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5
            AMHARIC POETRY: A SHORT INTRODUCTION

         

         Amharic is one of over eighty languages and dialects spoken in Ethiopia today. It is the first language of just under a third of the population, but is taught in all Ethiopian schools and is the main language of government. Many writers of other or mixed ethnic backgrounds also use it to reach the largest audience for their work.

         Professor Getachew Haile has said that ‘poetry is at home in the Ethiopian mind’, and Solomon Deressa in discussing his long Poem to the Matrix wrote, ‘there is no way to divorce the poem from the land’. Most Amharic proverbs and idioms are in the form of poems, as are song lyrics, prayers and hymns; all of which find their way into everyday speech. There are two basic types of Amharic poetry: get’em and q’ine. The word get’em means rhyme, but a get’em poem also implies the rhythmic, meaningful expression of an idea. There are many different structures of get’em, according to rhythmical patterns, types of rhyme, numbers of lines; but arguably the most common distinction is by number of syllables per line, as classified over the years (and with many variations between them) by academics and poets such as Alemayehu Moges, Mengistu Lemma, Birhane Gebreyehu and Teshome Yemer:

         
            
               

	    
            
                        
                        	1-4 syllables per line
            
                        
                        	Buhe Belu Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	5 (or 10)
            
                        
                        	Sengo Megen Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	7
            
                        
                        	Sedefo Bet or Wodaj Semede Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	8
            
                        
                        	Medina Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	12 (2 x 6)
            
                        
                        	Yewel Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	16
            
                        
                        	Tsegaye Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	18
            
                        
                        	Yohannes Bet






         

         6 Traditionally some of these lines have been associated with:

         
            
               

	    
            
                        
                        	children’s songs……………..
            
                        
                        	Buhe Belu Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	praise songs..……………….
            
                        
                        	Sengo Megen Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	azmari (minstrel) songs……..
            
                        
                        	Yewel Bet



	 
            
                        
                        	thanksgiving songs…………
            
                        
                        	Sedefo Bet, Wodaj Semede Bet, Medina Bet






         

         Yewel Bet (Common Line), 12 syllables made up of 2 x 6 syllable sections with a pause in between, like an alexandrine, is probably the most popular line in Amharic poetry. Azmari minstrels as well as other folk poets tend to compose couplets of rhyming Yewel Bet lines. The basic aa/bb etc rhyming pattern is called Bet Memt’at (Coming Line). Literary poets from Kebede Mikael to the present day use this rhyming couplet as a base from which to deviate and come back to.

         Q’ine are religious themed poems traditionally composed in Ge’ez (the precursor of Amharic, now largely confined to the Ethiopian Orthodox Church). Students learn in church schools how to improvise and recite eleven types of q’ine for performance during church services. They also learn to use semenna worq, ‘wax and gold’, so that the poem has a surface meaning (wax) and a deeper hidden meaning (gold), using puns and homonyms. But a mixture of playfulness and political expedience (you cannot always say what you think in Ethiopia without being locked up…) means that wax and gold is a common feature now of all Amharic poetry: it can make solemn or righteous poems naughty or critical; it can add a profane or sexual subtext to the most poker-faced of religious poems; it is explainable in other languages, but almost always untranslateable.

         Before the twentieth century, poems were not often written down, and there is still a thriving oral literature that only occasionally reaches the page, e.g. through the efforts of scholar poets such as Fekade Azeze, whose book on famine poetry 7 (Unheard Voices) is an important social as well as literary document. War cries and boasts (q’ererto and fokara) are common to many if not all cultures but have been particularly celebrated and enjoyed in Ethiopia down the centuries: from the lion-maned horsemen who would gallop right up to the Emperor whooping threats and boasts; to adolescent boys staking their claim to manhood; even to the ironic boasts in the voices of famine or fleas. War songs have also been composed and sung by women to rouse and encourage the men, a tradition that eg Alemtsehay Wodajo is continuing with her warrior-praising poems such as The hero does not recognise death. Wailing songs are normally sung by professional mourners (alqash) who study the biography of the dear departed and compose songs lamenting that dust has dared to consume such a brave person, such a handsome man or beautiful woman, such a generous person, a good mother or father etc. At the other end of the spectrum, insult poems were even sometimes used in the law courts to attack and discredit an opponent, such as this example given by Getachew Haile (note it is composed in Yewel Bet):

         
            Hodu yanquraret! Agru yeshererit!

            He has the belly of a frog! the legs of a spider!

         

         Written poetry only properly emerged after the liberation of Ethiopia from the Italian occupation in 1941, with pioneering figures such as Kebede Mikael taking all the tropes and techniques of traditional oral poetry and using them to create poems for an increasingly educated readership. Haile Selassie’s regime opened many new schools and universities during the 1950s and ’60s. As students were often despatched abroad to help modernise the country, the scope of poems and their influences widened. For example, Kebede Mikael’s morality tales, ostensibly for children, often sound like witty Christian Ethiopian versions of Aesop (himself of course rumoured to have been Ethiopian). Kebede Mikael wrote largely in Yewel Bet, while Mengistu 8 Lemma, rooted as he was in traditional getem and q’ine, also lived a few years in England (where he shared rooms with the young Richard Pankhurst) and wrote about being an Ethiopian abroad. He experimented with poetic form, not only line lengths but also introducing direct speech and snippets of popular songs. In 1963, Addis Ababa became the seat of the newly formed OAU (Organization of African Unity), and by 1975 Wole Soyinka’s Poems of Black Africa (Heinemann) included work by Tsegaye Gebre-Medhin and Solomon Deressa, work that shows clear influences of surrealism and experimental poetry originating in Europe/USA, but which had become part of an African writer’s reference too.

         Despite the relative stability of this period prior to the 1974 Revolution which ousted Haile Selassie, protest and criticism thrived, particularly in the student movement, for example in the poems of Gemoraw, who famously recited his poem lambasting inventors for the misuse of their inventions, Bereqete mergem (Gift of a Curse), at a regular poetry event in Addis Ababa University, prompting a furious Haile Selassie to get up and walk out. As Yonas Admassu writes in Callalloo Journal (Vol 33/1, Spring 2010), ‘the new generation rose up with pens’. The fact that Haile Selassie attended such events is testament to the power of poetry as a mainstream method of expression: it was normal for the best poems of the year to be read over loudspeakers to crowds around the football field on college open days. Poems such as Yohannes Admassu’s Let me question you! would be sold in duplicated copies, the authorities trying desperately to censure them in advance but thereby only adding to their cachet and blackmarket value.

         Some of these poets, like Gemoraw, were forced into exile, where they were joined by a stream of brilliant political writers, such as Hama Tuma and Alemu Tebeje, who we list in the Diaspora section of this anthology. Hama fled Ethiopia before the Revolution, but his visceral poems and short stories are aimed at the brutal Derg regime which took over from Haile Selassie, 9 and the still authoritarian eprdf regime which followed it in the 1990s. His poems are universal, too, since they tackle issues of injustice, inequality and exile:

         
            just a nobody

            
                

            

            The dead man was no one,

            just a man in tattered clothes,

            no shoes,

            just a coin in his pocket,

            no id cards, no bus ticket.

            He was a nobody,

            dirty and skinny,

            a no-one, a nobody

            who clenched his hand before he died.

            But when they pried his fingers

            open, this nobody,

            they found a whole country.

         

         Other poets have managed to stay in Ethiopia but still throw critical bombs, using wax and gold or humour to deflect reprisal; for example, Nebiy Mekonnen’s football/election chant ‘it’s rigged…it’s rigged…it’s rigged…’ (My continent’s election song) or Fekade Azeze’s Boiling Weeds or Solomon Moges’ sarcastic Let’s burn Axum down!

         Sometimes a fearless poet like Seifu Metaferia just comes out and says it like it is:

         
            They say ‘come here!… go there!’

               with a gun

            to emphasize their words… (A world created by the powerful)

         

         But Amharic poetry is not all about protest, of course. It discusses many difficult and distressing problems – even child-rape, as in 10 Misrak Terefe’s devastating poem, What did you find so beautiful? – but it also likes to talk about love and sex, the pleasures of music, smoking, good food, even if sometimes there may be a ‘gold’ subtext which is socially or politically critical, eg in Zewdu Milikit’s gentle ridicule of fat cats, My silly stomach, or in Mekdes Jemberu’s swaggering City chicken.

         These poets write their own concerns but these include important public issues, like how to hold such an ethnically diverse country as Ethiopia together, and what it even means to be Ethiopian today, when so many have dual residency and flit between USA, Europe and Ethiopia. So, at the first ever Ethiopian Literary Festival in UK, which Ermias Kebede organised for the ECB (Ethiopian Community in Britain) in Dalston, east London, in February 2019, there was a line-up of exciting poets performing in Amharic, but also an interview in English with Lemn Sissay, the celebrated Ethio-British poet and dramatist who packs halls in Addis Abeba as well as UK whenever he gives a reading. Lemn is an ambassador for many good causes, but he also highlights the growing self-confidence of Ethiopian poets today, wherever they are, whichever passport they hold, whichever language they write in.

         
             

         

         Chris Beckett & Alemu Tebeje,

London, 2020

         
             

         

         
             

         

         With thanks to Zewdu Milikit for his information on systems of syllable counting in Amharic poetry, also to Martin Orwin, Getachew Haile, Yonas Admassu and the late Richard Greenfield for their invaluable information and articles about Amharic poetry, on which much of the above is based.
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            TRANSLATORS’ NOTE

         

         Our project would not have been possible without the guidance of Wondwosen Adane, lecturer on Amharic literature in the Department of Amharic Language, Literature and Folklore at Addis Ababa University (AAU). We owe him a huge debt of gratitude.

         Tibebu Bellete of Ahadu Radio and the Ethiopian Writers Association helped us to contact many of the poets and their families, and Alula Pankhurst has been very generous with his time and advice. We would also like to thank all the poets represented here for their enthusiasm and for allowing us to publish these translations (or the original English) of their poems. Some of the poets helped with translations, including Zewdu Milikit, Bedilu Wakjira, Tewodros Abebe, Alemtsehay Wodajo, Alemaheyu Gebrehiwot, Kebedech Tekleab, Solomon Moges and Mekonnen Wodajeneh.

         We are especially grateful to our brilliant fellow translators, Fasika Ayelew, Yemisrach Tassew, Bahrnegash Bellete, Hiwot Tadesse, Anania Tassew, Melkam Desta, Roman Tewolde and Henock Taddese: they all deserve a special place in heaven for their unstinting generosity and dedication! We also want to thank the editors of Modern Poetry in Translation, PN Review, Wasafiri, The Missing Slate and Asymptote Journal for publishing some of these translations (or earlier versions of them).

         Songs We Learn from Trees is the title we gave to a poem by Bewketu Seyoum which we both love (Kezaf yeteqeseme zema, literally Chant gathered from a tree), about the origins of Ethiopian church music. Sadly, Bewketu decided not to participate in this anthology, but there are still plenty of songs and trees making 12music in the book. And we wish Bewketu well with all his endeavours.

         Translation is both quite easy and unfathomably hard: easy to make mistakes, especially of idiom, and to ask native speakers to point these out and correct them. Much harder to convey the texture of a poem that comes out of a culture so different to ours. Amharic being an inflected language, it rhymes much more readily than English: you arrived/ you sat down/ you smoked a cigarette etc all rhyme in Amharic because the verb normally comes at the end of the phrase, and a pronoun like ‘you’ is carried in a verbal suffix. This and other syntactical characteristics mean that Amharic poems tend to full-rhyme (often ‘suffix-rhyme’), probably without the reader/listener taking much notice, especially as most poems have a strong rhythm as well. So we, as translators, do not feel bound to try and reproduce the endrhyming patterns, except when it is obviously crucial to the feel of the poem. That is especially the case with eg Kebede Mikael, whose poems were written as children’s morality tales. Our translations of his poems therefore prioritise rhyme and end up being versions of his poems, not word for word but hopefully roughly equivalent in feeling and message. The same is true for some other superficially childish poems, such as Meron Getnet’s Tell me a story.

         Another aspect is syllable count, which we identified in the Introduction as probably the most common organising principle in Amharic poems. We decided not to try and reproduce these Bet (lines) in our translations, except as short or long or middlelength lines. Anything else would make our translations sound very awkward.

         But our biggest difficulty has often been with tone: for example, Bedilu Wakjira’s much loved poem Awnet malet new, yene lij (Truth, my child) is written in the voice of a tender father, speaking to his child, but a close translation feels preachy, ponderous, almost unbearably paternalistic to our ear. We do not 13want Bedilu’s poem to sound Victorian in English when it does not sound antique in Amharic! So again, we have adopted a much looser translation, in form and words too, but one which we hope sticks close enough to the content and conveys something of the poem’s power. We hope we are not falling into the trap of what Gilles Ménage once called ‘les belles infidèles’ (‘the unfaithful beauties’), at least we make it our rule to ask the poet’s permission if we feel we are straying quite far from the literal meaning/sequence of the poem.

         Any anthology must choose which poets and poems to include. We have had to leave out so many we like, for which we deeply apologise, as much to our own ambitions as to the poets themselves. We only have room too for a small taster of folk and religious poems. But this book is just a start, a snapshot of the landscape of Amharic poetry, which is thriving both inside and outside the mother country and is so much wider than our lens can hope to capture.

         Lastly, we apologise for any mistakes, misjudgements and misunderstandings which we have undoubtedly made. We hope they will not detract from enjoyment of the poems.

         
             

         

         Chris Beckett & Alemu Tebeje

London, 202014
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            I. FOLK & RELIGIOUS POETRY
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               17ፍቅር

               LOVE

            

            
               LIKE A ROCK

               
                  Love! love! they say, making light of it,

                  but it’s heavy as a rock when you lift it up.

               

               SMALL BED

               
                  You’re young, I’m young, we’re both in our prime,

                  this bed’s much too small, spread a rug on the ground!

               

               TWO HOUSES

               
                  Your house and my house, so close together,

                  but here I am dying of loneliness and longing.

               

               HATLESS

               
                  Shoeless and hatless I come to you,

                  how quickly I come when I come to you!

               

               WOOING

               
                  I’m tired of wooing and wooing and wooing,

                  I wish someone would tell me what you’re thinking!18

               

               ORANGES AND LEMONS

               
                  She was a beautiful woman, like an orange,

                  but then she turned into a lemon…strange!

               

               TRAIN

               
                  This time yesterday, she was here with me,

                  but she’s taken a train and left me on my own.

               

               ROCK RABBIT

               
                  You said come so I came, but you were not there,

                  your love is as fickle as a rock rabbit’s prayer.

               

               HILLOCK

               
                  I won the lottery of love, but it made me stagger,

                  so I left it on a hillock until I felt stronger.

               

               MILK

               
                  I married an old white-bearded man.

                  He looks like a baby with milk on his chin.19

               

               HEADACHE

               
                  If I get a headache, I have myself bled.

                  If I get a colic, I reach for a pill.

                  If I get VD, I jump in a spring.

                  But what can I do if he doesn’t love me?

               

               THE PLAIN OF SEGALE

               
                  The plain of Segale is bitterly cold.

                  A lion has eaten my precious young mule.

                  I’ve run out of food and everything else.

                  But I don’t have a problem with any of this.

                  It’s only your absence I cannot dismiss.

               

               A SUNDAY PEW

               
                  You said, come, my dear! but I couldn’t see you,

                  your doorway was packed like a Sunday pew.

               

               
                  Well, if it was packed like a Sunday pew,

                  you could have slipped in and worshipped me too!

               

               LIME OF THE FOREST

               
                  You lime of the forest, honey among the rocks,

                  lemon of the cloister, grape in the savannah.

                  A hip to be enclosed by one hand;

                  a thigh round like a piston.

                  Your back – a manuscript to read hymns from.

                  Your eye trigger-happy, shoots heroes.20

                  Your gown, cobweb-tender,

                  your shirt like soothing balm.

                  Soap? O no, you wash in Arabian scent,

                  your calf painted with silver lines.

                  I dare not touch you!

                  Hardly dare to look back.

                  You mistress of my body:

                  more precious to me than my hand or my foot.

                  Like the fruit of the valley, the water of paradise.

                  Flower of the sky; wrought by divine craftsmen;

                  her eternal heel trod me down.

                  But have no compassion with me:

                  her breast resembles the finest gold;

                  when she opens her heart –

                  the Saviour’s image!

                  And Jerusalem herself, sacred city,

                  shouts ‘Holy, holy!’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               17ውዳሴ እና ቅሬታ

               PRAISE & COMPLAINT

            

            
               A BRAVE MAN

               
                  From the cliffs of Meqdela, we hear a loud cry:

                  in the middle of cowards, one brave man has died.

                  By killing himself so they couldn’t kill him,

                  Emperor Tewodros has outwitted them.

                  What will Englishmen boast when they are back in their land?

                  They cannot take Tewodros alive, because he is dead!

               

               EMPEROR MENELIK’S NEW PLUMBING

               
                  We have seen wonders in Addis Abeba,

                     water worships Emperor Menelik!

                  Oh, Judge Menelik, what new wisdom will you bring?

                     already you make water soar and sing!

               

               
                  Abba Dagnew, you make water rise through a window.

                     now the thirsty can drink and the dirty be washed.

                  Emiye Menelik, what wonders you have arranged,

                     one day you will even outfox the Ferenje!

               

               
                  The new and surprising piped water supply to Menelik’s palace was arranged by Swiss engineer Alfred Ilg in the early 1890s. Dagnew was the name of Menelik’s horse, so Abba Dagnew means father of Dagnew. For the rhythm in English, we have cheekily added another of Menelik’s given names, Emiye, meaning mother, because of his reportedly kind and forgiving nature. Ferenje is the Amharic word for foreigner, probably derived from ‘French’. 22

               

               BELAY ZELLEQE

               
                  In the name of the Father, let me praise

                  a man so great no other man compares.

               

               
                  His face that shines like a midday fire,

                  his home is in Lemchen, his name is Koster.

               

               
                  Gojjam’s eyes are weak and wandering,

                  so the Lion of Lemchen has issued his ruling.

               

               
                  In his manly trousers and fighter’s belt,

                  how great are the deeds of Abba Koster!

               

               
                  Scrabbling for leaves, these Italian goats,

                  but Belay the Leopard is cutting their throats.

               

               
                  Italian trousers, are they really so long?

                  Belay pulls them down, to try them on!

               

               
                  If you needed a mule, he gave you a mule

                  if you needed a Beljeg, he gave you a Beljeg

                  if you wanted a Czechoz, he gave you a Czechoz –

                  but they took him off and hanged him, Belay Zelleqe.

               

               
                  As if whole sides of beef had never been carved here;

                  as if his beautiful mules had never been saddled up here;

                  as if cool pitchers of t’ej had never been poured here;

                  as if majestic carpets had never been spread out here;

                  look at the weeds growing in the compound of Abba Koster! 23

               

               
                  Like Solomon and Sirak,

                  like kind King Menelik,

                  how can anyone get to the end of it,

                  when writing the history of Belay Zelleqe?

               

               
                  These are all individual poems, either couplets or longer verses that were recited or chanted in praise of Belay Zelleqe, a charismatic hero of the Resistance against the Italian invasion from 1935/1941. He was often referred to as Abba Koster, ie father of Koster, the name of his horse. Trousers have manly, even heroic, implications, cf long trousers in English. His base during the Resistance was near the Blue Nile gorge. After Haile Selassie’s return from exile, Belay was initially made a minor governor but later rebelled, was arrested and imprisoned. He briefly escaped but was recaptured and in 1945 hanged at the age of only 36. Beljeg refers to a Belgian-made rifle and Czechoz to a Czech rifle.

               

               THE OX WE FED

               
                  The ox we fed for seventeen years

                  sleeps in Zimbabwe and listens to the news.

               

               
                  The ox here is Colonel Mengistu Haile Maryam, leader of the Derg, from 1974 to 1991, who fled to Zimbabwe and now lives in a posh suburb of Harare. He is still wanted in Ethiopia for crimes against humanity.

               

               THE BASTARD’S KNEES

               
                  Let me break the bastard’s knees,

                  I can afford the court fees. 24

               

               YOU BUREAUCRATS

               
                  Do not pass my gate, you bureaucrats,

                  I will throw you in the fire, like rats.

               

               GONDAR

               
                  Beautiful from her beginnings, Gondar, hope of the wretched!

                  And hope of the great, Gondar, without measure or bounds!

                  O dove of Johannes, Gondar, generous hearted mother!

                  Gondar, never bowed by affliction!

                  Gondar, with her merry name!

                  Gondar, seat of prosperity and of savoury food!

                  Gondar, dwelling of King Iyasu and of mighty Bekafa!

                  Gondar, which emulated the city of David, the land of Salem!

                  She will be a myth unto eternity.

                  How is it she has been destroyed like Sodom, and without any guilt?

               

               
                  Gondar is a beautiful city north of Lake Tana, founded by King Fasilidas in 1635. Famous for its castles, it served as capital of the country for 250 years.

               

               A MONK WITH HIS CROSS

               
                  A monk with his cross, a soldier with his wacafo gun,

                  both of them are trying to bring down a plane!

               

               
                  Monks such as Abune Dioscoros and Abba Wolde Tensay of Wolliso famously fought alongside ‘patriot’ soldiers against the Italian invasion and occupation of Ethiopia, 1936–1941. 25

               

               MY BRIDE

               
                  My bride despises all our guests,

                  so she speaks to them in English.

               

               THE BRIDEGROOM

               
                  He broke the silver bracelet, your manly son, my brave son!

                  He smashed his bride, her handsome bridegroom, our beautiful son!

               

               CHILDREN OF GOJJAM

               
                  The children of Gojjam, the small ones,

                  they smile like honey but sting like bees!

               

               MILITARY SERVICE

               
                  The Chairman’s sons don’t go to war,

                  the Committee’s sons don’t go to war,

                  the Party’s sons don’t go to war,

                  the Co-op’s sons don’t go to war –

                  who defends the borders of Ethiopia?

                  who has to fight all over Eritrea?

                  only us poor sods, the sons of the Poor! 26

               

               FUNERAL SHOUT

               
                  Mother of a boy, tie a rope around your waist,

                  a vulture, not a brother, is burying your son!

               

               
                  This dates from the civil war against Eritrea in the 1980s, so the son has gone to fight and be killed far from his home, perhaps on a lonely mountainside, prey to vultures.

               

               HERE COMES A DONKEY

               
                  Here comes a donkey loaded with dung.

                  No more military service for our sons!

               

               THE UPSTART MINSTREL

               
                  Yes, this upstart minstrel deserves a thrashing!

                  Even the most loving tongues are guilty of backbiting!

               

               
                  This is in the voice of a minstrel who was trying to placate Emperor  Tewodros for having made barbs at him to curry favour with another  warlord. Tewodros refused to be amused, apparently, and had the minstrel caned to death.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               27ሀብት, ደህነት እና ረኀብ

               WEALTH, POVERTY & FAMINE

            

            
               ATO TAGGELE’S LAMENT
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