, which he learned later on by himself. He was an avid reader 

of Western literature, history, philosophy, economics and books of other disciplines 

(1990:11). 

His access to the books he read was created when he met the Geez teacher of 

Prince Mekonnen. Asfaw explains the historical accident as follows: 

... f"'.,. hO~ -t1Jt..A rJ:"cl'I-l' ~~c A"".-Mil+ h..::~+ 1'1,,:,. 
""~ M; IIIA~"'.~ r-t1J1\. AIJoA _II.,.,' .,1.11 'M·,."" no,," 
'i"'I'm..A),u 1'1111- L"::'''.e1J'' .. .,.' .. .,.II--'C .e1ll1ll,,"IJII~OC'i" "'.,. 
hO~" M"''''~'' M~"::""'I'm. 011." '1./1. r+,.uc+ "UI'I+c 
r~o,,"T M'c "'.,. "Ul\. '~I\. r"'lI; CIlA~'-t~ CIl"l~ OODI/''i'''I'm. 
M; CIl"~ ,-t~ illl- OD~.n~T' h"'UI'IT,," 0-'''7T 11M· hO~ 
-t1J1>." .e1'lm-'I''I'm. ~OC ... (1976:3) 

Aleka W /Tstadik, who was teaching prince Mekonnen Geez, 
was among these people who fuelled the interest of Kebede 
Mikael for composition. Ato Kebede helped Aleka W / Tsadik 
in his attempt to learn French, in turn Aleka, who was the 
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friend of Ato Sahlu Tsedalu, the then Minister of Education, 
borrowed books from the Minister and gave them to Ato 
Kebede Mikael to read. 

Whatever the reason and the coincidences may be, one can see tha t Kebede Mikael 

is acquainted with western classical literature mainly through his own effort. One 

can also observe that Kebede's acquaintance wi th western literature has highly 

influenced his creative writings, and it is this influence that makes it difficult to 

differentiate the style of his original works from his adapted ones. Besides this, in 

the preface of Akeab, one of his religious plays, he describes how his mother 

influenced him to learn biblical stories that became engraved in him : 

-."'~ ~4-fI .,')0.,.. 0"''' J'.1JJ4- fII\~OC M. t,1:1. 
t,1."C'~ n.,.1'~-') l.f1"l~l1"-l- O~I'I. -l--'-l- 11.,')0.,.." 
II--C-C fO; t,fl1"'" J'.~-l- Mh t,'711" 1.11. 1:lfl 
t,.,..tt'i'm. ') :t"6h O;II'1'm. l.fH"-'S "" "'''m. ') fovtt"'~ 
~4-fI :t"6h l.Hm.+m." O-')LI'I. l.,)~+ltt f1.l1-A'S 
M'I'm. ,,'I'm. ... (1960). 

My mother was highly interested in reading the Bible. 
Till I grew up and was able to read and understand by 
myself, my mother narrated to me the main Biblical 
stories orally. She was the one who inculcated the 
stories in my mind. 

Kebede, as confirmed in an interview conducted by Sbiferaw Mengesha, has read 

more than 3,000 books. He has also written more than 71 books on different 

subjects. But most of these books are unpublished. The list of books is included 

in the B.A thesis of Asfaw Astmat, who has covered the life of Kebede Mikael 

better than any other person. 
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Kebede's family life was a very happy one as expressed by himself and other people 

who had close relations with him. Kebede's mental health started deteriorating 

after the death of his wife, W / 0 Yeshi Engeda. They had lived together for 35 

years. Kebede had no child by Yeshi nor by any other woman. 

Kebede also served as a civil servant in many government offices in different 

capacities. (Shiferaw Mengesha 1983). In all the offices he held, Kebede 

discharged his duties competently. His contribution in building new schools and 

preparing language teaching materials while he was at the Ministry of Education is 

among his significant contributions. He was also one of the first news casters when 

Radio Ethiopia started to function. 

On the whole, Kebede is one of those Ethiopians whose names are always 

mentioned fo r their contributions to Amharic literature and the significant roles 

they played in enhancing the development of their country. 
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1. THEMES 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

A theme is what an artist conveys to his audience as a central message of his work. 

A writer may convey his theme(s) directly, that is, by stating the theme(s) in a 

straight forward manner so that it may easily be identified in the first reading. A 

writer may also present his theme indirectly so that it may be identified after careful 

readings and rereadings of the work. J?verything written is believed, at least in 

principle, to contribute to the development of the main idea presented. 

In this chapter the concern is therefore to try to investigate the themes Kebede 

Mikael tries to present in his creative works. Here, not only the major themes 

presented in his works are identified, but the ways they are presented are also 

examined and commented upon. 

Kebede Mikael treats various themes in his creative works. For ins tance, his poems 

pick up very different subjects as themes. The love of the motherland, religion, 

death, life, time, education, morality and his views on art are some of the recurrent 

themes which this chapter deals with. 
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1.1.1 THE THEME OF WVE OF THE MOTIffiR-LAND 

'---­
The theme that deals with love of one's country has different manifestations, such 

as showing concern about its freedom, technological development, better living 

standards of the people and others. An author may concern himself with the theme 

of nationalism in his writing for various reasons such as when his country is invaded 

by an external enemy, when he wants to show the importance of education and 

when his country's underdevelopment gnaws his conscience. When such conditions 

occur the author may try to stir the present society by bringing historical figures, 

particularly past heroes, and renowned leaders of the country whom he would like 

the society to emulate. 

Kebede, being an eye witness of the 1936-1941 Italo-Ethiopian war, is compelled to 

write about what is meant by a country of a free and independent people. He tries 

to show the importance of freedom as well as education and the hidden interest of 

colonialists. Thus he provocatively writes poems and plays which magnify these 

central themes. 

Among these poems dealing with the theme of love of one's country is "r"--rl'"kf 

-r'''',,"'' (The Resurrection of Ethiopia). It relates the massacre, the tyrannic and 

brutal acts committed by the fascists. Its purpose is to alert the young generation 
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to protect their country from foreign invaders and to underscore the importance of 

freedom . 

The poet explains how the enemy, in his attempt to rule by force, burnt churches 

and cottages, slaughtered young and old alike. These powerful and emotionally 

charged descriptive passages are meant to inst il hatred towards aggressors and a 

sense of nationalism in the young generation. 

Kebede's well known poem which exposes the secret motives of the colonialists is 

'1.1:'1:''' (Remorse). This long narrative poem raises a strong argument between the 

colonialist and the colonized. The exposition of the hidden interest of the Italian 

fascists is what makes the poem famous and widely read. The poet also raises issues 

that are significant both nationally and internationally. Nationally the poet shows 

how dangerous it is to stick to traditional values and how wise it is to give emphasis 

to education and change because it paves the way for development and promotes 

a better standard of living. In addition the poet states that to be civilized means 

to have the capability to protect one's country from invaders. However, here, it is 

not clearly stated what kind of civilization is needed. But we can imply that by 

civilization the poet refers to the type of European Civilization where nations seem 

to be well equipped with weapons and have various technological means which 

make life simple and enjoyable for their citizens. 
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The poem's central theme is narrated as the poet reports the argument in the poem 

as foLlows :-

"T"-I:" P't- -'}" .... o}- ,""'fm­
n ~ Mh.,."f if..,,..,.,.1 'f m-
M· QIIlf t.1C .... t- " ....... t-o}­
.ltllll-,} """'Am' h1C ".,A.,-l­
A]l."f ".,fI.,..,C 6m-+o}- "-flmo}­
" ... A ",. 01\-0 ~ m- r "'''1' AJ' ~ 
11"1" hfl-fJI\m- .J!,+Q1't-~ 

tit + Ii' m- 'Ii I\. ", A m-HI' h ~ C '" 
Ali' r_"I~m- hlllf, +1'~'" 
l\Il.J',. " ~ 1111. u fllI -0, "" M 
A'~ 1,'fJI\"'~ M""" mt-Co) 
Q}:. ... ,,--l- -01 u""+C ~m- -oh> 
.J!, u, ). ,. ~ ".,. - "" " ,. aof h> 
r~"I"1~II-l- -".,., Mt:" 

(hll~ "t"~A 65) 

The government officials 
Who were sent on political missions 
Preach that they came here 
To civilize the people 
To train the people, to modernize the primitive 
To develop the country 
To teach the children and to do what is good for the country and the 
people 
But the frank fascist, Chuli 
Once told the truth: 
"We have just come to hammer blacks like wild beasts and wipe them 
out 
For we need the land, not the people." 

The poem reveals the hidden motives behind their invasion. It is no t as such to 

educate the children, develop the country, or introduce civilization to the people. 

The truth is that they came in search of free land, cheap labour, abundant resources 

and better weather. 
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The poet clearly states that unless a country has got both power and knowledge, at 

least to defend the national interest, the idea of "sovereignty" of a state becomes 

fake because those who have power and knowledge will invade the powerless and 

the less developed. Therefore, poor and underdeveloped countries will surrender 

and lose their sovereignty. This is what the following lines state: 

- " -l- r II' 1\0 ,. 'i -l- I) /\/1. -l- r" -l- ,. 
:)J'.fI'? ~nJ: '1I1o(J~A. r-l-,. 

(r·h AH-~ 1lt 63) 

Land belongs to all, has no proprietors 
The powerful go everywhere, 
To subjugate and collect tribute. 

So Kebede argues that if we remain weak and ignorant we will be robbed not only 

of our freedom but also of our natural resources and other belongings. 

The other poem that explains how Italians in particular and whites in general see 

the black race as inferior is "'I''ilC'f,. ~"J: ~CD." (Blacks like Human Beings). This 

poem shows the wrong assumption of whites that blacks do not think, act and not 

even eat like the whites themselves. The racists do not consider blacks to be better 

than animals. This narrative poem relates the remarks made by an Italian soldier, 

watching an Ethiopian prisoner eating. He was shocked when his preconcieved 

ideas clashed with what he saw and he was forced to ask "Do blacks eat like human 

beings?". 
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J'.1C.,A J'.1. ·)J'A 1..,,,1. ... 1.UA "C~(Do 
1\ n 1\0 M:\ 'I' (Do .,.,. t:"f,. 1.., M (Do 

It is surprising and astonishing 
I saw blacks eating food, like us human beings. 

The soldier's astonishment comes as result of the contradiction between what he 

has been told while he was at home and what he saw abroad. The poem reveals 

how the invaders inculcate wrong notions into the minds of their soldiers in order 

to attain their objectives. 

In the poem "111.",," M~"''' (The Prisoner of Azinara) one reads about the ruthless 

deeds of Italians. The prisoner, in his conversation with an Italian soldier, reveals 

his confusion as to why Italians behave against the will of God and in an anti-

Christian manner, when they claim themselves to be Christians. The Italian tells 

him the true cause of the war. The main reason according to him is the economic 

problems they face in their country. The Ethiopian in turn enumerates the inhuman 

and brutal deeds of the Italians on his people, and also how they are sacrilegious. 

In the end, the Italian discloses that as long as they solve their economic problems, 

civilization or religion means nothing to them. 

1. ... ., 11.~1" Ah 1.""h~oo~ 
J'.u H.I'I h4--l- J'.u h.tl'l ~IJ~ 
fU)''''(Dooo.,. J'.IJ'IA .... A"I~ 

This new evil, this new curse 
Which made us cruel and brutal 
Is called Twentieth Cenrury Civilization. 
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The poem shows the poet's dilemma. On the one hand, the poet has a positive 

attitude towards civilization. He wishes his country to be civilized. On the other 

hand, he seems to denounce civilization, particularly its negative and destructive 

aspect. 

In relation to this Reidulf Knut Molvaer in his doctoral dissertation says: 

Ethiopian self-confidence is expressed by Ka"bba"da" Mikael in 
poems about the Italians in Ethiopia during their occupation of the 
country. Here we encounter some very early notions of what has 
been termed black consciousness or negritude. Instead of an angry 
riposte, the author can afford to make fun of Italian superciliousness 
and feelings of superiority. His possibly most famous and influential 
poem, in which he ridicules Fascist ideas and extols Ethiopian values, 
is Eroro. This may be the proudest expression of the Ethiopian 
personality and of Ethiopian values in Amharic language ... (1980, 167-
168) 

Molvaer here confirms what has been said earlier and shows the attitudes 

Ethiopians have towards themselves as well as the poet's level of enlightenment 

regarding inter-racial politics. 

The other poem which describes what the motherland expects from every citizen 

is " A~ .... ,lj''' (Token Gift). Every citizen in order to fulfill the call of his 

motherland, must work hard in his/her profession. The effort made in every 

direction and profession is crucial to the development of one's country. An extract 

from the poem reads: 
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1I1C h~ r,--l-A lI'l-AII-l- m')ht­
II 'I' ~ .,.., I) C ) IJ)o II A}(:r- P' t­
f'L.I'III\A"'t-l- )1J)o 111M~h-l-

1..1' H ')II. /I..., .e U ') f'L DD 1\ h-l-
.,. ., of- f'L ... t- ) IJ)o II OD 11' ') 1If,.,..,..e 
/I .(" 1 -l- r "h.,. IJ)o II 'I' 1111 111\ /I.e 
(1)/1, P't- ) IJ)o (l A)( 'Ii .,..., 
111 C r,- -l-11' ) IJ)o (} 11 ;t-,- I) MI .., 

1. .I' ') .. ') 4- /I..., -l- 'I- .,. III III ~ 
... t-.,.Ii' 11' <; n..+ ;t-;t-~ 
1. ~ OD ') lI' IJ)o ') .I' ~ C 11 11,).(" --.I' fD A Jl. 
OD.,. ~ f'Lm r ~ 1.:( 1. H.e 11' ') I) Jl. 

(riU'- MI) 1A" 37-38) 

A country can only develop 
By the effort the people exert 
Every citizen should contribute to the process of development 
Every citizen should be creative and innovative 
And hence should give his share of a "present" 
Since development is the result of the cumulative effort of all 
Every citizen has to participate actively in every endeavour 
Every citizen should contribute something 
Not be empty-handed when asked, 

The poet doesn't specify the professions that are vital for a nation's advancement, 

He rather advises all professionals to work towards the goal of bringing the country 

onto an equal footing with developed countries. It is only when every citizen 

discharges his duties properly, the poet argues, that he fu lfi lls his obligations 

towards his country. 

Kebede in his poem "flI\"'''I)~1..('''' "On Handicraft" which brings to focus modern 

technological advances, also deals with the theme of hard work as a factor which 

makes one's country rich. Here by personifying the motherland, Kebede makes her 
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tell US of her envy of civilized countries. The fruits of modernization, such as the 

production of planes, ships, cars,telephones ... etc. are the objects of her envy. 

n "" c h ofl I\. 'I II- n IIJ 9" 1, Y" t. ~ 
1),2.C'T"" I\.n~ n IIJ 9" 1,y., t. ~ 
r.,~')" ... ~1C oflAII'" 'f1t.~ 
". C ;to 'fll" A,2.<; 1,<; ., .,. A 1£ 'Ii 
1, ~ 9" (II ~ ,2..1:" at ~ n.r. 'II. ~ 'Ii 
..... ~ A ~ A 1£ 'Ii 1,<; .,.,. (ll1IJ"'''; 
1, r .,. "t M/ n ~ ",2. t\. .,. ,.; 
oo'li9" AY A~A 71 A,2.nl\o~ 11. .... ,.; 

(rol-~ A1foo~ 1A' 48-49 

I long travel by ship 
I wish to fly by plane 
But I lack the skill with which to make them 
I can't afford the means to dev't/op such technology 
I am longing to see the young generation 
Develop the means, and acquire the technology 
So that like my friends of the developed world 
I can fly and float so that 
Others no longer call me primitive 
I have fa ith in the new generation 
It will achieve technological advancement. 

The concern Kebede has for his country, specially after the invasion by fascist Italy, 

disturbs his soul and gives him no rest. He advises the young generation to stan 

working hard. Since the future of the country depends on the younger generation, 

the country begs her children to save her from degradation and the danger of being 

forgotten. 

The love of one's motherland is an inborn character of human beings. Authors like 

Kebede Mikael to reinforce such innate feelings treat the theme of love of one's 

country in their creative works. Understanding this unive rsal truth, Kebede carri es 
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this theme further in his poem "}Ill. i:fII1:t=Ilc;' "'liT flD''i'' "1C ((fliT" (King 

Tewodros and Two Foreigners). King Tewodros who sacri ficed himself to unite the 

country is taken as an ideal hero. The poem narrates how foreigners tried to cheat 

the king, disguising themselves as tourists . The king, who understand their hidden 

interest, tells his people to follow attentively every move the foreigners are making. 

On his part he shows the foreigners great hospi tality. But, when they are ready to 

leave, he gives them various precious gifts, but he doesn't allow them to take away 

even the dust of his country sticking to their shoes. Therefore, he orders his guards 

to wash the shoes of the foreigners before they board ship. The soil is symbolic of 

the motherland. He promises to give everything the foreigners need but not his 

country or a portion of it. 

Kebede has also treated the theme of patriotism in his play Hannibal (one of his 

historical plays). The play depicts the importance of development, freedom and 

independence of one's country. The story is based on the war that was waged 

between Carthage and Rome. In history these two countries fought three times and 

the wars are known as the "Punic wars". The play presents the second one . 

The play starts with a dialogue between two servants. The first talks about the 

destructiveness of war, while the second expresses how he prefers fighting to 

cleaning a floor. In the meantime, a messenger comes and breaks the news about 
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the war. He tells them that the negotiation started earlier to resolve the conflict 

peacefully has failed and that war is imminent. 

Hann.ibal crosses the Alps and terrifies the Romans. While he is fighting against 

the Romans there, he is sabotaged by Hanon, who envies him. Because he is 

warned by his friend that if Hann.ibal returns victoriously he will take revenge 

against him, Hanon collects money and starts lobbying against Hannibal. Hanon, 

who has money and is a good rhetorician, convinces members of the senate not to 

send additional reinforcements and logistics to Hannibal. 

Although Hann.ibal, with his heroic deeds, causes havoc on the Romans, he can not 

subdue them. The Romans, who have understood the dangerous situation, call their 

senators to a meeting and discuss if there is any mechanism by which they can drive 

away Hann.ibal from Rome. One of the senator's suggests that the only mechanism 

is to leave Hann.ibal there, and go to Carthage and open a battlefront there. All 

members of the council agree on this plan. 

As soon as the senators of Carthage learn that the Romans have decided to invade 

Carthage, they request Hann.ibal to retreat from Rome and re turn home as soon as 

possible, which he does. Nevertheless, Cartbage is defeated and Hann.ibal escapes 

to Persia where the Romans pursue him. Hann.ibal realizes that Persia is no longer 

powerful enough to protect him, and takes poison which he has kept in his ring. 

11 



Kebede, in this play, asserts that the motherland demands of every citizen to rise 

in unison, because all efforts made by a few individuals do not bring satisfactory 

results. Unless there is mass support from behind, the forces at the front may be 

defeated not only militarily but also morally, resulting in the fall of the motherland. 

This is what happened to Carthage and its people. The senators recognized later 

on that they should have given more attention to Hannibal and taken matters more 

seriously. But at the time they were wrangling among themselves, some got tricked 

with a little money while others were misled by the smart rhetoric of Hanon, who 

had a hidden motive. In one way or another the lack of unity among the 

Carthageans enabled their enemy to be victorious. As it is observed in the play, the 

problem of one's country is the problem of every citizen. Therefore, to build one's 

country and make her strong in all spheres, cooperation and unity are essential. 

Hannibal states this fact as follows: 

1IVIA- II II OD .,.11 n C f "t.l' 0II11J CIJo 1\ " 
OD"""",+ ".,,."tf~CfI .nllofl ".,,."tH 
" II I'" I't P' 'f 0"1\. ~ t- 'f 0" 11(1 '" 9'" ~ 
-fl"7+ 1I"t~A" II~" I'tClJo "1~. 
0"1\. ".,,. IJc;t-., II,.A ~""'C'i" 
l' n ofI., 1\ f fI.,.1'" ~ + " I'" Il II/, A I'" 'I 
I't CIJo IJ" 1'i' 'f 0" /. U ., f "tl't "7 
"1~ lIofICU., 11/\,11.+ ~1I"7 

I\IJ"'/.. IIlthofl. "f~ . II,. ..... 

1I~t.;. I\II~ limA 111/'1-
II III I:: 'f II"" fI {I 'f II ~ l' t. .,. 't II -
m " ~ CIJo n M' CIJo .n 1/ ofI ... A '" fI "7 "7 
o /.., .I' II CIJo /. OD A h + ?r l: .I' II CIJo /. fI "7 

Act (2) 
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Hannibal: 
Go and tell the world 
What disunity brings 
Tell honest men who want to listen 
Not to be ignorant like the Carthageans 
Who shun wisdom 
If you do not get people to listen to this 
Tell it to the light of day, the darkness of the night 
Tell it to the sun, the stars, the air, the mist 
Tell it to the moon, the tree, the clouds 
Tell it to the birds, the animals of all creation 
Tell them that unless people unite they will vanish 
Let those who have eyes see, those who have ears listen. 

This soliloquy of Hannibal's is a powerful oration on the theme of unity. Kebede 

warns fellow citizens not to be deceived by material gifts as well as by the smart 

rhetoric of leaders who have secret motives and ambitions. The play becomes more 

significant when one takes into account the historical period when the play was 

written, that is, in the aftermath of the Italo-Ethiopian war. 

1.1.2 REUGIOUS TIIEMES IN KEBEDE MIKAEL'S POEMS 

Kebede's concern with religion, specifically Chris tianity, arises from his cultural and 

educational background. Kebede, who comes from a tradition-bound Christian 

family can not escape from its influence. Moreover, his traditional church 

education reinforced it. Although he attended modern schools, he is not free from 

the impact of traditional church education. As a result of this education and 
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upbringing, he deals with religious themes in a number of his poems. In relation 

to this point Molvaer states the following: 

---the religious climate in Ethiopia may also account fo r the 
overriding moral concern that can be discerned in all Amharic 
writing. Many au thors have attended church schools, and much of 
Amharic literature has benefited from this influence (1980, 10). 

As Molvaer's general statement indicates, Ethiopian authors, specifically those 

writing in Amharic who are the product of church education, are not able to get out 

of this tradition, and Kebede Mikael is one of such writers. 

The central ideas of Kebede's poems which have religious themes are based on 

stories from the Holy Bible. Kebede, as shown in the introductory part, considers 

the Holy Bible a source material for creative works and he exploits this source 

material to perfect his knowledge of versification. His traditional church education 

and culture as well as the creative works he read from abroad influence the 

religious themes in his poems. The poems that deal with religious themes are 

selected and treated in this part of the study. 

The first poem which deals with religion is fully based on the miraculous deeds of 

God "-l- '}llT 1'-'i'f1". Here, the story of Jonah is presented . The only difference 

between "The Book of Jonah" and "Timmibita Yonnas" is that in the Bible the stoT) 

is presented in prose. The story is aimed at showing that everything in tbis world 

is under God 's control and that nothing is impossible for Him. Jonah 's futil e 
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attempt to flee to Tarshish was blocked and he spent three nights in the belly of a 

fish. Lastly he accepted his defeat as well as weakness and prays to the Lord. God 

teaches bim through example by growing a vine overnight which protects Jonah 

from the sun's heat. But later on He dries the vine and tells Jonah that, while He 

is bothering about hundreds and thousands of people of Nineveh, Jonah is angry 

about a simple tree. In this way Kebede is attempting to show that no matter how 

hard man tries to disobey God, he cannot succeed. 

We also find this concept in "I'(IID' 1.,.Il.,.\fH" (Man's Disobediance ). The 

inability of human beings to investigate what God has created is also seen in the 

poem "1'~11 ~"'i" I'/I"~ ~,," (The Fruits of a Figtree and a Pumpkin). The poem 

tells of a tired man who is resting under the shade of a fig tree. The man notices 

the disproportion between the fig fruit and the pumpkin and begins to philosophize 

that God has made a mistake in interchanging the places of these fruits. No sooner 

has he made this comment than he falls asleep under the figtree. In the meantime 

a blowing wind causes a fruit of the figtree to fall and the fruit hits the nose of the 

man and he bleeds. He soon realizes that, it is he, not God, who made the error. 

This incident is immediately followed by what looks like a religious sermon 

moralizing: 

n"TlPtom- ""to OD";,. I\T"t"tT 
I' 1\i1U,. 1\ ').,. OD:r II A UJ I- OD C /I T 
1. \f ., ') /'t P' 'Ii l' ') -II., iI ')I .. m C 

mill- If':'lI'i"A 1/'1\0') -+llmC 
1., I.C I-:r' A 1'to-ll tt..I'nto 
l.')h') I'IInT" nl"'TlPtom- ""to 
/'tP' T i'/lili'm- TnnA /l1-~C~ 
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,e.11l~'I'~UA Afllllllll-
1I11"V"' ".,.,.)U f~CII- ODV"'UC 
flu.,.+ f"O()UV"' ih!fDo A.,/l"o()¥c 
" .,.,.., r".,.,. .,.1111.,. 0() "" 

0() If. 'UI. ",e. ~ ,e. V"' ,e. ~;t-A 11.,. "" 
(r.p~ fDolI+ 1A" 133) 

There is no erring in what You do 
You are neither forgetfu l nor can You be deceived 
But us human beings 
Ever since our creation 
Blubbering has become our habit 
It is gradually that the quality of Your work brightens up for us 
There is no mistake in Your work 
But people are mistaken and don't do justice to Your work 
They rattle and tattle about You 
You are the everlasting instructor of justice 
The immortal God! 
He who argues that You are mistaken 
Doesn't take long to be proven wrong. 

The essence of the concluding lines is that God created everything as He wished it 

to be. Therefore, it is not necessary to contemplate, to alter or to make further 

investigations and to raise various questions about Him or His deeds, as there is no 

error in whatever He does . The arguments man advances and the questions he 

raises are the reflections of his weaknesses. The poem, therefore, attributes 

perfection to God in all His creation and decisions. 

This absolute perfection and omnipotence of God made the poet consider Him the 

only Saviour of this world, Protector of the poor, Master of the tyrants) the wisest 

of the wise, ruler of all the leaders who administer every act of creation with 
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absolute autho ri ty. The poem "1\.,1: 1\1"'''11'' (One God) confirms this point. God 

himself speaks in this poem about his Almightiness. 

Furthermore, patience is mentioned in the poems as one of the qualities of God 

and His forgiveness as infinite. He always forgives those who ask for pardon. 

God as a ruler of the world is beyond human imagination and His works are 

abstract though human beings attempt to investigate them. In one of his poems 

Kebede remarks that even Icings order that their secrets be kept and that their 

co=ands be respected. They will punish anyone who leaks them out. Likewise, 

God is offended when man tries to pass beyond his limit. 

I' I'" 1: C .,,...... ~., 11,., I'" fll1l. C .I' fI m 0(1'" A 

I' -t.l' dI t-1I)o I'" f'l1I)o" 0(1 C -to /..,. '" A 
if..I'1I)o ..... " 1\., 1"' ..... 11l. ~ f f'l4-
r\,-t--~"+ 1"'~11)0 1\/.h4-. 

(f~~ 11)0"+ 1A' 87) 

Even earthly kings order secrets to be kept 
One who leaks information will be punished 
The eternal Trinity whose secrets are limitless 
Why are They not offended when Their secrets are investigated. 

Kebede compares man with the Creator and states that the former is insignificant. 

Man may gain honour and fame on earth but this doesn't spare him from death. 

Man's wisdom and creation of wealth are minute when compared with those of 

God. The poem "~"''''lj 1\.1"'''+'' (God and The Part icle) reveals thi s. 

~ /Il' C" r\,.I' ili'lI)o t\o + "~'" '" k + 
I'" ., Ii' + Il.l' ~ 11)0 I'" ., Ii' 1\.1'" ., + 
o(IC~ 1:"~ f"tt\o+ ~~"I'" .I'.,t. 
f "t ;t- f., I/" t\o OD ft lr f hn t. 
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f9"')+"n-l- "~C1') )',,,,"04.11 
L W.,. ,.I'. III of. A )"", '" 9" )"", tI\ II • 

(f.nA9" Mil 1W 26) 

When the creature is compared with the Creator 
How even man is mere dust and unwonhy of mention 
Rare and beau tiful things 
That seem precious to us 
And compel our envy 
Will all vanish like cloud and smoke 

After showing how insignificant human beings are before God, the poet discusses 

in "fmtl\f+ ~"," (The Fruit of Sin) that every human being is innocent at birth. 

But later on, as he develops mentally and physically, his wrongs multiply and he 

becomes sinful. The artist in this poem who wishes to draw the picture of Jesus at 

different ages first searches for Christ-like qualities in man and finds them in a baby 

and draws from them a picture of innocence. Then he goes on to search for a man 

that resembles Jesus. Whatever his attempt, he fails to find anyone with such 

qualities. Finally, he discovers the innocent baby to have grown into an excellent 

portrait of the devil. In this poem the poe t tries to explain that as people grow they 

become more sinful. 

f 11 CI)o I/" /10 :I' ~ h )" 04. II ~ CI)o ~ 1 '" 
_ '1. _ ~ I 't. fI, 11 ,.:r- I'\. L III '" 

f .,. If n- ,,'f' CI)o 11:\" ), I M· 
n~tI\"'+ I'\.~hl\o ),fll')' h4-
)'Nn"lf, '1:1'., I'\.n~/Io 
"111111 L II'~CI)o ,.1'.1/""" -1'1/10. 

(f.nA9" Mil 1W 70-71) 

The history of mankind proves this: 
In the beginning they are handsome, 
Later on they get soiled. 
And become wicked and defiled with sin 
Turning ugly like Judas. 
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Kebede gives his injunction that man should emulate the lives of saints in the 

poems, ''h. ... ~ ,.u,::"", "The Lady of Perpetual Help", and ""~ODIl.+:f') ,./I:J'i'" 

(Praise for SI. Mary). He calls on the mother of Jesus to save us from the 

malicious sin of the serpent who led Adam and Eve to eternal damnation. 

1.1.3 REUGIOUS TIIEMES IN KEBEDE MlKAEL'S PLAYS 

One also finds the theme of religion in Kebede Mikael's plays. However, it is 

necessary here to make clear at the outset that to say a play has a religious theme 

doesn't necessarily mean that it is religious drama. In defining what is and what is 

not religious drama Ehrensperger writes: 

Drama is not religious because it uses material that comes from 
religious books or from Judaeo-Christian sources in the Bible. It is 
not religious because it dramatizes so-called religious themes. These 
may give religious significance to the material, but they are not its 
only sources. Drama is truly religious when it shows meaning and 
purpose in life that grow from the revelation of the highest values 
conceivable. When these values are translated into living situations 
which cause conflicts with lesser meaning and purposes, religiously 
effective drama may occur. .. 
Religious drama, furthermore, deals with characters, situations, and themes 
that are clarified by means of religion, by man's relationship with his God, 
with himself, and with his fellow man because of the nature and meaning of 
his God. It derives its meaning from man's struggle to fulfill his destiny to 
the best of his ability. It communicates life on its deepest level (1977:67-68) 

These are the yardsticks set by Ehrensperger to identify a religious drama from 

other types of dramas. Therefore, it is important to keep them in mind when we 

consider Kebede Mikael's plays. Among his plays there are three which are 
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religious. These are " ol-~Il 11lel>.A nr.t:t: n+" (The Angel Gabriel in Eden). 

Kaleb and Akeab (Abab). 

The first play attempts to show the struggle between good and evil. It is the struggle 

between the Angels and Satan. The play shows how Satan (changing himself into 

a bird) enters heaven after he has learned that there is a place where God keeps 

Adam and Eve in luxury. He becomes very eager to learn about this place and the 

creatures who live there. The Angel Gabriel, knowing of his corning to Eden, orders 

other angels to search for him. They interrogate and dismiss him from heaven. 

The play also suggests another heaven which is going to be created. In order to live 

with joy in the heaven which is going to be created. The Angel Gabriel warns 

Adam not to be deceived by Satan. However the coming of the second heaven 

becomes doubtful because the fu lfillment of the prophecy cannot be absolutely 

ascertained. This is seen when Adam asks The Angel Gabriel about the prophecy 

of the second heaven and The Angel Gabriel answers that it is known only to God. 

Yet, the playwright gives advice to follow the path of Christianity, in order to be 

blessed and live joyfully in the coming heaven. 

The historical play, Kaleb, focuses on the attempt made by an Ethiopian king to 

save Christians. The play also contains a minor theme on the civilization of ancient 

Ethiopia. Since the actual historical event on which the play is based took place 
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one thousand and four hundred years ago. the playwright tries to recreate and re-

glorify Ethiopian civilization and nationalism. If Ethiopians had not possessed the 

ships and the skill of building them it would not have been possible for them to 

navigate along the Red Sea and the Mediterranean to reach Constantinople. 

As already pointed out, the main theme of the play deals with how Ethiopian rulers 

endeavoured to protect their country and to spread the Christian religion. 

So the Ethiopian King Atse Kaleb wages war as soon as he receives a message for 

his collaboration to save Constatinople. He defeats the enemy in the glorious name 

of the Ethiopian navy but we are not told where or how the engagement took place. 

After his victorious return to his country, Kaleb turns into a hermit and the play 

ends there. 

Here, we notice that even though Kaleb goes to fight in support of Christianity, he 

also seeks peaceful co-existence. In act II, Scene IV, Kaleb makes the following 

speech: 

h.+Y-k! M9",} Mu 1I:r1l4-4-
M 111. '} U J'." 'i' T "T M" ~"'l' 4-
M 9" " ., OS.,. .,. m 1I.f OD 11 i> 
J'. h II C 1\ :r A IJo h-9" U J'. ., <:' i> 

("11.11 ,~ 66) 
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Here whi le Ethiopia maintains the peace ! 
However, she doesn't claim to abolish other religions. 
Once peace is established 
All righ ts of citizens, including that of religion, shall be 
respected. 

The third play of Kebede that deals with the theme of religion is "r-l-.,n.-l- +mt:" 

"Prophecy Fulfilled". The play presents the argument that whatever attempts man 

makes, there is nothing in this world that can alter the actualization of his fate . 

Man's ultimate end is determined by God. 

The play begins in the evening when the king is out for a walk wearing ordinary 

clothes for camouflaging. While the king is bypassing an ordinary house, he hears 

a certain astrologer vow to God in a mischievous manner. Watching the position 

of the stars, the astrologer prays to God that his laboring wife should give birth to 

a child. When the position of the sta rs changes he prays that she should not give 

birth. The king listens to the contradictory prayers of the astrologer and asks him 

why he does this. The astrologer tells the king that the baby is fated to marry the 

newly born daughter of the king and to become the future Christian king if born 

when the stars assume a definite pattern. The as trologer further tells the king that 

there are some predetermined events that can never be averted by the will of man. 

(/l to -l- 'i' h Of> :I" + in ;l 'I' (Do n. 'i' ;l 
h (Do 1. () C h:l" 'I' (Do n /l)o ft. IJ )'. t: ;l 
+.,. I'" hAOf> 7f 11 "" 11. 11. -l> IJ)'. ~;l 
aJ.t:~'i' 8m)'. l1Cu""n. ~~ 
(t., J!. 'i' DD" + .,. ;l 'l""'(Do n. L c ~ 
r.,.'L ~,c h)'.+cl'" OD~t:~ 
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(r-l-.,Il-l- -trot: 1l\" 36) 
Even if the seasons are interchanged 
Even if the whole system is disrupted 
Even if night doesn't fall, and day doesn' t dawn 
Even if the moon and the sun shed their light 
Even if the earth and the sky collide and collapse 
There is nothing that can stop the written word from 
happening. 

Kebede strongly argues in this play that Christianity is the only religion that teaches 

the truth. Secondly, once God has willed as to what the fate of a person will be, 

there is no force that can change it. The astrologer's child is miraculously saved 

from death twice. The miracle is intended to show that man has no power to alter 

or shape destiny, as it is determined by the will of God. And so the child becomes 

a Christian king. 

1.1.4 KEBEDE'S VIEWS ON ART 

Kebede the poet and playwright is also a critic in his own right. I shall discuss here 

how Kebede sets up his outlook on art, particularly on poetry and music because 

these topics surface in his poems as themes. 

His poem "-11. ..... " "Music" explains his spiritual belief about music. In the poem 

Kebede says that music is an envoy sent from God to entertain the human soul. It 

is the one means bringing relief to our sufferings, a pleasant scent that gives us 
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good odour and pleasure. He compares music and the soul as two identical 

phenomena whose sources cannot be traced. He also refers to music as an 

indescribable thing which simply gushes out of the mind of Mozart, Beethoven, 

Schubert, Chopin, and the Ethiopian Yared. 

l]u.,:1., A., ... , m .. ,. III- fl'llll- A~ "AV"I: 
oo-c-c ,,/\liT f~~IlV" "'L'f'1: 
~ ~Il 'i' .... /l; .,. - It It.e -.,;1-
1],),"'''1J)o ~t~ fV"Ilm.C .,.~;I-
n.lr-T 'A"'''7 foom-fiT (1;1-

(f~~ IJ)ofiT ) 

The human mind to know your nature 
Should search for the soul 
Soul and music are identical twins 
Abstract in nature and untraceable in source. 

In one way or another, Kebede regards music as a religious element whose origins 

are heavenly. 

The poem "1]1I~~'i' f".t:A .,"'t+" 'The Poet and the Echo" explains his desire for 

the poet (and by implication himself) to be taken as someone loyal, honest, free of 

wickedness and other evil deeds. He symbolizes the echo as a replica of the poet, 

because it reverberates his ideas without distortion. He personifies the echo and 

addresses her thus: 

-hIlTV" _if L'f' IIh.f.T oo'l'I1A 
fllV" I].,:e rtH mllT'i' .,..,I1A 

(fUAV" MI] 1~ 35) 

Neither betrayal nor haste to malice 
Are known to you 
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This poem gives a hint of Kebede's atti tude towards the critic. The degree of 

interpretation varies between the critic and the poet. Complete communication is 

not always attained. But what is requ ired is a sincere response to the work of the 

poet. In his attempt to criticize the work, a critic may not always be able to perce ive 

what the poet perceives. Rather he surmises what the possible meanings could be. 

In so doing, the criticism made might be subjective, that is,' based on feel ings of 

envy, wickedness, malice, or mischief rather than on objective interpretation. So, 

Kebede admonishes the critic that he should cast away his negative attitudes and 

base his analysis on objective yardsticks. 

In his other poem "I1I1I11C~ h')~" ''The Golden Wing", Kebede tries to show the 

power of poetry in uplifting the realm of the imagination. 

+')oU 1111 ~~ I1I1I11C~ h')f. 
h~-" a",. 1'1.,,. ~1Il, m':f. 
m4-il 011"1+ l1"1i1 1'1': 1" 
9" I: to '! '" II 9" ') h T III a;l> " 
T'}o/l a-xI: T')o/l /111:1' 
h,,,,,. f"Y.~Cil "'Al: h~.:"" 
h II. J' 9" Till C (Doe ~ m- C h., J' (Do + (Do 

C40 "X~A "')9" IJA/lII+(Do 
(fihA9" M1I1A" 39) 

The diligent poet who has the golden wing 
His boundary is the blue beyond the clouds 
Travelling on wind, by the chariot of thought and passion 
Leaves this world in his imagination 
And goes beyond tbe moon to reach the sun .. . 
Onward onto where no creature has ever been. 
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According to Kebede, the power of imagina tion is a very useful means of composing 

a poem. It is not limited within worldly territo ry. It can go beyond. The power of 

imagination inspires the poet to explore the whole universe. It enables him to 

reach where he wishes, and watch and narrate what he has seen. The wing is a 

golden one because it transports him beyond the point where an ordinary wing can 

take him. 

The other point worth noting Kebedelbelief that art should be educative. In the 

poem, it is stated that the reason why the poet is wandering around the universe is 

to explore it in order to instruct, to guide, to explain, and to advise on what he has 

seen and understood. In short, his major purpose is to educate the reader. 

Although this is a common feature of his works, it is emphatically articulated here. 

Besides, it is also important to note here the attitude Kebede has towards poetr\, 

(Kine). He seems to believe that "Kine" is superior to all forms of literature. 

OlD''''T o.lo':lJhc OIIA"m~ o.1.':1.C 
11"1\ 'I./I.·h ~::r- r ~cIH 1:l"'OC 

(f~~ mOT) 

If knowledge competes in tomes of books 
Nothing compares with Poetry (Kine) Which is the 
light of inspiration! 
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Kebede 's belief that poetry is the queen of the arts is perhaps a reflection of the 

influence of traditional church education. In Ethiopian church education more 

emphasis is given to "Kine" than to arthematics. 

1.1.5 LIFE 

Kebede treats tbe theme of life in different ways. He presents life metaphorically. 

The following poem analogically compares a snowflake with life: 

rou. ~'" 'IT r'i' tl../'.IDT 
1.-'1 h".,./'. fcPicPt-T 
P':J hllo" "tn. 'III'" /I./'. DV",,,, 

OiJ(.1'" hI'/, h/.OD'i" cP"'''' 
cP/. "LC -.,IJ-!r "./'.<tCI'" h+ 

(f~~ tn.OT 111' 88) 

Our life is a snowflake 
Thrown down from the sky 
Man is likewise 
Thrown down from Heaven 
And clothed in matter... I 

Later to evaporate .. . 

Although it is very difficult to express in English, Kebede beautifully emphasizes in 

this poem that life in tbis world is very brief. In his poem, "1'A~ lr"ClT" "Deep 

Thoughts" the poet tries to show tbe two sides of life, sadness and happiness. Both 

are phenomena that a man can not escape. Therefore, it is wise to keep them in 

balance. 
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"'1 ;,.,; dt", III. C "l' 'i' 'dt l­
II' ) III. I- (JfJ III /lo 011111. ) + " I-
1'1111. "'1 I) II III. 'I.. Ii. "l H 'to, 1-.: I'j A 
"l"'" 1'1.1-11111. DDal.)~ 'O~A 
1\ /HI 11" II iI ,. 1\ " " _ 11' 'to , 
1'1. h 4.111. 1.1'1;/"'. 1.1'1 1'1. II III. "l H 'to , 
MIll ODDm' 11" /lol"" flllM 
O{)AU 1'1111. fl)"A fof"DDl'ln 

(fh 111.0+ 111" 93) 

Happiness and sadness when they befall man 
Are like frost and the sun's warmth. 
While happy man forgets sadness 
When sad he forgets happiness 
Not knowing that both are transient 
He who balances the two 
Deserves to be called wise. 

In his poem, ",nl-IIIT A"~A~ ):f" "Life is Slumber", Kebede explains how life is 

full of paradoxes. There are always bad and good events in one's life. Whatever 

may happen one should not give up hope. The struggle for survival should always 

continue with great zest. 

'Jill"" 'JII,. n/loif lI,.if 1.11 J'I'I~A 
~, ",'f fh4- ,., )1C I-1~ A 

ih~if m"" )111. "_'if mofr"to 
hll C if A hit hit ) III. 1. II;/" if _ to to 
lI'iI of";/"ilil I\,'f, f"tOD'S 
A 111.)+ if dtl'l+if o III. A Ill-,'S 
?Aif III""J'. )111. ~1I+if J'.hll~A 
llJ'.,if AIJ)oC)1II. ~~cifl"" J'.HA 
A~' f"t1C-'S hlllJ'. h''f 'JII,. 
J'.u 11" /lo 1'1.11" f"tm" if f II,. 

(fh III.OT 111" 56) 

Worldly life, your visage is pleasing 
But nothing is more wicked than yo u. 
YOul'law is twisted, your age besmirched 
Your dignity trash, your happiness bitter. 
Lots have been misled desiring you 
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Your truth, your falsehood ... cannot be truly deciphered 
Your words are uncertain. your vow unreliable 
Your justice blind, your love hurtful... 
Yet, no one hates you 
This is what surprises me 

Kebede sees worldly life as something that can not be determined according to the 

wish of the individual but it simply happens because its law is crooked and 

deformed. The harshness of life, .the difficulty to differentiate between its useful 

and useless aspects is what makes life so problematic. The poem elaborates the 

paradox of this world's happenings. A person who is expected to act in a good way 

behaves otherwise. According to the poet, man bas not yet discovered the answer 

to the riddle of life. He restlessly wanders in his daydream. The fulfillment of his 

wishes is always under a question mark. Ambition makes human beings enemies 

of each other. 

The poem, touching on various aspects of human nature, deduces that there is no 

justice in this earthly world. The philosophy and the basic questions raised by the 

poet in this particular poem are resolved by showing the ruthlessness of earthly 

life. 

Again in relation to life, Kebede talks about some events and phenomena that are 

universal, such as hunger and love, which may occur to anyone at any time and 

anywhere. 

29 



too(J Il1.UA fA't-A 1./1. 1l-t-t.T 
~.,.) Ill).) J'.t.I)A ~.)C 1l+t.T 

(r.)~ m.IlT 96) 

Hunger may be assuaged with food, time with tale 
Hardship with Laughter, love with ha-ha-ha ... 
They all pass. 

This poem is intended to address those who lose hope when they face hardships. 

For every calamity there is a means of overcoming it as suggested in the poem. 

The best thing to deal with misfortune is with patience and firmness which are very 

important in life. Kebede's view of life tilts towards philosophy which can be 

enriched through education as we shall see next. 

1.1.6 EDUCATION AS A THEME 

Kebede in his poems raises the theme of education frequently because of his belief 

that education is a means by which the development of a country will be achieved. 

His devotion to promoting education is not observed in his creative works only. 

His attempt to introduce the history of civilized nations in his non-creative works 

is part of his effort to advance the importance of education. 

Kebede believes that to defend one's country from external invaders one should be 

civilized in every sense of the word. Therefore, to realize noble objectives practical 

30 



education is the basic instrument. Kebede In, the following poem, makes a 

comparison between ignorance and wisdom . 

f ,. ., ~ CO ""., L /I ,. ., IjC ;t-MI 
-flA'1'H 1\,,,,,. ~A M",,(lll 
A.,,,., -1I~ .,.,1I-f1 L1.A ""111'1 
11' 1\0.,,. , t1J + ,,-l1li 'f' A 'I 

(f~~ 1\'11"";:' 1A" 153) 
How fo rtunate is the mind of the ignorant 
It seems silly but in its "cleverness" 
Before it identifies the letters of the alphabet 
It considers itse lf the wises t of the wisest. 

The poem suggests that one should read more, otherwise, he foolishly overrates 

himself, not knowing his ignorance. The more he reads, however, the more he 

gains knowledge and the more his reasoning power gets sharpened. Redult Knut 

Molvaer in his book Tradition and Change in Ethiopia has the following to say 

abou t the theme of education in Amharic lite rature in general: 

One of the most persistent themes in Amharic literature is the great 
importance attached to education. The authors may not be specific 
in stating what they want education fo r, or what results they expect 
it to lead to, but there seems to be a belief or a hunch that if only 
people are educated, they will find their own way to a bette r society, 
may be on the model of Western countries. (p.235) 

In line with the general comment made by Molvaer, the poems of Kebede Mikael, 

too, underscore that education is the means that could bring betterment to the 

society. Kebede, personifying ignorance, makes it run blindly and make endless 

mistakes. The analogy is with a blind man who cannot see what is in front of him . 
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An uneducated person, as Kebede tries to show in his poems, is one who has lost 

this vi tal organ. 

He believes that education can inject new life into the society and bring about 

modernization to his country. The following two lines elaborate this: 

i-V"uci- IJAaIo-': n ·N . .,.I: c!m.+1> 
ihn A~ f,If'lA !'1m. h~'lfn1> 

(f.)o~ m.ni- 1l1" 97) 

If a man does not add education to his natural ability 
He shall turn into a baby even when gray-haired 

Education, for the poet, is what brings maturity. He argues that modern technology 

which can facilitate development and ease the life of the society is achieved through 

education. Resistance to education is what Kebede denounces as the most 

insalubrious deed. Drawing an analogy with deafness, he writes: 

t.f,1lfV" h+ IlLA1- III: 
oufl'7i- h'7f,LA"J fllfl1.,.,1: 

( f.)o~ m.ni- 1l1" 98) 

No matter how one wonders 
There is no greater deafness 
Than not wanting to learn. 

In another poem "c!ID"+i-'I h~i-" Knowledge and Wickedness" Kebede states that 

education by itself cannot create the ideal person. The educated man can bring 

about des truct ion as well as construction. The dete rmining fac tor for dis ruption or 

for development is not only knowledge but conscience as we ll. Conscience is the 
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judge of our actions. He presents the invention of devastating weapons as examples 

of the negative resul t of education. The following rwo li nes of the poem from 

"j)(Do"'TIj" h<f.T " "Knowledge and Wickedness" clearly state what the poet desires 

to convey: 

("D, 1'111 T" t! f "Y. f 17 (II. /I (Do .,. T 
I\. f ~ c fl (II. .e:Y: " A h l' 'f. T h A ., T 

(f~~ (ll.OT 1A"'63) 

The knowledge a man gains through education 
May turn him into a developer or a destroyer 

A man who is educated might wreck or develop a country. Conscientious actions, 

as asserted in the poem cited above, are basic instruments to decide the correctness 

of our practice. In this poem Kebede makes the crucial point that education alone 

can not create civilized citizens, but that it is an important ingredient of the process. 

Time is the other theme Kebede is concerned with in his poems which we shall 

look into next. 

1.1.7 TIME 

The concept of time is treated in varIOUS ways III Kebede's poems. Time is 

considered as an important factor for environmental, social, and behavioral 

changes. The poem "'JII9"1j" 1./1, " 'The World and Time" explains how one selling 

is changed to another through time. 
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TID-A 1: ~ 1\ if m.;) -" ir 'f' 'Ir.: T 
_ 11' \00 ., H ., .,.,. .t U U-I\- 'i! ., ,: T 
t'lT-llhirT OIlA'i! .,.,.11 
U-1I-9" or.,.t-m. fA-f-A "'f.tll 

(rh ID-OT 11i' 25-26) 

Generations stream along 
And so does the land 
Man forgetful of such happenings 
Overlooks his passing away as well 

Philosophizing about time, particularly about its two facedness, he admirably 

comments in his poem, "~"" ~1 "Today and Tomorrow", thus: 

~" 'I. ",flo., ~ m. P' A ",., '" II'l -ll­
l.",lO;f" II'l fill"" U-I\-

1\.,11' 1\'1111: 0., 1: r-t.OD", 
~1 r-t.lll1m. l1li, 111\.,,,, 

Today is our day 
We can order and use it as we wish 

But we have an enemy called tomorrow 
Over which we have no control. 

It is our responsibility to use the present time effectively; otherwise tomorrow may 

turn against us. 

The other point indicated in this poem is the mortality of man. Whatever he does, 

he cannot escape death. So it is well to be advised to try to utilize our time 

appropriately as tomorrow may bring misery or joy. In the following poem "11"1\-9" 

rl1'~ ~m. " "Everything Has Happened" Kebede describes how foolish it is to live by 

adhering to custom without giving thought to what one may encounter in the future: 
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r;l"th' .,./f J'A""~Hn 
1/"1\0'" J''''?A ~J'g;),ng;),n 
1\ DO ai.1D. " J' flfl 1\ 1\ kID. " J' ,,, 
nA-'J:" 1-t;("A ~A "J'ODtj,,, 
flA'I' ." J'fl"'aJol\A ~1-1.,nC,. 
OD¥J:" ODODI\ft., l\1-m(,.mC,. 
1.11. ~rl\lIImlD. rA"J:"~ l\"'~ 
mHo r~ n ~ 1-IT, II- III ~)!' 

(foh 1'111""(,. ,,.. 87·88) 

The one who doesn't understand the flow of history 
Praises and applauds everything. 
He doesn' t care for the future nor does he think about the 
past 
He leads the traditional way of life without analyzing anything 
But the clever one is attentive, he is not so easily excited. 
Tradition changes through time 
Even enenties become friends. 

The poet realizes that cbange is a natural phenomenon. What changes through 

time is what keeps life going. The death of one person is followed hy the birth of 

another. When the old is destroyed the new is built. Everything is in motion. 

Understanding this natural law is the course of wisdom. 

We have poems which describe the two stages of life · youth and old age. Kebede 

treats the characteristic features of the two different ages of man and tries to 

explain them. He seems to perceive time as an educative process. Youth is an age 

of dreams, as the piece below, < < 1II"l·H+ > >, < < Youth > > suggests: 

J'-,t. 'I'~ li? 
+cJ..+,. -tl? 
flAIl." ,.,.1-

r 'M ,. I/" 1\0 '" " 1-
I\A-'1I IIIC~ ofI~ 

(fihA9" Mil'''' 59) 
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Precious items: 
A stage show 
A piece of music 
Wealth and money 
Gold, Silver, diamonds 
All are for me ... 

On the other hand, old age is a period of life where ambition and desire evaporate 

and man starts to live on his memory. Old age might come before one is prepared 

for it, physically, psychologically or economically. Kebede, in the poem, '1.c~'i''' 

"Old Age" thus treats this theme: 

.,.,,,. ~'c 1'i" 
1\ ., f .)0 /III'i' 
~.".)o ,,"'.,. m. 'i'I 
o..e~ of".Ilh .... 
'Lu,m.l'" ~I\-
fI~ C 1\/1.,. J:1I'i' 
""",.,.,'S Ac~'i'. 

(ra.A9" "111),,. 59-60) 

While I am yearning 
To enjoy still a lot 
Suddenly I lose my health 
My sight becomes weak 
The day becomes dark 
Old age settles on me. 
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1.1.8 DEATII 

Death is a natural phenomenon, that happens to all living t'eings. Because of its 

universality, authors present the theme of death in many ways. It is a key subject 

treated by philosophers and poets alike. Its mysterious and dark nature has puzzled 

them all. 

Kebede is a poet who repeatedly tackles this theme of death. His concern for the 

human soul and his quest for a religious answer make his poems on death touching. 

One of his very well known poems is based on King Solomon's adage on time: 

,,11-/10 P" 1.. /I, 1\ "m. J'. "A fII\ ,. ., 
Am J'.'" m. ~ 0 CO.,."..,.., 
.,. -l- I' P" .,. -l-0 -l- 1.. /I, m. ".:r- J'.11' ., ? 

(r~~ 1\1I-.e. 1A" 88) 

'There is a time for everything says Solomon 
If ever I get the chance to meet him 
I will ask him "when is death going to die" 

At first, it seems that the question is tossed foolishly, but its paradoxical nature 

alerts the reader and makes him continue philosophizing. 

1'1 (Do h t;' -I> ., u n 1\ III "I: .,.l:., II 
o 'I" -l- H t;' " J'. J'. "f.. P" .e. A 'Jo/l 
k-l- "k-l- AII'm. TA'''' 1\1.;1 
All- f1.1 L1~" bl:"1m. .,., f1.m;1 
f1.1 m."'m. 0_.,.-1> n"l9" J'.~~; A 
OD'/Pf O""I-l- .,.,. J'.m1J;A 

(I'.p~ m.n-l- 1A" 87) 
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A man's life from concept ion to birth 
Is a voyage towards his end 
Aware of the immnent danger 
He suffers and worries ceaselessly 
But finding no refuge 
He stands and waits for his final days. 

His novel way of expression projects a clear image of death to our mind. 

Advancing in age is viewed as moving towards death. 

Death does not discriminate. It places every human being on an equal footing. It 

does not measure him by his social status or wealth. This is expressed in the 

following poems: < <",-l- II"A-' ~IJ.A J'se.C;JA > > "Death Makes Everybody Equal" . 

and < < .,.A" U~f1:r- > > "Deep Thoughts". 

1. -)011 to}!.A L(' 1;:> I)lIm;J 
II" A-., M .,.IJ IJ}!' .,. -l- r ~ A- -l- , ;J 

(r"~ m.o-l- 1A": 144) 

It does not discriminate between the courageous and the 
cowardly, the poor or the wealthy 
Death is impartial. 

2. to1.1 hOl. ~1'" 1H. 
"'+Q,l, se.lIr. "'I'I~ o~~ 
to"! 0llm1 'l'1lm. "'-'I'm. 
1'Im. toOD1'I1~ to~ ml\ "''I'm. 
:I" 1.11 "DO ~ .,./1" _ :I" III + 
:I" l" .,.;J" .,. (,,0 .,."+ 
to,.\.,.., -)h-o-l- M.\.i\ ,.., J''''C'f.A 
:r-.,c" .,.1;1\ II"A-,. ~IJ.A J'A'f.A 
1'Im. II"A- -l-hhA }!'''':I"A }!.l.,4-A 

(r"~ m.o-l- 1A": 87-88) 

Be he mature, prosperous, crowned, or renowned 
Be he impoverished, exiled or ost racized 
Be he humbled, glorified .. . 
Be he ragged, disgraced or starved 
Hardship or luxury, all pass equally 
All men die and perish eventually 
What does it matter? 
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And in the following lines: 

,t; ~tn. AJ'h- IJAif<f.L)o-l-
.,., lI.J'rtn. .e 'f'lA .,.-l-., L-l- flL-l­

(r+~ tn.1l-l- ,~: 96) 

Unless we fool ourselves by saying our time is not yet up. 
We dare not see death face to face. 

Even if a man knows that his days are numbered, he tries to cheat himself by not 

trying to think about death. In these two lines the poet presents man's wish to gain 

eternity on the one hand and the unavoidable course of nature on the other. 

Kebede presents death from two aspects: its inevitability, and man's attitude 

towards it. 

1.1.9 lHE lHEME OF MONEY 

According to Kebede, the desire to obtain material benefits is what makes society 

discard its traditional values and run after money. He considers money as a social 

evil. The poems which raise this theme revolve around this central idea. 

The narrative poem "r,.,H1J ~+c" (Love of Money) demonstrates how a certain 

shop-keeper degrades his humanity for the sake of money. The first few lines 

define money as "the wound of religion, the cancer of love". For Kebede religion 
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is the social foundation, the pi llar of society. He explains how money becomes an 

evil when it causes social disruption, thus : 

rlJ)'...,t;:to 411'1A r~~e He" 
, ., /111 IT ~ V" ., ~ l1l'i II\, A ~ '" 0 " 
l'IfI ,.,/111 'i!~e l.r1-n.,. 
/'I II\, /D ~)t.., m 'I h /I OD I\. &. .,. 

/'III\, 1-11,010 hll~"V" ,:" 
(r~~ "''/I-&' 1lt: 99-100) 

The wound of religion the cancer of love 
The source of all human troubles 
Money robs man of his human dignity 
It makes him indulge himself in lies and flattery ... 

Love of money is the evil that brings about the degradation of human beings. 

Therefore, he advises his reader, not to adore money which may vanish at any time. 

In ""'.,1: mll:1"V"'i" "'.,1: 1::> /'III\, " "A Rich Man and a Pauper" he narrates how 

richness by itself doesn't bring joy. The two characters in the poem, the poor shoe 

maker and the rich man, exchange their belongings. The rich man gives the poor 

man gold while the latter gives the former joyful songs and sleep. After the 

exchange, the poor man becomes sleepless because of fear of theft. Lastly, he goes 

to the rich man's house and returns the gold. The poet concludes: 

1.11 J' fI II\, _ M 'f !J" ,., /111 J' fI II\, !J" tl-

M h. I) fI.., /D ~ 1. "':to :1" fI fI. • 
(r~~ "''/I-&' 1lt: 126) 

It is naive to think that money can bring about 
peace and tranquillity 
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The problem arises from the mistaken assumption that money is the source of joy. 

That is why people try to obtain it by deceitful means. According to the poet, it is 

destiny or fate that provides happiness and wealth. This is the point I shall discuss 

in the following section. 

1.1.10 FATE AND CHANCE 

Kebede Mikael treats the theme of fate and chance repeatedly in his poems and 

plays. Since fate according to the Coptic Church is predetermined by God, man 

doesn't have the power to alter it. 

The poem, ""',,'S+ ,f"l (am," "A Rich Man Who Turned Poor", confirms the point 

just raised. A fated person, as told in the poem, loses a large amount of his wealth 

unexpectedly. The reason for the loss cannot be accounted for because it is the 

work of God and it is beyond the capacity of a human being to alter it. 

"'-+ -AIJ,. lJl:A "'-II +o(J~~ 
"'~" ,fIl1C.,A faU.:'" I"~ 
... " m, "',. :'" tD ~ /1111" 'I' ~ I\, "I 
1:, 1 + + ¥" Ill- nrl.f m, n '" "" "I "I • 
,..,1,.+ ""~"+¥I: ",,1,.+ "',1:+_"1 
'" ,. "" t. "" C ,. f -t 1'111\ C 'I' "I "I • 

(r~~ '" 11""~ 1A": 102) 

Her excellency, Good Luck is capricious. 
It is difficult to identify her trait 
Impossible to investigate her secret 
Her sudden appearance or disappearance. 
Is an all time mystery. 
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The fated man, at his death, asked the following epitaph to be engraved for him: 

1I'1.~ 1.1' 1'T'" A'H,u i"O)~'f 
M)OA'1 II"!" AID.e ID")('f 
AA~""A'1 II"!" A~II""A'1 1.'11 
II Cf/ ., OD-t .,.'Ii fl+ II C 11M. 

(f~~ A'II-':' 1A": 103) 

Oh! my friends, mourn for me 
Shed your tears for me. 
I died at forty and was buried at seventy 

The reason why he wrote "I died at forty" is that forty is the age when he lost his 

wealth. An opportunity once lost, may never be regained. Therefore, one should 

be very alert to use the chance one gets. Being unaware of the existence of chance 

is one of the main factors for losing it. The poem "A"~ 111':''' A, ... -1- A.e.,." "A 

Farmer and a Rat" describes how ignorance makes one lose the chance one comes 

across. The rat unknowingly chooses a seed of pea from a variety of precious 

things. The poet concludes metaphorically that the same is true of a man who 

chooses minute things because of ignorance or the desire to satisfy his immediate 

needs. 

The poet's firm belief in pre-determined fate is clearly seen in " fflm. iJ~A " "A 

Man's Fate". In this narrative poem, a king presents before his servant two 

identical boxes, one filled with gold the other with soi l. The servant is ordered to 

choose between the two. The unfortunate servant picks up the box that is filled 

with soil. The poet concludes that man cannot gain what his lot has not given him. 
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1.1.11 MORALITY 

Why human beings behave in one way or another is often difficult to answer. 

Sometimes their motives are apparent, sometimes not, sometimes dubious. In his 

poem "fAflot;' I'IA"'~" "(The Culture of Being Conscientious), Kebede indicates how 

man's animalistic nature dominates him. It is the brutal action of man which 

exhibits his animalistic behavior. For instance, the killing of another person for 

material possession can only be eventually stopped when man's spiritual 

consciousness grows. 

The poem satirizes man who possesses all technological devices but who can do 

nothing to tame himself and is unable to change his evil deeds. 

h'l""''!i 1\P':f Ol)u': }\AO"III" 
A flo T If 'lilt- 1'i' }\ A T MI 111" 
1. , ~ 1",,: -l- .,.1\0 1. , ~ 1. , ~ -l- -III' 
fl\(/)o A~ }\A1'",. A~I\o' .,I\AIII' 
- JI.. 'If t;' .,. 1.1: j!. ~ A ;J A 1'i' 
1:, ;J j!. ) (1)0 oj) I. -l- ) (/)0 f 1\ P':f A flo t;' 

-Jl..'If (/)0 T" .... )(1)0 "'t.~ --he 
f "t - ~ I) 'I' (1)0 ,), 11 oj) tJI ~ QD 4-." e 
1\ (1)0 I),},': (1)0 'I ~ It- III I) It }\, IJ ... 
1),1: tJI'" -A}\h )(1)0 1),1: tJl1' A,M 

His nature hasn't improved from that of his predecessors 
Nor has his conscience 
Unlike metal or wood 
He has failed to carve or shape his conscience. 
Yet he needs the hammer and file to smoothen his coarseness 
Dumb is man's conscience like stone or wood 
Both angel and devil 
He needs to be rebuked and remolded 
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Kebede marvels at man's nature. His creation of instruments to ease his life 

doesn't bring change in his internal behavior. He cannot do away with his inherent 

evil traits such as envy, jealousy and covetousness. 

The two instruments, according to the poet, which could be used as a hammer and 

file to improve his character are admonition and advice . The former one is 

represented by the hammer and the latter by the file. 

The poem "hf. 1\1Do" "Wicked Man" also focuses on man's evil cbaracter, on bow be 

gets pleasure from evil deeds. The wicked man is a mentally poisoned person 

whose aim is always to create misunderstanding among people and obtain 

satisfaction from leading them astray. 

Greed is another theme of Kebede 's poems. A greedy person, he maintains, may 

fulfill his desire for a given time, but the joy he gains through meanness doesn't last 

long and the result may be more devastating for him. Because those ill treated by 

this greedy fortune seeker may take revenge when situations permit. This theme 

of revenge is clearly presented in two poems: "IJ"II-l- aJ.,~.,.,¥:r-" "Two Brothers" 

and "IJ"II-l- II'i= ll1lDo aJ'i=" "A Bird with Two Mouths". 

These two narrative poems explain what responses greed generates. In the poem 

''Two Brothers" a rich man mistreats his poor brother. One day the poor brother 
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catches his rich brother's children eating his beans. He demands for his own beans 

to be returned from their bellies. There is only one way to get them out and that 

is by opening the children's stomachs. The poor brother arrives at this decision 

because of revenge. 

When negotiations fail the poor brother decides to burn both his hut and his 

brother's which are in the same compound. But the consequence of such a 

vindictive action hurts both parties. 

The other poem "A Bird with Two Mouths" expounds how egoism brings about 

death. The self centered mouth, as it is seen in the narrative poem, eats everything 

edible without sharing it with the other. One day the bird lands on a tree with 

poisonous fruit. The mouth which is underfed snatches the fruit to eat it. Although 

the greedy mouth asks the other one not to eat it, the underfe d one swallows the 

poisonous fruit and as a result both die. The lesson Kebede wants to draw from 

these allegoric poems is that the desire to revenge as a result of recklessness is very 

dangerous. 

hf. AII~ flh- til" J'.I' 1\. )'" 
I'IID- A ') fl. 'I' ') 1\ '" II 1\ H: fl.1I" " J'. ...... 

(f~k "lIOD~ 111 122) 

When a man decides to do evil because of a grudge, 
He puts at risk his own life as well as the life of others. 
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Therefore it is wise for man to curb his excessive self interest and rationally share 

his possessions with others. It is clear that this idea of sharing with others comes 

out of the tenets of Christianity. 

Kebede likens the depth of human motives to that of an abyss . 

II"~+ .e-MA rflm- ~~fl mill. 
~1\"'7 MI1'~ fl~ r"'7.e:l".e 
n.,A+1I -m' 1Jl1.:I""f fl.flp-m­
"'''fln-+ ~,c .e,'1A nln.llm-

(r~~ m-n+" 108) 

Man's hidden motives are similar to an abyss 
Impossible to decipher in their darkness 
The deeper one penetrates 
The stranger they become. 

Although it sounds realistic, the poem's religious overtone is apparent as it implies 

that God's doings are beyond human understanding. 

Kebede repeatedly deals with the theme of wickedness in order to expose man's evil 

behavior. Poems like "1.'7)+'1 h4-+" "Kindness and Wickedness" clearly reflect this 

view. Although Kebede recognizes the existence of both evil and good in human 

nature, he moralizes by showing that failure is the result of evil while happiness and 

prosperity are the result of virtue. This is true, he claims, not only in religious life 

but also in the secular one. 

He furth er argues that laughing at others' defects is due to lack of self knowledge. 

No one is born without a defect. To laugh at the ugliness, ignorance, or natural 
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deformity of a human being means laughing at oneself. His final conclusion, it 

seems to me, is that as it is impossible to find perfection in this world, it is best to 

aspire for the next one. 
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2. STYLE 

This chapter focuses on the style of Kebede Mikael's creative works. Kebede 

Mikael has published many books of poetry and drama. We shall treat his style of 

writing in these two genres taking each at a time. However, before we stan 

analyzing his works, we will present first a theoretical discussion to pave the 

way. 

2.1. TIIEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Style is one of the controversial issues among scholars of literature. The issue 

raised in relation to style can be seen from two different perspectives. The first one 

is based on the definition of tbe concept itself. The second is rooted in the subject 

matter on which style focuses. Some scholars argue that style should give more 

empbasis to linguistics. Otbers argue tbat tbe exploration should mainly be based 

on literary theory and that linguistics should come as an auxiliary. 

Our aim is to have a bird's-eye view of tbe concept of style. Let us start with the 

definition given by Harry Shaw: 

The manner of putting thoughts in words.; ... a characteristic mode of 
construction and expression in writing and speaking, ... a literary 
selection that concerns form of expression rather than the tbought 
conveyed (1972:360). 
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Here the emphasis is on the literary work presented. Chesterfield describes style 

as "the dress of thought" (qtd. in Shaw, 360). While Newman considers style as a 

"thinking out into language" (qtd. in Shaw, 360). Swift proposes that "proper words 

in proper places make the true definition of style" (qtd. in Shaw 360). Buffon, on 

the other hand, says "style is the person himself' (qtd. in Shaw, 360). Hugh on his 

part gives the following definition: 

The arrangement of words in a manner which at once best expresses 
the individuality of the author and the idea and intent to the author's 
mind. The best style for any given purpose is that which most nearly 
approximates a preface adaptation of one's language to ones idea. 
Style is a combination of two elements: the idea to be expressed, and 
the individuality of the author. .. (1985:432). 

So far it has been seen that different scholars have attempted to define style in 

different ways. Their co=on point tends to fall on language usage. The 

definitions explain that style is an expression of ideas which gets meaning in the 

arrangement of words. In relation to this point of arranging words in an unusual 

manner which reveals more vividly the common subject, Schapiro says: 

... the style is a system of forms with a quality and a meaningful 
expression through which the personality of the artist and the broad 
outlook of a group are visible. It is also a vehicle of expression 
within the group, communicating and fixing certain values of religious, 
social and moral life through the emotional suggestiveness of forms ... 
(qtd. in Cunningham:20). 

This definition indicates fhat style can also be seen as 5elonging to a group, not 

only to an individual. Schapiro sees the style of a given period as a posi tive 
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achievement. " ... the same style in a wide range of arts is often considered a sign of 

the integration of a culture and the intensity of a high creative moment ... " (qtd. in 

Cunningham:20) Schapiro argues that when an artist shares tbe same style of 

writing with the writers of a given period that can be identified, for example, as 

Elizabethan, Realistic, Romantic, Naturalistic and so on, the writer can be 

considered as the product of the period. 

Lucas explains tbat "word order is the most important thing in style." Lucas 

continuing his discussion states that "literary style is simply a means by which one 

personality moves otbers. The problems of style, tberefore, are really problems of 

personality of practical psycbology ... "(1955:48). 

Most of the definitions tend to relate style to individual usage of language in a 

given text. However, when there is a trace of the usage of tbe same expression 

among literary men or during a given period of time that style is referred to as the 

style of the age. Embler in his essay makes the following point about the style of 

an individual and that of an age: 

The origin of a style, personal or communal, is a mysterious 
thing, not easily analyzed or identified. When the origin is in 
a writer, we say that the style is the man. When the origin is 
in communal tradition, we say that the style is the 
age ... ( 1967:447). 
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Here, we note that style is tbe intermingling of the two: the individual and the age. 

I believe that the points which Leech and Short make can summarize wha t has been 

said so far. 

1. Style is a way in which language is used, i.e, it belongs to parole 
rather tban to langue 

11. Therefore, style consists in choices made from the repertoire of the 
language. 

ill. A style is defined in terms of a domain of language use (e.g what 
choices are made by a particular author, in a particular genre, or in 
a particular text). 

IV. Style is relatively transparent or opaque: transparency implies 
paraphrasability; opacity implies that a text cannot be adequately 
paraphrased, and the interpretation of the text depends greatly on the 
creative imagination of the reader (1981:38-39). 

So far an attempt has been made to define the term style. The next attempt is to 

answer the question why style is studied. Style is mainly studied for two reasons. 

First to analyze how the author conveys his theme and secondly to analyze style as 

a quality. The first one deals with the idea which presupposes the· J~, rability of 
\,<lABA VA . 

. '" ·Y/t-

style from content. Embler describes this point as follows: ~i <; 
~I·~ ~ 
\ lLS LIBRARY ~ 
.. (I 

~ .. ;;;:::' ~'* 

.. . The study of style is significant because there is mearurig in 
it; and we, the readers or listeners, respond to the meaning 
that is in the style as well as to the words that make it 
up ... (1967:448) 

The means by which the author conveys his theme, the mechanism he uses, his 

arrangement of words to address his message to the reader need to studied for a 

full understanding of the work. This is the first reason for the study of style . Since, 
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according to Embler, "the style and meaning cannot be separated" (1967:450) the 

importance of the study of style is beyond question. 

The second reason why we study style is related to its quality. One is expected to 

identify the quality (ies) of a given writer or quality (ies) of a given text. Therefore, 

to study the style of an author means to identify his qualities of writing which 

include his language usage, his figures of speech, his idiomatic expressions, his 

diction, and so on. The investigation of such qualities has multiple purposes. 

To begin with, it helps to place the strength and weaknesses of the text. Above all 

it helps to determine the degree of excellence of the language, and to reveal the 

author's status. As Embler (in the article quoted above) puts it : 

... style is the full account - the man, the manner, the age, the 
content, the context, the purpose, the words, and the meaning 
in concert for the ear, the eye, and the mind. When each 
blends perfectly with the others, the effect, as we know, can be 
supremely beautiful (454). 

Embler concludes that a style is the whole thing related to a piece of writing; the 

author himself as an individual and a member of the society, the subject matter and 

the form he uses, all in all the totality of the author and the work is what may be 

identified and studied as a style. 
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It has been attempted to define what style is, and what it means, as well as its 

significance in the study and understanding of a literary artist and his work. Are 

there other points to be considered? According to Holman, in studying style there 

are some "personal details" to be considered "abstract or concrete, rhythmic or 

pedestrian, sincere or artificial, dignified or comic, original or imitative, dull or vivid 

diction, sentence structure and variety, imagery, repetition, coherence, e·mphasis, 

and arrangement of ideas "(1985, 432). 

Kebede Mikael has his own features of literary style, which distinguish his writing 

from that of other authors. An attempt to identify his style is made in relation to 

the genres he used to write because the genres he is dealing with have their own 

unique features and styles. Therefore, his style is investigated from the point of 

view of his poems and plays. Since the yardsticks used to measure these genres are 

different, we will examine each separately, starting with his poetic works and then 

treating the style of his plays. 

Kebede Mikael has his own litrary style, which distinguishes him from other 

authors. We shall attempt to identify this style of his in the two genres he used, in 

his poems and plays. Since the yardsticks for these genres are different, we shall 

examine each separatly, starting with his poetic works first. 
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2.2. STYLE IN KEBEDE MIKAEL'S POETRY 

Kebede believes that the primary objective of any literary work should be educative. 

A writer should have a lesson to teach in his writing. Upholding the educative 

objective of literature, Kebede composes his poems thus: first he narrates, a story 

(tale), then he deduces a lesson or a moral out bf it. This is one of his 

characteristic features we are going to investigate in his poems with dramatic 

monologue. 

Next we shall examine his figures of speech and diction. We shall investigate the 

poet's language use and his imagery, what effect they have on the reader, their 

impact and vividness in a given poem. 

22.1. DRAMATIC MONOLOGUE 

Langbaum (1963:76) writes that " ... dramatic monologue must have not only a 

speaker other than the poet but also a listener ... " Kebede's dramatic monologues 

fulfill this criterion. Langbaum adds, " ... the dramatic monologue is unprecedented 

in its effect, that its effect distinguishes it in spite of mechanical resemblance from 

the monologues of traditional poetry; .... (Ibid77). 
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Dramatic monologue also has its advantages in locating meaning. That is, we get 

the meaning from the dramatic monologue itself rather than from related subjects. 

The meaning is within the "poetic material itself rather than from an external 

standard of judgment ... the fac t that a poem is a monologue helps to determine our 

sympathy for the speaker, since we must adopt his view point as our entry into the 

poem, the monologue quality remains nevertheless a means, and not only means, 

to the end - to establish the reader's sympathetic relation to the poem, to give him 

' facts from within' "(ibid 78). 

Kebede's dramatic monologues most of the time follow two of the styles among the 

three mentioned by Cicero for rhetoric. These are the "plain" and the "vigorous" . 

His dramatic monologue using these two techniques include : "fhcfl-ffl/lA-JA" 

(A Disciple of Christ) "f).,/1 mil? "(Tear Drop), "fMl'i'6- M.:~ "(The Prisoner 

of Azinara), < <).~~ > > (Remorse), "'I'.~"f" ).,~ lim. "(Blacks Like Human 

Beings), " f,'"iI ~~c " (Love of Money). 

The poems" fhCfI-ffl /IA-'I'A "(Disciple of Christ) and" f1.,/1 mil? " (Tear 

Drop) are religious in theme conveying the message that nothing is impossible 

provided one has a firm belief in one religion - Christianity. The stories presented 

in plain style try to prove how firmness in one's belief can be miraculous. 

In the first poem "fhCfl-ffl /IA ..... cpA "a poor man go to the rich man's house to 

beg for food . The mean, rich man shouts at them to leave the area. Nevertheless 
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they stay there and continue their begging. As they have not had food for the last 

three days, they have no alternative but to stay there. Finally, the rich man loses 

his patience and throws a dry loaf of bread at them. The hungry poor scramble 

over that piece of bread, eat it and thank him. The very same day the rich man 

dreams that he is presented to God to be judged according to his deeds. His wrong 

deeds outweigh his good deeds, and he is about to be handed over to Satan. He 

trembles for fear of being taken to hell. In the meantime an angel brings a dry loaf 

of bread and puts it on the scale; soon the direction of the scale changes and he is 

saved. Upon waking, he analyzes the whole dream. He then decides to give all his 

belongings to the poor and gets employed as a servant for another rich man. One 

day merchants come to his lord's house and suspect his identity. He also recognizes 

them and attempts to escape before they identify him. But the guard at the gate 

who is deaf does not allow him to get out of the compound. He begs the deaf man 

to open the gate for him in the name of Jesus. The deaf guard gains his hearing 

capacity. When the guard recognizes that he is able to hear, he unconsciously 

opens the door and the man escapes. 

This narrative poem ful.fills the criteria stated for dramatic monologue. The 

situation is created when the poor are begging for food to save their lives. The 

characters speak and listen to each other. We see the interplay of characters with 

one another; and the story is resolved when the guard gets cured. 
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The other criterion for a dramatic monologue is also found in it. The meaning can 

be derived from the narrat ion itself and there is no need fo r an auxi liary character 

to explain it. 

The style of this poem is both "plain" and "vigorous". It is "plain" because it proves 

how a believer is able to get whatever he wishes wi th the help of Jesus Christ. On 

the other hand, it also persuades the reader to believe in miracles for the salvation 

of his soul. The reader is moved by the deed of the rich man and is persuaded to 

follow his example. This makes the poet's style of narration "vigorous". 

Regarding this role of the poet, Abrahams elaborats it thus; "" . Most theorists agree 

with Cicero that in order to persuade, the orator must conciliate, inform, and move 

the minds of his auditors.,," (qtd in Lodge 1986:12). 

Kebede's effective use of these features is also observed in his poem "f/f 'I ~"'i f 4-11 

~" " ''The Fruit of the Fig Tree and the Pumpkin". Here too is found a character 

and the narration is very persuasive. It convinces the reader to conclude that it is 

a mistake in the first place to try to challenge the work of God, for He is non-

ernng. 

"'1M" "'.,.,. ~U f~C4- OD9"UC 
flU.,. + r l\./l'flU ih' UJ. 1.., IUd) ¥ C '" ., .,.., r.,.,.,. .,. 1\ 11.,. ofIlI-
ofI If. 'I. II. 1\ J'. 4 J'. 9" J'. t. ;t- A n .,.11-

(r~~ I\lIODt- : 133) 
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You are the everlasting Instructor of justice 
The eternal God ! 
He who argues that you err 
Will be proven wrong in no time 

The two poems we have examined display the poet's strong belief in God and his 

attempt to convince others to believe as well. 

2.22. VERSIFICATION 

Every language has its own rhythm. A rhythm is a repetition of pattern like in 

music, swimming, dance and so on. The pattern of repetition determines the 

regularity and irregularity of the rhythm. Rhythm has more value in poetry than in 

prose. 

The rhythm of verse is measured by metre, a system by which we establish the 

relationship between accented, or stressed, and unaccented or unstressed syllables. 

The pattern of rhythm created by stressed and unstressed syllables creates the 

different forms of versification. In Amharic there are more than thirteen types of 

versification. However, the three commonly known and assumed to be the basic 

ones are 'Yawal bet', 'buhhe bellu' and 'Sango Maggan' ( Mengistu Lemma 1963). 
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Yawal bet in which Kebede Mikael composes his poems has a 6/ 6 metre. The first 

six geminated sounds are called "harrag". 'Yawal bet' ve rsification has two 

"harragoc" which means the time gap taken to read the first six stressed sounds i.e, 

'harrag' and the next six stressed sounds are equal. The poet is expected to 

compose carefully in order to keep equal time gap. This method of ve rsification 

when compared to the others, is a bit more difficult. If the duration taken to read 

the first 'harrag' and the second 'harrag' varies the rhythm will be "broken", When 

reading 'yawal bet' verse one should not feel any irregularity in the flow of the 

rhythm and the rhyme. 

Kebede composes most of his poems and verse dramas in 'yawal bet'. Out of his 

110 published poems more than 100 are in 'yawal bet' . He is a grand master of this 

form of versification and handles the 6/6 metre with perfection. 

Kebede's poems composed with other forms of versification include: "ODlI"'i''i'T " 

(Consolation), " 111"1+ " (Youth), '?ic~'i' "(Old Age), "1I.t-1I.C' " (Butterfly) and 

'?i'n i)ll" (Continuous Rain) . These were published in the collection rUAP" l\/JIl 

(The Dream Flower) (1965). In his other collection r~~ cn.1I+ (The Beauty of 

Poetry) (1964) is found. '''4-fl.t.JlT ¥~ "(Gone With The Wind) is also composed 

in a different form of versification. 
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2.2.3. RHYME 

Rhyme is a musical quality of a poem created by same sounding words. The rhyme 

the poet creates according to Scott (1971:59) serves two purposes. The first "basic 

value of rhymes as well as other musical elements of poetry is that they afford 

pleasure". The second purpose of rhyme is that it gives "the sound of the sense" 

(Ibid). The rhyme created by the poet not only gives pleasure alone, but also 

appeals to the reader's senses and rings in his mind the point that the poet desires 

to convey. 

Rhyme is the bringing of syllables with the same sound at the end of the line of a 

poem. However, in the musical quality of a given poem, the other sound effects, 

such as assonance and consonance, are also included. Assonance, Scott says, is "the 

repetition of vowel sounds in the stressed portion of several words" (1977:59). Here 

one should point out the fact that only simple repetition alone doesn't bring the 

desired effect. Kruezer warns: "It is important to remember that the same vowel 

may have one sound in one word and a different sound in another word, bgte-illgte, 

for example, ... does not constitute an assonance pattern. Assonance is the 

repetition of sound, but not necessarily of a letter" (1955:61); it is the vowel sound 

that brings about the needed quality. 
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A poet also uses consonant sounds. This is called consonance which is defined by 

Kruezer as "the repetition of consonant sounds within different words in proximity" 

(1955:62) . As in assonance, here again it is the recurrence of the consonant sounds 

in close range that produces the musical quality. The repetition of consonant 

sounds at the beginning of the words is called alliteration. "Alliteration", says Scott, 

"is a special division of consonance used when the repeated consonantal sounds 

occur at the beginnings of the words ... But also, in the middle of some words a 

consonantal sound is repeated: as "p" in "piper" and "peppers", the "k" in "picked", 

"peck" and "pickled". Here we have consonance" (1977:58). 

Kebede uses the aa bb cc rhyming pattern in his poems, but occasionally also the 

abab pattern. In Amharic one should take care of the geminated syllables, 

specifically those which are called "saddis's" (literally the sixth form of a letter). 

Most of the time the "saddis's" are not geminated and their occurrence at the end-

rhyme has a depressing effect. Therefore, it is often argued that it is not wise to 

use "saddis's" for rhyming: However, Kebede's verse utilizes various sound patterns 

to create a pleasant rhyming scheme. 

11f1f·+ """'i"+ '1"+ lI1.H.f'l'm. 
1111'1' f A ~1It:m. :'> J'.A'i" h1l t-'I'm. 
ALC If~m. 'II. +Il! ~rl\ll~ 
II,.,· 'Ii , 'Jo ,q:. + ~ ~ r of" t: ~ 
111l"'" hof""7m. r+ ~'J:HIt: 
ILL"" '\J'.1'f ~'J:m<f. +t: 
+A'" ~lIh''("c9'' OD?1I~ LC{I 
h h of" "7 m. :J t- m ~;f-AN'. 9" II {I 
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balofut Zarnanna{. ttnt bag'jt~e'laca?~) 
Wa5san :;aLnabaraw hayLina f:ibracdi» 
a.fdr hondw 2C1.re tihiya ?~'jaLd.7d55U 
StntOcu. ni?"usoc~ lIarru ?i:yJtJrCi5SU. 

babi..Lon I<atammat,v ydt ?i.ncLa..-.:dJrra 

bifaLLJ r; saycgan'- ?Lndat 't'afo.. A;rra 

ttLLt J<i.J.. ?is!<.indir im maK'K~bru ~ari.550 
J<al<atammaw ?"Cl.rd. t 'aftWal t;:;dJ.''I1St,55D 

The variation of the sounds makes the poem \·j\-itl and a ~'lcasure to read. The 

following two poems rhyme in abab ;tvle. The first is from "tJ.tJ. ""n~-t .. (kuku 

melekote) wh il e the other is "f J'.n:rc~ fm'" 'I>&I'I>&lH- - \yedestana vehazzen 

kilkilnet). 

(1 ) fh.,.'"7 joC' f'l"~m. "i"i;l" 
II" "" ') ~ h '"7 ':f.,. /HI n n f J' H 
.,. .... .:. \ ,,~ 1I~,)l.n B-r;l" 

~~i1,) J'J'.C?A f.,.'I>OUOU 

'dJf<ottoma nurro !/Jli7rl70Lo&v C'aCCdtCt 

hULLUt? ?a/~8maEit o SJbfSSfbo Yay"" 
t 2K'k' . a~,J 

Clram honno LJmmanjJS S' t ' t'.: .. 
?JSdbfn . dd a , L·l 

:fa Jrf"a L ':I (l t J K l{fbJ Z J bb dZ d 

(2) J'.n;l"" mH,) 
H<I>HAlJ. 
An.., ill!- HOD') 

11"""1 n m. ~ C lJ. 

dJssitana hauz:n 
?f YJKd L C1./<,'/<'J L K U 

Ubben bizzu ZJmm;;n 

'Simay i- bb2Iv l70N{U 
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However, the dominant rhyming pattern in Kebede's poetry is aa, bb, cc and so on. 

Aside from rhyming, Kebede uses the other methods of assonance and consonance 

for sound effects in his poems. For instance, his use of assonance in the fo llowing 

lines emphasizes the meanness of the rich man. 

1'II.l-'V- 1\MI1'V- "Ill' "f~lt:'"f 
1\.I'I\1IJV- ~nc n~ttlD, ".,t:'"f 

" "Ayredam" "Aysetem" Ayasgebam" 

indicate the miserliness of the rich man. The recurrence of the (a:) vowel at the 

beginning of the words is sonorous and at the same time exploits the meaning of 

" 1\1. ""1\1. " (ay ay) (which literally means "no" "no"). 

The first line of "1'A~ IJftll"f ""Deep Thoughts" where he expresses the fraudulent 

behavior of human beings uses allteration as follows "M+I.". 1\1J..e.k 1\1'I"~j\ MOf 

" (Askeymo akurafi asslekso azzagn) The poet 's use of assonance gives a musical 

quality to the poem. The first phrase of the next line explains the wrong behavior 

of man. "1\I'I"~j\ "literally means to cause somebody to cry. But here as it is used 

by the poet it means making a person suffer i.e. the suffering may be caused in 

different forms for example by not assisting a person economically. Yet the one 

who is mourning the result of the evil deed is the doer himself. 

The line uses contradictory terms to explore the fraudulent behavior of human 

beings who display a false mask on their face hiding their evil intent within. 
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The examples illustrate two basic skill- of Kcbctlc. T il e first OIiC is his creat io ll of 

a musical qual ity by using sonorous vowel sounds, th ereby emphas izing the theme . 

Th e second is his ab ility to use words economica lly anti in such a way tha t they also 

have addit ional meanings. 

When one deals with the rhyme schemes of Kebede l\l ikae l' s poe ms it is impossi bl e 

to by-pass his use of consonance . Th e foll owing exampl es show how he uses 

allitera tion and makes the rhyme of the poe m harmoni ous. 

o."LC o.oIImC o., DDT 0."', 
1. 9" j1. Ul, fI :J" 7f h' fI ~ 9" CD j'. fllJ 

biSS8far biKi<,'ot'ar b ir-'7J rT7 (}t b , LLJl<d 

?fmf '/c 'vItLLJWS ?3yaLfl<'Ki- r:7 vvifY UK J< a 

!!. ..... to !!. --, !!.1' (11/ !!. Ul,'" T 
!!.1 j'. tI !!. '}o 1/ 11". !!. -r tI ~ 1f"7 'n T 

h ass tra b a l77m u ';!CI. b(} t't"tbJO OJ 1WfI<K 'at 

bahha yiL bJ YFU b f Zt net :~ ;} tt fL i- k tJ '?f't!7 f ne t 

The purpose of the alliteration he re is not only fo r sound effect but also for 

increasing the intensity of the idea expressed. In < < 1'tI~ u'ln':f > > "Deep 

Thoughts" Kebede uses a ll iteration for the same purpose: 

taddJ!...J 
carrazJ 

:r 1. fI "m 1"/1" on :r CD <f' 
:r t: If 1";J If 1" t- (I 1:.'" <f' 

t?S50 rTl (J t:iNWJJ{'J 

t c r Fa 0 CJ -::. c7 /7 n a 1< 'oJ-
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Both lines contain alliterative sounds. The first line shows opportunity, promotion, 

joy and fame in an increasing order of intensity while the sounds and the words 

used in the second line show poverty, wretchedness, exile, hunger and humiliation, 

in the same order of intensity. The description goes from the minimum to the 

maximum by using short punch words effectively. 

22.4. DICTION 

It is clear that the writer's proper use of words to achieve his aim is of great 

importance and a sign of excellence. The selection and arrangement of words must 

be done cautiously. The arrangement should bring the desired effect and elaborate 

the message the poet intends to convey. The selection of words should also take 

into consideration the formal and informal usage as well as society's attitude toward 

the word (s). In this connection Holman identifies the following points as qualities 

of diction: 

... (1) the apt selection of the words accepted for the particular 
meaning to be conveyed, (2) the use of legitimate words accepted as 
good usage (excluding all solecisms, barbarisms, and improperieties 
and (3) the use of words which are clear-cut and specific. The 
manner in which words are combined constitutes style rather than 
diction since diction refers only to the selection of words employed 
in the discovery (1980:339). 
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What we understand from the quotation is that the words chosen by the poet 

reinforce the poet's message. Since words are the only means by which the poet 

communicates with his audience the importance of selecting them carefully is 

beyond question. 

The meaning of words differs according to their cultural context. One has to search 

for their connotation beyond their dictionary definitions. The compactness of 

poetry binges on this principle. The correct understanding of the meaning of words 

and idiomatic expressions in a given context is essential to understand and enjoy the 

meaning of the context. 

Let us examine these qualities in some of Kebede's poems. To take two lines from 

Iroro (Remorse): 

r 'i" .,., • .It 111):f I/" r-t ¥ ~ ID. MI to 
r n. -l- /); ID. fI f. .,. C I/" f'\. ,. r of" ID. to 

Not only what your people wear, but also 
Their household item;; are borrowed. 

Here the word < <fof"lD.to > > (literally mearung borrowed) is pregnant with 

different meanings. The word has the meaning of an object borrowed from or lent 

to others. This is the denotative meaning. But what the poet aims at is to explain 

that most things Ethiopians use are not indigenous; they are imported from other 

countries. Even their basic utensils and clothes are brought from abroad. Now 
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what is it that they are so proud of? Boasting about a great tradition is not enough. 

The word < < r.,.m,j\ > > whose root word 'f'it gives special colour to this idea. 

After the fascist's embarrassing comment the Ethiopian character expresses his 

bitterness with expressions such as < < ~.r."o,o ".,)f:-t., 1\.r~I'Im, > > (which 

literally means ''burning my intestines"), which are colloquial and very effective. 

We observe in the phrase" ".,)f:-t., 1\.r~I'Im," how deeply hurt his feelings are. 

Notice also how Kebede builds up the "Iroro", the shame and despair of the 

Ethiopian with the following line composed from two phrases elaborates the anger 

of the "I" line. In < <ho\ol- r-r..r ;.,A • h,ol- r-r.-c> > (Literally burning more 

fiercely than fire and tasting more bitterly than aloes) Kebede galvanizes the 

attentions of the reader. 

In his descriptive poem < < ~ 'f'f .,.,,, > > Kebede's choice and arrangement of 

words reveal his command of the language. The phrase < < "1I.?"t ~"''i' > > 

(The slowcoach and plodder) personifies the rainy period of early September. The 

negative connotation of the words intensifies the darkness of the days beside the 

coldness of the weather. 

Look at the arrangement of the following words; < < ,,1., hot: , ), ... 1)) > > (grew 

up, prospered, crowned, & glorified). What we observe here is that the first word 

< <1\1., > > "grew up" has various meanings. For example, if we take the 
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physical aspect, it could mean the process of growing up or IOcreaslOg 10 SIze, 

whereas if we take its social aspect it could also mean getting wealth or promotion. 

The three words that follow < <hOG. ), .... ,)) > > are short three letter words 

with the same 'Geez' sound (First order in the Amharic alaphabet) perfectly 

balanced in stress and accent; they very economically build up the image that the 

poet wants to create. They follow one another in their logical progression to 

convey the forward growth and development of an individual to richness and fame. 

The decline (in Wealth) is also shown with the same pattern. The words that come 

one after the other manifest the person's deteriorating state. It goes thus 

< <.,..,."" • .r.lIr • .,.(I~ O)~> >. The sequence shows the backward movement of a 

bankrupt person. A perfect expression of a lost identity. 

Kebede's economic and accurate usage of words is the hall mark of his style. He 

chooses suitable words that quickly project an image to one's mind. The proper 

arrangement of words and their precise usage is what is remarkable in Kebede 

Mikael's poetry. 

Unlike other poets he neither brings in Geez words, phrases or expressions nor uses 

complex terms. Kebede's simple language originates from his view that the role of 

literature, particularly of poetry, is to instruct, teaching the reader. Therefore, he 
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argues in his prefaces to his works that in order to teach the masses, it is necessar:­

to use the simple and day to day language of the common man. Undoubtedly he 

achieves what he claims. His purposeful and conscious usage of words is one aspen 

of his style that makes Kebede renowned in the history of Amharic li terature . 

225 PERSONIFICATION 

To give non human things or objects the behavior of human beings is allegory or 

personification. Scott says "When the subject is non-human and the analogue is 

human and capable of human thought and emotion the image is said to take the 

form of personification ... (1977: 159). This helps the writer to magnify his idea or 

concept. 

Kebede Mikael in his poems uses personification for different purposes in various 

ways. In his poem" fill T'7lJl 1J1:" (About Handicraft) he personifies his country 

and makes her speak like a mother. The inanimate land expresses her 

backwardness and her desire to be developed like other civilized countries. 

The effect of personifying the motherland in this case makes the poem vef\ 

powerful and touching because, first and foremost, no human being wants to see his 

mother suffer. The reader gets inspired when he hears the call of the motherland. 
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Kebede personifies his country also in the poem < < ~)!' OD")l\' > > (A Prese nt) 

and the same effect is achieved as in "About Handicraft". 

Among such allegorical poems we find < < fll.::-l- ¥:fI-l-'1 fll'M ¥:fI-l- > > "Metal 

and a Clay Saucepan" where he make the two objects chat like old friends. They 

are out together for a picnic. While walking the clay saucepan accidentally clashes 

with the metal one and breaks into pieces. The poem is meant to teach the moral 

that unless friendship is established on equal status, the result will be disastrous. 

The other poems Kebede has written m allegory are: n.t.n.~. ( Butterfly) 

-lr'1"+. (Consolation) ),'f'f 111\. (Continuous rain) 111\ ~~" f1Y.A .,"7. .... 

(The Poet and the Echo) M.,fI-t-'PA. (Non observance) ft.fI ~A. (Skull) A")¥: 

1\01.'1 ~.,¥: 11")!~. (A Man and a Monkey) Am.t. Jl.~. ¥:OD-l-t; J'~.,. '7A1A. (A 

Cock, a Cat and a Mouse) U,'::"" .. - ... ( A Rose and a Cloud). In Kebede's 
fr~9-t)t.n1/'7' 

poetry personification is seen ~ This influence may be traced to religion. Kruzer's 

statement: "primitive religions relied heavily on personification, the forces of 

nature, winds, storms, lightning, sunshine, frost were personified as gods and 

goddesses friendly or inimical to man. The urge to personify has continued to the 

present both in poetry and in every day speech and thought. (1955:100) may be 

aptly applying to Kebede. 

In the poem " fl\m. mil" " (Traits of Man) different wild animals tell their 

discontent to their creator. God promises to reshape them if any animal declares 
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anyone single deformity. And no animal finds any weakness in its nature. The 

poet then applies logically the same truth fo r human beings, for no one is willing 

to accept his/ her deformity or shortcoming. 

The othe r poem < < fU'fiT TcI/lT > > (Conceit in Wealth) deals with two pack 

horses. They are on their way to the market. One is loaded with silver, and the 

other with wheat crop. The one loaded with silver boasts that she is greater than 

the other because she is loaded with silver. In the meantime robbers arrive and 

kill the pack-horse loaded with the silver and spare the other one. The poet's 

message is quite clear for those loaded with silver. 

The other poem "J\.,n~'i' ""'I " 'The Lion and the Monkey" indicates that power is 

useless. The poem presented in personification shows the quarrel between the lion 

and the monkey. The lion, confident of his strength, lurks in the "house" of the 

monkey. The monkey is suspicious of his presence and calls fo r help. When no 

response is forthcoming, the monkey concludes the lion is there and forces him to 

respond-thus outwitting him. 

In Kebede's poetry abstract concepts and objects are alos personified. For example 

in the poem < <fMI;l-r; f~II" ~A~A~T > > (The Blend of Happiness and 

Sadness) the world is given human character. In another poem < < TtltTr; > > 

(Modesty) a drop of rain is given human traits and it speaks to God. 
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23 STYLE: KEBEDE MlKAEL'S USE OF NEO-CLASSICAL RULES IN IllS 

PlAYS 

It is obvious that Kebede's reading of classic literature has highly influenced the 

style of his plays. There are discernible features of the neo-classic French style, 

especially those of Corneille and Racine. Therefore, it becomes necessary to 

investigate his plays using the characteristic features of Neo-c1assicism. 

Kebede explains in his preface to Yetinbit Kattaro that the playwrights and authors 

who won universal fame wrote their creative works based on biblical stories. He 

mentions Dante's Divine Comedy or (Divina Commedia), Milton's Paradise Lost, 

Leta's Jerusalem Liberated (Jerusalem Liberate), and Racine's Athalie. 

Kebede, influenced by his mother's religious teaching, and by French classic drama, 

has written two plays fully dealing with religion: Akeab and Kiddus Gabriel 

Bemdre Gennet. Kebede states in the preface of Akeab, that he learnt his style 

from Racine's Athalie. However, Racine's play deals with the history that followes 

after King Ahab is passing, whereas Kebede's deals with the story of King Ahab 

himself. Regarding Racine, Vinaver says: 

Racine enters the literary life of his time with the 
determination to respect its conventions and usages, for 
th irteen years he participates in it as a disciple rather than as 
an innovator, his language and art seem to conform to a type 
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already consecrated, as if hi s one concern were to do what 
others have done before him and to match his production with 
principles firmly establ ished ... ( 1955: 1). 

What Vinaver has said about Racine can also be true of Kebede because many of 

his works are adapted from earlier works. 

The other style Kebede has picked up from the French classicist, is the separation 

of "tragedy from daily life". To quote Vinaver again "instead of being a 

transcription of everyday reality with its accidents and its impurities, they will 

present the spectator with an idealized image of human sentiments at their highest 

degree of intensity" (1955:6). Similarly Kebede's plays do not reflect everyday life 

but an idealized one. 

One of the neo-c1assical ru les is that a play should be constructed on a single plot, 

that the action should revolve around one restricted plot. Kebede applies th is rule 

in his plays Hannibal. Yetinbit Kattaro and Akeab. In these plays every action of 

the characters facilitates the fall of the hero, which in turn clears the ground for the 

end. 

In Hannibal the refusal of logistic supplies fo r Hannibal by the Cabinet of Carthage 

gives victory to the Romans and brings about the tragic end of Hannibal. We also 

observe in Akeab the action revolving round the plot constructed by his wife 
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Elizabeth which brings about the tragic death of King Ahab. The plots in these 

two plays run smoothly towards one goal. 

The other feature of Neo-classical style is that writers take their plots from history. 

In this respect Kebede Mikael's plays Akeab, Kaleb and Hannibal are good 

examples. Selecting the leading characters from the higher ranks of society is also 

another feature of this period. All the heroes of Kebede Mikael's plays are kings 

and generals. 

However, Kebede doesn't strictly adhere to the neo-classic rule of the three unities 

of time, place and action. In Yetinbit Kattaro the duration is twenty years. The 

same is true for Hannibal where the locations for the actions vary widely. The only 

unity that Kebede observes is that of action. 

The other feature that makes Kebede Mikael smack of Neo-classicism is that he 

writes his plays in verse. He has only one play written in prose: Kiddus Gabriel 

Bemdre Gennet (1965E.C). This is the last one among the published plays. The 

other four plays are written in verse. The method of versification Kebede uses in 

his plays seems also similar to the Neo-Classicist-hexamete r. Wallace Fowlie writes 

the following in relation to this: "In the tragedies and tragi-comedies of Corneille 

and Racine there is often considerable formalism in the dialogue, and it is made 
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especially apparent by the strict syllabic versification of the rhymed hexameter 

couplets",," (1968:3). As we have seen earli er, Kebede's versification is almost 

perfect and most of the time strictly composed in hexameter, the Amharic 'Yawal 

bet' which has the 6/6 meter pattern. Kebede's scene division seems to follow also 

the "French scene" style. Black defines the French scene as follows:-

... It is all talk: nothing happens, but the people emote to 
each other in very formal terms. A may then say to BAh , but 
I see X approaching and leave, because X is hateful to him, X 
does indeed approach, and you are in the next scene, X may 
then be left by B for some other carefully explained but 
natural seeming reason and X may then soliloquize, saying 
what he feels about what he has just heard ; this is scene iii. 
When these successive entrances and exits lead to and empty 
stage, that is the end of the act. The next act takes place on 
the same set and has the same general strategy(l977 : 93). 

It seems that Kebede follows the formula mentioned in the above quotation. For 

example, in Kaleb, the Roman captain arrives at Axum and admires the castle and 

the act ends as soon as the captain finishes his soliloquy . Then Act II starts. He 

meets by chance one Axumite chief, they exchange a few words, and the chief 

promises to take him to the King. Here Act II(l) ends and next Act III Scene I is 

seen in the palace; all the scenes and acts go like this. 

The other feature of neo-classism is the absence of action. Every happening IS 

reported, rather than seen on the stage. In Hannibal the arrival of Hannibal IS 

reported not seen. Also the battles are not seen, only announced and their 

outcome reported. 
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In KaJeb the attack on Christians by pagans is told to the audience by the Prime 

Minister in Act I Scene II. The victory of Kaleb is also reported in Act II Scene 

IV by a messenger. 

From the examples cited above, it IS possible to justify the influence of Neo­

Classicists on Kebede's style. 
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3. GENERAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF KEBEDE MIKAEL 

Kebede is a renowned literary figure in Ethiopia. He ranks among the few who 

dedicated their energy and time to matters of education and the production of 

literary works. We have dealt so far with the themes and sty les of his poems and 

plays. Kebede's other contributions to Ethiopian literature will now be examined. 

As an eye-witness of the Italo-Ethiopian (1936-1941) war, Kebede has always 

regretted his country's backwardness. To rectify this Kebede worked hard to 

institute formal education in the country. He wrote poems in praise of education 

and he tried to enlighten the youth through his textbooks. He focused particularly 

on the Italian invasion, and on Fascism and tried to teach the people to be 

prepared to protect themselves from external invaders , specifically from those 

armed with modern weapons. 

He took education as the basic instrument of modernity , as well as the torch and 

power that can rescue the country from backwardness and underdevelopment. Thus 

he concentrated his energy on preparing teaching materials, particularly those for 

the teaching of the Amharic language. 

These teaching materials include ,,'),. 'i' r9"')Q 11 OD'7 tf (Reading Lesson J), ;/"th'i' 

9"1\'" (Story and Tale book 1-3) ;/"""~ 1'IP'l- (Great Yien) (used as supplementary 
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reading material for elementary schools) which were used up until the Derge 

regime came to power. Generally the themes of these textbooks emphasise the love 

of the motherland, loyalty to the emperor, the importance of education, the 

significance of Christianity and the value of morality. The texts contain Ethiopian 

folktales, biographies of famous men and translations of some works of great 

thinkers of the world. 

Kebede, besides preparing the textbooks and translating the works mentioned 

above, produced original works of his own. His non-creative works which contain 

general knowledge also have similar themes as the ones mentioned above. His 

books p'A"I~ .,,,+ P"').!:')'f (What Does Civilization Mean?) X;r') 1.')~P"') 

"'''m)'f (How Did Japan Develop?) clearly indicate his ambitions for his country 

to follow the path Japan followed. He takes Japan as a model because of the 

similarities these two countries have. Both are monarchical and neither had been 

colonized. He also advocates loyalty to the emperor as the Japanese have for 

theirs. 

His other researched writing includes :1'''. Mh').!:'c (Alexander, the Great), :I'''''~ 

fllP'f (Great Men), 1..+,..,.,,<; P"1\6-1l'l! p'A"I~ (Ethiopia and Western Civilization), 

r'Mp" :l'6h (World History), r P'A"I~ Mc (The Atmosphere of Civilization). All 

are aimed at informing the reader about the world and familiarizing him with what 

is going on outside Ethiopia. In one way or another Kebede tries to share his 

knowledge and experience with his fellow citizens. In doing so he has played a 
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significant role in the history of Ethiopian education, particularly after the Italian 

invasion. 

Kebede expresses his vIews towards different genres of art and shows a clear 

preference for 'the Queen of the arts' "Kine" (poetry). His concern for art is shown 

" in his article Old Ethiopian Paintings" (1961 E.C) published in three different 

languages Amharic, English and French. 

Kebede in this short but significant work indicates three basic points in relation to 

Ethiopian paintings. First he expresses his view, though in general terms, on 

Ethiopian paintings that the ancient paintings were related to religion. The main 

reason for this, he argues, was that the painters were clergymen and "debteras" who 

had no modem ideas of painting; however, they were among the very few people 

to get traditional education. Due to the impact of traditional education and lack 

of exposure to Western works their paintings gravitated towards religion . Kebede 

in relation to this kinds of painting states: 

--- Actually the painters were priests or "dabtaras" and their works were 
destined for the church. If we look at the copies which foreign historians 

have had printed in order to give an idea of Ethiopian painting, we are not 
satisfied with the movement of the lines, as well as the colors are not 
pleasant. These paintings often look like naive works of children--- (Old 
Ethiopian Paintings, no page) . 

Here, we see that the paintings were drawn by priests or "debteras" (since they were 

drawing without acquiring the basic skill of drawing and general knowledge of the 
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field) their works were poor in quality . They were drawing for religious purposes 

such as painting angels and The Angels. Kebede also indicates the major weakness 

of combining colors. But I will leave this part to an art critic fo r he is in a better 

position to deal with the meanings of these concepts and the idea they flash in the 

professionals. What could be said at this point, however, is that Kebede paves the 

way for the fine art critics on Ethiopian paintings. If one wants to study the ancient 

paintings, Kebede indicates the whereabouts of the paintings and the hardships that 

may be faced by the researcher. He writes: 

The Ethiopian arts are rooted in the Christian faith , and one must 
wander from convent to convent, tiring travel since large areas are 
still inaccessible by modem methods of transport if one desires to see 
and study ancient traces of history and civilization--- one has to 
recognize that if we want the historic relics of Ethiopia to be known 
to the world , great efforts are still to be made (Old Ethiopian 
Paintings). 

The third point he raises in reference to ancient Ethiopian paintings has a historic 

perspective. Since Ethiopia has had a relation with Byzantium, he wonders if its 

civilization had made an impact on the Ethiopian painters. He expresses his hope 

that researchers would study the paintings In relation to Byzantine art and 

specifically in relation to the Renaissance in Europe. 

He further comments on Wallis Budge's collection of old Ethiopian paintings: 

Wallis Budge, the historian , did much to make Ethiopian paIntIng 
known abroad. In voluminous tomes he showed to the public 
reproductions in color, printing nearly three hundred pictures. But , 
due to his limited purpose, instead of drawing them from many 
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sources, he necessarily confined himself to very few documents. 
Therefore, his reproductions show little variety , a characteristic 
exaggerated by the crude technical methods used fifty years ago. On 
the other hand, Abbe-Leroy's book printed a few years ago in Italy, 
offers a more eclectic selection. As to the book published by 
UNESCO, we may say about it what we have said about Budge's 
book, an expensive work but with little variety in the documentation 
(Old Ethiopian Paintings) . 

His criticism of the works done by foreigners, indicating their weaknesses, helps to 

rectify many misconceptions about Ethiopian paintings. 

Kebede, though not a painter, is concerned about Ethiopian art . He raIses basic 

issues in his essay. Above all , this early article of his can be said to have stimulated 

critical studies to be pursued. 

Kebede Mikael' s hope for the advancement of art in Ethiopia is seen 10 the 

prefaces of his creative as well as non-creative works. In Ethiopia, until recent 

years, artists were given a low social status. Kebede, realizing that artists were not 

respected as they deserve to be attempts to change the society 's wrong attitudes. 

In so doing he preaches how important art and artists are for the spiritual 

development of a country. Kebede in one of his non-creative works fp'AIIj~ hfC 

(The Atmosphere of Civilization) explains how art ists are respected in civilized 

countries and condemns people who consider artists as inferior to other 

professionals: 
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--- fHL' tD!-'I" f-II.; tD!-'I" f~'il -I '\/1//)0 1\,1: .rA~ 
1\C-til-l- .... AIIJ~ h~ III ho(lct; 'f':J f'l".rl'l/ll//)o ODIf). ,"ur; 
1\l:c') f:1"tD+ 1'I.1f' 1111.11' OUIPt:.r 11t-';f, 1\c1:M-';f IIU"IItl­
",I: f"t11J'f'//)o, AlIi-/f.r 1.''''/11- A'OD!jf/l,. 

It is well known that the civilized ones give a high respect for 
a vocalist or musician or a professional dancer and a renown 
artist. In this respect we wish that our artists get due regard 
from our people (PPlO- ll) 

Furthermore Kebede advocates that artists are the naturally gifted people who are 

depicting beauty in their works. Explaining how they do this, he says: 

~'il CIJoII.r'II-,.,.I\+il 1'I.1A., -II.; //)oll.r, 111:'1"6. MAt; ~c,.. //)oll.r, 
II-il-c 1\IIJIIJAt; 11+11'1" 1\.,"!-).r A,"':1"!- I,"C:J/l-a :to~ //)o1l.r'II,.,.,ct; 
11;)..,0(1 A' 1:.r1A., I ,"C:JA a MlI.u ·nil, .... IJA' :to~t; I:cl'I.r 'f't; i-"7IJt-'f'//)o 
/l1D-1I+ 1\11\11., --1(,1 1ft;' -11+ )//)oa!-U'I" 1'I.1f' //)011+'''00''''" f-~/IIC 
-.f A' ...... c lilLA:JA. !-U fOD~/IIC -I ( .. . ) f"t11//)o II1\C-tM-'f ",I: 
0(I;J' ) //)0 .. .. 

Dance expresses beauty through movement, music through sound, painting 
through lines and color combinations . Poetry enables one to express beauty 
in speech and thought. Therefore, the main function of dance, painting, 
poetry, ... is to serve as a means to reveal beauty. To do so there must be 
talent. And talent is found only among artists,--- (Ibid p.80). 

He does not only state the importance of art in a country. He practices it himself. 

He is a devoted professional producing many poems and plays. 

Kebede also introduces renowned artists and some of their great works together 

with his comments on their contribution to their countries in particular and the 

world in general. We see this in :1"I\I\~ 1'IP''f (Great Men) where he presents the 
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brief biographies of Homer, William Shakespeare, Goethe, as well as synopsiS , and 

brief historical backgrounds of their works, their major themes and critiques of the 

Iliad, Macbeth, Faust. He also gives an account of how the authors of such great 

works wrote them. 

Besides in ;/"'I'I~ fllPl- (Great Men) he explains how man's interest in art 

develops. In this book he argues about the importance of oral literature and how 

it helps the development of written literature. 

---~~ f "tL1'(. fllPl- "'"'lIP,"l- ... "'1I.,&IPl- 1"o{I/\ID- +1:.,. ~ ..... ~nc.fllD-"'I't 
nll'~ 1.1&. ", hm"'''' h.M;/" h'h-T'" h)!",H f1"~'" hAil- -''P1"ID- fIDIIl"T 
;h-l- h~ J'/\ '1';1 J''I'fID- 1l'~1J)o 1"1')": n.l.1I1l- ""~nT M1""L). hTID-AI: ID~ 
TID-AI: nODof-'Il\~ of-J' ~"ID- I\IDCI: I\'I'GI: fODIIl"T' "'I''I''"f ... of-G.fo"f 
n-lIU~T Mof-Mflll- nho{lc J'i1+V-IP.'f1D- )!""C. 

--- At first men who created poetry were called entertainers, minstrels and 
they were looked down upon. But as knowledge developed the words used 
to express man's inner feelings of sadness, happiness, his prayers and heroic 
deeds were found to be of great value. Those poems, tales, that were sung 
by the people and that were passed from generation to generation orally got 
to be collected and recorded respectfully. (pp.18-19) 

It is important to note from the paragraph cited above how Kebede has been keen 

on oral literature and its importance for writers of fiction. He explains how authors 

have used it in their fictional works. Kebede was the first critic and writer to show 

the significance of oral literature for modern writing and the second to note that 

this property of the people should be collected and published in book form . 
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Kebede, as a moralist, argues that the purpose of art should be to instruct and to 

help stop the decline in the standard of morality. He considers 'money' to be one 

of the causes that brings about moral degeneration. Regarding the interconnection 

of money and artistic out put he has this to say in f ..... A"I~ "fC (The Atmosphere 

of Civilization): 

----!;"I'+C'i I\t-J I\r'I'i" 'l''iUl' '''-J +ruc+ II-flm+'i ftla 11 Il-,) .,.':'A h~ 
1I-J1:I.~ ~OC.~1C~' h.,.-A"'ti tlallofJ r-tLII1U1' U4.-JC ofJ;I= ~.ell" 1'UofJ 
~'4.h~A n-II')' "UofJ ~'4.h~A 1..,.,. 1.1'1 f-t'fl"fUl', )1C -J~l.ofJ MLI\1. 
II'h 1.{1 ~'4.IIUI' 1I-J1:I.., 1..,.,. 111." f-tL~1.UI" )1C -J~l.ofJ '7fA. 
rfl/l\,~ fl.++r; h~ 'II "fl.,.'f+ f-tm.e~ )1C f+l.nll+ ~'J:.II') 1I.1/)aJo 
".e'fAr. flIIlI.u lD.er rfl/l\,~' +C",-, ntlallfl f/)UI'++ J:.I.Jr -m' 11~ 
.,1:1.., "1111.'1'" ftlallll-'f/)UI'++ I.I.Jr nll.'UI' -m' h~ -J1:I.~ '7fA---

--- Initially the main objective of the art of the theater and the film was to 
educate and to raise the moral standard of the people. But the spectator is 
not only expected to learn but also to pay. In order to make the public pay 
there must be something that it can enjoy. Therefore it is necessary to do 
what pleases the public. If a highly subtle work is presented the public may 
not understand or value it. Hence, the dilemma of whether to lower the 
standard of the work or else the need to raise the knowledge of the people--­
(pp.67-68) 

Harmonizing the degree of high level art and the tastes of the public is the problem 

tackled by Kebede. The options are either to lower the standard of the art or else 

wait until the people's ability to appreciate good works of art is attained. 

Therefore, it is necessary to have critics as mediators and interpreters of the real 

value and meaning of a work of art. What Kebede wants to emphasize is that art 

that is intended for commercial purposes results in the lowering of standards . 

When we gauge the works he produced, it is obvious that Kebede, the poet-
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playwright, essayist and critic has contributed a lot to the development of Ethiopian 

Ii tera ture. 

Professor Tamrat WI Arnanual, in his article(1936), praises Kebede as a translator: 

~~. 1"',,1\.. Tl+. hID''''' ~t.l\ hLl')..,.e n"tTl")V"n+ '1.11. h11J1l-'i' 
')""~h"t. 11'': hTl")-n+ t')t;JC l\J'flTJ'f.+ hH,)'(-'I.1I.1'" hC,," 
J' ;'i'1D' 11'': .e1'1A---

When he translates a poem, a tale, from foreign authors, particularly from 
the French, it seems as though he had done it originally in Amharic, at times 
his translations are found to be an inprovement on the original ones---
(p.20). 

Professor Tarnrat's comment was made fifty years ago when Kebede was beginning 

his career as a writer. His talent had seemed evident even then. 

v Kebede's poems and plays are written in very clear and simple language, that can 

be easily understood by the average reader. The words he chooses are simple but 

their order of arrangement, combination, and the rhyme schemes he uses make 

them very powerful. This helps him to communicate his themes easily to his 

readers. To be able to use a common man's language and at the same time 

attain sophistication in arrangement and thematic concern requires extraordinary 

skill. Unlike his predecessors or successors, for that matter, he doesn't use 

difficult words or phrases. Above all he doesn't empl OY Geez words and phrases 

a style which is still fashionable with some poets even today. Thus Kebede's works 

are spared from obscurity. His poems are often cited as models of "yawal bet" 
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versification. In this regard, it is believed, they are unparalleled and will withstand 

the passage of time. 

Kebede has played a significant ro le in introducing classical plays such as Romeo 

and Juliet, particularly through the formal education system. He is the first 

playwright to have extensively used stude nts for the production of plays and thus 

creating awareness of the importance of the art. At time when there was limited 

access to modern art and literature, he gave valuable guidelines in the introductions 

to his works. He is considered a pioneer in this regard. 

Kebede's contribution to the development of Amharic literature is seen eviden tly 

every where. He was the first author to be awarded the Haile Selassie I 

Grandmedal for literature and remains till today the country's poetlaureate. His 

endeavours to inspire his fellow country men to build up their nation will endear 

him to the hearts of the people for a long time to come. 
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CONCLUSION 

To sum up the foregoing discussion, this study has shown that Kebede Mikael is one 

of the most popular men of letters in the history of Amharic literature. His glory 

stands sparklingly high in many areas : teaching material production, vers ificat ion 

and play writing. The role he played in preparing teaching material for the 

Amharic language at elementary school levels is very significant. His poems, tales 

and adapted materials were widely read, particularly after the Italian war, among 

the students of the 1950's and 60's. His translations adapted from classic and other 

creative works helped his fellow countrymen to be acquainted with western 

literature. Kebede's self initiated move to learn western literature resulted in 

advancing the consciousness of his countrymen as reflected in his creative works. 

Kebede notably contributes to the history of Amharic poetry and playwrighting. 

Most of Kebede's poems are didactic as they are projected to teach moral values. 

In addition, he deals with various subjects and themes as has been shown in the 

discussion of the themes of Kebede Mikael 's creative works. 

Kebede Mikael has his own style of composing poetry. His simplicity and rhyming 

are of very high quality. His usage of assonance, consonance and alliteration has 

a dual purpose. It gives musical quality to the poems and also enhances the 

elaboration of the theme. Another quality of Kebede's poetry is his diction. The 
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language he uses in his poems is simple, fits the day to day conversational style , but 

its arrangement suggests powerful meaning and reflects great beauty. It is th is 

usage that has made Kebede 's poems popular. 

The presence of the ab ab style in his poems goes against Kane's statement: 

"Recurring patterns of the type aa bb, abab, etc., are not known to the writer" 

(1975:23). The researcher has observed the recurrence of the patterns in the 

published poems of Kebede Mikael which Kane had overlooked. 

The other point that this study has illustrated is the influence of Neo-classicism on 

Kebede's form and content, although, the influence is quite restricted. 

Kebede Mikael's publisbed plays are five. Two are translations. The themes or 

his original plays fall into two categories: those which principally treat religious 

themes and those which deal with history as well as with the love of one's mother 

land. 

As in his poems, Kebede's style in his plays also tends toward Neo-classicism; in 

particular, he follows the style of such French playwrights as Corneille, Racine and 

Moliere; for one can easily observe in his plays the characterist ic features of Neo­

classicism. 
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Kebede Mikael stands first among the literary men of his time. One can say that 

he is a man of letters who paved the way for the development of Amharic 

literature. He is not only confined to producing literary works but also provides 

theoretical backgrounds for the genres he treats. 
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