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Appendix 

Macbeth in Amharic 

Section I. Shakespeare's Adaptation of the Macbeth Story 

Before taking up a discussion of the Amharic translation of 

Macbeth by Tsegaye Gebremedhin, it would seem to be worth while 

examining briefly Shakespeare's treatment of the Macbeth story by 

way of reinforcing the theoretical background to the subject of 

literary adaptation. Like his other plays, Macbeth is not purely 

Shakespeare's invention. Rather, it is a derivation from several 

sources, incorporating historical, legendary and literary material . 

However, this does not in any way reduce the worth or lower the 

standard of Shakespeare's tragedy. Indeed, it must have increased 

its appeal to the people who lived during the Elizabethan period. 

Bernard Groom is of the opinion that Shakespeare's method of plot 

construction, drawing upon existing and popular sources, 

contributed towards the guaranteeing of an immediate, successful 

dramatic goal . He writes: "An audience which knows beforehand the 

outline of the plot is more free to enjoy the pure drama of the 

situations; one which is puzzled to know "what is happening" cannot 

be quickly responsive to the dramatist's art." 33 

Groom's remarks hold true also for the Ethiopian situation 

where the stories of historical figures such as Tewedros and Balcha 

have been adapted into plays and novels. The familiarity or 

closeness of the heroes to the Ethi opi an people has not made the 
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works based on their biographies any less effective or appealing . 

True to the comment quoted above, the knowledge the reader or 

theatre-goer already has about these heroes has attracted their 

attention, enabling them to enjoy the works better then they might 

a play or novel based on purely fictitious characters possessing 

similar heroic qualities. Such Ethiopian historical figures owe a 

great deal of their popularity and public sympathy mainly to the 

dramatic irony of their tragic situations. 

The same may well be said of Macbeth as a tragic hero whose 

character Shakespeare re-created based on his parallels in Scottish 

history. His tragedy is founded chiefly on Raphael Holinshed's book 

of history entitled The Chronicles, which was well-known to English 

readers.34 It is also assumed that Shakespeare consulted certain 

other sources. According to Kempe, Shakespeare may have been 

acquainted with a ballad and a play based upon the Macbeth story. 

C.C. Stopes also suggests that William Stewart's Buik of the 

Chronicalist of Scotland, which is said to have been a long poem of 

over forty two thousand lines, as another possible source. More 

likely, however, Shakespeare is thought to have read Buchanan's 

original Latin edition of the history of Scotland. This assumption 

is highly probable because Buchanan's hero resembles Shakespeare's 

Macbeth more closely than does Holinshed's. In Buchanan, Macbeth is 

essentially a negative man: he is unfavorably portrayed as having 

not only unbounded ambition but also penetrating genius. He is also 

presented as severe and cruel in dealing with criminals. His 

description of Macbeth as something of a tyrant is different from 
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Holinshed's portrayal of his as a "valiant g entle man" . 

Another aspect of Macbeth's character, namely his moral 

scruples, also appears to have been developed on the basis of 

suggestions made by Buchanan rather than by Holinshed. He describes 

King Kenneth's guilty conscienc e as follows: "his soul disturbed by 

a consciousness of his crime , permitted him to enjoy no solid or 

sincere pleasure, in retirement the thoughts of his unholy deed 

tormented him, and in sleep, visions full of horror drove deep 

repose from his pillow." 35 Moreover, Buchanan reports that, as 

was customarily thought to happen to wicked people, King Kenneth 

was constantly troubled by an unconfirmed and audible voice from 

heaven. The story of the voice which admonished Kenneth most 

probably had its r oots in popular legends, or, as Buchanan 

speculates , it may well have been the illusion of his guilt­

stricken mind. such details about the state of Macbeth's conscience 

after his murder of Duncan are not given in Holinshed's Chronicles . 

His assassination of the King is even justified by Duncan's 

violation or deprivation of Macbeth's legitimate right to the 

throne. Therefore, Macbeth in the historical account is not 

suggested to have felt remorse for usurping the throne by murdering 

the king. Shakespeare's hero is quite different from his historical 

counterparts as presented by Holinshed. 

Leslie is another historian who is considered to be one of the 

probable providers of the material which inspired the tragedy of 

Macbeth. His contribution, which is by no means to his credit 
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alone, is supposed to have been ~is detailed account of Lady 

Macbeth's role as an instigator and adviser of her husband to 

commit the murder, and a supporter of Macbeth's own reign of 

terror.36 

Hence, it is possible to see from the foregoing that although 

R . Holinshed's account of Scottish history is thought to be the 

major source, there are also a number of other writings which 

Shakespeare may have used as source material. It is to be noted 

that Holinshed's Chronicles itself is founded on the work of 

earlier writers. The existence of numerous documents bearing on the 

subject and the presence in popular legends of some of the dramatic 

elements, such as the three Wierd Sisters, point to the fact that 

the idea and the atmosphere of the play were not far from the 

experience of Shakespea r e's contemporaries. 

However, before we examine where Shakespeare differs from his 

sources and how he refashions characters and incidents in order to 

create dramatic effects, it is proper to have a brief look at the 

particular facts which he manipulates. First, we should note that 

he does not deal with a single story but combines two separate 

accounts by retaining, shifting or transferring and omitting 

elements and actions as it best suited his dramatic purpose. Thus, 

he fused together two accounts of murder: the first, Donwald's 

assassination of King Duff, and the second, Macbeth's slaying of 

King Duncan. Both stories are reported in the Chronicles. But 

Shakespeare alters some features of the accounts by transferring 

the character traits of Donwa ld and his wife to Macbeth and Lady 
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Macbeth . The following are direct borrowings from the account; the 

presence of Duff at the home of Donwald as his guest and his offer 

of gifts to the host; the wife's persuasion of her husband to 

commit the crime; the killing of the chamberlains whom the 

murderous couple had sent to bed drunk; their pretended expressions 

of wrath and grief at the deed; the various portents of the night 

surrounding the murder and the murderer's troubled conscience after 

the crime. The play differs on these points from the historical 

accounts in that the incidents are presented in a dramatic fashion 

rather than in a narrative style. The murder of Duff, which is 

carried out by four of Donwald's servants, is committed in 

Shakespeare upon Duncan by Macbeth himself. This change is 

consciously designed for dramatic reasons, with a view to making 

the husband and wife wholly responsible for the murder.37 

Besides, as stated before, the play combines into a single 

plot elements obtained from stories involving at least three 

figures, King Duff , King Kenneth and King Duncan. 

In addition to combining his sources, Shakespeare has made 

major alterations. This makes his work an adaptation instead of a 

reproduction of hi s tory. By so doing, he turned his work into a 

study or portrayal of human character, not a mere report of facts 

and events. This ccnstitutes the main difference between literary 

art and historical reportage. To begin with, Shakespeare transforms 

his major characters by having them embody contradictory qualities. 

From a feeble and soft ruler in the source, Duncan in the play is 

changed into a symbol of gracious majesty and royal greatness . 

contrary to his portrayal as a weakling in the Chronicles, he is 
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depicted in Shakespeare as a strong, decisive and fair character. 

He is quick to punish the treacherous and reward the brave and 

loyal, as shown in his execution of the Thane of Cawdor and the 

prompt promotion of Macbeth in his stead. He also bestows further 

favours upon Macbeth, such as honouring him by being a guest at his 

castle and sending presents to his wife. Hence, Macbeth at one 

point is forced to admit to himself and confess to his wife that it 

would be a heinous crime to murder such an innocent and fair king, 

a man who had only been kind and friendly to them. 

Macbeth, on the othar hand, is characterized as guilty of 

ingratitude and treachery, to say the least. Holinshed, however, 

speaks of him favorably, and reports that after coming to power he 

ruled successfully for ten years. 

Lady Macbeth's character is likewise modified. Her prime 

objective in the play is to see her husband crowned King of 

Scotland. In the source, her driving force is to become a queen 

herself. Therefore, Shakespeare manages to create effective 

dramatic contrasts by accentuating Macbeth's moral flaws and by 

dignifying Duncan as a virtuous royal personage. He utilizes this 

contrast to project the workings of conscience. Macbeth's lack of 

sleep and disturbance at the sight of Banquo's ghost, as well as 

Lady Macbeth's sleep-walking, which are all Shakespeare's creation 

are all echoes of their conscience. It is not the mere shedding of 

blood, as A.C. Bradly explains, which concerns Macbeth so much. As 

an army general, he is accustomed to it to the extent of 

insensitivity. Lady Macbeth, too, betrays her horror of the crime 
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in her heart, although s he is t he a c t ua l force behi nd it . All o f 

this cumulatively proves that the guilt f ee lings which drive the 

husband and wife almost mad develop from the realization that the 

act is something to be abhorred. Otherwise, the murderers would 

have had no reason for remorse or loss of sanity . According to 

critics, Shakespeare probes into the human psyche when he 

introduces the sleep-walking scene. Lady Macbeth's washing of her 

hands, as if to cleanse them of the blood of the innocent victims, 

is an external manifestation of the internal ravings of the 

subconscious mind. Thus, he penetrates deep into man's 

psychological make-up and gives us insights about the workings of 

the human and its consequences on one's mind and actions. 

Historical records, such as Holinshed's Chronicl e s do not have to 

comment on or analyze aspect s of moral character. The Shakespearean 

adaptation is memorable b e cause its artistry transcends mere 

narration of facts a nd attains universality in scope and 

significance. 

It would be time-consuming and unnecessary to discuss all the 

other changes and cuts which Shakespeare wisely and skillfully made 

on his sources. It is also important to note that, besides 

rearranging and modifying existing facts, he imagined and added his 

own elements, such as the banquet scene, the appearance of the 

Ghost, and the murder and the sleep-walking scenes. Indeed, as a 

critic remarked, he employed Holinshed's Chronicles more as a 

"quarry from which to dig his material" than as an "authority to 

follow in deta i l." 38 
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A number of decades later, Macbeth was staged by David Garrick 

in a rather modified form instead of in its original, which was 

itself an adaptation as we have already seen. Therefore, we may 

describe Garrick's modification of Macbeth as the adaptation of an 

adaptation. of course, Garrick did not take as many liberties with 

Shakespeare as the latter did with Holinshed and other writings 

which he is thought to have studied. In fact, the play was 

advertised as Shakespeare's Macbeth, not Garrick's, when it was 

first performed on the 7th of January, 1744. Garrick retained most 

acts and scenes in their original order , except for a few 

additions, rearrangements and omissions. His major addition is the 

new dying speech which he assigned to Macbeth, and which runs as 

follows : 

Macbeth: It is done! The scene of fire will quickly close. 

Ambition's I wake to darkness, guilt and horror; 

I can not bear it! Let me shake it off -

That wo'not be- my soul is clogged with blood. 

I cannot rise! I dare not ask for mercy-

It is too late , hell drags me down; 

I sink; Oh! my soul is lost forever! Oh! 39 

In Shakespeare, the hero is slain off-stage, and his death is 

proved by his head which Macduff cuts off and shows to Malcolm and 

his men. Therefore, he is not heard making a final dying speech in 

which he reveals his deepest feelings and real self . In Garrick's 

added monologue, Macbeth admits not only his ambition but also his 

vanity and folly. He dies realizin g and acknowledging that his 
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ambitions for the crown were misdirected, and his hopes on the 

witches' prophecies misplaced, although he does not state this in 

explicit terms . The newly introduced death scene brings Macbeth's 

tragic end much closer to that of Marlowe's Dr. Faustus. Both of 

them die with the realization that they have committed gross 

offenses and that a horrible future awaits them. However, they do 

not repent of their sins, at least not explicitly. 

In Dr . Faustus' case, his heart and mind are set on self­

aggrandizement and his conscience hardened with self-gratification, 

so much so that repentance proves impossible, despite strong 

feelings of remorse . Macbeth, on the other hand, feels the weight 

of his bloody deeds so strongly that he considers himself 

undeserving of repentance and forgiveness. His view of himself as 

unfit for mercy , above all else, makes Macbeth more of a tragic 

hero. He dies changed, and not so obstinate as before. 

Hence, Garrick's dying speech is very well-imagined and an 

alternative form of adaptation in drama, even if it is not a marked 

improvement on Shakespeare's concluding scene in Macbeth. 

Section II Adapted Features of the Amharic Translation of Macbeth 

In the introduction to his translation of Macbeth, Tesfaye 

Gebremedhin acknowledges that his work is not an adaptation, since 

he says that it is an abridged version. However, although this 

play, taken as a whole, may be described as an illustration of 

literary translation, as we shall see later on, there are still 

certain elements which we might consider as the features of an 

adapted work. 
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The first two important places where he deviates from the 

original are the two Witch scenes . In Shakespeare, Macbeth and 

Banquo are met on their way back from battle with the three Weird 

Sisters. Since they are real women, and not ghosts or shadowy 

figures, there seems to have been no sufficient reason to make them 

appear to the army commanders in their dreams. Tsegaye, though, 

converts this into a dream scene. Thus, the two men order their 

soldiers to build a camp at a certain point on their way and then 

retire. As they are sleeping, both of them find themselves hearing 

prophesies from three witches about their future lots. Tsegaye may 

have chosen the sleep scene in a bid to make it plausible to his 

audience by using local colour. It is traditionally believed that 

dreams are important vehicles of telepathy. The translator may 

have had this traditional belief in mind when he changed Macbeth's 

encounter with the witches into a dream from a waking life 

experience. 

The same thing happens when Macbeth meets the witches a second 

time . In the Amharic version, it takes place as he sleeps in his 

own chamber. Hence, the translator introduces two scenes that are 

absent in the original Macbeth. Although the attempt may have been 

to localize the events - a virtue in itself - it apparently has 

resulted in some problems both from the traditional or cultural and 

theatrical points of view. First, even though dreams are thought 

tc be the means of learning about one's fate, they are not believed 

in the society to be a channel of communication with witches or 

their ghosts. Most people accept dreams as a means whereby God 
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lets them know about particular events in their life whether they 

are favorable or adverse. It has to be remembered that this 

superstition has its roots in the Bible where we read God revealing 

to his servants and enemies alike what he proposes to do or what 

measures he will take in order to reward, punish or protect them. 

Nowhere do we read in the sacred book of the Devil or witches 

communicating messages to human beings by way of dreams. Hence, 

the idea of witches making revelations to a person in a dream 

becomes all the more alien instead of local and realistic as the 

author may have wished. The common practice actually is that the 

individual visits the witches so that they will reveal to him a 

secret rather than that they come when they please and frighten him 

in his sleep. 

The attempted adaptation also creates certain practical 

problems of production and makes some important elements of the 

drama unnecessary . Obviously, dreams are diff icul t to perform on 

the stage. The only way of making them known to the reader or 

audience is by reporting, and not by dramatizing them, which has to 

be done by the dreamer himself. That pushes into the background 

the three weird Sisters, Hecate, their god, whom Tsegaye renders to 

as Tekwar, and the apparitions. Moreover, the prophecies and 

equivocations about the Birnam Woods and the child born of a woman 

won't be as strong and effective when they are narrated as when 

they are actua ll y dramatized . The speeches of the witches and 

their ghosts, which are significant in terms of their character are 

harmful to humans and their power over animals are either dropped 

or weakened because of the dream scenes . 
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Another element which Tsegaye Gebre Medhin introduces is the 

arrest of noblemen such as Lenox. He and a certain individual are 

suddenly surrounded and made to surrender by soldiers as they are 

discussing in an indirect way Macbeth's murder of Duncan and his 

corrupt rule. Later we learn from Macduff that they were executed. 

The translator adds these new element s perhaps in order to magnify 

the hero's guilt and show how tyrannical he turns out to be as a 

ruler. A similar addition is an attempt on the life of Macbeth by 

one of his pages who is instantly stabbed by a guard and finished 

off by Macbeth himself. The page is charged with disclosing Lady 

Macbeth's sleep-walking and the confessions she makes to her and 

Macbeth's crimes under that condition. Apparently, this is also 

intended to portray the hero more as a tyrant and guilty of the 

blood of his innocent subjects. 

Besides added elements, there are omitted and shortened ones 

as well which, in some cases , weaken the effect of the translation 

rather than strengthen it. For instance, in the sleep-walking 

scene the doctor is dropped and changed to a male servant. In the 

original, a doctor is sent not to wait upon Lady Macbeth, but to 

treat her mental problems. However, he leaves by telling the 

waiting nurse that her mistress needs the forgiveness of God rather 

than the help of a doctor. The omission in the translation of the 

doctor character and the replacement by the male servant is not 

explicable on any logical grounds, be it dramatic or cultural . 
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Other omissions include the scenes where Banquo and Lady 

Macduff are murdered. These important incidents which further 

Macbeth's moral crisis and the dramatic tension are incorporated 

into the translation only in reported form. Similarly, the humour 

or wit in the conversations between Macduff and the drunken porter, 

and between Lady Macduff and her little boy are completely left 

out. Such humorous scenes are Shakespeare's effective method of 

creating comic relief. They could well have been translated or 

adapted into the Amharic version for similar dramatic effects. The 

scenes in England and those of the liberating English army led by 

the Scottish noblemen are also extremely shortened. Macduff does 

not learn of the slaughter of his household by Macbeth as he does 

from Ross in the original, but he reports it himself to Malcolm. 

The confrontation of young Siward with Macbeth and the slaying or 

death of the f ormer as they fight is not mentioned at all. 

Finally, the cutting off of Macbeth's head by Macduff and its 

display to Malcolm and his supporters , as well as the short scene 

following Macbeth's defeat are also omitted. 

All of these cuts, as pointed out before, are difficult to 

explain on the grounds of irrelevance, inconvenience, economy or 

the difficulty of translation. They may only be accounted for in 

terms of the translator's brief statement in the Introduction that 

he abridged his version and that the entire writing task took him 

only nine days. However, this is not a sufficient or legitimate 

justification, particularly in the translating of a literary 

masterpiece into a target language as remote from the original as 
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Amharic . The wide cultural and linguistic gaps naturally complicate 

the process of translating. Adaptation is both preferable and 

advisable, and in some cases even more fruitful than translation. 

However, when deliberate, undue and possibly meaningless cuts are 

added to the problems of language and culture, as evidenced in this 

translation, the impact can be destructive to the translator's 

effort and to the ultimate value of his adapted work. The flavour, 

appeal and significance which characteriz~ the original can be 

entirely or partially lost in the translation as a result of the 

omission of important elements which may have appeared 

insubstantial to the translator. 

This however is not to say that Tsegaye's Macbeth is entirely 

defective and unworthy. But it must be stressed that the shortening 

and omitting of certain scenes to no useful purpose can hardly be 

considered a useful example of the adaptation process, although 

such excisions cannot be described otherwise and as such have 

serious repercussions on his work. However, its merits as a 

translation are not to be underestimated. The strengths and 

shortcomings reflected in this work will be briefly considered in 

the following section, together with the controversial question of 

whether the work is an adapted or a translated version of 

Shakespeare's original play. 
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Section III. Tsegaye Gebremedhin's Macbeth 

A Translation or an Adaptation? 

Tsegaye Gebremedhin confirms that he translated Macbeth in an 

abridged form. Abridging a work simply means shortening it and so 

the word is not synonymous or equivalent to adapting. It has been 

indicated in the previous section that Tsegaye made a number of 

cuts in his version. Some comments were given on what the omissions 

amounted to and what such omissions implied. Although the 

elimination of certain aspects and characters from the original may 

be considered as one of the characteristic features of literary 

adaptation, it is by no means a determining factor in itself. 

Whatever cuts are made, they have to be either replaced with the 

adapter's new creations or adjusted to the requirements of the 

target audience. Here, imagination plays a greater role than direct 

translation. 

To illustrate; among the major cuts made in Tsegaye's version, 

as pointed out before, are the scenes of the drunken porter and the 

wit of Lady Macduff's child. Although these aspects are not part of 

the main line of the Macbeth story, they serve an important 

dramatic purpose by creating comic relief in the course of the 

tragedy. Because of cultural peculiarities and the structural 

differences between the two language systems involved, literal 

transfer in these cases would have resulted in stilted or even 

nonsensical poetic language. Hence, the elimination is wisely done 

in view of the inability to translate the material. Localization, 

or to be precise, Ethiopianization rather than elimination, would 

have been wiser still and a mark of the imaginative qualities and 
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skills of Tsegaye Gebremedhin. Scenes could have been made 

Ethiopian by associating them with the manners and speeches of 

drunken men and witty-minded children commonly observed in the 

society . This would have raised the quality of the Amharic version 

of the playas the elements of wit would have served to ease the 

tragic tension and atmosphere, and drawing upon the cultural 

diversities of Ethiopian society would have enhanced the work's 

dramatic quality. 

Many people refer to his playas an adaptation, some of them 

confusing or interchanging the term with translation. The problem 

arises from the failure to make a clear distinction between the 

concepts of translation and adaptation as I have attempted to do in 

Chapter I. 

We have seen that aside from the omissions, shortenings and 

the addition of certain elements, there is one major way in 

particular in which the playwright has made an attempt to localize 

the play to the Ethiopian situation, and that involves the scenes 

concerning the ap~earances of the Witches. The Witches do not meet 

the hero as living beings, as they do in the original, but come to 

him in his dreams. The validity, implication and effect on the 

overall dramatic form and content of this alteration was commented 

on in the second section of this chapter . Apart from these scenes, 

there are no other major attempts to Ethiopianize the work. As 

practically all the important components of the original, its 

setting, theme, characters and the chain of events, are retained in 

the Amharic version, it is evident that the work is unmistakably a 
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translation. Tsegaye's unique language and style of versification 

make the work appear even more unusual and foreign. This is not to 

say that the work should necessarily have been adapted nor that an 

adaptation is a preferable literary form and superior to 

translation. It is common knowledge that there are some 

translations which are said to read even better than the original. 

The point made in this thesis is that, despite the claims that 

Tsegaye's Macbeth is an adaptation, a close examination of the work 

reveais that it is in fact a translation. The evaluation or 

judgement of the play with respect to its success as a translation 

is not within the scope of this thesis. 

The Amharic version of Macbeth has been selected and included 

for discussion in this appendix because of three factors; 1: to 

expound the theory of literary adaptation by examining the 

background material concerning the historical and other sources of 

the play whi c h Shakespeare carefully and skillfully used. It is 

hoped that this research will contribute to a greater understanding 

of the concept, method and practice of the art of literary 

adaptation. 2: Although the Amharic Macbeth hardly belongs to the 

category of adapted plays, it was thought proper and useful to 

indicate the value and impact of a few of the elements it contains 

that do fall into that domain. 3: Since one of the objectives of 

this study is to clear the confusion that exists between adaptation 

and translation in literature by establishing a distinction between 

the two forms, it was felt that the Amharic work in question would 

serve this purpose as a good illustration. 
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Section IV : Comparative and Contrasting Analyses of Translated 

and Adapted Passages 

In this section, an attempt is made to substantiate the 

theoretical arguments so far advanced with practical criticism. To 

this end, examples have been selected from Tsegaye Gebremedhin's 

Macbeth and Kebede Mikael's Romeo and Juliet, which, in a 

comparative sense, represent a translation and an adaptation 

respectively. The references taken from the Amharic versions are 

analyzed in comparison or in contrast with corresponding passages 

from their respective Shakespearean sources. 

I: The Translation vis a vis the Original 

Below are short extracts taken from the corresponding sections 

of both the English and Amharic versions of Macbeth, followed by 

brief comments with particular emphasis on the content of the 

translated material. The first passage is Macbeth's soliloquy upon 

learning of Lady Macbeth's death. 

A: The Original: 

Macbeth: She should have died here after: 

There would have been a time for such a word. 

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow, 

Creeps in this petty pace from day to day, 

To the last syllable of recorded time, 

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 

The way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle! 



140 

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player 

That struts and frets his hour upon th'e stage 

And then is heard no more: it is a tale 

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

Signifying nothing, Act V Scene V 

B: The Translation 

nc.ij:p :- rP :- n1'1't\1.9" h11R,U aJQ.J \nC~ 

i'lllIJ 11 \lo lH, rj Jr'D T :- 1\ 'Pe;tr:;' 1\ n 'P 'Pe •••••••• 
q\1 ~~ :- q\1 ~:- q\1 ~~:-

h 1>1 aJ P 'I'.~.e I)fJ t\ :- nn Q.OI! 1 ~ 1 'QC f) fH ~ 
I'1r1h I!Dffit.r;r:. ':':- qlH, 1>\ 'l'mC' 

tr)lt~l :- tr)lt ntltJ1 :- 1\:Q.1'i'f :- 1'C1,J' i'lrj?"C 

aJQ 'jO t tn.)" en~t\ :- f-j<'. 6'.1'C :- \1 ffiC 

TIC. htaJ.\- '1'6:- i'l1'1; 11.1 ql'1f!Pl'l'r)l'1't\ 
q9" t 1 'l'rj aJ n 1'r) :- Ul ~ U e aJ t q (] ~ 1'1 Q.t\ •• •• 

'1'6 :- ht~'" '1'6 

(JO.J n1~\(]~ t'J'!;'e 

t t tC :- tij:ffiC'I'[" :- tC n t{J t an Q.c. h- tj e 
I\{J t\ 'I' t {J J qOl/.je 

aJ Q.J~ n'I'?i6'. t I\an Nt :- n 1 QllIJ JH t\ 'I' til) e 

n e q(] (j}. ":i2::1 ih e aJ t :1M q tc. tn tc. t \ n . 

h 1 io Cl'fClf ;tr:;' If.h t 
~ tC li'" qMnt 

ACT V Scene II I 
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C: Corrunents 

This passage contains some of Shakespeare's most memorable 

lines. So imaginative, inspiring and philosophical are they that 

the passage is very often quoted, learned by heart and even used as 

an apt depiction of the nature of life. 

It takes only a careful glance to notice that Tsegaye's 

rendering of this famous speech is about twice as long as the 

original. However, it takes a closer look to see that an effort has 

be made in order to remain as faithful or come as close to 

Shakespeare's style, word choice and ideas as possible. A 

comparison of the imagery and message of the speech as transferred 

into Amharic with those in the English passage will prove and 

clarify this point. The monologue in both languages is teeming with 

powerful and vivid metaphors. But the metaphor which carries the 

central idea of the entire speech is the comparison or likening of 

life to a "moving shadow". All the other metaphors revolve around 

this major one, strengthening and enlarging upon it. Some of these 

are the word "petty", the phrases "brief candle", " a poor player", 

and "a tale told by an idiot". 

These five metaphors are translated and interpreted literally 

in the Amharic version as follows: 

q I"l ~ '1:'1\ 1't () -: ar>- J J \ if (]}. He;- e -: I W\ He. tn tc. t I 
The concluding phrase of the speech "signifying nothing" is 

translated:" 
.. 

The fact that the same images are used in the translated text 

naturally means that the ideas conveyed, the message transmitted, 

and the effect produced are, likewise, the same. It is not 

I 
I 
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difficult to note that an almost one-to-one correspondence exists 

between the passages under consideration. Similarly, there is no 

doubt that equivalence at the level of the words, ideas, meanings 

and overall impression is aimed at. Exact or close similarities of 

the kind noticeable in these extracts are the characteristic 

features of a translation, thus distinguishing it from an 

adaptation. It must be noted that the passage in question is not an 

isolated case in the Amharic version, but might be taken as a 

representative specimen. All of the important monologues , dialogues 

and events of the English play are similarly translated in a 

literal or direct manner. This brings us, finally, to the 

conclusion that the Amharic Macbeth, taken as a whole, if not in 

its entirety, falls under the category of literary translation, 

rather than literary adaptation. 

At this point, it seems relevant and useful to say certain 

things about the Amharic passage quoted above in view of the 

English version from which it was translated. To begin with, much 

of the style, message and effect of the original has been carried 

over into the translation. The descriptive metaphors of the 

candlelight and the short stay of the poor actor on the stage, 

which indicate the brevity of life - its disappearance no sooner 

than or not long after it emerges - are effectively communicated. 

The "strut and fret" of the poor player, which phrase is rendered 

as I, tjtC T t~ffiC~C " - draws in the 

mind the picture of the hazardous struggle or the ups and downs 

that human beings, the real players in the actual world, have to 

undergo. And just as the performance of the player is short-lived 
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on the stage so too is it with human beings - their labour and 

efforts end up in death. The phrase "in a petty pace", which 

Tsegaye translates " ~1'lQP'l " literally means "stingy" or 

"greedy", and suggests the idea that it is too g r eedy , too 

ungenerous of life to limit the period of human existence to such a 

short term or age. "A tale told by an idiot" is another of the 

powerful metaphors used and translated. Its purpose is not to 

magnify or emphasize the brevity of life but the effect of its 

being so short, namely the sense of vanity, emptiness and lack of 

meaning in living one feels when contemplating the event or moment 

of death. Thus, not only does Tsegaye Gebremedhin transfer into his 

language the devices and ideas of Shakespeare but he also makes 

almost equally strong comments about life which approxima te in 

detail and power those of the original play. Thes e qualities 

characterize his work as a creative translation. 

II The Adaptation Versus the Original 

Just as above, here are two passages from parallel scenes in 

the English and Amharic versions of Romeo and Juliet. They have 

been selected from the parts of the plays where, like Macbeth, the 

hero is confronted with his own immanent death and the bereavement 

of a dearly loved wife. In Macbeth's case, the news of his wife's 

death is reported to him, whereas Romeo s ees before his very eyes 

the body of his beloved, upon which sight he reaches a breaking 

point. Although the motives of the two heroes and the causes behind 

their tragic experiences are different, both of them are in a 

desperate, grief-s tricken situation when they soliloquize. 
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A: The Original 

Romeo: How oft when men are at the point of death 

Have they been merry! 

Where their keepers call 

A lightning! 0 my love! my wife! 

Death, that hath suck'd the honey of thy breath, 

Hath no power yet upon thy beauty. 

Thou art not conquer'd; beauty's ensign yet 

Is crimson in thy lips and in thy cheeks, 

And death's pale flag is not advanced there! 
Act V, scene III 

B) The Adaptation, (extracted from a parallel scene in the 

Amharic version) 

COIJ ~ elJT1 am MfJ q:'t>C 1'lr']0IJ6 

~1 ~OIJtGr'] J~ ~~1 I'lhfJ6 . 

tmg. nnGT <W' I1C ffi'l'f 

1'1 Sf't."'i hHao.Q. h r'laJ. ti\ e f 
~\ IJQ 1111 llJ'l'1 tlf 

ioD tIh i>t 1'1 ~ ioD tIh -lot 6.;t 

ml;J.. 1'1 Ii i'im<i.9" hnt Mli);t 
11 fJ z: 1 h 1.i. z: 1 ioD tIh -lot (1);t1 
e lJ Ii n J 'I'~ th ~ r'l (!). I ;t1 

li)'l' Jnt() nQ9" tii~o/' 

~ \lot qo t ~ I I) t Ii tao () Mil Oi OIJ 

Act V, scene III 
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C) Comment - These two passages may be described as two 

different ways of expressing the same experience because of the 

variations of styles, figures of speech and thoughts employed and 

conveyed while basic similarities exist between the events and 

situations dealt with. A direct transfer of expressions and ideas 

or close correspondence, which is characteristic of a work of 

translation, is not visible, even hardly noticeable in the Amharic 

passage. Instead it has clear marks of an effectively adapted 

play. So perfectly has Kebede Mikael harmonized his version of the 

play with local colour that it sounds quite Ethiopian and original. 

In Shakespeare, Romeo draws attention to Juliet's radiant 

beauty which is not defeated or overpowered by the effects of 

death. To that end, images and phrases such as, "the honey of thy 

breath", "beauty's ensign is crimson in thy lips and in thy 

cheeks", "death's pale flag" are employed, none of which are 

directly translated into Amharic. 

In the adaptation, Romeo glorifies not only Juliet's physical 

charms but also her moral virtues. He refers to her as the spice 

or decoration of love, as true to her word and as gifted with 

pleasant humour. None of these qualities are attributed to Juliet 

in Shakespeare's passage. Another point of difference is that 

Kebede Mikael's Romeo addresses Juliet with phrases describing her 

qualities of honesty and truth, among others, because she has 

remained faithful to her husband until death. Shakespeare's idea 

of Juliet's beauty being more powerful than death is put across in 

the adapted soliloquy , but in a different style. Kebede's Romeo 

speaks as if he wpr~ ~~~~ ~"sing a group of ~ystanders or observers 
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in the lonely churchyard. He invites or calls the attention of the 

imaginary watchers of the event to have a look at her hands and 

face, her entire body, which he says looks untouched or unaffected 

by death. However, the idea and expression in the original passage 

that Romeo is happy because of his reunion with Juliet even though 

he knows he is going to die, is not stated or suggested in the 

Amharic version. Moreover, this passage is not so replete in 

imagery as the original. The only metaphor used is "a beautiful 

and delicate flower" to which Juliet is compared; this image is not 

present in Shakespeare, in this context. 

Thus, as an adapter, Kebede Mikael takes liberties with 

Shakespeare, taking only what suits him, omitting the alien 

elements and replacing them with his own figures of speech, ones 

replete with local texture. Such a representation of a literary 

work uses the original as an inspirational force, but discards it 

as a cliche and does not remain faithful to it in small details. 

Kebede Mikael's Romeo and Juliet, beside his other works, furnishes 

a good example of one type of literary adaptation, which has been 

the subject of this thesis. Equally, Tsegaye Gebremedhin's 

Macbeth, among his other contributions, may well be referred to as 

an example of literary translation which at the same time carries 

with it certain features of an adaptation. 
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