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ABSTRACT

In previous studies of Amharic prose fiction, the
question of form has not received sufficient attention.
The aim of this dissertation is to provide a critical
introduction to narrative modes in the Amharic novel. To
show the various tendencies in the methods of presention
used during the brief tradition of novelistic writing,
the works of ten representative writers have been selected
from different periods. These are: Afawarq's Lebb Wallad
Tarik, Heruy's Haddis Alam, Germachaw's Ax'aya, Makonnen's

Almot'bum Beyyve Alwashem, Nagash's Setenha Adari,Berhanu's

Ya-Tewodros Enba, Haddis' Fegexr Eska Magabex, Dalifiachaw's

Adafres, Ba'alu's Ka—admaszashaggaI, and Abbe's Ya—réggafu

Ababoch. Each of these works is discussed separately, in
the order of its publication.

In each of the ten chapters the construction of plot,
the delineation of characters, the modes of exposition,the
rendition of scenes, and the intrusions of the narrator
are closely scrutinized so as to give an insight into the
formal features of each work. In each case attempts are
also made to assess not only the degree of coherence in the
sarface structure, but also the harmonization of the mean-
ings and/oxr effects generated by the particular method of
presentation.

The main finding of this study is that while the ten-
dency to preach by using thinly-disguised demonstrative '
episodes, mouthpiece characters, and/or moralizing commen-
tary still persists,the practice of subtly conveying the
author's vision of life through plausibly dramatized
situations has also begun to win more adherents. Many novels
appearing after 1950 E.C. resort to characters that are
social types rather than abstractions of ideas. Their plots
operate on a higher scale of probability., Their dialogues
are casual and have the semblance of naturalness. They use
narrators that are less patronizing and reserved from openly
conveying their value judgements. Events are presented
achronologically, often in scenic form.
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KEY TO TRANSLITERATION

I have used the following symbols for the translite-
ration of Amharic sounds not immediately familiar to the
English reader:

consonant- szmbolrl vowel order symbol
fﬁ sh first a
qb q second u
;E ch thixd i
77' a fourth a
H zh fifth e
?? 3 sixth e
77 JE seventh o
m c.:h
4 p
g

o0

( Familiar names such as "Addis Ababa", "Asmara", "Haile
Sellassie”, and "Amharic!" are not transliterated following

this system, but are rendered in their usual spellings. )
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INTRODUCTION

While such narrative genres as the royal chronicle, the
the gadel, and the ta'ammer had become integrated into the
literature by the 15th centu:‘x:y,1 it was only towards the
end of the nineteenth century that the genre of the novel
was introduced into Ethiopia through a translation. Until
the middle of the nineteenth century Ge'ez was the favoured
language for ecclesiastic, literary, and official writings
(although it had ceased to be a living tongue by the tenth
century)., When Emperox Tewodros broke with tradition by
having his letters and chronicle written in Amharic, his
action marked a new turn in the literary status of this lan-~
guage. In 1857 E.C. his official chronicler, Dabtara Zannab,
wrote in Amharic an aphoristic book of moral precepts enti=
tled Ma§eh5fa ghawata Segawi Wa-manfasawi., In 1884 E.C.
Gabra Giyorgis Terfe produced the first translation of

Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, a work which is claimed to have

had a profound influence on some Amharic novelists.2

But it was at the beginning of the present century that
new conditons favourable for the emergence of Amharic lite~
rature were created. In line with their efforts to build a
modern empire, the leaders of the country initiated the
establishment of printing presses and Western-style schools.
The consequences of these measures sharply contrasted with
the conditions of literary production and consumption that
pertained to Ge'ez literature. As Ferenc puts it: "Writing
and literature in Giiz arose mainly in the milieu of the
Ethiopian clergy in monasteries and the emperor's court and
those of powerful noblemen, where literature satisfied the
demands of the patrons who protected and supported the
authors and copyists, as well as paying for writing -
maferialé."B Written narratives ¥n this literature hence
remained hagiographical and historiographical. Mass produ-
ction of written materials was out of the question, for the
practice was then to write on parchment by hand and this
was a slow and even costly work.But with the establishment
of printing presses, there arose the technical possibility
of producing written materials on a large scale, within a

shorter period of time and at a lesser coste. Thus, before
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the start of the Italo~Ethiopian War, there were seven
printing presses and seven newspapers (four of them in
Amharic, two in French, one in Italian). This means that
the ordinary public could have easy access to non-religious
reading materials. With the establishment of modern schools
the way was paved for the creation of a new readership and
a different brand of writer. Before the War, for example,
there were fourteen schools with a total enrolment of about
4200 students in Addis Ababa alone. In the other provincial
towns there were about fourteen goverment schools where
English and/or French were taught. This figure is apart from
those schools run by the various foreign communities and
missions, and also the hundred or so private schools in the
capital where children were taught how to read and write.
The rate at which the students passed through the bigger
schools can be gathered from the report that within two years
of its establishment about 3000 students passed through the
Ecole Imperiale Menilek II, Most of them took up various
posts with the government as interpreéters, accountants, and
secretaries while some became teachers.Also, by the eve of
the War, about two hundred students had received some kind
of higher education abroad and many of the returnees had
joined the government.

In contrast to the past, education begun to be increa-
singly secularized and the Church ceased to monopolize its
dissemination. Along with this process of expanding lite-
racy and modermization, contacts with Western culture
increased and new values and modes of expression found
acceptance., Newspapers brought with them journalistic writing.
Foreign tours by public figures inspired a genre of itinerary
narratives. In 1908 Afawarq Gabra Eyasus published his
Lebb Walld Tarik and signalled the beginning of novelistic

writing in Amharic. According to Albert Gérard, it was

"one of the fixst[:novels] to have been written in any of
the vernacular languages of Africa."s Aféﬁarq's SUCCEesSsSor,
Heruy Walda Sellase, wrote three didactic works. These two

writers laid the foundation for the Amharic novel, just as

Takla Hawaryat Takla Maryam and Yoftahd Negusd laid the
foundation for Amharic drama at about the same period, After
the War many new writers followed the path of these pioneers

and a variety of works in such genres as drama, poetry, and
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the novel began to appear on the literary scene.

Some of the early novelists such\ﬁfawarq and Makonnen ‘
were familiar with Western literaturd, but they still showed
a strong link with past litery tradition, particularly in <their
preoccupation with religious and moral issues and in theix
overt patronization of the reader. Some such as Heruy and
Germachaw resorted to thinly-veiled episodes and sermoni-
zing characters to propagate reforms in line with the spirit
of modernization prevailing then. But the later generation
of writers such as Berhanu, Ba'alu, and Dafi¥achaw generally
eschewed openly didactic methods of presentation, In theix
works one notes a marked emphasis on objectively portraying
contemporary social issues and a striving to heighten
artistic effects by applying innovative narrative techniques.,

The works of these and other Amharic writers have
attracted the attention of native and foreign commentators.
Apart from the occasional book reviews, brief surveys out-
lining the development of Amharic literature have been
written by Mangestu Lamma and Asfaw Damfé. Writers such as
Dafifiachaw Warqu and Solomon Daréssa have also produced a
series of articles closely analyzing prominent technical
features in individual works of prose fiction . Since the
opening of the graduate programme in Addis Ababa University,
a few M.A. theses have been written on the works of well-
known authors such as Makonnen, Mangestu, Ba'alu, and
pafifiachaw. These studies have generally tended to focus more
on the thematic content of the works. Abroad, Feqre Tolosa
has written a doctoral dissertation entitled "Realism and
Amharic Literature (1908-1981)", (University of Bremen,
1983). He discusses the prose works of fifteen authors indi-
vidually.In each chapter he examines the plot construction,
the characterization and the themes of the works with a view
to determining the degree of their plausibility on the basis
of nineteenth century (Western) notions of realism. Although
Feqre's study throws more light on the problem of effecting
a verisimilitude in Amharic fiction than do the works of
Gérard and Kane, it is Fflawed by dubious claims of the
following kind: Afawarq's novel is”nothing but a folktale"
(pe58); Amharic literature attained the genre of the novel
with the publication of Ax'aya (p.86); the language of

Setefina Adari is "a rare phenomenon in Amharic realism”
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(p.161); without Feger Eska Magaber "we wouldn't have had

an aesthetical record of the reality" of feudal Ethiopia
(Pe207).

Among the major publications by foreign scholars, one is
Gérard's Four African Literatures. The author gives an over-
view of the development of Amharic literature in line with
his study of the rise of vernacular literatures in southern
Africa.Despite his having to rely on scanty translations
and seéondary sources, he presents a useful summary of the
major themes of a large number of works published before
1959 E.C. (excluding the novels of Berhanu and Haddis). The
work also contains valuable biographical infomation on many
of the authors. But one wonders why he has to dwell so much
on the BEnglish works of Sagaye Gabra Madhen, Abbe Gubafifia, and
Ashanifi Kabada since the subject of his inquiry is Amharic
literature.,That space could have been used for discussing the
technical aspects of the main works,

In his study Ethiopian Literature in Amharic (Wiesbaden,

1975)? Thomas Kane presents a survey of a large number of
novels, plays, and works of poetry. He classifies these under
broad categories such as "Moralistic~didactic", "Historical
Fiction', "Love and Marriage", "Education", and "Political
Writing®" and then briefly summarizes their stories and main
themes. To those who want to have a general idea of what
Ethiopians commonly write about Kane's work is a valuable
source. But in view of the absence of detailed analyses of
the relevant texts, one finds it difficult to accept such
heavily opinionated statements as: "the concept of love is

as foreign to Ethiopia as is the genre of literature in which
it is written" (p.78); Heruy's Ya-lebb Hassap is “"closely"

akin to the gadel '"both in form and in purpose" (p.80); Beka
Namo "attempted to write the first real novel in Amharic" (p.92);

Feger Eska Magaber is "at present the best written work in

all Amharic literature and its only true novel" (p.106) 3
maturity is "an element sorely lacking among present-day
[Amharic] writers" (p.219).

Another recently published work dealing with Ambaric
literature is Reidulf Molvaer's Tradition and Change in
Ethiopia: Social and Cultural Life as Reflected in Amharic Fitional

literxature, ca.l1930~1974 (Leiden, 1980)7 Molvaer presents an

essentially sociological survey of plays, poems, novels, and
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short stories written by twelve major authors. While the

survey does provide a useful description of the customs and
beliefs of particularly the Christian population, the author's
claim that "fictional literature is ... studied for its own
sake' is not fully borne out by the methods of his interpre-
tation. From the way generalizations are made (especially

in the first part of the book) on the basis of isolated
page-references and quotations, without analytically integ-
rating these into their larger contexts, it appears that the
fictional works have been used no differently from factual data.
There is a marked tendency to take the isolated statements of
the characters literally and the fictional episodes at face
value, without reference to their intended functions within
the given plot-scheme. A reader who does not know the fictional
contexts of the following references, for instance, could be
misled into assuming that the implied authors share the views
of the characters quoted here:

The view of man tends to be pessimistic [page-
reference to a passage in Edafres]'. "There is no
beast worse than man," says a priest Abba Yohannes in
Ad3fres, and he adds that efforts should be made to
subdue one's evil instincts: "How can this bestiality
in man be overcome? It is possible through unity
and strength.[page-reference to a passage in Kdafres] .
But usually more drastic means are called for, especially
fastings and if fasting does not help, God steps in
to chastise man through natural disasters, etc..

Fitawrari Mz&s¥a, a rich landowner, says that
"when the peasant has enough to eat, he does not know
his limit", i.e., he becomes arrogant and unruly‘[Page—
reference to a passage in Fegexr Eska Mag‘é\berj . The
concept of satiety as a source of insubordination seems
to be very firmly held. Humility and knowing one's
place are much praised virtues, and pride and
arrogance dgreat moral failings. One who becomes puffed

up and quarrelsome through much food must be humbled

.[page—reference to a passage in Feger Eska Maqaber:f.
DITW translates taggabza not only as "to be sated", etc.,
but also as "to be puffed up, well-fed/fat; hence to
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look down upon or despise people; to be haughty, to
be arrogant or proud", and he calls a tegabafifia not
only "one who is sated", but also an ";ppressor of
the poor",

If the arrogant spirit cannot be subdued through
voluntary weakening of the body through fasting, God
takes a hand in the matter; and His methods include
humbling man through destroying his harvest, as Wzo
Asiggad explains her views to one of her tenantsSees.

(Pp.66-67)

In the above quotation, for instance, the statements of
Abba Yohannes and the others are not analyzed from the view
point of the role of these characters in the overall thematic
framework of the portrayvals. If one claims to be studying
a literary work for its own sake, one would have little justi-
fication for ignoring the overall functions of the texts one
cites to validate an argument.

In the studies of Gérard, Kane, and Molvaer, the main
focus is on the subject matter of the works. The few comments
on the technical aspects of narration are generally made in
passing. Commenting on this state of affairs in the study of
Amharic literature, Jack Fellman says: "One would like ... toO
see a volume on Amharic literature as form rather than content,
as medium rather than message, as art rather than social
science. The time is ripe for such a work."8 This dissertation
is written in the hope of making a modest contribution in
this respect. To provide a critical introduction to narrative
methodes in the Amharic novel, I have selected ten important
works and closely analyzed the construction of plot, the
delineation of characters, the modes of exposition, the
rendition of scenes, and the degree of narrator's mediacy in
each of the works. To deal with each work's component parts
in some detail it has been necessary to limit the number of
novels treated in this study. The ten novels were written by
well-known authors and selected from different periods so as
to show the dominant tendencies in the methods presentation used
during the brief history of the Amharic novel. But works of an

outright allegorical nature have been left out as this mode
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of writing merits a separate study.I have also not included
works written after the February Revolution, for the novel

of this period is dominated by the works of Berhanu and Ba'alu,
who are already treated here. Another reason is that I have
already discussed the few important works of this period

in a paper presented at the Eighth International Conference

of Ethiopian Studies (Addis Ababa, 1984)? In this study I

have used the term"novel" in its broadest sense so as to include
the works of Heruy and Makonnen (which are strictly speaking
novellas). The authors and works selected foxr this study

are as follows. (Notethat unless followed by " E.C., "

for Ethiopian Calendar __ the dates cited here are in the

amt—

Gregorian Calendar,)

1/ Afawarq Gabra Eyasus. Lebb Wallad Tarik ("Fictional
Story") (Rome, 1908).

2/ Heruy Walda Sellase., Haddis Alam: Va~genochennz
Ya-dagg Adragiwoch Manorva ("New World: Domicile of the Modest
and the Benevolent") (Addis Ababa,1925 E.C. ). For this study
I have used the edition in ItyopvAwvan Filosofiwoch, edited
by Zamanfas Qeddus Abxeha,(Addié Ababa, 1948 E.C.).

3/Germachaw Takla Hawaryat. Ar'aya (Addis Ababa, 1941E.C.).
I have used the 1960 E.C. edition.

4/ Makonnen Endalkachaw. Almot'hum Beyye Alwashem ("I
Won't Lie by Saying that I Am not Dead") (Addis Ababa,
1944 E.C.).I have used the edition published in the author's
collected work entitled Arrxemufi (Addis Ababa, 1960 E.C.).

5/Nagash Gabra Maryam (used the pseudonym "Ennanu
Aggonafer),Scetefifia Adari ("Prostitute")(Addis Ababa, 1956 E.C.).

6/ Berhanu Zarihun, Ya-Teéwodros Enba ("The Tears of
Tewodros") (Addis Ababa, 1958 E.C.).

7/Haddis Alamayyahu, Fegex Eska Magaber ("Love unto the
Grave') (Addis Ababa, 1958 E.C.). I have used the 1973 E.C.
edition.
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8/ Daiihachaw Warqu. Adafres (Addis Ababa, 1962 E.C.).

9/ Ba'alu Germa. Ka-admas Bashaggar ("Beyond the Horizon")
(Addis Ababa, 1962 E.C.). I have used the 1967 E.C. edition.

10/ Abbe Gubahfia. Ya=raggafu BAbaboch ("Fallen Flowers")
(Addis Ababa, 1964 E.C.).
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3. Aleksander Ferenc, "Writing and Literature in
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(255-300), p.256.

4.This and other information regarding the number of
schools and students during this period is derived from
Richard Pankhurst's articlemZhe Foundations of Education,
Printing, Newspapers,Book:,Produétion and Literacy in
Ethiopia", Ethiopia Observer, 6, no. 3 (1962) (241-290),p.283,

5. Four African Literatures: Xhosa, Sotho,Zulu, Amharic
(Berkeley, 1971), p.282.

6. For a more detailed discussion of this work, see
Stefan Strelcyn's review in Journal of Semitic Studies, 23,
no.1 (1978), pp.145-151.

7. For a further discussion of this work, see Haylu
Fullas' review in North East African Studies, 4, no.l
(1982), pp.39-44,
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8/ Research in African Literatures, 13,no.1l (1982), p.149.

9/ "The Post-Revolution Amharic Novel (1966~1975E.C. ",
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Chaptex One

LEBB WALLAD TARIK

Afawarq's novel tells about the fortunes of a Christian
family whose homeland is invaded by hostile neighbours who
follow another religicn. The main action develops through
constant shifts in the centre of interest. The basic motifs
used for framing the plot and regulating the shifts in the
centre of interest are separation and reunion among the
members of the Christian family. The external framework of

the action can be diagrammatically represented as follows:

Kevy

father
mother
Wahed
Tobya

point of union or
reunion where the
separation starts
or ends

father
centre of interest
pursued by the story-
line

sesee centre of interest
not pursued by the
story-line
shift in focus
> direction of stated
or implied movement
of action

{_ reunited member (s)

Tather
mother
Tobya

father
’J.‘oby'é. F

-
-

.
.+~ mother

-
-
’

-

O
,_ﬁ&"dd---nuqnd-n--n —————

mother
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From the narrator's report of the way the war between
the two communities begins, we can gather that all the
members of the Christian family have been together before
the call to arms. But when the Dajazmach is sent to the war
front and in due course falls into the hands of his enslavers,
the first separation inm the family is caused. The focus of
the story is then fixed on his new life as a slave until
the point where his master proposes to release him. The
master makes this proposal because he assumes that since his
new slave was previously a man of high standing, his family
would be rich enough to pay any price demanded for his liberty.
As his offer is hence motivated by a desire for profit and
as the Dajazmach is in no position to pay the ransom, the
story~line reaches a dead end from this angle. So mention of
the family as a potential source of help is used as a means
of shifting the focus to a new centre of interest. The
story then develops along this new line for some time, with
the narrator presenting details of the identity of the rest
of the family and their strenuous efforts to raise the ransom
money. When the unknown merchant that Wahed approaches for
a job later secretly pays the ransom and secures the liberty
of the Dajazmach, this benevolent act also paves paves the
way for the second separation.

The first reaction of both the Dajazmach and Wahed when
they realize the source of the ransom money is a strong
feeling of indebtedness to the merchant. They take themselves
to be morally bound at least to express their gratitude to
their benefactor. Consequently Wahed sets out on this mission.
This separation occurs immediately after the fixrst one is
over, for Wahed starts his search for the generous merchant
on the very next day of his fathexr's return home. The focus
of the story then follows Wahed upto the point where he in
turn is enslaved. Since all that Wahed could now do is to
passively wait in the hope of one day being reunited with
his parents, this signals to the reader the blocking of this
line of development and a shift in focus to another centre
of interest.

During the whole year of Wahed's absence from home, it
seems nothing eventful has occurred there. All that the
narrator reports when the focus shifts to the rest of the
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family is that they have been abxiously waiting for his

return home. When the Dajazmach eventually decides to look

for his lost son, this desire for reunion generates the third
separation in the family,i.e., the journey that the father

and Tobya embarlk on, leaving behind the mother. As before,

the %ocus dwells on those three at home very briefly _ only

for the short time taken up by the discussions and preparations
for the journey. Once these are over, the focus is fixed on
the two travellers. The plot develops along this story-line
until the final reunion and the royval marriages.

Commenting on this reunion Feqre Tolosa claims in his
dissertation: "all becomes well for all except for the
general's wife whose whereabouts is completely forgotten by
the author of the talel!" (p.62). Asfaw Damte, too, finds
fault with the narrator's silence about thé mother, and even
more about the fate of the father at the time of his children's
marriage. As both commentatoxs approach the narrator’ with
similaxr expectations, a response to one would clear the mis-
readings that led them to this stance. Asfaw states his

position as follows:

««. Wahed's mother has been completely forgotten.

What happened to her after her husband and two
children left her? We have no answer to this....

What happened to Tobya's father? The reader knows
that he was somewﬁere around the palace towards the
end of the story. But why doesn't the author clarify
his fate? Of course, the reader can assume that if
Wahed and his sister had such luck, their father, too,
would be reinstated in his former post, bring over

his wife, and happily live together?

Asfaw does not give his reasons for his reservation about
such logical assumptions by the reader . Nevertheless, it is
to this kind of conclusion that the evidence in the text
leads the reader. After Tobya and her father meet the young
king, they do not "compl;tely" forget the mother. When the
father declines the king's offer to appoint ?obya as the

royal chamberlain, for instance, his reason is that she cannot
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live happily in the palace, separated from her mother and
brother. Again when Tobya turns down the king's marriage
proposal, she uses tﬁis opportunity to remind him his promise
to allow them to return to their home. These statements
indicate that the mother is not forgotten either by the
narrator or by her husband and daughter. Besides, if Wahed
is prepared to make so much sacrifice just to express his
gratitude to a kind stranger and if Tebya can put up with
so many difficulties for the sake of.her brother, the reader
has no reason to assume that these twins would abondon their
mother or father when they are at the height of power and
glory. There is no ambiguity about the happy turn of events
at the end of the story, for even the king declares in his
eulogistic poem that Tobya is the pride of not only her
parents but also her husband and that her sojourn is not in
vain as she has "ultimately gained a crown!" (p.89). Prior to
the royal marriages Tobya's father is appointed as one of
the king's courtiers aﬁd given a lot of gold. On the eve of
the weddings, Wahed, too, is given the highest title next to
the king and appointed as the ruler of the Christian land.
Given such clues the conclusion that the father and the
mother are ultimately reunited is logically in line with the
theme of family love and hence obvious enough without the
narrator spelling it out.

As Albert Gérard has rightly pointed out (p. 283),
the development of the plot in this novel is facilitated by
the use of coincidences, "Coincidence is the stuff fiction
is made of; the necessary trick of the writer is to make the.
coincidence seem natural, " says Walter MacDonald? How does
Afawarq make the coincidence "seem natural"? To answer this
it is necessary to examine how coincidental and non-coinciden-
tal events are blended. Such a blending can be most clearly
observed in the nature of the link among the incidents that
occur between the moments of Wahed's embarking on his mission
and his reunion with his people.

Even before Wahed starts his search for the merchant,
the success of his mission is undermined by a number of
factors. One of these is his ignorance of the name and address
of his benefactor. While this ignorance appears to be

coincidental in respect, later, to the need to find the
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merchant, vet it is convincingly justified when we are told
that Wahed was too excited by the unexpected gift of gold

to even express his gratitude at that moment. Besides, Wahed
could have no reason for asking the name and address of the
merchant as he does not anticipate his father's release
through the generosity of this stranger. But once he realizes
who is responsible for his father's liberty, he vows to

find this benefacteor by searching for him everywhere. However,
the narrator repeatedly reminds us that Wahed is only a
teenager who has hardly been away from home before. By

thus implying to us that Wahed's knowledge of the surroun-
ding land is inadequate, the narrator prepares us for the
difficulties that the young traveller will encounter. We also
know that being a caravan merchant, Wahed's benefactor is
constantly on the move. Furthermore, this man's ability to
send to the enslaved Dajazmach a horse, money and food,

apart from paying the ransom, suggests the existence of

some contact bhetween the caravan merchants and the neigh-
bouring Muslims4(who also trade in slaves). Now, if Wahed's
only way of finding his benefactor is by following the trail
of the caravans and checking at their trading centres, his
inadvertently strayving into the hostile Muslims' land becomes
an easily anticipateable outcome. In this context, Wahed's
encounters with the mule attendants, the peasants and their
enslaved son are supplementary coincidences with a thematic
significance. The mule attendants assume he is a thief and
beat him mercilessly, whereas the peasant woman saves his
life by nursing him tenderly. For Wahed, these two incidents
sexrve as the premises for a moral lesson about the contrasts
in human nature. His meeting with the enslaved son of the
kind peasants is a preparatory condition for another
demonstration of Wahed's virtuosity as he will later on repay

his hosts' kindness by appointing his slave mate as his

deputy.These minor coincidences are fillers since their
omission from the story wouldn't have altered the course

of development of the plot. But their inclusion has also
served to reinforce the reader's anticipation of Wahed's
enslavement. The kind peasants' story about their son's
enslavement and their warning against trusting strangers,

for instance, are signals which foreshadow Wahed's fate.
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