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Children’s Theatre in Ethiopia

ABONEH ASHAGRIE, Addis Ababa University

Introduction

Since the beginning of theatre arts in Ethiopia in 1921, children had been per-
forming plays merely for the satisfaction of adult audience for more than six
decades. Although the Ethiopian theatre started to advance towards profes-
sionalism in early 1940s, for years it could not establish an institution that
targeted the entertainment of children with the given form of the art. This
situation, however, was reversed in the 1980s with a practical introduction to
the nature of the art at Addis Ababa University, and the founding of
Children’s Entertainment and Enrichment Department by the Ministry of
Culture and Sport, which later progressed to Children and Youth Theatre.

The Children and Youth Theatre in the last 22 years has undergone vari-
ous developmental stages, while maintaining a professional standard and is
nowadays considered one of the best children’s art centre in Africa.

This article therefore, attempts to provide general information on the his-
torical development of Ethiopian children’s theatre to international theatre
scholars, hoping that it will contribute to the total comprehension of Ethio-
pian theatre in particular, and African theatre in general.

Early Phase: Dramatic Elements in Children’s Tradition

Children’s theatre is a recent phenomenon in Ethiopia. There was no a single
permanent place allocated for the production of children’s play until 1989.

This, however, does not mean that Ethiopian children have had no dra-
matic experience at all. The Ethiopian children, for centuries, have been in-
volved in folk games that embodied dramatic elements in their content.

Children’s games like A& ¢ A5 ¢ “L0F (Bal onna mist “Husband and
Wife”), &0 : &5 : 7°A0 (Leba anna Polis “Thief and Cop”) are few exam-
ples that demonstrate to what extent dramatic element in the forms of story,
role division, mimics, dialogue, costume and property have sufficiently ex-
isted in Ethiopia folk practice.

The Ethiopian tradition imposes social obligation on community elders
to guide children to be considerate of their environment and is imbued with
moral qualities which seems to have necessitated the formulation of dra-
matic elements in the folk media. Community elders and parents, under the
pretext of entertainments used to transfer accumulated knowledge and ex-

Aethiopica 15 (2012)



Aboneh Ashagrie

perience to children by means of these dramatic elements. Stories and games
are dramatized to children either under the shade of trees in late afternoons
or around fire places in the evenings. Children’s participation in the per-
formance has always been highly encouraged. Such transfer of dramatic
elements from generation to generation has guaranteed the sustainability of
dramatic performance in crude forms.

The First Ethiopian Adult’s Drama in Children’s Style

Even when we look back 90 years from now and observe how the Aristote-
lian theatre was introduced in Ethiopia, we realize that it had a similarity
with the motives and goals of our ancestors who worked hard to educate
children through dramatic means.

The first Ethiopian play script written for an adult audience by Tikla
Hawaryat Taklimaryam had its origin in Fabula, a folk tale the author had
composed in verse in 1912 to appeal to the moral sense of Iyasu, who was cho-
sen by Emperor Monilok as the heir to the throne when he was still a child.!

As a concerned member of the aristocracy, Takla Hawaryat felt that the
“Playboy manner and inordinate sexual appetite” of the young prince would
be rectified if approached through didactic literature that teaches moral les-
sons. It was the folk tales he had written for this specific purpose that Takla
Hawaryat transformed into a drama under the title 44 : CA@-&PT
9.0 ¢ (Fabula: Y’ awrewocc komediya, “Fable. The Comedy of Animals”)
in 1920-21.3 This play was produced for the royal family and the aristocracy
in Cinema Terrasse at Hotel de France in the presence of the then Crown
Prince Tafiri Makonnon.*

The aristocracy, however, was not pleased with the production, for it was
interpreted by the audience as satiric, and criticized the reign of Empress
Zawditu. The consequence was an immediate ban on this successful and
pioneering play, and a temporal impediment to the growth of theatre in
Ethiopia.

Despite the childish nature of the form and content, the effect triggered
by Fabula: Yi’awrewolc komediya on the adult audience was serious. The
simplicity of almost all the dramatic elements and the use of animal charac-
ters, as well as the involvement of boys as actors in the stage production,®
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however, fairly put Fabula: Ya’awrewocc komediya under the category of
children’s play. Thus, we can safely say that the first European styled play
staged in Ethiopia had the tendency of being children’s art, though it was
intended for adult audience.

Children in School Drama: Acting for Adult Audience

The development of formal education, particularly the founding of modern
schools in early 20% century laid a fertile ground for Ethiopian children to
engage in theatre experiences. The expatriate teaching staff, that had exposure
to the theatre arts before they came to Ethiopia, introduced acting techniques
to students, and then started staging plays mostly for the consumption of
Crown Prince Tifiri Mdkonnon and members of the aristocracy.

Mirsao°e Hazan” remembers that the play productions shown in Ambharic
at the Glaze Hotel in front of the Crown Prince in April 1926, and the full-
length drama that was staged in May 1926 to raise funds in order to educate
freed slaves in a boarding school, were performed by children from Tafiri
Mikonnan School.

Likewise, students of Monilok II Secondary School performed in plays di-
rected by Yoftahe Noguse and Mal’aku Baggosaw in July 1927 and 1928.

The steps taken by Emperor Hayli Sollase’s government in constructing
halls in the Tafari Mikonnan School’s compound in 1928, and the establish-
ing of semi-professional theatre under the administration of Manilok School in
19352 were historical in initiating a strong relationship between children and
the theatre arts. It is noteworthy to mention here that in 1928, children and
expatriate teachers of Tafiri Miakonnon and Monilok IT Secondary School
advanced to producing dramas in English, French and Italian.

The incorporation of drama in Manilsk IT Secondary School’s curriculum
also took theatre to the grass root level by involving children in all class
rooms. Ladislas Farago!'® who visited the school in 1935 states that
Minilik School had a pleasant curriculum, starting with lesson and ending
with acting.” Such a trend obviously broadened the opportunity for Ethiopi-
an children to familiarize themselves more with theatre arts, both as perform-
ers and audiences.

The advent of Italian aggression on Ethiopia during World War II was an-
other factor that prompted the involvement of children in theatre activities.

7”MARSa°E HAZAN WALDAQIRQOS 1999 [2007]: 305-308.
8 1bid. 305-308.
9 FARAGO 1935: 170.

10 7bid. 171.
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Yoftahe Noguse, Mil’aku Biggosiw, K. Nalvandian,!! Kintiba Dista and
Haddis ‘Alimayyahu'? on the eve of the Italian invasion in 1934 and 1935,
continuously produced agitation plays with school children to enhance the
feeling of Ethiopian national patriotism within the public.

After the victory over Italian Fascism in the early 1940s, Yoftahe contin-
ued to produce plays with children actors at schools for parents, and at the
palace for the Royal family and members of the aristocracy. Emperor Hayla
Sollase, well aware of the value of theatre when he was in exile in England
during the Italian invasion, began to encourage gifted child actors after at-
tending performances on his birth and coronation days. He even went to
the extent of instructing his grandchildren to show religious plays to the
Royal family on Christmas.!?

The contribution made by Senaddu Gibru in providing a unique oppor-
tunity for female students to participate in theatre production at the Em-
press Menen Girls Boarding School (dtege Minan School), particularly
between 1947 to 1950, was historical. Girls from this school used to per-
form both female and male characters on campus for parents; at the palace
for the Emperor, the Royal family and members of the aristocracy, and
occasionally at the Cinema Ethiopia for the general public.'

The publications of full-length plays in the mid 20 century by notable
Ethiopian playwrights have also created a favorable condition for children to
have an easy access to plays. This situation has motivated Boy Scout clubs and
members of the Orthodox Christian Association in various schools to engage
in drama production, with the intention of raising funds for their organiza-
tions. Through these objectives, the concept and the taste of the art has been
disseminated to a considerable number of Ethiopian children.

Children in Political Play: Towards Martyrdom and Freedom

Such a participation of children in school productions developed over the
years the awareness regarding the efficacy of the art, and enabled radical
students to use drama as a weapon for their struggle against Ddrg’s barrack-
socialism in the early years of the Ethiopian Revolution. The clandestine
youth-wing of the Ethiopian People Revolutionary Party (EPRP) staged
various agitprop plays in urban residential areas to mobilize the community
to rise up against Miangostu Hayld Maryam’s dictatorial regime. In return,
the regime brutally massacred the children who participated in such a

UMULUGETA SaYUM 1964 [1972]: 43—46.

12 HHADDIS ALAMAYYAHU 1985 [1993]: 33.

I3 MINISTRY OF INFORMATION 1957 [1965]: 362.
14 SgNaDDU GABRU 1949 [1957]: 17-20.
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‘counter revolutionary activity’. It is not to be forgotten that children per-
forming an anti-government play in the vicinity of Mirkato in 1977 had
been gunned down right on the stage.

Likewise, the Tigray People’s Liberation Front, the Ethiopian Peoples
Democratic Movement (later to be known as the Amhara National Democrat-
ic Movement), and Eritrean People’s Liberation Front considered agitprop
musical drama as the best instrument to mobilize the peasantry into the armed
struggle against Mangostu’s dictatorial regime. The art troupes of these organi-
zations performed musical dramas almost in all countrysides of their target
regions, whereby drama, in its edutainment form was introduced to the rural
children of Togray, Amhara and Eritrea. Some members of these art troupes
have paid with their life while accomplishing their mission.!3

In the meantime, those children thrown into jail in 1977 and 1978, for
opposing Mingastu’s dictatorial regime in urban areas used drama as a
means to freedom. Due to the infiltration of EPRP sympathizers into Ming
astu’s party, the government was deluded that ‘counter revolutionary” chil-
dren could be converted revolutionary through cadre’s teaching. The chil-
dren in custody were persuaded to denounce their previous political stand
in public and prove with tangible evidence their loyalty to the government.
The children used this to their advantage and engaged actively in producing
fake ‘pro-government’ political poetry, music and drama to raise fund for
Yinnat hagér torri (“Call of Mother Land”), the government’s project to
generate finance and material resource for war against freedom fighters in
the northern and eastern part of the country. As a result, many children
who had been accused of changing their political stance by the regime were
released from jails.

The Beginning of proper Children’s theatre

No proper children’s theatre was staged in Ethiopia up until the 1980s. One
of the reasons was lack of awareness of the technical demarcation between
adult’s and children’s theatre. Children’s drama, in its peculiar form and
content was introduced in Ethiopia by Professor Robert McLaren and Pro-
fessor Peter Harrop in the Theatre Arts Department at the Addis Ababa
University in 1980, with the production of +7hA% @- : W& (Tinkolinriaw
Kibbédi “Cunning Kibbadi”). The drama was later performed for St.
Mary Elementary School children, where it was greeted with enthusiasm.
The success and the effect of the drama then motivated an insight to the
theatre graduates to convince the Ministry of Culture and Sport that atten-

15TyAsu BARAHE, interview 2007.
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tion should be given to children’s theatre production. As a result, the Minis-
try of Culture and Sport created Yihasannit Miznaniia onna Mabélsagya
Wanna Kofal (“Children’s Entertainment and Enrichment Department”) in
1982, and Altayyiwirq Zilliqd was assigned to find a means by which
knowledge could be transferred from socialist countries to Ethiopia, a task
which took her almost a year to accomplish.

Children’s theatre in Adult’s Play-houses

In accordance with the cultural agreement between Ethiopia and the Feder-
al Democratic Republic of Germany, a German theatre director came to
Addis Abiba in November 1983 with a German children’s play-script. The
play was translated into Ambharic, and was produced at the Ethiopian Na-
tional Theatre for children audiences. This production, called 101 (Gobiize
“The Brave”) became the first professional children’s play, marking a turn-
ing point in the history of Ethiopian children’s theatre.

Despite its technical and artistic quality, the production of Gobize as
witnessed by the writer of this paper was beyond the capacity of the child-
audience’s imagination and comprehension. The Bertolt Brecht methodolo-
gy of the staging, in addition to the philosophical concept of class struggle
in the story of the play, overshadowed the entertaining side of the drama.
The didactic nature of Gobdze superseded its artistic value. It can be said
that the production was more appealing to an adult audience than to chil-
dren’s mentality in the Ethiopian context.

The significance of Gobiize to the Ethiopian theatre was rather the expe-
rience it offered to the local artists in terms of capacity building towards self
reliance. Those dramatists who participated in Gobize’s production process
indirectly acquired knowledge of how children’s play could be written and
directed.

A vyear later, Altayyiwirq Zilliqd, who assisted the German director,
succeeded in producing &4A (Sidal “Light”), a Bulgarian children’s play
translated into Ambharic, at the Hagdr Fagor Tiyator. Sidal’s interpretation
fitted to the children’s emotion because it was adapted and directed by an
Ethiopian who was familiar with the psychology and environment of Ethi-
opian children.

The story of the play revolved around a destitute girl, who clashed with an
egocentric daughter of a prosperous man. It was based on a type of class con-
flict which reached a climax with the victory of the poor over the rich girl.

In 1985, an Amharic version of a Bulgarian play, ¢té-é-@-: 940
(Yitdraraw Nifas “Wind of the Mountain”), was produced by Alosu Mume
at the Ras Theatre. The adventurous dramatic actions of a boy and wind
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characters in the play generated suspense and surprise to capture the atten-
tion of child-audience throughout the performance.

In the same year, Gidlu Assiaggodiw, who had exposure to theatre training
in Germany, translated two German children’s plays into Amharic. Both
plays, PFFA ¢ A5 ¢ BCT (Tondil onna Gart “Rabbit and Porcupine”), and
et 1 a0 PET (Aratt muziqinsioc “Four Musicians”) were performed at
the National Theatre. The productions were enriched by physical actions,
going to the extent of narrowing the gap between performers and the audi-
ence by breaking the fourth-wall for children’s interaction. Tondil onna Gart,
as a moral lesson warned children against the consequences of negligence,
while Aratt muziqannocc advocated the reward for hard work and excellence.

A new dawn in the history of Ethiopian theatre occurred in 1986. The
children’s theatre production which had depended on translations form
German and Bulgarian play scripts began to acquire its own Ethiopian orig-
inality. Hayld Maryam Siyfu emerged as the first Ethiopian author of origi-
nal children’s plays by producing ~A700, (Anbdisse “The Lion”) at the Na-
tional Theatre. Anbdsse was a well made play with four beast characters.
The production directed by Kobibiw Maigirsa however, was overambitious
in trying to reach its audience didactically by cramming minor themes such
as jealousy, wickedness, laziness and diligence into it.

Between 1986 and 1989, with the exception of & (Doyo “Fatty”), Hayld
Maryam’s second play staged at the Hagir Foqor Tiyator in 1988, children’s
drama reverted to translated plays. Gidlu Assiggodiw translated two German
plays as % (Timi “[Mr] Timi”) and 20 : A0O 2 (& (Gobiizu Labs Séfi “The
Brave Clothier”) for the National Theatre and the Hagdr Fagor Tiyator in 1987
and 1989 respectively. Two more translated plays staged at the National Thea-
tre were ‘Alimayyihu Gibri Hoywit’s &ANG®- (Filasfaw “The Philoso-
pher”), directed by Getonnit nnayiw in 1988, and TaSoma Borhanu’s 4.9°:
0-t? (Dimtu Béikdtidma “Dimtu in the City”) directed by Altayyiwirq
Zalliqd in 1989. Dimtu Bikdtdma was considered unique for accommodating
Muslim character in children’s performances for the first time.

Revolution: Children and Youth Theatre as proper Children’s theatre

In July 1989, a major development in Ethiopian children’s theatre occurred
with the decision of the Ministry of Culture and Sport, which by then had
been rallying behind the slogan ‘the Best for Children!”. The 200 seat hall on
the former YMCA campus at Arat Kilo was designated a permanent art’s
centre for children. Miliyon Sogabe was appointed the Acting Manager of
Children and Youth Theatre. The hall, though appropriate in size and loca-
tion for Addis Abiba children theatre goers was given insufficient attention
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to transform it into a convenient theatrical auditorium and stage. The chairs
were also oversized for children, thereby obstructing their vision. Lack of
manpower and budget were also obstacles to start production in the desired
time at the Children and Youth Theatre.

The first production at this permanent children theatre once again fell
under the influence of German Theatre. A German Play was translated into
Ambharic jointly by Gidlu Assoggodaw and Miliyon Sogabe as ¢TI :
hoot (Yiazonabuwa Ammidibet “Lady of Rain”), and was directed by a
German theatre expert who brought make-up, properties and costumes
with him for the production. That production was partially successful in its
theatrical elements. Nevertheless, the exaggerated costume, the high pitched
sound effects, and the highly matured subject matters were not comfortable
for some of the child-audience, leading them to cry in horror.

In the same year, ‘Alimayyihu Gibrd Hoywit’s €176 ¢ t¢-¢- (Yigdnfo
Tédrara “Mountain of Porridge”) was directed by Addis Hazaqyas, who had
acquired staging experience while performing in the previous German ori-
ented production. Her production received better acceptance from children
because she learned from the shortcomings of Yizonabuwa IAmmidiber to
work towards localizing the theatrical elements.

The translated play of Hayld Maryam Siyfu, $a7RAA : 046> (Yi’onqu-
lal Wiféo “Grinding Mill of Eggs”) was directed by Mossisa Qigila in
1991. The play did not run for more than a month due to political unrest at
the climax of the armed struggle between EPRDF and government forces.
The power vacuum between the downfall of the Déirg and the emerging of
EPRDF to power threw the play-house into the hands of looters. Video and
audio equipment donated by the government of Japan were stolen, and
stage-lights were broken into pieces. The police at last secured the gate of
the play-house to avoid further looting.

Two years later in 1993, the Children and Youth Theatre was reopened
in a better organized form with adequate funding and manpower allocated
by the Ministry of Culture and Sport. Mossisa Qdgila was appointed as the
General Manager, and experts of theatre arts, music and painting were also
assigned to the theatre. Ya’anqgulal Wifco as a transitory production was
revived in July 1993.

After four months, oAbt (Milikote “The Pigeon”), an original play by
Aboneh Ashagrie, which had been on rehearsal during the power vacuum,
was staged by Abbiba Kibbada at the theatre. Malikote demonstrated the
evil characters of dictatorship, and advocated power transfer through dem-
ocratic means. The four characters: Pigeon, Lion, Jackal, and Oak were
symbolically portrayed with hot dramatic actions, maintaining continuous
verbal interactions with the children for a participatory effect.
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A year later, Efrem Biqqéld’s mM : A0 : avA (Tota Abba Mila “The
Wise Ape”) was directed by Azeb Kibbada. The story of the play revolved
around a downsized ape that outsmarted a giant elephant. The play at-
tempted to transmit a message that hypocrisy, pride and overconfidence
would bring about the downfall of a person who bears them.

Youth Drama Program

At the beginning of 1994, the Children and Youth Theatre made a new attempt
to live up to its mission by producing &4 : O (Fitonna Géirba “Front and
Back”), a romantic drama for children in the upper age category. The play was
produced jointly by Abroham Noguse and Tasfay Biqqild. Despite a succes-
sive advertisement on the Ethiopian television, the number of young people
attracted to the theatre was minimal. This was seen as a failure, and the theatre
since then, has not targeted the youth as an independently classified audience.

In November 1995, Asfaw Asmat directed Tisfaye Biqqild’s P& :
h9°Ah- (Hod Amlaku “Stomach Worshipper”), which was geared to shape
the mentality of children against selfishness, opportunism, dishonesty, and
cynicism.

In January 1995, the Children and Youth Theatre took an innovative move
by producing a play in a language which had never been a medium of
children’s drama production. Yéginfo Tarara was translated from Amharic
into Togronfia by Azeb Kibbidi as 2701« A9°0 (Tambuk Amba), and it
was staged for 250 Togrofifia-speaking invited guests. The number of children
in the auditorium however, was not more than a fifth of the total audience.
Tambuk Amba was replaced by V-0 + @3 &1V (Hulitt Weindammamac
coc¢ “Two Brothers”), a Norwegian play translated by Mossisa Qagila.

AN 2 Wi (Abba Guggn “The Monster”, lit. “Father Guggu”), written by
Aboneh Ashagrie, also caused an undesirable dramatic effect when it was
directed by Azeb Kibbidi in 1995. The high pitched voice and the furious
mask of the main actor were terrifying and made some of children cry and
leave the auditorium before the end of the performance. The play, however,
benefited from comments given by parents, and after immediate corrections,
it ran once a week for almost a year until Mossisa Qagila’s PA@~ (Wasaw
“The Cave”), evidently a moral play substituted it in June 1996.

7. (Tinkolu “The Mischievous™), written by Asfaw Asmat, and di-
rected by Azeb Kabbidd in October 1996, became controversial due to the
different interpretations given to the content and the title of the play. It was
misunderstood as a play that inclined to inculcate the mischievous behav-
iour of the adventurous character in children, that was portrayed in the
play. The playwright argued that his reason for amplifying ‘mischief’
through the ill-mannered character and the title was to magnify the adverse
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behaviour, so and warn children from evil deeds.!® The controversy in the
newspapers about the play on the other hand, became a blessing in disguise
to popularize the play and run full house for six moths.

The Children and Youth Theatre, motivated by the then new constitu-
tion that emphasizes equality of religions, produced a play with Muslim
characters and setting for the second time. The play was transliterated from
a Norwegian children’s play into Ambharic by Mossisa Qigila as “704-%
(Ma‘aruf), and was directed by Asfaw Asmat in March 1996.

Between 1997 and 2000, seven morality plays were staged at the Children
and Youth Theatre. Three of them, €0t (Robor), h7h (Anko “Chimpan-
zee”), and NAMNAT (Boltabolr “Cunning”) were written by Asfaw Asmat;
Dirrisd Balaynih wrote $0€ ¢ O (Yagibiro Bapotawi “The Monk
Fox”) and A% (Addasin “The Hunter”). Cillatow A&ame’s Hil, (Zaki), and
Solomon Tiddisi’s M4 ¢ & (Tafac Fare “Sweet Fruit”) were also staged
in those years. The plays were directed by Azeb Kibbadi, Bonyam Hayld
Sollase, Tésfa Borhane, Asfaw Asmat and Solomon Taddisi respectively.

Puppetry Introduced to Ethiopian Theatre

The Theatre has all along been trying to keep abreast of international stand-
ard by developing links with European and North American children
dramatists. As a result, the employees of the theatre have received training
in the art of puppetry from German experts in the 1990s, and the Theatre
has proven itself in this by producing three puppet shows of its own.

The puppet workshop was conducted by an artistic director of children
theatre from Seattle (USA), for twelve days in Addis Abiba in 1998,'” and was
also significant in raising the technical ability of the staff of Children and
Youth Theatre in this regards.

Children’s Drama for Parents” Awareness — Raising

In addition to entertaining plays, seven educational plays were staged by
Asfaw Asmat between 1994 and 1997 at the Ethiopian Children and Youth
Theatre, with financial support from UNICEF, UNESCO and RADA
BARNA. The plays: M™7d & (G¥ong“asl “Extractor”), L@OAN (Ddiwiil
“Bell”), namavrZ®- (Balitimingaw “Gun Man”), ¢404- : ¢7 (Yitisfa
Qin “Day of Hope™), ACIm. (Argite “[Mr] drgite”), &8, (Ragi “Amaz-
ing”), and 14 : “F4-4t (Yigila Torufar “Treasure of Body”) were aimed at
creating awareness for parent-audiences focusing on harmful traditional
practices, child care and HIV/AIDS.

16 ASFAW ASMAT, interview 1999.
17JSIS 1998.
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Private Cultural and Arts Centres as Alternatives

In the last decade Children and Youth Theatre continued staging play-
scripts written by the employees of the theatre with an almost identical
style, already established as the norm, but was not able to entertain the
growing demand of children for new and fresh plays. This fact then incited
the Mega Arts Centre as well as Pushkin Russian Cultural Centre to con-
sider children’s play production as an area of business.

The Mega Arts Centre staged Dirrisd Bilaynih’s o0& : A% (Yawdif Af
“Beak”) in 1998; and Aboneh Ashagrie’s €077 : A@- (Yisimayn Sdw “The
Man from the Sky”) in 1999 at the newly reconstructed 0&M7 = (L (Siyt
an Bet “House of Satan”),!8 which was the oldest historical hall, where the
first Ethiopian play was performed some 90 years ago. Mega Arts Centre,
thereafter, pulled itself out of the business due to the fact that the high pro-
duction costs and the low entrance fees did not justify the expenditure of
the company.!

Pushkin Russian Cultural Centre launched a weekly program by staging
A9°7 LORNGN (Lamon Yasaqubbaiial? “Why do they laugh at me?”). In
2002 and 2003, 70 ¢ 4.M¢ (Tonnasu Fitari “The Little Creator”) and
e7°9° : hém.t (Yapom Karatit “Sack of Apple”) were produced successive-
ly by Ayalnih Mulat, then the general manager of the centre. Ayalnih
Mulat, up until his departure from the centre in 2010, has produced
42NN KNG (Diyabaolosonna Askdr “Devil and Servant”), &6 ¢ AV.°
(Barari Abaya “The Flying Donkey”), €0 : PaA0t (Yirgoh Qalibat
“The Ring of Pigeon”), Al ¢ @@ (Abba Mdiro “Father Miro”), ¢4t : AN
(Yésat Leba “Thief of Fire”), 80 ¢ A®-é (Yibahar Awre “Beast of Sea”),
LLmT 1 7% (Yaytocd Nagast “Queen of Rats”), AT (Albas “Dress-
ing Maid”), and 44%F : ¢0¢€ (Dalicca Qibiro “Gray Fox”). Pushkin Rus-
sian Cultural Centre has now pulled out from producing children’s drama,
with an intention to focus more on promoting Russian culture in order to
go in line with the name and objective of the institution.?

Children’s Drama in Movie Theatres

Hobost Asiffa, who directed Ayalnih Mulat’s Lamaon Yasaoqubbanal, Tonnasu
Fitari and Yapom Kiratit at Pushkin Russian Cultural Centre, found a new
venue for children’s drama at private movie theatres. She produced &n--C :

18 Siiytan Bet (“House of Satan”) was another name for Cinema Terrasse.
19 HQUBAY BARAHE, interview 2010.
20 AYALNAH MULAT, interview 2011.
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P0¢ (Doktir Qdibiro “Dr. Fox”), @-Cf (Warrayye “Kitty”) at the Alim
Cinema in 2004, and revived the latter at the Aggona Cinema in 2006.

In addition to that, a group of theatre graduates who have organized
themselves in 2011 to specialize in the production of children’s drama, have
arranged with Ambassador Cinema to stage Aboneh Asagrie’s Abba Guggu
on weekly bases.

School Tours

Those theatre graduates have also established the tradition of school tours by
taking Abba Guggn to Ginnit Public Elementary School and AYB Academy.
The group members are Manyazwal Getac¢aw, Betilehem Borhanu, Missild
Haylu, Ma‘rig Makonnon, Sibld Limma and Milaku Alimniw.

Conclusion

The Ethiopian children’s theatre has undergone a quantitative and qualitative
development in the last two decades, and has reached a professional standard
at present. The art that was initiated in the 1980s by the Ministry of Culture
and Sport without adequate planning and logistics has now grown up to a
high standard with the basic assistance of German and American connoisseurs
of children’s theatre. The introduction of Children’s Theatre as a course in the
curriculum of the Theatre Arts Department at the Addis Ababa University in
2007 has also been a guarantee to the sustainability of the art.

In spite of such an accumulated knowledge and skills of the arts,
children’s theatre still remains city bound, limited to the service of the Ad-
dis Abiba children. The vast majority of Ethiopian children are denied ac-
cess to drama, for the simple reason that attention has not yet been given to
the UN Convention on the Rights of Children which the Federal Demo-
cratic Republic of Ethiopia signed in 1992. All regional states in Ethiopia,
therefore must abide by the statements of the convention, and find a means
by which the rich experience that has been accumulated at the Addis Ababa
Children and Youth Theatre can be disseminated to the countrysides where

the bulk of children reside.
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Summary

When theatre arts emerged in Ethiopia 90 years ago, all characters in the pioneering play
were performed solely by children in front of the Crown Prince Tafiri Mik“annan, and
members of the aristocracy. The tradition of considering children as a main force of
stage production, and the tendency of showing dramatic performance by students to the
benefit of adult audience, likewise, continued up until the establishment of the first
professional public theatre in 1942. It was late in early 1980s that a change in perspective
occurred to urge the indispensability of producing plays for children’s consumption.
Such a new insight, within a few years, led to the establishment of the Children and
Youth Theatre in Addis Ababa. This article chronologically portrays the history and
development of Ethiopian children’s theatre and will hopefully add knowledge to the
account of African theatre in particular and the world theatre in general.
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