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ABSTRACT 

Writing small Amharic fiction became a dominant 

practice by the beginning of the second-half of the present 

century. These works, derogatorily known as Amharic "dime 

novels", constitute a large portion of the prose fiction in 

the language. If not identical many of them have 

conspicuous similarity in their format. They also share 

some attributes with regard to their techniques and subject 

matter. 

Amharic "dime novels" are often criticized for their 

poor literary standards and there are tendencies to ignore 

their significance in Amharic literature. Except for a few 

brief remarks no serious attempt has been made so far to 

study them. The purpose of this thesis is, therefore, to 

have a closer observation of the major features of these 

works , and to pin-point some of their contributions to 

Amharic literature. Descripftive and explanatory as it is , 

the thesis illustrates the creative aptitude and technical 

performance demonstrated in these works. 

I 
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-d) A:v' la~ic L d~~i',e novels", themselves being the product of 

a literdture in a process of c hange, hav e in turn been the 

cause for the tra nsition. They have pl a yed a rol e in 

p r omoting Amharic prose fictio n into a different s t age -

helping it to break away from traditional p r acti c e and 

mov e t oward modernity. Even though they continued to be 

highly infulenced by the old authors, they nevertheless 

introduced new elements of modern narrative techniques. 

Apart from their significance in depicting the socio­

e conomic a nd cultural color of their time, these works hav e 

undoubtedly enriched Amharic literature with more 

experience in fiction writing. 

I n brief , the study enunciates the nature of the firs t 

large scale literary production which reflects the creative 

temperamen t o f a new gene r a ti on of wr iters t ha t cropped up 

i n t he 1950s and 1960s E.C. 
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Definition of Terms 

Many t erms are co ined to de s ignate ideas, concepts, 

methods , etc . in literature . One may find more terms than 

one being used to e xpress similar concepts or, as it is 

sometimes the case, a term may be v ariously interpreted. 

In order to avoid possible discrepancies, therefore, it 

would be proper to give a specific definition to a few of 

the terms as they are used in this thesis. The following 

are considered to have a key role in the discussion. 

Central Character: As it is often the case, stories 

present a person that plays a central role, a protagonist 

whose being, according to Dietrich, " .. . is central to the 

action" (Dietrich Undated: 79) . However, the term 

'protagonist' involves a meaning that goes beyond be ing a 

principal character. Another critic descr ibes the 

protagonist as " ... the one who undergoes the major change , 

the one whose career serves as the chief focus o f interest, 

the one around whom a ll else in t he pl ot revolves" 

(Fr i edman 1967 : 154). It has also come to be the 

equ ivalent o f a hero who engages himself to noble causes 

a nd whose endeavour to promote human ideals wins for him 

the sympathy of the reader . But the p rincipal 
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;::h.:.::-.:.=t~:::-~ =f tl.L~ · ~aj or ity of Amharic "dime novels" lack 

such qual ities and can hardl y be referred to as 

protagon i sts . Instead , the term " centra l character " is 

used in the thesis to indicate the main personage of a 

story. 

Feature: This , is rather a more general term and in literary 

criticism it refers to the various aspects , both internal 

and external, of a literary piece. It embodies the 

prominent and conspicuous properties of a work which also 

comprises the various components and methods employed to 

organize them. The term is applied in the thesis in this 

general sense and includes the different aspects of both 

the subject and form of a work. 

Form and structure: "Form" is a more frequent l y used term 

in l iterature and its application traditionally goes to a 

literary genre or type such as the novel, short story , 

bal lad, etc . A more current approach r elates "form" to a 

central concept that deals with the methods of organizing 

the materials of a literary piece. In the wo rds of Abrams, 

" the ' form ' of a work , in this central sense , is its 

essential organizing principle" (Abrams 1981), and 

has very much to do with its structure . If critics use the 

term "structure " interchangeably with "form " it is because 

they b o th are 
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referring to the organizationa l mechanism and the shape of 

a work. As defined by Shaw " "form " is the manner and 

style of arranging and coordinating the parts of a 

compos iti on, the structural pattern of a work of art " (Shaw 

1972) . "Structure" may mean more than a forma l attribute; 

but the term is used in this study in its limited sense to 

mean the mode of organization, the construction and 

arrangement of the different actions of a fictiona l work. 

Moralistic-didactic: In the criticism of Amharic 

literature , it is perhaps Thoma s Kane who first used the 

term (Kane 1975 : 29). In fact, the two terms impart a more 

or less simila r concept that they may appear as redundant. 

A standard definition of the term 'moral' reads as 

"pertaining to or concerned with right conduct or the 

distinction between right and wrong: .. . the moral teaching 

or pract ical lesson contained i n a fabee, tal e, experience, 

etc. II 

(Barnhart 1969) . There f o re, the term ' s application goes to 

the nature o f the subject matter that is being dealt with 

in a work. 

On the other hand, the term ' didactic ' is defined as 

" intended for instruction ; instructive :... incl ined to 

teac h or lecture others too much: ... " (Ba rnhart 1969), 

--, 
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thus, pertainiug to the of app~' .(ich vr t.he lue l..hod of 

presenting a material. The study makes preference to 

continue using the term 'moralistic didactic' to 

designate a n idea that contains both the content of the 

work and the intention or the manner of presentation of the 

a uthors -moralistic in content and didactic in intent. 

Narrative Technique: "Narrative" can be simply understood 

as a piece of literary work that tells a story, factual or 

i magined, and which constitutes the setting , characters, 

episodes, actions, etc. The term "narrative technique" 

therefore, refers to an aggregation of various ways and 

means that a writer employs in developing his story. It is 

the mea ns i n whi ch the s ubject, idea, theme a nd all the 

foregoing in a fictional work can be realized. Recent 

deve l opment in fiction underlies the indivisible 

relat i onship between technique and sub j ect matter; "A 

theory of technique also requires that the critic assume 

that the sub ject matter o f a novel ... cannot be separated 

from its technique, since i t i s only by means of technique 

that these ... have any existence a t all " (Stevick 1967: 

46) • The term is applied t o the methods emp l oyed in 

constructing the fictional materials into meaningful 

relationships . since this is a concept pertaining to the 

organi zationa l 



- y; -

process of a work it would ubviously lJ., L-.,ldi:..,d 1.. - uLher 

critical concepts such as form, structure, and plot. 

Plot: "plot may be defined as the arrangement of events and 

actions in a story to convey a theme" (Dietrich Undated: 

127), and it refers to how the actions of a literary work 

are causally related to each other. It is the plan of 

action on which the parts of a story are interrelated 

••• I as these are ordered and rendered toward and 11 

achieving particular emotional and artistic effects" 

(Abrams 1981). Events may not be arranged in their 

chronological order ofccurrence to become a plot. Instead, 

it is the arrangement of events as the writer wants them in 

order to achieve his desired effect. As its definition 

reads, "A plot is different from a story or story line (the 

orde r of events as they occur) " (Shaw 1972). 

Popular: In a study of li terature certain forms are 

referred to as popular. The term employs different 

concepts such as the amount of its readability, the low 

price of the work, the kind of subject a work is dealing 

with , etc. Based on these critical concepts, therefore, 

the term is here applied to mean the kind of works which 

are cheaply produced and whose literary merit is below the 

taste of the educated, bu~whlich are read by the less 

educated portion of the population. 
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SiliJieci; &nd' .Lheme: "Subject" is a broad i.erm for wilC1t"v"r 

is treated in a work and explains wha t a writer is writing 

about. It is the area of human experience that constitutes 

the material with whi c h an author makes hi s story. 

"Theme", on the other hand, refers to the comment made on 

the subject. It explains how a writer views and interprets 

that part of human experience he writes about. "properly 

speaking, the theme of a work is not its subject but rather 

its central ideas which may be stated directly or 

indirectly " (Cuddon 1977). Hence, it is the kind of 

message that the writer intends to communicate to his 

reader or the generalization that the reader is expected to 

reach at. 

Since a wo rk of art may be variously interpreted a certain 

degree of variation is possible while making a thematic 

statement . 

Sub-p lot: The term stands for a certain structure of a 

story, o r a ser i es of actions, that develops on a 

relatively separate course from the main line of the story. 

It is defined as " a subsidiary acti on in a play o r 

story which coincides with the main action " (Cuddon 1977) . 

The term is used here to explain an action that may be 

separately viewed from the main line of the story but which 

appears there to assist its development. 



- xiii -

- , .!"---- _ .. 
U ..&...L\,.C.LCl.LY c. .c i ticism works are classified irtto 

certain species or types of.. literature based on their most 

general form. These are, according to the classical 

classification, "epic, tragedy, lyric, comedy and 

satire, to which would now be added novel and short 

story"(Cuddon 1977) . There may be different varieties of 

the same type and, hence, the term 'sub-type' is applied in 

this study to denote such varieties of the novel type. 
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Pronunciatioll i\",y 

Vowels 

a ' a ' as in act, bat 

a ' u ' as in curse 

e ' e' as in r oses 

e 'a' as in name, fate 

i Ii' as in if, big 

0 ' 0' as in no, object 

u ' DO ' as in doom , moon 

Consonants 

~ 'ch' as in church 

~' a glottalized palatal stop 

s ' s h' as in shoe 

~ a glottalized dental fricative 

X a nasalized palatal stop 

k' a glottalized velar stop 

j ' j ' as in jungle 

~ a glottalized dental stop 

p ' a glottalized bilabial stop 

Note: Unless stated otherwise all the dates are given in 

Gregorian Calendar. 

· ... , 
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Introduction 

This thesis is written to study those works of Amharic 

fiction which are o ften derogatorily referred to as 'besa 

lebollad ' a term coined to mean ' dime novel " . Amharic 

"dime n ove ls" constitute a good portion of the prose 

fiction in the language . However , these works are not well 

studied as they should because critics mostly focus on 

major works. 

In his book Ethiopian Literature In Alnharic Thomas 

Kane deals with a few of these works. His study is, by and 

large, a thematic one and does not emphasize the technical 

and other aspects of the literature. Moreover, he does not 

make any distinction between this group of works and the 

rest of Amharic prose fiction . A couple of articles 

appeared in the sixties by Solomon De~essa and Mangesttu 

Lamma . In fact, it is the forner "'::,0 firs';; :-:.a:Je this 

distinction and who gave the label of "dine novel " to these 

works . It has now become an establi shed fact to think of 

the existence of a certain group of ~orks ~hich are kno~n 

as Amharic "dime novels ", 
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Both critics reproached wnat t ne w.r ii:ers of t, k se 

books were doing. Solomon Deressa reviewed these works 

and evaluated them as unworthy of being considered as 

literary pieces. In fact , Solomon Deressa ',Irote his 

article to hush down the people who made " a hue a nd a cry " 

about the foreign-educated Ethiopians for faili ng to read 

Amharic books. Mangesttu Lamma also manifested his anger 

and charged that these writers were corrupting Amharic 

literature. He was particularly incensed by their 

moralistic/didactic intent. 

Whatever their standard may be, these works ought to 

be given due attention and be studied for two main reasons: 

1) They are the first indigenous large - scale output of 

Amharic fiction and hence reveal the nature of its 

creative tempe rament at its early stage; 

2) These works are the basis upon ~hich ~ode~n Amharic 

prose fiction developed - d r awing lessons fron their 

thematic and technical usage . 

To have a proper understanding of the rise and 

development of Amharic fiction one should exanire the role 

played by the " dime novels". This thesis ·.cas originally 

planned to study the characteristic features of these 

works . Later, however, preference was made to fo cus on the 
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m~j or features ~ecause the aspect that COUJO De taken RA 

typi c al to th em l S no t of card i nal importa~ce t o 

distinguish them fro m the r est of Anharic fi c t i onal work s . 

A p rinc ipa l dif fer e nce betwee n t he two lS t ha t of size, a nd 

this would be a factor too peripheral to be considered as 

their distinguishing feature or quali t y . Taking this into 

account, therefore, a study on the various attributes of 

the "dime novels " and their contr ibution to Amharic fi ction 

wa s believed to be a better task to attend to. 

The main objective of the thesis , therefore, is to 

have a closer look at these Amharic books and to elaborate 

their social, technical, thematic, etc. 

t rie s to answer the ques t ions : 

attributes. It 

1) When did the "dime novels" flou rish and how did 

they e merge as a dominant practice? 

2) Wha t s i tua ti ons favou r ed t hem? 

3) Who are the writ e rs of t he " d i me novels" and what 

di d t hey writ e abou t? 

4) What me thods a r e em?loye d i n the ma ki ng of t hese 

works? 

5) What i s t heir significance to the development of 

Amhar i c ficti o n writing ? 
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:Ill", th",,,.i.,, i s divided in1.o four chapters. The first. 

chapter is a very brief account of the Amer ican dime novel; 

its background and maJor features. It is important to 

consider if these Amharic books and the American dime 

novels have common features . This information will be 

useful in explaining the nature of the relat i on between 

them - which shall come at the end of the study . 

Chapter two provides a review of the background of 

Amharic fiction wri ting and thus briefs on the literary 

experience prior to the "dime novel ". This is extended to 

relate the post - war literary activities and the changing 

social milieu with that of the emergence of the Amhar ic 

"dime novel". It also makes an introductory remark on the 

general traits o f these works and the opinions of critics. 

Chapter three begins by defining the kind of books so 

named as "dime novels" and forwards a set of criteria used 

to identify a work that belongs to this group . The chapter 

studies the major features of the "di::1e novel " based on 

fifty selected works. According to the ~ethods employed in 

organizing their materials the ',;o::-ks are divided into 

different groups. In order to facilitate the process a 

profile of the plot of every work is also made available . 

The same data is used to identify the najo r themes that 

are frequent among these works. This is followed by a 

discussion of characters and language styles. 
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i n c hapter rour thp. r.i)$dis highlights the socio­

historical significance o f Amharic " Dir.e Nove ls" and thei r 

contribution to the deve l opment o f mode rn ficti o n wri t i ng 

in the language . The co nclusion summa r izes the main points 

of the preceding chapters and enunciates the propositions 

which may , hopefully, answer the above mentioned questions. 

The preparation of the thesis has been hindered by a 

few difficulties. Finding a typical American dime novel, 

for instance , has been i mpossible and this created a lack 

of first-hand information about the forro l . The lack of 

information, however, was compensated by reading the 

comments of critics who have dealt with the dime novels. 

The unava ilability o f statistical data and document ed facts 

on the nature of the literary activities in Ethiopia, the 

number of books published, the number o f copies sold, the 

ki nd of books imported, the kind of mov ies screened , etc. 

has been a se r ious chal l enge in conducting the re search . 

Therefore , the thesis ha s to rel y on fragments of 

information gathe r ed f r o::l differen t c:' r e::: t and i:-:d:'rect 

sou r ces to complement wha t 1S mi ss ing. 

A singl e work nay have different ~ea~u res which need 

to be discussed . But considering that t~ere are many ~orks 

inc l uded, it would be impossible t o dea l ~ ith all of the::l 

in a pape r of this size . Therefc ~e, it has becone 
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necessary to limi t the s c ope o f thi~ Rtudy and to focus 

only on the major and mos t recurrent fea t ures . I t has also 

been a se r ious challenge t o decide on h ow t o go a bout 

mak i ng a detailed textual analysis to sUbstantia t e the 

p oints being rai s ed. Providing a single observati on with 

such an analysis may take many pages. Therefore, except on 

a few occasions, the textual analyses are left out and 

examples are only referred to in the works in which they 

are found. 

One other challenge was the task of translating the 

Amharic text into English . certain Amharic texts are full 

of culture bound expressions that are difficult to be 

correctly re ndered into Engl ish . At times , the Amhar i c 

texts are ungrammatical that a direct translation would 

appear awkwa rd . On such occas i ons , there f o r e , t exts a re 

slightly shortene d a nd their g r ammatical erro rs correc ted 

before being translated . Whenever there arises doubt that 

a t e xt has not been accura tel y r ende red t h e Amhar ic 

equivalent is given. 

The thes i s, though i t does n o t claim to be a 

comprehensive study, hopes to serve as a starting point for 

further study on the subject. At least , it would draw the 

int erest of other critics to examine t he na t ure o f t he 

creative spirit contained in these works . 
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CHAPTER v .. ", 

1. The Dime - Novel: A Brief Account of Its Emergence 

and a Summary of Its Major Features 

The dime -novel has it s origin in the united States of 

America where it emerged as a popular form in the second­

hal f of the 19 th century . It got its name from the 

American word for ten cents which was originally the price 

o f these nove l s. Here are some of the major historical and 

socio-economic factors which have been assembled from 

various sources as having contributed t o its emergence and 

popularity. 

The period in wh ich the dime-novel flouri s hed, 1850 -

1900, was a turning point in the hi story of the united 

States . The c i vil War (1861 - 1865) was a crucial event in 

the political life of the country and in the making of 

modern America. The war brough t about a large military 

population and along with i t a ris ing sense of nationalism 

pervaded the cour.try. On the other hand, the vlar was 

followed by the advancement of a new kind of industrial 

economy which dre~ America into a different socia -economic 

milieu . Industries and business centers sp read throughout 

the country, nevi infrastructural proj ects such as the 

Trans-continental Railroad made rapid progress thus 

, 
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<'ue ..:: raging many people to come to urban ,",pnt'p,"", " . :t 

creating large masses of workers and business ::',e n (Elli s 

1954 : 503 - 513) . 

Such being the genera l situation, Ameri cans were 

caught by a tide of great s ocia l change . since the 

literary practice of a certain period is somehow related to 

the general socio-economic and cultural life the literature 

of the US has also foll owed the trend o f the changing 

times. As Mil t on Ellis says, 

" The results of these changes were far reaching, 
extending beyond the bounds of industry, Commerce , 
and other economic enterprises, into the realm of 
the cultural and spiritual life of the nation. 
Ult i mate ly the optimi s tic idealistic, romantic view 
of li fe .... yielded to the realist ic spirit, 
(Ellis 19 54 :504)." 

Before the realism of Howells , Dreiser, Twain and 

Crane gained the appreciation of the American readership , 

however, as a kind of transitional literature, another form 

became popular. This was a kind of literature produced to 

provide stories for the growing number of arny soldiers and 

construction and factory workers . Magazines like Harper's 

Magaz ine (1850) and Atl a ntic Monthly (1857) appeared to 

serve t his purpose by presenting serial ized stories which 

were , later o n, put together in the form of a novel . 
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T' ·" ti .l ,,\., - IlOV"- _ has thus ",vol ved to domillate the 

I; terary scene of the US during the second - half of the 

nineteenth century. According to the Beadle & Co ., a 

famous publisher of dime - novels, the war, the frontier 

sett lement s a nd exper iences o f Ind i a n life a nd chara c t e r 

were t he s ub j ects o f these wo rks . S . Elli s 's Se th Jones 

(1860) and Anne Stephen's Malaeska (1860) are examples of 

the dime-novel. These works had an immediate purpose of 

inj ecting national ism and a sense of 'Americanness ' t o 

you ng members o f the Un i on Army a nd t he new wo r ker 

population. To this effect the stories are largely 

characteri zed b y melodramatic actions and exaggerated 

sentimentalism . 

. . . the d i me -nove l p r ov i ded the new working class 
with tales of adventure a nd exc itement that were as 
i mplici tl y polit ical i n thei r nationalism and 
patriot i c fervour- t he popular novels of the 
period , especially the dime novels, created an 
i ll usory rathe r tha n a r ea l past is precise l y t he 
point : these works were not intended to tell their 
audience who they were, but who they ought to be 
(Salzman 1988 : 553) . 

Therefore, t he dime-novel co~ld also be vie~ed as a 

propagandistic literature of the roman tic t ype that 

depicts ideal heroism . Its popularity waned as these 

historica l events, the civil \var and the \-iestern Fron t 

campa i g n, grew dimme r in t he memory of t he nation . In the 

course of its development , however , other forms of popular 

fic t ion such as the domestic novel emerged to dominate the 
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scene 2n the l~te !1in~t'='l?n1: L century. The domestic 

s entimentalists , a s they are c ommonly k nown , were the most 

widely spoken of. Except in the cho ice o f s ubj e c t there is 

no marked dif f erence be t wee n t he di me-novel a nd the 

domestic novel; the later 

" was but a variation on the adventure fantasies of 
the dime novelists. . .. In most basic sense, there 
was little difference between the Heaven yearned 
for by Susan Warner and the open spaces of the 
West that attracted many dime-novelists .... what 
they provided was the illusion of a meaningful 
structure (Salzman 1988:565)." 

The domestic sentimentalists seemed to be uncertain 

about the effects of the socio-economic changes that they 

looked back to t he ir past f o r be lie fs, moral va l ue s and 

their stories were, as it is in the dime-novels, designed 

in the manner of a romantic tale of adventure. In the 

words of Alexander Cow i e, 

" the domestic novel may be roughly defined, in 
its first phase at least, as an extended prose 

ta l e compo s ed c hiefly o f ccwC.on p~ace househ o ld 
inc i dent s and e pi s odes casually ~orkEj in t o a t r i t e 
plot involving t he f o rtunes of cha rac ~ e rs who e xi s t 
less as indiv i duals t han as ca rr ie r s o f mor a l o r 
religious s e ntime nt ( Cow ie 19 51 : 413 ) ." 
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The tradition 0f p0pula~ l ic~ra ture i~ ~. _ ~o known in 

England even before it was in the United Sates . The penny 

dreadfuls of England were melodramatic and sensational 

tales and in many regards were simila r to the American 

dime novels. According to the definit ion o f A. F. Scott, 

a penny dreadful is a " ... novelette of violence mys tery, 

adventure, which is cheaply produced, "(Scott 1967:215). 

The dime-novels and other popular fiction are 

generally regarded as having hackneyed and often poorly 

contrived plots . The production of such popular fiction 

was primarily motivated by business interest - the authors 

wrote their stories in a rush to get them quickly sold. 

They were fully occupied with moralistic purposes and 

seemed to pay l ittle attention about orig i nality of style 

and technical excellence. The result, therefore, was the 

reproduction of fiction wi th more or less similar plot 

patterns , stock characters, themes, narrat ive style, etc ... 

Margaret Dalziel emphasizes on the repetitiveness of 

popula r fiction in the following wo rds. 

They cons':.antly repe a t stock situations and 
characters ... : t:he nautical hero : t:he 
foundling motif : the abduction o f the heroine : 
the seduction of a~ innocen t girl by a 
designing aristocrat: the use of the 
supernatural, \·: ith prophecies and 
premonitions . .. ; the pO\-ler of the emotions, 
particularly grief and remorse, Khich 
frequently cause illness, madness or death ... ; 
and the tri umph of virtue over vice . The 
rigid observance of these conventions is one 
cause of the overwhelming sameness of these 
stories (Dalziel 1957 : 16) . 
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Such wo r ks were not criticized fo!" viola ting the 

values and accepted conventions of the society- not even in 

their use of language. Whe n they deal with issues of 

mora lity they echo ideas that conform with a lready 

established conventions and beliefs of the pUblic . This is 

a characteristic that may be accountable for the 

predictability of these works. 

The dime novel , as it is the case with othe r forms of 

popular fiction, is the product of a society in transition. 

Therefore, it would be inappropriate to identify it as the 

literature of the new age much as it is wrong to say that 

it belongs to the past. 

In r eality these writers represented the 
transition from the older romance to a new 
type of novel , the nature of which wa s yet 
undetermined . As romance, many were pall id 
reflections of a type that is past, love 
stories bathed in sweetness and sentimentalism 
and conveying mo ral lessons but seldom 
penetrating beneath the surface of life and 
hence throwing little light upon its meaning 
and significance (Ellis 1954 : 513). 

In defining the dime - novel , therefore, one has to take 

into account the above political, economic, and social 

atmosphere that outlined its emergenc e as a p a rticular forn 

of the novel genre that was popular in the United States of 

America in the late 19 th century . As the dime novelists 



we r e ~ ... dteur writers who write their stories ! " !" S<'.l<? , 

their works are often criticized as poorly done . writ ten 

fo r easy and qu i ck readi ng pleasure, t he i r printing is 

least cared for and standard control seems almost absent. 

As commodi t y items - it is the numbe r of sales than the 

q ua lity o f a work that mattere d most both to the autho rs 

and the publishers. In addition, since the dime novelists 

usual ly write on popular subjec ts a nd already establis hed 

idea s their works seem old ev en when they are newly 

written. I t i s t h is l ack o f originali ty and fre s h nes s tha t 

became the major reason for their quick extinction. 

However, dime novels have become successful in 

establishing the tradition of literary communication among 

the l owest order of the population. They are popular in a 

more comprehens i ve sense o f the t erm . At t he outset , they 

are intended f o r th e common people and , indeed , h ave become 

pleasurable to the majority of them . They are also popular 

in t he sense t hat t hey a r e less expensive t o be easily 

obtained by many people . Though t~eir lack in artistic 

excellence and their sensational approach to life hindered 

them from gai n ing a lasting influence they have bee n able 

to effectively capture the interest o f the audience of 

their period . 

.;J 
;/ 1 
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CHAPTER TWO 

2 . The Emergence and Development of Amharic " Dime Novel " 

2.1 Background 

In the course of the development of Amharic prose 

fiction Tobbiya (1900 E.C.) was the first narrative written 

in about 17,500 words. This was followed by Yato Menem 

Laybak'annenna Yato Mei'u1ot Bakanttu Tarik (1911 E.C.), 

Wadaje Lebbe (1923 E . C.) and Addis Alam (1925 E. C.). 

The authors of these works had passed through the 

traditional c hurc h school which was then the dominant 

i nstitution o f education in the count r y . Afawark' Gabr a -

Eyyasus was born in Zage, a famous center for church 

education in Gojjam. Heruy Walda-Sellase had also been to 

Ragu'el Church at Enttotto where he studied reading and 

writing . Thei r experience in these church schools 

contributed in shaping their inte llectual attitud e ( Bahru 

1991 : 106) . 

I n t he ir choice of subject matte r and t echnique, t hese 

authors employed some of the proninen t featu r es of 

devotiona l litera ture 2 . The teaching of the different 

books of the Christian relig i on in Wadaje Lebbe and the 

demonstration of a strong faith of the Chris t ian characters 

, 
j 
. 
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in TobbiYd dna ~aj ebD Has~ab , t or example, s how the 

a uthor s ' preo c cllpation wi t h subjects s i mi l ar t o t he 

devot iona l literature . Rev i ewing T'obbiya, Al bert Ge rard 

wr ote , 

... , Christian ideals remaine d alive in the 
minds of the learned. It had always been part 
of the function of Ethiopian literature, 
devotional and narrative, whether oral or 
wr itten in Ge 'ez, to remind listeners and 
readers of the true message o f the Gospel . 
... Lebb Wa ll ad Tarik must be considered 
as an attempt to illustrate wha t was best in 
the native Christian tradition that has 
e xisted uninterruptedly s ince t h e fourth 
century (Gerard 1971 :283 - 4). 

In the 'gadl' literature it is common to find an 

episode that deals with the conversion of 'aramaweyan', 

i. e, non - b e l ieve r s inc l ud i ng Musl ir..s , i nto the Ch r ist i an 

religion . Such an episode, f o r example, is found in Gad1a 

Takla-Haymanot where Abuna Takla-Haymanot baptizes a 

cer tain Muslim family which i n t u rn converts a large 

community of Muslims . Eventhoug~ this idea is u~derplayed 

in the sto ry o f To bbiya it may also be rega r ded as the 

c entra l t hematic point of the work . As t he s t o r y comes to 

an end it emphasizes t he point in t~e declara t icn made by 

t he convert king . 

" Due to the ignorance pa sse:J on to me 
from my forefathers I have l i ved by 
s upplicati ng a n idol . But no~ Keres t os , 
g ave me he a rt, drew me ou t of i gn or a nce , 
l e t me k now t he true Creator . Si nce the 
true re ligion i s fr om Keres~os , He has 
become my re lig i o n. Those o f you who 
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would like t.o b a by my s id€: s j-IO ulu 

baptized as I have d one s o 
When he s aw t ha t his religion ~as 
he decla red tha t" a Chr i stian 
gov e rn a nd ne ver be governed " ... 

" ... , 
revered 
should 

Because of one merchant all ~ere saved . 
Because of one woman all became 
believers. On the wo rd of one k ing wa s 
f ound ed Ethi op ia ( Af~w~r~ 1961 E . C.:68) . 

The influence of Church literature is also manifested 

in the techniques u s ed by the e a rl y Amha r i c authors. The 

u se o f an ideal p os itiv e hero , the use of an e p isodi c pl ot, 

the interference of the supe r na t ura l, the abundance of 

coincidences, etc., for example, are characteristics of 

hagiographies that one can often trace in the first Amharic 

wo r ks. The protagoni s ts of T'obbiya and Y~lebb Hassab are 

charact erized a s persons of strong fait h, wisdom, 

determination and as promoters of a noble cause. As it is 

the c a se wi th G~dla Kerestos-Samra, Gadla Giyorgis a nd G~dl~ 

Takla-Haymanot s uch idealizat ion and aggrandizement o f a 

hero is characteristic of all hagiograFh~es. 

Deve l op i ng a nar r a t ive along the her~ ' s line o f ac t ion 

rathe r than as a cause - and - effect relatio~ship of events is 

another charact eristic of the ' gadl that has also 

influenced the first Amharic wor':s.~~e ' g~dl is a 

na r rative composed of a series of eve nts and episodes which 

g ene r al l y appear as i ndependent units . Th e units are 

loose l y inter r elated and become parts of the whole o n ly in 
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terms of the similarity of th",.i.L " uuj", ,, i... :ill GadJ.a 

Ke r e stos-Samra, fo r instance, there a r e about thirty-six 

such uni t s dealing wi t h different events and episodes. 

These units make one long narrative not because the actions 

a nd happenings of the c onsecu t i ve units are logi ca lly 

interrelated, but becaus e the y h a ve a c ommon functi o n of 

featuring the di fferent miracles of the heroine . In doing 

so the writer achiev es his goa l by c ommunicating the 

rewards of hav ing a strong faith to the reader or listener. 

Gadla Gabra - Manfas - Keddus and Gadla Takla-Hayma not have 

twenty-eight and sixty-five chapters respectively which 

feature episodes that may also be viewed as independent. 

Like wise , logic and causality are not what govern the 

development o f the stor; of Addis Al a m. The relationship 

between the subjects of the different chapters appears more 

important t han t he causal rela t ionsh i p of t he actions. 

Ac ti ons ha pp en not a s t he natura l deve lopment o f the story 

but as means to inspire state~ents which t he author uses to 

communi c ate his l esson s i n good co nduc t or i deal i stic 

behaviour . 

These wri t ers ' contact with the mode r n world equipped 

them with ne~ ideas and li~erary forms which they used in 

their works (Bahru 1991 : 105 - 9) . Afa~ar~ Gabra-Eyyasus ~as 

in I taly wh en he wro t e Tbbbiya (Gerard 197 1: 279 - 280;Bahru 

1991 : 106) . Heruy lValcia - Sellase had also travelled to 



-lb 

Enyldm.i. [' rance, Germany, Egypt, Greece, Israel and .:Japa n 

on different government missions which had exposed him tn 

the modern world of life and literature. 

Afawark ' s stay in Italy and his exposure to the 

r omantic t radition of Western novel is ts enabled him to 

introduce the novel to Amharic literature. Though there is 

no evidence available to indicate if Heruy wa lda - Sellase 

has actually read j ohn Bunyan 's The Pilgrims Progress the 

fact that his Wadaje Lebbe has the most general 

characteristics of the f orme r would induce the reader t o 

believe that the author might have at l east , known of an 

earlier translation of Bunyan's book in Amharic. 3 

The authors' or i entat i on to the Wes t has also inspired 

in them a desire for change , a strong wish to get their 

country civilized(Bahru 1991: 103-4). This is manifested in 

their works and has become a dominant subject that 

characterizes the first Amha ric works . As Albert Gerard 

says, 

Antebellun Amharic -.v riters ,·:ere change 
oriented .... , there is an overt critique 
of Ethiopian society and mores . All 
emphasize in varying degrees t~e need to 
abolish the exorbitant privileges of the 
feudal overlords, to outgrow obsolete 
supersti tions and degraded customs, to 
accept technolog ical change . They were 
eager propagandists for the nodernizing 
line .. . (Gerard 1971:303). 
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Change has always been a common agenda for Ethiopian 

writers . Heruy Walda - Sellase, who is a major write r of the 

pre-war period, is an advocate of moderniza tion and his 

works a r e characterized by ideas of change . Though he did 

no t use it in c r eative l i t e r atu r e Afawar~ Gab ra -Eyya s us is 

also known for his progressive outlook. 4 other writers who 

wr ote in o ther genres t oo uph e l d t he need f o r refo rm. 

Gabra Egz i ' abeh e r' s p o e ms ma ke an a ppeal f o r p o l i tical 

reform, a nd Tak l a-Hawa r eyat Takla - Maryam ' s Ya'ensesoc 

Komedi (1904 E . C. ) is also a satirical c omedy which refutes 

the cor rupt bure auc racy o f the autocrati c gove r nment . 

Most often, the writers take Europe as a model for the 

kind of civili zatio n they l ong t o b e a d opted by their 

society. In Add is Al iim for instance, Awwa~a , who is 

presented as the model of a modern ma n, wears a European 

costume and tries to live in a Eu ropeanized manner . 

Throughout the story the author uses the central character 

as a mouthpiece to convince the scc~e":,· of the need to 

abolish superstitious and immoral trad~tional practices . 

He also tries to introduce the a::lvan t3.ges of European 

technology by demonstrating the use of the telephone and 

the phonograph. In his other work, Yalebb Hassab, the same 

author refutes the traditional custon of child-marriage and 

gives advice on the advantage of modern ~edication. 
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Amharic p rose fiction, af ter be ing briefly interrupted 

by the Ital ian occupation, resumed with works such as 

Are ' aya( 19 39 E.C.), Age ' azi; (19 48 LC.) Endda wattac 

Karraac (1946 E.C.) etc .. Though the hostile experienc e at 

being colon i zed flooded Amharic fiction with new themes of 

national ism and patriotic resistance, writers also 

continued to instigate the society to stand for change. 

Germac~aw Takla -Hawareyat ' s Are'aya, f o r example, is 

the continuation of what had already been attempted by 

Heruy Walda-Sellase in Addis Alam. The central characters 

of both works are young men who have travelled to Europe 

and who upon the ir return show interest to change the ir 

society. Eventhough Are'aya puts more emphasis on 

patriotic resistance it a lso deals with the theme of reform 

which is forwarded in the l ong dia logue s that the central 

character makes with othe r characters . 

Church li~e rature has also con~i~ue~ t o influence the 

authors of the post - war period . Such techniques as the 

interference of the supernal and the arrangement of 

narratives on an episodic - plot can be seen in ~orks like 

Age ' azi. The cent ral character o f this s t ory , fo r 

in s tance, speaks with Ethiopia who reveals herself in the 

disguise of a lady on a horse bac).: (p.62) . He also 
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experiences miracles, suc;n as ene. p ll . ling out of h .LS rib-

bones (p . 82) , that remind the re~~er of similar actions in 

the ' gad Is '. 

One day, while Age ' a zi is visiting a ce r ta in schoo l in 

Europe , h e c ome s a c r oss a geography clas s whe re he 

overhears the teacher tell ing the students about Ethiopia's 

colonizatio n by a f asci s t p ower. He gets a ng ry at this and 

returns to his room. There, a v o ice fr om an unknown origin 

c omes a nd s i ngs t o him a so ng o f conso l ation (p. 7 4-75) . On 

another occasion he is vi s ited by Ki ng DavidS who provides 

him with ve rses of prayer. After the departure of Dav i d , 

saint Giyorgis arrives on his horse and pulls out Age'azi's 

rib- bone so that he may feel the kind of pain t ha t his 

fellow citi zens in Ethiopia are s uffering (p81-82). Such 

meetings with h eavenly beings or saints is chara cteri stic 

of ' gadl ' nar r atives . The Miazia prayer o f Ga dla Kerestos-

Samra, f or example , tells how Huse, Eliyas and Yohannes 

(Moses, Elijah and John) visited Kerestos - Sa mra in orde r to 

baptize her \-lith holy "Iater t~a t they brought fron the 

river Jordan (p127 - 134). 

Though the degree of application varies from work to 

work, early Amharic fic ti on (1900 - 19 40 6 E . C . ) can 

generally be said to have been influenced by forms and 

contents derived from both indigenous and Western sources. 
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The authors used the techniques of t:he . giiri ) 

such as the episodic plot, the ideal all round hero , the 

supernatur al, etc . The use of allegory and descr iption of 

characters and setting are elements traceable to western 

influences. They no t only continued to deal with religious 

subj ects but also began to dea l with concrete social 

problems. 

2.2 Change and the Rise of a New Generation 

with the memory of the fascist invasion still fresh, 

Amharic works that ensued after the Restoration of 

Independence dealt with the war and the patriotic 

resistance. As years passed , however, the memo r y of the 

war years waned and other more topical issues began to draw 

the attention of the wr iters . 

Amharic prose fiction ma rked a development with the 

publication of Endda Wattac Karrac. Unlike its 

predecessor, Are' aya, this ',:ork does not give predominance 

to historical events of t he wa r. The war being an active 

background t o the story , it gives mo re emphasis to showing 

how the war affects the life of the people. The author 

goes one step fon.;ard to deal \o1i t h the social problems 

caused by the wa r, such as the breaking - up of families, the 

rampant practice of prostitution and alcoholism . 
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Tn th successive years more fiction appearen rn"r 

heralded the entrance of a new generation o f wr iters to the 

literary scene. Authors like Dassalann Hara-Mika ' el , 

Mazgabu Abata , Ba ' emnat Gabra-Amlak, Makonnen Zawd~, B~kka 

Namo , Getaccaw Awwa ka , Takla-Maryam Fanttay~ e t c . were new 

authors who came in the forties. This is also a period in 

which Amharic prose fiction takes another important step by 

introducing the short-story genre. Recently, critics seem 

to have identified Tamasgan Gabr~'s " Yagul lall~w Sakkaram" 

(1941 E.C.) as the first short - story published in Amharic 7 . 

Later, a collection of short-stories , Maskkaram, was 

published in 1949 E.C. 

Pulling through the aftermath of war, Ethiopia was 

recovering from i t s crisis and resuming norma l life afresh. 

Once political stability was secured efforts towards 

modernization continued. Material and spiritua l life began 

to undergo c hange . The reorganization of the Ethiopian 

gove rnmen t began in t h e mi d-thirties , but it was towards 

the end of the f o rties that it became substantively 

opera tiona l . The reopening of different ninistries, the 

e xpa nsi on of education, the development of amenities and 

o the r economic and infrastructural activities , etc. 

enhanced the process of change in the country8 . In 

genera l, the "Ihole country was under a state of 

transformation and, as the process continued , there began 

to arise a conflict between the new and the old . 
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3irlC~ . . 1-1 C: capit .. al ~~ ~ the country~ 5 main link with the 

outer '.;orld it was the most e xposed to cha nge . For 

example, the maj or i ty of schools and educated manpower, 

technological establishments , commerce and communication 

facilities, etc. were concentrated in the capital and few 

other towns ( Markakis 1975 :1 64) . A large number of 

empl o yees we re working in Addis Ababa where the state 

sector and othe r enterprises were mainly ope r ating 

(Markak i s 1975 : 162n). Though at a very slackened rate the 

number of towns and the degree of urbanization inc reased. 

Howev e r, the rura l sect o r r emai ne d unc h a nged. Thus t he gul f 

between the u r ban centres and the country- s ide grew deeper. 

It i s t h is changing socia l mili eu t hat militated t he 

creative spirit of Amharic writers of the late forties and 

early fifties - providing them with rich material s for their 

wo rks. Eventhough they retai ned the general featu res of 

the works of the preceding period the above mentioned 

authors reflected th ei r ti~e which , in its totality, could 

be defined as an interaction of opposing social fo r ces : 

that is, t he quest for mode rnity and the resistance to 

tradition. They attempted to interpret the anonalie s of a 

society in transi t ion . 
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Mak onnen Y. ;;w ri p'i~ r ' ",am SaW' Ern.e j j a (1948 E . C. ) , fo r 

e x amp l e , was desig~ed primari l y t o show the e v i ls o f 

uncontrolled we s t e rn iza tion. One o f t he t wo major 

characte r s , Bezu Ayyahu , is portrayed as a Weste r n oriented 

youth wh ose ill man ne r s l ead h im to f inal d estruc tio n . On 

the cont r ary , the other c h a r acter, Ga r r amaw , who remai ns 

in Ethiopia studying the loc al education becomes 

succes s ful. Though t he a uth o r does not t otally rejec t 

European civ ili zation his e mphas i s lie s more on the r ewa rds 

of be i ng l oyal to o ne ' s own origin a nd tradition . 

Pa rticul a r ly hi s Sa wenna Edme w (1952 E . C.) dea ls with a 

certa i n f amily tha t averts ci t y life and goes t o t he 

country where the members become productive and liv e in 

peace . A more or less similar a t titude is reflected i n the 

o ther works o f the a uthor. 

In Ba ' e mna t Ga bra - Aml a k ' s Lejennat Tama lleso Aymatam 

( 1949 E . C. ) , though not projected so do~inant l y , elements 

of this view are visi b le . Lai s s ez - f ai r e city l i fe , 

alcoholism, the ",o ral laxity of 

indiv i dual ' s self aliena t ion 

the rac~~ne age , and the 

(p . 50 - 57 ; p . 88 ; p1l5 -

1 21 ; p . 1 31) a r e issues r a ised in this work . However, t o a 

relatively better deg ree , the criticism against town - life 

is counter balanced by its critical a nd oojective criticism 

a l so of r igid conse r va t ism and its positive rega r d f o r 

modern schooling . The conversation of Yeheyyes and 



Berehanu at the end of ~he s~ory rA-~rnrases the Kind of 

balance the author is attempting to reach at (p . 122 - 131). 

Mazgabu Abat a ' s attitude towards change is rather of 

a subordinationist kind to the will of the Emperor. In his 

T'ebaba Sellase (1948 E.C.), for example, the central 

character ' s l i fe is presented to demonstrate the Emperor ' s 

vision to modernize the country. Tebaba 's life is dedicated 

to the fulfilment of this vision. The story tells about a 

young boy who goes t o s tudy in America and who later 

returns to serve his country and king faithfully. 

Enventhough the story is generally framed as a 

demonstration of the vision of modern deve l opment, i t is 

largely dominated by the author's orthodox bel iefs in 

keeping traditional practices intact. The work is full of 

moralizing speeches that are directly addressed to the 

reader imploring him to stand loyal to the Emperor and the 

time - old practices . A portion of such passages reads, 

slightly shortened : 

Those who rebel against the Enperor are 
short - sighted and incapable of thinking 
of the fut u re ... 

Dear modern youth : I kno~ you are 
equipped with the kno·.-!ledge that "ou ld 
enable you t o identify what is good from 
"hat is bad . Therefore , you should 
carefully handle your education that it 
may assist you to render useful serVlce 
to your king and your country . 

I would li ke you to persist in fasting 
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and kneeling before Gou, practices passed 
on to you right from the time of Adam, 
and to maintain your Orthodox religio~ 
unadulterated in any way ... (p.155 -1 56) 

Eventhough the writers do vary in their interpretation 

they generally tend to deal with subjects that project the 

changing social milieu. Education itself being one of the 

major activities of the time, for example, becomes the main 

subject of Amharic writers. A larger portion of the 

stories of Lejennat Tamalleso Aymatam, and T'ebaba Sellase 

is concerned with schoo l life. In this regard previous 

works, like Addis Alam,Are'aya and Age'azi which dealt with 

the subject , allotted few pages. 

The conflict between the old and the new, a theme 

which was raised before the occupation , grew to widen its 

scope (Bahru 1991: 164 -165) . The different angles of this 

contention provided the authors with their materials. The 

argument between Alaka KenUi and Ato Abbay, in Lejenn·at 

Tamalleso 
. , 

Aymatam, reflects such contention . As 

representatives of two opposing social attitudes, t hey not 

only disagree in their general outlook but even in their 

dressing styles (pp 9 -11 ) . The challenge that the 

mode rnizing process faces in the traditional Ethiopian 

society stretches from the simple manner of greeting to 

linguistic expressions . Yeheyyes in Lejnnat Tamalleso 

Aymatam criticizes the behavioural change of the modern 

youth : 



What about the so called civ ilized youth 
who is the product of modern education? 
He does not heed ' arb ' and ' r abu ' 
[fridays and wednesdays which are fasting 
days of the Ethiopia n Orthodox Church ) , 
does no t go to church , has no fathe r 
confessor , and has even no shame of 
smoking t obacco that is accur s ed by the 
Lord Himself and is condemned by our 
forefathers. No need t o mention his 
dress style. You don ' t find one out of a 
thousand who can dress himself properly. 
He has also changed his l anguage , he 
says , "take a chair " instead of " have a 
rest " or " takoffas, " take a coffee " 
instead o f say ing "drink coffee". The re 
are worse characters; my relative Ato 
Hayle arranged a marr iage for his son 
with a respectable girl from a good 
family. The son readily rej ected the 
offer causing his father to fall il l for 
two weeks .... the son later told the 
father that he had already made his own 
c hoice. Such an absurdity has never been 
heard of eve n among the heathens let 
a lone i n our c hrist ian society . (p . 127 -
128) 

Some authors blame the i mportati on of foreign ideas as 

t he source o f s ocieta l malaise while others blame old 

trad itiona l practices as obstacles t o progress . Writing on 

the subject of marriage , for e xar.-.ple, Baer.-,nat Gabra - Amlak 

presents t he success of th e modern approach while Makonnen 

ZaHde upholds the trad it ional practice . Mazgabu Abata 

makes a compromise betHeen t he modern anj the traditional . 

Even if Professor T~baba Sellase makes his own choice the 

consent o f the parents and the fulfil~ent of ethnic and 

social criteria were pre- requisites (pp 158 - 159) . Telling 
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abo ui: young ' coole who a ~ _ coming to the towns from the 

countryside Mazgabu 

Makonnen depicts a man 

IVri tes 

who 

a success story 

loses his identity 

whereas 

in the 

confusi on of tOIVn life. The latter wrote Sawenna Edmew to 

make peop le awa re of the frustration o f t ownlife. 

Writing about concrete social problems , a trend which 

has its inception in Heruy ' s Haddis Alam, takes a step 

forward in the late f o rties and the fifties. The authors 

of the new generation continue to portray their time and to 

deal with socio l ogica l problems like divorce and its 

consequences (Ewnatemm Ya'enjjara Ennat, 1945 E.C.), 

adultery and illegitimate sex (SayawXaw Taba~alaw, 1947 

E.C . and Enddatk adann, 1947 E . C. ) , etc . 

2.3 The Amharic "Dime-Novel" 

The late forties and fif ties (E.C. ) saw not only the 

emergence of new IVriters but also an increase in the works 

published . In 1948 and 1949 E . C. only , more than hundred 

IVorks came into print . 9 The progress made in education 

meant an increase in intellectual activ ity . "As in many 

othe r societies the spread of moder n education in Ethiopia 

had two major effects: the training of skilled personnel 

to staff the grolVing bu rea ucracy , and the dissemina tion of 

ideas of change . In short , modern education produced 

functionaries and intellectuals " (Bahru 1991:109) . 
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It also enl.d.i.led d yr·····.Ul. ,;luyg .i.5 .. :y though, in the 

number of literate peo~le who needed literature(Pankhurst 

1965:60 - 83) . 10 from the point of view of the production of 

literary materials the role of schools 1S obviously 

significant as the authors are genera lly drawn from them 

(Molvaer: 1980 :x. ). Schools of higher education, 

particularly in the capital, of the post-1935 period were 

the fermentation ground of the country ' s political 

activities and " ... , various influe nces worked on the 

students to give them a sharper perception o f the ir societ y 

and a more radi ca l formulation of their ideas of changing 

it .. "(Bahru 1991:222;Markakis 1975:188). 

Such being t he general outline of the country's 

educational environment many young Ethiopians, the maj ori ty 

of whom were oriented with ideas of change and who had the 

opportuni ty to ge t in t ouch with the Western type of 

schools, came out with strong enthusiasm for writing . As 

shall be discussed in the next chapter, these young people 

\'Ianted t o air their vie\'ls on issues concerning U,eir 

society. Reasons stated 1n their prefatory messages 

generally reflect t he writers ' interest in cri t icizing the 

various aspects of the on going change and their com~itnent 

t o contribute to the enlightenment of the public . 

The little progress made in the printing presses of 

the post-lVar period created a relatively bet t er 
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(') ~'porLun.i.i:.y. J:he number of pr.i;nting presses, whicn w~!" 

seven by the eve of the Italian war (Pankhurst 1962:283), 

remained the same until later in the 1940s E.C .. By the 

beginning of the 1950s E.C. more printing presses were 

added to those already operating. These included: 

- Tasfa Gabra-Sellase Press 
- Addis Press 
- Tenssa'e Za-Guba'e Press 
- Marha-iebaab Press 
- Commercial Press 
- Kasate-Berhan Press 
- Central Press 
- Chamber Press 
- Tafari Makonnen Press 
- Ethiopia Press 

!jawa Press 
Na!;/annat Press 

- st. George Press 

outside the capital there were other printing 

enterprises such as the Il Poligrafico Press, Yamangest 

Press, Kokaba-S'ebah Press and Pietro Silla Press in Asmara 

and st. Lazaire Press in Dire-Dawa . The opening of 

publishers like the Presbyternean, Yamesserac Dems' , Oxford 

University Press and the Ministry of Education and Fine 

Arts was itself a new phenomenon that had not been heard of 

before. The situation, therefore, was generally 

encouraging for the writers of the new generation. Even if 

they were not writers by profession, they engaged 

themselves in writing because it appealed to them as a 

convenient and easy medium for reaching the society. They 

lacked the technical skill and experience in creative 

literatur e , a thing which they usually admitted . However, 



Liley ciici nol t ,e ",iti1le -1;.o ' lr:, lo reproduce their ideas into ' 

prose narr~tive, drama and poetry. The outcome was the 

production of more works in Amharic than ever before among 

which came into being the narratives in prose so widely 

known as the Amharic "dime novel" or "besa lebbwiUlad". The 

term "dime novel" was first adopted by Solomon Deressa 

refering to ' works such as Ennantaw Feradufl , Menniiw 

Zannatkebben?, Kanfar Matac' and Kamsur sampled out in his 

article(Solomon 1969:17-22). 

Solomon Deressa's article had a picture displaying a 

few "dime novels" and reviewed the features of these 

works. He presented his obse~~tions of the works which 

he disapprovingly referred to as the Amharic counterpart of 

the dime novels. The major features of his article can be 

summarized as follows : 

a) The layout: 
long (12x17cm. 
reading almost 

paperback; poorly designed; 80 pages 
paper size) on the average; proof­

absent; 

b) The inside pages: a display of aphorisms and 
photographs o f the authors; forwards, 
acknowledgements, prefaces and introductions often 
dealing with outlandish subject matter; 

c) The making of the story: lacking in imagination and 
a sense of realism; outrageous and badly manipulated 
phantas ies;bringing a saga of generations condensed 
into a few page; plot marred by erroneous 
arrangement; unjustifiable occurrences of actions, 
episodes, etc.; not action oriented; abuse of the 
point-of-view tec hnique; marked by the Senecan blood­
and thunder ending; 
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d) The Characi:.ers: pap,; 'L--m..,.:;he .:ha..;:Jt.c ters who croi' up 
anytime ~s they vanish so blithely; one-sided 
characterization ~~d creating larger-than-life 
character; lacking intrinsic motivation to convince 
the reader: 

e) The Subject: kind of philosophy without substance; 
seldom dealing with pressing contemporary problems: 
ineffective social criticism; parental opposition to 
young lovers: complaints on thwarted justice; 

f) The Language: poor; stilted and confusing 
dialogues; cliche statements abound: (Solomon 1969:17-
22) 

Solomon Deressa's evaluati9n of the works, which he 

says are collected at random, happens to be unfavourable. 

By the time 'he wrote the article, however, there have 

already been many Amharic "dime novels". It is important 

to note the ' fact that the authors are possessed by an 

immediate urge to express their ideas. Purpose posed 

itself as the primary and most desired aspect of writing 

that technique is considered as something of a secondary 

importance. In fact, many of them request the reader's 

cooperation to overlook their shortcomings in technique and 

to attend to the message he may profit from them. 

As it has always been the case in Ethiopian literature 

the works of these apprentice writers deal wi th issues of 

social concern. The authors ' perseverance in writing is 

generally geared to a discussion of the contemporary 

society. Eventhough their analysis is ineffective, one can 

see that they have touched upon the different problems of 
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their period(lPabbabll S. 1982 E ,.C , ; zz - ;n) , " 'nerA "rA ,,1 .,,~ a 

few Amharic "dime novels" which are designed to equip the 

reader with the teachings of re l igious subjects and which 

attempt to interpret some rather abstract and universal 

ideas such as 'the meaning of life', 'the fate of man', 

'discovering the world of knowledge' etc. 
, . -. 

The popularity of Amharic "dime novels" may be 

debatable because, there is no available statistical 

information made on the number of readers or books sold to 

warrant such generalization. According to Solomon Deressa, . 

the books were kept in book-stores for a long time which 

could mean the lack of enough number of readers. He tells 

that he bought the books " cheaper by the dozen, actually 

getting up to 30% reduction". Relating to the amount of 

books s old he further indicates that the number did not 

usually exceed a couple of thousands (Solomon 1969:17). A 

surv ey made on some fifty of randomly picked Amharic "dime 

novels" in t wo of the major libraries in Addis Ababa (The 

National Library and Addis Ababa Uni versi ty: Kennedy 

Library) shows that a book is borrowed by 4-5 readers on 

the average. A few wo rks like Eteyye Laders, Amanuel Darso 

- - - , . Mals, Yamalataw Tos, etc., however , were borrowed more than 

ten times -eac h. Based on these fragmentary information one 

may, therefore, tend to believe that Amharic "dime novels" 

did not enjoy a large number of readers . Never- the-Iess , 
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:!!!O-,-", works of, the same calibre continued CQ n .. !,nb)_ is' ''~ci 

over the years. 

Besides the number of books sold or the rate of 

circulation, there are other features too which critics 

contend to be the marks of popular literature. J. Tompkins 

and M. Daliziel, who have studied the nature of English 

popular literature of the 18th and 19th centuries 

respectively, forward other traits. According to them the 

popular fiction are : 

a) popular as a form of entertainment and inferior as 

a form of art; 

b) market motivated and hence written in haste and 

cheaply sold; 

c) dealing with common place and topical subject 

matters which could appeal to the taste of the less 

literate pUblic; 

d) repeating events, episodes, stock characters and 

situations, plot patterns, themes , etc.; and 

e) stories which feature idealized life such as the 

triumph of virtue over vice reflecting values, 

tastes and wishes of the huge public (Tompki ns 1961 :1 

- 115;Dalziel 1957:4 - 20, 84 - 106 and 159 - 17 2) . 



A:minU, 1C; ) "d i me novels", of course, may not ful l y 

observe the major features of popular literature described 

above. The majority of these works are not designed for 

entertainment. They set out mainly to edify and reform 

rather than to please or entertain the public. As it has 

already been noted the writers are not solely market 

motivated. However, as shall be discussed later on, these 

works share many of the characteristics with such type of 

fiction as to warrant them to be called popular. 

"All popular literature is cheap in one sense of the 

term, and probably the major part of its definition is that 

it can be enjoyed with a minimum of effort on the part of 

the reader", observes M. Dalziel (Dalziel 1957:4). As E. 

Obiechina says: 

the content of much of the popular 
pamphlets has the authenticity of an 
internal ev idence; the writers and the 
subjects they deal with have a built-in 
intimacy of relationship. That is why 
the popular authors write with the 
commitment one encounters in the pamphlet 
literature: because they are dealing with 
situations of which they form a part, . . . 
(Obiechina 1973:116) 

The subject matter that the Amha ric wr i ters choose t o 

write about are not alien to the life of the society and, 

in a ddition to this, the fact that the authors' view and 

inte rpretat ion o f the contempora r y soci e t y d o no t v i o late 
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acc~~tc~ val~§~ ~ ud conv&fition~ could be th~ reason for the 
_ f~ 

works to c ont i nue to be in demand . Sol omon Deressa has 

stressed this point and says, "As to interests and values, 

I think, one can safely say that they are as pertinent to 

our lives as American best-sellers are to the American way 

of life" (Solomon 1969 :22) . 

All the same the critics have bitterly attacked these 

works. For example, Mangestu Lamma describes the nature of 

these works in the following words : 

The vice that bedevils contemporary 
Amharic literature is not its 
preoccupation with topical subject matter 
and theme, but the flow of crude 
didacticism that overwhelms it. In such 
a state of affairs rep l ete with all sorts 
of bogus profundity every peddler of 
moral platitudes assumes the role of the 
prophet. and moral philosopher (Mangestu L. 
1965:4) . 

One has to take into account that the short-comings 

raised by Mangestu Lamma are generally the result of the 

influence of earlier authors. If they are moralistic-

didactic they are only c ontinuing the tra dition of the 

dev otional literature and other works t ha t prec eded them 

(Molvaer 1980 : 3). 
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3. Major Features of Amharic "Dime Novel" 

The previous chapter has highlighted how the emergence 

of the Amharic "dime novel" is closely associated with the 

rise of a new generation of writers. This chapter shall 

begin by defining the type and establishing the set of 

criteria which should be considered in identifying a work 

as a "dime novel". It also introduces the criteria used to 

select the works that are discussed in the chapter. This 

is followed by the main part of the discussion that deals 

with the quiddities of Amharic "dime novel". 

There is not a clearly specified criteria set to 

determine which fictional narrative in Amharic should be 

labelled as a "dime novel". The summary of Solomon 

Deressa's observations may serve as basic in defining the 

type that the term refers to. In fact, his opinion seems 

to have gained acceptance by other critics in the field. 

In a recently held panel discussion, for example, Dabbaba 

Sayfu, assistant professor at the Institute of Language 

Studies of the Addis Ababa University, says, 

By besa lebbollad [dime novel) I mean a 
sentimental narrative written in a few pages 
and whose artistic standard is least cared 
for. Its generic class is usually the novel . 
... , it is a type that is composed in a few 

I 
I 
I 
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days and sold for a few cp"~g \~img', it 16 4 
~ i • i one-snot read ng and an ephemera 1 1: <!ad ng at 

that. . .. , For example , the attempt at the 
novel form as "Eteyye laders" and "Sayeggabbu 
Tifattu", (DAbbibA S. 1982, E.C: 22). 

This is a view shared by the other members of the 

panel and it is also possible that students in the field 

would follow the trend set by their teachers. Actually, 

there are students who have used the term in their research 

papers. 11 Taking into account the critics' understanding 

of the type, therefore , one may define Amharic "dime novel" 

as: I' 

Amharic prose narrative often in paper-back 
that is written in 25-100 pages of a 12x17cm 
paper " size (4,000-17,000 words) on the 
average. Its generic class is the novel 
though it is actually between the short-story 
and the short novel often the size of a long 
short-story; a fictional narrative of little 
literary merit that came into existence in the 
late 1940s and 1950s E.C. 

The classification of Amharic works as "dime novel" is 

made in light of the above definition and takes into 

consideration if a wo rk is: 

A) a prose narrative wri tten in 25-100 pages: 
B) a narrative attempting to follow the main pattern 

of the novel: 
C) a narrative of little literary merit: 

The production of Amharic "dime novels" has not been 

totally abandoned. Even if it cont inued to appear late in 

\ 

I 

... 
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- > ~h~ 7 ,J8, the .heyday of the type was the begil'!ni no;r O!" 1;h ­

second-half of the present century. 12 Partic ularly in the 

fifties these works constitute the larger portion of the 

fictional narratives published in the l anguage. In 

practice, these paper-backs are rather too many that it 

would not be convenient to discuss all of them here. It is 

necessary, t~erefore, to select some works and the 

following criteria are used in the selection. 

a) Date of publication: Even if similar works continued 
to appear much later, emphasis is made on the ones 
published during the heyday of the type . Since the 
nature of a certain literary form is somehow related 
to the economic and socio-cultural conditions of the 
period that produced this would be a factor worthy of 
attention. Therefore, the selection is made among the 
works that are published between E.C. 1949-1966: that 
is between the jubilee anniversary of the Emperor's 
coronat ion and the year of the Ethiopian Revolution. 

b) Physical Lay-out: according ·to the above description, 
upon which a sort of convention has developed in 
identifying the "dime novel", such physical properties 
as size, cover, illustration, etc. are considered. If 
not for their size, the larger works would possibly be 
confusing to the reader. Therefore, the selection 
considers the average size and other aspects of 
the type's physical appearance. 

c) Narrative Form: this is an aspect of technique that 
deals with the manner in which a certain story 
develops. Theauthors of Amharic " dime novels" have 
used different methods in rendering their stories. 
Based on these differences one can c l assify the works 
into different sub-categori es . The study, 

therefore, tries to include works that would represent 
these d iffe r e nt categories. 

d) Subject Matter: the "dime novel s" deal with various 
subject matters wh ich may be divided into a few groups 
such as educ ation, love and ma rriage, etc. The books 
that a re discussed here are chosen from these subject 
groups . 
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el we ~ \ uU;:;6:L "f boolU. by ill\ aut1lor: the author6 '- of 
Amhar .l c '''dime novels" are generally regarded as 'one­
shot ' writers . Eventhough many of them promise to 
corne up with another work it often remains 
unfulfilled. A few of them, however, produced as many 
as 15-20 works covering good portion of the total 
production. This study also takes into account the 
number of books by these authors. (The list of books 
thus selected and used as the primary references in 
the study is found on page1g1). 

3.1 Physical Lay-out 

3.1.1 Size and cover 

Amharic "dime novels" are in paperback and the binding 

is poor. According to a measurement made on some hundred 

and fifty of 'these booklets the average size of an amharic ... ~ 

"dime novel" ,is 16x12c.m. The inner leaves are pulp paper 

of the same brand. Their colour is usually among the faded 
'l 

varieties of green, red, blue or yellow. Unlike the nature 

of popular literature, whose cover is supposed to be eye-

catching and glossy, Amharic "dime novels" have a generally 

dull appearance. The imperceptibility of the letters and 

the poor drawings are rea l problems which could lessen the 

interest of readers. 

The number of pages varies from one booklet to another, 

but most of them have a slim volume ranging between 25-75 

pages. Some of these works are too short that they do not 

exceed the size of a short-story. Aklilu Atlabbaccaw's 

Mawwayayat is only 19 pages l ong ; and considering that the 

story actually begins on page 9 it would not even meet the 

standard size of a short story - written in less than four 
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thuusand wv:L-.as . I I. 6vill.. u f L'le authors, of these 

works describe their b ooks as 'a/,:'8er tarik' which literally 

means 'short-story'. In the introduction to his YaAlmaz 

Eda Manggesttu Ga damu writes, 

I know that many people are complaining that 
all my works, except two, are very short. It 
is the story that is needed, not many pages. 
I am not the one who st!arted writing short 
stories. writers abroad particularly all 
known authors around the world do write in ten 
to fifty pages . (Manggesttu G. 1955 E.C: 3.) 

Another popular author, Abbe Guban~a, also refers to 

his Ka1tammawa Ehete as a short-story. It is yet unclear 

whether they are consc iously referring to the short- story 
~ 

genre or if they are only mentioning the size. It is true 

that these Amharic books are short and, as in some cases, 

ev en shorter than novelettes. However, they are nothing 

like a short story as the genre is known in Western 

l ite r ature. 

According to critics the short story's major tenets 

are: 

a ) compactnes s o f f o rm - written in less than 10,000 

words and brief enough to be read at one sitting; 

b) economy of management - the use of a very limited 

numbe r of characters, l ess s pace fo r expl a nation, 

des c ription and c h a rac t e r development, fewer words 

s po ke n in dial og ues; 



c) aimirig toward acni'3v · !,!,) <'I. ~. !"'Jl.e r~tn'9r ;;han a 

multiple effect to which eve~y act ion in the story is 

subordinated; and 

d) the use of fewer incidents which are so planned to 

demonstrate a single aspect of the human condition as 

its central idea (Abrams 1981; Johnson ·and Hamlin 

1966:1-3) 

In fact, most Amharic "dime novels" are not longer than 

the size "prescribed" for the short story. However, they 

are lacking the other essential ingredients of the form 

and, instead, appear to be an attempt at the novel form. 

"Ordinarily," write Johnson and Hamlin, "the novel treats 

more characters, more events, covers more time and more 

ground than the short story, and is a great deal more 

discursive" (Johnson and Hamlin 1966:1). E.M. Forster 

suggests that the minimum length of the novel is about 

50,000 words and a standard definition of the form says, "a 

relatively long fictional prose narrative with a more or 

less complex plot or pattern of events, about human beings, 

their feeling, thoughts, actions, etc." (Webster 1961). 

Eventhough recent critical approaches tend to eschew 

the use of rigid rules about the form of a certain 

literature there seem to be a general agreement on the 

t 
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val idi ty of t-he above tenets of the ':;~:::> f::>r::l:;. R:O :-I~~di .. g 
" . 

the Amharic works in light of these tenets, therefore, one 

would certainly have a reason to believe that their generic 

class is that of the novel. Most amharic "dime novels" do 

ramble over various subjects and are often full of 

digressions. The stories cover more time and involve many 

incidents, events and a profusion of characters. They may 

or may not be good novels, but these are more of the 

characteristics of the novel. Eventhough the authors call 

their works as "a~t:'er tarik" the stories are rather 

covering more time and many subject matters as would the 

novel. For example, the story of Kaltammawa Ebeta starts 

before the birth of the central character and her brother. 
'': .:. 

Then it tells how these two grow together in a certain 

village from where the girl vanishes. Then the story goes 

on to follow the boy's journey to Addis Ababa and continues 

to relate his school life. Finally, it tells how the 

grown-up boy meets his sister in a bar where she works as 

a barlady. The story is presented in just 47 small pages 
" 

(about 7,900 words) but covers an outline of the life and 

destiny of two generations. 

There are also longer works such as T'ebabu Tayye ' s 

Nuro Mac Endih Naw (about 16,700 words) and Berhanu 

Zarihun's ~~ra~a setwata (about 16,800 words), but these 
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i .on are noj: ~ .. ger than the size :of a long short-story <\nci 

t heir physical layout and the nature of their narrative is 

much the same as the short ones. 

On the cover of these short works one would usually 

find the title, the name of the author, the date and place 

of publication. Quite many of them have a drawing on their 

front-cover which is intended to demonstrate the theme of 

the story, to represent a certain scene or to summarize an 

episode in the story . The drawing on the front-cover of 
. ' 

Abbe Gubanna' ,s Ya' amas' Nuzzaze, shows a sick man on his 
, i 

death-bed talking to a man sitting beside him (appendix i). 

A few other cases show drawings which seem to have been 

adopted from foreign sources . The one on Mulugeta Mabe'a­

siyon's Guden Awattahaw, for instance, shows a drawing of 

a woman whose appearance resembles the ones found on Indian 

film posters that were popular in the capital city and 

other towns like Nazareth, Jimma and Asalla (appendix 

vi) .13 The drawing on the cover of Manggestu Gadamu's 

Yabunna Bet Zenbbo~ is a cartoon (appendix iv). Eventhough 

the majority of the "dime novels" continued to appear as 

dull and colourless there are few exceptions with eye-

catching drawings. For example, on the front- cove r of 

Manggestu Gadamu's Kamann Ane~~e is a donkey dressed in a 

gentleman's suit, a neck-tie and spectacles " shaking hands " 



W1~·!'! ~ In~!\ "If. . J '" ' l1J!1Ir>ly _.'owing to it (appendix viii) . 

Almost all "dime novels" declare the date of their 

publication by u s ing the traditional s tyl e of quoting the 

year of the Emperor's reign. It is not uncommon to read a 

statement such as "this book is published on the 32nd year 

"" 
of the reign ' of His Majesty Haile Sellasie I, Emperor of 

Ethiopia" either on the cover or on an inside page. Some 

books use their front-cover for funny blurbs like this 

couplet on Ayyala Kidane's "Enkka Lejehen" : 

'(lClO ~.t- '<..l (\ (" 1- ~ "1","'" n c-...:l '7 

'1<, " "'1 "'" ~ n "'.. <-0-h J!o "" 1:- '<) "' 
Before you close your door and go away 

Here, take your child frolQ lQe. ("'."yo..\a. 145") 

o r this one on Germa ~aru's Ka~ens~at Eska-Mot: 

t'~m-c.. "1,IIo.,j- :-

f\~"'~ ~ cJ))cDA£..- 7 
f\ ." "l C (Jlj .::" c- ;-

(\ III '" C o'() 'I'> 'T- :', 

The fate of a creature: 

To be born in l abour; 

To live in difficulty; 

To die in agony. 
v 

( Ge'(ft'\<>- c., 1%0) 

Such statements are intended to indicate the theme or 

the general i dea of the story. There a r e also many cases 

where proverbs are used for the same purpose , e. g: in 

Yagabecca T'ank'. " (,lrt,..~ S-S!.c..'~6\ ~ ~C;'T-- i'b~ .s(,-c.. i')G\ 'I 
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(What i ~ rpi"t!'"'pn to h .::.pp~n . ¥. ill s\"!re come to pass, 
~ 

jealousy finally breaks-Lp conjugal life), and Biblical 

statements like "He that troubleth his own house shall 

inherit the wind "(proverbs 11: 29) in Ge rma Dammanu's Warai!l 

Yalellaw Bet. 

The back-covers are used to list books published by 

the author or the titles of books he plans to publish 

(appendix v). Photographs and short bibliographic notes of 

authors and blurbs seldom appear on the back-cover 

(appendix vii) . 

3.1.2 Inside Flying-Pages 
I 

Many of these works have a flying page which is often 

the duplicate o f the cover page. A copyright notice may 

also appear on a different leaf . A few other works have a 

page showing the photograph of the author and , in some 

cases, it is preceded by the pictures of the Emperor and/or 

other members of the royal family. There are also cases 

when the number of the flying pages increase to inc lude 

photographs of the parents of the author. 

Some authors dedicate extra pages fo r moralisti c 

aphorisms and sententious expressions of wisdom. Under the 

title Fere -Kanafer (quotable sayings) Germa ~aru writes, 
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He who does not care for his own pr l de cannot 
take pride in his country. 

?I dO ~ fI C- "" " f;" "I ." t '3 c 7; ~ -<"I c.. 
Give a cent its due if you want to grow rich. 

{\ th.s.- tI C; aD ~ .+1 't. -\> "" 6'II.q.:c; '-t <P-

It is the wise man that can handle the high­
handed dicifator. 

(-. tP- ..,.., L.l' ........ ' .-'l co- '1i 'T C, ;;p 
If you think you are human, then do not 
disrespect another human being. (Germa ~. 
1960 E.C.: 3-4) 

These gnomic statements are usually concocted on popular 

ethics and values which strike one as stale and hackneyed 

expressions. following are only a few samples. 

(\ e <.. '*' =- ..,., £.. L-h- .fi .... "":) 1,\ O't. 
'7 1 ~ '+ '"fI rh '" I\, {' ere., IS'6\ 0/11 1-
Words Originated from my mind 

about incidents I have encountered 

f"' OLl \-\ <f\ P i- '"f\ -\-- rn cf ~o '1r 'I ct-tl:r n O\) ~'-0 6\ e..,..'1 2, If- 'I teD' 
" "] c<> :j:. E~ r\ "t'r ',' 

I have suffered more by being in a hurry than 
by being slow. 

h..t ~C- I CP- ('IO'\) q, L 1-'<) 'n 9""'- e e ':\- f\ + 7-. e- c:.. , en 0)­

pO'i., ~;-, 9 ~ ':\-'U 'll c. -Sdl\-16\ ': 

You regret more by commiss ion rather than by 
omission . (E liyas 1954 E. C ,) 

I\"i; {\ uJ cp '+ p Q'\{. s. ~ lr6' ., "2, 

What We Humans Need 

vJlfr- "" -\ f' " 9'" .{\ N-v '0 9'b 1- I:r~ 0"0 Cf::r '1 Gl- C 

'7\ 9'" -\ ~ .3 P C; 61 -n ND a"'1 (, -\"1 ., gu L 7) ',: 



Better refrain from committing sinful dccd5 in 
the dark by thinking that God's eyes are 
focused on you. 

It is wise to pray not to be encumbered by a 
lazy friend. 
(Asafa T. 1959 E.C.: 83-4) 

It is a common practice in these works to have a notice 

which informs the reader that they are fiction and not 

meant to ref~.r to any person or,. place in reality. Even 

after introducing their works as 'lebb wallad', which 

literally means 'heart-borne' for fiction, the authors do 

not refrain from making notices like "Since the story 

contained in this little book is fictional it is not in any 

way related to anybody's history," (Manggestu.G. 1957). 

There are also warnings given to readers. In Ta~an 

Abbaba ' s ¥a'emmahoy Mazaz, for example, it reads: 

WARNING 

Pregnant women and people with heart problems 
must not read this book. (Tac'an 1956 E.C.) 

Acknowledgements and words of dedication are also inc luded in 

the inside pages. Some authors tell their social background and 

previous profession as well. Dedicating his ¥a'amsa Alaka Gabre t o 
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rn", , . -.n; npi",!'\ Ar!lI",· .• Forces, Manggestu Gadamu tell's his reader .. ,,~ .. 

h e was once a member of the signal corps, It is not unusual t o 

find poems before and/or after the main body of the narratives, 

Except in a few cases like Wandayyahu Habta-Gabre'el's Maddasat .. 
Ba~tatennat and Dabbaba AdmeRe's Yamaladaw Daha, the poems deal 

wi th outlandish subj ects which have no relevance to the main 

story. They are there as bonuses. 

3.1.3 Prefaces and Introductions 

Two other important elements still extraneous to the 

actual story are the preface and introduction. The writers 

of Amharic "dime novels" use these titles to forward some 

general remarks about their works. A closer observation, 

however, discloses some discrepancies. Though making a 

preliminary note is acceptable to a preface some authors 

have wrongly used it as the short abstract of their 

stories. Under this title the authors give the brief 

out lines of their stories and the reader has nothing left 

to discover by reading them. For example, the preface of 

Sawenna Nurow, a very short work as it is, already 

discloses all the major happenings of the story, It reads 

in part : 

My book Sawenna Nurow tells about the 
story of Asfaw : about how he grew- up in 
the family of his wealthy parents and how 
he was educated until he receives his 



dipl:;~i::. :;f h' gh~·4:'" learning It also tells 
h ow he su(:cee ded to get a high e r post in 
the government where he embezzled money. 

It tells how his conduct deteriorated to 
become a womanizer, a drunkard and a 
gambler; and h ow he came to embezzle a 
large sum of money and was i mp risoned. 
His beloved parents passed away before 
his re l ease from prison . After his 
release he improved his conduct and 
became religious . Then , he got married 
and became the father of four children. 
This is the story of Asfaw in brief. 
(Gannat 1959 E.C.: 8) 

There a re many cases where prefaces are used to 

explain the themes or morals of the stories in a much 

similar manner. For instance, part of the preface of 

Meskinu Debb Argaccaw by Mazgabu Abata reads: 

I confirm to you that it [ the story] 
includes all the problems and ups - and ­
downs of life and everything that is 
caused by disdain. As an over-stretched 
cord or an excessively tightened rope the 
end of imperious people is bound to 
snap. ... It also shows what the lot of 
those people who infl ict cruelty upon 
others looks like. (Mazgabu 1956 E.C.: 
5) 

It is quite interesting to find an author who advises his 

readers to be content with just the in~roduction. In the 

'.- . . preface to Bunna KaJlwa, Ayyala Kidan~ writes, "Those of 

you who may not be able to read this book to the end, or 

fail t o und e rstand the substance, reading the introduction 

will suffice you" (Ayyala 1961 E. C) . 
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In the; - maj ori \.y UJ. <.;<1 .... ,,! Lhe authors use their 

introductions t o discuss vArious matters related to 

writing . They find it expedient to forward their opinions 

and views about the purpose of fiction wr iting, the problem 

of getting enough readers who are capable of appreciating 

a work of art, the high cost of printing , the problem of 

marketing their works, and other social problems too. The 

following excerpts are just a few indicators to the kind of 

issues raised. 

There is no author who writes a story 
without a purpose. The duty of the author 
is to write about whatever he feels and 
experiences ,spicing them with expressions 
[like a cook spices his sauces with 
pepper and salt). (Getaccaw G. 
1959E .C. : 8 - 9) 

The story is very short. It is not that I 
am incapable to make it l onger; the only 
reason f o r not doing so is that I am 
afraid of the amount o f money needed to 
have it printed. (Af~w~r~ F. 1955 
E .C.: the preface) 

The main purpose for writing this book is 
to provide the solution to peop le who are 
perhaps facing similar problems as the 
ones found in t he story , to warn others 
from commi tting similar mistakes . (Walda­
Amanu'el 1961E . C.: 5) 

The main point I have discussed in this 
book is about men and women who deny 
legitimacy to their new-born ones . 
(Ayyal~ 195 6 E.C. : ) 

This story shows the bettermen t made in 
marr iage ... and how fortunate one could 
be living in a modern age. (Amda - ~eyon 
1953 E . C: 9) 

_. 



, -

The length of the pr",faces anci .i.ntroau<.;i-. .i.o"' ·; V<1L·Y from -

one book to another. They may be as long ~s ten pages as 

in Maddasat Bawatt:atennat and Yagabe1':1':a Tank' or just one 

sentence as in Mawwayayat. It should be noted however, 

that not all Amharic "dime novels " have prefaces and 

introductions; Kaltammawa Ehete and Waras Yalellaw Bet, for 

instance, do not have any. 

3 . 1.4 Chapters and Headings 

Amharic "dime novels" are often divided into chapters. 

A few of them give different sub-topics to each of the 

consecutive chapters while in some other cases the parts 

are only marked by numbers. Among those whose chapters are 

headed by sub-topics there are some works that include a 

table of contents as it is in Fere Heywat. In the majority 

of cases, however, the sUb-topics appear at the head of 

every new chapter often printed in bold letters and 

underlined . 

Quite a good number of these works also use both the 

number and the sub - topic together. It is common to see 

chapters "'hose headings read as " chapter 2: FROM INFANCY TO 

CHILDHOOD " , 
v 

(Germa C. 1960 E . C: 29). There are also many 

works which appear as one long chapter . The narratives of 
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Afo.wai.-.. FallaKa' s Sara, Eliyas Bii.::\ah' s Siiw Ydboawen 

Egzi'abher Yegalssawal, Yerga Manggestu ' s Polisenna Da~na 

Babalagar, etc ., for example , are not divided into 

chapters . These works only repeat the title of the book at 

the beginning o f thei r stories - sometimes complimented 

with sub-titles - and do not make a temporary stop. 

Many writers of the "dime nov els" seem not to have a 

proper understanding of the purpose of chapter divisions. 

One may find rel a tive l y longer works not divided into 

chapters and the short narratives divided. Ya'amsa AlaKa 

Gabre has five c h apters whereas Polisenna Danna Babalagar 

is not divided at all - these are 35 and 79 pages long 

respectively. A few cases show that some authors do not 

even know where to begin a new chapter. For instance, a 

new chapter beg ins in the middle of a speech of a character 

in Kuratenna Werdat (Tafarra 1955 E.C. : 65 - 6) . The 

chapters are made without consideri~g the functional 

purpose of dividing a narrative into different units . 

Philip stevick writes , 

... the writer of extended narrative is 
obliged to make his Hork ou t of 
subordinate , distinguishable parts , each 
of which can be seen as a form in itself . 
. .. , one responds to the form of a novel 
by responding to its chapters . And 
wi thout the possibility of responding to 
the form of its chapters, as more or less 
discrete units, an understanding of the 
whole work would be infinitely more 
difficult. .. (Stevick 1967: 174 ) . 
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'rhe necessi ty of segmenting a narrative into 

relatively self- contained and meaningful units is not 

correctly understood by many authors. Sometimes chapters 

are shorter than a page as in Mawdad Yamattaw Tank' (Ballata 

1958 E.C.: 5 5-56) . In fact , a chapter may not be judged for 

its size alone. The point is that the authors, while 

dividing their story into chapters, do not consider other 

criteria to make them the "discrete units" of a whole . Many 

a time, the division is done at random . 

The headings used in amharic "dime novels " are more or 

less similar. Their purport as a technique is tow-fold: it 

serves as an opening t o the story and/or the chapters, and 

it also introduces the subject-matter to the reader. 

Usually, the headings are statements that summarize the 

important event, action or episode of the part. For 

example, the reader who , In the first four chapters, has 

the information that the character-narrator is out in 

search of his father ' s body comes across a heading that 

reads Makaberun Agannahu I FOUND THE GRAVE) at the 

beginning of chapter five in 

1958 E.C . : 33). It is made 

Yamanfas Kuslanna (Yelma M. 

clear , therefore, that the 

major happening of this particular chapter would not be 

other than the discovering of the grave . 
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Egzi' abher YegalssawaJ. (what is hidden by man sha ll be 

brought to light by God) and Adlewon Basayef (injustice by 

the sword). In Ya ' amsa Alak'a Gabre all the five chapters 

are headed by drawings of different armaments : a sword, Bow 

and arrows, a pistol, a shield a nd a couple of spears, and 

a helmet. Considering that the story is about the heroic 

deeds of a certain soldier who is defending the territorial 

integrity of his country one can see the thematic 

relationship of the drawings. 

3.1.5 Captions and Illustrations 

Amharic "dime novels" abound in captions. As a matter 

of fact , one may also consider the headings mentioned above 

as captions because, according to the standard definition 

of the term , a caption is "a heading or title, as of 

chapter, or page. a legend for a picture or 

illustratio n, " (Barnhart 1969). 

Apart from those used as headings of chapters and as 

sub - titles , captions are often found under the photographs 

of the Emperor, the author, and other pictures alike . A 

caption may be in prose or verse, a sort of words of wisdom 

quoted from other sources or composed by the author. The 

caption under the picture of the Emperor may be a statement 

quoted from his speech : 
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PO'l..6:>2: 1 <;\?f.,or.., ',',>"C',9'" 'I'\~ ~" .&- o:P '.: -';C 4> :J .~ . 
"He who puts his trust in God and loves his country 
more than his own self n epd not be worried about his 
adversaries" H. S . I. (Abbe 1955 E. C) 

The captions under the photographs of the authors are 

intended to reflec t the authors ' view of life . 

I respect a man not for his wealth , but for 
his work , conduct and age alone . (Tebabu 1963 
E. C.) 

My desire to live lies in my interest to gain 
knowledge . But I feel like a nonentity when I 
fail to be what I want to be (Ayya la~ 1963 
E. C, ) 

since people may wrongly accuse us, our effort 
to be free from criticism can not always be 
fulfilled. Our conscience does not accuse us 
wrongly. We shall be free from its accusation 
only when possessing good faith, truth and 
even-handedness. (Abbe 1955E. c.) 

It is naive to think 
wha t has been spoi lt 
E. C. ) 

that time shall redress 
by man. (Yelma M.1959 

The Author's View-point 

a) You should not f orget that everything done 
without due care shall bring disaster . 

b) You must make sure that you r eally know 
yourself and are capable o f liv ing up t o 
your ideals . 

c) Action is the real evidence, not the skill 
expressed in words alone (Mulugeta 
1963 E . C. ) 

Except for Germa Dammanu ' s Wa ras YalE,1law Bet and 

Manggestu Gadamu ' s Somalew, t he se "dine novels " seldom use 

illustrations inside the main text(appendix ii,iii,ix) . 
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3.2 Narrative Form 

The term technique in literature refers to a concept 

that deals wi th the method used in processing a certain 

narrative . It includes the set of me thod, or the craft, 

that the writer employs to organize a nd develop his 

material into an intelligible work. Therefore, it is a 

concept which, by and l arge , has a close relationship with 

form because they both deal wi th ways of telling a story, 

the former with the process and the latter with the 

outcome. Writing on the subject Philip stevick says, 

techniques have no existence apart from 
their employment in particular novels, that 
one cannot begin to judge the effectiveness of 
one way of telling a story ove r another 
wi thout jUdging the relation between the 
technique and the whole structure of the novel 
in which it appears . (Stevick 1967 : 46) 

Of course , technique and form express a notion that is 

not limited to an externa l scheme alone b ut are al s o the 

integra l parts of the work which has no existence wi thout 

them. In orde r to analyze the technical aspects that ma ke 

the form(s ) of Amharic "dime novel " , however, it would be 

more manageable to 1 imi tits a pp l i c ation to a certain 

meaning . " Wh en we speak of the form of ali terary work", 

defines Cuddon , " \ole refer to its shape and structure and 
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in which it is made ... - C1S opposed ' to iT" 
.7' ., 

substance or what it is about " (Cuddon 1977). 

Based on this definition, the study shall now deal 

with the shape and structural aspects of the narrative of 

the "dime novels". It is also important to note here that 

a reference to the plot would be the primary method applied 

in studying the form of a work. After all, as R. F. 

Dietrich says, "plot may be defined as the arrangement of 

events and actions in a story ... (Dietrich. n. d.: 127); or 

in the words of Norman Friedman, plot is " ... , the 

sequential flow of events in time and its means and causes, 

effects and ends" (Friedman 1967E.C: 150). 

Amharic "dime novels" may be classified into a few 

sub-categories depending upon the pattern of their plots. 

The differences in the patterns of the plots differentiates 

the shape or structure of the narratives. 

It is bes t to begin here by presenting the profiles of 

the plots of ten selected " dime-novels ". The complete list 

of the selected Amharic " dime novels " and the profiles of 

their plots is appended in the end. The profiles do not 

necessarily follow the course of actions in their temporal 

order of occurrence. (The symbol I .u I 
rr indicates a 
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. . n, F:c;nnr. 1 n u r.., on , n 1-_10 sequential development ot a 

narration; it may also indicate a point where the narration 

re sumes at a different place or at a different per i od of 

time) 

1. Adlewon Basayef: A family - a son born to it - the 

death of the parents - the son becomes spoiled and spends 

what he has inherited - his uncle gives him a post in the 

government for which he is not qualified - another boss 

comes and he loses his job and is sent to prison - after 

being released he goes on wandering aimlessly - he suffers 

a lot and faces a series of misfortunes - finally, he is 

shot by certain people - he dies in an operation room of a 

hospital. 

2 . Amanuel Darso Ma ls: A young man explains the reason why 

he tells his life story and begins at the death of his 

father # On his dea th bed . The father makes a will and a 

fe w days later he dies - the son inherits a good portion of 

the p roperty and expends it all - he leaves h is job and 

mis trea ts his wife - she leaves hin and he continues t o go 

t o different wome n - one day unknown men kidnap him and 

cut - off his t ongue and he becc:Jes dumb he becomes 

dependent o n hi s previous mistress who tri es to help him 

he quarrels wi th the woman and is admitted to an asylum -

his wife visits him in the hospital - he gets cured and his 
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wife takes him to ne!" h ,,!"e nT,,, "elf''' "im {_.o recover - lie 

get s a job as an accounta~t -he receives his first salary 

a nd o n his wa y home becomes t empted to go to the bars - he 

overcomes the temptation and goes to his wife ; she becomes 

happy. 

3. Ancci Yagadam Takel: A young Ethiopian who is studying 

in Berkl ey , California , r ece i ves a letter sent to him by a 

young girl from Ethiopia. -- He writes back to the girl and 

the exchange continues. 

4 . Bunna Kajiwa: A young gir l tells the story of her 

deceased mother # The mother is married to a man according 

to the traditional custom - the man beats her because o f 

her "inferti l ity " - she runs away and comes to a town and 

becomes a prost itute she gives birth to a g i rl who 

become s a ' bunna kaj i' (who makes and serves co f fe e to the 

cus t omers) - the mother meets with a man from her village 

who finds her a job - she saves money and opens her own 

brothel - t wo me n quarell over her a nd one o f them kills her 

- the man from the mother 's village t akes the abandoned 

girl who narrates the story . 

5 . c~raka setwata: A young man (Bakkala ). argues wi th his 

uncle about hi s ma rriage . The uncl e advises him to try 

another girl who may help him to forget his deserting 



fiance~, but the former says h= cc~ld~ 't a~t 

secret a ry is employed in Bi~~ilj ' s office - ile is a serious 

a nd disciplined man; never flinches to fun loving office 

girls - he likes the new secretary and one day gives her a 

ride h ome - they fall in l ove - the staff members and the 

bosses c onspire against them; so they change their j obs -

The problem with the girl is that she's engaged to another 

man without her consent - Bj~Kila talks with her fiance and 

pays him birr 2,000 , that solves the problem - he assigns 

his friend Abibi t o take care of his l ove r and goes to 

Europe - by the time he comes back his lover refuses to 

marry him - he gets disturbed and his relatives send him to 

Asmara - he receives a telephone .call from Addis Abiba and 

learns that the man she is going to marry is his friend 

Abiba - on the day of the wedding he watches the wedding 

procession pass by - he enters a brothe l and sleeps with a 

prostitute. 

6 . Cirk Yimmiyasttel Winne: A drunkard writes a letter to 

his prev ious teacher asking for advice the teacher 

answers him and tries to persuade him to stop drinking -

the drunkard tries to quit drinking - the teache r gets 

happy - the drunkard fails in his effort - the teacher 

becomes unhappy . 
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I. " & tkka Lejehen" : A family - a s on born to it - Lila YOUIl': 

boy becomes spoiled - take s a mistress by whom he get~ t wo 

children - he betrays her she dies he gets o ther 

children from two different women - wh en he tries to leave 

as usua l one of the women brings his child and leaves it 

with him - he gives t h e child to a neighbouri ng woman t he 

husband of whom kills him. 

8. Enkoy ye Demame: An old woma n ca ll ed Enkoyye De mame wa lks 

i n the rain # The young Enkoyye gets marr ied to a rich 

white man who keeps a shop; Enkoyye gives birth to twin 

child r e n, a s o n a nd daughte r - t he white ma n becomes ill 

and decides to go to his country - he takes the son with 

him and leaves the daughter with Enkoyye - on a ship to 

Franc e t he white man dies and a French woman adopts the 

baby son ( Burdo) # Enkoyye becomes poo r and gives her 

daughter (Dengat e or Tere s a) to a certain fam i ly - Dengate 

Grows - up but nobody wants to marry her because she is a 

mu l a t t o # Burdo g r ows- u p but nobody wants t o ma r y h im 

because he is a mU latto # Dengate leaves her home and goes 

to Addis Ababa where she becomes a prostitute ~ Burdo goes 

to Ethi op ia a nd by chance meets with Te r esa in a bar - they 

become lovers and get married ~ Enkoyy e comes to the house 

of Te resa l ooking f o r a job and gets hired as a serva nt; 

Burdo does not like the o l d woman because she is ugly . 
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" . . s s un 'i'iiyewi : _. young prisoner in handcuffs is led into 

~ court c ha r ged f or mu rde r ing hi s fat her - the court beg ins 

the i nvestigation on evidences , words of witnesses and 

ava i lable exhibits. Adjourned to another day - the accused 

is i mme r sed i n deep thought whi le staying in t he pr i son 

cell - the inv e s tigatio n cont inues i t s s e cond-d a y hearing 

of witnesses it is disclosed that the wife of the 

murdered man had c ommitted su i cide a nd has been buried; the 

police continue to investigate the crime - on the third 

session o f t he hear ing t he complex s itua tio n i s unra vell e d 

and it is discovered that the killers of both the husband 

a nd wife are two other p eop le - the a ccused i s acquitted. 

10 . Ete yy e Laders : Manddafro discusses with his frie nds 

about women - one of these friends inherits the wealth of 

hi s d y ing uncle - the fr i ends move to the villa and buy a 

luxurious ca r - Mandda fr o co nti nues to pick- up st r eet-gi rls 

- a g ir l marries him but he refuses to sleep with her; s he 

l e aves h im - he s tr i kes a n affa ir wi th a ma rr ied woman and 

dece i ves the husband by presenting himself as t he woma n' s 

brot he r - the husband goes to another place and , i n the 

meantime, the woman becomes pregnant - Manddafro leaves 

her, the woman dies while attempting an abortion . 

Th e resumAs , i ncluding t hose appended in the end, 

clearly show that the greater number of Amharic "dime 
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novels :: u,.., ,.j m';'11.<. i"", til0uS l ;; plot construction. There 

are, of course .. a I'ew exceptions. Based on this information 

one may ident ify the following methods . (in parentheses are 

given the numbers of the stories that illustrate the 

methods) 

1. A - Z: This is a method where actions , events and 
episodes of a story are arranged in chronological order. 
The narration starts at the beginning of the story and 
develops by strictly observing the succession of events in 
their natural spatio - temporal order . It follows the course 
of the life of a character up to the e nd of the story and 
does not make a ny significant detour or a change of order 
that may affect the shape o f the na rrative . Many of these 
stories develop a chain of actions which are int errelated 
as cause-and- effect . 
(1 , 7 , 9 ,10,11,14,15,16,1 7 ,18, 1 9 , 20,21 , 22 , 23 , 24 , 25 , 27 , 29,3 1 
,32,33,35,38,39,40,41,48,49,50) 

2. A, B, A, B ... : This refers to a method where a story is 
presented as correspondence between two characters. The 
epistola ry work arranges its units in such a way that the 
whole process is a two-way interaction . 

Apart from the epistolary works there are also a few 
works wh i ch carry their story through extended dialogue. 
The only difference is perhaps the presence of a narrator 
who plays the role of an intermedia tor between the 
characters - an agent who intrudes to express the mood , 
feel ing , etc. of the actants or who makes some remarks 
which have no relevance at all . 
(3,6,13,26,37) 

3 . Z # A - Y: Another method employed by the Amharic "dime 
novel " is to begin a narrative with the last unit of the 
story. It is a technique applied by stor ies of confession 
that are usually presented by a character- narrator. The 
Amh a ri c "dime novels " written in this mode do not actually 
invert the whole orde r of a story so as t o narrate it in a 
backward direction. It is only that the narrator, who has 
already experienced whatever is in the story, presents 
himself at the beginning of the narrative with the 
information about what happened at t he end of story . He , 
the narra t or , posts himself at a higher level of na rration 
and proceeds to t ell the story - beginning from where it 
starts and unfolding a c tio ns , events , and episodes 
accordi ng to their order of occurrence - until he reaches 
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the point where he I: 1rS1: appear ... i::o i::he rea,; r. 
(2,4,5,30) 

4. X # A - W # X - Z: There are confession stories whose 
narratives do not begin with the last event in the story. 
The narrator starts at a point a little earlier from the 
end and then proceeds to the beginning . The story develops 
until it reaches where the scene at the beginning of the 
narrative is at its proper order in time. From this point 
on the narrative continues to deal with the last part of 
the story. 
(42,43,45) 

5. A - B # C - D # ... # Y - Z : The narrative appears in a 
succession of smaller units everyone of which has some 
degree of completeness. A unit constitutes a chapter but is 
self-contained and it resembles much like a storiette. The 
narrative follows the central character's role in each of 
these units and in a sense is episodic . A few cases show a 
narrative following the central character's movement from 
place to place where every new place makes a single unit. 
This is much like the above , the only difference being 
change of locale rather than of character. 
(36,44 , 47) 

6. B # A,C - Z: A narrative begins at a point a little 
later from the beginning of the story. It then goes back 
to the point where the story starts and proceeds to the end 
in chronological order. 
(34) 

7. A - F # A2 - F # F - P # A3 - P # P - Z: Narratives with 
a main plot and other sub- plots . Events and actions follow 
a chronological order. A temporary stop. A new story begins 
and proceeds until another temporary stop . Reverts to the 
former. Temporary stop and so on. The latter is 
subordinate to the former and finally the two merge 
together to continue in a single line of narration . The 
method gives the narrative a certain degree of complexity 
and widens its scope . 
( 12) 

8 . A - P # A - Z # P - Z: There are works which sustain 
the course ot the lirst narrative to continue with a second 
narrative that begins and ends there before they resume 
with the first one. The second narrative is superimposed 
on the first with no apparent logical connection between 
the two. 
( 46) 
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9. Y # A - H # I - J f K - L f M - X , Y, Z: It is a 
method in which a narrative begins a little before the end 
of a story and goes back to the first action in the story . 
It goes on to follow the lives of different characters who 
appear in different places but whose lives and destiny are 
bound together. The narrative unfolds the stories of the 
different characters in successive alternation and, though 
they are taking place in different times and places, 
interweaves them so that the different parts make one 
sing l e story . 
(8 ) 

To sum up, as the profile of the plots and the methods 

used in constructing them show , the majority of Amharic 

"d ime novels " have a high degree of similarity in their 

format . The works grouped under the ' A - Z ' method, for 

example, relate events as they happen in time and in the 

course of the narration one may identify three to four 

stages of development. 

A story usually beg ins at the home of the central 

character ' s parents - before, at or after his/her birth, 

and by providing a brief account of his/ her childhood . 

This is often followed by a certain action that wou ld 

destabilize the life of the character. In nos . 1, 17, 19 , 

27, 32, 38 , and 50, for instance, the central characters 

become bereft of their parents, a facto r that would cause 

a new development in the course of the narration. 
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A ~econd stage may start when the central ... ',aLac t",L 

leaves h ome t o try his/ her lot. It is a stage that 

f eatures the character ' s struggle in life - the exposure of 

an unexper i enced mind to the world. As is usually the case 

the experiences are not at all pleasant. In story nos. 14, 

27, 31, 32 and 41 the central characters pas s through a 

series of problems after they leave their home. In some 

other cases the characters may not go into trouble and, 

depending on the nature of the individual's disposition and 

his/ her fami l y background , may ins tead be engaged in 

extravagant or r ath e r disastrous behaviour. This is true, 

for instance, of stories in nos. 1 , 7, 21, 23 and 40. 

A third stage may begin as acti ons reach their climax 

and as the central characters make a final attempt to 

achieve whatever they were after. Some wo rks tell stories 

about successful characters and some others a bout 

unsuccessful ones. They may extend into a fourth stage in 

which the wrong - doers are punished (no . 27) and the good 

ones o r at lea s t those who repent and r efo r m are rewarded 

(nos . 23 , 33 , and 41 ) . 

Not all narratives dev elop through all t he stages 

mentioned. Some dwe ll long on the initial stage or t wo . 

Then rush incredibly fast towards the end and thus appea r 

unp r oportional . 

• 
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One may a l so find but a few works which emp l oy such 

devices as 'flashbacks ' and ' foreshadowing ' techniques . I n 

story no . 20 , fo r example, the character- narrator brings in 

a n experience from h i s pas t and relates i t to h is p resent. 

In d o ing so he tries t o prove t o the r eader how he is being 

consistent. The device of foreshadowing is found in story 

no. 5. At the b e ginning of the s tory the c haracter-

narrator remarks that his girl friend is wearing a ring. 

He does it a s a passing remark. Thi s , h owever, serves t o 

foreshadow an event that takes place much later - her 

ma rriage to anot her man. 

It i s only in a few works that one ca n see attempts 

at some kind of technical maneuverings . constructing a 

narrative on a pr i mary plot and sub-plot, as in no. 12 , and 

constructing a un i f ied a ctio n out o f b i t s o f differe nt a nd 

rathe r i ndependent actions , as in nos . 44 a nd 47 , are very 

r a re. 

3.3 Major The matic Trends 

A theme is a general comnent that a write r make s on 

the subject and is a t erm used broadly as the total meaning 

of an artistic work . 
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The -3JJ"'rH')r~ or ;" mh;:::triC"! i'rfimH (lovels" have written on 

various subjects and have forwarded their interpretations 

of them. Whether or not the themes are well integrated 

into the stories, that is a different matter . In fact, it 

is a common practice among these authors to tell explicitly 

the meaning of their stories and the messages they would 

1 ike to impart. 

The fol l owing is an attempt to identify the major 

thematic t rends of Amharic "dime novels". From the outset, 

one can easily identify two points concerning the themes of 

these works . First, Amharic "dime novels" exhibit a great 

deal of repetition of subjects Second, there are too 

many topics in a single work. Most authors tend to write 

discursively and to ramble over as many subject matters as 

they can so as to comment on as many issues as possible. 

Therefore , in many works themes overlap one another. 

Bearing these two general traits in mind, an attempt is 

made here to choose the most recurrent themes of Amharic 

"dime novels" . 

a) Love and Marriage 

The most popular subject matter of Anharic "dime 

novels " is that of love and marriage and many of them deal 

with the different aspects of this man -wo~an relationship . 

Love as an emotional experience between young boys and 
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the selected works, for examp le, there are only three such 

cases - Sara, Maawdaad Yamattaw Tank and kalen Lamatabbak'. 

In these stories the youngsters c hoose their own lovers and 

as in the last two cases they face parenta l interference. 

There is a general tendency to make such relationship s end 

up in tragedy. For example, in Mawdad Yamattaw Tank', 

e venthough the coupl e manage to escape the opposing parents 

and marry, both of them di e in a ve ry pitiful manner. 

It is rather the illegitimate love between grown-ups 

that seems to interest the majority of the authors. Many 

works deal with adultery and comment on the indecency of 

such practices. They tell stories of men and women who are 

occupied in c hasing one another. Taddasa in Ya' aradaw 

Taddasa i s a very good example of the kind o f adulterous 

characters that ab ound in the "dime novels" . He engages 

himself in deflowering school girls, corr upting married 

women, office girls and even maid servants and peasant 

women. He makes every promis e possible until he deceives 

his victims and then does no t hesitate to throw them out. 

Other works such as Manennatehe n Ewak', Waha Yaballaw Bet, 

Etteyye Laders , Yaltaddalac Basaw Sarg Tadarac, etc. also 

deal with characters, men and women , who engage t hemselves 

in similar practices . 
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ifhe authors depict such practice as dGt::;:irr.e~t~l +!: 

society and its institutions. Their criticism is often 

directed at young civi l servants who are irresponsible and 

morally corrupt. The adultery which has become rampant 

among this class of society is shown to lead to crime and 

sel f destruction. In Essun Tayew!, Waha Yaballaw B{!t, 

"Enkka Lej ehen" , Garramiiw, Amanu'lH Diirso Mals and many 

o ther works the main c haracters are involved in criminal 

actions. 

In relation to married life these works raise issues 

I ike divorce, remarriage, and other harmful traditional 

elements and try to show how they affect the wellbeing of 

the society. The death of one of the married couples and 

the remarriage that follows, as in Yamanfas Kuslanna and 

Kiiltammawa Ehete, causes the misery of children. Divorce 

may also be followed by a remarriage that creates an 

unfavourable situation to children. The father in Gudunna 

Tariku marries different women and his child suffers in the 

hands of his step- mothers . Due to her step-mother ' s ill 

treatment the daughter in Kaltammawa Ehete runs away from 

home and becomes a prostitute . The central character of 

Bunna K~jiwa runs away from her husband , who beats her up 

believing that she is infertile, only to become a 

prostitute . A marriage between a black woman and a white 

man in Enkoyye Demame shows how their mUlatto offsprings 

grow to become outcasts . 
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.1.1\ most <.:"",-, ,, the writers limit themselves tv 

C"rit icizing the il ls of marital relationships and fall 

short of supp l ying the r emedy . One can ci te only a few 

works whose stories demonstrate what a good marr iage ought 

to l ook like. Such models, f o r example , are found in 

Manenna tehen Ewak, Sawenna Nurow and Fert£ Heywat whe re the 

young couple make their own choice and are married 

according to custom - that is, wi th the full consent of 

their parents and in some c ases with sacramental oaths of 

a church wedd i ng. 

b) Morality and Present-day Society 

One of the most popular themes of Amharic "dime 

novels" i s the conduct and practice of the young 

generation. Many of the above menti oned works , for 

example , deal with t he various aspects of this subject 

cover i ng a wide range of top ics . 

There is a gene r a l tendency of mak ing a distinction 

between young people wi th moder n life - styles and the rest 

of the population . A character who represents the forme r 

type usually behaves contrary to established norms of 

traditional society. Almost all characters who engage i n 

excessive drinking , debauchery and other immoral behaviour 



The c..~l ltral characters in Ciirk 

yanuniyastel wanne, Manennateh e n Ewak', Ya - amas' Nuz zaze , 

Waras Yalelllaw Bet, Sawenna Nurow, "Enkka Lej ehen" and 

Masalal are all young, some of whom have been to countries 

abroad. As the narrator character of Ya' amas' Nuzzaze 

admits these young people assume themselves as civi li z ed 

and take the liberty of belittling traditional values. The 

kind of criticism that many writers forward can be surmi s ed 

from the following speech: 

Ever since modern civilization was introduced 

life h a s become a mess; ... t he order of our 

country has been d isrupted, our culture debased, 

the foundation of our tradition shaken ... thus 

leading us t o anarchy and confusion ...... civilization 

offers children equal rights with parents; yell ing 

back at parents or mocking them has now become an 

accepted practice. (Marse ' e-Hazan 1956E.C.: 31-32) 

It is not uncommon to read stories in which indecent 

behaviour is presented as a biproduct of modern 

civilization. Frequenting bars, neglecting family 

responsibil i ties and e mbez zling government funds corne under 

constant attack. 

Among the works that comment upon the corrupt 

bureaucracy are: Ya'ama~ NuzzazA, Ya 'ara daw Taddasa , 

Sawenna Nurrow, Polisenna Danna Babalagar , Kuratenna 

Werddat and c'araKa Setwata . for exanple, El-Tex in Masalal, 

passes his own wife ove r to ano ther ma n in order to get 

promotion . The narrator-cha racter in Ya ' arnas Nuzzaze tells 
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how he married a wnm"n for t .1 '" sa1ce of •. .:!C wealth and 

social status in spite of her i ll manners and cruelty. A 

similar story i s f ound in r.awagu Ui ' arba Semment Sa' at 

Tagabbu. 

The young generation's fun-l oving attitude and its 

dissipation is also the target of criticism. The whole 

story of Maddasat Bawattatennat is an exposition of this 

attitude. While introducing his book the author defines 

the youth's main occupation in the fol l owing words. 

Many associations are established in our 
town associations for road 
construction , for educationa l 
development. .. etc. Do you know that 
there is also another association that 
is different from the above ones? Its 
main objective is: " To BE HAPPY". Its 
motto, " Enj oy Li fe, . .. (Wandayyahu 1958 
E.C.: 14-15). 

There are, of course , other issues which are raised in 

relation to morality. Actually, most Amha r ic "dime novels" 

roam over various s ubj ects at random . For example, one can 

find tracts on betrayal, greed, hypocracy, etc , but these 

are less focused upon. 

c) The spread of Brothels and Prostitution 

The inc rease in the numbe r of brothels concerns many 

writers of the "dime novel ". 
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The stories of Maddasat Bawatfatennat ~nd Yamaladaw Daha 

attempt at giving a detailed account of the kind of life 

that goes on in such places . They demonstrate the 

extravagance of the people and how overdrinking pushes them 

to misbehave. The character-narrator of Bunna Kaj iwa 

describes it thus: 

sorts 

. .. somebody forces a girl to dance with him -

calling her different ~ames, of course. 

Oh, the different kind of behaviours there are! 

How startling and distressing it is to see 

the things that people do .... you would be 

amazed if you listen to the foul language! 

(Ayyala 1961 E.C.: 17) 

Brothels are depicted as places where people of all 

come together and/or the final destination to 

destitute and wanton women. A few works explicitly point 

out the growth of urban centers as favourable for the 

expansion of saloons and the increasing number of 

prostitutes. An o ld man in Waras Yalellaw Bet says , 

On the one hand, many anti - development practices 

are rapidly progressing in the towns. The 

poisonous prostitutes which abound in the 

capital and othe r provincial towns have safely 

entrenched themselves. These deserters and 

divorcees who mushrooM along with the newly found 

towns indicate the aimlessness of the rural 

population ' s flight to the towns . On the other hand, 

this aggravates the social problem by increasing 

the rate of divorce and bringing about much confusion. 

(Ge r ma D. 1958 E.C.: 69 - 70) 

'- , 
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As it is often the case, Amharic dime novelists dn not 

examine the source of the prob lem. They usual l y present it 

as the problem of the individual and seem to be contented 

by tell ing their reader that he should avoid committing 

similar mistakes. However, there are rare exceptions. The 

family disintegration caused by the Italian invasion, for 

instance, is presented in Saw Yabbawen Egzi I abher 

Yegalssawal as a factor that led many women to 

prostitution. 
I .••• 

In Bunna KaJlwa the author looks into the 

traditional social system and indicates how gender based 

oppression aggravates the situation. 

Prostitution, though a detailed account of it is 

seldom given, is treated as a defaming profession which 

ultimately ruins the woman that practices it. For example, 

the prostitute in Saw Yabbawen Egziabher Yegalssawal turns 

into a servant and finally dies in a prison; the one in 

Bunna Kajiwa gets killed amidst a quarrel, the character 

narr a tor in Salemallas Karrahu becomes a beggar and leads 

a mise rable life before she goes to a monastery , etc. In 

fact, the authors do not regard the victims of this 

profession as people who are evil by nature, eventhough 

they are often depicted as corruptors of other people . All 
.".--

or almost all prostitutes are portrayed as women who are 

doomed to lead a life which they themselves do not like. 
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A.,. .i~l' Lk", i..",<l .. <,,)0"'1,., the woman iJI Bunna Kiij iwa i,. forced 

in~o the profession; the girl in Salernrna.lla.s Karrahu runs 

away from her parents after being betrayed by her lover and 

is left without any choice but to become a prostitute; the 

one in Kaltarnrnawa Ehete is also forced out of her home by 

the crue l step-moth e r. 

A more detailed portrayal of a woman who runs a bar is 

found in Amanuel Darso Mills. Inspite of the crisis she 

su ffers from the falling market, she tries very hard to 

assist her lover for the sake of the good times they had 

together. She is characterized as a virtuous woman who 

remains faithful to a friend in his difficult times, 

forgiving him even when he does wrongs to her. 

d) Education Versus Tradition 

Many Amharic dime novelists writ e about education and 

its place in a society that is dominantly traditional . 

Eventhough the writers do not disregard the merit of 

learning, they generally show a tendency to be critical of 

the behavioral attitudes of the educated. 

Some write about the tradi ti ona l church education. 

Fere Heywa.t is one such work which tells about the 

difficulties that attend the long and wearisome toil of 

church education. 
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education. Goi~g to school is often viewed as a road to 

success. Most characters who h appen to be so educated 

become self sufficient unless their own mismanagement 

brings about their ruin. The criticism generally 

revol ves around the problems of acculturation or the 

conflict between cUltures14 . 

The problem of acculturation is seen in the style of 

dressing, the habit of smoking and drinking, in forsaking 

one's religion and its prescriptions. The authors accuse 

the educated people who try to imitate the civilized ways 

of the white man IS . El-Tex in Masalal and his two friends 

are young men dressed in Italian suits and behaving as 

Europeans. The selfish motive of the character narrator of 

Ya' amas' Nuzzaze who refuses to host his brothers and 

sisters in his house demonstrates t he conflict betwee n the 

individualistic attitude of the educated man and the 

communal way of traditional life . 

Kuratenna Werdat is a more skilful p re sentation of the 

confl ict between an educated young man and the c onservative 

local population . p.baba , after his prolonged stay in 

Amer ica , comes back with a strong desire to modernize hi s 

country. However, the social pressure around him belittles 

his effort and regards his education with scorn . The young 
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educated ma-n becomes " 1 ()n~ 1 Y Ron l wi t h f rust ,-_. ced dreams. 

Describing his defeat Ababa finally says, " Please do not 

bother me. I am a black man and I should live as one . Once 

I wa nted to live like a white man . But I have eventually 

understood that is impossible. I have to accept that" 

(Tafarra 1955 E.C.: 83). 

We have considered the dominant and mos t recurrent 

themes in Amharic "dime novels". There are also other less 

frequent themes not worthwhile to go into. Suffice it to 

say: Christianity and nationalism, which were the 

reverberating themes of early Amharic literature, gave way 

to current social problems in the "dime novel". 

One may also add that these writers do usually write 

about life in the urban centres and tend to make the new 

generation and its role in the society their major area of 

d i scussion. Eventhough they repeatedly claim that they 

stand for change only a few indicate the merits of changing 

the social milieu . 

The majority direct their shallo~ criticism to what 

they refer to as "zama n amattas", that is, t he new way of 

l ife . Their principal motive is to Harn readers from 

falling into undesirable habits which may appear at first 

as marks of civilization . They usually accuse the new 
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r ising middle class for polluting social llre with " z~an 

a miifa l " beha v i ours . 

3. 4 Charac t e ri zat i on 

I ndeed , the qua l i t y of a fictional work depends largely 

on the ski l l shown in i t s c h a racteriz ation . writing on 

amharic l i terature Thomas Kane comments: 

the largest portion of the 
literature ... has a p r ofusion of 
characters , but none treated in depth , 
characte rs which appe a r a nd di sappear 
wi t hou t warn i ng . . . Rela tionships o f the 
characters t o e ach other are seldom 
explained, milieus are left to the 
reade r ' s i magination and credible 
motivation for a c hara cter ' s b e haviour is 
frequent l y want i ng even among the better 
writer s. (Kane 1975:17) 

His stat ement is true of the characters of Amharic 

"dime novels". The moralistic ! didac tic intention, whi c h 

has l ong been the ma i n t radition among the writer s of t he 

country , cont inues t o be t he central mot i v e i n the 

production of these works. Little or no attention is given 

to t he proper hand ling o f characters . 

Except in a few cases al mos t all characters in Amharic 

" dime nove l s " are easily identifiable types . The authors 

are not concerned i n the behavioral patterns and 

idiosyncrasies of individua l characters . By using 

uncomplica t ed stereotype characters the authors simply drum 

the message that they want to convey. 
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In most stories the focus is on the centra l cha rac ter 

and rarely deviates to other characters. It is this 

central character who carries out every major action in the 

story . In Waras Yalellaw Bet, for example, the story 

begins as Gediwon f antas i zes about the beauty and charms of 

Addis Ababa. The story follows Gediwon as he leaves his 

v illage and the reader is never allowed to dwell on other 

characters that come and go as it develops. The story 

comes to an end when Gediwon meets his father. 

Characters are moulded to serve as carriers of ideas . 

In most instances the moral of a work is verbally mouthed 

by the central characters instead of being shown through 

their actions. A c haracter follows a certain pattern of 

behaviour which hardly changes. If a c haracter undergoes 

change , which is a very rare phenomenon, it is often a 

complete shift into the opposite category. When a writer 

makes such a shift he d oes so in order t o teach a lesso n to 

the reader. In Sawenna Nurrow Asfaw changes from "black to 

white ", so to speak . Contrary to wha t he used to be he 

becomes a religious and well disciplined man . However , the 

ma j or i t y of Amh a ric "dime novels " do no t exhibit this 

cha racteristic. As in Ya ' aradaw Tadda s a , Adlewon Basayef, 

Mannennatehen Ewak', Wa Ene Saw Mahone, and many othe r 

works, the characters maintain the set of behaviours they 

are as signed from beg inni ng to end . 
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'There is.~, repE!ti.tivet,_.;s about the way that the "dime ' 

novels" cbaracteri ze c e rtain types of personalities. The 

pattern of behaviour employed to characterize As faw in 

Sawenna Nurrow, for instance, is also used in other 

character s . Kabbada in Wa h a ¥aballa w Bet, the nameless 

character in ¥amaladaw Daha, the narrator-character in 

Amanuel Darso Mals, etc., are by-and-Iarge repetitions of 

the same type. They are va riables of the same personality 

representing the spoiled youth whose indulgence in money 

expending, a l cohol drinking, womanizing , etc . drags him t o 

an injurious end. All step-mothers found in these works 

are depicted with a more or les s similar set of behaviours. 

In Kaaltammawa Ehete, for example, she is characterized as 

a cruel woman who always beats her step- children and trea ts 

them brutally. Gudu's step-mother in Gudunna Tariku is 

equally merciless t owards him and she behaves the same way 

as the woman in the forme r wo rk. 

In mos t stories , a character ' s beha v iour is readily 

in troduced by the narrator before the reader gets the 

chance to know him in action . A characte r would thus be 

labelled with a set of cliche items taken f r om the stock of 

public experience , and the author does no t probe into the 

individual ' s inner - self to give him a mark of 

indiv iduality . If at all a characte r undergoe s a change 

the motive s and the process of change are often left in 
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darkn.ass. In :iuJU& cas.::;; th '· c l1arJge .J..S c u "- y mentioned as a 

passing remark which fa ils ~o convince the reader. 

The profusion of characters who make sudden 

appearances and who disappear as quickly is another feature 

of the "dime novel." These are anonymous persons that the 

reader instantly forgets . 

Although Amharic "dime novels" are collectively 

characterized by a profusion of flat characters, there are 

exceptions which contain round characters. The narrator 

character in Amanuel Darso Mals, for example, is one such 

character. The man who has been a drunkard, a womanizer and 

a spendthrift at the beginning of the story gradually 

develops hysteria, undergoes treatment and then is healed. 

The change takes place gradually and every step of the 

development is well motivated and convincing . 

A few works feature characters with a certain degree of 

complexities. The central character in Garramaw is a 

criminal who murders his own friend to revenge the latter's 

abduction of his wife . The central character is portrayed 

as a man who feels guilty of the murder he committed and 

who struggles to cleanse himself by virtuous deeds. Unlike 

in mos t "dime novels" Garramaw is not introduced in a r ush . 

It is after reading a good portion of the story that his 

persona l ity becomes elucidated . 

--.. 
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themselves . They inter fere t o comment, to interpret and to 

exp l ain. Thus , the reader often faces t he dominant presence 

of a n author who attenuates the independent existence of 

the actual act ants of a story. 

Most stories do not give the amount of information 

necessary to paint a vividly perceptible and emotionally 

touching character. A narrator often introduces a 

character by name and goes on telling about what happens 

to him. It is a very rare practice among the dime 

novelists to give a physical description of characters. 

Talking about a drunkard, for instance, he would simply 

write : "Ato So and So is a drunkard who expends his money 

in bars and never gets home until very late in the 

evening, II He does not bother to relate some more 

information on how Ato So and So behaves in the bars, 

c ommunicates with fellow drunkards , pays his bill , etc , 

to help the reader to fee l him closely. 

The attempt to employ the dramatic method of 

characterization is observable in Maddasa t Bawattatennat, 

YaGeta~caw Misttoc , Ya'aradaw Taddasa , Garramaw, Yamaladaw 

The dramatic method , 

acco r ding to War r en Beach , 

is the method of direct presentation, 
and aims to give the reader the sense of 



being present, here and now, in the s,-,,,,,,t< 
of action. That is why those elements 
are undramatic wh i ch make us aware of an 
author explaining things: exposition, 
description, and characterization by the 
author, psychological analysis, 
philosophiz ing and sentimental i zing about 
the characters and events (Beach 
1932:181). 

There are a few cases where the narrator draws back 

from his position as a mediator and lets the reader see the 

characters as they are actually engaged in action. The 

following narrative from Waras Yalellew Bet indicates how 

the method is used to dramatize a certain episode: 

He descended down the gorge. By the 
road's side, right at the edge of the 
cliff, h e found a tree. That was exactly 
what he was l ooking for. He brought out 
a rope from his pocket, threw it up and 
tied it on the branch. His hands began 
to tremble.His legs also began to shake 
as if he had caught malaria . His body 
tensed. Trembling, he prepared the noose 
into which to place his neck. (Germa D. 
1958: 55) 

Such direct presentations are rare. Soon the narrator 

crops up and interferes with the character in the scene of 

action. 

A prolonged absence of a mediating narrator occurs in 

works whose narration is carried out by dialogues. The 

narrative of YaGeta~6aw Mistto~ employs this method and 

there is a mi n imum degree of interference on the part of 

the narrator . 
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'I'h", m<'~/")ri ~.y of Amharic "dime novels" use the dialog'.!!'" 

ma inly for conveying the ideas of the authors and not for 

expressing the characters ' individual personal i ty. The 

manner in which one character speaks does not differ from 

the others. The priest, the school boy, the house maid, 

etc. all u se the same language style. 

In practice the authors o f Amharic "d ime novels" do 

not seem to have considered characterization as an integral 

part of the narrative technique. In the majority of "dime 

novels" preference is made to portray characters through 

the voice of a narrator. A narrator is endowed with 

unlimited omniscience and is entitled to edit and present 

his material as it pleases him. Thus characters are 

deprived of their independent and natural existence and 

fail t o be convincing. 

3.5 Language Style 

The authors of the "dime novels " show different 

standards in the ir comma~d of language , capacity at 

expressing ideas, and manner of presentation . The literary 

tradi tion before ~the emerge~ce of the "dime novels " lacks 

the techniques of ficti on ~riting . The l o ng tradition i n 

Geez literatu re and its orientation to re ligious subjects 

and those pioneer works in h rnharic have prov ided them very 

little exper ience to start ~ith. 
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In the majority of the "dime novels " the authors use 

simple words and an average size of sentences. The 

sentences are by-and-large grammatical and capable of 

convey ing their ideas. In fact, works like Kaltammawa 

Ehete, C~ra~a setewata, Waras Yalellaw Bet, Ya'aradaw 

Taddasa, Garramaw, etc. are characterized by short and 

effectively conc ise sentences . A good number of Amharic 

" dime novels" demonstrate well constructed sentences and 

phrases . 

However, there are some works whose narra tives show 

ungrammatical, long and circumlocutory sentences which, at 

times, are unharmonious with their subj ect - obj ect-verb 

(SOV) coordination. The prose of such works as Sawenna 

Nurrow, Manennatehen EwaK and Adlewon Basayef, for exampl e, 

is poor and incapable of conveying clear and precise 

message. The sentences are long and full of subordinate 

clauses. In Ya'amas' Nuzzaze , for instance, a sentence runs 

as long as seventeen lines (49 - 50). Such long sentences 

hamper the readability of the narrative and obstruct the 

reader ' s effort to follow the story's development. 

The strong didacticism of the writers must have also 

affected the language. Because of their desire to instruct 

the reader, they tend to be patronizing and superfluous . 



At times, the authors 00 t o r ' ,e extent; of <!:numerating the 

main ideas in a charact~r's speech in order to draw the 

reader ' s attentio n to these ideas . A portion of a 

conversation between a father and his son in Guden 

Awattahaw, f or instance, reads as follows: (They are 

discussing the problem of prostitution) 

since I got 
I began thus; 

1 -

2 ' -

a chance to forward the following points 

Father, do you hear me ? To begin with, 
the cause of the problem is that of 
under age [ i.e. ch ild marriage]. It 
would be good if there was a decree to 
limit the age of marriage. 
If the children that are being engaged 

are first introduced they would both 
have the chance to know one another 
better, hence, there would not be such 
problems as the ones mentioned above. In 
order to achieve this result, the people 
need to have education . 

3 - Moreover , the people would easily fulfil 
their desire had it been that they have 
enough money . Therefore, we should not 
overlook the need to study the means in 
which the people can get money; etc . 

I have f o rwarded my opinion that it would be easy to get 
jobs for those people if such problems could be tackled 
right away (Mulugeta 1963 E.C.: 43 ) . 

The Amharic version of this excerpt uses very formal 

language that it does not sound like natural speech. The 

language of most " dime nove l s ", both the dialogue and the 

narrative discourse , are so for~al ~ha t one hard ly makes 

the difference between the la nguage style of the narrator 

a nd that o f the character. ~l ar.::' a time, the narrative 



discourse and the dialogue o f <'. <::h<'.!"::!r:te 

single sentence . E . g .: " Th ey answered to him saying that 

we are n ot marrying because we think it is better to think 

over it beforehand", (Alula 1956 E . C. : 42); the actual 

speech and the narratio n are not delineated by quotation 

ma rks . 

A f ew authors embed jargons, loan wo rds, and taboo and 

vulgar expressions into the narrativ e discourse . 

, -' 
Expressions such as " Yahasab prob lem " ( I? rt->'111 <; <3 -(l t\,gt> 

" Sawenna ten c ontro n sadarg " (,"" cO-'l-j; -" '-(12,1-&"> .') e. C Ul ) , 

n o rmal ho no t aganna" ( ~ C o"l6' L9 ~ ","l<; ) , " ... I l ost my 

senses. My excrements filled my baggy pants. The room stank 

with shit .. . " etc. are only a few examples . 

On the other hand , a few works do use the dialogue as 

a method of cha r acterizat i on . A successful example i s 

YaGetaccaw Misstt o c where the speeches of different 

characters display their individual personal i ties. Similar 

attempts are made in Ya ' aradaw Taddasa , fu"anu ' el Da rso 

Ma l s and ~araKa Setwa t a . 

Many authors use poetry in their I-!Orl-:s . One often 

comes across poems int erspersed throughout the narration, 

, , 
e . g ., in Yamanfas' Ku slarli1a , " Enkka Lej ehen", Bunna Ka j i wa, 

e t c . The poems may be typographically separated from the 
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~L ose -"1l" i.' ~ _ ~ive or the lla rrative may suduenly change [rom 

p r ose t o verse o r v i ce - versa. 

The simi le is the most f r equently used figu r e of 

speech. Though l ess frequentl y f ou nd the me t aph or and 

h yp e rbole a re also u sed. Cl i c h e s abound, e . g . ,: "hair that 

looks like a skein of black silk" ( -.;- ~c:.. "'''' c:. '-It- e01lnr\ 

8 <- c and "tear that gush out from the four corners of 

her eyes"( 'r< 'f-~c:;' -f- 'f-t.-\ d'1tH-<" l'a'Llc:.G-<.:O- b--"'-) ). However, 

the r e a r e f ew i nstances where fre sh image r y i s us ed . In 

Yagabecca Tan~ (16 - 17), the author imitates the biblical 

s tyle of Solomon's Song of Songs. 

Many authors embe l lish their narratives with proverbs 

and sententious statements to assist the ideas they want to 

i mpart t o the reader and t o enhance their arguments with 

expression s of fo l k wisdom . In wo r ks such as Ma nennatehen 

Ewak~ the use of t oo ma ny p roverbs impairs the readability 

of the s t ory and b o r e s the reader. Quotat ions f r om 

European l ite r ature , e . g . , from Shakespeare , " the wo r ld is 

a stage where every man must playa part"( The Me r c hant o f 

Venic e: Act 1 , scene 1) , or stateme nts by historical 

figures, such as " C ' est l ' argent qui fait la guerre " by 

Napoleon , (Ma s a l al 21) , are not uncommon . 
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T0 GonG l.1,=,_e . tho;>r-e i,,; no one style tinder which one can 

categor ize Amharic "dime n ovels " collect ively . The writ e r s 

u se diffe r e nt styles and demonst r a te diffe r ent levels o f 

efficacy depending on their talent and skill. 

-- , 



· ... 

-£l3-

CH' ..,.'.01 ~'QII R_ 

4. The Significance of Amharic "Dime Novel" 

4.1 The Mirror of the i r Time 

It is a trui s m that literature has a very strong bond 

with the social milieu that produce it. Henry James, in 

his essay "The Art of Fic tion", writes, "The only reason 

for the existence of a novel is that it does attempt to 

represent life"(James 196 3 : 79 - 8 0).Regarding t he novel, o r 

any other fictional narrative as the representation of life 

is indeed a point on which the maj ori ty of authors and 

critics agree. The relevance of fiction lies in encoding 

aspect s of t he r eal life of today and prese r ving them t o 

the historians of tomorrow. In this accord, what Edmund 

and J ules d e Goncourt say is worth mention ing : "The novel 

is ma d e with docume nt s , rel a t ed from life, o r heightened, 

just as histo r y is made with wr i tte n documents . The 

historians are the narra t o rs o f the past, the novelists of 

t he present" ( Li ddel l 1953 : 99)16 . 

Amha r ic "dime - nove l s " a r e also the depiction o f their 

time and can be understood as reflecting the Eth i opian 

s oc iety then prevailing . The very physique of these works 

demonstra t es the na tu re of t he p r i nting t echno l ogy and t he 

skill of the publishers of that particular per i od whe n t he 
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"dime-novel s II flouri s he d . Th~~1 ~r~ C''.? c~i!!!y t:h~ i!!:1Jrints 

of thei r period - life looked at from private and social 

point s of view . As imaginary project i ons of the ind i v i dual 

authors , however , they cannot be taken as authentic 

informat i on and need t o be supplemented with factua l 

recor ds. Nonethel ess, the wor ks a re full o f bits of 

information which are of paramount importance to historical 

and sociologic al s tudies. Some sto ries are quite close to 

actual historical ev ents. Mangge stu Gadamu's Somalew, for 

i nstance , is a nationa l istic work reflect ing the 

t err itorial claims o f Somali a ;1 7 the kind o f life that is 

protyrayed in Polise nna Dan~a Babalagar al s o reflects the 

corruption of the authorities. Though it could be that it 

is modulated from an individual view point, that it is 

e xaggerated or distorted, it none thel e ss c onta ins f a ctual 

elements about how t he peasant s suffer under the system of 

t enancy and under the corrupt vi l lage rulers and reg iona l 

administrators. 

In whateve r wayan author may i nterpret his materials 

it does not alter the fact that they are gathered from his 

direct and indirect experiences in the society . 

Consciously and unconsciously the writer relates these 

materials to his creative work . As Proust would say , "The 

man of l etters envies the painter, he would like to make 

sketches , to take notes, .. . But when he wri tes, there ' s not 

, I 
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d gesture of his people, a twitch, an acce~t. ~:!hiC'h !'(-I.~ ~~~ 

been brought to his inspiration by his memory " (Liddell 

1953 : Ill ) .18 

Gudunna Tariku is another example that explains how 

these works play a significant role in providing 

information which are relevant for understanding Ethiopia's 

educational system in the 30s and 40s. The story is set in 

Sawa in the 30s and tells how the traditional education 

leaves its p lace to the modern. 19 

Social life during the post-war period a nd the after­

effect of fascism - both at the objective and subjective 

levels - are recorded in these works. Eventhough poorly 

executed and maladroitly presented the settings of the 

stories, the characters and their values, etc. could be 

deciphered 

evidences . 

as credible historical and sociological 

In a country 1 ike Ethiopia, where proper 

archives are almost absent, fictional stories can be good 

sources for socio- historical, cultural, and other related 

studies . That is wha t Reidu lf Molvaer does in his book 

Tradition and Change In Ethiopia, in which he attempts to 

analyze the nature of Ethiopian Society - its tradition, 

institutions , values , etc. - with facts he collected from 

fictional works . In the introduction Molvaer writes , 
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Ethiopian authors of fiction are strongly 
concerned with the social and cultural life of 
their time, and it would not do Amharic 
literature full justice to evaluate it only on 
aesthetic grounds. This literature is not 
purely art for art 's sake, or for 
entertainment; proper appreciation of the 
modern Ethiopian literary scene can be gained 
if one relates fictional writing to society 
(Molvaer. 1980:1). 

Some works contain pictorial descriptions of scenes 

which have very close similarities with reality. The 

descriptions of Addis Ababa - its cinemas, the railway 

station, the kind of goods and food items sold in its 

shops, etc., do reflect what life in Addis then looked 

like. waras ya.lelliiw Bet contains a good description of the 

town in the 1950s. In addition to the verbal descriptions, 

the pictorial illustrations of scenes are also very useful 

in this respect (appendix x). A perusal of these fiction 

also reveals aspects of the modernizing process and the 

growing commercial activities of the country. The type of 

cars and horne furniture described in Mawdiid Yamattaw Tank', 

for instance, are indicators of the change that is taking 

place and of the rise of a new middle class 20 . There are, 

of cou rse, a few authors who claim their works to be true 

stories. In the introduction to Yamanfas Kuslanna the 

author writes that his book is a true story . Pawlos Nonno 

also declares that his Ya'aradaw Taddasa and YaGita~~aw 

Mistocc are only reproductions of what have actually 

happened. He tells us that his job as a journalist gave him 

- , 



77-

th~ =pp:::::-t~~:· :"./ t:::: li.::t~!1 co true stories which he later 

rewrote i n the f o r m of fict ion . 

The 1950s mark the emergence of a new kind of 

intel l ectua l considerably different from the kind that 

preceded it. As indicated by John Markakis, 

The attitudes and position of the younger 
generation of educated Ethiopians, that 
is, those who were trained in the late 
195 0s and 19 60s, are quite different. 
The intellec tua l bent of tradition, and 
their ' social and political orientation 
far more radical than that of their 
elders .... , the education they receive 
inevi tably renders them critical of 
conditions in Ethiopia and i mpa t i ent with 
the pace of reform adopted by the ruling 
group . (Ma rka kis 197 5 : 187) 

The authors of Amharic "dime-nove ls", themse l ves being 

members of the younger educated generation, r eflect the 

ongo ing change of attitudes . Whether radical o r not, the ir 

contribution i n propagating the ideas and views of their 

time is beyond doubt . 

4.2 contribution t o the development of Amharic prose 

fiction 

4.2 .1 Popularization of the nove l form 

The authors of the "dime - novels" CQuld be viewed as 

enrichers of Amharic literature if not by quality a t least 
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by quantity. Tne ir~ ~~~ the ~i~~t l~rge dcale practice in 

fiction writing, and whatever their standard may be, did 

open an opportunity for the creative potential of the 

country to be tried out in the open. They have also played 

a significant part in popularizing the art of fiction. In 

a country where the population is largely illiterate and 

where readership is only at its infancy the "dime novels· 

proved nearer to the popular taste. It is apparent that 

an ordinary reader would appreciate the simple and brief 

story of Kaltammawa Ehete better than the highly idealized 

and poeticized story of Age'azi, one of the pioneer works 

in Amharic prose fiction. 

Authors of Amhar i c "dime-nove ls", apart from provid ing 

stories, have also endeavoured to introduce the purpose and 

meaning of fiction writing to their readers. Notices on the 

flying pages of their books or prefatory passages such as, 

.. . presumably, the story may reflect the 
life of somebody yours, mine, some 
friend of ours . A story told about human 
beings, I believe, has some resemblance 
to the life of one of us we all 
belong to mankind . no author has 
created a story with out certain elements 
of facts taken from a c tual life . The 
task of the writer is to recreate 
whatever material he may gather from life 
and compose it into a fictional story 
(Geta~caw G. 1959 E . C. : 8-9) 



express the author ' s intention in teaching the reading 

public on the raison d 'etre of fiction and i ts relevance . 

A few others categorically state that they write in order 

to help t he promot i on o f litera r y activities . For example, 

in the introductio n to Ya I eIll1Ilahoy Mazaz Tac'an Ababa wr ites, 

... my objective is no t on l y to contribute to 
the refinement of Amharic but also to jo i n 
hands with those who have the good will to 
enrich the world of literature. (TaCan 1956 
E. C. : 3) 

Authors like Abbe Gubanna and Manggestu Gadamu, on the 

other hand, claim that small books serve the larger public 

because they are available at cheaper prices. 

following passage Abbe Gubanna states his case : 

As most authors and readers would realize one 
needs much money to publish a big book; and 
since our readers are not yet developed I 
wanted to make the stor y a short one 50 that I 
can sell it for a reasonable price (Abbe 1955 
E. C. : 7) 

In the 

Some authors criticize Ethiopia~s' attitude towards 

Amharic literature . They consider them conceited for 

wanting to be identified as readers of :oreign works while 

neglecting their own . The authors none~heless admit that 

Amharic books are " full of rubbish ". The following passage 

from Yelma Mannaye 's Yamanfas Kuslanna shows how he 

evaluates the author - reader relationship . 
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Today, the demand f o r Amharic books is very 
little . The reasons , as I understand them, 
are the foll owi ng: 

1. The young, whether or not they understand 
what they read , like to fumble with books from 
abroa d . 
2 . They do not think that they can gain any 
knowledge fr om their own l anguage , Amharic . 
3 . Being seen with foreign books is a manner 
of raising one ' s reputation. Thus preference 
is for f oreign works over the Amharic ones. 
4. Amharic writings, particularly by young 
authors, are often full of "et~ emiyt~" 

[children's p lay chants] 
5. The price of Amharic b ooks is extremely 
high whereas imported books are sold at throw 
away prices(Yelma M. 1958 E .C. : 15-16). 

Eventhough the major ity of d i me novelists put more 

e mphas is on the instructive and educative function of 

literature they all have a strong conv iction that they are 

writing to help develop the country ' s literature and to 

popula rize fiction writing. Serious critics like Solomon 

Deressa and Mangestu Lamma have shown grave concern that 

the" dime novels " were degradi ng the literary standard of 

Amhar ic fiction . However, these works should be understood 

as part of the country ' s indigenous endeavour and comme nded 

as such . They form the rudimentary background of Amharic 

prose fiction at its grass - root level. 

4.2.2. Tec hnical a nd Thematic contr ibution 

A major shortcoming of the Amha ric "dime - novel", 
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according to Mangestu Lallllfa , ~s .. \. . . ~ flow of crude 

didacticism that overwhplms it. . .. [ that] every peddler of 

moral platitudes assumes the role of the prophet and moral 

philosopher " (Mangestu L . 1965 : 4 ) . Of course, this is a 

trend that has continued from the literature of the 

preceding decades, but it is also true that during the 

1950s Amharic literature has began to deviate from the old 

trend. As has been explained by Albert Gerard, 

Between the present generation and the 
previous one , a fundamenta l rift has 
occurred. Earlier writers, who were 
trying to promote the modernization of 
their country, did so in the conventional 
spirit of ancient Ethiopian literature, 
which could be described as " normative". 
They took over the preacher I s task of 
telling the people how to behave, what to 
eschew . They showed little interest in 
the complexities of real experience. 
(Gerard 1971: 358-9). 

He goes on saying that a new note was struck opening 

a new phase of development to Amharic literature. This new 

note is closely related with the emergence of popular 

literature , an integral part of which is the "dime-novel ". 

Amharic "dime-novels " can be labelled as ' popular' because 

the form has been practised by increased numbe r of authors 

from different walks of life , and because they deal with 

subjects nearer to r eal and day - to-day experience of the 

ordinary people than the literature of the preceding 

period . 
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Bearing in mind the chang .. T.h"'t: - n.e Ira "'><pl '" ins . . t o 

have occurred during the 1950s, one should not forget the 

fact that these "dime novels " were successors to the 

normative literature that preceded them. They have actually 

continued with some of the thematic and technical styles of 

earlier works such as the use of idealized heroes and stock 

situations, spokesman characters, episodic development of 

stories, extended dialogues, and dealing with moralizing 

subjects. On the other hand, as they were produced in a 

period of change , they have also attempted to depict this 

changing social real i t y. However, the authors of these 

works are by and large young people who lacked experience 

and their insight is far from deep. 

Perhaps, the most important contribution that the 

"dime-novels" have made to Amharic fiction is a thematic 

one. Amharic prose fiction prior to the " dime-novels " did 

not accommodate variety of themes . The prose works before 

and immediately after the Italian occupation were marked by 

a strong ecclesiastic and nationalist - patriotic attitude 

(Amsalu 1976 E.C . : 199) . 

Eventhough themes on r efo r ma ti o n and accultu ration, 

aspects of the modern period, were already touched upon in 

earlier 'dorks like Addis Alam , Are'aya , Endawat:t:ac Karrac, 
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et:: ~~·- these were treated more elabora tely In lOne ;; r:i ill' .. -

nove l s ". As Dababa Sayefu says , " . . . there are many c'2rrent 

sub j ect matt ers discussed in these wo r ks - eventhough they 

appear in incomplete bits . If one raises a quest i on on the 

nature o f Ethiopian society during the 1 950 s there can b e 

found more truth in t h e se nov e lett e s than we can find in 

the major works" (Dababba S. 1982 E.C. : 22). 

Particularly , the contribution of the "dime-novels" in 

s e c ulari zi ng the themat i c trend of Amharic p r ose fiction is 

great. They have helped in pulling out the literature from 

its religious and mo r a li z ing enc l ave towards matters of 

everyday reality and the various social problems of the 

peri od. I n t hi s rega r d t hey have certa i nly paved the wa y 

to the gradual s hift to real e xperience . Fo r ins tance, 

marriage is a frequent theme among the " dime novels " as in 

Lawa gu La'arba Semme nt Sa'at Ta ga bbu, YaGetac~aw Misto~ , 

Ete yye Lade rs, Yagabecca T'ank', Kalen Lamatabbak', e tc ., but 

none of t hese have treated the subject f rom the religious 

point of view as it was treated in Yab ereh a nenna Yaseyon 

Mogasa Gabecca . 

Unlike previou s works the " dime nove ls " turned towards 

the common place and ordinary local life, reinforcing 

Amh a r ic literat ure ' s move t owards r ealism . The socia l 

setting and the kind of life portrayed in works like C'ara JCa 
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RnKoy.! _ Oamame, Ya; aradaw Taddiisii, Kiil tammawa 

Ehete , Waras yalell ii.w Bet, etc., for example , are more 

life-like than in earlier works like Age ' azi , Sawenna 

Ecimew , etc . 

Th e "dime-novel s" have also played a significant role 

in portraying the lives of ordinary people who belong to 

the lower stratum of society : coolies, lumpens, 

prostitutes , orphans , criminals, taxi drivers , etc. , never 

appeared in print prior to these works. 

The authors of these works made a major shift not only 

in the choice of subject matter but also in their mode of 

interpretation and t he kind of messages they passed to 

their readers. The theme on the necessity of reform, which 

was preponderous in works before the Italian occupation and 

the years following it, for examp l e, is treated from a 

different v iew poin t in the "dime-novels ". The previous 

works advocated the need to refo r m and mode rnize the 

country along the li ne of the western r:7 On the 

contrary, the authors of the "dime -novels " tend to v iew the 

influence of the West with increased scepticism. In place 

of previou s writers ' open call to follow the model of 

Europe these ones reflect their mistrust of it . In this 

regard Mii.sa lal, Ya 'ama~ Nuzzaze, Wii.ha Yii.biillaw Bet , a nd 

many more Amharic "dime-novels " can be contrasted with 

, I 
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previous works . 1 lke Addis Al-A, Age'azi, Are'aya, etc . 

One has to note also that these writers do not always 

hold the Western influence responsible for the different 

social ills they are wri ting about . A few works have 

actually attempted to direct their criticism towards the 

local tradition i tsel f. The gender based oppression of 

women, problems in marital relationships, etc . , for 

example, are presented as causes for the expansion of 

prostitution. 

Most of all, Amharic "dime-novels" played a 

significant role in introducing different sub-types of the 

genre. The seeds of epistolary fiction , science fiction, 

the detective story, for example, were first introduced by 

the authors of the "d ime-nove l s". Eventhough they lacked 

the proper skill they have nonetheless introduced them in 

crude forms . K. Amis say s , " ... : Science fiction is that 

c l ass of prose narrative treating of a situation that could 

not arise in t he world we know, but which hypothesised on 

the basis of some innovation in science or technology, or 

pseudo- science or pseudo-technology, whether human or 

extra-te rrestrial in origin " CAmis 196 0 : 18). Mangestu 

Gadamu ' s Ya'ensses oc Rokket may be la c king in the qualitie s 

of a ' make - believe ' world that is founded on a well 

establishe d scientific hypothesis. Ev en if it falls short 
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of science fiction.::..in rnA Frov ,r ,;ense, ev .. n if it appears 

as a blend of the fable, ~n aspect of science fiction is 

legible in it. The laboratory experime nts, the project to 

launch a space shuttle , the travel into space, etc. has to 

some degree presumptions to science fiction . The Monkey's 

ability to move back-and-forth in time itself is a 

fascinating bit of imagination. Of course, the work is a 

satire on the fool ishness of Ethiopian scientists and their 

pomposi ty about their scientific endeavours. Yelma 

Habtayyas, in Esun Tayew, paved the road for the emergence 

of the detect i ve story. His works primarily deal with 

criminal investigations. He also first introduced sequels 

into Amharic fiction with the publication of Yaltaddalacc 

Basaw Sarg Tadarrac and Eteye Laders. 

Even if they are suffering from lack of skill in 

integrating their sub jects into proper forms of fiction 

they nevertheless have introduced some elements of 

technique wh ich are to be regarded as helpful inputs. The 

"dime - novels " have certainly enhanced the making of action 

oriented stories . In Ya ' ernmahoy Ma zaz , for example, the 

story develops in a series of actions which are causally 

interrelated. In such stories actions do not appear at 

random but happen as t he natural out - come of preceding 

actions . Waras Yalellaw Bet, Mawdad Yamattaw Tank', Enkoyye 

Damame, c~raka Setwata, etc. are examples of these kind of 



works. The messages or the moral 

are conveyed through the actions of the characters and are 

not explicitly stated in the narration or conversations of 

the characters. It would not be fair to regard all Amharic 

" dime-novels " as devoid of action. Eventhough many of them 

are loaded with didactic and moralizing statements, the 

existence of action oriented stories is not to be denied 

either. 

Characterization is another technique where Amharic 

"dime-novels" made some progress about. stock and 

stereotype characters certainly abound in these works. 

However , few characters whose portrayal has the touch of 

individuality have surfaced. Unlike the kind of cardboard 

characters found in previous works the "dime novels" have 

portrayed life-like characters as Gediwon in Waras yal.Hlaw 

Bet, Terunas in Ya' aradaw Taddasa, etc. Some critics agree 

that these works introduced the technique of portraying 

characters through dialogue (Dababa 5.1982 : 23) . Though the 

dialogue was already in use in earlier ~orks it is in the 

"dime novels " that real istic and 1 i fe-l ike conversations 

first appeared . 

Amharic "dime - novels" facilitated the gradual 

detachment of creative literature from ecclesiastical 

subjects which had hitherto dominated it. A good number of 
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Amha Li. ..: "dime-novels" moved towards ubjective present atiol' 

of li fe, h ence , contributing to t he slow and grClrl ual 

deve l opment o f mode rn Amharic f i ction. 

4.2.3 Providing Expe rience for Appre ntice writers 

In the development of Amharic prose fiction the "dime­

novel" served many new writers to try their potential. 

Young people from various wa l k s o f life tried t he ir hands 

in s t o r y telling a nd t he n umber o f a uthors sha rply 

increased. 

In the process, some of these writers discovered their 

talent a nd, i n their continued effort to acquire literary 

skill and proficiency, have succeeded to become known 

aut hors in the l anguage . Amo ng the wr i ters who began by 

wri ting the "dime-nove l" Abbe Guba/l T\a, Be rhanu Zarihun, 

Yelma Habt a yyas, Sahla - Se l lase Berehana - Ma riam, etc. , have 

establi s h ed their names in the history of Amharic f i c t ion 

writing . Be rhanu Zarihun, who l a ter a u th ored well fe a tured 

novels as Yatewodros Enbba , Ma ' e ba l (a tr i l ogy) , and 

Yatanggut Mi stter, began his art by wr i ting IVo r ks l i ke 

Amanu' e l Da rso Ma ls and tara~a Setwatta whi c h belong t o t he 

" d i me - novel s ". Apa r t fr om t he f e IV prolific write rs t here 

are a l so othe r wr iters who have produced single wo r ks IVhich 

a re o f c o ns iderab l e worth . Un fo rtuna te l y , peop le I ike 
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Germe- UaiIlJlldllU-, ~_dLltdna Kasann, -Ayyala Kidane, ",te. have 

Clhandoned writing inspite of their apparent talent in story 

telling. However, the few books they have produced have 

made their contribution. 
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Conclus:!'0~ 

The Amharic " dime novel " ma rks an important chapter in 

the history of Amharic fictional literature. Eventhough 

the country enjoys a vast tradition of written literature 

it is only at the openi ng of the twentieth century that the 

first fictional works began to appear. This is soon 

interrupted by the Italian invasion . The first decade after 

independence did not bring a considerable change in the 

country ' s literary activity and it remained basically . 
similar to what has been practiced prior to the war. 

The Amharic "dime novel" started with little 

experience as the country began to move into the modern 

age. It came into existence towards the end of the first 

half of twentieth century when a new generation of writers 

cropped up . It was a period of relative progress in the 

area of education and in the growth of print ing presses . 

The number of literate people was slowly increasing and the 

young writers felt the need to provide reading ~aterials in 

Amharic . 21 

Being the successors of the Ivri ters of the period 

prior to theirs, they sought in vain for guidance in 

traditional literature and the fel'l fictional \-Iorks that 

preceded . However, their works were not the repetition of 
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the past but a r e r l €Oct- in" , n '- r np n .. ", "g., that produced 

the m, Some of t hem have had an o ri e ntation o f the outer 

world and with t he country open to foreign influences they 

were exposed to ideas of modern literary practice, 

with a bulk of relig i ous lite rature at its background 

the "dime novel" served as a transition to modernity, It is 

a blend of the past and the present, The authors, as some 

of them ha v e declared in their prefatory messages, tried to 

imitate the Eu ropea n f orm o f fi c tio n writing, How far they 

have succeeded remains doubtful , 

The American dime novels, as have been reviewed in 

chapter one , sha r e certain similarities wi t h the Amharic 

works. Both, for example, 

a ) have f louri s hed in a period f o ll ow i ng a ge ne r a l s ocial 

crisis ; 

b) are cheaply p r oduced works in pape r bac k a nd wi th 

i llust r a t ions ; 

c) obser ve r epetition of subjects , stock situations a nd 

characters ; 

d) a r e written with a strong moralistic and didactic 

intention ; 



However, such similarities are merely c.~~gorical ~!l.l 

do not admit conditions that differentiate one from the 

other. In fact, the Amharic works are much more inferior 

both in their physical layout and the technical 

manipulation of their material. Quite often the Amharic 

works l ack coherence and if there are some which conta in 

interesting episodes they are rarely well organized to 

capture the reader I s attention. There are , of course, works 

as Mawdad yamattaw 
, , 

Tank, Ya'emmahoy Mi.zaz, Kaltammawa 

Ehete, etc. which tend to be sentimental and appealing to 

the tender feelings of their readers. But this is not the 

case with the majority of them. Amharic "dime novels" 

rarely feature melodramatic tales of adventure and 

excitement nor do they depict a romantic illusion of the 

past - characteristics that are central to the American 

dime novel. Except for a few works of adventure and 

fantasy, such as Kamsur, Kalen lamatabbak', Satemmar 

Fatanawan Allafacc and Mogadannaw Falasfa the maj ori ty are 

enmeshed in the social life of their time. 

The absence of publishers affected the market ing of 

these works . The writers often complain of the high 

publishing expense which they have to shoulder. But they 

continued to produce them and as they usually state in 

their introductions they wrote because they wanted to t each 

the reade r different aspects of the social situation of 



,.. . 

-113-

th~i.<.· time. · As it has been highlighted in chapter three , 

the main subject of Amharic "dime novels" is the new socia l 

reality that began to take shape during the mid-twentieth 

century. 

with their sceptical attitude to the changing 

situation, the authors used their short works to criticize 

the unbridled inflow of foreign manners and behaviours 

which corrupt society. This does not mean that they are 

against change. On the contrary , the maj ori ty of the 

writers reiterate the need for reform and actually 

criticize traditional society for its ignorance and out­

dated practices which they deem detrimental to the 

country's progress. Many works show the authors ' 

opposition to the crulety and injustice of administrators 

and judiciaries and to the corruption that has entangled 

the government. 

Their criticism is generally directed towards the 

young generation and the new eDerging middle -class which 

they assume to be the promoters of the ills of society. 

They repeatedly attack the pedantic nature of the new 

generation, its mora l laxity, its irresponsible and 

extravagant manners. Though the writers lack the knowledge 

of the forces of change their attempt to show the conflict 

between the old and the new is worthwhile . 
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'l'h .. AJlIb»,r; <:; ;'d i me novel" made possible the first large 

s c ale practice in Amharic fiction writing. In a country 

where creative literature was minimal, the genre provided 

a fresh opportunity for many apprentice writers to try 

their potential . with what little experience they got from 

earl ier works their bold step to imitate Western style 

fiction has enriched Amharic literature. 

These authors helped the gradual development of 

Amharic fiction writing by introducing different methods 

and bits of techniques that they gleaned from their 

readings. Such techniques as foreshadowing and flashback, 

description of setting and the use of dialogue for 

character portrayal, 

"dime novels" . The 

for instance, 

contribution 

first appeared in the 

of such writers as 

Mangesttu Gadamu, yelma Habtayyas,Berehanu zarihun, Abbe 

Gubai'll'la and P'awlos Nonno, paved the road for modern Amharic 

fi c tion. 
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NuT .!: 5 

1. American dime novels ,those written dur ing the second 

half of the 19 th century, are not available in the 

l ibrar ies of the town . I have consu lted the 'Tukul ' library 

of the Embassy of the united States of America but they 

could not provide me with these books. Instead , they gave 

me a coup l e o f other books publ i shed in t h e 20th cent ury 

wh ich they assume to be " cheap " and similar to the dime 

novels. Eventhough these books have given me a n idea o f 

what the "cheap" fiction of America look like they a r e not 

exact l y s i mi l ar t o the dime novels as the cities describe 

them. 

2. The de vot i onal l i teratu re of the Ethiopian Orthodox 

church constitutes the apocrypha mainly the "gadl " 

(hagiography) and the "dersan" (homily). 

3. John Bunyan's book was already translated into Amharic 

by Gabra - Giyorgis Terfe in 1892 . His book was publish ed 

. , 
under the title Yakerestian Mangad by the Sweedish Ml s~on , 

swi tzerstland, at the st. chrischona Press . A revised 

edition under the title Yamanna~ Gu zo was published in 1951 

E.C . in Addis Ababa at the Artistic Press . 

4. A~~arK Ga.bra- Eyasus ' s progressive outlook is discussed 

at length by Albert Gerard (1971:281-284 ) . According to him, 

Afawilrk' is one of the prominent intellectuals of the 
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early 20th c.entury Eth; Qpia w 10 denounce Lh e ruthless 

exploitation of the people by feudal lords. He expresses 

resentment on the totally illiterate population of the 

count ry which , due to its adherence to religious dogmas, 

hindered the country ' s effort t oward modernization. 

5. The second king of the Hebrews, the father of king 

Solomon who ruled Israel during c 1000 B.C .. He is well 

known among the followers of Ethiopian Orthodox church for 

his unparalleled skill on the harp. 

6. This is the period that the first batch of Amharic 

writers belong to. The post-1940 E.C. period, particularly 

the years following the jubilee anniversary of the king ' s 

coronation, marks the rise of a new generation of writers. 

7 . 
, , 

In 1984, Asfaw Damte wrote an art i c le to claim that 

Tim~sgin G~br"s story is the first short s tory in the 

language. Though critics seem not to have noticed it, he 

argues that this work has the characteristics of the short 

story genre (As f aw 1984) . The point i s further discussed by 

Zarihun Asfaw who holds the same opinion with Asfaw Damte 

(Zarihun 1984 E.C) . The sLory has recently appeared in 

Liizza (Tamasgan 19 8 4 E.C. : 14 - 21 ) . A note by the editor 

also underlies the conviction that it is the first short 

story published in Amharic . 
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B. According to an official administrative dire ~T"nry ; r.her"' _ 

were 14 ministries and B ma j o r government agencies which 

include banks, electric light and p ower, t e lecommunication 

and highway acti vi ties (Imperial Ethiopian Institute of 

Publ i c Administration 1957) . Towards the end of the 1940s 

E.C. many Europe-returned students and new graduates from 

the University College of Addis Ababa and other secondary 

schools have j o ined the government. The consecutive numbers 

of the Year Book issued by the Ministry of Edcuation gives 

statistica l information on the progress of edcuation. This 

was the period when the urban centers , particularly the 

capital, began to provide their inhabitants with different 

social services and amenities (Pankhurst,R. 1965: 60-B3; 

Markakis 19 75 :1 43 -181). 

9 . There is no statistics avai l ab l e on the number of books 

then published or o n the number of copies that a work has. 

I got this i mpress ion from Asfa\>J Damt~ ' s rema rk on the 

increase of published books during this period (1985a 

E. C. : 40) . Though the list is far from being compl ete, 

Alamayyahu Abbaba's bibliographic list also indicates that 

t he number of Amhari c fi ctional works published has sharply 

increased i n the 1950s E.C . than any time before 

(Alamayyahu 1976 E.C.). 
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R. -- Pankhurst has included in his a·rticle a da~a ~aken 

from the Addi s Ababa Munic ipa l Census . Ac cording t o t he 

data, which is made on September 1961 , about 37% o f the 

ci t y ' s populati o n between t he the ages 15-44 were literate . 

11. For e xample, students graduating fr om the Department of 

Ethiopian Languages and Literature have used the term 'besa 

lebollad'in their senior essays (Abata 1978 E.C., Dajane 

1979 E.C., Getacc~w B. 1976 E.C.). 

1 2. Though it has lately become a rare practice stories 

whic h r esemble the "dime n ovels" of the 50's continued to 

appear in the 70's. Darass~ Berru's Kamakara Bastiya(1967 

E. C.), Germa Wandemmu's Kurtannaw Gal a gay (197 5 E . C. ) a nd 

Efrem Batrawar~'s Kamutano~ Manddar (1983 E.C.), for 

example, are v e ry s i mi la r to the "dime novels ". 

13 . I ga t hered t his i n f ormat i on from a recent interview I 

had with At o Attiliyo Vada l a , direc t o r of Ci ne ma Ethiopia, 

Muse George Delogosyan, a senior technician at the same 

cinema house , and Ato Gab r a - Ke r estos Tasamma , head of the 

Departmen t of c inema s ervice at Ambasado r Theatre. Al l of 

them are sen i or staff Who have stayed in service since the 

1950s . They t old me that Indian,Italian and American 

"Texas " cinemas were popu l a r and fre quently featured i n t he 

50 s . 
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14. 'rhe new generati on's difference to traditional ways 

bega n as young people continued to flock into the urban 

centers and become or i e nted to t he luxuries of town life 

and the different mores of the west (Markakis 1975 : 188) . 

15. The Young people ' s fa ncy to follow the" European way" 

inorder to appear as civilized, is discussed by Markakis 

(1975:184). 

16. Qu oted from Goncourts , E .and J.,Journa l des Goncourts, 

24 Oct . 1864. 

17. The subject discussed in this book is a historical 

event tha t actually took pl ace in the country in the late 

1950s E.C .. For further information on recorded historical 

facts see Bahru 199 1 :216; Markakis 1975:368 -71. 

18 . Quoted from Proust , M., Le Temps Retrouve, II, p. 54 . 

19 . For a compari son of historical accounts on the r ole of 

foreign missionaries in Ethiopian education see Markak is 

1975;147-9,151-2; Bahru 1991 :1 08 . 

20. The c hange that took place in the 40s and then onwards 

and the gradual emergence of a new middle class soc iety is 

discussed at length by J . Markakis (1975 : 184). 
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21. In t.hp. preface .. tq his anthol ogy, Velma Deressa has 

entreated young Eth iop ians to wr i te more books and to 

introduce the di fferent 1 i terary genres which hi therto have 

a few or no appearance in Amharic literature (Ve lma D. 1933 

E. c. ) . 
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A List of Selecre d Amharic . Dime Novels" used as 

Primary ReferenG"s * 

1. Adlewon Basayef. Asafa Tafari, 1959. Addis Ababa: ** 

s t George Press. 

2. Amanuil Darso Mals. Berehanu Zarihun, 1956. A.A.: 

Berehanenna Salam Press.*** 

3 . An~ci Yagadam Takel. Germa Dammanu , 195 7 . A.A .: 

Commercial Press. 

4. Bunna KaJiwa. Ayyala Kidane,1961. A.A.: B.S.P.P. 

5. ~~raXa setwata. Berhannu Zarihun,n.d •. A.A.: B.S.P.P. 

, 
6. Car~ Yammiyastel Wanne. Getaccaw Dawit , 1961. A.A.: 

Central Press . 

7 . "EnkJca Lejehen " . Ayyala Kidane , 1956 . A. A.: Commercial 

Press. 

*All dates in th is lis t a r e given i n Ethiopian calenda r 

**Hereafter A.A. 

***Hereafter B.S .P.P. 
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8. Enkoyye Damame. Mangestu Gad amu, 1956. A.A. : B. S.P.P. 

9. Essun Tayew. Yelma Habtayyas, 1959. A.A.: ~awa Press. 

10. Eteyye Laders. Yelma Habtayyas, 1957 . A.A.: !!;awa 

Press. 

11. Fere Heywat. 
.. I 

Amda-Seyon Tasamma, 1953. A.A.: Tensae 

Za-Gubae Press. 

12. Garramaw. Zammana Kasan , 1951 . A.A.: Tensae Za-Gubae 

Press. 

13. Guden Awatfahaw. Mu1ugeta Mabea-seyon, 1963 . Asmara 

Mangest Press. 

14 . Gudunna Tariku. Gabra -Eyyasus Hayla-Maryam, 1958 . 

A.A. : Central Press. 

15. Kalen Lamatabbak'. Walda -Amanuel caru, 1961. A.A.: 

B.S. P. P. 

16. Kamman Anesse. Mangesttu Gadamu, 1952. A.A. : B.S . P.P . 
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18. Kura t e nna We rda t. Tafarra Wandem - Agannahu , 1955. A.A.: 

s awa Press 

19 . Laebab Tasa~alkul'\. Gaz zahan Balaynah, n . d .. A. A.: 

B.S.P.P. 

20. Lawagu La'arba Semment Sa'at Tagabbu. Yelma Habtayyas, 

1956 . A.A.: Sa wa Pr e ss. 

21. Lebb Welle~. Mange sttu Ma konnen, 1956 . A. A. : Artistic 

Press. 

22 . Maddasat Bawattatennat. Wandayyahu Habta-Gabreel, 

1958 . A.A.: B.S . P.P. 

23. Mane nnatehen Ewak'. Ayyalac BaKKala , 1963 . A.A .: 

B. S . P .P. 

24. Ma s a lal . Mangesttu Gadamu, 1958 . A. A. : B.S. P . P . 

25. Mawdad YamaH :aw Tank'. 
.. t . • 

Ballata Gulemma , 1958. A. A. : 

Commercial Press . 
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26 . Ntwwi4.-.fat. Aklilu Atlabba~aW'1 1956 . A.A.: Marha-Teb"h ::::. 

Press. 

27. Meskinu Debb Argac~aW' . Mazgabu Abata, 1956. 

A.A. :Tensae Za-Gubae Press. 
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Asrass Asfa~Wasan, n . d •• A.A.: 

~2.',,'a Press. 

29 . Polisenna DaXXa Babalagar. 
, . 

Yerga-Mangesttu Estlfanos, 

1959. A.A.: Tasfa Gabra-Sellase Press. 

30. Salemmallas Karrahu. Getahun Len~to, 1961. A.A.: Red 

Sea Press. 

31. Sara . Afawark' Fallak'a, 1955 . A.A.: Marha-Tebab Press. 

32. Satemmar Fatanawan Allafac. Fesseha-s'eyon Kasay~, 

1958 . A.A . : st. George Press . 

33 . Sawenna Nurow. Gannat Alamayyahu , 1959. A.A .: 

Commercial Press. 

34. " Saw Nabbarku ". Alamayyahu T'elaye, 1957. A. A. : B.S . P.P. 

35 . Saw Yabbawen Egzi' abher Yegal ~~awal. Eleyas Basah, 

1957 . A.A.: Commercial Press . 

36 . say tan Gotta~u . Makbeb Alamu , 1958 . A.A.: B.S.P.P. 

37. Somalew. Mangesttu Gadamu , 1958 . A. A.: B. S . P.P . 
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38. Sosttu 'iam'J.t...L.ejo~c~ Al ll l a s;,y"f, 

T'e bab Pres s. 

195 6 . A. A.: Marha-

39 . Wa Ene! s aw Mahone. Get tac<':aw Gabra - Madhen; 1959 . 

A.A. : B.S.P . P. 

40. Waha Yaballaw Bet. Merse'e-Hazan Abbaba, 1956. A.A.: 

B.S.P.P. 

41. waras Yalellaw Bet. Germa Dammanu , 195 8 . A.A.: 

Commercial Press . 

42. Yaadara Dabdabbe. Bafe~adu 

Artistic Press. 

Zagayya, 1958. A.A.: 

43. Ya'ama~ Nuzzaze. Abbe Guba~Xa, 1955. A.A.: B.S.P.P. 

44 . Y5'aradaw Tadd~sa . ~awl os ~oK~o, 1955 . A. A.: B.S. P.P. 

45. Ya'emma hoy Maza z. Ta ~'an Abbaba, 1956. A. A. B. S . P . P . 

46 . Ya 'enssesoc Roket. Mangesttu Gadanu , 1 955 . A. A.: 

Commercial Press . 

47. yagetaccaw Misttoc. Palo/los No i'dl o, 1955 . A.A.: B.S. P . P . 
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- 48. Yaltadd,HiiC! Basaw Sarg Tadarac. Yelma Habt.ayySs ; ·' 9 .... 5 -

A.A.: B:S.P.P. 

49. Yamaladaw Diiha. Dabbiiba Admeke, 1956. A.A.: B.S.P.P. 

50. Yamanfa s Khslanna. Yelma Mannaye , 1958 . A.A.: B.S.P.P. 
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List of Profiles of the Plots of The Selected "Dime 

Novels"* 

11. Fere Heywat: A family - a son born to it - the son 
becomes wise and very good at learning - in spite of the 
parents strong refusal, he goes to Gondar for further study 
in church education - he suffers a lot to achieve his 
desire - comes back to his parents and marries according to 
t he cus t om - he send s his s on to a moder n school in the 
capital - the son marries a girl of his own c h oice. 

12. Garramaw: A monk lives in a monastery after the death 
of his wife - a bandit comes to the monastery and tells the 
monk how he broke out of jail and how he killed a friend 
who betrayed him to marry his wife - the monk teaches him 
to repent and reform - the bandit goes to Addis Ababa where 
he becomes rich # The daughter of the murdered man (and of 
the bandit's ex-wife) gets married to a man who betrays her 
- leaving her baby daughter she too goes to Addis Ababa 
where she becomes a maid servant to the rich man - the rich 
man discovers the identity of his servant and brings her 
abandoned daughter to grow in his house # A young man 
elopes with the daughter of his master - a son born to them 
and the mother dies - the boy grows and chance leads him to 
the house of the rich man # The boy and the adopted girl 
fall in love and get married - the rich man returns to the 
monk and himself becomes a monk. 

13. Guden Awattahaw: A young boy worrie s why divorce and 
prostitution become rampant - he discusses the issue with 
his father - in the discussion they refer to different 
stories they know from personal experiences. 

14. Gudunna Tariku: A so n is born vlith fully developed 
teeth - the son gro~s in the hands of an uncaring father 
and cruel step-mothers the son suffers because his 
parents would not allow him to go to school - he manages to 
go to Addis Ababa Hhere he is accepted into a boarding 
schoo l - discarded by the school he tries different trades 
-finds a job as a teacher - he marries a girl but soon 
divorces her to marry another one - he finally c hanges his 
trade and becomes an agriculturalist. 

* The profiles of the first ten works are already made 
available (60 -64). 

• , 
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15 . Kalen i1trii1:abbak': A young boy a nd his sister discuss 
their fu~ure - they chose their own lovers - the girl's 
lover dies in an accident - the boy ' s lover is obliged to 
marry another man who leaves her upon her illness - the boy 
keeps his promise until she gets well and finally they 
become married. 

16. Kaman Anes~e: A man discusses with his donkey - the 
man 's brother disapproves the action and criticizes him on 
his foolishness - the donkey continues to philosophize on 
the foolishness of mankind - the donkey decides to live and 
to behave according to the philosophy of donkeys and 
refuses to be loaded - it tries to convert its master into 
a donkey - one day while riding on its back the donkey 
s l ips and they both fall over a cl iff to be reborn as 
little donkeys. 

17. Kaltamma~Ehete: A family - a son and daughter born to 
it - death of the children's mother - the father marries 
another woman- the stepmother maltreats the children - the 
daughte r runs away - the father grieves - the son moves to 
another town for education - he finds his lost sister 
working in a brothel. 

18 . Kuratenna Werdat: Two young boys go to study in 
America- they see the c i vilized world and experience racial 
segregation':: upon the completion of their education one of 
them stays in America while the other returns to Ethiopia -
the returnee gets into conflict with the tradition bound 

society - he tr i es to change it fails , is frustrated and 
begins to drink - finally he goes crazy . 

19 . La'ebab TasaKRalkun: On the death of his parents a boy 
leaves his v illage and goes to town - he becomes a coolie -
he gives money he found in the street to i ts owner who , 

as a reward, adopts him - he gets a job and marries - while 
touring on a b oat a storm breaks out and everybody is lost 
including his wife; he s uc ceeds t o swim to a certain island 
where the people are barbaric he comes back to his 
country and is assigned to a high post - goes to anothe r 
country on a diplomatic mission - he accidentally shoots 
down a snake and since this is a violation of the country's 
law he is sent e nc e d to death. 

20 . Lawagu La'arba Sement Sa ' at Tagabbu : A young man 
(Manda fro) discusses with another man who implores him to 
marry a certain rich girl (Yasi) - after the couple ' s 
engagement Mandafro and his fr i ends discuss the advantages 
of marrying a rich girl - Mand afro dreams of getting the 
wealth of his fiancee and bec omes restless until he marries 
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her - a man suddenly ,=,C'm<;lS to !1!:!1<:!e.fro and hurries him off 
to another wedding ann i versary to substitute a lost 
bridegroom - on the wadding day the bride gives birth to a 
baby, Mandafro is forced to accept the baby because her 
father has offered a good reward # Mandafro is beaten up by 
unknown men because of his infidelity # Yasi did not know 
that he has been married to another - he discovers that 
Ya~i is not virgin - one day she raves in her sleep and he 
hears her calling another man 's name - on the wedding day 
mandafro pretends as if he i s discovering the infidelity of 
the girl for the first time; he warns her parents to give 
him back every expense he has spent for the wedding - the 
parents agree to do so and they become divorced 48 hours 
after their wedding # After a while he receives a love 
letter from a girl - then they become married - he is 
arrested for abducting the fiancee of another man - after 
a long investigation he becomes free of the crime he has 
been charged with. 

21. Lebb Welle~: A family - a son born to it - the son 
grows to become lawless- the son leaves home- the son 
disturbs society - the son communes with the Devil - he 
deceives people and becomes rich -the Devil deserts him -
he gets caught by the police - he regrets his deeds and 
commits suicide. 

22. Maddasat sawattatennat: A young man standing at the 
gate of a walled town - the youth gets into the town and 
observes the various festivities that the people of the 
town are occupied with - the youth decides to go out of the 
town and as he does so other young people of the town laugh 
at him. 

23. Manennatehen EwaK: A family - a son and daughter born 
to it - the death of their parents - the children become 
spoiled - the boy (Helina) marries a woman and the girl 
(Alamaw~~e) becomes a prostitute Helina becomes a 
womanizer - the son of Hel ina ( Ferevl) goes abroad for 
higher educat i on - Helina dies due to heavy drinking while 
his sister, Alamawa~e, disappears - Ferew and Mannttagbo~ 
(his sister) exchange letters - Ferew comes back and falls 
in love with a girl he meets at a pa rty - they become 
married according to custom. 

24. Masalal: Three young men dressed in an Italian suit are 
seated in a cafe - one of them , nick-named El-Tex, follows 
a girl to her home assuming that she is a student but when 
she asks him for money leaves her - he gets angry because 
people are nowadays money minded and immoral - he tells his 
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friends that he has no plan .~o !!larry - t:l -'I'~l{ g C <l S to 
America and comes back after five years marries an 
American woman - El-Tex uses thi s woma n to get on the 
soc i al ladder and to become rich. 

25. Mawdad Yamattaw Tank': A young boy fa lls in love with 
a girl - the girl ' s father refuses their marriage - the 
coup l e elope t o Asmara and begin a happy l i fe - the wife 
dies in a hospita l in childbirth - the husband goes mad and 
dies. 

26. Mawwayayat: A young boy asks an old man about the 
different aspects of life the old man answers the 
questions and thereby passes his wisdom over to the young 
one . 

27 . Meskinu Debb Argac~aw: A family - A son on the death of 
his parents is deprived o f the right to inherit the 
properties of his family - the , boy escapes and goes to 
Addis Ababa - he suffers in poverty until one day he gets 
a large sum of money buried in the ground - he becomes a 
rich man and turns out to be cruel to the poor - an angry 
poor man kills him . 

28. Mogada hhaw Falas fa: A man travels to an unknown land 
across deserts and oceans - he gets into a town where 
people of strange cultures and values live - after a while 
he moves t o different places where he meet s various types 
of people - h e meets with Socrates with whom he discusses 
va rious issues - he then continues to travel to several 
other places a nd finally rests under a big tree called 
"Nationalism ". 

29. Polisenna Dal'llla Biibalagar: A family is brutally 
treated by the police and the judiciary - the mother is 
murdered and h e r daughter leaves the vill age - the girl's 
fiance b rings her back but on their way are arrested by the 
police - they suffe r a l ot in the hands of the corrupt 
o fficers and the prison guards three volunta ry young 
people try t o expose these misdeeds by handing ove r 
secretly reco rded evidence to higher government bodies -
while in prison the police officer rapes the gir l and she 
is avenged by he r fiance .,ho kills the officer and the 
judge - the young boy escapes taking his fiancee with him 
but she dies of fever - those guilty are a rrested and 
tried. 

30 . Salemmalas K~rrahu: A nun te l ls the story of her life 
# As a girl she falls in love with a boy - he betrays her 
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.:ind she leave"s home - she goes to another tv-.;n alia bi; COilias 
a prostitute - because of a quarell over her she gets 
imprisoned - out of prison, having lost her beauty, becomes 
a beggar - she advises fellow girls to take lesson from her 
experience - then she goes to a monastery where she plans 
to spend the rest of her life. 

31. Sara: A young boy falls in love with a girl - he kills 
a man who has shot his friend and runs away to the forest -

he joins a group of bandits - accidentally saves the girl 
he loves and her father from oth~r bandits - his group is 
dispersed by the police and he remains alone - he is 
captured by other strangers but the girl rescues him - her 
father reciprocates his good deeds by letting her marry 
him. 

32. Satemmar Fatanawan Allclfcl<'!: A wealthy family a 
daughter is born to it - the death of the parents - the 
daughter (Gude~) becomes spoiled - Gude~ marries and gives 
birth to a triplet - the triplet go abroad for higher 
education - Gude~ delivers four children at a single birth 
- she goes to a town naked in order to buy a modern dress 
but everybody considers her to be mad - she disappears into 
a forest; there a mad dog bites her due to which she 
conceives beasts - she gives birth to beasts in a hospital 

the beasts meet and decide on how to administer 
themselves - Gudes's children return from abroad - Gudes 
and her children begin to live in peace. 

33. Sawenna Nurow: A man gets employed in a government 
office he becomes corrupt and 1S imprisoned for 
embezzling government money - the death of his parents -
gets out of prison and i mproves his conduct - marries a 
decent girl and becomes a father. 

34 . "Saw Nabbarku": A five and half years old child 
philosophizing on the meaning of life # Birth - b oyhood 
leaves home - lives with relativ es in a near by town -
relatives mistreat him - runs away - to the wilderness -
reaches a town - joins the military - is sent to a desert 
station - comes back- falls in love with a wealthy and 
beautiful girl while out of town on a mission his 
inamorata being forced t o ma rry a rich man - comes back a nd 
takes her away to an un k nown island . 

35. Saw Yabbawe n Egiz'abher Yegalssawal: Two families -
their children get married - the country is invaded by the 
Italians - the young wife betrays her husband and marries 
a traitor - the country ' s independence is restored - the 
traitor dies and his wife becomes a prostitute - she then 
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oes to anoth r t own whe re s h e become s a servant - sent try 
ai l f or the murde r s he did no t commit and d i es there - the 

k il ler and the conspi r ator are discovered and sentenced t o 
death . 

36. Say t a n Gotta~u : A man goes to a place where a demon i s 
being deified and he becomes interested in the art - he 
goes to different conjurers and discovers that they are a ll 
liars. 

37 . Soma l e w: A police off i cer a sks a man in Hargessa (North 
Somalia ) t o go to the fro n t and f i ght against Ethiopia but 
the man refuses and is dragged to prison # two Somali young 
men arg ue o n the Ethio - s oma lia i ssue (o ne is pro-Mogadishu 
a nd the other p ro - Ethiopia ) - they continue the ir argument 
but fa i l to corne t o a n agreement . 

38. Sost u Yamut Lejo~~ena Ya 'ada r a Abbat : Thr e e boys are 
be r e ft of the ir parents and liv e unde r a caretaker - t hey 
go to schoo l and become success f~ l - the bo y s get ma rried 
to gi r l s o f the ir own c ho i ce and accord ing to custom -
their c a r e t a ker fa t her d i e s . 

39. Wa Ene ! Sa w Ma hone : A poo r man but who saves ever y 
penny - he bec omes rich and buys the shop whose owner he 
used to serve as a coolie - he continues to collec t more 
wealth but does not want to spend a coin - he marries and 
b e c omes a fa the r o f t wo children. Every bit of h is wea lth, 
his wife and children, are burnt into ashe s by acc ident -
t h e s ad man va n ishes f r om the town. 

40 . Waha Yabal law Bet: A fami l y - a son born to it - the 
son g oes to England fo r h igher education - returns to h i s 
country and l eads an extravagant life - sent to jail for 
murder wrong l y charged to him - gets out from prison - his 
fiancee betrays him - he fa l ls ill and is admitted t o a 
hospital - h i s ex - fiancee gets sick too - both he and s h e 
make t heir confession . 

41 . Wara~ Yalellaw Bet : A country boy gets lured by the 
"easy and cosy" life i n the big city - he goes to the city 
without his father ' s consent - he gradually loses hope o f 
getting a job - he becomes wretched and attempts suicide -
a ce r tain pr i est advises him to go back to his father - h e 
goes back home - the father gives him a warm welcome . 

42 . Ya ' adara Dabdabbe : A deceased author writes a letter 
(from his new world) t o a friend in the real world (the 
narrator) in ' order to correct the misconception on his 
career as an author # He is born in a certain v i l l age -
starts writing stories and plays in his childhood -he joins 
the school theatre club and his first work is published at 
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actor, a n)ve .ist and a dramatist; he becomes the country 's 
celebratpQ author and academician - he becomes ill and dies 
# The author tells his friend (the narrator ) about his life 
in the new world and bids him good bye. 

43. Ya'ama~ Nuzzaze: A man gives the reason why he tells 
the story o f his life # A family - children born to them -
the death of the parents - one child succeeds to go to the 
big town - he completes his secondary school and goes to 
America for further education - he comes back with a B.A. 
and with a "who cares ... go to hell . .. " attitude - he 
inherits the property of his family and denies the other 
children of their rights to it - he becomes a corrupt 
bureaucrat and uses every means to get rich - marries a 
wealthy, but mean, woman - Becomes ill and on his death bed 
regrets all the cruelties he has committed on his forlorn 
brothers and sisters - and in his will he returns them 
their property. , 
44. Ya'aradaw Taddasa: Tayitu falls in love with Taddasa 
and he deflowers her - she becomes pregnant but he chases 
her away # Taddasa hands a love letter over to another girl 
- she agrees to marry him; but before that he brings her to 
his house and deflowers her - he chases her away # On a 
journey to another town the narrator-character becomes 
introduced to a certain girl - after some time, back in 
Addis A.baba; he meets the girl and she tells him her 
story; she says that she has been a government employee but 
is dismissed after being seduced by her boss; now she has 
become a prostitute. He asks her the name of the boss and 
she tells him that he is called Taddasa # Aster and Hayla­
Maryam are husband and wife - Taddasa fo l l ows Aster and 
makes her his mistress - Ast~r divorces her husband and 
marries Taddasa - some days latter he chases her away # 
Taddasa seduces the sister of his friend - the girl tells 
this to her brother and together they plan to revenge - the 
girl asks Taddasa to take her out of town - on a deserted 
road she asks him to stop the car so t ha t she can make 
water; together they go out and the girl's brother kidnaps 
Taddasa and hangs him on a tree. 

45 . Ya ' emrnahoy Mazaz: An old woman (Semmarl ) and her grand­
daughter (Wayni tu) live in a big compound wi th their maid 
servant; the old woman ' s husband (Hundde ) had died a few 
years ago - Semma n has a dream # Hundde and Yedange~u are 
members of an association - families of the members of the 
association gather at the house of Yedangetu - Yedangetu 
ma kes love to Semmarl and she becomes preg nant - Semma~ 
gives birth to Tasfaye - Tas f aye grows and starts an affair 
with a servant (Sankemm - Yallas) who becomes pregnant -
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Hundde proposes his wish t hdt his son g2~ married to the 
daughter of Yedangefu - Yei angetu refuses to accept the 
offe r knol-ling that both are his own children - Tasfaye 
learns the secret from his mother and he vanishes from home 
to die somewhere ; before his death he sends a message to 
his mother and declares about his baby by Sankem-Yallas -
Hundde becomes poisoned to death by an opponent - Sankem­
Yallas gives birth to waynitu = Yedangetu disappears upon 
hearing the death of his son -Yemmal'll'iusal (the wife of 
Yedangefu) revenges the disappearance of her husband by 
burning the family of SemmaX # The narrator who does not 
reveal himself until now suddenly shows up and tells that 
he is awakend by his wife. 

46. Ya 'ensesocc Roket: Domestic animals are discussing 
about the ill treatment they receive in the hands of human 
beings - donkeys are working on a formula to launch a 
rocket in to space; they are joined by a scientist dog # 
Beasts hold a meeting and hijack a donkey to work for them; 
they decide to eat the donkey to become intelligent - a 
monkey goes forward in time and reaches the yea r 2500 and 
is held captive by human beings # The shuttle of the 
domestic animals blows-up upon its launching. 

47. YaGeta~ciiw Misto~c: Geta~~aw marries a poor girl - h.is 
friends tell him that she is a lewd woman - he finds her 
with a certain man whom she says is her brother - after a 
while Geta~~aw comes back from another town and he 
discovers that his wife has married the man # GetaN:aw 
marries anothe r girl - on the wedding day he discovers that 
she is not a virgin; he learns that she has had too many 
lovers and divorces her # Getaccaw marries a girl whom he 
meets at a party his friends tell him that she is 
unfaithful and they plan to prove it to him - a friend 
hides Getac~aw in a wardrobe and br ings in the wife; 
Geta~~aw hears their conversation and u nderstands that his 
wife is unfaithful # Geta~~aw ' s u ncle brings him a new wife 
- after a while h is friends tell him that she is unfaithful 
- he evasedrops on her and l e a rns that hi s friends are 
right # Getatcaw marries an o ffice girl later he 
discovers that she has an affair with her b osses ~ Getaccaw 
ma rries an old, rich woman - though t h e woman is faithful 
she deprives him of his freedo~ - he deserts her; but she 
p l ots on him and has him j a iled . 

48. Yalta dda lac Ba saw Sarg Ta daracc : A you ng bache lo r is in 
a hospital after a ca r accident where he falls in love with 
a nurse - out of h ospital he is transferred to Dire Dawa -
he comes back to Addis Ababa and finds out that his 
inamorata has betra y ed him - t h e nu rse is sentenced for 
life for killing her child. 



49. Yamaladaw Daha: A young man goes to c corner bar - he 
watches how people behave , - when mo~~ing comes the young 
man goes home with an e~pty pocket . 

50 . Yamanfas K~slahl'la: A family - a ch ild born to it -
death of the child ' s father - the mother marries another 
man - the stepfather causes discomfort to the boy - the boy 
leaves home - the boy wonders to different places - the boy 
sees the mother in his dream . 
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