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Songs We Learn From Trees: An Anthology of Ethiopian Amharic Poetry, edited and translated by Chris Beckett and Alemu Tebeje, Carcanet, 2020
Chris Beckett and Alemu Tebeje’s anthology of Ethiopian Amharic poetry is wonderful – not only for the choice of poems – but for the fluency and energy of the translations. The editors are also to be congratulated for their cogent introduction and context to Ethiopian poetry.  
First, a word on Amharic. While there are over 80 languages in Ethiopia, Amharic is used by poets from other linguistic and ethnic groups to reach a wider audience. Beckett and Tebeje set out the two main types of Amharic poetry: get’em and q’ine. ‘Get’em’ means rhyme and relies on a syllabic count. There is an ease of rhyming in Amharic compared to English. Q’ine poems have a religious theme. Q’ine poets strive for both a surface and a hidden meaning, known as semenna worq (wax and gold), which can give a critical, funny or even sexual subtext to a poem. This wax and gold sensibility is important, particularly in contemporary poetry of protest. As the editors state ‘you cannot always say what you think in Ethiopia without being locked up’.

Poetry only switched from being an oral form after Ethiopia’s liberation from the Italian occupation in 1941 (Ethiopia is the only African country not to have been colonised). Under Haile Selassie, schools and universities were opened and some poets studied abroad, taking on poetic influences from elsewhere. After the fall of Selassie and rise of the Derg military junta in 1974, there was a brutal crackdown.  

Here is an anonymous get’em love poem, with a startling, and pleasing, frankness, which typifies many of this anthology’s poems:

Headache

If I get a headache, I have myself bled.


If I get 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?

Writing in the twentieth century, the poet Gemoraw (Hailu Gebre-Yohannes)’s work feels highly contemporary in its critique of the (mis)use of innovations and technologies. He is just one of many poets to have been imprisoned by the authorities. Is it any wonder that protest poems are such a force in Ethiopia? The oral tradition is very much present in the anthology. This extract is from the poem ‘The gift of a curse’:

You who invented the AEROPLANE, you Wrong Brothers!


was your aim to export a rubbish culture to the world?

to transport useless products and all sorts of things that no-one needs from 


Yankiland?

Please fly to hell, Wrong Brothers, in your AEROPLANE!

Still in the vein of protest, Mengistu Lemma, who studied at the London School of Economics, writes poignantly of the racism he experienced in late 1940’s/early 1950’s London. ‘Longing’ is set on a train: 
The carriage was big enough for ten,

but no-one was brave enough to open the door
I’d shut fast to keep in the warmth.
Instead, they huddled in the corridor,

unwilling to share the warmth with a black man –

even though coal is black, even though

the wealth of England was forged by black coal.

Male poets dominate but the editors’ efforts to ensure greater gender parity in the later sections of the anthology has brought protest poems from a women’s perspective to the fore – including Misrak Terefe, whose unforgettable child-rape poem ‘What did you find so beautiful’ was included in Modern Poetry in Translation vol. 1, 2020. Meron Getnet’s feminist and humorous poem, ‘Prototype’, riffs on the creation of men and women, with God having:


[…] sketched you first,


before He dreamed me into being


as the finished product

As well as protest, and love, poetry as fable is a strong theme. I’ve chosen Mekdes Jemberu’s contemporary poem as an example: 

Hypocrites

When a plough pulled by an ox



under its heavy yoke


stumbles on a lump of earth



that will not break,


the farmer always blames the ox,



never the earth,


calls it a lazy beast and give it



a good crack of his whip.

Jemberu founded the Ethiopian Women Writers Association and her work is much loved in Ethiopia. 

One of the youngest poets featured, and one of my favourites, is Liyou Libsekal (b. 1990) who won the UK’s 2014 Brunel University African Poetry Prize. Her writing blends tradition with a looser, possibly more personal style. I love her closing lines, including ‘I am fragile in this disorder’ from the poem ‘Gospels’ and ‘falling as we must’ from ‘Into the Earth’. Here is a short poem, where much is left unsaid.

Bearing Heavy Things

Living in the traditions of our men you unfolded young, and mothers


and aunties whispered over scalding coffee and joyous incense.


They slaughtered a sheep for you, a day of melodic tongues, of wealth


for your father and promise for his.


Pinned up over early bed you nursed on stray beams until you were left


with brimming womb on fickle hips.


Now they shame you for your smell, for what your body lost when it


couldn’t hold; and yet again, you are ushered out of home.

If I were to critique the anthology, I’d suggest that some poems may feel slightly moralistic or paternalistic for Western tastes, but the vast majority are a surprise and a joy.
Having been to Ethiopia, I know there is so much more than the famine and drought, which the West has focused on (when Ethiopia is discussed at all). Unsurprisingly, there are many strong poems inspired by hunger and drought. Nebiy Mekonnen was imprisoned and tortured for eight years in the 1970s-80s. His poem ‘Servant of the Cloud’ achieves that rare thing – something beautiful out of devastation. This extract highlights a poor farmer:


all he sees is this dry red morning sky


a world without one drop of water


a sky without an eye for ploughing…





now everyone is servant





or attendant of the cloud
I’d like to end with a poem exemplifying the anthology’s humour and subversion, with four lines from Alemayehu Gebrehiwot’s ‘OK, Let’s Be Exiled’, yet another great performance piece:


Let’s go! let’s rush


yes, let’s be exiled,


[…]


Yes, let’s return!


Let’s never get too comfortable!
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