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Abstract

To identify the quality of a certain drama is usually difficult. The main reason is that quality is
not measurable and basically dependent on personal taste or experience. Accordingly, when we
consider the drama evaluation activity in Ethiopian professional Theatres, we could observe lots
of arguments and controversies. However, in spite of its contentious nature, there is no
significant study that treats the issue properly. Therefore, the principal objective of the study was
to describe and examine the main features of the drama evaluation practice in the theatres.

Accordingly, the study was mainly concerned with identifying the ways and approaches used to
select scripts for production. In this regard, the study attempted to consider the available
theoretical concepts, which are thought to be helpful to compare and contrast the drama
evaluation trend in Ethiopia with other approaches. Similarly, those related literatures that
nudge the issue of drama evaluation activity in Ethiopia are included to indicate and represent
the differences and arguments that have been forwarded in relation to this activity.

The analysis in chapter three consisied the results of a survey carried out by the researcher on
the main traits of the drama evaluation practice in the theatres. Thus, primarily it attempted to
make some descriptive assessment on the development of the drama evaluation activity to give a
preliminary insight and background information. The next section considered the issue of the
standards, which were being set to evaluate scripts. The issue of applying a standard is
controversial in such a way that one group attests the importance of specified criteria that
constitute a standard to distinguish a good play from the bad ones. On the other hand, there is
another group that substantiates the impediment of any standard for innovative works and
demands its rejection. The study tried to show the impacts of these contradiciory ideas on the
development of theatre in Ethiopia. The other two sections discussed the issue of evaluators and
analysis of the debates around the drama evaluation practice. The intention was to recount the
main problems concerning the evaluation activity. The discussions on the sample case studies
were intended to prove the flaws and outcomes of the evaluation reports.

The results of the study indicated that drama evaluation activity in Ethiopian professional
theatres faced a lot of problems. These problems are mainly due to the way the theatres are
organized, the applied standards, and the way evaluation committees worked. The study also
forwarded some suggestions thai include the reorganization of the theatres, the establishment of
a position of a permanent professional evaluator with defined duty and accountability, and the
avoidance of applying a certain standard to evaluate all types of plays. As the study is believed
to be an incipient attempt in this area, the suggestions forwarded were intended to initiate new
ideas and approaches to the mores of theatres.



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview of the Development of Drama in Ethiopia

In Ethiopia the written form of drama is a relatively recent phenomenon that has been introduced
as an imitation of the Western tradition of theatre production. In spite of the diversified ethnic
groups in the country, each with its own tradition of performing art, none of them, however could
develop to a form of drama that can claim an Ethiopian origin. Nevertheless, it seems that the long
traditions of written and oral literature in the country together with the tradition of performing art
had facilitated and made easier the introduction and adoption of the Western form of drama writing
and presentation in the country. As a result, the Western drama production techniques based on
domestic issues and the Amharic language as a medium of communication became the elements

that constituted the dramatic art of the country.

As many writers on the issue have agreed (Akalu, 1990; Debebe, 1989; and Gerard 1971), the
origin of drama in Ethiopia is associated with expatriate teachers who came to the country to teach
in the first modern schools some eight decades back in the early 20" century. However, these
attempts do not seem to have extended beyond the schools to the larger community. Accordingly,
the drama officially accepted as the first play in Ethiopia is an Amharic fable entitled “4.N-A‘
Phm-&PT howg.ed [Fable: The Comedy of Animals]. It was written by one of the pioneer

foreign trained Ethiopian at the time, Tekle Hawariat Tekle Mariam. The time of the staging of the



drama is not ascertained, but it seems sometime following the return of the author from Europe,

roughly between 1912 and 1916 (Gerard, 1971:280).

Following this, other sources indicate that two Ethiopian teachers, Yoftahe Negussie and Melaku
Begosaw have presented some plays, which include Yoftahe’s “1#¢® gant gt [Tequem
Yalebet Chewata] and “e1re ageah- #a@« [Yehod Amlaku Qetat] and Melaku’s “FAd: 45
[Talaku Dagna] and “ H10F [Zenebach] (Plastow, 1996:51-52). Having its origin this way, the art

of drama gradually get deep rooted in Ethiopia.

The growth of the art seen in terms of the provision of theatre facilities, the training of relevant
practitioners, and the production and presentation of dramas compared to the economic
development of the country as well as the time the art was introduced, was a commendable effort.
The first professional theatre, ‘Hager Fikir Theatre’ was built in 1942, followed by the City Hall,
which was built in 1948. Then the ‘Ethiopian National Theatre’ was built in 1955 and latter,' Ras
Theatre' was opened in 1974.

All these theatres are concentrated in Addis Ababa. The total intake capacity of these theatres is
estimated at about 4280 seated audiences (i.e., 'Hager Fikir' 880, 'National Theatre' 1200, 'City
Hall' 1100, and 'Ras Theatre' 1100). Considering some data in the theatres, the four theatres on the
average stage 30 plays annually.

On the other hand, the Theatrical Arts Department, which has been opened in 1978 within the
Addis Ababa University, graduates around 20 professionals annually. The assignments of these
graduates in the professional theatres as well as in the Ministry of Culture at the national, regional

and zonal levels, is believed to have contributed significantly to the development of theatre in



Ethiopia. Moreover, by organising short-term training programs on play writing, acting, directing
and other related areas for high school graduates, most of these graduates have facilitated the
formation of large number of amateur theatre groups in many cities and towns through out the

country. A number of these trainees have been employed in the professional theatres.

According to the Cultural Policy of the Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia, the theatres, as
cultural institutions, are responsible for creating favourable situation whereby all citizens can
participate in cultural and other creative activities. Additionally, they are expected to organise and
present shows that will promote the spirits of gender equality, companionship, industriousness, and
respect to mankind and work among the population. Finally, the policy also indicates the
government's commitment to establish new theatres as well as to strengthen the existing ones

(FDRE, 1997).

Currently, when we look at the types and forms of drama presentations, the existing theatres have
not gone beyond the practices of proscenium staging and the Aristotelian and well-made play
writing techniques based on realistic presentation. The theatres obtain drama scripts from any
playwright by paying a fixed percentage of the net income after deducting production costs, tax,
and other expenses. All the theatres have permanent professional actors, playwrights, directors,

and other stage crew.

1.2 Rationale

The purpose of doing a research on "Drama Evaluation in Ethiopian Professional Theatres" is to
examine and highlight the main features of the practice of drama evaluation in the country. The

phrase "drama evaluation" is used here as a synonym of the Amharic phrase, edmat 1901977,



which refers to the practice of making judgements on the quality of drama scripts before
presentation. It is usually exercised with the objective of selecting the best scripts (among those
presented by playwrights) on the basis of a given evaluation standard that consists of a set of
criteria established by the professional theatres themselves or other authorities responsible for
overseeing the theatres. My initiative to undertake a research on this topic is based on two major

concerns with respect to the state of drama production and evaluation in Ethiopia.

The first of these concerns refers to the non-developmental nature of the art of drama presentation
over the years. This problem is quite apparent to see from the similarity or redundancy of the
contents and forms of the plays as well as the styles of their presentation in professional theatres.
According to my informants (see Annex-A), the similarity is mainly the result of the requirements

of the drama evaluation practice.

The second reason refers to the ongoing arguments being expressed through the mass media and
other discussion forums by drama practitioners, concerning the role and process of drama
evaluation. The arguments, in this regard, can be grouped into three. One of these groups claims
the very practice of drama evaluation as the major factor that has hampered the development of
theatre in the country and thus insists that it be abandoned. A second group, accepting the need for
the evaluation exercise, in principle, attributes the problem mentioned above by the first group to
the way the evaluations are organised and the mode of operation the evaluation committees have
adopted. Accordingly, they argue that, by reviewing the evaluation procedure, it can be made an
effective means of facilitating the development of drama in the country. Finally, there is a third

group which associates the problem of similarity and redundancy of drama contents to lack of



proficient playwrights rather than the evaluation practice. According to the views of this group,
given the limited number of professional theatres, the evaluation practice is the only means of

2
providing equal opportunity and access for playwrights. v

Even though such arguments have already been going on for a long time, no attempt has been
made to date to undertake a formal and detailed investigation of the problem and assess the
relevance of the various claims concerning the role of drama evaluation. Evidently, one cannot
envisage a good future in the country's drama production and presentation under a situation in
which professionals are advancing divergent views on such a fundamental issue. Hence, it is this

crucial state of the art that has prompted me to undertake the research.

1.3 Objectives

A quest for cultural development and specifically for literary achievement inevitably demands the
involvement of the most rational use of all available resources. These resources include, among
others, cultural establishments and well trained and experienced personnel, which are basic to the
attainment of the most possible artistic results. Accordingly, theatre, as one of the means of
cultural and literary development, requires the arrangement and effectuation of the available

resources in order to attain its goal.

Therefore, a study attempting to identify hindrances of theatre development has to consider all the
factors involved and assess the role each plays in its development. In line with this, the research
will have the following two general objectives. Firstly, it attempts to describe the conditions that

initiated drama evaluation in Ethiopia and highlight essential features of the procedures that have

developed over the years. Secondly, the research attempts to critically analyse the impacts drama
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evaluation has produced on the various aspects of theatre production and presentation in the '9/
country. In other words, both the positive and negative consequences that might have resulted from

the practice will be assessed and identified.

Specifically, the research is intended to: -

a) describe the general trend drama evaluation has taken over the years in the professional
theatres;

b) identify the problems that are associated with the evaluation exercise,

c) examine the efficiency of the evaluation practice in terms of the standards used; and,

d) provide relevant recommendations and suggestions for solving the identified problems.

As drama evaluation plays a vital role in the development of theatre, the more sound the practice
of the evaluation is, the more successful and ingenious the art will be. Thus, the thesis tries to
describe not only the progress and problems of the evaluation activity, but also whether or not

alternative proposals would be available.

1.4 Methodology

As the focus of the research project is the investigation of the state of drama evaluation that has
been undergoing in the professional theatres of the country for many years, the descriptive methO(_i___
will be used. The relevant data required for addressing the objectives of the research outlined
earlier are the following:
a) The historical background of the emergence and development of drama evaluation in
Ethiopia;
b) The expected goals or the purpose that the evaluation is intended to realise;

c) The evaluation standards established for the purpose; and V%



d) The way the various evaluation organs have utilised the standards to evaluate a specific

script.

In order to discern the practice of evaluating drama scripts in Ethiopia, I have attempted to
examine the historical development of drama evaluation in accordance with professional theatres,
evaluators and the adopted standards. Moreover, I have also attempted to go through a sample of
drama scripts that have been evaluated by drama evaluation committees with a view to see/assess
how the evaluation was conducted as well as to ascertain the relevance of the comments made on
the plays. The following data sources have been used to gather the relevant information for the
research.

a) Interview: it is principally based on discussions and consultations. The interviewees mainly
include those artists involved in practising theatre, i.e.; directors, playwrights, and actors.
In addition, a certain number of individuals who have been members of evaluation
committees will also be interviewed. Finally, the views of persons in the Addis Ababa
Bureau of Culture and Information, who are in charge of the theatres, will also be
incorporated.

b) Documents and reports: this includes the exploration of available documents and reports,
which are relevant to the study. Even though the documentation of most of these theatres is
disappointing, the necessary information had been gathered from all the assessable relevant
documents. The evaluation reports utilised for case study in chapter three, are applied either

by recommendation for their disputation or for their availability to the researcher.



1.5 Application of Results

The findings of this study are assumed to have important benefits in a number of ways. Primarily, *
the suggestions and recommendations which will be forwarded on the basis of the findings will be
an important input for theatre managers and officials of the Ministry of Culture and Information,
and Addis Ababa Bureau of Culture and Information in their efforts to device appropriate
measures to the development of drama production in general and selection of drama scripts in
particular. On the other hand, the study is also expected to initiate other researchers in the area of
drama and drama criticism. In this regard, the findings of this study can serve as a reference for
undertaking more exhaustive and large scale studies.

I believe that this thesis is by no means complete and exhaustive. Therefore, there might be other
related areas, which are not considered in this thesis. This can be because of insufficient
information and material. However, significant effort has been exerted to access and examine all <~

areas, which are presumed to have relevance to the topic.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

2.1. Some Theoretical Concepts on Drama Evaluation

According to The Oxford Dictionary and Thesaurus, drama is defined as “a literary genre that tells v

a story by means of dialogue and action.” This implies that drama is a literary work principally
intended to be performed on the stage by actors. If we consider its history, drama is one of the
oldest forms of art as literature. The first written form of drama dated back to 2500 years as the
official record of drama competition held at the city Dionysian Festival of Athens, in the present
day Greece (Baldock, 1993:13). The festival was conducted annually in honour of Dionysus, the
Athenian god of fertility. By the year 533 B.C., a competition of tragedy was a regular part of city

Dionysia. (Ibid.)

Originating in the Athenian city in this way, drama gradually expanded to other countries and
adapting itself with the socio-cultural conditions of different countries, it acquired distinct
characteristics of development. These developmental characteristics include the formulation of
different concepts, which are attributed to the great variances and differences of the writing and
presentation of drama. These concepts are the ones that form an idea or opinion to comment upon

a play and help as a basic device to criticise the literary quality of a certain dramatic work.

Criticism literally means commenting on something or somebody. The lexical meaning of criticism

is the act of making judgements, analysing qualities and evaluations of comparative work. Thus,

one can consider literary criticism in general and drama criticism in particular, as a trend that



basically concerned with the analysis and evaluation of all aspects of a literary work, in our case a

play.

When we speak of drama evaluation it includes the application of criticism theories and principles
as a means of analysing and evaluating a given dramatic work. However, this does not mean that
drama evaluation should always be subordinated to such theories and principles; it is rather to
emphasise the advantages of using them. Accordingly, there are several theories and principles
throughout the history of world theatre. Some of these principles, which are thought to be relevant

to the evaluation practice being considered, are reviewed as follows.

To begin with, Sam Smiley presents two basic intellectual approaches of drama evaluation as
extrinsic or Platonic and the intrinsic or Aristotelian. (Smiley, 1987:45). According to his
explanation, the Platonic way of evaluation is basically concerned with the effects of a drama on
audiences rather than with the textual features of the work. Thus, he elaborates, a play is expected

to have particularly moral function and should be ethically instructive to the society.

The Platonic approach can be associated with Longinus’s treatise in the ‘Sublime’, which says that
the value of a work of literature [drama] can be assessed by its impact on the part of the reader or
hearer (Daiches, 1981:46-48). This implies that, if the reader is carried away and moved by the
greatness and passion of the work, then the work 1s good.

The Platonic or extrinsic approach of evaluation can also be related with what is known as the
‘theatre of purpose’, in the sense of contemporary drama and theatre. Such functional plays

include, social dramas, thesis plays, comedies of manners, etc. The purpose of such plays is

10
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usually to change the outlook of a certain society or to mobilise for a specific action. This can be
achieved by, as Jerry V. Picketing has described, either the laughter evoked by comedy, or the pity
and fear that is the result of tragedy (1981:17). What is common about these approaches is that
such evaluations are predominantly concerned with identifying the impacts of a play on the part of
the audience. Such an approach, as it does not include textual analysis, can be regarded as
impressionistic.
On the other hand, the Aristotelian or intrinsic approach of evaluation emphasises the importance
examining essence as the best approach to comprehend the value of dramatic work (Smiley, 1987:
52-53). After acknowledging Aristotle as the first to forward a detailed discussion about the basic
principa]é,/ of drama evaluation, Smiley presents the basic concepts of imitation as follows:
Drama is an imitation of a serious action, which is complete by itself. This imitation can be
achieved by employing rhythm, language, and melody, which should be presented on the
stage performed by actors. The action is direct and audience can see and hear it. The
purpose of such presentation is to arouse ng and fear on the audience through facing the
sufferer on the stage. This in turn, causes a pleasurable purging, a catharsis of emotions,

which helps men to be stronger. (Ibid.53)

According to Smiley, the Aristotelian approach of evaluation seeks the fulfilment and

consideration of such basic principles for each script.
Moreover, based on these concepts or principles, Aristotle in his poetics explained the need for

having a harmonious arrangement of the six essential elements of drama, namely, Plot, Character,

Diction, Thought, Spectacle and Music (Barness, 1991: 284). In general, what we can understand

11
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about the Aristotelian or intrinsic approach of evaluation is that, these principles and elements are
believed to be the important points that help the evaluator to understand and evaluate any dramatic

work.

The other person who forwarded some method of literary evaluation is Robson. According to
Robson, every evaluation should necessarily provide reasons for judgement, and calls for
reconsideration of the role of the evaluator as a judge who is responsible for awarding marks to
each work. (Robson, 1982:41-49). More importantly he presented a detailed description that

illustrates how to justify drama evaluation in four categories.

The first category is the ideological evaluation. This kind of evaluation is based on the general
criteria of value, i .e. moral, religious, political, etc. According to Robson’s explanation, the basis
of this type of evaluation is either prescriptive (writers are told what to do) or proscriptive (what
not to do). Moreover, he described two recurrent problems of ideological evaluation to be its

censorious nature and its avoidance of the writer’s intentions.

The second type involves a large and general conception of literature, which forms a philosophical
view of the whole universe and the scheme of values, which include the specific nature of
literature. From literature’s place in the scheme, its relation to other values, it deduces a literary
standard, which can be applied to particular texts. According to Robson’s explanation, the problem
of this kind of evaluation is that both literature and drama are vast concepts for the injunction and
it is as a literary piece or specifically as a dramatic work one must evaluate it to have a clear

meaning (Ibid: 44).

12



The third type is the genre evaluation, which can be tried in different ways. One way is that the
evaluator dreams of an imaginary tragedy or comedy embodying the good-making features of all
the one’s he thinks good, and judges actual works according to a non-existent pattern-work laid
upon in the evaluator’s mind only. Another way is that the evaluator brings together the dramatic
works that seem comparable, and chooses what he thinks the best as the standard for that class or
genre works. If the evaluator is sufficiently sensitive to the immense variety among works and

dramatists, he will probably confine himself to the work of a single playwright as a model.

The last justification Robson offered for evaluative judgement is the judgement in terms of the
playwrights’ particular intention in a particular work. The basic idea is that if a drama evaluator 1s
at work, he should ask, “what did the writer intend here? How far did he fulfil his intention?”” The

trouble of such kind of evaluation is the difficulty of knowing the intention of the writer (Ibid: 49).

The other significant suggestions of drama evaluation, which are intended to help those involved in
evaluating dramatic works, are those, which are forwarded by X. J. Kennedy (1987: 1169-1171).
His recommendations consist of eight points. The first instruction is “to discard any ineﬂ‘able
rules the evaluator may have collected that affirm what a drama ought to be.”(Ibid: 1170). In this
regard, he demands to forget the misinterpreters of Aristotle who insist that a play must “observe
the unities” that is, “must unfold its events in one day and in one place, and must keep tragedy and
comedy apart,” and refers Shakespeare as an example to ignore such rules. Moreover, he calls to
disfavour the damning of a play for lacking “realism”, as there is an expressionist play or a fantasy,

and the condemning of the failure of its plot to fit into a pyramid structure. /
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The second point demands, to watch or read the play with the mind and the senses wide open, and
to recall that some plays, such as the classic Greek theatre, impose conventions. Thirdly, he
advises the evaluator to ask if characters are fully realised using such questions as, “do their
actions follow from the kinds of persons they are, or does the actions seem to impose itself upon
them, making the play seem falsely contrived? Does the resolution arrive as in a satisfying play
because of the nature of the characters; or are the characters saved (or destroyed) merely by some

dues ex machine or nick-of-time arrival of the marines?”

His fourth point advises to recognise drama as one belonging to a family: a farce, or a comedy of
manners or a melodrama. Recognising such familiar types of drama, he explains, may help make
some things clear and can save the evaluator from attacking a play for being what it is, in fact,
supposed to be. Moreover, there can be satisfying melodramas, and excellent plays that may have
melodramatic elements. What is wrong with thrillers is not that they have suspense, but that
suspense is all they have. Fifthly, if there are symbols, he advises to ask how well they belong to

their surroundings, i.e., whether they help to reveal meaning, or merely decorating?

The sixth instruction urges to test the play for sentimentality. The failure of a dramatist, he thinks,
is caused by expecting from us a greater emotional response than we are given reason to feel. His
seventh point is to decide what it’s that the evaluator admires or dislikes, and whether it is the play
that he/she admires or dislikes, or the production is another point. it is useful to draw this
distinction if one is evaluating the play and not the production. And lastly, he recommends the

evaluator to ask himself what the theme is, what does the drama reveal, how far and how deeply

14



does its statement go, how readily can we apply it beyond the play to the human world outside?
And thus, he advises the evaluator to be slow, of course, to attribute to the playwright the opinions

of the characters.

By following these steps, he recommends, one may find evaluating plays a richly meaningful
activity. It may reveal wisdom and pleasure that had previously been bypassed. It may even help to

decide what to watch and how to choose good works of drama in the future.

Considering these and a lot of other recommendations, suggestions and principles, it seems drama
evaluation is a serious task. Especially when we look at the spirit of twentieth century drama, it is
principally an age of expanded dramatic perspectives by which new trends of drama presentation is
a routine activity. Such movements by expressionists, surrealists, etc., together with those trends as
Epic Theatre, Theatre of the Absurd, and Theatre of Cruelty have confronted the aged Aristotelian
principles or the well-made play writing technique of realistic and naturalistic approaches. The
influence of such diversified and new trends and approaches always necessitates the reassessment

of the currency of evaluation.

2.2 Related Literature on Drama Evaluation in Ethiopia

Despite the strong differences of opinions as to the impacts of drama evaluation in the
development of theatre in Ethiopia, there has not been any academic attempt to properly
investigate the issue to date. On the other hand, there are a number of opinions, comments and

some suggestions forwarded by different individuals that can be taken as direct and relevant

15



literature to the issue of drama evaluation in the country. Hence, my assessment will be based on

interviews and articles of periodicals, workshop papers and senior essays.

Thus, Ephrem Bekele in a paper he presented to the first symposium on Ethiopian theatre has
attempted to identify the major problems of play writing techniques in drama scripts that have been
evaluated from 1977-1982 E.C by’ the Drama Evaluating and Distributing Committee in the
Ministry of Culture and Sports (h%49° 1983). As the paper was mainly concerned with the
technical problems of play writing in those evaluated drama scripts, one of the major issues
Ephrem raised about is the evaluation’s focus on realistic plays. In this regard, he says what he
tried to emphasise is that one of the weaknesses of most plays presented for evaluation of the time
was their lack of realistic presentation. Even though Epherem did not describe about what is
meant by realistic presentation, he seems to refer to the 19™ century Realism, a movement in
literature and other arts, which intend to be faithful and objective mirror of life. According to Sam
Smiley realistic plays can be characterised by: “The presentation of real life on stage and that the
characters speak naturally in everyday words, and their attitudes are contemporary. Ti he stories

are also expected to depict ordinary people and without any idealisation “(Smiley, 1 987, 273).

Therefore, what was expected from those plays being evaluated seem to present their
contemporary life. The appropriation of such requirement can be attributed to the fact that realistic
presentations are believed to be easily understandable. In this respect Francis Hodge in a book he

wrote about play directing, described realism as a style that mass audiences can understand and

absorb in the technological and psychological climate of the twentieth century (Hodge, 1994:14).

16
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Hence, what Ephrem implied about the utilisation of Realism as a standard seems to the audiences .~

understanding.

As a member of the evaluation committee, within the Ministry of Culture and Sports, Ephrem was
able to indicate the contradictory nature of the opinions expressed by evaluators and playwrights
on the issue of what caused shortage of plays for production. According to his explanation, the
evaluators were usually complaining about the incompetence of plays to satisfy the “technical and
thematic standards” required. Though he did not describe what these “technical and thematic
standards” actually constitute, viewed from the evaluation criteria that the committee employed, it
seems to be the fulfilment of six elements, namely plot, character, thought, diction, scene and '.7
structure), (see appendix C). Consequently, what the evaluators complaining about was the

shortage of plays that fulfil these criteria.

On the other hand, concerning the opposing argument forwarded on the part of playwrights,
Ephrem explained, that they were claiming the availability of sufficient plays that meet the
required standards, and it was rather the evaluation mechanism that discourages playwrights and
created the shortage. He further indicated that these playwrights were also alleging that evaluators
would not approve plays that fulfil the requirements unless the authors agreed to pay bribes. Even
though, Ephrem himself did not disagree with the allegation, he underlines the fact that the claim

could not be supported with concrete evidence.

In general, Ephrem's paper illustrates, at least, two important points concerning the evaluation

practice at that time. The first point refers to the emphasis the evaluation criteria placed on staging
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of realistic plays. As this trend is still apparent in the evaluation and production of current plays it .-
seems to be the reflection of that tradition. The second point of the paper is the controversial nature
of the evaluation practice. This is evident from the above presentation where the evaluators were
complaining about shortage of compatible plays, while playwrights were claiming about the
fraudulent activity of evaluators. The same is true in most of the recent controversy related to’?

drama evaluation. Evading and blaming others seem to be the better defending mechanism of the

self rather than trying to solve the problem through dialogue and mutual understanding.

Astatkachew Yehun, who has worked under various capacities as actor, playwright, evaluation
committee member, and theatre manager, in an interview he gave to a magazine focusing on the
arts (4.CT 1991:3:3), has reflected on a number of issues related to the practice of drama evaluation.
The first issue raised concerns requirements for membership in the evaluation committee in which
he stated that it would be preferable if the committee is composed of individuals with high level of
professional training in theatrical arts, long years of experience in acting, and directing different
plays. According to him, even though this type of composition is not always feasible, all theatres

try to include individuals with different skills while forming their evaluation committees.

Moreover, Astatkachew argued the necessity of having a permanent professional, whose position _
is to evaluate plays, an expert who can be evaluative as well as corrective of the received plays.
According to him, drama evaluation, being undertaken by a few individuals as an additional task to
their official responsibilities will have negative impact on the quality of the evaluation and does
not place accountability. Thus, he suggested for the establishment of a position of evaluator with v

specific duties and responsibilities.
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The other issue he elaborated was the adequacy of the code system; i.e. using codes in place of =
authors’ name for scripts presented to evaluation committees. Astatkachew said that the system
was introduced in response to widespread complaints of playwrights and others alleging bribery,
favouritism and bids on the part of evaluators. Hence, using the code system was found the only
alternative measure, at least to minimise the possibilities of such practices. He, however,
underlines the fact that the system is not considered to be a perfect solution to the problem, as it is

still possible to identify authors of scripts.

Finally, asked to comment on which of the different theatre approaches best suits the Ethiopian

drama scene Astatkachew said,

U AT oo VI 1@ AT CRANHE (Realism) AD-13-Rrt 097 Yo ... (PFLTC Mk
£ 79°29% hoL42F PACNFTAT VItarsd A78ao08.C7 ALCIw @NLmFA:: PAENFTA

goTvll  (ADiFPri) UCmTF PoINCT 5IC AN ... PACOFPTA UTF Phoidm- ovavlf
PP HANC-COF U 376 ootfy wp-:: (40T 1991:3:3)

[The rule is one way. All of us have gone through the rule of realism. ...Evaluation
committees at the theatres have adopted Aristotle’s drama rule as their criterion.
Aristotle’s principles (realism) have the quality of expressing life. ...The reason for
adopting Aristotle’s rules as a principle is, it is the best of all other approaches.]
Here, emphasising the application of realism, Astatkachew underlines the importance of Aristotle’s
principle, which he did not state at all, as the best of all principles. His reasoning for the

application of such principles is the acquaintance of the Ethiopian theatre audience to this

approach than others. Moreover, he also admits the necessity for new experiments in theatre.
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Astatkachew’s interview demonstrates his acquaintance with the evaluation practice as he ¢

explicates the main features and problems of the evaluation activity. Nevertheless, when we look
at his explanation on the expertise of the evaluators; i.e. theoretical know-how and experience, it is
dubious. It should be noted that evaluation is a discipline that required special skill and theoretical

knowledge with additional acquaintance with evaluation methodologies and principles.

His comment on the code system as the best solution at the time also seems to make the evaluation
practice confidential. However, such practice as Astatkachew regrets is not completely effective.
And the need for such confidentiality seems less important than the need for open evaluation with

proper critique. Therefore, sticking with such secrecy does not seem to be the only best solution.

His confirmation on the utilisation of the Aristotelian principles for all the evaluation committees
as a standard also shows how non-progressive the evaluation practice is. The application of single
standard in the evaluation of different types of plays undoubtedly results in monotonous
productions and gives no outlet for new kinds of plays. His argument on appropriating the
Aristotelian principle and his call for the necessity of new experimental plays are also
contradictory. Since all plays should be evaluated by the Aristotelian principles, there seems to be
no outlet for new approaches and experimental plays. Therefore, though his call for new
experiments is commendable, the Aristotelian favouritism has to be avoided in order to include all

possible and available evaluative standards. Astakachew’s opinions, in general, can be considered

7

as reflection of good intent about how the evaluation mechanism works and shows the dubious v

nature of the evaluation practice.
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Mulatu Negussie’s explanation about the irksome nature of the evaluation activity is another
opinion on the topic. As the head of Cultural Department at the Culture and Information Bureau of
Addis Ababa City Administration, he seems to understand the on-going practice of the evaluation
process. Mulatu, in his interview with another issue of the above mentioned magazine disclosed
the Bureau’s plan to establish a new and centralised drama evaluation committee (4CT 1991:4:1).
According to his explanation, the drama evaluation practice in cach theatre had failed and
necessitates the establishment of a new drama evaluation committee in the Bureau. The main
reason for abolishing the previous system, Mulatu explains, is the widespread allegation filed
against it by playwrights and other professionals for being open to corruptible practices. He said
that, the evaluation would be exercised under the Bureau so as to ensure genuine evaluation

practice.

Though Mulatu had indicated the existence of corruptible practices in evaluating scripts, he did not
try to provide concrete evidences to ascertain the allegations. Rather, he emphasised on the
difficulty of detecting the corruption for it is done underground. However, he mentioned such
incidents as the approval of scripts by a certain committee, which have been rejected earlier by

another, as pieces of circumstantial evidence to confirm suspicions of corruption.

If we look at Mulatu’s justification for centralising the evaluation practice, that is the complaints
filed by playwrights and other artists, it seems to be dubious. As he had explained the difficulty of
detecting the corruption for it is done underground, one cannot maintain the presence of the fraud
as perceivable. Such corruption or fraud can be associated with ‘conflict of interest’, a technical

term in the discipline of evaluation that denotes the clash between private pecuniary interest and
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the public interest (Scriven, 1991:88). It is a common practice during evaluations and the
important thing would be to deal with it in an attempt to solve the claimed reasons. In this regard

[13

The Joint Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluations (JCSEE) comments, “...many
evaluations contain the potential for conflict of interest. Thus, the problem is frequently not a
matter of how to avoid conflict of interest but of how to deal with it.”(JCSEE, 1994:115). As
Mulatu’s explanation did not bear on the reasons for failure of the practice except the conflict of

interest, the better solution to pacify the drama evaluation activity would be to deal with it by using

such mechanism as open evaluation or re-evaluating the suspected scripts.

Moreover, his exemplification of the rejection of one play by the evaluators in one theatre and its
acceptance by other evaluators in another theatre is also arguable. The rejection or acceptance
might be attributed to the lack of similar criteria for evaluation rather than bribery. Additionally, if
the Bureau had intended to adopt some solutions to solve the fraud at the central level, there should
be some explanation as to why such systems cannot be applicable to those evaluation committees
in the theatres. Again, the centralised evaluation system seems to have its drawback as it narrows
the chance of playwrights to be evaluated by different organs. When all the theatres have their
own evaluation organ, playwrights can have different options and possibilities to pass the roads of

evaluation.

Therefore, the justification for the centralisation seems to be a pretext for other controlling

purposes. And the converging move also seems to consider oneself more judicial than the other.

In general, the replacement of one committee in place of three does not seem to solve the problem - /

of corruption.
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Teshale Assefa in a paper he presented for a panel discussion on shortages of play scripts faced by
professional theatres, has identified the drama evaluation practice as one of the factors that have
aggravated the shortages in the availability of adequate play scripts (+7a 1992). The other factors
Teshale mentioned were lack of basic play writing techniques and duplication of themes on the
part of the playwrights and consideration of profitability by the theatres. According to his
explanation, the narrow focus of the evaluation standards on Aristotelian principles as well as the
way the evaluation is practised have negative influence on the number of plays that can be
approved for production. As Aristotle’s principles are the only approaches accepted by the
evaluation committees, all other plays written in other approaches are automatically rejected even

though they fulfil other requirements.

With regard to the way the evaluation is conducted, Teshale too mentioned allegation of
unnecessary long delays in evaluating plays, bribery, favouritism and bids as aspects that have
discouraged particularly a number of well-experienced playwrights. According to him, because
many of the playwrights with one or more staged plays to their names have distanced themselves
from the theatres, it is mostly younger and amateur playwrights that are submitting play scripts for
evaluation. And it is the works of these playwrights he said that are mostly rejected for lacking
writing techniques and/or duplication of themes. As a solution to overcome the shortage of play
scripts, Teshale proposed the assignment of play doctor for rewriting scripts that have good ideas
for production, contacting well-experienced playwrights and encourage them resume writing,
changing the current system of percentage payment from profit to payment before production, and

promoting of research based team writing and production of plays. He has also suggested that the
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Bureau, in co-operation with the Theatre Arts Department of Addis Ababa University, to regularly e

prepare short courses, symposiums, and seminars for playwrights. Finally he advised the Bureau
to find ways of publishing selected plays so that new playwrights will have references.

Teshale’s reflections are almost similar to those of the previously presented individuals. He differs
from the others in that he has tried to propose solutions to all the problems he mentioned with the
exception of the problems related to the unfair application of Aristotelian principles and the

allegation of corruption, which are basic to the evaluation practice.

Sahlu Kidane’s senior essay "A & f® 094+@37-5 F2¢E" [The Ethiopian playwright and his

problems] was basically interested in pointing to the main problems facing playwrights in
Ethiopia (AvA- 1981). One of the main problems he considered as obstructing the improvement of
play writing and theatre productions is the drama evaluation mechanism. Moreover, he puts
foreword the view that for a person who takes part in evaluation of plays to have expertise in the
art. The significance of Sahlu's essay to the subject of drama evaluation is its description on the
soreness and problematic nature of drama evaluation, which, he thinks, had recurrently caused

distress and annoyance to playwrights.

A journal entitled (a2 1985) "Efoyta" presented a controversy between the poet and
playwright, Laureate Tsegaye Gebre Medhin and the former manager of the National Theatre,
Manyazewal Endashaw. The issue of the debate was the presentation of the former play, "Hahu
Weyim Pepu". The play was presented without undergoing the approval of the evaluation
committee, which offended both the manager and the evaluation committee. Laureate Tsegaye got

support from higher officials to present the play and denied the importance and the proficiency of
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the evaluation committee. Nevertheless, Manyazewal asserts the efficiency of the committee to
evaluate Tsegaye's work, and tried to make it clear the impossibility of bringing a foreign

evaluating group to assess Tsegaye's plays.

Based on their argument one can deduce at least two important points. The first one is the
interference of higher officials in the evaluation and production of plays. Tsegaye's support from
the higher officials (even though he did not disclose who they were) and Manyazewal's inability to
ban the play that disregards the theatre's principles shows the authorities power to have a free hand
in the evaluation and production of plays. The second point is the debate on the expertise of the
evaluators. Although he did not describe what a proficient evaluator should be, one of the reasons
for Tsegaye's refusal to have his play evaluated is his despise for the evaluator's capacity for the
job. Manyazewal's assertion shows his managerial confidence in the expertise of the evaluators
even when the credibility of their evaluation is questionable. Similarly, there are allegations that

indicate the management's interference on the final decision of the evaluation committees.

As it was mentioned earlier, all the related materials described here are attempts to pay attention to
the drama evaluation practice in Ethiopia. Hence, one can see that there is no exclusive material
that treats the subject properly. Nevertheless, all the cited literature have played an important role
in identifying and describing the problems around drama evaluation practice in the country.
Therefore, the review shows the limited number of available related materials and magnifies those
problems associated with the practice of drama evaluation in the country. What is to be noted here
is that, even though the issue of drama evaluation is vastly discussed in different newspapers, the

immensity of their numbers is the main reason for bounding myself on the indicated sources. &
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CHAPTER III

SURVEY ON THE PRACTICE OF DRAMA EVALUATION IN

ETHIOPIAN PROFESSIONAL THEATRES

3.1 Origin and Development of Drama Evaluation

/

Drama evaluation, which is known in the Amharic term as “+w-%t 29°7177° [Yetewnet
Gimgema], has become an important activity of the professional theatres at the same time
generating a widespread divergent debates among all those involved in the country’s drama scene.
The debate is so strong and goes to the extent of claiming the practice of drama evaluation as one
of the factors that have determining, influence on the further development of theatre in the country.
As indicated in the following pages, the initiative for undertaking this research came from the
importance the practice has been accorded by practitioners. Hence, it will be necessary to briefly
highlight how and when drama evaluation began and its progress and development over the years.
Though a definite history of literary evaluation in general and drama evaluation in particular has

yet to be written, the intention is to offer a modest outline.

Since drama evaluation, as we know it today, took different forms over the years, it may be
difficult to precisely tell when it began. However, one can consider the politically oriented

J
censorship law issued in the early 1950s, as the first instance of evaluation. Nevertheless, as the

provisions of the law are primarily intended to curtail the dissemination of ideas presumed to be ..

politically sensitive or hostile on the part of the government rather than as a means of ensuring the
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literary qualities of the works being investigated, the censorship practice could not actually be
identified with the present evaluation practice. In this respect Debebe Seifu writes: “Censors,
strangers to their profession, and stubbornly nonchalant to the fate of the theatre used to maul

every script on their table and every production on the stage”(Debebe, 1988:48).

This can show that how the search for political intent was intensive and mostly preposterous.
Whatever the intended purposes of the censorship may be, it shares some features of the drama
evaluation practice particularly in determining the number of plays that would have reached the

public.

According to one of the informants, Getachew Debalke, who had served for long years in the
Ethiopian theatre scene, most playwrights were directing and even acting on their own plays until
the early 1970s. Thus, they have no trouble about selecting other’s works. But later, there
developed an understanding on the importance of the director and playwrights started to give the
Directoral duties over to some one else. Moreover, Getachew explained, especially the mid 1960s
was a period in which the number of theatre audiences increased significantly and thus required
staging of a variety of plays. This rising interest for watching new plays compelled the
practitioners to assess alternative ways of ensuring the availability of scripts whenever required.
Therefore, the first move was the theatres wrote to the known playwright of the time requesting
them to submit scripts for production. The second alternative considered to obtain sufficient good
plays was arranging a competition between playwrights. To select the best ones among the works

submitted in this manner, the theatres established their own selection committees composed of the
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managers, directors, playwrights, actors and other staffs. This marked the origin of drama / 7

evaluation committees, as we know them today.

The Ethiopian National Theatre (formerly Haile Selassie I Theatre) in 1968, formally established
the first drama evaluation committee composed of seven members (Ph.t¢-&¢ £9°6 1961). The
committee members, after scrutinising the scripts and assessing their worth for production would
pass them over to the artistic director. The artistic director then discusses with the playwright of
the selected script and eventually authorises it to be staged. The discussions mostly focused on

technical issues for improving certain aspects of the script.

Mengistu Lema, in his book entitled “¢¢€ £t £994 AT [Techniques of play writing],
stated his participation in the selection committee established for the play writing competition at
the former Haile Selassie I Theatre (eo#70vk 1964). He pointed out that even though many
playwrights submitted scripts for the competition, most of them were lacking the techniques of

play writing, a fact that initiated him to prepare the book.

What was important about this period (i.e. 1960’s) is that, the theatre practitioners accentuated the
theatre’s goal, which was primarily artistic. That is, they sought to present a kind of play, which
they considered higher in merit. They also introduced some European playwrights, such as
Shakespeare and Chekhov. Their principal aim was that to present a variety of plays of high

quality, both entertaining and stimulating.
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Following the 1974 Ethiopian Revolution, there was a period of transition whereby some of the
restrictive laws of the previous regime were in disarray. In this regard Jane Plastow writes: “After
the eruption of the revolution the censorship system for the arts fell apart and consequently no
body existed with responsibility for the control of artistic production "(Plastow, 1991:270). Thisf- ‘;’wﬂ
seems to have given playwrights and directors good opportunity to stage different experimental
plays. Among the works of this nature produced during this period is Mengistu Lemma’s
flashback technique in “aahas aaga” [To have a coat and to have a hide], Tsegaye Gebre
Medhin’s episodic play “vu- ngnd @c” [ABC in six months], and Tesfaye Gessesse’s absurd

play “0#®-” [The Thing] (Ibid.: 266).

In spite of this freedom, however, the new government started to consider the importance of
theatre work for its propaganda. For this purpose, the government appointed those theatre

managers whom it thought were on its side and hence serve the political system (Ibid.: 269).

=~

P/
During the early period of the revolution, these theatre managers were made responsible for -

selecting and evaluating the scripts for production. Thus, it seems obvious that these managers
were expected to use theatres as a means of disseminating the political ideology of the

government.

Nevertheless, my informants, Abate Mekuria and Tesfaye Gessesse both of whom were among the
newly appointed managers dismisses Plastow’s assertion totally false and they claim, on contrary,
that their primary focus on the artistic aspect of the plays staged in their respective theatres. They
further stated that their evaluation results sometimes went to the extent of politically dangerous

situations. A good example that asserts their claim could be Debebe Eshetu’s interview with Jane
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Plastow, who witnessed the presentation of Mengistu Lemma’s play “mg+” [Interrogator], which
jeopardised the credibility of the evaluation and reduced or destroyed the activity to be substituted
by the reintroduction of the compulsory censorship of all new scripts (interview Debebe, in
Plastow, 1991:286).

By the end of 1974' the Ministry of Culture and Sports was formed and took all the responsibilities
for the control of artistic production. The new Ministry established the Fine Arts and Theatre
Division and by the year 1977 the responsibility of allotment of scripts to the theatres after
evaluating and approving their worth. Then after, the three theatres, except the autonomous City
Hall Theatre, established drama-evaluating committees whose mission was to evaluate those plays
each theatre obtained by allotment. But, this process was interrupted for two main reasons. The
first was the scarcity of plays to reach the Fine Arts and Theatre Department, which lead the
committees in the theatres to take and evaluate scripts directly from the playwrights. The second
was lack of peaceful working relation between the committees in the theatres with the Department
in the Minister’s office, which seem to necessitate the formation of another centralised evaluation

committee.

Thus, the first well-organised drama evaluating committee with specific duties and responsibilities

was formed in_1983. This committee was supposed to do the task of evaluation for the three

theatres. The committee consists members of experts from the Ethiopian National Theatre, Hager
Fikir Theatre, and Ras Theatre. The committee was named “gta-il 29°1915 OCETF hOLE”

[Central Committee for Evaluation and Distribution of theatre Scripts."
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According to the working process of this committee, there was a minor committee whose task was
to screen scripts on the basis of their artistic and aesthetic merits. The major committee after
judging their quality of the selected scripts, hands them over to the theatres for production. This

mechanism worked until 1993,

After the year 1993 all theatres started to evaluate and select the “appropriate” drama script by
their own experts. Again, recently the three theatres, which are now under the City Administration
of Addis Ababa, began to take evaluated and selected scripts from the central evaluating
committee at the Administration’s Culture and Information Bureau. On the other hand, the
Ethiopian National Theatre that is under the Ministry of Culture and Information evaluates and
selects scripts by its own experts. This was the general trend of drama evaluation in Ethiopian
theatres. Throughout this trend each evaluation activity at the different levels involved some

identification of relevant standards of merit or worth, which I will try to discuss latter.

3.2 The Standards of Drama Evaluation

In order to discuss the general features of the standards of drama evaluation in Ethiopia, it seems
fair to mention few points about what a standard is. A standard can literally be defined as a rule,
which is considered as a basis of comparison or judgement. In order to evaluate something, we
usually make some comparisons. The comparison might be with similar objects or with certain
normal or average requirement. It is this average or normal requirement what is called a standard.
To use the more refined and technical definition of the term by the joint committee for Educational
Evaluation, a standard is defined as:

“A standard is a principle mutually agreed to by people engaged in

a professional practice that, if met, will enhance the quality and

fairness of that professional practice, for example evaluation”
(JCSEE, 1994: 2).
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According to the above definition, standard is a purposeful specification or criterion that is
established and exercised by a certain group. Therefore, it is an accepted yardstick to measure the

quality and fairness of the object to be evaluated.

Andre Steinmentz, in his article ‘The discrepancy Evaluation Model’, had also emphasised and
described a standard as a list of description, or representation of the qualities or characteristics the
object should possess. In other words, a standard is a description of how something should be.

¥
Based on such explanations it is possible to designate standards in drama evaluation as the set of

established prescriptions or criteria or requirement to judge the quality and efficiency of a play for

production.

Drama like any other works of literature should possess certain aesthetic qualities, which are
reflected in the different elements of a play such as characterisation, plot construction, or the
language. However, reactions of audiences to a given quality of a play are not always the same.
Usually a certain quality in a play may satisfy the feelings of some audience while others remain
totally indifferent. In general, neither the characterisation nor the rhetoric understanding of
different audiences could always be similar. This implies the difficulty of setting a uniform
standard for evaluating dramatic works of different playwrights so that they will meet the
expectations of a large number of audiences whose life experience and levels of knowledge are
quite obviously diverse. This is actually a question that is a constant worry for theatre producers.
Sifting among a number of scripts and selecting the best ones presumed to meet the requirements

of a given set of standard is thus a challenging problem.
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The above description presents the general understanding in the four professional theatres when
the evaluators are conducting their activities. Nonetheless; evaluation reports and other documents
available in the theatres reveal ‘and interview with long experienced staff members in the theatres
¥
confirmed that, at least until }__9_5_30, there were no prescribed standards for evaluation or selection of
scripts. According to my informants, Tesfaye Gassese and Getachew Debalke, before 1980, the
set of criteria for the selections of plays were verbally given by the authorities as directives without
any written documents to refer to. Absence of written directives, in this case, implies possibilities

of inconsistencies as to the type of requirements a play should fulfil in order to be eligible for

production.

But in 1983 the Ethiopian National Theatre issued a written guideline outlining the duties and
responsibilities of the evaluation committee as well as the set of points to be considered for
evaluating plays (see Appendix A). The set of points issued were the following;
1. A drama evaluation committee consisting of nine members is established on May 26/1975
E.C. in the Ethiopian National Theatre.
2. Committee members should read all scripts being together.
3. The manager of the Theatre is the chairperson of the committee.
4. Appropriate meeting time will be scheduled by convenience.
5. Every member should attend all the committee meetings, unless he is occupied in more
urgent tasks.

6. The committee reads all scripts written by different playwrights.
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7. During evaluation, the committee should consider and comment up on the writing style
(technique), language usage and characterisation of each play.

8. The committee should observe and comment on the theme of each script.

As can be seen from the above, the evaluators have to assess the level of the play in terms of such
play writing techniques as language and characterisation together with its theme. These prescribed
sets of points, however, cannot be considered as standards as they do not properly describe the

average requirement that a script should posses.

The other recipe, which was released in the same year in the same theatre by Getachew Abdi,
required the fulfilment of six points as criteria for selecting play scripts, (see Appendix B).

Accordingly, what the evaluators were expected to ensure about a script include:

a. Its adequacy in meeting the status of the Ethiopian National Theatre;

b. Tts relevance to the revolutionary situations in the country;

& Tts edifying effect that should coincide with the socialist ideology;

d. The level of its artistic quality and proficiency of language usage;

€. Its originality and strength in relation to theme and form; and

f. It’s potential for entertaining and expressing new ideas or concepts. Besides these,

the committee should include other standard, which it deems necessary.
Even though these criteria seem to be more descriptive than the previous one, but still they are not
detailed technical standards, and thus could not explicate the extent to which a script need to meet

the stated requirements.
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On the other hand, a close scrutiny of each of these points reveals a serious ambiguity as to what it
actually means. For example, the first criterion requires a play to “meet the status of the Ethiopian
National Theatre’, but fails to indicate the kind and level of status expected to be maintained as
well as the extent plays to be selected need to meet the presumed level of status. There should be

some indications about the traditions of the theatre’s production (say tragedy, comedy, farce, ete.);

/

the presumed preference of audlences, the uniqueness of the stage, or plays partlcularly preferred
)E)\ re > Yy it "‘F) Sé‘h‘—‘Q an @l \"‘"'\1"! frr ﬁ"«“}\ ead ’5’?’3 Qlemarv{L }f"-’\’\\-‘i 3 Fhe ddds 0.‘-1’
I\
by actors or directors, Otherwise it seems difficult to know the status of a theatre without

mentioning some points that attribute to that specific theatre.

The second and third requirements of the above criteria are predominantly concerned with political
issues that show the influence of the socialist government in drama evaluation. The insertion of
such a criterion as a standard in the practice of evaluation implies the implicit role of the
evaluation committee to function as a censorship organ. Since the theatres are owned and
subsidised by the government, they are always careful not to offend it, at least by avoiding plays
with controversial social and political issues. Thus, the inclusion of such criteria help to check the
clearance of issues that conflict with the interest of the government. In general, consideration of
ideological and political matters in drama evaluation at that time seem to be among the major

factors that have contributed to the self censuring tradition on the part of the evaluators today.

The above standard, when addressing the validity of aesthetic, thematic, and form (numbers 4, 5
and 6) yardsticks, is presented just to provide general and procedural guidelines for the evaluator.
These three and all the other points are deficient of proper descriptions and thus, the standard in

general seem only a framework of evaluation criteria instead of normative requirement to be met
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The third standard of drama evaluation is the directive, which was delivered by the Ministry of
Culture and Sports in 1984 (see Appendix C). The directive was issued to the Drama Evaluation
and Distribution committee, which was responsible for the drama evaluation and selection of the

three theatres excluding City Hall Theatre. The ordained criteria in the directive as a standard are

as follows.

1 Plot: that involves the cause and effect issues with the subtlety of story and the
stipulations are its substantiality to the logical causalities and the examination of the
type of the plot in relation to the kind of the play.

2. Character: is concerned with the fidelity of the characters to real life in
representation,

3. Thought: is the designation of the meaning and importance of the theme or subject
that the play is mainly concerned with.

4, Language (diction): the prescription focuses on the dialogue's elocution in relation
with each character.

3. Scene: is the inquiry into the structural appropriateness of each scene to indicate
changes of time and space in accordance with the relationship of each scene to the
others.

6. Structure: has the following structural part for evaluation.

a) Exposition - the examination of how story and character are introduced in
the first act,
b) Complication - examination of conflicts and crisis in relation with suspense

and surprise,
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c) Climax - examination of the conflicts at the point of strongest impact, and
d) Resolution - examination of the final achievements of the stories and the

completion of all conflicts in accordance with the solutions.

In addition to these evaluation standards the directive summons for consideration of different kinds
of approaches in contemporary theatre which include musical drama, mime drama, Stanslavsky’s
method of acting, Brechtian Epic Theatre, etc. Moreover, it demands the examination of the
originality of the scripts that is checking of any resemblance or relation in theme or form with

those previously staged productions.

By all measures, this one seems to be the most detailed of all the standards that have been issued
before it and directs what to look for when judging the adequacy of a script for production. What
actually differentiate this set of standards from the others is its embodiment of emphasis on the so-

called Aristotelian elements as well as its claim of these elements as essential components of a

play.

The Aristotelian principles and elements can be used as formative prescriptions for writing a good
play. Fundamentally they are, as Sam Smiley had remarked, simple reflections due to his careful
study of the great classical tragedies. (Smiley, 1987: 167) Aristotle himself had stated that his
principles are derived basically from Sophocles's tragedies (Barnes, 1984: 2321). Therefore, his
principles are instructions to good play writing. If playwrights follow the principles properly, they

are likely to produce a good play script. Or, as Astatkachew Yehun had emphasised, acquaintance
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with the principles helps the playwrights to learn the techniques strenuously so that they will get

other play writing methods easy (4.CT 991:3:3).

As it has been mentioned earlier, drama in Ethiopia is an exotic art and it seems that the values are
also adopted from the formal aspects of Western theatre. The application of Aristotelian principles
for evaluation purpose can be attributed to this assumption. Nevertheless, emphasis on these
principles disregarding many others equally important methods to evaluate plays, faces a lot of
strong complaints from a large number of playwrights. Their argument is that the principles are
only one way of play writing techniques and it could only be applied to those plays, which are
written adhering to such techniques. One of these playwrights complains that his play written in a
style of Absurd drama was rejected for lack of plot (note that absurd plays commonly have no
plot). In a paper he presented at a workshop on scarcity of plays Teshale Assefa (¢ 5 ®=1991)
has attributed the scarcity of plays for production faced by the theatres to the appropriation of the

Aristotelian principles as standards of evaluation.

It is obvious that Aristotelian principles are exhaustive and provide a good analytic possibility on a
certain play, which enables the principle to be regarded as one of the best, but not the only ones.
Moreover, as the principles are descriptions about what constitutes a good play in the ancient
classical period, they may need some modification to fit the Ethiopian audience and playwrights.
In general, applying a certain principle for play writing can be common but using it to evaluate all
kinds of plays is absolutely wrong. Additionally, as people's taste varies from time to time and
from place to place, it seems important to examine the seasonal and spatial effects of the adopted

principle and its application.
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In this regard, I. A. Richards warns:
“All the great watchwords of criticism from Aristotle's 'poetry
is an imitation' down to the doctrine that 'poetry is expression’
are ambiguous pointers that different people follow different
destinations. Even the most sagacious critical principles may
become merely a cover for critical ineptitude.... Everything
turns upon how the principles are applied. It is to be feared that

critical formulas even the best, are responsible for more bad
Judgement than good” (1929: 12).

The implication of his warning is that even though evaluators may use a certain principle as a
yardstick to evaluate a play, it is also wise to know that the principle itself always needs careful

handling, as it can be sometimes a cause of unfair judgement.

In general, the above-mentioned standards seem as if they are intended to stimulate and facilitate
thoughtful discussion among evaluators. — Additionally, it requires evaluators to acquaint
themselves with other non-Aristotelian principles of contemporary play writing techniques. This
standard, despite strong arguments for and against it, had been in use for seven consecutive years.
But by the year 1992 the evaluation practice based on the above standard together with the
centralised system of evaluation was disparaged and all the theatres were mandated to undertake
play evaluation independently using their own standards. Next, we will therefore, examine the

criteria set by the theatres beginning with that of Hager Fikir and Ras Theatre.

Drama Evaluation Criteria (Hager Fikir) (see Appendix D)

L. Concerning original works of well-made play writing techniques.

a.  Those which have originality in topic, theme and style of presentation;
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I1I.

Those which have social function;

Those which do not have superfluous characters and dialogue;

Those which employ dramatic language and employ dialogues closely related to the
identity of their characters;

Those which contain conflict and have the capacity to capture the attention of
audiences until the end of the play;

Those where the conflict is not spontaneous but should happen in agreement with the
plot of the story in realistic manner;

Those where change of time and place is made with justification as well as it is co-
ordinated with the previous setting and is not superfluous;

Those which explicitly communicate the issue they intend to express;

In general, those constituting high artistic level,

In case where original and translated works have got equal points, priority shall be

given to the original

Concerning plays written in different play writing techniques

In cases of different approaches of play presentations and musical dramas, their artistic

value and their intended message should be the criteria of evaluation.

Concerning works of translation, adaptation and transposition:

a.

Those which constitute universal value and not inhibited by the periods or
places they were written;
Those which have positive contributions to the ways of life and cultural
practices of the country;

Those which are presented in good language and without significantly
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departing from those of the original works;

d.  The similarity of the translated work with the original in terms of its
comprehension, message, and elements of the play;

¢.  Those works of adaptation and transposition should be written a manner that
reflects Ethiopian identity;

f. In case where different individuals translate a play, artistically the best one

shall be selected.

The evaluation standards of the Ras Theatre, as they are presented in detail and are superfluous to
the study (see Appendix E), are summarised as follows.

Drama Evaluation Criteria (Ras Theatre)

i Criteria for content
1.1 Concerning original plays it considers the play, social function, its originality (in
topic, plot, and way of presentation), its relevance to the period, and its artistic and
imaginative competence.
1.2 Concerning works of translation and adaptation it requires plays to have issues of
universal values, edifying relevance to the society, similarity with the original work
(1.e. for translations), and to reflect Ethiopian identity. Moreover, it emphasised the
consideration of giving priority to original plays then to adaptations and finally to
translations.
2; Concerning staging time of plays: - they should be full-length plays, which take from 150

to 175 minutes.
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3. Criteria for form evaluation

3.1 Concerning well-made play structuring the requirements are

3.1.1 the cohesion of cause and effect,
3.1.2 the complication of conflicts,
3.1.3 the effectiveness of exposition and resolution, and

3.1.4 the plat’s capacity to create suspense and surprise until the climax.

3.2 Characterisation — The personality of principal characters should be
vivid, related to their action, and relevant to the plot.

3.3 Dialogue — should be eligible to characters, understandable, succinct, and

relevant to the plot.

3.4 Setting — justified and co-ordinated change of time and places as well as the
considerations of the technological capacity of the theatre’s stage are the
requirements.

i 1% Theme — the social contribution of the play’s message and the way it is transmitted

are the considerations.
4. Concerning plays written in different play writing approaches: plays in different

approaches of play presentation are evaluated by their artistic value and their message.

As it can be seen from the above presentations, the evaluation standards of Hager Fikir and Ras

Theatre are more or less similar in content. Additionally, they are basically identical with those

aforementioned evaluation standards used by the centralised system except some variation of
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emphasis on technically hazy terms such as originality and well-made play. These terms are
supplied without explicit definitions and are usually obscure. For instance, Ras Theatre's criteria
for a 'well-made play' are fundamentally the characteristics of one of the Aristotelian principles on
structure. And it is similar with the sixth criterion of the standard applied by the centralised

evaluation system at the Ministry of Culture and Sports.

Actually, a well-made play is a play writing technique which is basically associated with the
popular plays of Eugenegcribe in the mid-nineteenth century (Smiley, 1987: 255). The set of
techniques required for writing a well-made play include providing good stories on up-to-date
themes, tight-plot in which everything proceeds too logically and is wrapped up neatly at the end,
and with plenty of action and intrigue. Additionally, Scribe had established a formula for all sorts
of plays such as tragedies, comedies, melodramas, etc. (ibid.). Therefore, in order to apply a play
writing technique of a well-made play as a standard, there should be at least some typical

=

5 - 7
descriptions of the method's characteristics. |

The same 1s true with the application of the term “originality”. As it can be seen from the standard
used by Hager Fiker (appendix J), originality has no extra connotation except its categorical
function to distinguish works of translations and adaptations from those works directly created by
the playwright's imagination. But originality exceeds such implication and involves, as Smiley had
indicated (1987: 56), innovative or revolutionary moves in art. Originality includes escape from
the norm, avoidance of the commonplace, to shun the conventional. However, as the standards are

fundamentally based on the conventional, it will be out of the question to present plays with
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originality that rejects the conventional. Therefore, one can sec that the application of such

obscure words might result in inscrutable judgements, which make the evaluation unfair.

All the efforts to get hold of the documents of the evaluation practice at City Hall Theatre were to
no avail. The next step, therefore, is to examine the experience of the Ethiopian National Theatre,
which uses a distinct approach from the previously discussed standard-oriented evaluation
practices. What is special about the National Theatre's experience is the absence of any standard to
evaluate the scripts. The important thing in this kind of evaluation is its reliance on the
professional skill of each member of the evaluation committee. There is no prescribed yardstick as
a standard to evaluate the proposed scripts, but only a directive that describes the duties and
responsibilities of the evaluators and working procedures to be followed by all involved (The
Ambharic version of the directive is presented in Appendix F). The professional training and/or
experiences of the evaluators are taken for granted to analyse and judge the worth of a play

confidently.

The experience of the Ethiopian National Theatre concerning the reliance on the evaluators seems
paviy
somehow accentuated. Yet, whatever drawbacks such kind of evaluation might have it allows, as

there is no prescribed standard, to apply different kinds of evaluation methods and standards.

Additionally, as some of the committee members said, it is better than and, preferable to all the

evaluation practices that have been exercised hitherto. .

The last standard of evaluation that will be analysed next is the one that has been applied by the

central evaluation committee at the Addis Ababa Bureau of Culture and Information. The
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standards are supplied as part of the payment directive for the participants of play production as

well as drama evaluation (see Appendix G). The directive contained four sets of standards for

experimental, original, adaptation and translated plays. The standards are presented below.

1.

Experimental plays (are those written, directed and produced by a group of artists in the

theatres) will be evaluated in terms of: -

a.

The extent it incorporates the objective or contemporary social realities at the
same time constituting a high level of entertaining and educative elements.

The extent it reflected the issue raised in terms of both content and form.

The extent of adequacy of the technical style employed to express the desired

purpose.

The adequacy of its aesthetic qualities.

Original works should be evaluated with respect to:

a.

b.

C.

d.

Their high level of social value with adequate entertaining and educative capacity.
The novelty of their topic, theme and content presentation.
Their high level of aesthetic quality

Their adequacy of imaginative, theatricality and technical competence.

Adaptations will be evaluated with respect to:-

d.

b.

Having universal values not inhibited by time and place.
The high relevance of its message with respect to the way of life and cultural
practices of the peoples of the country and the extent of reflecting the Ethiopian

identity.
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g The appropriateness and proficiency of language usage.

d.  The high level of technical proficiency.

4. Translations will be evaluated with respect to:-
a.  High level of universal, social and cultural benefits;
b.  High benefits of its topic, theme and content presentation;

c.  High level of aesthetic quality and technical proficiency of the language used.

Each of the above points are graded into a two level rank, (e.g. *first class original’ and ‘second
class original’), and standards for second-class plays are almost identical to those mentioned above
except in the use superlatives as a distinction. Thus, based on such ranking and categorisation,
every play is supposed to be evaluated according to the prescribed criteria. The significant point of

this system is its assortment of plays for evaluation in relation to their rank.

As we can see from all the above standards, the development of the art of theatre in the country
seems in the custody of the evaluation practice. And the evaluation practice is basically dependent
on certain standard, which is believed to constitute the qualities of good play for production. Most
of the points considered as criteria are taken from the Western tradition of successful and effective
play writing. Such overwhelm can be attributed to two significant factors. These are using
== Michael Etherton’s words:
“The influence of Greeks on the development of African drama
has been in two directions: (1) Greek plays have served as

models for African plays; and (2) the theory of Aristotle has
become a basis for dramatic criticism” (Etherton, 1982: 65).
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This implies the fact that the Greek tradition of drama has influenced other African countries, and

was used as a model as well as a currency of evaluation.

3.3 The Drama Evaluators

To begin with, let us see the general definition of an evaluator.

An evaluator is anyone who is engaged in evaluative activity.

Moreover, as evaluation is a process of determining the merit

or value of something, the evaluator’s task varies according to

the object he conducts the evaluation (J C S E E, 1994: 205). 7
The above definition implies that the task of evaluation calls forth, on the part of the evaluator,
adequacy of knowledge and experience in relation to the object of his evaluation. Similarly,
anyone who will be entrusted with the task of drama evaluation needs to have adequate knowledge
concerning the wide field of dramatic and theatrical art. Thus, in order to accomplish the
evaluation with acceptable and credible results, an evaluator should be trustworthy with his

o\

proficiency and competence, (s+41 ¥eve’ |

To achieve such proficiency and competence, it seems essential that the person has undergone
through formal training in theatrical arts and dramatic literature together with adequate working
experience in such relevant areas as directing, acting, and criticism. These qualifications help the
evaluator to think in terms of the total effect of the performance on the audience and to understand
all the process of theatre production. Besides, it seems necessary to have, at least, a
comprehensive knowledge on theories and principles of evaluation. Moreover, it seems

advantageous to have familiarity with the conventions and capability of the theatres.
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Based on such general notions, when we consider the experience of drama evaluation in the
professional theatres, evaluators are usually an assemblage of committee members who are
considered as experts in the field of theatre. As the experiences of the composition of these
committees indicate (see the appendices), members are either assigned by the theatre authorities or
elected by the relevant staff of the theatres. The persons assigned or elected are of two types.
Some of the members are professional who have at least first degree in theatrical arts, literature,
directing, etc., while the other group comprises individuals with long years of experience in the

p ey hd}
field of theatre as actor, director, etc.

Almost all of the drama evaluators in the history of Ethiopian theatre are without evaluation
expertise, but with aesthetic or technical cgnng_iggurship. Most of them have no knowledge of or
experience with the serious aspects of evaluation as a discipline. And the technical term for such
evaluators is ‘local experts’ which refers to “someone from the same field as the program being
evaluated, but used and rarely trained as an evaluator”. (Scriven, 1991: 215). Of course, it is
obvious that script evaluation requires sufficient knowledge about theatre and related subjects.
But, this does not mean that all theatre professionals are capable of script evaluation, as all English
graduates may not be good English teachers. Therefore, to be an appropriate drama evaluator, it
seems imperative to have knowledge on the art of theatre, and above all a deep insight on the basic

principles and theories of evaluation as a discipline.
Another noteworthy characteristics concerning drama evaluators is their relation to the practice of

confidentiality. Confidentiality in drama evaluation of Ethiopian theatre denotes the preservation

of information about the playwright from the evaluators. This is done through preserving
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anonymity of those playwrights whose works are being evaluated. The main objective for such
secrecy 1s to avoid a bias against or toward the playwrights. The anonymity is usually done by the
concealment of the identity of the playwright such as removing identifying information. This is
mainly practised for the sake of doing fair evaluators judgement as well as to prevent any worry

about the possibility of reprisal moves from the playwrights whose scripts failed.

Nevertheless, as evaluators are commonly known by most of the dramatists, there are sufficient
possibilities to contact the evaluators, and the transmission of all the hidden information is
unavoidable. Such information might include the kind of the play, its story, its characters, its
structural development, etc. Therefore, trying to conceal the name of the playwright barely

preserves confidentiality and its application is almost a fake exercise.

According to some of my informants (Tesfaye, Abate), it is such confidentiality that mostly
facilitates corruption around the drama evaluation practice. Their reason that, as the proper
channel of contact for both the evaluators and the playwrights have been sanctioned, they can have
secrete contact that might include beneficial negotiations which results bias on the evaluation
practice. Nevertheless, it is obvious that one can only be biased towards something he knows
secretly or not. This implies the fact that both abandoning on applying confidentiality cannot
prevent corruption. However, in spite of this the practice of confidentiality has shown a serious

negative impression, which is related to corruption.

Moreover, confidentiality is believed to be the reason for reservation from giving detailed

evaluation reports. In most cases (as it will be evident in the case study section), evaluators did not
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recommend what they think of the proposed script except declaring their approval or disapproval.
Many playwrights complain that their plays were rejected without any reason. On the other hand,
evaluators claim that their task is to select the better script which does not include giving
suggestions about the possibilities of improving failed scripts. Regardless of their argument, it is
obvious that confidentiality hinders the evaluators to contact and discuss with the playwrights
officially. This mostly results on misunderstanding and misinterpretation of the script and to its
failure on erroneous judgement. The other disadvantage of confidentiality is that it lets the
evaluator to participate on evaluating his own play. This kind of fraud is called ‘Incestuous
Relations’, (Scriven, 1991: 192), which refers to the type of evaluation where an evaluator
evaluates his own work. During such conditions the evaluator is commonly expected to show

preference to his own script.

The last aspect about drama evaluators is that they are forced to execute the evaluation task as
extra-duty. Exercised as extra duty, the practices of drama evaluation seem to face some
problems, such as negligence to read scripts properly. This is evident as Teshale Assefa has
observed it (#%®= 1991), from the evaluators’ disregard for their responsibility or
accountability. These obviously have its negative impact on the drama evaluation activity. The
problem has been serious and recently seem to have attention that the centralised evaluation
system of the Addis Ababa Culture and Information Bureau applied a payment mechanism for
evaluators (see Appendix G). This payment mechanism can be regarded as the first in the history
of drama evaluation in Ethiopia. Even though there is no evidence on how effective such
mechanism is, the remedial move by itself is commendable. Moreover, considering the

responsibilities involved in the process of selecting a play, evaluator’s effectiveness has significant
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which had no prescribed standard other than the personal analytical approach and judgement of the

evaluator, all theatres implemented a certain standard to evaluate scripts.

On the other hand, there is another group who argues that it is a big mistake to put a standard for
evaluating plays. Their side of the argument is that, is there is a set of standards that all plays are
expected to fulfil it, and then it will be difficult to have art based on inspiration and sustained
originality. In this situation, they emphasise, what we will have instead is only fabrication and
repetition of similar models. They see the use of standards as hypocritical disguise for
conservation. This group is, by and large, composed of playwrights and directed who mostly insist

on the hindrance of maintaining any standard to innovative ideas and play writing techniques.

According to directors Ayalneh Mulatu and Abate Mekuria, using standards in evaluation practice
has impacted to degrade the art for unworthy fraudulent ends. Similarly, a novice playwright,
Tewodros Legesse, testified the restrictive nature of the standards resulting in absence of variety of
play writing methods (4CT 1992:2:3). Teshale Assefa, in his unpublished workshop paper
described the practice as creating playwrights who write plays in the auditorium amidst spectators
contemplating the reactions of audiences (+#a 1991). All the above comments of the practitioners

indicate the negative consequences of the application of standards during evaluation.

The implication of their comments is that playwrights who want their plays to be staged are
obliged to write their plays thinking about the requirements of the evaluation. As there is no
described means of notifying the required standards, most of the playwrights have no idea about

them except imitating those produced plays as models. Consequently, playwrights either tend to
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copy the theme and other elements of plays that had been staged or they may try to influence the
evaluators through bribery and other unworthy ways. In fact, playwrights who are primarily

interested in financial gains rather than the art, are likely to make us of the two alternatives.

It is evident that the arguments by both sides seem difficult for arbitration as they have their own
justification. However, since each side claim that its position represents truth, some sort of
solution seems necessary. The solution can be what Oscar Brockett had once suggested. It reads:
The only possible way we could achieve uniformity of standards
would be through repressive force. Ultimately the only answer
lies in healing the divisions within our society so that we may
arrive at sufficiently strong and commonly held beliefs that both
dissent and repression seem irrelevant (Brockett, 1971: 51).
Thus, what 1s important is to make available opportunities where the positive opinions of both

sides can be entertained. It is only through such understanding that it will be possible to focus the

efforts of all practitioners towards the development of theatre in the country.

Another aspect of the debate around drama evaluation arises from the interest of theatres to
become profitable. The argument on the consideration of profitability of a script during evaluation
seems the result of the organisational problem of the theatres. All the four professional theatres are
owned by government and are always incapable of covering their expenses. Thus, they are
subsidised by the government to survive. This indicates that the theatres are organised as
institutions that serve the governments interest. On the other hand, like commercial theatres, they
are expected to be profitable and should cover their production costs. Such contradictory and

paradoxical experience seems the main problem.
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Stuart Vaughan, in his book Directing plays, speaks of play selection in institutional theatres and
commercial theatres in the western countries (1993: 17-22). According to his explanation, the
institutional theatres (such as community and resident theatres or university theatre departments)
aim at satisfying the theatrical expectation of a particular public. As these institutions tend to
depend on a body of season-ticket holders, the choice of the script strive to provide these group
with a level and type of production that they find acceptable. Moreover, such institutional theatres
intend to provide a training ground for those who participate in the production of a play as well as
a cultural experience for its audiences. Thus, in such theatres, the artistic leadership usually works
out some formula for play selection: for new plays, classics, contemporary revivals, and so on.
Based on that formula, the plays may be chosen by the artistic head or by a committee or a
particular director gets a total freedom to choose and direct whatever script to which he feels

drawn.

Concerning the play selection of commercial theatres, Vaughan explains:

The usual commercial procedure is for a producer to choose a

play on the basis of reading plays submitted or from seeing

production in regional theatres.... Once the producer has found

a play and optioned it ... then [he] selects a director and

assembly a creative team, at the same time reserving a theatre

space (Vaughan, 1993: 19).
This explanation elaborates the producer’s ultimate power in selecting a play for production in the
commercial theatre. As the producer’s principal task is to provide the essential cost of production,

he often strives for commercial success above artistic integrity. Thus, the intention of play

selection in commercial theatres is basically aimed at profit.
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When we look at the experience of the Ethiopian professional theatre, through there is no written
document, it seems obligatory that the theatres should recover their expenditures from their
revenue. This is because of the very fact that every theatre, as a government organisation, has to
follow all the regulations and the budget systems of the Finance Office (interview, Astatkachew).
The regulations and the budget system require the planning of the forthcoming year’s annual
revenue, which is done mainly, based on previous year’s achievement. Thus, in order to overcome
their financial scheme, the theatre authorities usually prefer to have a play capable of attracting a
large audience. Consequently, these authorities influence the evaluation activity to apply

additional, but unwritten, standard to enhance commercial profitability or viability of a play.

On the other hand, there are other authorities that insist the main objective of the government in
subsidising the theatres is only to enable them produce plays that have edifying role for the society.
Hence, they claim that other than the realisation of this objective, the government does not look on
the theatres as a profit generating institution. According to Mulatu Negusse’s explanation, theatre
is an art and the government does not consider art as an investment intended for commercial
profitability. Rather it is expected to play a vital role in the advancement of the cultural sphere of
the society that can be considered as benefit and profit (4.C® 1991:4:1). His explanation, as he is a
government official, ascertains the impropriety of the issue of profitability in the practice of drama
evaluation and theatre production as well. Thus, according to this group, consideration of income
benefits of a play should be shunned and the drama evaluation practice should strive to justify the

cultural and aesthetic advantages of the society.
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Despite their argument on the government’s interest, the consideration of profitability during
evaluation is still evident. Evaluation of the profitability of a play before production (while in
script actually amounts to assessing the financial earning potential of a play. This assessment, in
turn, is based on observation of the financial performance of previously staged dramas; that is an
assumption based on audience’s preference. Based on these prospects, the evaluators are expected
to recommend a script to be staged, in fact, modified or rejected. The main purpose of this type of
evaluation is, to determine the financial benefits on the basis audience’s appeal that can only be

ascertained through past experiences.

As the future is always doubtful, drama evaluation concerned with profitability contains
uncertainty. The basic sources of uncertainty during drama evaluation can be related to the
preference of the audience towards the thematic, stylistic, or technical values of the script that

usually changes from time to time.

In this regard Alan England writes:

It is impossible to draw up a chart to show these [audiences]

needs arising in neat progression according to age and sex or

educational level; however convenient that might be. Individual

differences are wide, even with in the same age, sex, or

education. But working on a play is a communal activity and

the evaluator is forced to try and satisfy a large number of

people at the same time (England, 1981: 228).
This statement indicates how difficult and problematic it would be to assess and determine the
scope of audience’s interest. Theatre audiences mostly develop their own standards to examine and

evaluate a work of drama based on their own experiences. And as their experience develops, their

interests too change. Therefore, the response or reaction of different individuals exposed to a
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given dramatic work will naturally vary in accordance to their value-oriented experiences or

preconceived standards.

Thus, those evaluators concerned with script profitability need to examine the current interest of
the theatre audience and prefer to select similar plays with ascertained acceptance. Consequently,
the valuation often avoids those plays with new subjects and novel techniques. This is the
common experience of all the professional theatres and they rarely take plays written along new
subject matters and techniques. It is this aspect of the evaluation that forces playwrights to stick
on the writing of prototypical drama. As Eric Bentley rightly remarked, the final result of such
practice will be ... to repeat former successes rather than create new ones. To duplicate, not to

originate, is the aim of the method™ (in Brockett, 1971: 134).

In addition to all this contentions, there are other grievances on the over the drama evaluation
results. These complaints mostly arise from those playwrights whose plays are rejected for so
many reasons. In order to analyse whether these complaints have bases we examine some

evaluation reports in the next section.

3.5 Sample Case Studies

The following case studies are intended to illuminate the employment and critique of the drama
evaluation activity. As we have seen it in the foregone pages, the drama evaluation practice applies
standards as a guiding principle to evaluate every play. Therefore, one can expect that the plays
presented for evaluation are judged by the criteria set in the standards. Consequently, the prospect
from the evaluation result includes a complete and defensible report that could show the strengths

and weaknesses of the evaluated play. The assumption is that the evaluation reports should
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possess, at least, the application of the standards to the specific play, the worthy and vain traits of
the play, and the grounds used to support the final judgement. Thus, the survey on these case
studies is intended to stimulate and facilitate understandings and give insight on the rationality of

the evaluation practice.

3.5.1 Case 1: " 2crt ooan " [Round Trip]

The Evaluation Report (see the Amharic version in the Appendix H)

Comments: The main theme of the play revolves around a crime story. The events take place in
two episodes in a dream phenomenon and in reality.
1. Concerning the dream episode, we have the following two questions:
a)  Does a dream phenomenon normally take such a long duration?
b) Does a dream event proceed in such a well-structured and well co-ordinated
manner?
2 Concerning the story outside the dream, we have found out the following flaws.
a) Although the play is detective story, the investigation and the results are not
correlated. In this regard:
- The story of the crime did not develop through complication and have no
suspense.
- The suspect of the crime becomes clear out right at the beginning of the
story.
- The suspect, instead of attempting to minimise the suspicions raised

around him, contributes to magnify them.
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- The investigator, rather than concentrating on the person who is highly
suspect focuses on another thing that does not have any inkling.

- The investigator does not employ and professional skill, toward his
suspicions.

- Characters are not characterised properly, and thus, are difficult to
distinguish them.

- Their own accord rather than the efforts of the characters have solved the

mysteries behind the crimes committed.

In general, as the theatre does not meet formal detective story writing techniques and has a number

of flaws, the Theatre has rejected it.

Source: The Ethiopian National Theatre 05.09.86 (E.C.)

The above is an evaluation report or comment given to a script. The play basically depicts a
situation in a dream that the central character seems to “see” or “experience” during sleep. The
whole pattern of the play is an invention to move the reader or the audience to an imaginative
world. The characters are suggested to be seen in a dream and the whole story with its actions and
conflicts is, we are asked to accept, in a dream. The evaluators are, therefore, expected to look at
an imaginative world and people, which we might see in our dreams. Those actions in the story are
presented so as to be considered as if they are acted in the dream world and not as in the real

world, real people and their doings.
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Even though the play is presented in a way that is purposely distorting the real people and their
actions, which tends to associate it with the styles of expressionist drama, those that are basically

attempting to depart from realism, the evaluators applied a different standard for evaluation.

What they tried to do is, to consider the play as a detective story, a type, which David Daiches has

described as,
. the only kind of story which depends entirely for its

effect on the reader's not knowing beforehand anything of

what happens is the modern detective story, where the

sole intervest lies in the mystery of "whodunit," and

surprising turns of plot are appreciated, ... (1981: 195)
What Daiches tries to emphasise is that plays with such stories are principally aimed at keeping the
audience in suspense until the mystery is solved. Accordingly, the reflections and judgements
given by the evaluators are based on examining a detective story. The play demands the evaluators

to submit, for a moment, to the imaginative dream world, and the author does this expecting the

meaning of the play as a whole can be understood when it is accepted as a dream play.

Such a dream play can be categorised with those 20th century drama approaches, which principally
attempts to depart from realism, specifically with expressionism. The reason is that the
philosophical basis of expressionism, one of Frauds’s theory that emphasises a concept that the
internal, subconscious desires of people come to the surface in the dream (Pickering, 1981: 91).

Such dream plays as “2&Ca #vAn” can be associated with expressionism.
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As we can see from the evaluation report, the first question raised is in connection with the
duration of a dream. The evaluators did not describe any standard of time limit for one course of a
dream and are unable to evaluate it with such requirement. The second question concerning the
dubiousness of such composed structure for a dream play shows that the evaluators have conceived
the play as a dream play that requires loose and discontinuing actions and events. This is because
of the fact that a dream is an act of seeing serious pictures or events in the mind and itF 1s usually
full of disordered events and incoherent actions. But what is important to note is that most of the
playwrights who follow such trends using their poetic licence, usually utilise a mixture of other

styles in order to achieve their desired effects.

The other detailed comments are based on the misconceptions of the evaluators about the approach -~
of the play and cannot be discussed, as they are wrong observations. These comments are the ones
that try to evaluate the play as a detective story and demand such structure of a plot based on
"whodunit" suspense and a style requiring fidelity to reality, which is totally out of the text. In
general, the evaluation result shows the incorrect comprehension of the evaluators, which

effectuate to misjudge the play.

3.5.2 Case 2: “367 7°¢.” (Myopia)

Evaluation report on code number 028 (See Appendix I)

Comments-The metaphors used in the language, the psychological approaches, and the social
values of the play are satisfactory. The technical approaches, specially the way the investigation of
the suspect held at the house of the victim, make the script unique and commendable. But the

raised idea failed by the flashback presented at the outset of the script. The issue lacks story
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development that is the result of unavailing flashback technique and idea. To enable the raised

issue effective, the committee suggested the following comments to be considered by the

playwright.

1.

Keeping the main ideas and avoiding the recurrent issues will shorten the script. Thus, it needs
to add some supportive issues that will strengthen the main idea and make the script a full-
length play.

If suspicions may arise from different directions, they can help to have a deep insight on the
main issue of the play.

If the flashback could be set at another suitable scene/act.

If some other suspects, besides Ato Sisay, could be included, it helps to develop the main idea
and its power of creating suspense.

Instead of presenting the financial defect of Ato Sisay as the only reason to kill his friend Ato
Belay, it will be better to show his sexual desire towards Atina while he was living together
with the family.

Rather than presenting Atina as innocent, it will be better if some relative of her husband
suspect her for the crime.

Instead of telling about Ato Belay's children, it will be better if they appear on stage and show
their love to Ato Sisay, their father's friend and killer. And if this can torture him.

In addition to these, if the playwright create other supportive ideas and techniques, the
problem of dramatic effect and length of script can be solved.

When the playwright brings the improved script let him get priority.
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As the report commences with appreciation, one can expect that the final judgement will be
positive. Similarly, the evaluation report on “4@% 9°¢” begins with gratitude on the play's
language, specially its use of metaphors, the psychological approaches and its social value.
Moreover, it admires the technical aspects of employing a fresh method, which considers it a novel
approach. But it at the same time criticises the presentation of the flashback scene at the beginning
of the play, as hampering the development of the adeptness and thought of the story and regards
the play as one that needs improvement. Then it gives detailed and descriptive suggestions to

enhance the play to be appropriated for production.

The significant point of this evaluation report lics on its attempt to show both the strengths and
weaknesses of the evaluated play. It points out what the evaluators appreciate in the play and, at
the same time, what they think improper to the technical and thematic aspects. Nevertheless, the
evaluation report does not show the application of any standards or criteria that enabled the

evaluators to reach their conclusions.

Such approach makes the evaluation result sound sentimental, based on the emotional perception
of the evaluators. As the evaluation committee has got a standard set for evaluation, (see appendix
D), at least, some of the criteria should be applied in order to make the evaluation more complete
and defensible. Thus, the evaluation report sounds impressionist and shows the evaluators' concern

to their sentiment. The final result is therefore the play that has got the chance to be produced.
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3.5.3 Case Study 3: "A.yy+ MA 09°¢ [the chair, or, Professor]

K
The Evaluation Report (see Appendix|J)

Comments:- T It is not properly structure; zancl it is loose.
N
2. It lacks plausibility.

3 It is boring.

4. The story does not show development.

5. It lacks action.

6. The actions the characters perform are not proportional to their
status.

Therefore, the theatre did not find the play fit for production (The Ethiopian National Theatre

Yekatit 30, 1990).

This evaluation report, as it can be seen, is a sweeping one. The described six remarks show
nothing about what and where the flaws are. The reason is that all the comments are presented in
an all-inclusive manner and have no particular cases of exceptions. The evaluation report tells
nothing about the specific play that is evaluated except pointing its title at the heading. This might
shock the playwright as it lacks related or associated remarks beyond the title that imply the

commentaries are on his play.

When we look at the text, the play is centred on depicting the state of some corrupt university
instructors, who pursue their benefit abusing their academic prestige. As the play has got most of
the elements of drama, such as story, characters, setting, language features, etc., the evaluation can

be testified using particular features as evidence. For instance, the first remark indicates that the
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structure of the play is improperly composed and loose. One may ask what a properly composed
structure implies, and, at least, there should be some indicative points to show what the failure of

the playwright is in structuring this play.

According to Oscar G. Brockett (1971: 55) there are two principal methods of structuring or [l
organising a play. The first one is the Aristotelian or traditional structure that typifies most drama
from the time of the Greeks to the modern era. Its features are "a complete whole, and fully
developed story, with all the incidents clearly and logically related to each other in such a way that
one seems to grow out of another". This kind of structuring is the kind favoured by a well-made

play writing that has beginning, middle, and end in an articulated and combined way. —~~ :

The other kind of structure Brockett (Ibid.) described is the structure based on thought. When a .~
play is unified through thought, the structure is able to be loose, often giving the effect of
randomness. This is because of the incidents, which are inter-related without cause and effect
basis. Accordingly to his explanation, successive incidents may involve completely different
characters and lines of action, so long as they are related in some way to theme, and incidents or

-

scenes are of secondary importance. -~

When we come to the evaluation of AYY# MA##°C on this basis, the evaluators should have at least; 4
given some hint about the kind of a structure that fits the play, based on the totality of the play.
Considering the emphasis put on the main subject of the play, i.e. corruption, throughout the play,
and its focus on happenings rather than developing incidents, one can deduce that the play is

structured based on thought. This implies that loose structure is proper for this specific play, and '
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the evaluators seem to have difficulty in understanding the play, or it can be said that they have »~

failed to comprehend the playwright's point of view. .~

The third, fourth and fifth comments seem to be the results of evaluators’ comprehension about the =~
structural organisation of the play. Since the playwright did not aim to structure and progress
towards the climax or denouement through a tight plot, the play might lack development loaded
with actions, and the approach might seem to be tedious. But, the important thing for the writer

and the play's preoccupation seems to be the theme or the issue raised for discussion. ~~

Considering the second and sixth remarks, it seems that the evaluation practice employed some #
evaluation standards based on realism, as the comments seek plausibility. Such evaluation usually
requires the Aristotelian principle on imitation, i.e. representation of life in an illusory way. But,
when one reads the play AYY+# MAd#°Cintently, the depiction of exaggerated characters and
improbable actions seem purposeful to emphasise the thought. By observing some features of the
play, one can see that the playwright is familiar with play writing technique and it seems that the
employment of such method is purposeful to achieve his goal. And as most of non-realistic
playwrights in the contemporary theatre, it seems that the playwright had abandoned the traditional
approach in favour of his own method of magnifying the subject mater. Here, it might be helpful to

All drama, like any fiction, works by make-believe. T he author
takes it that his audience will accept, for the time being, something

as plausible or possible when all parties know it is unreal: he asks

us to ignore improbabilities or impossibilities for the sake of some
specially concentrated illustration of a human situation (1993: b
188).
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What Styan wants to emphasise is the need for freedom of exercising new approaches, the need for”

being exempted from those hampering requirements for being probable and plausible. He explains
away the use of improbable or impossible situations or actions as intentional; the author knowingly
employs such things being confident that the audience can understand his purpose. Therefore, one
can be reminded that every play should be evaluated according to its style of presentation. In
general the evaluation report on AYY# MA 497 is basically incorrect to the style of the play which

makes the evaluation rather unfair.

And finally, as we can see from the above those case studies, the evaluation reports are
compendious remarks, without showing any analytical evaluation methodology. This implies that,
the evaluation standards are scarcely applied during the evaluation activity. Consequently, one can
say, the provision of the standards seems a mere pretence that shows the problematic nature of the
evaluation activity. Moreover, as the evaluation reports are very generalised and without critical

discussion, they can be taken for granted as confounding and non-critique types of evaluations.

67



CHAPTER 1V
CONCLUSION

As it was mentioned earlier, the attempt of the researcher is to describe and examine the practice of ;
drama evaluation in Ethiopian professional theatres. Through such description and examination, it
is believed to have an insight on the important aspects of the evaluation practice in relation to its
developmental procedures. Moreover, the assessment on the impacts and effects of the drama
evaluation activity is considered to reveal the relevance of the evaluation practice. These, being the
general objectives of the thesis, are believed to be treated in the course of the study properly.

However, since the attempt is an incipient move, haste and waste is inevitable.

To rehash what has been said throughout the study in the conclusion section is a common practice
but sometimes it might be tedious and unavailing. Thus, to avoid such monotony, focus is done on
some alternative proposals concerning the drama evaluation practice. Such recommendations are
thought to be more proper and convenient for tying those loose ends, which the study has left
behind. Consequently, here are some summarised points with suggestions, which are considered to

be suitable for the drama evaluation activity in the country.

It is evident that drama evaluation is now playing a vital role in the development of drama and
theatre in the country. This is because of its position to determine the thematic concern, stylistic
approach, and/or technical level of every production in each period. Therefore, the more sound the

practice of evaluation is, the more successful and ingenious the art will be. In this regard, one of
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the main problems in relation to the drama evaluation practice is the organisation of the theatres.
As indicated earlier, all the professional theatres are owned by the government and have dual
feature of being institutional theatres at the same time commercial theatres. As subsidised
institutional theatre, regardless of whatever the income might be, they are expected to consider
experimental works and a variety of dramatic approaches to create favourable condition for the
development of cultural activities. On the other hand, being commercial theatres, they are expected
to be profitable and should overcome the financial scheme by producing those plays with the most

possible capability of attracting a large number of audiences.

Such ambiguous and contradictory organisational problem had affected the development of theatre
in general and the drama evaluation activity in particular. Thus, such problem should be cleared in
such away that the theatres should be either completely commercial and strive for profit or as
institutional theatres they should try to facilitate the experimentation and production of different
types of drama. In this regard, what the study suggests is; organise two theatres as commercial and

to subsidise the rest two theatres as institutional.

The other significant issue around the practice of drama evaluation is concerned with the drama
evaluators. As it was noted above, most of the evaluation practices were carried by committees.
The committees are characterised by their continuous formation and displacement at different
levels. This indicates that all changes represent certain problems that necessitate the formation of
the other as a solution. Moreover, the substitution of one committee by other/s indicates the fact
that most of the problems in the evaluation activity lies in the formation and working mechanism

of the committees.
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When we consider the expertise of the committee members, most of them are theatre graduates and
experienced practitioners. These evaluators having sufficient knowledge on the art of theatre seem
to lack the knowledge of the basic principles and theories of evaluation as a discipline. Regarding
to their accountability, there is no described accountability. Moreover, they are unpaid for the
evaluation task and perform the evaluation feeling as extra duty. This mechanism has resulted in
some drawbacks such as bias and negligence while reading a script. Alleging the evaluation
practice in relation to corruption with the seeming confidentiality is another common feature of the
evaluation practice. The utilisation of confidentiality is principally aimed to avoid bias.
Nevertheless it has shown its own problems such as the impossibility of holding information about
who the playwright of a certain script is and the possibility of evaluating one’s own work, which
both cases can lead to biased evaluation. To solve such interrelated problems it seems advisable to

establish a position of a permanent professional evaluator with defined duty and accountability.

The last, but the most important aspect of the drama evaluation practice is the issue of setting
standards to evaluate plays. As it was aforementioned, the subject of standard application was
debatable in such a way that one group attests the importance of a certain way of distinguishing a
good play from the bad ones using some specified criteria that constitutes a standard. On the other
hand, the opposing group substantiates the impediment of any standard for innovative works and
demand its rejection. The standards of drama evaluation used in Ethiopian theatres are mainly
dominated by the Aristotelian principles and elements of drama presentation. These principles and
elements have been practical for the last two decades, which implies that drama production for the

Jast twenty years has been following a single trend.
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Such standardisation, nowadays, seem to be outdated and consideration of all available
mechanisms is advisable. In this regard, Oscar G.Brockett comments:
No one needs to be reminded that today’s world is one of conflicting values. No doubt the
majority would prefer dramatic entertainment to remain in traditional paths. But even if
those who are seeking change are in the minority, they have made considerable impact on
the public consciousness and have forced some revaluation of the purpose of the theatre
and its means. (Brockett, 1971: 19-20)
Thus, in spite of all conservatism to maintain the traditional change and development are inevitable
and unavoidable. In general, to identify the quality of a certain drama is usually difficult. The main

reason is that quality is not measurable except subjectively. Subjectivity is dependent on personal

test, which results in judgement of the quality of a certain drama to be always controversial. L~
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Annex-A

Informants

Name Position (at the time interview)

Abate Mekuria ~ Manager ““ Mekuria Studio”; Director

Astatkachew Yehun General Manager, Hager Fikir Theatre;

Playwright; Actor and Manager

Ayalneh Mulatu Manager, “Candle Theatre”

Getachew Debalke Actor and director,

National Theatre

Tesfaye Gessese Actor, Playwright, and director

Date and Place

May 2000, Addis

Ababa

Many Talkes, 1999-2001,

Addis Ababa

April 2000, Addis Ababa

July 2000, Addis Ababa

Many Talks, 1999-2000,

Addis Ababa

Note: A lot other informants are not referred here for promise of keeping anonymity.
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