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ABSTRACT

THEME AND VARIATION IN TWO TWENTIETH-CENTURY
ETHIOPIAN TRADITIONAL PAINTINGS

By

Andrea Bour Plant

This thesis presents a preliminary examination of the lives of two twentieth-
century traditional painters, Qengeta Jembere Hailu and Marcos Jembere, and their
representations of the popular theme, Emperor Tewodros and the Battle of Maqdela.
Interviews with the artists and the analysis of a number of paintings depicting this subject
are used to identify the stylistic and iconographic differences between the paintings.
Consistencies and variations are discussed in terms of their relationship to the artist’s
training and individual life experiences, and ultimately how they might reflect the history

of the genre, its patrons, and Ethiopia.
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INTRODUCTION

In the years of 1993 and 1994, while completing my graduate studies in art
history at Michigan State University, I had the opportunity to work on the exhibition,
Ethiopia: Traditions of Creativity as a graduate assistant. As the assistant to the chief
curator of the exhibition, Raymond Silverman, one of my responsibilities was to work
with other graduate students in cataloging a collection of twentieth-century Ethiopian
paintings that had been recently acquired by field researchers for the Michigan State
University Museum. Because the majority of these paintings included inscriptions written
in the Amharic and Ge’ez languages, I worked very closely with two Ethiopian graduate
students, Tibebe Eshete and Shiferaw Assefa, who provided the essential skill of
translating into English the text featured within these paintings.

Quite often throughout the cataloging process, Tibebe, Shiferaw, and I found our
way into discussions about the paintings, their inscriptions, and how they related to the
images. Questions regarding the iconography of many of the individual paintings
developed into lengthy conversations about the people, history, and art of Ethiopia.

Many of the paintings to be cataloged depicted historical themes featuring
significant events in the history of Ethiopia, such as the Battle of Adwa (1896) or the
Battle of Maqdela (1868). In discussing these themes with Ethiopian students and
historians, I became particularly interested in those which represented the Battle of
Magqdela and the Emperor Tewodros 11, the emperor of Ethiopia at the time of the battle.

Regardless of the approximate date assigned to the paintings we were to catalog,



certain iconographic features that identified Tewodros and Maqdela could be seen. I
became ever more curious as to whether or not a similar consistency could be seen in the
stylistic treatment among the paintings as well. And, if innovations in the iconographic or
stylistic treatment of these images could be found, what was the source for these
changes? If these paintings were produced primarily for foreign patrons, were there any
iconographic or stylistic changes in the popular historical or political painting themes that
reflected the social or political environment at the time in which they were painted?
Could the study of the consistencies or subtle inconsistencies somehow reflect the
attitudes regarding the leadership in Ethiopia at the time the paintings were
commissioned? Or, could such nuances offer a better understanding of the individual
Ethiopian artist’s life and experiences?

Painters Jembere Hailu and his son, Marcos Jembere, were two of the eleven
individual artists whose work was featured in the Ethiopia: Traditions of Creativity
exhibit. As with each of the eleven artists featured in the exhibition, field researchers
conducted interviews with both Jembere and Marcos concerning their life and work. The
interviews with the father and son highlighted the differences in their artistic training and
life experiences. I also considered whether their paintings would reflect such differences.

Throughout this paper, I use the interviews with Jembere and Marcos and their
two paintings of Tewodros and the Battle of Maqdela to examine how the stylistic and
iconographic inconsistencies that surface reflect the differences in both artists’ training
and life experiences. I hope to also demonstrate that despite a market which continues to
be driven predominantly by tourists and the use of familiar themes (“popular” themes

such as Tewodros and Maqdela, the Battle of Adwa, the legend of the Queen of Sheba



and Solomon, etc.), twentieth-century Ethiopian traditional painting is not a static,
unchanging degenerate offshoot of Ethiopian religious painting, but a distinct genre that
merits full consideration.

Currently, scholarship that examines the history of twentieth-century Ethiopian
painting is limited. The first chapter of this paper provides a brief overview of the studies
that have been published over the last fifty years that deal with traditional twentieth-
century Ethiopian painting. The individual life histories of the two painters, Jembere
Hailu and Marcos Jembere, are detailed in the following chapter, concentrating primarily
upon their artistic training and those events that they suggested were important in their
lives. Chapter three discusses events in the life and reign of Emperor Tewodros II that are
most frequently found in so many of the twentieth-century traditional Ethiopian paintings
illustrating his life. Examined in lesser detail are events from his life that appear less
frequently.

How do the various subjects and compositional features found in the two
paintings by Jembere and Marcos remain consistent with or deviate from similar features
found in a number of other twentieth-century traditional paintings that depict the same
theme? Chapters four and five investigate this question by comparing the similarities and
variations in the style, subject matter, and inscriptions in both.

In conclusion, I draw upon observations from the stylistic and iconographic
analyses of chapters four and five to demonstrate the importance of the individual painter
and how his/her training and the context in which s/he paints lead to changes in the

artistic interpretation of conventional themes of twentieth-century Ethiopian painting.



CHAPTER 1

INTERPRETATIONS OF THE
TWENTIETH-CENTURY TRADITIONAL PAINTING

Until recently, art historical studies of Ethiopian painting have focused primarily
on the traditions of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, such as illuminated manuscripts,
icons, and mural paintings of the past. The study of the origins, artists, and themes of
twentieth-century traditional Ethiopian artists have not received the same kind of
attention. Although a discussion of the reasons why such biases exist goes beyond the
scope of this paper, it is important to note that since the 1930s, the increasing popularity
and production of twentieth-century traditional painting has prompted some scholars to
perceive the tradition as a “mass-produced” or “commercial” deviant of “the great
achievement of the past” (Chojnacki 1964, 11). Considering the fact that many of the
paintings produced in Ethiopia today reveal stylistic and iconographic attributes
associated with the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, and in part, continue to be commissioned
for religious environments, this bias is even more puzzling. Fortunately}, a number of
scholars in the last half of this century have begun to examine twentieth-century
traditional painting in a different manner.

Scholarly contributions to the study of twentieth-century traditional painting and
the different approaches to examining traditional painting in the twentieth-century will be
reviewed in this chapter. How these studies have furthered the identification of twentieth-

century traditional painting as a distinct aesthetic expression also will be discussed.



Prior to the late 1960s, references to twentieth-century traditional Ethiopian
painting were primarily descriptive. Of the many travelers who journeyed to Ethiopia at
the turn of the century and returned to their homes to publish accounts of their travels,
few offered much more than general impressions of, or personal preferences for,
Ethiopian painting.

One of the first scholarly articles that examined socio-cultural aspects of
traditional painting in the twentieth-century was written by Eugene Pittard in 1928. Swiss
engineer W. E. M. Molly had collected a number of twentieth-century traditional
Ethiopian paintings in the 1920s, and in 1928, the Musée d’Ethnographie Genéve
presented an exhibition of these paintings. Pittard used information about the paintings as
it was communicated by Molly, and then provided brief, introductory anthropological
analyses of the paintings. Although earlier writers had identified traditional painting as a
distinctive style of painting in their writings and discussed the challenges of purchasing
or commissioning such works, Pittard’s article was important because it was the first to
provide a worthwhile study of eight paintings that were created by a single artist, Behailu
Gabre Mariam.

The rise in popularity of traditional Ethiopian painting after the coronation of
Haile Selassie (1930) had a marked effect on the nature of the scholarship of the period.'
An increased foreign presence in Addis Ababa brought an increase in visitors writing
about their experiences in the city. Literature from the period featured observations on the

popular themes of traditional paintings being produced in Addis Ababa, as well as the

! It was not until the diplomatic recognition of Ethiopia by foreign communities after the defeat of the
Italians at Adwa in 1896, and the resulting increase in a foreign presence in Addis Ababa that a significant
market for traditional paintings developed. Foreigners visiting or living in Addis Ababa created an



names of a number of the more popular painters of the period.

Contemporary writings from this period, such as Mérab’s Impressions d’Ethiopie
(1921-1929), Zervos’ L'empire d’Ethiopie (1936), and Coon’s Measuring Ethiopia and
Flight into Arabia (1936), provided valuable observations on painting in Addis Ababa.
Unlike some of the other works that offered general observations on the styles or themes
of the period (Norden 1933), these authors identified specific themes and compositions
that appeared more frequently and identified the popularity of certain religious saints,
historical characters, and popular allegories. Zervos and Mérab both presented
biographical information regarding individual artists who lived and worked in Addis
Ababa at the time, including (when available) their names, where they had previously
lived or worked, and brief references to the location of some of their works. Perhaps the
interest of these writers in documenting traditional painting of the time was due to a rise
in the popularity of collecting such paintings, but the historical insight offered in the
writings of Mérab and Zervos is significant. Not until the 1980s would contemporary
writings on twentieth-century traditional painting reveal such interest in the lives of living
artists.

Scholars had yet to examine twentieth-century traditional painting from a
historical perspective until 1966 when Pankhurst published “Some Notes for a History of
Ethiopian Secular Art.” An ambitious attempt to construct a history of secular painting in
Ethiopia, this essay presented an extensive survey of travelers’ accounts, royal chronicles,

Ethiopian manuscripts, and mural paintings (dating back to as early as the eighteenth

increased demand for traditional paintings. The simultaneous advent of photography among Ethiopia’s
ruling elite also created a new demand for painted portraits at the time.



century) which featured or described specifically secular subjects.? Pankhurst introduced
a historical framework for the development of twentieth-century painting in Ethiopia by
examining the important cultural and historical factors (such as the increase in consumers
of such paintings in Addis Ababa or the introduction and acceptance of photography by
the ruling elite) that gave rise to the development in the late-nineteenth and early-
twentieth centuries of secular themes and painters. Establishing a historical tie from the
contemporary secular artist to those individual court artists and painters from the
nineteenth century, Pankhurst formally connected twentieth-century secular painting to
what Chojnacki (1964, 11) referred to as “the great achievements of the past.” In doing
so, Pankhurst challenged scholars to view *“secular” or twentieth-century traditional
painting as they had nineteenth century Ethiopian painting — as an expression of the
historical, social, and cultural environment in which it was produced.

Scholarship in the following decades dealt more with the examination of popular
themes and the interpretation of iconographic elements and less with the historical
questions that had been presented by Pankhurst in 1966. The 1985 exhibition, Mensch
und Geschichte in Athiopiens Volksmalerei, was the first to focus strictly upon traditional
paintings from the twentieth-century.’ The accompanying catalog, written by Walter
Raunig and Girma Fisseha (1985), documented an extensive grouping of various
collections of traditional paintings, organized key information on the popularity of certain

topics, such as artists and artistic centers, and identified various stylistic characteristics.

2 Reflecting the problems of “classifying™ a distinct type of painting that had not been adequately examined
by scholars, Pankhurst introduced the term “secular” to distinguish traditional paintings of the twentieth-
century from their nineteenth century (commissioned primarily for religious environments) precedents. His
use of “secular” and the author’s use of “twentieth-century traditional’ direct the reader to the same form of
painting.



Although many of the catalogue entries were basically descriptions of the paintings,
Girma and Raunig’s work is nevertheless a very important one. It provided scholars with
a long-overdue introduction to the wealth of information featured in twentieth-century
traditional paintings. Most of this information still remains largely unused.

In 1985, Heinrich Schoéller and Girma Fisseha co-authored a preliminary
examination of a number of twentieth-century traditional paintings that represented the
popular theme of open-air courts. Rather than providing a topical description of the
iconography of the painting or detail its subject matter, the authors went one step further
and supplemented their iconographic study with introductory cultural-historical

interpretations:

The depiction of Ethiopian courts in popular paintings is the expression of
a distinct Ethiopian feeling for law and order, which has its roots in the
people. Possibly one can regard the court scenes as an expression of an
Ethiopian ‘Volksgeist’ from which the traditional law emanates, a law
which cannot be ‘made’ but, . . . ‘is and comes to be with the people.’
Herein lies, in addition to its artistic importance, the legal-anthropological
value of this art form (Scholler and Girma 1985, 161).
Attempting to assign deeper meaning to the iconography of just one of the many popular
traditional painting themes (open-air court scenes), this article was instrumental in
shifting inquiries away from those of the collector to those of the scholar.*
The trend in scholarship to examine popular themes of twentieth-century

traditional painting continued in 1986 at the First International Conference on the History

of Ethiopian Art where new questions regarding the life history of the twentieth-century

3 As mentioned earlier, Pittard (1928; 1947) had previously written about traditional paintings appearing in
an exhibition, but this exhibition featured over one hundred and twenty traditional paintings.
4 This interpretation was of an introductory nature and, as the authors stated, would “have to be supported

by the examination of specific contemporary documents and travelers’ reports” (Scholler and Girma 1985,
161).



traditional painter were introduced.

At the conference, both Girma Fisseha and Pankhurst presented historical
analyses of a number of thematically related paintings. Girma Fisseha offered
introductory considerations on the relevance of hunting scenes in traditional painting.
Pankhurst (1989) built upon the ideas explored in Scholler and Girma’s examination
(1985) of open-air court themes with the paper, “The Battle of Adwa (1896) as Depicted
By Traditional Ethiopian Artists.” Comparing the iconographic elements of a broad
collection of paintings that depicted the famous Battle of Adwa, Pankhurst constructed a
chronology for development and changes that he observed various painters’
representations of the Adwa theme over the previous three-quarters of this century. This
marked the first time that a scholar had presented a comprehensive historical analysis of a
twentieth-century iconographic theme.

A new regard for the traditional painter as individual artist was presented at the
conference by Girma Kidane (1989) in his paper, “Four Traditional Ethiopian Painters
and Their Life Histories.” Providing brief biographies and individual photographs of
four established traditional painters, Girma confronted long-held biases concerning the
anonymity of twentieth-century traditional painters. As Pankhurst (1966) had
underscored the importance of determining the individual identity of artists and how their
background and artistic training reflect the history of twentieth-century painting, Girma’s
attention to the details of each of the four artists’ personal lives emphasized how
important they are in the study of their paintings. The differences in the lives of the four
artists Girma discussed suggested further examination into the differences or similarities

of their paintings.



Raunig also presented a short paper at the 1986 conference. In a brief summary,
he discussed the future of twentieth-century traditional painting and its artists. Most
importantly, “Ethiopian Folk Art Painting™ recognized that “comprehensive stylistic
research into Ethiopian folk art painting has still to be carried out” (1986, 70). And
although his paper did not specifically address issues of classification, Raunig did
indirectly introduce the use of yet another term, “Folk art,” for those paintings produced
in Ethiopia throughout the twentieth-century for primarily non-religious environments.’

In 1988, at the Tenth International Conference of Ethiopian Studies, Richard
Pankhurst (1994) explored the popularity of yet another traditional theme, the
representation of Emperor Tewodros and the Battle of Magdela. Presenting a brief
overview of the six most popular themes used to illustrate the life and reign of Tewodros,
Pankhurst provided valuable information regarding the iconographic elements featured in
these themes. This work remains the only examination of the Tewodros theme in the
visual arts of Ethiopia.

It was not until Ricci’s Pittura Ethiopica Tradizionale (1989) that stylistic
considerations of twentieth-century traditional painting were integrated with historical
study. His catalog of the largely unpublished collection of traditional Ethiopian paintings
in the Istituto Italo-Africano in Rome, included translations of inscriptions found in
several of the ninety-three paintings and various observations concerning history, style
and iconography. Ricci’s study, in contrast to earlier works, explored the distinctive or
unique characteristics of each painting, such as its execution, organization, and
iconography. His examination also included the study of inscriptions, as well as historical

facts associated with each of the paintings. In doing so, he was able to pose questions and

5 Elizabeth Biasio (1993) later explored, in depth, the various terms used to classify this type of painting.
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offer comments about their origins, influences, and authorship. Despite the introductory
nature of his study, Ricci directed scholarship beyond standard historical inquiries, such
as that of Pankhurst (1966), toward a more comprehensive, art historical methodology.
However, Ricci’s use of the term “contaminated” to identify those twentieth-century
traditional paintings that exhibited European influences perpetuated the bias of Ethiopian
painting as timeless or stylistically static until the advent of European influence — an
influence that invariably led to its “degeneration.” The connotations associated with such
terminology did little to complement the advances Ricci had made in presenting
twentieth-century traditional painting from an art historical point of view.

Scholarly biases toward the “great achievements of the past” (Chojnacki 1964,
11) continue to be seen in some of the papers presented at the Second International
Conference on the History of Ethiopian Art held in 1990 in Warsaw. One such example is
seen in Chojnacki and Paul Henze’s introductory comments to the published proceedings
of the conference. Discussing Ethiopian painting, they state that (1993, 13) “although
such paintings were produced to satisfy the demands of diplomats and visitors to the
country, some are worthy of recognition as genuine works of art,” and reveal the common
positive biases toward earlier forms of painting.

Girma Moges’ paper, “African Characteristics in Traditional Ethiopian Art,”
presented at the Second International Conference on the History of Ethiopian Art, did not
support such a bias. Presumably weary of Western scholars referring to traditional
paintings as part of a “contaminated” genre or one in which European influence is
prevalent, Moges explored those African influences that could be discovered within

traditional paintings. However, his paper proved methodologically problematic because it
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presented a number of stylistic attributes associated with various African sources or
influences without providing a sound basis for such observations. It did, however,
provide another important contribution to the construction of an accurate and
comprehensive history of twentieth-century traditional painting in Ethiopia — that
concerning the African influence.

Questions explored by Elisabeth Biasio in the paper, “Twentieth-century
Ethiopian Paintings in Traditional Style: ‘Traditional,” ‘folk,” or ‘popular’ art?,” at the
Third International Conference of the History of Ethiopian Art held in Addis Ababa in
1993, addressed semantic issues. She focused on a set of issues currently facing scholars
studying the history of twentieth-century Ethiopian paintings. Problems such as the
terminology used in the discussion of twentieth-century Ethiopian paintings or the
classification of such works. Her analysis identifies the numerous challenges paintings
that manifest so many origins, influences and transformations pose for the Western
trained scholar. What surfaced in Biasio’s inquiries were scholars’ apparent disregard for
the single artist’s perspective of twentieth-century Ethiopian painting. Persistent
questions of terminology, classifications and stylistic developments could, perhaps, be
more adequately addressed given detailed accounts from individual artists regarding such
issues. Except for Girma (1989) and Girma and Silverman (1994), Silverman and Girma
(1999), and Silverman (1999) few scholars have examined the life histories of Ethiopian
painters. Ultimately, without such information, few comparative studies or
comprehensive histories may be written regarding Ethiopian painting of the twentieth-
century.

The importance of the artist in the history of Ethiopian traditional painting was

12



demonstrated in the publication of individual artists’ profiles for the exhibition, Ethiopia:
Traditions of Creativity, authored by curator Raymond Silverman (1994). Qes Adamu
Tesfaw and Qengeta Jembere Hailu were two of the eleven featured artists trained in the
religious style featured in the exhibition.® Rather than reiterate the introductory
scholarship of the last twenty years on traditional painting, Silverman focused on the
lives of Adamu and Jembere as they were communicated by each artist in field interviews
that he and colleagues Girma Fisseha and Neal Sobania conducted in April, May and
June of 1993.

If Biasio’s paper of 1993 had raised questions regarding the theoretical distinction
between “traditional,” “folk™ and *“popular art” or treating Ethiopian painting as a
generalized, monolithic entity, Silverman’s presentation of the actual lives of twentieth-
century painters underscored the misapplication of Western styled categories and terms.
The histories of Adamu and Jembere have certain affinities, such as the similarity in the
religious environment in which both were artistically educated and the fact that both had
made painting their profession. However, their life experiences are quite diverse and this
is significantly reflected in their painting style — thereby stressing the need for specific
research focused on individual traditional painters who are alive, regardless of their
conformity or non-conformity to categories such as “secular” or “sacred” painters.

In 1994, Girma Fisseha and Raymond Silverman presented the paper “Two
Generations of Traditional Painters: A Biographical Sketch of Qangeta Jembere Hailu
and Marcos Jembere,” at the 12th International Conference of Ethiopian Studies. Using
the painters’ autobiographies as the point of focus, Girma and Silverman reinforced the

approach mentioned above and offered a new approach to the study of twentieth-century

6 Qes and Qengeta are terms that refer to religious offices within the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.
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Ethiopian painting. As in the exhibition, Ethiopia: Traditions of Creativity, in which the
stylistic differences of traditional painters challenged longstanding views of repetition
and mass production, the lives of father Jembere and son Marcos proved to contradict
notions of decline or “contamination” (in traditional painting) as a consequence of
diminished “spirituality” or an affinity with religious painting. Moreover, this
investigation of the work of two painters, in this instance, Jembere and Marcos, perhaps
serves as the best example to date of the consistencies and variations that exist within the
form and style of twentieth-century traditional painting in Ethiopia.

The essay, “Jembere and His Son Marcos: Traditional Painting at the End of the
Twentieth Century,” featured in the book, Ethiopia: Traditions of Creativity (1999),
again examined the well-documented works of traditional painters Marcos Jembere and
Jembere Hailu. In this essay, however, Silverman and Girma place the work of each
painter in the broader context of twentieth-century painting in Ethiopia and identify a
number of neglected topics relevant to the study of traditional painting, such as
portraiture and religious painting.

Silverman and Girma use different works of Jembere and Marcos to demonstrate
that traditional artists frequently work in more than one idiom. In so doing, they
challenge aspects of previous scholarship and present a new direction for future studies.
Starting, rather than concluding, with the works of each painter, traditional painting is
examined on its own terms. By focusing first on the individual artist, their life history,
and the stylistic consistencies or inconsistencies of their collective works, instead of the
general or less specific commonalties of theme and style, one can begin to build a

historical context for the tradition. This paper draws upon the methodological approach

14



presented in the essay, “Jembere and His Son Marcos: Traditional Painting at the End of
the Twentieth Century,” (1999) by first exploring the life histories of Jembere and
Marcos. This is followed by the close analysis of two paintings representing the same
subject produced by each of the artists as a vehicle for exploring some of the factors that
have influenced the evolution of their work, as well as the work of other traditional

artists.
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CHAPTER 2

JEMBERE HAILU AND MARCOS JEMBERE

This chapter presents concise life histories of two artists who are the focus of this
paper, Jembere Hailu and Marcos Jembere (Silverman and Girma 1999; Girma and
Silverman 1994). I will review their artistic training and events they consider to be
important in their lives. This biographical information will be used in developing the
stylistic and iconographic comparisons presented in later chapters.

Marcos Jembere is a second generation traditional painter. At thirty-eight years
old, his artistic training and life experiences contrast those of his father’s, Jembere Hailu
(1913 - 1993). Unlike his father and many of the other painters who moved to Addis
Ababa during the first half of this century, Marcos did not receive painting training as
part of a traditional church education, nor did he teach himself. He was instructed by his
church-educated father, Jembere. At the age of four he began to learn drawing and
painting at his father’s side. As he matured, his father provided instruction on the
fundamental technical aspects of traditional painting, such as the mixing of colors, the
stretching of canvas, how to sketch the outline of the composition directly on the cloth
canvas with pencil or charcoal, and how to apply different pigments, one layer at a time.
Marcos also learned to work on several different paintings at the same time, applying one
layer of pigment to one painting and, while waiting for it to dry, treating a separate

painting with its own layer of pigment. By observing his father at work and copying his
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paintings, Marcos was also taught more advanced aspects of painting, such as how to
make paintings “proportional,” which subjects are the most prevalent in traditional
painting, and how to identify significant figures in paintings with captions or labels.’
Once Marcos acquired the necessary skills to work with his father, he assumed an
apprenticeship-styled working arrangement with Jembere, first preparing certain aspects
of the paintings for his father to complete, then eventually working on his own paintings
for market. Ultimately, as he has stated, Marcos developed his own form of painting
traditional themes but one stylistically similar to that of his father.®

Marcos received additional painting instruction in the art classes he attended in
both primary and secondary school. In school, Marcos learned what he has termed
“modern arts, such as using straight lines and correct proportions.”® Art instructors
recognized his exceptional talent and strongly encouraged Marcos to further his
education at a school of fine arts. Marcos subsequently sought his father’s authorization
to leave Ethiopia and pursue his dream of attending a foreign arts school abroad. His
father’s refusal to support his ambitions forced Marcos to remain in Ethiopia and as a
result, he has yet to attend art school. This incident put a strain on the relationship
between father and son. Nevertheless, Marcos continued to paint during this period. Since
1971, he has worked full-time as a civil servant. He still maintains the hope of someday
attending art school.

Today, Marcos works as a supervisor in a government motor pool. He cites his

7 Marcos Jembere, interview by Girma Fisseha and Raymond Silverman, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, April 25,
1993.

8 Marcos Jembere, interview by Girma Fisscha and Raymond Silverman, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, April 25,
1993.

% Marcos Jembere, interview by Girma Fisseha and Raymond Silverman, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, April 25,
1993.
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job and the period of the Derg, or the provisional military council which ruled Ethiopia
from 1974 to 1991, as having seriously effected his interest and motivation to paint.'o
Marcos has resumed painting and has even attempted to sell his paintings through various
art and curio stores in Addis Ababa over the past several years.

Jembere Hailu was born in a small town near Debra Tabor in 1913."' Jembere
completed the first stage of his traditional church education at the age of eleven. As he
learned to read and write by studying the Dawit (Psalms of David) and different aspects
of zema (religious music), Jembere continued his education by attending gine (spiritual
poetry) school, first at the monastery of Hega Vashra in Gojjam and then at Welda. The
final years of Jembere’s church education were spent in Samada and Kidane Mehret in
Gaynt, where his studies were devoted to zemmare (refined and complex types of
religious music) and the school of aquaqua (the mastery of the drum and sistra and the
“so-called dance of the priests”). Jembere’s painting instruction began at the church of
Tegbabe Mariam in Amhara Sayent. There, while studying the Old and New Testaments,
he observed his uncle, Aleqa Alemu, as he painted. A well recognized artist, Alemu
instructed Jembere in the essential components of church painting, such as the art of
writing or calligraphy employed to label significant figures in paintings, and various
canons of the church painting tradition. As communicated by Jembere, these canons
(which to date have yet to be thoroughly documented by scholars) included standards for
the depiction of prominent holy figures, such as the depiction of St. George on a white

horse and the depiction of St. Mercurius on a black horse, or the rendering of the

'® The market for traditional paintings has always been reliant upon foreign patronage in the capital.
During the period of the Derg, there was a dramatic drop in tourism in Ethiopia, and thus a poor market for
traditional painting.
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Madonna as wearing a “heavenly” blue cape. Additional aspects included the
compositional arrangement of saints, such as that of St. Michael to the right of Mary, for
her protection, and St. George to her left. The representation of figures, such as rendering
non-believers in profile with one eye and believers frontally with both eyes, appears to
have been equally as important as the assignment of particular colors for certain figures,
such as the dark-colored devil, and the angels who are represented using light colors.
Jembere began painting for his uncle in 1929 at the church of Enatitu Mariam in
Debra Tabor. Alemu, Jembere and three other painters worked together on the church
which was commissioned by the governor, Ras Gugsa Welle of Begemdir. However, a
1930 rebellion staged by Ras Gugsa against Ras Tefari Mekonnen, the future Haile
Selassie I, halted completion of the project and Jembere returned to his parents’ home.
Jembere’s first independent commission came in 1931 when the Dejazmach
Wendwossen Kasa, the new leader of Begemdir, requested Jembere to paint the reception
hall of his palace. Jembere received an official position as Secretary to the Dejazmach in
appreciation for his work. His increasing prominence as a painter however, was short
lived, for in 1936 he was forced to stop painting as a result of the Italian invasion of
Ethiopia. Serving in the army of Wendwossen Kasa (who was killed in 1937), Jembere
endured tremendous personal losses — his father was killed at the Battle of Maychew in
1936 and the death of his uncle Aleqa Alemu in 1939 proved to be even more
devastating. Nevertheless, Jembere continued his service first under the Fitawrari
Yalegal, who, with the aid of the British army, defeated the Italian General Nasi in 1941.

The years following the restoration of Ethiopian independence were marked with

" The following account of Jembere's life draws upon the essays published by Girma and Silverman in
1994 and Silverman and Girma in 1999.
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personal difficulties for Jembere. Despite his outstanding service to Ethiopia, Jembere
was not immediately recognized, due to problems he encountered with the law. Jembere's
most recent comments regarding these problems attribute to his alleged involvement in
the 1946 Eritrean independence Muslim league, Rabita al-Islamia, as the cause of his two
year incarceration during this time. He claimed that he was released from prison
following an investigation of his presumed involvement. In an earlier account, Jembere
indicated that the problem stemmed from his accidentally killing a man following an
argument and his subsequent evasion as the source of his problems during this period.
During this time he supposedly assumed the life of a shifta (a bandit or renegade) and
sought sanctuary at the monastery church in Gheghera in Wello, where he was afforded
asylum by the priest Memher Sefu. (This report appears to fit more logically into
subsequent accounts of Jembere’s life.) In appreciation for his protection, Jembere
offered to paint the monastery church in Gheghera. Unfortunately, due to sanctions
associated with his having divorced his first wife at this time, he was only permitted to
paint the exterior parts of the church, rather than the Sanctuary area.

Jembere moved to Addis Ababa in 1948, and upon appeal to the Emperor Haile
Selassie I for recognition of his service to the Ethiopian cause during the Italian
occupation, Jembere was rewarded with land in the Arat Kilo district of Addis Ababa, as
well as financial support for the construction of a house. Jembere states it was at this time
that he was introduced to the acclaimed traditional painter, Belatchew Yimer (1869-
1957), and would often observe him as he made paintings to be sold. Consequently,
Jembere developed his own style of painting, creating interpretations of popular themes,

as well as new subjects for the traditional painting market, including his well-known
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scenes of everyday life set in his homeland, the Lake Tana region of Ethiopia. It was at
this time that Jembere experimented with painted portraits, which had become
increasingly popular among the ruling elite since the introduction of photography in
Ethiopia in the early twentieth-century.

Jembere sustained a successful career as a traditional painter until the 1974
Revolution. The Derg discouraged tourism and a Western foreign presence in the capital
and as a result, virtually destroyed the market for traditional paintings. His home and
nearly all the possessions owned by Jembere and his second wife, Bezunesh, were
confiscated by agents of the Derg government. Jembere stated that as a result, he painted
nothing during this period. He had just begun painting again before his death in 1993.
Hindered by cataracts during this time, his paintings show a dramatic difference of style
from his earlier work.

This brief summary of the lives of father and son reveals a rather dramatic
contrast. From childhood, Marcos has consistently had an avid interest in painting.
Although he grew up in a time of great political turbulence, Marcos appears to have
sustained an unwavering aspiration to become a professional artist. The experiences of
Jembere, on the other hand, seem to be tied to painting as much as they are to history; his
life, in essence, is a living document of the history of Ethiopia and its painting traditions.
Interestingly, both painters have asserted their individuality in interpreting common
themes and subjects associated with traditional painting. It is a unique opportunity then,
given the comments provided by both artists, to examine in the following chapters, the

manner in which such individuality is expressed.
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CHAPTER 3

EMPEROR TEWODROS II (1820 - 1868)

For after all, rising from the dusts of 19" century Abyssinian anarchy, it

was he who for the first time seriously challenged the hegemonic power of

the corrupt clergy and the warring regional lords and who attempted to

establish peace and order in the country. With the boldness that

characterized his actions, it was he who took the first initiative to create a

strong and modern Ethiopia out of the dwindling and decadent Empire . . .

Naturally, a man of such a stature could not fail to capture the imagination

of Ethiopian creative writers and that is why, next to the Italian invasion of

the country, he has become one of the most popular historical themes.

Accordingly, Tewodros alone has inspired the writing of six works by

some of the major Ethiopian novelists and playwrights (Taye Assefa 1983,

115).

Since the beginning of the twentieth-century, the life and reign of Emperor
Tewodros II has been a popular subject in traditional painting. Among the more popular
themes in traditional painting, scenes from his life and reign are found as frequently as
those which represent relatively more significant battles from the history of Ethiopia,
such as the Battle of Adwa (1896) or Emperor Yohannes’ march to Matamma (1889).
The factors contributing to the popularity of Tewodros’ life among visual and literary
artists have yet to be examined. Although a number of scholars have presented detailed
historical studies of his life and reign, none have presented a comprehensive analysis as

to why his life remains such a popular subject among the people of Ethiopia.

In the paper “Emperor Tewodros II and the Battle of Maqdela (1868) as Depicted
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in Ethiopian Popular Art” Richard Pankhurst identifies six “types of Tewodros paintings”
that have been repeatedly produced in the twentieth-century (Pankhurst 1988, 281). Each
type includes the image of the Emperor Tewodros, most typically in the following
compositional arrangements: *“Portraits; Maqdela battle scenes, featuring his suicide;
Pictures of his law court and punishments; Scenes of his feasts; Paintings depicting his
suicide; Composite pictures.” However, there is little if any discussion of the socio-
cultural or political environment of the times during which certain types of Tewodros
paintings were more popular than others. This is yet another vital question that remains to
be explored by scholars. If it was in fact foreign visitors to Addis Ababa and Ethiopia
who fueled the production of traditional paintings in twentieth-century Ethiopia, did they
also contribute to the popularity of certain themes — such as those of Tewodros that
Pankhurst has identified? Or were certain themes more popular at certain times during the
twentieth-century because of the social or political environment in which the artists who
produced specific paintings lived? Additionally, if Pankhurst has identified as many as
six popular “Tewodros themes,” what were the sources that the painters used for these
particular themes?

This chapter provides a historical background to those events from the life and
reign of Tewodros that Jembere Hailu and Marcos Jembere have featured in their
paintings. Understanding the actual history of Tewodros’ life helps to identify
continuities as well as innovations in each artist’s representation of two different
“Tewodros themes” — scenes from his battle with the British at Maqdela and scenes from
his law court and punishments. The continuities and differences between the two

painters’ treatment of these themes will be discussed in following chapters.
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Historical accounts of the early life of Kasa, as Tewodros was named prior to his
coronation, typically focus on his life as a shifta and his continual struggle for the
governorship of Qwara.'> Most historians view the experiences Kasa encountered during
this period as the stimulus for a number of objectives he later tried to pursue as Emperor.
His younger years, from his birth (c. 1820) to approximately 1839 when he was about 20
years old, were heavily influenced by the powerful Dejazmach Kinfu of Qwara. The
former marriage of his estranged father, the Mesfin Hailu Welde Giyorgis of Qwara, to
the niece of the famed Zamana Masafent Dejazmach Maru of Dambya, made Kasa the
step brother of Kinfu.'® It was probably because of Kinfu’s father-like relationship to
Kasa, that he received a fine education in Qwara at the convent of Mahbere Sillase
(Rubenson 1966, 29). Despite his illegitimate birth and the supposed common status of
his mother, Weyzero Attitegeb, Kasa became a well-educated young man, versed in
Ethiopian history, literature, and warfare, in addition to more worldly subjects, such as
the Arabic language and European history.'*

Kasa was quickly acclimated to the political warfare of the Zamana Masafent.
Accompanying the Dejazmach on the frequent military campaigns and probably

participating directly in the violence of many of them, it was during this time, as

12 Qwara was the northwest region of what is now present-day Ethiopia.

'3 The Zamana Masafent is usually referred to as the “Era of the Princes,” which endured roughly from
1750 to 1850 and was, as Shiferaw Bekele (1990, 26-27) states “the period when Ethiopia was divided
within itself into several regions with no effective central authority . . . the lords constantly fought against
each other for aggrandizement of their territory and to become the guardians of King of Kings at Gondar. .
.. Coalitions and alliances between the lords were constantly formed and dissolved in this period . . .
internal crisis was further aggravated by the doctrinal divisions within the church.”

14 Most scholars assert the common status of Tewodros’ mother who is said to have worked as a market
vendor selling koso, a purgative ingested to cure tapeworm. See Taddesse Tamrat (1991, 117-125), for an
account of the koso-vendor story typically discussed in reference to Attitegeb. This includes a rarely
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Rubenson (1966, 31) points out, that “some traits in Kasa’s character — bravery almost to
the point of recklessness, a kind of fatalism and a certain disregard of human life,” were
most likely formulated. The death of Kinfu in 1839 marked a new period in Kasa’s life.
Kasa sought the governorship of Qwara, and for about ten years, constantly contended for
the position with the Yajju Ras Ali I (r. 1831-1853) and his powerful mother, the
Empress Manan Liban.

The question of Kasa’s official legitimacy repeatedly obstructed any rightful
claims he could make to the territory, and regardless of his exceptional military ability or
popularity among the people, he was forced to attain the governorship by force.'
Threatened by the potential of an illegitimate heir seizing power, the Empress Manan
continually attempted to shut Kasa out of the Yajju realm. Kasa in turn took on the life of
a shifta and formed his own sizable army.

During this shifta period Kasa became notorious not only for his pillaging of
caravans, villages, and farms but also for sharing his booty with the peasants of Qwara. It
was Kasa’s shifta days, as Bahru Zewde (1991, 28) explains

that were probably the most formative period of his life. It was then that

some of the enduring features of his personality were confirmed . . . his

simplicity and disdain for pomp. He lived the life of his followers, taking

part even in ploughing and sowing. Another feature was his concern for

social justice. His distribution of money that he had acquired by robbery to

the peasants, so that they could buy ploughs, had an element of Robin
Hood about it.

Kasa became increasingly popular among the people of Qwara during this period.

included reference to her later life (see d’ Abbadie, 1868) in which she becomes a nun and wears a white
0b.
3 It has almost always been assumed that Tewodros invented any affiliations with actual royal ancestors.
Rubenson (1990, 19) however, calls for a re-examination of the possibility that real royal ancestry did
actually play a role in his rise to power.
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Consequently, the Empress Manan repeatedly attempted to stifle his power. One legend
which historians often use to illustrate the failure of Manan and her supporters to stop
Kasa is that which involved the Qanjazmach Wendyerad. Apparently it was Qanjazmach
Wendyerad who had boasted to Manan that he “would bring in the son of the koso-
vendor” (Rubenson 1966, 37). As an example of his vengeance and pride for his mother,
Kasa supposedly forced Wendyerad to drink an entire horn of koso before his shifta
army.'S

Manan herself even provided her own granddaughter Tewabech’s hand in
marriage to Kasa in an attempt to prevent his opposition to the Yajju line. But it wasn’t
until 1847, when Kasa ultimately defeated and imprisoned the Empress and her husband
Yohannes III near the northern shores of Lake Tana, that he was officially presented the
governorship of Qwara. Yet, the governorship which the Ras Ali seemingly awarded to
Kasa to contain his rise to power, merely further empowered him to dominate the
surrounding regions.

It took an embarrassing defeat in 1848 against the Egyptians at the Battle of
Dabarqi for Kasa to emerge as a mature contender among the Zamana Masafent leaders.
Probably the single most significant outcome of this defeat was “his lifelong obsession
with the ‘Turk,” and his wild dream of liberating Jerusalem from their rule” (Bahru 1991,
28). But Kasa also observed the keen discipline and advanced weaponry of the Egyptians
and immediately sought to instill both in his troops. Consequently, his troops became an
unstoppable force (primarily due to their fine discipline) and for the next seven years

consecutively defeated each of the key figures of the Zamana Masafent.

16 Rubenson (1966, 19) attributes the source of this legend to the chronicle written during Tewodros’ life
by Zeneb.
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The Battle of Ayshal (1853), in which Kasa’s army defeated and exiled Ras Alj, is
commonly referred to as the end of the Zamana Masafent. However, it actually was not
until Kasa’s army defeated the forces of Dejazmach Wube of Simien at the Battle of
Deresge (February 1855) that the Zamana Masafent was finally and completely
dissolved. The equally as significant provinces of Yeju, Wello, Tigray, and Shewa
however, still remained unallied with Kasa’s cause and it would be the control of these
distant provinces that would plague Kasa to his death.

On February 11, 1855, merely two days after the Battle of Deresge, “in Wube’s
own church, Deresge Mariam, Abuna Salama crowned Kassa as Tewodros II, King of
Kings of Ethiopia” (Marcus 1994, 64). 17 The selection of the name Tewodros was a
decisive move on the part of the Emperor to identify directly with the peasants.

By taking this regal name, the new emperor laid claim to the national myth

about the hallowed reign of Tewodros I (r.1412-1413), who reputedly

redistributed land to the peasants and who came to be regarded as a

‘hidden Mahdi’ who would return to bring justice to the people (Marcus

1994, 65).

Rubenson (1966, 51) and Marcus (1994, 68) concur that Tewodros felt a great sense of
responsibility and mission in taking this name and possibly even believed that he was
indeed the apocalyptic “slave of Christ” as mentioned in the Fikkare Iyesus.'®

Consequently, from the outset, Tewodros established objectives which addressed social

justice for the common people, such as reforms in the government and land ownership,

1 Marcus (1994, 63-64) describes the ramifications of the 1854 Council of Amba Chara at which Kasa
presided and joined forces with Abuna Salama as a “call to Orthodoxy” or a reassertion of the Tawahedo
Doctrine, i.e. the belief in the inseparability of Christ’s human and divine natures. In sum, the alliance
brought Kasa a major supporter of a unified Ethiopia, a believer in the separation of civil and sacred affairs,
and a religious official who was needed in the ceremony of his imperial coronation.

18 According to Prouty and Rosenfeld (1981, 68), the Fikkare Iyesus is “‘an apocalyptic work which
predicted that Christ would bring a man named Tewodros to power after a long period of corruption,
perversity and lawlessness.”
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both to foster their support and attain his own personal goals.

Scholars also agree that Tewodros, in attempting to implement such radical
reforms, was the first modern minded Emperor of Ethiopia. Donald Crummey (1969,
457) supports this, writing that:

Tewodros is the father of modern Ethiopia in the sense that he conceived

the idea of a united, strong, and progressive Ethiopian state, the peer of

any other state in the world . . . he was Ethiopia’s first monarch with a

concept (however vague) of modernization, to the vigor and relevance of

his response to the new forces of foreign influence which became felt

throughout the first half of the nineteen century, and to the extraordinary

breadth of his personality, which must be seen in the context of this

response.

Indeed it was in response to both increasingly threatening European and Islamic powers
that Tewodros developed two persistent obsessions: one, of ruling a unified Ethiopia and
the other, of modernizing the nation to the level of foreign (specifically European)
technologies so that resistance to Muslim forces could be maintained (Crummey 1969,
459, 462). These two major concerns would greatly effect Tewodros’ policies as
Emperor.

In striving for unification, Tewodros first established a series of military reforms.
He replaced the regional armies of the past with a centralized national army, introduced a
new hierarchy of command for the varying levels of leadership, and initiated an actual
wage based compensation system (for the soldiers as well as governmental officials),
instead of the previously accepted method of pillaging (Bahru 1991, 33). The Emperor

was also quick to realize that military unification meant little unless it was supported by

domestic unification. He thus initiated new reforms which specifically focused on
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reversing the anarchy of the Zamana Masafent."’

By introducing such reforms as his “policy of general pacification,” the Emperor
promoted security and prosperity for the citizens of his Empire (Pankhurst 1991, 133). He
encouraged the common people to return to their “lawful avocation, the merchant to his
store, and the farmer to his plough” (Lejean 1855, in Pankhurst 1991, 133) and
introduced a new administration of justice to thwart thieves and other criminals, such as
bandits who looted the countryside.

In the new form of administration, any wronged individual was encouraged to
plea their case directly before Tewodros, wherever he set up camp (Morgan 1969, 259).%°
The system, according to Rubenson (1966, 55), succeeded to a near-excessive extent, in
terms of the amount of time Tewodros had to invest. It did not, however, subdue the
severity of punishments for major crimes such as execution or mutilation for robbery,
murder, treason or rebellion.

The type of mutilation which Tewodros prohibited was the emasculation

of captured enemies. He also abolished the established custom that

kinsmen of a murderer or even someone who had caused the death of

another person by accident had to answer with their lives or a ransom even

if they were completely innocent of the crime or accident (Rubenson 1966,
55).

These reforms are often overlooked when compared to the severity of those punishments

that Tewodros employed to condemn offenders he thought deserving of penance. Despite
using excessive violence, Tewodros made valid inroads to protect and provide justice and
economic development for the Ethiopian people (Marcus 1994, 68). His reform of the

Ethiopian Orthodox church however, had yet to be achieved.

19 See Pankhurst (1991, 127-144) for a review of the numerous additional reforms that Tewodros attempted
to implement as Emperor.
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Tewodros’ attempted reforms directed toward the Ethiopian Orthodox clergy
were related to his two fundamental concerns. First, to unify the doctrinally divided
Orthodox church was to attain political unification. As Rubenson (1966, 72) explains, “in
the predominantly Christian population of the regional kingdoms or chieftainships that
Tewodros set out to unify, the authority of the spokesmen of the Church was more wide-
spread than any other.” Second, in order to maintain his national army, critical to
resisting foreign (i.e., Egyptian and/or Muslim) powers and securing the respect of
European (Christian) powers, Tewodros sought a more substantial financial base (Bahru
1991, 35).

Earlier, at the Council of Amba Chara in 1854, it was arranged that the Abuna
Salama would become the functional head of the Church in return for Tewodros’
enforcement of the Tawahedo Doctrine.*' Consequently, Tewodros had clearly instituted
a separation of the powers of Church and State, while the Abuna had established some
sense of unification among the clergy. This arrangement stood in direct conflict with the
economic policies Tewodros attempted to implement (Bahru 1991, 35).
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