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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines staged performances of traditional music in Addis Ababa, the capital city of
Ethiopia. It includes the history of traditional performing groups in Ethiopia and their purposes,
the continuities and changes in performance practices from the early twentieth century to the
present day, and audience perceptions of these performances. Particular attention is given to the
relationships between traditional musics and Ethiopian nationalism. In response to the rise of
ethno-nationalism in the latter part of the twentieth century, the new government regime that
came to power in 1994 employed ethnicity as an organizing principle of the state. The new
constitution divided the nation into ethnically-based regions, and the current government
promulgates a distinct brand of national rhetoric that attempts to appeal to Ethiopia’s diverse
people groups and promote peaceful interethnic relations. Traditional music groups have played
a role in this project. This thesis will examine how these groups reflect and shape ideas of the
ideal Ethiopia and interact with state discourse. This research is based on fieldwork that I
undertook from May 22 to July 1, 2015, during which I attended traditional music performances
and interviewed musicians, administrators, and audience members. The opinions and sentiments
of my interlocutors provide insights into some current perceptions of the government and ethnic
allegiances as well as how traditional musics play a role in cultivating national pride and
conceptualizing the Ethiopian nation. All audio recordings referred to in this document have
been made by the author and are included as supplementary files. They are listed as follows:
•
•

•
•

•

Track 1 - Oromo Songs, Dimma: a medley of three Oromo songs from Shewa and
Kamise regions, performed by the band at Dimma Cultural Restaurant.
Track 2 - Instrumental, Hager Fikir at Cultural Festival: an instrumental arrangement
performed by the Hager Fikir Theatre cultural music team in Meskel Square, Addis
Ababa.
Track 3 - Welayta and SNNPR Songs, YOD: a medley of songs from southern Ethiopian
ethnic groups, performed by the band at YOD Abyssinia Cultural Restaurant.
Track 4 - Instrumental, Songs in Tizita Major K’inyit, YOD: a demonstration of tizita
major, one of the indigenous Ethiopian scales, by the band at YOD Abyssinia Cultural
Restaurant.
Track 5 - Instrumental, Songs in Anchihoye K’inyit, YOD: a demonstration of
anchihoye, one of the indigenous Ethiopian scales, by the band at YOD Abyssinia
Cultural Restaurant.
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•

•
•

•

•
•
•
•

•

•

Track 6 - Instrumental, Songs in Ambassel K’inyit, YOD: a demonstration of ambassel,
one of the indigenous Ethiopian scales, by the band at YOD Abyssinia Cultural
Restaurant.
Track 7 - Instrumental, Songs in Bati K’inyit, YOD: a demonstration of bati, one of the
indigenous Ethiopian scales, by the band at YOD Abyssinia Cultural Restaurant.
Track 8 - Instrumental, Songs in Tizita Minor K’inyit, YOD: a demonstration of tizita
minor, one of the indigenous Ethiopian scales, by the band at YOD Abyssinia Cultural
Restaurant.
Track 9 - Oromo Songs, Hager Fikir at Cultural Festival: songs from the Oromo ethnic
group, performed by the Hager Fikir Theatre music team during a festival at Meskel
Square, Addis Ababa.
Track 10 - Tigray Song by Alem, Dimma: songs from the Tigray region, performed by
Alem Kassa on vocals and krar at Dimma Cultural Restaurant.
Track 11 - Gondar War Song, YOD: a war song from Gondar, Ethiopia, performed by
YOD Abyssinia Cultural Restaurant’s band and featuring Melaku Terraken.
Track 12 - Instrumental, Dimma: an opening instrumental medley by the band at Dimma
Cultural Restaurant.
Track 13 - Tilahun Gessesse Medley, Dimma: a medley of two songs, the first
admonishing Ethiopians to love one another and the second a love song, performed by
the band at Dimma Cultural Restaurant.
Track 14 - Song Medley with Welayta, Tigray, and Other Ethnic Groups, Yared School:
a medley of songs from several Ethiopian ethnic groups performed in concert by students
at the Yared School of Music.
Track 15 - Nationalist Songs, Hager Fikir at Beverage Festival: a medley of Ethiopian
patriotic songs, performed by the Hager Fikir Theatre group at Meskel Square, Addis
Ababa, during the First Annual Beverage Festival.
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PROLOGUE
Amharic, the official working language of Ethiopia, makes numerous appearances
throughout the text, as I often reference indigenous terms. Amharic has its own alphabet, and
there is no standard method of romanization. I have included the terms in the original Amharic
alphabet whenever possible but also transliterated them for reader convenience. For the sake of
consistency, I have decided to utilize the romanization system adopted by the United States
Board on Geographic Names and the Permanent Committee on Geographical Names for British
Official Use. Vowels are pronounced as approximately as follows (though there are not
necessarily equivalent sounds in English, these come close):
e = a as in formula
u = oo as in boot
ī = ee as in beet
a = a as in father
ē = ai as in bait
i = u as in just
o = o as in note
Amharic also has a series of glottalized consonants, which are indicated by an apostrophe
after the letter (e.g. masīnk’o, ማሲንቆ). These include k’, ch’, p’, ts’, and t’. Ny is pronounced
as the “ny” in “canyon,” and zh is pronounced as the “s” in “pleasure.” Note that this
romanization system does not necessarily reflect the most common Latin spellings of these
words. The exception that I make to this system is the spelling of names, which are often
consistently transliterated the same way. For names, I have chosen the most common
transliteration or spelled them the manner that my interlocutors specified.
My research relies on interviews and conversations with musicians and various friends
and acquaintances. I have included a list of oral sources in Appendix B and a list of the audience
members who participated in short interviews in Appendix C. These are cited in the narrative as
“personal communication.” All oral sources are referred to by their first names in the narrative.
Ethiopians do not have family names (surnames are the father’s name), so referring to one
another on first-name basis is common practice. In the few cases in which two individuals have
the same first name, I have distinguished them from one another by including the first initial of
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the surname. I have included surnames in the appendices except the few who did not volunteer
their full names in our conversations.
Interviews and conversations occurred in English or Amharic. Performers and audience
members who were not comfortable communicating in English were interviewed in Amharic
with the assistance of my translator, Keto Zewdie Million (except for interviews from May 26,
which were translated by Biruk Gebretsadik). These translations took place in real-time. To
minimize distraction from the narrative, I have chosen not to alter the appearance of the texts of
comments and responses that were originally in Amharic. I would, however, like to indicate up
front the individuals whose conversations were translated. These include Adugna Chekol, Alem
Kassa, Yosef Degafa, Ermias Terefe, Frehewit Girma, Demissie Teka, Getachew Hailu, Samuel
Kassa, Yonas Tesfaye, Feseha Bekalu, Elsa Bet, Yohannes, and Fikirta.
I made audio recordings of music performances throughout my fieldwork and refer to
musical examples at several points throughout this thesis. I have linked each mention to
streaming audio in the footnotes. A complete playlist of all the tracks can be found at
https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/sets/ethio2015/s-fQLOk. These tracks are also available as
supplemental files on ProQuest ETD.
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Figure 1 - Administrative Map of Ethiopia (Map by Author)
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Purpose and Significance
The purpose of this study is to illuminate how and why Ethiopian traditional musics have
been invented and adapted for the stage in the capital city of Addis Ababa. This study will
articulate when traditional musics began to garner cultural value in urban settings, how
subsequent staged traditional music performances have come to interact with governmental and
neoliberal imperatives, and what musical innovations and trends have taken place throughout the
twentieth century to the present day. This study is concerned with the traditional performing
troupes in state-run theatres and private enterprises. These troupes are comprised of a
combination of instrumentalists, singers, and dancers who perform songs and dances from
various ethnic groups within Ethiopia. The distinct “Ethiopianness” and simultaneous iconic
expressions of ethnicity in the presentations of these musics are avenues through which to
explore relationships between staged traditional musics, ethnic identity, and national identity in
urban Ethiopia.
There is currently a paucity of ethnomusicological research on Ethiopian topics since the
1974 revolution that prohibited foreigners from conducting research in the region. The past
several decades have seen ongoing musical innovations in the government theatre houses and in
the private sector, where musicians are creatively responding to and playing their own role in the
modernization and Africanization of Ethiopian urban culture. There are even fewer studies on
staged traditional musics and nationalistic sentiment in Ethiopia. Ethnic nationalism is currently
a much-discussed topic in Ethiopia, especially with the current government’s ethnic federalist
policy, which divides the nation into semi-autonomous ethnically-based states. Ethnicallydiverse traditional music performances can enhance, challenge, or redefine the government’s
nationalist rhetoric and shed light on both ethnic and pan-Ethiopian nationalistic sentiments in
Addis Ababa today.
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Background
Ethiopia contains over eighty governmentally-recognized ethnic groups residing within
its borders (Central Statistical Agency of Ethiopia 2007). Different languages, lifestyles, and sets
of cultural practices, including music-making and dance, can be found throughout the nation.
Currently, music practices from these heterogeneous populations thrive in urban Ethiopia, and
one can find performances of songs and dances from different ethnic groups in restaurants, in
theatres, and on Ethiopian television stations in the capital, Addis Ababa.
The diversity of these performances is of particular interest when one considers
Ethiopia’s political history. Emperor Haile Selassie promoted national unity through cultural
homogeneity based on the Amhara and Tigrayan cultures of the Ethiopian highlands. Some
Amhara and Tigrayans claim to be able to trace their heritage back nearly 3000 years to the time
of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. Ethiopia as a modern nation-state, however, developed in
the nineteenth century under Emperor Menelik II and was consolidated under Selassie in the
early twentieth century. Some ethnic groups, including the ethnic nationalists among the Oromo,
claim that they were colonized by the ruling elite during the nineteenth and twentieth century.
Indeed, Selassie’s cultural unity project included making Amharic the national language and
endorsing Amharic culture, oppressing other ethnic groups and banning their languages in the
process of attempted assimilation (Habtu 2004, 98-100).
An uprising in 1974 overthrew Selassie and established a communist government, which,
while allowing some cultural expressions from different ethnic groups, was an otherwise
oppressive regime. In 1991, this regime was overthrown, and a democratic government was
established along with a free market economy (Lefort 2012, 682). The new government
implemented a federalist system based on ethnic pluralism in response to the ethno-nationalist
groups that sprang up during the authoritarian rule (Habtu 2004, 100). Under this policy,
Ethiopia was divided into nine regional states, which the government attempted to delineate
according to the ethno-linguistic make-up of the areas (Abbink 2006, 393-394). The regions are
now locally governed, and individuals may freely speak their languages and practice their
cultural traditions (Habtu 2004, 112).
Changing political climates have had implications for Ethiopia’s musics. During Haile
Selassie’s reign, music was disseminated and cultivated through media broadcasting,
government-sponsored theatres, and the Yared School of Music at Addis Ababa University
5

(Betreyohannes 2008, 35, 53). During this time, the yebahil (የባህል, “of tradition”) orchestra
was developed, in which indigenous instruments from central and northern Ethiopia were
standardized in order to play together on the stage (Kebede 1976, 292). Staged presentations of
musics from different cultural groups during this period appear to be, to an extent, an exception
to Selassie’s cultural homogenization project, perhaps most prominently indicated by the
existence of Orchestra Ethiopia. Orchestra Ethiopia was comprised of musicians from different
ethnic backgrounds who performed songs from several cultural groups, including the Amhara,
Oromo, and the Welayta (Falceto 2013). In the present political climate, however, Ethiopians
enjoy much greater freedom in expressing their cultures (Habtu 2004, 113), and are even aided in
doing so through broadcasts of folkloric performances on state-sponsored television, state-run
theatres, and regional performing troupes. Staged traditional musics are also performed in
privately-owned, capitalist enterprises, including “cultural restaurants.”
This study focuses primarily on the traditional performing troupes in cultural restaurants
and the state theatres. Troupes in both of these contexts follow approximately the same model,
consisting of a small band of three or four vernacular instruments, a drum set, at least one male
and one female vocalist, and six to twelve dancers. These troupes perform musics from multiple
ethnic groups, including but not limited to the Amhara, the Oromo, the Tigray, the Sidama, the
Gurage, and the Welayta. The same musicians and dancers perform all the songs and dances.
These traditional performing troupes are thus visual and sonic representations of the Ethiopian
nation on the stage, constituting a rich space in which the nation can be imagined.
Literature Review
Literature from several different disciplines has been reviewed for this study. I will
discuss relevant materials from studies on Ethiopian music, studies on Ethiopian history and
politics, and studies on music and nationalism.
Ethiopian Music Studies
Ethnomusicological studies on Ethiopia after the 1974 revolution are scarce, and prior
studies (including the scholarship of Ashenafi Kebede, Kay Kaufman Shelemay, and Cynthia
Tse Kimberlin) focus primarily on music in the Ethiopian highlands. Pre-revolution scholarship
is most useful for understanding Ethiopia’s music history, particularly Kebede’s 1976 article,
6

“Zemenawi Muzika: Modern Trends in Traditional Secular Music of Ethiopia.” Here, Kebede
outlines musical changes that occurred from the early twentieth century to the late 1960s,
including the development of the traditional music orchestra and changes in performance
practice and extra-musical associations. Kebede’s intimate knowledge of Amhara culture makes
his work especially nuanced in its examination of these transformations. It is important to note,
however, that his expertise is primarily in Amharic music, not the music of the other ethnic
groups. Thus, certain characteristics that he attributes to “Westernization” (e.g. playing in
orchestras rather than solo playing or utilization of harmony) are, in some cases, indigenous
characteristics of musics of other ethnic groups, such as the Dirashe, Dorze, etc. The present
study addresses musicians’ utilization of other ethnic groups’ musics as expressive resources
while examining musical and sociopolitical changes since the 1960s.
The two most recent and relevant ethnomusicological works for this thesis are Simeneh
Betreyohannes’s masters thesis, “Music and Politics in Twentieth Century Ethiopia: Empire,
Modernization, and Revolution,” and Shawn Michael Mollenhauer’s Ph.D. dissertation,
“Millions on the Margins: Music, Ethnicity, and Censorship among the Oromo of Ethiopia.”
Betreyohannes’s thesis examines Ethiopian modern music through a combination of interviews
and archival research. Of particular value is Betreyohannes’s piecing together the history and
political context of indigenous Ethiopian musics’ coming to the stage, including the government
intention to promote Ethiopian nationalism during the imperial and communist regimes.
Betreyohannes’s extensive source list speaks to this work’s validity and is one of the few works
that sheds light on Ethiopian music after 1974. However, his focus is primarily on popular music
in the Amharic language, and this thesis will specifically address folkloric presentations of
different ethnic groups.
Mollenhauer’s dissertation is a case study of ethnic nationalism and music among the
Oromo ethnic group in Ethiopia. Mollenhauer draws from a combination of historical accounts
and the Oromo ethnic nationalist rhetoric to construct an alternate narrative of the modern
Ethiopian nation that upsets the dominant pan-Ethiopianist ideology. The dissertation illustrates
how music performance helps to construct ethnic identity and bolsters ethnic nationalism among
the Oromo. In doing so, he also questions assumptions about the fundamental nature of ethnicity
and posits that ethnicity is performed, thus making music participation a fundamental component
of creating an ethnic identity. This dissertation is the only substantial work on music and
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ethnicity in Ethiopia at this point, but it focuses exclusively on the Oromo and is skewed towards
an Oromo nationalist perspective. This thesis, on the other hand, surveys multiple ethnicities and
utilizes interviews from multiple ethnic groups with contrasting political perspectives.
In another case study on the Oromo, Leila Qashu’s essay, “Staged Public Music
Performances of the Oromo of Ethiopia,” examines the upsurge in public performances of
Oromo traditional music in the post-Revolutionary period in the context of shifting governmental
regimes. She bases her essay primarily on fieldwork conducted among the government-run
performing troupe, Biftu Oromia. She posits that Biftu Oromia and similar performing troupes
are emblematic of Oromo cultural identity. Qashu’s work is useful for examining a microcosm of
government-sanctioned performances by a historically underprivileged ethnic group and
provides a counterbalance to Mollenhauer’s Oromo nationalism perspective. My own research,
however, will examine the performing groups in Hager Fikir Theatre and National Theatre.
These are national-level groups that represent musics from multiple ethnicities (including the
Oromo) and thus have different dynamics and nationalistic agendas, which will be discussed at
length in Chapter 2. Additionally, the following chapters will include examinations of traditional
music performances in privately-run enterprises, which none of the previous studies have
addressed.
Sources on Twentieth and Twenty-First Century Ethiopian Society and Politics
A study of music about Ethiopian nationalism also necessitates sources outside of
ethnomusicology to gain a wider perspective of the social, political, and historical forces
surrounding the formation of the modern Ethiopian nation-state and its current sociopolitical
climate. The edited volume, Nationalism and Self-Determination in the Horn of Africa,
published in 1983, provides insights into the nationalistic sentiments in Ethiopia towards the
beginning of the Revolutionary period, especially tracing the rise of ethnic nationalism as an
offshoot of the feudalist system of imperial Ethiopia. Mulatu Wubneh’s “Discontinuous
Development and Ethnic Collective Movements,” continues the story of ethnic nationalism’s rise
throughout the remainder of the Revolutionary period, especially focusing on center-periphery
relationships and asymmetrical allocations of resources as a force behind ethnic nationalism.
Moving into literature on the present-day regime, Habtu Alem’s “Ethnic Pluralism as an
Organizing Principle of the Ethiopian Federation” provides a succinct overview of the
8

circumstances preceding the current ethnic federalist governing system and summarizes
competing narratives of Ethiopia’s state formation. He outlines problems of “ethnicity” as a
concept, especially in the Ethiopian context, as well as the potential pitfalls and benefits of an
ethnically-based governing system and how it has affected ethnic relations in Ethiopia in the
early twenty-first century.
Others have written on Ethiopia’s nationalist rhetoric. Jean-Nicolas Bach discusses two
narratives of Ethiopian nationalism in the present-day: pan-Ethiopianism and the multinational
narrative. Pan-Ethiopianism was the prevalent discourse during the reign of Emperor Selassie.
Imperial Ethiopia’s rhetoric attempted to root Ethiopia in antiquity through the Solomonic myth,
which claims that the Emperor was a descendent of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, and
promoting the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, an institution established in the fourth century. The
current government regime, however, also promotes an image of an ethnically and culturally
pluralistic Ethiopia built from the bottom-up by the indigenous people groups. Bach discusses
how pan-Ethiopianism resurged during the Ethio-Eritrean war when Ethiopians were encouraged
to unite against Eritrean forces. Bach argues that the image of a united Imperial Ethiopia and the
image of Ethiopia as comprised of multiple, independent people groups are not necessarily
incompatible, these two narratives utilized strategically to encourage a pluralistic yet unified
vision of the nation.
Asafa Jalata’s “Being in and out of Africa: The Impact of Duality of Ethiopianism”
specifically examines the rhetoric of the politically dominant Amhara and Tigray ethnic groups.
This work provides some important insights into how the modern Ethiopian nation has
strategically utilized a both a Christian Semitic and an African identity to appeal to different
international bodies (the Christian Western European nations and the sub-Saharan African
nations, respectively). Jalata, an Oromo nationalist scholar, is critical of the Ethiopian nation and
its highland dominance, specifically, how it has used its dual Semitic and African identity to
“colonize” and suppress the Oromo and other non-Amhara or Tigray peoples in Ethiopia.
All of this literature is useful in framing the topics addressed in this thesis. However,
none of these studies mention music as a component of nationalism, ethno-nationalism, and
government policy. The following chapters will specifically examine how traditional music
performances play into and shape these dynamics.
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Studies on Music and Nationalism
There are several works on music and nationalism. One of these is Thomas Turino’s
Nationalists, Cosmopolitans, and Popular Music in Zimbabwe. This work overviews the rise of
nationalism in Zimbabwe and how music has been intertwined with this process. According to
Turino, indigenous musics lose the meanings that they had when performed in rural areas and
acquire new meanings when objectified and transformed onto the urban stage in a process of
modernist reform. These musics and dances subsequently become representative of certain
regions and ethnic groups from which they originated. The combination of multi-ethnic musics
with elements of “modern” music brings the imagined ideal of the nation to the stage and makes
it tangible through music performance. Turino’s model is useful for conceptualizing Ethiopian
traditional musics and nationalism. In particular, this work will provide a theoretical framework
for how traditional musics have become symbols of the Ethiopian nation since Emperor Haile
Selassie first began organizing traditional music orchestras and how this has persisted and
transformed throughout the decades to the present day. Turino notes that this is not just
ideological but also emotional. Music and dance engages all the physical senses, not merely the
mental faculties, and my interviews agree that such performances generate certain emotions and
sentiments that go beyond an intellectual national narrative. However, this thesis will also
question some of the assumptions surrounding the “cosmopolitan” category presented by Turino,
particularly his conflation of cosmopolitan outlooks with elite socioeconomic status.
Additionally, I will not just examine the modernization of traditional musics but also the
transformations that have occurred due to inspiration drawn from other indigenous African
musics.
A second relevant work on music and nationalism is Kelly Askew’s Performing the
Nation: Swahili Music and Cultural Politics in Tanzania. Askew examines how local Tanzanian
musics have been used by politicians to create a national culture while also illustrating that
citizens at all levels of society play a role in shaping the nation. She emphasizes performance
itself as a process in which participants can contest power. Thus, all participants wield
sociopolitical clout, not just government officials. Although official discourse may be generated
by the political elites, lower-ranking cultural officers and performers make their own choices
about how to create national culture, selectively incorporating portions of the discourse that
resonate with them and abandoning portions that do not. The state’s power is constrained by its
10

citizens, as its rhetoric must be favorably received in order for the nation to prosper. Askew’s
work resounds with my own theoretical orientation, and the following chapters will similarly
emphasize that the national image is not exclusively in the hands of the policy-makers. In both
Askew’s and my own fieldwork, those employed in the state-run cultural music sector indicated
that the government gives little attention to the traditional music, thus finding themselves bearing
the lion’s share of the responsibility for developing and presenting national culture. Additionally,
Askew shows how changes in the national narrative and identity of the nation-state coincide with
changes in national culture. This is also characteristic of staged traditional musics in Ethiopia,
which have shifted in tandem with new government regimes. Of course, a study on Ethiopian
national musical culture will differ substantially from Askew’s study in Tanzania due to the
sociocultural, political, and historical distinctiveness of the location, particularly in light of
Ethiopia’s heightened ethnic consciousness that has arisen in recent decades.
Laura Edmondson’s Performance and Politics in Tanzania: The Nation on the Stage
provides another perspective on performing arts and nationalism in Tanzania. Edmondson’s
focus is on Tanzanian theatre, of which music is a part. This work questions the top-down versus
bottom-up dichotomy presented in much scholarship on nationalism. Edmondson refers to a
“poetics of nationhood” that encompass “a multiplicity of practices, strategies, and
processes…marshaled in the composition of the nation on the popular stage” (2007, 17). For
Edmondson, producing an idealized nation on the stage is not exclusively the concern of the
elite, as musicians are personally invested in their musical performances. Edmondson develops a
set of terms to describe the different ways in which citizens interact with the state, including
collaborative nationalism, which occurs when the state and citizens’ interests overlap; alternative
nationalism, in which different options for constructing the nation arise with the existence of
different performing groups; and cosmopolitan nationalism, which seeks to cement the nation’s
place in the global community. In Ethiopia, there are certainly instances in which the interests of
the nation and the interests of performers coincide (generating collaboration), and the recent rise
of private enterprises as performing spaces for traditional musics have increased the varieties of
national culture from which audience members may choose (producing alternative nations).
Performers, and, in fact, nearly all my interviewees and informants expressed an outward
orientation, desiring for their traditional musics to be recognized by the international community.
Performers make adjustments to their music accordingly to make their national culture a
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contender on the global stage (cosmopolitan nationalism). As I seek to question the prevalent
government versus the masses discourse in favor of a more nuanced examination of musicmaking and nationalistic sentiment, Edmondson’s theoretical approach will be invaluable.
Theoretical Approach
The term “traditional” is a slippery one. The types of performances that this thesis
discusses are considered by many urban Ethiopians as “traditional” or “cultural,” indicating that
these songs and dances are believed to sprout from local music traditions distinct to the area and
rooted in the past (Gilman 2009, 34). However, although such performances are based on the
musical and physical characteristics of music and dance of these different regions, “tradition”
itself is an invention (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983) that is imbued with symbolic importance
(Gilman 34). In this case, these songs and dances symbolize the Ethiopian nation and the
richness of its cultures. These presentations of tradition perform the ideal Ethiopia, bringing “the
imagined into being by presenting the possibility in a concrete, perceptible form” (Turino 2000,
178). This study will address these different opinions on what “traditional music” is in the
Ethiopian context and discuss commonalities and divergences. I have especially taken note of
how traditional musics “can embody multiple meanings and levels of meaning and may reflect,
embody, and inform many different identities” (Bakan 2012, 27), so as to examine relationships
between these musics and national and ethnic identities. Subsequently, “traditional” or “cultural”
in this study will be used to describe musics that have been labeled as such by my interviewees
and interlocutors and that specifically connote a certain aspect of national and/or ethnic identity.
This study will also address ongoing transformations in staged traditional music over the
course of the twentieth and twenty-first century. There has been a proliferation of literature on
changes in African musics that have occurred due to contact with European musics, usually in
discussions of colonialism. While Ethiopia has never been colonized by a European nation, there
has nevertheless still been notable interaction with and influence from the United States and
Western European nations. Nettl (1985) proposes that “Western music,” while a problematic
category, is nonetheless a widely-held concept with some common features that include
functional harmony, ensemble performance, a group leader, planning and rehearsal, innovation,
and “the concept of music as something sufficiently independent of the other domains of culture
that…are not rigorously determined by religious, ceremonial, or social constraints” (5). If we
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accept this definition, Ethiopian musicians have certainly adopted some elements of Western
musics that were not widely practiced before World War II (Kebede, 1971; 1976). However, I do
not desire to reduce Ethiopian music’s evolution to a dichotomous Western-hegemony versus
African-response discourse, excluding the multiplicity of other factors shaping Ethiopian
cultures. Rather, this study will emphasize how Western musics have served as an “expressive
resource” for musicians (Gilman 2000, 329). Several anthropologists and ethnomusicologists
have theorized that one group’s cultural elements are more likely to be adopted by another group
if those elements are similar to what the latter is already doing (Nettl 1985, 19). This study will
analyze Ethiopian music from this perspective and will note how Ethiopians have adopted and
adapted stylistic characteristics from global popular musics into their staged traditional musics in
accordance with their own aesthetic sensibilities. This study will also emphasize that global
popular musics are not the only resource for musicians. Ethiopians are looking elsewhere in subSaharan Africa, including the other ethnic groups within Ethiopia itself, for inspiration and future
direction. Furthermore, not all musical change sprouts from cultural contact. Some change is
internal and not necessarily a response to outside influences (Nettl 1985, 24).
Ethnicity in Ethiopia also features prominently in this study. The concept of ethnicity is
problematic, as ethnicity has fluid boundaries and is largely socially constructed. Nonetheless,
many Ethiopians still consider their own ethnic identity to be important. For the purposes of this
study, I find Mollenhauer’s (2011) definition of ethnicity as a collective “we-feeling” (16) to be
both succinct and useful, as this encompasses shared language, belief in common origins, and a
host of other subjectivities that come into play when identifying oneself according to ethnic
group. At the same time, my analysis will also recognize that no ethnic group is a monolith.
Within any given group, there are variations in religious background and affiliation, level of
education, occupation, socioeconomic class, linguistic dialect, and so on. While this study
necessitates the usage of ethnic labels, it will also caution against generalizations and
assumptions since identity is “multifaceted, situational, and relational” (Brinner 2009, 20).
The scope of this study necessarily focuses on opinions of those who have some level of
cosmopolitanism due to the location of field site at an urban center. However, cosmopolitanism
and its connotations can be problematic. Especially of concern to this study is the conflation of
cosmopolitanism with middle-class socioeconomic status in the ethnomusiological literature (see
Turino 2000 and Dudley 2007). Over the course of my visits to Ethiopia, I have met many
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individuals who have integrated cosmopolitan values while also being of low socioeconomic
status or having a rural upbringing. While the prohibitive menu prices at privately-run enterprises
exclude those from lower socioeconomic classes from attending, traditional musics are
commonly presented on TVs or radios in public spaces, and performances by governmentsponsored groups are sometimes open to the public. Of course, these spaces have different
dynamics from one another, and this study will especially address disparities between privatelyowned enterprises and state-run groups.
Foreign audiences also comprise some of the demographic of this study, although not all
foreigners can be labeled “tourists,” as several of my foreign interviewees have had prolonged
engagement with Ethiopian culture. On the other hand, Ethiopians themselves may even be
considered tourists, attending these performances as tourists of the different regions of their
nation. This study will address the potential effects of the aestheticization and commodification
of cultural expressions.
Methodology
The fieldwork for this study took place from May 22-July 1, 2015 in Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia. I also made a six-day excursion to the Southern Nations, Peoples, and Nationalities
Region (SNNPR) for purposes outside the scope of the current research project, but some of the
knowledge I gained during this period also ended up being relevant to the current study and thus
will be incorporated where significant. During this research period, I attended two performances
at Dimma Cultural Restaurant, two performances at YOD Abyssinia Cultural Restaurant (Bole
location), one special presentation at YOD arranged by the music director, one performance at
Addis Ababa University’s Yared School of Music, and two performances by the Hager Fikir
Theatre traditional music group at the Exhibition Center in Meskel Square. I made observations
of choice of repertoire, instrumentation, musical characteristics, dance and costuming
characteristics, and audience engagement and demographic. I especially noted the sonic and
visual characteristics that are linked to certain ethnic groups and, whenever possible, gleaned
additional information on the songs, such as song topics and the names of any famous singers
who are associated with them.
I interviewed eleven professional musicians and twenty-four audience members.
Interviews with musicians usually took place shortly before, after, or during breaks in their
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performance, and interviews with audience members took place just outside the establishment as
they were leaving (audience members were asked a short series of questions that took from two
to ten minutes to answer, depending on how long they wished to talk). I also conducted
numerous informal interviews and gleaned substantial amounts of information from
conversations with friends and acquaintances and by immersing myself in the sociocultural
milieu of the city. Finally, I consulted the archives of senior undergraduate theses at Yared
School of Music in search of information on how and in what contexts ethnically-diverse
traditional music performances began to arise. Some of these documents also provided insight
into the attitudes that the authors have towards Ethiopian music, the nation, and ethnicity.
Before proceeding further, it is also important to contextualize my own engagement with
Ethiopian culture, which began several years prior to this study. I first experienced Ethiopia
directly in 2007, when I traveled as a volunteer to the Tigray region for about ten days with a
church-based group that was running an eyeglass clinic and distributing wheelchairs to the
disabled. I returned in subsequent years on other volunteer trips and later as a solo traveler.
Although I had visited other sub-Saharan African countries, I was attracted to Ethiopia in
particular due to its historical and cultural idiosyncrasies. I found that many Ethiopians perceived
themselves as something quite exceptional, rooted in antiquity through stories on their
connections to King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, touting their nation as one of the first
Christian kingdoms in the world, and taking great pride in the fact that they had never been
colonized by a European power. I adopted these ideas whole-heartedly at the time. Although I
have since learned to approach some discourses more critically (see Jalata 2009), I nonetheless
continue to find them engaging for their cultural, political, and personal significances as well as
their historical intrigue.
Additionally, during my travels, I met many Ethiopians who were involved in music in
some way, either professionally or in the Protestant church. My own status as a musician and
especially as a church pianist (given the high importance of religion for many Ethiopians) made
it easy to find common ground, and I quite naturally made friends with other musicians. In
particular, I connected with the EECMY Jazz School of Music, a post-secondary school
associated with the Ethiopian Evangelical Mekane Yesus Church, a Lutheran demonination. My
association with EECMY has perhaps limited me in some ways, as I often am drawn into the
same social circles over and over again. However, I have also found individuals within this
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community to be particularly affable, open, and eager to assist me (unlike some other institutions
where I usually ran into an impenetrable bureaucracy and had fewer opportunities for candid
conversations). The Mekane Yesus demonination also has a high Oromo demographic, and
hearing my Oromo friends speak about their ethnic identity and air their grievances with past and
present governments in our conversations has further drawn my attention towards the nation’s
politics.
At any rate, my musician friends and acquaintances introduced me to some aspects of
Ethiopian music, such as the k’inyit (scales), and I particularly became interested in the
vernacular musics, captivated by the piercing timbre of the masīnk’o and the ornamented vocal
styles that I had heard while in the north. However, whenever I searched for written sources on
Ethiopian music (given that my friends specialized in jazz and gospel and had limited experience
with local musical instruments and folk songs), I found such information scarce. This dearth of
materials, combined with concerns that global popular music was pushing out indigenous styles,
made me believe that Ethiopian music needed documentation and preservation, which is largely
what has led me to writing this thesis (albeit, this particular project went a different direction
than I had planned when I initially entered the ethnomusicology graduate program at Florida
State and assumed naively I would be doing more rote data collection than anything else).
The following chapters, then, are not only a product of my graduate school education and
six weeks of fieldwork but also of a longer engagement with Ethiopian culture, music, and
people. This engagement has largely been the impetus for my research in the first place and
allowed this particular project to take place in an environment of trust and friendship. While my
this has made achieving critical distance a challenge, I believe it also has allowed me to engage
more holistically with the culture and the people within it, and I hope my readers will keep this
very human aspect of my fieldwork in mind.
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CHAPTER 2
STATE FORMATION, CULTURAL POLICIES, AND THE INVENTION
OF THE TRADITIONAL MUSIC ENSEMBLES
Understanding the history of Ethiopia’s traditional music ensembles, their roles in statebuilding, and the cultural policies under the current regime is crucial to contextualizing
traditional music-making in Addis Ababa today. This chapter will first summarize the
development and roles of the traditional music ensembles during Haile Selassie’s reign and the
communist era. Following, I will overview the current government situation by examining ethnic
federalism as an organizing principle of the state, the present regime’s nationalist rhetoric, and
current federal cultural policies.
State Theatres and Traditional Music Ensembles from 1935-1991
Emperor Haile Selassie opened up contact with Europe and the United States and
initiated a state modernization project when he came to power in 1930. During his reign,
Ethiopia began developing its infrastructure, introduced European-style education systems, and
established state institutions (Kebede 1976, 289-290). One of these state institutions was the
Hager Fikir Mahiber (ሀገር ፍቅር ማኅበር, literally “Nation Love Association”), now known as
the Hager Fikir Theatre. According to Shelemay (2013),
“[Hager Fikir] featured an ensemble of entirely traditional instruments brought together
by the government’s Minister of Public Information and Commerce just months before
the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935. The Association ensemble reflected Emperor
Haile Selassie’s interest in Western orchestras he heard during his many visits to Europe.
But the Patriotic Association transformed the orchestral concept to feature only
indigenous instruments of the country” (5-6).
The purpose of the association was to cultivate nationalistic sentiment to assist in resistance
against the invaders (Betreyohannes 2008, 53).
According to Betreyohannes (2008), the first yebahil orchestra (“traditional orchestra”)
was formed by Beshah Teklemariam in Hager Fikir. The original ensemble consisted of twelve
masīnk’os (ማሲንቆ, one-stringed fiddle), nine krars (ክራር, five or six string lyre), two washints
(ዋሽንት, end-blown flute), one begena (በገና, ten-stringed harp), one kebero (ከበሮ, drum), four
embiltas (flute without fingerholes), and one meleket (horn), along with a combination of male
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and female singers and dancers (55). In 1956, another state theatre, the Haile Selassie I Theatre
(now known as the National Theatre), was established (57-58). A traditional orchestra was
formed here, as well, which bore many similarities to the ensemble at Hager Fikir (Kebede 1976,
293). Given Selassie’s emphasis on Amhara culture, it is not surprising that “most of the
musicians of the yebahil orchestra [stemmed] largely from a single language (ethnic) group
(Amhara)….” (Kebede 1971, 186). The official purpose of the Haile Selassie I Theatre, as
outlined by Betreyohannes (2008), was:
•
•
•
•
•

To develop our culture and to control cultural invasion,
To develop the knowledge (of the people) through theater and music,
To develop the culture of self-expression,
To transmit our culture of music, theatre, and dance to the next generation, and
To consolidate our relations with the rest of Africa and the world (58).
The creation of the yebahil orchestra marked significant changes to preexisting music

practices in the Ethiopian highlands. Previously, these instruments were not typically played in
an ensemble but as solo instruments or to accompany vocals (Kebede 1976, 292).1 Forming an
orchestra required standardization of these instruments in order for them to play in tune together.
Furthermore, some of these instruments had extra-musical associations that were largely lost in
the new performing contexts (292). Orchestration, recordings, and media broadcasts significantly
altered the improvisatory music traditions of the azmarī (አዝማሪ, Ethiopian minstrels) and
made the music more fixed and predictable (294). At the time Ashenafi Kebede conducted field
research in the 1960s and early 1970s, “the traditional practice—the melismatic, free-rhythmed
parlando-rubato style of vocal melody—is rarely encountered today in contemporary
performance approaches” (295) and “artistic interaction between performers and audiences
through spontaneous improvisation has been discontinued…” (296). Musicians began to use
nylon or steel strings on the krar rather than gut and to electronically amplify the traditional
instruments (292). Interactions with the international community introduced influences from
global popular music styles and even new words into the local vocabulary, such as “muzīka”
(ሙዚቃ), which has largely replaced the Amharic term “zēma” (ዜማ) (291). Some of the
observations Kebede makes in the early 1970s, however, do not appear to still be in practice,
1

It is important to note, however, that ensemble performance is common in other regions of Ethiopia, especially the
south
2
Although “tom” in the Nuer language refers to any musical instrument, many Ethiopians use “tom” to specifically
refer to the lamellophone played by Nilo-Saharan peoples from the Gambella region.
3
The word “team” as used by my interlocutors does not refer to competitive music performance that is found in East
Africa (Gunderson and Barz 2000) but simply to a group18
of performers. Music competition is not a prominent part

such as the use of begena and other religious instruments on the secular stage (292). Based on
my conversations in Addis, the begena still maintains a strong link with religious meditation and
the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.
The establishment of the state theatres in Ethiopia reflects its need as a nation-state to
develop “cosmopolitan institutions, roles, and emblems…homologous with those of the other
members of the global family of nations so as to be recognizably like them” (Turino 2000, 15).
Turino additionally asserts that “[d]istinctly local practices and emblems are also crucial as
indices of actual affective identities and bonds which can help imbue the rather abstract concept
of the nation with sentiment” (15). This was certainly the aim of the Hager Fikir Mahiber, a goal
which is still present in Ethiopia’s state theatres today and will be discussed further later on in
this chapter. The development of the yebahil orchestra also aligns with Turino’s concept of
modernist reformism, which he defines as,
“[P]rojects based on the idea that ‘a new culture,’ or new genres, styles, and practices,
should be forged as a synthesis of the ‘best’ or ‘most valuable’ aspects of local
‘traditional’ culture and ‘the best’ of foreign ‘modern’ lifeways and technologies…Put
more directly, reformism typically objectifies, recontextualizes, and alters indigenous
forms for emblematic purposes…The meanings, ethics, and practices that originally
infused indigenous forms are typically not transferred into the reformist mix…” (16)
The yebahil orchestras at state-sponsored theatres, however, were not the only traditional
Ethiopian music ensembles during Selassie’s reign. In 1963, Egyptian ethnomusicologist Halim
El-Dabh brought together forty traditional Ethiopian instrumentalists, singers, and dancers to
form what became known as Orchestra Ethiopia (Betreyohannes 2008, 61). According to
Shelemay (2013), El-Dabh wanted to “[teach] students to appreciate their own values and
culture” and to display “the energy of the Nile Valley” (7). The German Embassy provided
initial funding until El-Dabh managed to get support from the Haile Selassie I University (now
Addis Ababa University). Orchestra Ethiopia performed at hotels and on media broadcasts and
was notable for the cultural diversity of its performers and repertoire. Under El-Dabh’s
management, the orchestra performed mainly indigenous musics (Shelemay 2013, 7), including
musics from the southern region (Falceto 2013, 26). In 1967, Tesfaye Lemma took over directing
the ensemble and began to compose new songs to keep up with changing tastes of audiences,
who had begun to display more interest in Western musics than Ethiopian traditional
(Betreyohannes 2008, 62-63). The group achieved international acclaim, touring in the United
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States in 1969 under the name the Blue Nile Group (Shelemay 2013, 6, 10). Orchestra Ethiopia
fell apart in 1975 shortly after the communist regime came to power, although some of its
members continued to pursue their music careers elsewhere (Betreyohannes 2008, 64).
Tesfaye Lemma went on to cofound the traditional music band at Ras Theatre with
Solomon Lulu in the early 1970s (Betreyohannes 2008, 64). Information on the history of the
traditional music ensemble at Ras is scarce. The only substantial source is Mulu Gebeyehu’s
undergraduate senior thesis at the Yared School of Music, completed in 2009 under the title
“Traditional Music in Ras Theatre.” Gebeyehu served fourteen years with the ensemble and
wrote partially from his personal experiences. According to this Gebeyehu, Ras Theatre was
originally founded in 1930 during the Italian occupation to show films but was taken over by
Ethiopia’s Ministry of Culture during the communist regime (6). The Ras group was the first
state-run troupe to stage musics from other regions of Ethiopia, bringing in native singers and
dancers from various regions, including Ouxido Ali from Ethiopia’s Somali region, Leza
Madebo from Welayta, and Kut Ojulo from Gambella (9). Gambellan drums and the tom2 were
brought to the stage for the first time to perform with the other traditional musical instruments
(7). Some of this was corroborated by Tariku and Berhalu, two individuals whom I encountered
running an exhibit devoted to Ras Theatre at the Exhibition Center in Meskel Square. They
talked at length about Kut Ojulo, the renown Anuak musician (now deceased) from Gambella,
who is credited with modernizing cultural music and playing the metal tom and krar. They
estimated he spent twenty-five years in the cultural band. According to Gebeyehu (2009), the
Ras Theatre group once had weekly programs but has declined in recent years due to failing to
find musicians from the different regions as well as the loss of instruments (10, 12).
After the 1974 revolution, the communist government also organized new local
performing groups in neighborhoods and regions throughout the nation for the purpose of
promoting their political agenda. These groups were known as kinet (Betreyohannes 2008, 76).
The kinet, intended to cultivate nationalistic sentiment, combined Ethiopian cultural music with
the principles of Marxism-Leninism (77). According to Betreyohannes (2008), “[k]inet also
played a pivotal role in the development of the neotraditional or ‘Bahil-Zemenawi’ (traditionalmodern) genre, which made use of abandoned local musical material, including vocal styles and

2
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refer to the lamellophone played by Nilo-Saharan peoples from the Gambella region.
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instruments, by fusing them with modern and Western material. Although this type of ensemble
had existed in the theaters, the most popular fusion singers were the fruit of kinet” (77). My
fieldwork suggests that at least some of the current regional performing troupes were originally
founded as kinet. According to the musicians and museum director at the Hadiya Cultural Center
in Hosaena, the Hadiya Cultural Troupe was founded in 1974 by the communist government,
although government attention to these regional troupes has declined since their establishment
(Abulo, personal communication, 2015).
Before proceeding, I would like to briefly address the terminology used by the scholars
cited above and my interlocutors to avoid confusion later on. In my readings and fieldwork, I
have found that "yebahil orchestra," "traditional music ensemble/band/troupe," "bahil-zemenawi"
or "neotraditional music ensemble," and "cultural band/troupe/team" are not clearly delineated
from one other. All refer to a combination of traditional instruments playing together. Since
orchestra implies a large ensemble, I have decided to use the terms "ensemble," "band," "troupe,"
or "team" ("team" was the word most commonly used by my interlocutors).3 I do not use "bahilzemenawi" and "neotraditional," since I heard neither of these terms during my time in Ethiopia.
Most Ethiopians also use "traditional" and "cultural" interchangeably, so I will do the same.
Current State Policy
With the historical background of the traditional ensembles established, a brief overview
of the sociopolitical milieu in which the current cultural music teams perform will now be
helpful. The rise in ethnic nationalism and new government regime that came to power in the
1990s has had implications for cultural music performance in Ethiopia, so I will survey these
along with the new nationalistic rhetoric and cultural policies.
Rise of Ethnic Nationalism
Tracing the invention of ethnicity and the rise of ethnic nationalism in Ethiopia is no
simple matter, and there is a range of narratives upon which one may draw. Most scholarly
literature on the matter, and Ethiopians themselves, indicate that at least the Oromo nationalist
movement looks back to Emperor Menelik II’s territorial expansion in the late nineteenth
3
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century. Asafa Jalata, an Oromo nationalist, asserts that the highland ruling elite believed their
culture to be more civilized than the cultures of neighboring ethnic groups and thus used this as a
justification for expanding into the surrounding territories (Jalata 2009). Jalata refers to an
“ethnonational hierarchy” (190) that excluded other ethnic groups from having political power
and denigrated their cultural identity during the Imperial Era.
Triulzi (1983) concurred that the Oromo, Eritreans, and Somalis in Ethiopia’s Ogaden
region perceived Ethiopia as a colonizing power (117).4 Whether or not Ethiopia was a colonizer
is debated, but it is indisputable that many peoples in the expanded territories were exploited and
enslaved by the ruling elites. During the latter part of his reign, Selassie “intensified processes of
state centralization that had started in the nineteenth century under Menelik II” (Bach 2013, 94),
making Amharic the official language and the Ethiopian Orthodox Church the official religion.
Uneven development across Ethiopia was also a significant issue during Selassie’s reign as he
pursued his state centralization project. Selassie’s government not only “undermined the power
base that many regional leaders had wielded prior to the 1930s” (Wubneh 1994, 470), but also
heavily taxed these regions (Triulzi 1983, 115). The government then turned around and focused
most of its resources on developing a few key areas, especially Addis Ababa (Wubneh 1994,
476).
During this era, however, other ethnic groups were not excluded from the possibility of
elite status. For example, Ras Gobena Dacche, an ethnic Oromo, commanded an army alongside
Menelik II and participated in conquering neighboring regions (Yates 2013). Those from other
ethnic groups could become an Amhara during this time by aligning themselves with the elites
and adopting their cultural practices and religion (Triulzi 1983, 118-119). Thus, during the early
Imperial Era, it appears that an Amhara identity was based more on cultural orientation rather
than some primordial ethnic designation into which one was born. At the same time, becoming
Amhara still required sacrificing one’s own cultural identity, even if it raised one’s class status
(Mollenhauer 2011, 41).
Ethnic nationalism radicalized under the communist regime (1974-1991), during which
economic disparities in different regions worsened, and the “socialist government began to
associate interregional disparities in development with the so-called ‘nationalities’ question”
(Wubneh 1994, 468). Despite the government rhetoric of equality, state centralization increased,
4
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and suspected opposition was dealt with violently (Bach 2013, 95). Additionally, Mengistu’s
regime diverted many of its finances towards battling insurgency, leaving many regions
underdeveloped and Ethiopian citizens with few resources (Wubneh 1994, 470). Notably, the
Tigray region, whose inhabitants Jalata considers part of the highland elites, was one of the
poorest areas of Ethiopia at the time Wubneh was conducting his research in the early 1990s
(490). This indicates again that center-periphery relations and discontinuous development have
been at least as significant as ethnic affiliation (if not more so) in regards to social inequality in
Ethiopia.
Ethnic Federalism
When Mengistu’s government fell in 1991, those who came to power (the Ethiopian
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, or EPRDF) had to manage the radicalization of
ethnicity that had occurred during the communist regime. They designed and implemented an
ethnic federalist policy, organizing Ethiopia into nine ethnically-based regional states and
allowing regional governing autonomy. This includes a secession clause, of which Eritrea took
advantage by becoming independent in 1993.
Article 39 of Ethiopia’s 1994 Constitution outlines this policy:
1. Every nation, nationality or people in Ethiopia shall have the unrestricted right to selfdetermination up to secession.
2. Every nation, nationality and people shall have the right to speak, write and develop its
language and to promote its culture, help it grow and flourish, and preserve its historical
heritage.
3. Every nation, nationality or people in Ethiopia shall have the unrestricted right to
administer itself; and this shall include the right to establish government institutions
within the territory it inhabits and the right to fair representation in the federal and state
governments.
4. The right to self-determination up to secession of nation, nationality and peoples may
be exercised: (a) where the demand for secession is approved by a two-thirds (2/3rds)
majority of the legislature of the nation, nationality or people concerned. (b) where the
Federal Government within three years upon receipt of the decision of the legislature of
the nation, nationality or people demanding secession, organises a referendum for the
nation, nationality or people demanding secession. (c) where the demand for secession is
supported by a simple majority vote in the referendum. (d) where the Federal
Government transfers power to the parliament of the nation, nationality or people which
has opted for secession. (e) where property is partitioned in accordance with the law.
5. The term "nation, nationality and people" shall mean a community having the
following characteristics: People having a common culture reflecting considerable
uniformity or similarity of custom, a common language, belief in a common bond and
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identity, and a common consciousness the majority of whom live within a common
territory (University of Pennsylvania African Studies Center 2016).
Although intending to allow more freedom and equality for Ethiopian peoples, ethnic
federalism is not unproblematic. One detriment of this policy is that it solidifies ethnic
boundaries when ethnicity itself is not self-evident but socially constructed. The current
Ethiopian government defines ethnicity based on language and genealogical descent. However, it
is not uncommon for Ethiopians to speak multiple languages, come from intermarried families,
and interact freely across ethnic lines (Habtu 2004, 108). Ethnic federalism politicizes ethnicity
and has done so from the top-down via government mandates (Mollenhauer 2011, 18, 35).
My experiences in Ethiopia have revealed varying extents to which ethnicity is a “salient
aspect of social identity” (Mollenhauer 2011, 35). I have had many informal conversations with
friends and acquaintances around Addis Ababa, during which this topic often presented itself (or,
in some cases, was provoked by my curiosity on the matter). One Oromo individual (who
requested to remain anonymous) expressed displeasure with the current government because it is
dominated by the Tigrayan ethnic group, who comprise a minority of the Ethiopian population
(personal communication, 2015). Another Oromo, Fekadu, said that ethnic identity should come
first and Ethiopian identity second, though he expressed that both are important (personal
communication, 2015). Gobeze, from the Welayta ethnic group, similarly confirmed that “every
culture is eager for their culture” (personal communication, 2015). Still, it would be mistaken to
assume ethnic identity is important for all Ethiopians. My translator, Million, who is of both
Amhara and Oromo heritage, disagreed with Fekadu and said that Westerners believe Ethiopia is
at high risk for ethnic conflict, and prioritizing ethnic identity over Ethiopian identity increases
this risk (personal communication, 2015).
Ethnic tensions do, indeed, exist in Ethiopia. The most salient of these are between the
Amhara and the Oromo and the Nuer and the Anuak ethnic groups. The conflicts between the
Nuer and Anuak primarily occur in Ethiopia’s western Gambella region, as the Nuer have
expanded into this area more recently and made the Anuak a minority, much to the dismay of the
latter (Gebeyehu 2013). In Ethiopia as a whole, the Amhara and the Oromo are the largest
populations at odds with one another. According to Emanuel, Menelik’s territorial expansion and
brutal treatment of conquered peoples is a sore point for the Oromo. He pointed to the spring
2014 Oromo protests against the government’s attempts to expand the city of Addis Ababa into
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surrounding Oromo villages as the most recent manifestation of strain (personal communication,
2015). These protests resurged in December 2015 surrounding the same issue and were met with
violent government crackdowns (Fortin 2016). Some Oromo do not even want to speak Amharic,
particularly in the rural areas. At one point, I witnessed an argument between one of my Amhara
friends and an Oromo waitress on this very subject, and he called her a “tribalist” for not wanting
to speak Amharic.
Apart from specific ethnic affiliation, some lighter-skinned Ethiopians exhibit prejudiced
attitudes towards darker-skinned Ethiopians, and one individual told me that he has heard the
former refer to the latter as “those Africans, people with big lips and flat noses.” I mostly noticed
xenophobic attitudes towards Gambellans. Most populations from Gambella are Nilo-Saharans
who have very dark skin and different cultural norms from the rest of Ethiopia. I heard several
students make negative comments about the behavior of the Gambellans with whom they resided
in the dorms. Lim, a Nuer who is from South Sudan but has lived in Ethiopia most of his life and
speaks Amharic fluently, told me that he has often been the object of racial slurs due to his dark
skin, especially when he was younger. In another instance, I was chatting with a bass player at
EECMY Jazz School of Music, and he began talking about how “we [Ethiopians] are not black”
and compared himself to Nigerians and Gambellans. “But Gambellans are Ethiopian,” I said. He
then seemed a little chagrined at this and laughed, agreeing with me.
Of course, such attitudes are not necessarily ubiquitous, which raises another issue with
the ethnic federalism policy (and the concept of ethnicity in general): it assumes homogeneity
within a given ethnic group. In reality, one can encounter many linguistic dialects, religious
affiliations, socioeconomic class, level of education, and so on. Indeed, the disparities within
ethnic groups is an issue that musicians encounter as they try to represent Ethiopia’s cultural
groups in their repertoire line-up. Abu Gabriel, washint player at Hager Fikir, and Solomon
Tsegaye, coordinator at National Theatre, both described variations in rhythms and singing styles
among the different subgroups of Oromo and Amhara, for example (personal communication,
2015). Furthermore, Ethiopians from these different subgroups and regions are not necessarily
familiar with each other’s song repertories. On one occasion, I asked Tariku, from western
Oromia, to listen to an Oromo song I had recorded to see if he could identify it (Track 1).5

5

Track 1: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-1-oromo-songs-dimmamp3/s-S6BP4
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Although he recognized the rhythm as Shewa, he did not recognize the songs themselves because
he is from the Wollega area.
Nationalist Rhetoric: Plurality and Pan-Ethiopianism
In efforts to distance itself from the heavy-handedness of prior regimes, the current
government promulgated a national image of a grassroots Ethiopia, built from the ground up by
the collective indigenous ethnic groups (Bach 2013, 104). In the new regime, “the plurality of
Ethiopian ‘nationalities’ became the core of a renewed conception of the Ethiopian nation”
(103). At the same time, however, Ethiopia is still faced with the need to unite its peoples or risk
state disintegration. Although pan-Ethiopianism and its Imperial Age symbols declined with the
initiation of the new government (96), they did not disappear entirely (104). In fact, panEthiopianism resurged during the Ethio-Eritrean War (1998-2000), during which Ethiopian
peoples were encouraged to unite themselves against a perceived common enemy (107-108).
The current government, then, utilizes both pan-Ethiopianism and ethnic pluralism in its
nationalist rhetoric. These narratives are not mutually exclusive. Meles Zenawi, who served as
prime minister for the current government regime until his death in 2012, declared in a speech in
1992, “We can jointly retain and ascertain our Ethiopian identity while at the same time speaking
our own languages, wearing our ethnic costumes and administering our own respective
regions…It is possible to be both an Ethiopian and one’s own ethnic origin, why is it that we
insist that he chooses one of the two?...Why is it that he cannot be both?” (quoted in Bach 2013,
104-105). This sentiment is certainly similar to Fekadu’s, who considers both his Oromo and
Ethiopian identity important (personal communication, 2015). Many other friends and
acquaintances with whom I talked about this said that they also felt they could identify as both
Ethiopian and their ethnicity.
Cultural Policies under the EDRPF
Upon arriving in Ethiopia for my fieldwork, I immediately began asking friends and
acquaintances if they were aware of an official cultural policy that I could consult. Several
advised against talking to the government in my search and recommended that I at least wait
until after the election had passed (which was to take place on May 24, 2015, shortly after my
arrival in the country). I was told the government was wary of researchers and, if I were to risk
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searching for a policy at all, I should ask as a curious musician rather than an academic. I halted
my pursuit at this point but, amusingly enough, found the policy online just a few weeks later,
freely available for anyone to view. Although the experience itself was humorous, it is indicative
of the darker reality that many Ethiopians regard their government with caution at best and fear
at worst. The current regime is locally and internationally recognized for its authoritarian
tendencies, restrictions on freedom of speech, and harsh crackdowns on any expression of
opposition.
Cultural policy and Ethiopian citizens. At any rate, Ethiopia’s cultural policies now
fall in the domain of two different ministries, the Ministry of Youth, Sports, and Culture
(MYSC) and the Ministry of Culture and Tourism.6 The former is oriented towards Ethiopian
citizens, and the latter is oriented towards the global community. A few of MYSC’s cultural
policy objectives include:
•

•

•

To enable the languages, heritage, history, handicraft, fine arts, oral literature, traditional
lore, beliefs and other cultural features of the various nations, nationalities and peoples of
Ethiopia receive equal recognition and respect; to preserve and conserve these and pass
them over to future generations;…
To promote the culture of the different nations, nationalities and peoples, and to develop
these in harmony with modern education, science and technology; and to create culture
conscious citizens that are proud of their culture and identity and are determined to
preserve these;…
To enable cultural establishments to play significant role in the country's program to
bring in peace, development and democracy;… (“Cultural Policy” 2005).
Askew (2002) notes that Ministries of Culture in sub-Saharan Africa have been

established mainly for the purposes of reclaiming an African past and creating unity through the
development of a national culture (13-14), purposes which are evident in these objectives.
Preservation and transmission of culture feature prominently, since rooting a nation in the past
“strengthens the legitimacy of claims about sovereignty” (Turino 2000, 180). However, cultural
preservation is selective, since it must be developed in accord with the “modern,” and MYSC
states elsewhere that cultural practices deemed harmful must be discouraged. Typical of Turino’s
modernist reformism, MYSC indicates aspirations to develop Ethiopia’s cultural arts by
combining the best aspects of the traditional and the modern. This process of selection is
6

There are also smaller governing bodies at the local levels that are involved in cultural projects, but I focus on the
federal level policies since my research was primarily with federal level state ensembles.
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“subjected to modification to accommodate nationalist goals and objectives” (Askew 2002, 14),
and the current Ethiopian government’s distinct brand of national rhetoric is evident in how this
policy manages to align with both cultural plurality and Ethiopianness.
Musicians working in state-run theatres provided more specific details about the cultural
music teams’ roles in Ethiopia’s political project. Abu, who has worked at the state-run Hager
Fikir Theatre for over twenty years, described changes in the repertory since the new government
came to power, noting that Amharic songs were dominant before the new regime but that the
current government is “bringing all cultures to equality” (personal communication, 2015).
Adugna Chekol, formerly employed at Hager Fikir and now directing the YOD Abyssinia music
team, similarly confirmed that Amhara music was dominant when he first began working for
Hager Fikir Theatre more than thirty years ago, but this has changed since the EPRDF came to
power (personal communication, 2015). Abu also indicated that Hager Fikir Theatre has an
objective that includes national unity, saying it is important to promote Ethiopian cultural music
in order for the different nations and nationalities to respect their differences and “to promote the
diversities, as diversity is beauty” (personal communication, 2015).
Solomon Tsegaye, the coordinator for the cultural music team at the National Theatre,
outlined the mission of his team in an interview on June 30, 2015. He stated that, “First, we
promote…all Ethiopian ethnic groups…all song and dance and values. The second, promoting
dress, cultural dress. The third…people to people collaborating…to make peace…[and cultural]
exchange” (personal communication, 2015). This aligns with MYSC’s policy to encourage pride
in Ethiopian culture and to use cultural establishments to inspire goodwill between the
nations/nationalities.
At the time I spoke with Solomon, the National Theatre cultural music team had just
returned from performing in Gambella. The team commonly tours around the country and
performs in different areas, thus attempting to cultivate nationalistic sentiment across the nation
by performing Ethiopia’s cultural musics. This also promotes respect for Ethiopia’s nations and
nationalities, since the National Theatre employs musicians from different ethnic groups and
performs these groups’ musics. At the same time, they promote unity in conjunction with
diversity, as musicians of different ethnicities cooperate and perform on the same stage together.
Local performing troupes go on tour, as well. When I was in Hadiya zone in southern Ethiopia, I
had the opportunity to meet members of the Hadiya Cultural Troupe. They said that they also
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perform all around the nation, mainly music from their own ethnic group, serving as cultural
ambassadors of Hadiya to Ethiopia’s other regions.

Figure 2 - The Hadiya Cultural Troupe (Photograph by Author, June 18 2015, in Hosaena)

Musicians are certainly not the only people aware of what the government is doing. I
mentioned to Million at some point that I was interested in cultural policy and the representations
of multiple ethnicities in music performances. He said he believes the emphasis on diversity is
political, an attempt to try to please everyone (personal communication, 2015). Several
university students believe the same and brought up this issue in our conversations throughout
my fieldwork.
Cultural policy and the international community. Nation-building is not only
concerned with unifying its citizens but also with global recognition. Ethiopia’s Ministry of
Culture and Tourism states that its mission is “to study, preserve, develop and promote the
cultural wealth and the national tourism attractions of the nations, nationalities and peoples of
Ethiopia and to build the positive images of Ethiopia with a view to adding a sustainable socio29

economic and political values with popular and stakeholder’s participation” (“Vision, Mission,
and Values” 2012). The state-run theatres, in fact, commonly perform for foreign audiences,
including ambassadors from different nations, and travel to different countries to perform
(Demissie, Ermias, and Solomon, personal communication, 2015). Nearly all of the musicians I
interviewed, and even Ethiopian audience members, discussed the importance of promoting
Ethiopian music to the international level.
This international orientation is necessary for Ethiopia to actualize itself as a nation-state.
Turino (2000) points out that “Nations require other units of the same type for their very
existence; nations can only understand themselves as such in relation to other nations that are
relatively similar in character” (14). At the same time, “Unless nation-states maintain their
unique identity, they will disappear as distinct, and thus operative, units on the international
scene,” and promoting local art forms and cultural practices such as music and dance is one of
the ways through which nations distinguish themselves from one another (14).
Policy Implementation and Citizen Participation
Of course, cultural policies and mission statements mean little unless they are
implemented. My research indicates that the state-run Ethiopian traditional music sectors face
many challenges that are often a result of the government administration itself. It appears that the
majority of the responsibility for promoting Ethiopian traditional music and cultural pride falls
on the performers and music directors. In some cases, the gap between policy and
implementation is being filled by private enterprises. The specifics of this will be addressed in
the following chapters.
Additionally, the government does not have a monopoly on national rhetoric. While
nationalism in academic discourse has largely focused on the role of politicians and emphasized
a top-down model, nationalism cannot succeed without the involvement of citizens. Nationalistic
sentiment is not purely a result of governmental imperatives but is “generated by interactions
between diverse individuals and groups…not easily controlled by a single constituency” (Dudley
2007, 264). Producing an idealized nation on the stage is not exclusively the concern of the elite,
either, as musicians are personally invested in their performances (Edmondson 2007, 47).
According to Kelly Askew (2002),
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“[W]e should view nationalism as something engaged in by people at all levels of the
social matrix…Rather than an abstract ideology produced by some to be consumed by
others, nationalism ought to be conceptualized as a series of continually negotiated
relationships between people who share occupancy in a defined geographic, political, or
ideological space. No amount of rhetoric can construct a nation if it fails to find
resonance with the state citizenry. There must be some degree of mutual engagement for
nationalism to flourish, but this very element of mutuality, of sharedness, of common
participation, admits the possibility of dissention…" (12).
Musicians and citizens certainly play their own role in perpetuating and reshaping ideas
about the Ethiopian nation, and I find it difficult to reduce such engagement to the dichotomous
“hegemony versus counterhegemony” discourse prevalent in so much scholarly literature. Many
Ethiopian citizens certainly have mixed feelings about the current government regime, but, at the
same time, are emotionally invested in their nation and their culture. Especially since the
government gives so little attention to traditional music, musicians and audiences are left to fill
in the gaps, sometimes aligning with government objectives, sometimes not, sometimes
suggesting alternatives or new directions, and sometimes attempting lofty nationalistic goals that
go beyond the government’s aspirations. The following chapters will seek to illuminate some
aspects of this dynamism and creativity among cultural bands and their audiences.
Chapter Summary
As this chapter has illustrated, urban traditional music ensembles were developed in the
early twentieth century in order to cultivate nationalistic sentiment and serve Emperor Selassie’s
nation-building projects. In subsequent years, government constituencies have continued to
mobilize state music groups to promulgate their brand of nationalist rhetoric. The current
government rhetoric has been partially a response to the ethno-nationalist groups that arose
during the communist era. This dual narrative, appealing to both cultural plurality and panEthiopianism, can be observed in the current policies and mission statements of the state theatre
groups. The following chapter will now turn to examining the specifics of cultural music
performance in state theatres and cultural restaurants as well as the musicians who perform in
these contexts.
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CHAPTER 3
PERFORMING SPACES AND MUSICIANS
This chapter will utilize interviews and personal observations from my fieldwork in 2015
to describe the different performing contexts for cultural music, and to profile the performers
who create and present this music. Having already discussed the cultural policies and state
theatres’ mission statements, I will focus primarily on how these are implemented (or not
implemented) in state-run groups in the present day. Following, I will discuss the cultural
restaurants, the neoliberalist imperative that has driven the rise of these enterprises, and how the
market has influenced the presentation of cultural musics in this sphere. After discussing these
establishments, I will turn to the musicians themselves, utilizing excerpts from their interviews to
provide insight into their personal backgrounds, experiences, and inspirations.
Multiple Performing Groups and Contexts
The state-run theatres and the cultural restaurants in Addis Ababa were the primary focus
of my research. Each theatre and restaurant employs its own cultural music team, and these are
the primary contexts in which cultural bands perform.
State Theatres
For the first week of my fieldwork, I was not even sure if there were still state-funded
cultural music troupes in Ethiopia. Everyone that I asked said that most traditional music
performances in Addis Ababa were in private establishments. A few said that they thought there
was a cultural troupe run by the government but were not sure when and where they performed.
Some said that they only performed on holidays or for private government functions, and most
did not think the musicians were on the government payroll year-round. I was surprised, then,
when I interviewed Ermias, the drummer at Dimma Cultural Restaurant, and found out that he
was also employed year-round with the Hager Fikir Theatre cultural music team. According to
Ermias and other musicians with Hager Fikir and the National Theatre, these state-run troupes
most commonly perform for Ethiopian and foreign government officials. Occasionally, they
stage shows for the general Ethiopian public, but it appears that such performances are irregular
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and poorly advertised. I did manage to attend two programs by Hager Fikir Theatre at the
Exhibition Center in Meskel Square, and I almost managed to attend a National Theatre
performance (also at the Exhibition Center) but received the information so late that I only
caught the last few minutes of it.
The Hager Fikir and National Theatre cultural music teams both bring performers from
all around Ethiopia to represent the musics of their respective regions. The National Theatre
employs forty-one cultural performers and includes singers from Gamo-Gofa, Amhara, Tigray,
Welayta, Gurage, Somali, Afar, and Oromia regions (Solomon, personal communication, 2015).
Since it is impossible to employ musicians from each of the more than eighty ethnic groups, the
vocalists at the National Theatre sing in several languages from their own language branch. Any
singer who speaks an Omotic language, for example, might sing in Welayta, Gamo, or other
Omotic languages. The cultural heterogeneity of the ensemble, however, appears to be limited to
the vocalists, likely due to their ability to easily sing in their local languages. Solomon said that
their instrumentalists and dancers are usually from Addis Ababa. Hager Fikir also employs
singers from different regions and performs musics from Gambella, Kunama, Tigray, Oromia,
Amhara, Gurage, Welayta, Dorze, and Sidama. The Hager Fikir group mostly focuses on
representing the largest ethnic groups in their line-up (Abu, personal communication, 2015).
The first Hager Fikir Theatre performance I attended, which I found out about through
Ermias, took place on a Saturday night at an outdoor venue in the Exhibition Center. The
Exhibition Center is located in Meskel Square, a popular location in Addis Ababa for
celebrations and casual recreational activities. The event was advertised on the banner as “The
First Annual Beverage Festival.” Vendors were selling beer, wine, and soda, and it appeared to
be some sort of marketing event for beverage producers directed towards the middle class. The
crowd was small, considering the large venue, and Million said he believed the audience
members were here for the products rather than the music. Most attendees appeared middle class.
However, anyone can go in and out of the Exhibition Center at will, and I saw some of other
socioeconomic statuses, including children in ragged clothing and a very drunk older gentleman
missing half of his teeth who was insistent upon giving everyone in attendance a handshake
and/or a hug. The structure of the venue was rather prohibitive towards audience participation, as
the stage was high and seating was situated far from the performers. Attendees mostly watched
politely but began to engage more as the night progressed. Particularly popular were the last two
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numbers, a medley of Ethiopian nationalist songs (Track 15)7 and a medley of songs from a
Welayta performer who amused the audience immensely with his humorous gestures, spoken
interjections, and dance moves.
The second Hager Fikir performance I attended occurred in the same venue but for a
different event. The Addis Ababa City Government Culture and Tourism Bureau put on a
cultural festival that took place from June 12-14. I attended on Saturday, the 13th. The city
provided free buses to different areas of Addis, and the Exhibition Center was packed. The
demographic at this event was more varied, with many young people and many in lower
socioeconomic classes in attendance. Unlike the beverage festival, this event appeared directed
towards the general population rather than specifically a middle-class demographic. Still, I was
later surprised when I told my friends and acquaintances about the festival that many had no idea
it was happening. I myself only found out about it because Million received a text message about
the event, which he forwarded to me. Since it seemed to have gone unnoticed by many Addis
residents, I am unsure how it managed to garner so many people.

Figure 3 - Hager Fikir Theatre Performing Tigrignya Song (Photograph by Author, May
30 2015, at Exhibition Center in Addis Ababa)

7

Track 15: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-15-nationalist-songs-hager-fikir-at-beverage-festivalmp3/sNeEXi
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Hager Fikir performed traditional musics and dances from multiple ethnic groups at both
these events. The latter more pointedly engaged the audience, with an emcee asking, “Indēt
new?” (“How is it?”) in between songs, and announcing the next ethnic group that was to be
performed. The ensemble structure for both events was the same, consisting of the masīnk’o, the
lead krar, the bass krar, the washint (played by Abu), and the drums (played by Ermias), along
with a few different male and female vocalists and about ten male and female dancers. I was
surprised, however, that Hager Fikir did not perform any nationalist songs at the cultural festival,
despite the fact that such an event seemed to me like a prime opportunity for cultivating
nationalistic sentiment among the general population. Rather, after performing several different
ethnic groups, they closed with an instrumental number that turned into a lengthy jam session,
with the instrumentalists taking turns at solos and displays of virtuosity (Track 2).8
While the Hager Fikir cultural music team appears to invest their personal efforts into
these performances, government efforts to organize and publicize Ethiopian traditional musics
are lackluster at best, at least based on my observations and musician interviews. Many
musicians said that the government does not give adequate attention to the cultural music. In
addition, those working for the state theatres receive little compensation. The senior theses at the
Yared School archives often pointed to payroll problems as one of the causes of the decline of
traditional music in the theatres, and nearly every state employee to whom I spoke corroborated
this. Such complaints by the performers and administrators working in the traditional music
sector hint at the fact that these individuals have not submitted themselves to the state hegemon,
despite the fact that they themselves are supposed to be agents of the state. Askew (2003) noted a
similar phenomenon in Tanzania—that is, the state’s marginalization of the cultural sector and
the consequent disillusionment of those employed in this sector. This indicates that conflicts and
negotiations occur within the state apparatus itself, even though such disagreements may be
glossed over in official discourse in attempts to present the image of a united ruling party (286).
At any rate, poor salaries in particular have driven many musicians to work multiple jobs,
often supplementing their income by playing in private enterprises or with independent bands.
Solomon said this has been a problem for the National Theatre team since musicians do not have
time to rest between jobs. By the time a musician comes to rehearse with the theatre after
performing all night in other venues, “He’s lousy, because he did not [get] enough sleep…But,
8

Track 2: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-2-instrumental-hager-fikir-at-cultural-festivalmp3/s-ySqrY
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you know, he [does] not get enough money in the National Theatre, so…This is the reality”
(personal communication, 2015). Some musicians reportedly leave Ethiopia entirely, not only
because of poverty but also because of government persecution. One individual said that he even
suspected that a musician was killed by the current regime. While I am wary of considering such
rumors without further corroboration, this is nonetheless symptomatic of Ethiopian citizens’
perceptions of the current government. At any rate, the general opinion is that traditional music
in the government theatres is in a state of decline and that the hope for Ethiopian traditional
music’s survival is in privately-owned businesses.
Private Enterprises
Cultural restaurants are a more recent phenomenon in Ethiopia, and I have been told that
their number is increasing. Marketed towards foreigners, these provide traditional Ethiopian food
and nightly music performances, usually from around 6:00 or 7:00 p.m. to midnight. I focused on
only two of these businesses, Dimma Cultural Restaurant and YOD Abyssinia (Bole location).
Unlike the Hager Fikir performances, which were open to the general public, the prohibitive
menu prices at these restaurants excludes those from lower socioeconomic classes from
attending.
I visited Dimma first, as I was already familiar with it after having been there in 2014.
Meselu, the manager, and Temesgen, the owner, were quite open to allowing me to record
performances and interview performers and audience members. Temesgen works as an
accountant in Washington D.C. but visits Ethiopia two to three times a year. He opened the
restaurant in 2011, because he “love[s] culture and tradition” (Temesgen, personal
communication, 2015). Dimma is decorated with icons of Ethiopian culture, such as traditional
weavings and paintings that depict important historical figures, places, and events. Although
Temesgen and Meselu made claims for cultural diversity, cultural elements from the northern
and central regions of Ethiopia dominate, including icons of Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity.
What fascinated me about Dimma is that all audience members were Ethiopian or at least of
Ethiopian descent during the nights I attended (both during my fieldwork and when I was there
in 2014), despite the fact that it is marketed towards foreigners.
Dimma is smaller and more intimate than the Exhibition Center venue, and I found
performances to be quite convivial. The dancers came off the stage every night to dance with
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people in the audience, and customers commonly went up to the stage unbidden to tip or dance
along with the performers. Families often brought their children, who were allowed free reign of
the environment. The Saturday night that I attended was especially lively, with new customers
coming in and out at a consistent rate through the night, even up to the end of the performance.
A few weeks later, I visited YOD Abyssinia, and here also I was welcomed by the
manager, owner, and especially the music director, Adugna. YOD opened in 2003, and,
according to the owner, is the third cultural restaurant to open in Addis. He said it is the largest
cultural restaurant and is commonly attended by world leaders and politicians. YOD has very
similar decorations to Dimma. I found out that Adugna and Temesgen know each other and
Adugna has been helping Temesgen in developing Dimma, so this is not surprising.

Figure 4 - Instrumental Performance, Yohannes on Drums (Photograph by Author, June 6
2015, at Dimma Cultural Restaurant in Addis Ababa)
YOD’s audience demographic, however, was vastly different from Dimma’s during the
nights that I attended. The majority were foreigners, many from China, some ferenj (ፈረንጅ,
white people), and some from other African nations. I spotted a few Ethiopians, although some
were accompanying ferenj groups, presumably as tour guides or translators. Some attendees were
in suits or professional clothing, perhaps businessmen or diplomats. YOD is larger than Dimma,
and I found the music performances more flamboyant and virtuosic than at Dimma, with more
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pointed attempts at audience engagement. During the Gurage dance, for example, the male and
female dancers split up and competed with each other and encouraged the audience to clap along
as each group took its turn. After the competition, dancers went into the audience and sought out
ferenj to bring to the stage to dance. The music team also encouraged audience engagement
through their choice of repertoire. The first night that I attended, the musicians performed a
Sudanese song, and about five Sudanese attendees came on stage and danced with the singer.

Figure 5 - Gurage Dance (Photograph by Author, June 8 2015, at YOD Abyssinia in Addis
Ababa)
The structure of the ensembles at both of these cultural restaurants is similar to Hager
Fikir. The masīnk’o, lead krar, and drum set are always present, and usually a washint, as well.
Both YOD and Hager Fikir also had the bass krar. There are a few different male and female
vocalists, and a symmetrical number of male and female dancers. The cultural restaurants are
likely modeled after the state theatre ensembles. In fact, Adugna worked for Hager Fikir prior to
YOD, so it makes sense that he would bring along with him the same ensemble structure and
repertory. The instrumentalists are exclusively men, and even many of the vocalists are male
(Dimma appeared to only have one female vocalist, Frehewit). The only equal male and female
representation is among the dancers.
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Unlike the Hager Fikir and the National Theatre, Dimma and YOD do not employ singers
from different regions. According to Yosef, the bandleader at Dimma, they mostly look for
musicians in Addis. “There are players in other countrysides,” he said, “but the musicians here in
Addis know more about the scales and others skills, so…it’s better to have them from Addis”
(personal communication, 2015). Most performers as YOD are also from Addis for similar
reasons. Adugna said, “[In] the rural parts, some boys and some men, can play washint in rural
places. But…an orchestrated manner demands people who would be professional in cultural
music instruments” (personal communication, 2015). A few YOD performers are from the
Amhara region, including Baynesagn Birhani, the masīnk’o player, and Melaku Terraken, a
vocalist and dancer. Adugna specifically brought Melaku to YOD from a rural area around
Gondar for the “spirit and passion” that he brings to the stage. Melaku now lives with Adugna
and his family, and Adugna said that they have a father-son like relationship (personal
communication, 2015). The ethnic demographic of the performers is almost exclusively Amhara,
with the exception of Alem at Dimma (from Tigray) and reportedly one Tigrayan and one
Oromo performer at YOD (although I did not meet them).
I found the absence of Oromo musicians in the cultural restaurants curious, since Addis
Ababa is in the center of Oromia region and the city and surrounding areas have high Oromo
populations. I asked Adugna quite pointedly why he did not employ Oromo musicians but never
received a definitive answer. He said that he employs musicians mostly through networking
(Yosef, the bandleader at Dimma, said he does the same), so apparently Oromo musicians are not
in these networks (Adugna and Yosef, personal communication, 2015). Yonas Z., a graduate
student at Addis Ababa University, said it might be due to Oromo musicians not wanting to
perform Amhara music (personal communication, 2015). This likely is a factor, especially
considering that the Oromo around Addis face the threat of the government expanding the city
into their villages, which many believe is a continuation of the historical marginalization of their
ethnic group by the highlanders. I also found myself wondering if this might be symptomatic of
disparities in opportunities for Amhara/Tigrayan people and those from other ethnic groups. This
performer demographic implies that highlanders are more likely to be hired as professional
musicians than others. Although I do not want to make too much of a leap based on the limited
information that I have, the domination of highland musicians in the cultural restaurants is still
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noteworthy when one considers their history of cultural and political dominance. This may be
worthy of exploring in future research endeavors.
Cultural restaurants and neoliberalism. Neoliberalism, an approach to economics that
emphasizes a free market system and privately-owned businesses with minimal government
regulation, has been a growing force in Ethiopia since the establishment of the new regime. In
this context, some entrepreneurial Ethiopians have begun to establish cultural restaurants in
Addis Ababa, which are currently increasing in number. Unlike the state theatres, the main
purpose of the cultural restaurants is not a nationalist one but a capitalist one. Of course, this
does not mean that cultural restaurants are not lively spaces for cultivating nationalistic
sentiment and crafting images of the Ethiopian nation, as I will discuss later. However, this
neoliberal dynamic has had implications for musicians’ careers and the style of the music and its
presentation.
Money issues appear to be one of the main factors driving traditional musicians to work
for cultural restaurants. I have already discussed the poor compensation provided in the state
theatres. Abu, who works in both Hager Fikir and the private sector, told me, “I must work. I
have a family. I have three kids, two sons and one daughter. So, for that, to get good money, I
work in the private” (personal communication, 2015).
Adugna also cited money as the reason he transferred to the private sector from Hager
Fikir when he said,
I existed [at Hager Fikir]. You know, I have been paid serving thirty-two years and eight
months. I have been paid 1200 Ethiopian birr. And, many Ethiopian cultural musicians
and professionals are literally poor…one of the things that [has] kept me alive is because
I have changed paradigm shift into business mentality (personal communication, 2015).
Adugna is also aware of the need for customer satisfaction in this neoliberal climate. He
reviews all the songs and dances before the performers go to the stage and gives them time to
improve. If they do not improve, he fires them, because “the customer should be satisfied.” He
said that “professionalism is what’s lacking,” and this goes right down to how performers dress,
how they hold the microphone, and how they bow when they enter and exit the stage (personal
communication, 2015). Alem, the krar player and vocalist at Dimma who specializes in Tigrayan
songs, also mentioned the need to please customers, saying, “People come here for
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entertainment, you know…it’s through your music that you make them dance or sing with you,
sing along. [I want] them to be entertained through this music” (personal communication, 2015).
Customer satisfaction has implications for how music directors and performers invent
and present their music and dance. This is tied to modernist reformism. Since they perform for
foreigners and cosmopolitan audiences, they must make cultural music, first of all, palatable to
this demographic. Several interviewees mentioned choreographing the dances and coordinating
the instruments to play in agreement together. Consideration for audience’s aesthetic preferences
is also one of the reasons Adugna and Yosef hire musicians from Addis rather than from rural
areas. Habtamu, one of YOD’s vocalists, indicated some changes made from music performed in
rural areas when he said, “So, the music here―when you go to the traditional music especially,
nation/nationalities of Ethiopia―…when you hear their music before…it’s not melodical. You
can’t catch any melody from there. [But] at this time, it becomes grown. And, then, everything
will be becoming fine. This time, everything is good” (personal communication, 2015).

Figure 6 - Habtamu, Center, Performing a Welayta Song (Photograph by Author, June 12
2015, at YOD Abyssinia in Addis Ababa)
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Even the presentation of different ethnic groups music has some neoliberal justification. I
asked many of my interviewees why it is important to perform the different ethnic groups.
Temesgen, owner at Dimma, responded that “The music must be present [from] all the ethnic
groups of the country, because [the customers] are coming from all over the ethnic groups”
(personal communication, 2015). Adugna responded that “The audience will be refreshed by
seeing these different diversities” (personal communication, 2015).
I want to note, however, the possibility that the drive to please the customer also
encourages musical creativity. Every performance I attended at the cultural restaurants had
several virtuosic dance solos, to which audiences responded with applause, calls of approval, and
tips. I never observed this at the state theatres. These solos provide considerable room for the
dancers to innovate and improvise, and audience members, in turn, play their own role in
developing the direction of the dance through their responses. While, in popular discourse,
commodification might be considered “selling out,” I also want to consider the possibility that at
least live performances provide audiences with the opportunity to participate in the performance
and suggest new possible pathways for performers to take. Fulfilling audience expectation, then,
is not necessarily a dictate by an abstract market but can also be a collaborative creative process
between audience members and performers.
Regional Performing Troupes, Independent Artists, and Working in Multiple Contexts
Although I focused my research mainly on state theatres and cultural restaurants, it would
be remiss not to mention the other groups who perform cultural musics. Regional performing
troupes on year-round government payroll are also found throughout Ethiopia. In fact, there
seems to be more awareness of the regional troupes than of the state troupes, as Gobeze and
Emanuel were able to immediately refer me to the Welayta and Oromo troupes even when they
were unsure if the state theatres were still performing. The regional performing troupes face
some of the same challenges as the state ensembles, including insufficient supplies and overall
lack of attention from the government.
During my time in the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples Region, I discovered
that troupes in these areas struggle with some additional problems specific to their locales. One
of these is Protestantism. In Ethiopia, many Protestants make strict divisions between secular
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music (including traditional) and sacred music, strictly forbidding the former.9 Protestantism is a
fast-growing denomination in several areas in the south, which is pushing out traditional musicmaking. Abulo, a well-known Hadiya singer who worked with the Hadiya Cultural Troupe since
its inception, now no longer sings with them due to his conversion. He now only sings Gospel.
Although, I was left wondering if part of his leaving cultural music might be because he feels he
has not received due recognition from the government for his work. These regional groups also
have trouble promoting their music outside their own areas due to the language gap. Lyrics in
languages of minority groups, such as the Hadiya, Welayta, and Gamo, are not understood by the
majority of the Ethiopian population. Some artists manage this by mixing the languages, such as
Sentayo’s rendition of “Hibongo,” which uses both Hadiya and Amharic lyrics (Abinet, personal
communication, 2015).
An interesting aspect of the regional troupes, at least the troupes in Hadiya and Sidama in
the south, is that they do not appear to utilize indigenous instruments. The Hadiya troupe said
they usually perform with the keyboard. Their two instrumentalists, Ayele Ersino and Temesgen
Getachew, both described themselves as modern musicians (personal communication, 2015).
Solomon, before working for the National Theatre, was the regional coordinator for the music
group in Awassa (in Sidama) and indicated similar instrumentation for this group. “I composed
almost twenty…up to twenty-three traditional [songs], I composed. I arranged. But, the
instrument is modern…the song only is the tradition” (personal communication, 2015). Part of
this may be due to the preference for the keyboard over indigenous instruments, but it may also
be due to the lack of financial resources and availability of indigenous instruments in the towns.
Some musicians also play in independent bands, such as Ermias. He said that his group,
the New Abyssinia Band, plays traditional music, although unfortunately I did not have the
chance to hear them. Demissie, vocalist at the National Theatre, also has a prolific career as an
independent artist.10 Many musicians in Addis Ababa, then, work in multiple contexts. Such a
dynamic means that the nationalistic imperatives of the state theatres and the neoliberal

9

A large part of this is due to the linguistic division in Amharic between zefen (ዘፈን, secular song) and mezmur
(መዝሙር, religious song), although this does not explain why zefen is acceptable among Orthodox Christians and
not Protestants. My conversations indicate many complex reasons why Protestants have specifically forbidden zefen
(including trying to distance themselves from Orthodox denominations), but this would constitute another research
project.
10
Demissie’s music videos can be found on YouTube: https://youtu.be/-5XbcqPC5FA
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imperatives of the cultural restaurants are constantly impacting one other, not to mention the
increased creative freedom that occurs in the context of independent bands.
Alternative Nationalism
With multiple performing contexts comes the possibility to craft different representations
of the Ethiopian nation. I find Edmondson’s term “alternative nationalism” useful “in order to
emphasize the array of options” that these different performing groups provide (41). According
to Edmondson, “[a]lthough nationalism is usually understood as an attempt to suppress
difference through homogenization, in this context it serve[s] as a springboard for diversity and
multivocality” (41).
Pride in Ethiopia does not necessarily equate to approval of government rhetoric.
Different ethnic, religious, or socioeconomic groups, and even individuals within these groups,
have different standards for what constitutes the ideal nation. Based on my conversations, many
Ethiopians’ ideal nation does not conflate with the government’s authoritarian tendencies and
uneven development and distribution of resources, and many have diverging recommendations
for Ethiopia’s political future.
Similarly, nearly all my interviewees (both musicians and Ethiopian audience members),
expressed pride in their nationality, even while the different restaurants and theatres have
variations in musical styles, presentation, and repertoire. Hager Fikir adheres more closely to the
musics of the different nation/nationalities while Dimma employs more repertory from Amharic
popular music, and YOD more consciously innovates in order to appeal to the global market.
Individual musicians themselves also bring their own stylistic preferences to the spaces in which
they perform. Ermias, for example, prefers to mix Ethiopian musics with popular music styles,
saying, “We need to globalize…For example, our kebero doesn’t have the big groove. The
groove is not as high as the drum from the west…so we mix it with even the Western” (personal
communication, 2015). Solomon, on the other hand, prefers “the oldest music…Nowadays, they
create cultural music, but…it [hasn’t any] sense. The oldest song[s] have taste, good taste.
Nowadays, they intermingle [with] European music” (personal communication, 2015).
Edmondson also notes that private enterprises, unlike state-run ensembles, “would
supposedly be freer to carve out an autonomous cultural space unencumbered by the state” (32).
This is certainly true in some respects. For example, I discovered that some of the state-run
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groups rewrite lyrics to cultural songs based on government rhetoric. Cultural restaurants have
no such dictates. Of course, they are restricted in other ways, such as market demands and the
tourist gaze. Also, since those of lower socioeconomic classes do not have the financial means to
attend cultural restaurants, these alternative nations are primarily accessible only to the middle
and upper classes. Poorer Ethiopians are limited to the options provided by the different state
theatres and state-run television broadcasts. However, since internet access and mobile phones
are becoming more easily available to the masses in recent years, even these populations are
slowly gaining more access to the plurality of different musical representations of Ethiopia and
its cultural groups via YouTube and social networking sites.
Musician Background, Inspiration, and Training
No one is more apt to describe the performers’ inspiration and music experiences than the
performers themselves. Consequently, rather than summarizing, I would like to present excerpts
from their interviews in attempts to preserve their individual voices as much as possible.
Early Attraction to Music
Yosef (bandleader at Dimma): [I] was very inspired by all the Ethiopian cultural music
when [I] was going to weddings or culture dancing places. That’s where [I] was very
interested as a young kid…that’s where the passion started (personal communication,
2015).
Ermias (drummer at YOD and Hager Fikir): So, I grew up in Piassa, which is around the
Hager Fikir Theatre house…So what you see will push you there. It will attract you…
even from my childhood, I have the passion…Also, there is a friendship issue, the peer
pressure. My friends are all musicians. So I have to be identified with my friends
(personal communication, 2015).
Habtamu (vocalist at YOD and Addis Ababa City Hall): When I was at school, I heard so
much music. And, then, it makes me…[want] to do [it] for my life. Yeah. Music’s my
life. Music’s my life. That’s why I do [it] (personal communication, 2015).
Alem (krar player and Tigrinya singer at Dimma): Around Tigray region, people play the
krar…I had a big interest in playing, so [I] used to look at people, try to play what they
played. Kiros Alemayehu [a famous Tigrayan singer and krar player] is the guy who
attracted [me] to music and singing (personal communication, 2015).
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Learning Music
Yohannes (drummer at Dimma): I observed very well, and I learned by observation…
There is no set curriculum for us to learn in this restaurant…You have to do it by
yourself. It has to be something in you (personal communication, 2015).
Ermias (previously self-taught but now taking classes at Jazzamba School of Music): I
am learning to update myself. Because most of the traditional musicians do not have the
formal [knowledge]…of music. So, in order to develop that, I am learning...
Now I am deeply into the theoretical framework of the music stuff…in previous times, I
couldn’t keep the bar of the music, the rhythm, and all these things…It is an illegal way,
it’s not in a direct music way that you join. But, after I know things, I have started to be
more formal (personal communication, 2015).
Demissie (popular Gurage singer, vocalist at National Theatre and independent artist): In
the National Theatre, you will be given the basic musical talents…So, you will be given
basic vocal sounds and exercises…on the top of that, I do have also my personal efforts
attached to it. Like I said, I have a deacon background. And, when you are a deacon in
the Orthodox Church, you know how to bring your voice up and down: the pitch, the
blocks, everything, you know the music. So, my voice has been trained long ago
(personal communication, 2015).
Learning other Ethnic Groups
Ermias: We go to different regions to practice and to learn [with Hager Fikir]. I have
experienced the different style of rhythm…
There is a budget from the organization, [from] Hager Fikir. So, you go by the budget of
the government and learn those things…
When you go from Addis, being [an] Addis Ababa musician, and go to other ethnic
groups to observe, the rhythms may not be 4/4. The one that you play 4/4 is not for them
4/4…So, that will create a kind of discomfort, a little bit. That may be a challenge to
learn a new thing, a new style (personal communication, 2015).
Yosef: So they [the performers at Dimma] will look at the different musics or musicians
and songs, and then they try to imitate and bring it to the restaurant and try to add some
color to it and try to perform it here. They learn by looking at other cultural groups from
different regions.
Sarah: And, what’s your process for finding, learning, and teaching songs and dances
from other ethnic groups?
Yosef: Mostly from videos, but there are holidays―like the national holidays―so, that’s
how they learn…
But sometimes some groups have the group dance is very different. Every person dances
their own way. And that happens when you grow up in that community. Sometimes it’s
very hard to learn the person’s way of dancing (personal communication, 2015).
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Alem: [Dimma] is the place where [I] learned how to play the bass krar and masīnk’o…it
is just a matter of practice, and you can sing the other cultural songs…(personal
communication, 2015).
Demissie: We study the songs and the language [in the National Theatre]. And, for
typical reason, we call the owners of the language, the speakers, the native speakers, and
approve whether it is right or not, and then we’ll get more training…So, I am Gurage,
and I teach for other singers the lyrics, the poems. I write it down and give them that. So,
they will study it, and they will understand it…We learn from one another (personal
communication, 2015).
Habtamu (on consulting native speakers at City Hall for learning to sing in other
languages): I record from them their song. And everything, every accent…I record all the
words from them. And, then, I practice on it. And, then, I get him again, after two or
three days, when I make myself good on that language, I will chat with him again. And,
then, he says “That’s good,” that’s it (personal communication, 2015).
Motivation
Alem: Music is life, music is food…It’s something you can’t stop (personal
communication, 2015).
Frehewit (vocalist at Dimma): Music is life…I wish all citizens would know Ethiopian
music (personal communication, 2015).
Solomon: [My motivation is] to identify myself...Because, traditional is the origin of
myself (personal communication, 2015).
Habtamu: I’m Ethiopian! That’s why [I perform traditional music]. It’s mine. And it’s
myself…It’s my identity (personal communication, 2015).
Ermias: It’s music. It’s a universal language. That’s why it’s important to me (personal
communication, 2015).
Adugna: We’re not against the modern, but priority should be given to the identity of the
people…I become so emotional when talking about cultural music. Because, we need to
do our [very] best for the government organization, institutions, [or] shortly we will lose
our cultural music…I am fighting to make alive the Ethiopian cultural music by
orchestrating, setting up my own cultural team (personal communication, 2015).
National Pride in Ethiopian Traditional Music
Habtamu: The Ethiopian traditional! It’s very amazing, and…I don’t know how to
explain it, because it’s very, very, very wide…The Ethiopian music is all over the world,
it can speak (personal communication, 2015).
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Yosef: Ethiopian music is only found in Ethiopia. All the Ethiopian traditional musics are
Ethiopian, and they’re very different than other music genres. And that’s what attracted
[me]…Everything has a meaning. And it’s related to the culture itself, so [I] was very
interested with that (personal communication, 2015).
Erimas: So, there are some music instruments which are unique to Ethiopia only. So we
are promoting that…Krar, Washint. So these are all ours…
I like all…Since it’s Ethiopian culture, I endorse all. I love all (personal communication,
2015).
Adugna: Many African cultural musics are connected with rhythm…It’s connected with
the drum and with the rhythm. [But] Ethiopian cultural music has a variety which is
beyond rhythm (personal communication, 2015).
Abu: We are rich in music, in skill and rhythm, we are rich (personal communication,
2015).
Collaborative Nationalism
As many of these interview excerpts indicate, these performers are personally committed
to Ethiopian traditional music, dedicated to its sustainment and development. This is often tied to
nationalistic sentiment―this music is Ethiopian. It is their own, their identity, and they feel it is
unique to their nation. Efforts to promote it across the globe show the international community
that Ethiopia is rich in music and culture. Their efforts, in fact, bear many similarities to the
objectives of Ethiopia’s policies outlined in Chapter 2.
Like Edmondson (2007), I find that “customary terms such as resistance, appropriation,
and co-option do not do justice to the complex paths and detours that these performances [carve]
out.” She refers to the interactions between government, performers, and audience members as
“collaborative nationalism in order to emphasize their various roles as collaborators rather than
as hegemonic forces” (17). After all, the interests of the Ethiopian government and interests of
Ethiopian citizens are not mutually exclusive. Nationalism’s push to unify Ethiopia’s peoples
deters the instability and violence that are all too often the result of state disintegration.
Ethiopians only need to look to their conflict-ridden neighbors, such as Somalia and South
Sudan, to realize this risk. National security, even if authoritarian, preserves performers’ and
audience members’ personal safety and livelihood.
This is not to ignore the power differentials between government and citizens
(Edmondson 2007, 17). I am well aware of the fact that musicians have engaged with the
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national rhetoric in the mass media and state events, including the rhetoric that has been
promulgated through traditional music performance. At the same time, some of these performers
have travelled internationally and occupy cosmopolitan positions that provide access to
technology and global flows of information with potentially alternative worldviews. As Dudley
(2007) points out, “[s]uch active choice complicates state control,” yet “[t]he idea of the nationstate continues to appeal, it seems, to our human need for community…” (266).
In the context of nationalistic performances, Edmondson (2007), at least in her study on
Tanzanian theatre, seeks to “emphasize the dynamic nature of Tanzanian national performance in
which the state borrowed from popular culture and vice versa in an ongoing cycle of shadowing,
adaptation, and, indeed, co-creation” (18). In Ethiopia, the state’s lack of attention to cultural
music in recent years perhaps means less governmental engagement in the artistic process, but
“co-creation” of a national image (with all the negotiations creative collaboration entails), seems
nonetheless an apt term as performers synthesize the state’s image of the nation with their own.
Cultural Appropriation
With so many different ethno-linguistic groups and subgroups residing in Ethiopia, it is
pragmatically impossible to hire indigenous performers for each different cultural presentation.
As I have noted already, most musicians, singers, and dancers perform several different cultural
groups, regardless of their own background. In some instances, I found myself wondering if this
might ever constitute cultural appropriation. Cultural appropriation occurs when “members of
one culture are taking something that originates in another cultural context,” and it is especially
associated with adopting cultural practices from marginalized people groups (Young and Brunk
2012, 3).
Most of the performers, just by virtue of residing in a city, have a different culture and
more privileges than those from the rural areas where many of these music practices supposedly
originate. Most are from around Addis Ababa, giving them the advantage of at least some level
of cosmopolitan outlook and experience. Furthermore, those whom I interviewed appeared
middle-class, at least at this point in their careers and by Ethiopia’s standards: they were welldressed, and a few had smartphones. I would consider Adugna upper class, after being kindly
invited to his home for lunch and witnessing how he, his family, and Melaku live (Million, who
attended with me, concurred, saying, “He is a rich man!”) Additionally, nearly all the performers
49

in the cultural restaurants are highlanders, who are considered to be the politically dominant
group.
Cultural appropriation typically has negative connotations and certainly has its pitfalls,
such as poor representation of a culture (Young and Brunk 2012, 9) and the fact that those doing
the appropriating receive financial benefits while not necessarily distributing any of this benefit
to those being appropriated. However, performing an underrepresented group also has the
potential to raise awareness of and cultivate respect for that group, regardless of who is doing the
performance. At the same time, cultural appropriation as a concept is problematic, as it assumes
that a culture is a closed system. In fact, culture is porous, and many shared elements occur
across different ethnic groups. This is certainly evident in Ethiopian musics, in which several
scales, instruments, and vocal aesthetics are shared across several cultures. Additionally, cultural
appropriation is a Western discourse, not an Ethiopian one. That being said, “culture” is
nonetheless a widely used concept (and, in Ethiopia, it is often linked with ethnicity), and the
adoption of cultural elements of one group by another is not a phenomenon that is unique to the
West. With these issues in mind, I will provide some Ethiopian perspectives on the general
concept of one cultural group performing another’s music.
Among performers, there is certainly an awareness that they are adopting other cultures’
musics, as this is implicit in the learning process. Habtamu, Demissie, and Ermias spoke most
pointedly on this, discussing the process of learning to pronounce the different languages
correctly and the challenges in conceptualizing the rhythm of another cultural group (personal
communication, 2015). At the same time, there is a sense that, regardless of the musical
differences, this music is still their own because it falls under the umbrella of “Ethiopian.” I
frequently asked performers if there was a particular song or repertory that they enjoyed
performing, and several responded that they could not choose because they loved all Ethiopia’s
musics. That being said, my casual conversations around Addis Ababa occasionally hinted as
exoticism, especially when people spoke about musics in the south and west. A few made
comments about southern Ethiopian musics being “truly African,” for example. Habtamu said
that he especially enjoyed performing Gambellan music, because, “The rhythm is so hot…That’s
why it makes me very passionate for [the] Gambella song.” Million responded, “Wow. You’re
not from Gambella, though.” Habtamu laughed and said, “I’m not from Gambella, I’m
Ethiopian. Gin Gambella song desilenya [but the Gambella song is pleasing to me].”
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I also chatted with Gobeze, who is from Welayta, and Emanuel, who is from Oromia,
about this issue when I showed them some of the audio recordings I had made. When Gobeze
listened to an audio recording of a YOD performance that Adugna had told me was Welayta
(Track 3),11 he was less than pleased. He said that it was “very mixed up” and used Gurage
percussion and a Hadiya song. Although they played the rhythm in 2/4, which is true to the
Welayta meter, they did not have the same “groove” as the Welayta. “They know the song, but
not the style,” he said. He recommended that I go to the original Welayta people for better
versions of this music. I also showed him a recording of a Welayta performance by Hager Fikir,
of which he was far less critical, although he made comments about inaccurate instrumentation
(personal communication, 2015).12 This is likely because it was less mixed with other cultural
musics and appears to have been performed by a vocalist from Welayta area.
I also showed Emanuel one of Dimma’s performances of some Oromo songs (Track 1)13
and later asked what he thought about these songs being performed at these restaurants. He
thought such performances were both good and bad. According to him, an advantage is that it
promotes the Oromo traditional music so that Ethiopians “remember their culture.” However, the
audience does not necessarily know about Oromo life outside of listening to the music. It also
does not necessarily reflect current musical practice in Oromia, as Oromo traditional music is
always changing. He was also shocked when I told him the prices at the restaurant (forty-three
birr for a bottle of water, or around two US dollars) and said that it is unfortunate that poor
people are not able to attend these restaurants to view the performance (personal communication,
2015).
Gobeze’s and Emanuel’s complaints do not only apply to appropriating music from
another ethnic group, however. Even when Amhara performers perform Amharic folk songs,
their renditions differ in many ways from music practices in the Amhara region, especially in
small villages and rural areas. In Addis Ababa, instruments are electronically amplified and
adapted to play in tune together, dances are choreographed, and rhythms are mixed and
embellished. Adugna expressed multiple times that Ethiopian traditional music needs to evolve
to survive, and musics from other ethnic groups are not the only musics being altered for urban
audiences. Additionally, like Emanuel mentioned regarding Oromo music, Amharic folk songs
11

Track 3: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-3-Welayta-and-snnpr-songs-yodmp3/s-Oo6S9
The Welayta are especially known for their use of horns: https://youtu.be/U2l84Mo1Es4.
13
Track 1: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-1-oromo-songs-dimmamp3/s-S6BP4

12
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performed in Addis Ababa do not necessarily reflect current practices in Amhara region, and
poor, rural Amharas are just as unable to attend urban performances as poor, rural Oromos. In
this sense, cultural appropriation does not just occur across ethnicities but also across different
regions and socioeconomic classes.
Chapter Summary
According to my observations and testimonies from musician interviews, it appears that
government efforts to promote traditional Ethiopian music are in a state of decline. The situation
is better in the cultural restaurants though their audience demographic is limited to those in
middle or high socioeconomic classes. Between the state theatres, cultural restaurants, regional
performing troupes, and independent bands and artists, representations of the Ethiopian nation
are varied, giving citizens an assortment of alternative nations from which to choose.
Insights into musicians’ lives and careers illustrate that all performers whom I
interviewed are personally invested in the music and the Ethiopian nation. Such investment is
indicative of collaborative nationalism, in which performers work together with state imperatives
to promote Ethiopia’s distinct traditions in conjunction with pride in their nation. In the
following chapter, I will focus more on physical characteristics of the music itself, how these
characteristics constitute “traditional,” and how these characteristics have been sustained,
reinvented, and innovated in recent decades.
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CHAPTER 4
INVENTING, PRESERVING, AND DEVELOPING ETHIOPIAN
CULTURAL MUSIC
This chapter will focus primarily on the physical characteristics of the music that make it
recognizable as “traditional” or “cultural” as well as some more recent innovations within the
accepted parameters. First, this chapter will discuss diverging opinions on what situates a music
in the traditional or cultural genre. Next, it will examine points of consistency between this
adapted, urban music and local, rural, and/or older music practices. Next, as “development” and
“modernization” featured prominently in my conversations and interviews, this chapter will
include a substantial discussion of more recent developments in the cultural bands.
Working Out “Traditional”
The parameters of the traditional music genre are often difficult to navigate, and this is no
less true in the Ethiopian context. Ethiopians have differing ideas on what constitutes traditional
music, and several audience members advised that I go to the “origin” to find the “real tradition”:
I should go outside of Addis to Gondar, Lalibela, southern Ethiopia, and the rural areas. At the
same time, a few of these same audience members expressed that their reason for attending was
to listen to traditional music in order to connect to their cultural roots.
My interviews with musicians are no less fraught with contradictions and slippages
between genres. During the latter part of my fieldwork, I conversed with two independent artists
from Gamo Gofa, Fikir “BujuStar” Alem and Nebiyu Mulu, whom both identify as traditional
singers but write original songs and use synthesizers rather than indigenous instruments
(personal communication, 2015). Musicians in the state theatres and cultural restaurants have
differing ideas regarding what extent they should preserve older styles or actively innovate
newer styles. Several indicated that they favor the latter, having a positive view of musical
change and saying that “mixing” helps keep the traditional music alive by making it appeal to a
wider audience. Paradoxically, they are attempting to preserve the music precisely by
transforming it.
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Based on my observations, these transformations are more prevalent in the cultural
restaurants than in Hager Fikir. Adugna nevertheless believes that the hope for Ethiopian
traditional musics’ survival is in the private enterprises. The resources and salaries at the theatre
houses are limited, and “one of the things that [has] kept me alive is because I have
changed…into a business mentality.” He believes that “the Ethiopian cultural music needs to be
oriented in a business mindset—it has to have its own income-generating business idea” and “the
cultural restaurants are trying to do their effort…their [very] best [to sustain cultural music].”
Audience patronage at neoliberal establishments will help “preserve the Ethiopian cultural music
not to be lost” (Adugna, personal communication, 2015). However, in attempting to appeal to
these audiences, Adugna and his team have made the most striking transformations of the music
and performance when compared to Hager Fikir and even Dimma. Ironically, such aggressive
modernization of these performances is “more likely to challenge the tourist gaze rather than
satisfy it” (Edmondson 2007, 75). Tourist expectation calls for “staged
authenticity…uncontaminated by modernization and Westernization” (76). Drum machines,
virtuosic showmanship, and playing the krar with a mobile phone (per YOD krarist Yahalem
Negussie) likely confound any foreigner expecting the “real thing.”
Some question whether or not their traditional music can retain a distinctly Ethiopian
identity if such changes continue. Adugna said, “I have a [suspicion about] our Ethiopian cultural
music. I have many doubts…either it will disappear, or it will be mixed up. And, when it is
mixed up, it will no longer be ours, if we do not do anything on an individual level and
governmental level and a nationwide [level] about cultural music” (personal communication,
2015). Yonas Z., a graduate student in philosophy at Addis Ababa University, said that
“refining” traditional music means its death, that it has already lost its identity (personal
communication, 2015). Such “refining,” of course, is characteristic of tradition itself, which is a
modern invention by its very nature (Edmondson 2007, 47). Tradition, music performance, and
even national identity are always in flux (Askew 2002, 26). Ethnomusicologists have certainly
recognized that musical change is the norm, not exclusive to urban areas or the globalization
phenomenon. The concerns voiced by my interlocutors, however, are symptomatic of the
anxieties surrounding cultural “grey-out” in an increasingly interconnected world (Lomax 1977;
Nettl 2005, 431-432), and the “revolution in the flow of people and ideas has made individuals
more preoccupied than ever with the work of defining their identities and their sense of
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community in an unstable world” (Dudley 2007, 266). I have heard several Ethiopians express a
sense of loss of their culture in the tide of “Westernization.” Even some younger people
(particularly those from areas outside of Addis) lament that globalization is “killing the people’s
culture” (Emanuel, personal communication, 2015).
From the musicians’ perspectives, however, music-making is a creative activity. To
strictly imitate local performance practices would restrict their abilities and creative impulses.
Music performance, even traditional music performance, is “[susceptible] to modification,
unrehearsed action, unanticipated response, and the contingencies of everyday life” (Askew
2002, 5). Performance by its very nature is never rendered the same way twice, always
contingent upon the actions, aesthetic choices, and interactions of performers and audiences. I
believe that the reinventions and innovations in both the theatres and the cultural restaurants are
examples of “creative interpretations of traditionalism that imply a sense of ownership and
investment” (Edmondson 2007, 47). All musicians whom I interviewed indicated a personal
commitment to this music. The cultural restaurants are not simply a strategic business initiatives
designed to take advantage of a neoliberal climate. They are also spaces where performers
innovate and develop their cultural music, perform their own national identities, and invest
themselves in crafting representations of the Ethiopian nation.
Though these issues somewhat confound what constitutes “traditional” or “cultural”
music, there is nonetheless a consistent element of this music’s identity, at least among
perceptions of my interlocutors. For my interviewees, traditional/cultural music always has
something specifically Ethiopian about it: a certain dance style, the use of certain cultural dress,
the use of a preexisting melody from a certain region, or the use of one or more indigenous
instruments, for example. In the cultural restaurants and state theatres, most or all these
characteristics are present, even if altered for urban environments. With this in mind, I would
now like to turn to some of these physical characteristics of the music and performance that
imbue it with an Ethiopian identity.
Continuity
Although so far this thesis has predominantly emphasized changes in cultural musics,
these musics still retain many aspects of their locale, or, at least, aspects of highland musics. One
of these is the k’inyit, or scales. The k’inyit appear to be a defining point of Ethiopian musical
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identity for many musicians, as this is one of the main characteristics I am pointed towards
whenever I mention my interest in indigenous music. Ashenafi Kebede identified four main
k’inyit from the Amhara region, illustrated in Musical Example 1. These names of these k’inyit
are derived from well-known songs sung in these scales (Abate 2009, 1218-1220).

Musical Example 1 - Four Main K’inyit (from Central and Northern Regions)
Ezra Abate (2009) proposes that it is “also accepted that Tizita and Batti have their
respective major and minor mode” (1216), which was corroborated by many musicians in Addis
(see Musical Example 2). He suggests that other variations on these scales can be found in
central and northern Ethiopia, although I have not personally heard these scales used or
mentioned. Other regions of Ethiopia have additional scales not based on this pentatonic system,
including the diatonic in some musical cultures in the south (1222-1223). However, musicians in
Addis appear to primarily use tizita major and minor, bati minor, ambassel, and anchihoye. The
most common in Hager Fikir and the cultural restaurants is tizita major. This is helpful for
foreign audiences due to tizita’s cross-cultural intelligibility since its major form is fairly
ubiquitous across Ethiopia, the United States, and Western Europe. (See Tracks 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8
for demonstrations of songs in tizita major, anchihoye, ambassel, bati, and tizita minor,
respectively).14
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Track 4: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-4-instrumental-songs-in-tizita-major-k’inyit-yodmp3/s-ed8gH
Track 5: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-5-instrumental-songs-in-anchihoye-k’inyit-yodmp3/s-WvXbb
Track 6: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-6-instrumental-songs-in-ambassel-k’inyit-yodmp3/s-o7Gvw
Track 7: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-7-instrumental-songs-in-bati-k’inyit-yodmp3/s-1P2Gk
Track 8: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-8-instrumental-songs-in-tizita-minor-k’inyit-yodmp3/s-1b4lr
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Musical Example 2 - Variations on Tizita and Bati
Another point of continuity is the emphasis on melody that is characteristic of music in
the northern and central regions. This is evidenced by the predominantly heterophonic texture in
the cultural band and the frequent use of ornamentation by each instrument. Sometimes I even
heard the drummer double the singer’s rhythms at different points throughout the song (see
Musical Example 3, Track 9 around 00:45, where Ermias plays the same rhythm as response
chorus).15 A few people indicated that the cultural bands in Addis are adding harmony to their
arrangements, but I still mainly heard heterophony. I suspect that, in the highland Ethiopian
context, harmony is constituted by several instruments playing together rather than Western
European functional harmony.

Musical Example 3 - Percussion Doubling the Melody

Certain rhythms are also consistent in music performances and are linked with certain
ethnic groups. Even in my prior visits to Ethiopia, I have been amazed at both musicians’ and
non-musicians’ ability to identify from which cultural group a song comes within the first few
bars, without ever having heard the song before or before even hearing the language of the lyrics
or seeing the accompanying dances. However, I say “consistency” rather than “continuity” when
I refer to these rhythms, since I have found little scholarly documentation of rhythms in Ethiopia
15

Track 9: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-9-oromo-songs-hager-fikir-at-cultural-festivalmp3/s-7k1Ff
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from earlier years. It is thus difficult to ascertain whether these rhythms are from older music
practices or have sprung up more recently. Most of the field recordings released by Smithsonian
Folkways from the 1950s-1970s are not rhythmically supported beyond participants’ clapping on
the strong beats. A field recording from 1972, “Shellela,” from Folk Music and Ceremonies of
Ethiopia falls approximately in the same meter as the Tigrayan rhythm, although there is no
percussion on the track. At any rate, the rhythms used in the present day are identifiable as
belonging to a certain cultural group by many Ethiopians living in Addis, and, consequently, I
have included them in Musical Example 4 (see Track 10, Track 1, Track 11, and Track 3).16

Musical Example 4 - Iconic Rhythms of Different Regions (as presented in Addis Ababa)

16

Track 10: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-10-tigray-song-by-alem-dimmamp3/s-ELdMs
Track 1: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-1-oromo-songs-dimmamp3/s-S6BP4
Track 11: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-11-gondar-war-song-yodmp3/s-wUqhX
Track 3: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-3-Welayta-and-snnpr-songs-yodmp3/s-Oo6S9
A clearer example of the Gurage rhythm can also be heard at https://youtu.be/WMsO5x7PJl4, a recording from the
1000 Stars Festival in Arba Minch in 2008.
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Change
I have already discussed Turino’s concept of modernist reformism, and now I would l
like to turn to how this is playing out specifically in Ethiopia. Musicians are consciously aware
of this process, calling it “modernization,” “Westernization,” “mixing,” “improvement,” or
“development.” In my conversations, musicians often spoke in dichotomies of Ethiopia/the West
or traditional/modern. Furthermore, “Westernization” and “modernization” were used almost
synonymously. These categories are problematic, as they assume two domains that are mutually
exclusive. However, I will still use these terms throughout this chapter since this is how my
interlocutors conceptualize their music-making. According to Ashenafi Kebede, “modern” and
its Amharic equivalent “zemenawī” (ዘመናዊ) refer to “elements in culture that are ‘new’ or
borrowed…to characteristics that are foreign” (1971, 180). This definition is in alignment with
how my interlocutors used these terms.
Some of the changes to Ethiopian music in the twentieth century have already been
discussed. Many of these have been continued within present day cultural bands, and musicians
have made additional innovations that have not been covered as extensively (if at all) in other
literature on Ethiopian music. The latter will comprise the majority of this discussion.
Choreography and “Showing the Culture”
Several performers mentioned choreographing the dances in order “to beautify the
different culture[s]” (Abu, personal communication, 2015). Part of the purpose of choreography
is also to “show the culture” (Yosef, personal communication, 2015). Yosef described, for
example, “If [we] want to show the culture about farming, what [we] would do is…keep the way
of the dancing but…show how the farming is in that cultural region.” I observed several
examples of this in most the performances I attended. At the Beverage Festival, one of the
female Hager Fikir dancers appeared to simulate sewing or weaving at the beginning of a Harari
song. Basketweaving is a common activity among Harari women, and they even have a corpus of
songs that they sing while working (Abera 2006). The Welayta people are known for their
making cotton clothes, and one of the YOD performances incorporated the dancers miming
cloth-weaving. When Dimma performed nationalistic war songs from Gondar, the male dancers
carried fake rifles to show how Ethiopia was able to repel the Italian invasion in the late
nineteenth century.
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Some dances have less overt meanings, at least in Hadiya zone. Abulo described the
meaning behind the dance that accompanies the song “Seleme.”17 In this dance, the performers
all hold onto the person in front of them, forming a train. The last person in the train, if he/she
lags behind and falls outside of the circle, is hit by the leader with an enset leaf. According to
Abulo, the primary purpose of this dance is to show the unity of the Hadiya people. Anyone who
falls outside the circle is a threat to social harmony and must be kept in line. Abulo said that this
dance can also represent the Hadiya protecting themselves from outside enemies (personal
communication, 2015). This is not to say that the choreography is fixed due to its symbolic
value, and I have observed many additions and variations on this dance in person and in online
videos, even while the performers still maintain the train formation.
Instruments and Playing Styles
In addition to the standardization of instruments, utilization of alternate materials for
strings, and electronic amplification, musicians have developed some new instruments for the
cultural band. One of these is the bass krar. Unlike the lead krar, the bass krar is larger and is
played parallel to the body (much like an electric bass) rather than perpendicular to the body. Its
sound is virtually indistinguishable from an electric bass, but, due to its construction, the playing
technique is closer to that of the krar. According to Adugna, the bass krar was invented by Elias
Arega (who now lives in the United States) about thirty years ago in Hager Fikir (personal
communication, 2015). The other newer instrument is the drum set. There are some variants on
this, but the sets at Dimma and YOD consisted of one large, two medium, and two small drums.
Ermias sometimes attached a cowbell to the side of one of the small drums. All these are played
with sticks, although Adugna said that recently some have started to add bass drum pedal
(personal communication, 2015).
Reconstructing the development of the Ethiopian drum set is perhaps unrealistic, as no
single person developed it. At first, I thought they were modeled after the Western drum set.
However, while the Western drum set may been an influence, the Ethiopian set differs in several
ways, including lacking cymbals and foot pedals and having less timbral variety. According to
Betreyohannes (2008), Beshah Teklemariam, the first director of the yebahil orchestra in Hager

17

See https://youtu.be/OQ3PNaZnuVk for a performance by Abulo and the Hadiya troupe at the 1000 Stars Festival
in Arba Minch, 2005.
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Fikir, was the one who developed the drum set from the kebero (55). Adugna tells a different
story. He said that Ethiopia’s drum set can be traced back to the negarīt (ነጋሪት), drums that
were used to send messages over long distances. Later, the kebero was derived from these.
Although I have only observed kebero played standing up, Adugna said it was also sometimes
played on the ground. On the ground, people started adding multiple drums, although they still
played them with their hands at this point. Mekonnen Gabriel Exabier played a role in bringing
the set to the stage. Of course, as Adugna pointed out, this is only how the drum set came about
in the highland regions. In Gambella and Asosa, people play very well with both their hands and
sticks and are “super on the drum” because they are “true Africans” (Adugna, personal
communication, 2015).
Musicians are also utilizing technology and Western instruments such as piano and the
bass guitar. All the Tigrayan songs I have heard, for example, used a preprogrammed beat on
what Alem calls a “rhythm box” instead of the kebero (personal communication, 2015). Often,
outside the cultural restaurants and theatres, keyboards and preprogrammed beats are substituted
for indigenous instruments. Emebet Negasi, one of YOD’s singers, recently released a CD of
traditional songs that uses mainly synthesized accompaniment.18 Adugna believes that the usage
of non-indigenous instruments is a way to make this music more appealing to a wider
demographic of listeners (personal communication, 2015).
There may have also been some changes in playing technique for the krar, although again
this is shrouded in uncertainty. Alemayehu Fanta, who performed with Hager Fikir during
Selassie’s reign and now teaches traditional instruments at Yared Music School, almost
exclusively uses a plucked technique. However, in both Hager Fikir and cultural restaurants, krar
players utilize several strumming techniques. According to Adugna and a few others I asked
about this, strumming came after plucking. Ashenafi Kebede (1977), however, describes both
techniques, the bemencha (strumming with a leather plectrum with the right hand while the left
hand mutes selected strings) and the bek’inyit (plucking with the left hand), the former being
more common and the latter utilized by virtuosos (387-389). Unlike those to whom I spoke
during my fieldwork, Kebede did not indicate a chronology in which one technique arose after
another.

18

An official music video for one of these songs can be found at https://youtu.be/jkiaV1u0MBg
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Some audio recordings from around Kebede’s time do utilize the strumming technique.
Orchestra Ethiopia (active 1963-1975) made a recording that “demonstrates a melodic style of
krar strumming that is characteristic of the Welayta region” (Falceto 2013, 15), and Lin Lerner
and Chad Wollner recorded a Tigre musician (“Shellela”) in 1972 that strummed the krar in
accompaniment to vocals (Lerner and Wollner 1974, 2). At this time, however, it is also possible
these players were copying techniques they heard on the radio or elsewhere if Adugna is correct
in saying that bek’inyit preceded bemencha. At any rate, I have observed great creativity and
variation in playing technique at performances, with players varying how close they play to the
resonator, playing it like a guitar, and Yahalem’s playing the strings with his mobile phone.
Other still-nascent innovations to Ethiopian indigenous instruments are occurring in the
present day. Tewodros Bogale, the washint player at YOD, has invented his own washint that is
capable of playing in any key. According to Tewodros, there can normally be up to 48 different
kinds of washints for the different scales. His instrument has twelve holes, some of which he
covers with tape. When it comes time to change to a different scale, he moves the tape over
different holes. He developed this instrument about three years ago, and, as far as he knows, is
the only person who plays it (personal communication, 2015).
Solomon is currently working on a large project that aims to bring more indigenous
instruments to the stage and expand the cultural band. The krar, washint, and masīnk’o are not
ubiquitous across Ethiopia and “cannot represent all Ethiopia” (Solomon, personal
communication, 2015). Having grown up in Arsi Oromia and living at different times in Awassa
and Gurage zone, Solomon has been exposed to many different Ethiopian musics, which has
inspired him to work to create a symphony orchestra that integrates the Dawro horns, Gurage
drums, Arsi percussion, and Gambellan tom, among others, with the already-standard krar,
masīnk’o, and washint.
Solomon: Oh, this Ethiopian traditional music, I said! I have [a] vision [that] all
traditional instruments [are made] properly, tuned. Then they can play [together], I said.
Sarah: Why is it important to have all of the traditional instruments and create this
orchestra?
Solomon: This idea, Ethiopia, means all ethnic groups…Let me see…krar is Tigray and
Amhara and then some Dirashe traditional music. Masīnk’o is Amhara, Oromo, and then
Tigrayan music. Drum, all [ethnic groups]. And, then, washint, all shepherds [play]. They
cannot represent [all] Ethiopian traditional music. Almost, Ethiopia has more than eighty
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ethnic groups or nations…it [the current instrumentation] cannot represent all Ethiopia
(personal communication, 2015).
“Composing” Cultural Music
Several musicians referred to “composing” or “arranging” cultural music. I did not
observe this process, but Solomon indicated that the National Theatre troupe adds a bass part, a
lead part, harmony, accompaniment, and an introduction to all their songs. He contrasted this
with the zonal music, which he referred to as “monotonous” (personal communication, 2015). I
observed in the cultural restaurants that sometimes the songs are arranged so that the different
band instruments have opportunities for solos (see Track 13 with krar followed by masīnk’o solo
and Track 8 with krar followed by masīnk’o followed by washint solo). Also common is
combining several songs into a medley (Track 14 and Track 15).19 In the National Theatre, the
cultural music team usually begins the process of creating a new song first by writing new lyrics
to a preexisting melody from one of the different regions. Next, the composer arranges the
music, records it, and gives it to the choreographer. The choreographer develops the dance based
on the culture from which the original song comes. Then, all that remains is for the performers to
learn and rehearse the number (Solomon, personal communication, 2015).
In the government-run troupes, rewriting lyrics to promulgate government policies and
rhetorics appears to be common. Habtamu, speaking about his other job as a singer in City Hall,
said the following:
Habtamu: Yeah, when we are going to the theatre, the professional stage [in] City
Hall…the government orders us to write melody and song about corruption. Like that,
like that…the government touching musics. You understand? And then we perform like
that. It’s about the development of the country, about the road, about the condos…Also,
the election (personal communication, 2015).
Africanization
As we have already seen from some of the above examples, global popular musics are not
the only resources from which musicians draw. Musics in other regions of Ethiopia, especially
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Track 13: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-13-tilahun-gessesse-medley-dimmamp3/s-PSJiT
Track 8: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-8-instrumental-songs-in-tizita-minor-k’inyit-yodmp3/s-1b4lr
Track 14: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-14-song-medley-with-Welayta-tigray-and-other-ethnic-groupsyared-schoolmp3/s-wYrK0
Track 15: https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-15-nationalist-songs-hager-fikir-at-beverage-festivalmp3/sNeEXi
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the south and west, are also sources of inspiration. The southern and western musics are
considered more “African” than that of the highlands. This reflects a larger trend of Ethiopia’s
increasingly looking towards sub-Saharan Africa for its cultural identity and political orientation.
This “Africanization” trend was a topic of discussion during the Third Annual
International Conference of Fine Arts and Design, Music, Theatre Arts, and Related Areas,
which took place from June 2-4 at Addis Ababa University’s Yared School of Music. Joachim
Gregor Persoon presented a paper entitled, “Towards an Ethiopian Aesthetics for the TwentyFirst Century,” which discussed Ethiopia’s “shifting cultural orientation from the Middle East, to
the West, and interaction with the rest of Africa” and the increased recognition “of formerly
marginalized or subaltern cultures…more ‘African’ in nature than traditional central Ethiopian
culture…” (Conference abstracts 2015, 21). Woube Kassaye presented a paper on a related topic,
“Africanization, Ethiopianization, and Localization of the Curriculum: The Case of College of
Performing and Visual Arts, Addis Ababa University.” Although I was not personally able to
attend these presentations, Eleni Alem, piano teacher at Yared School, did attend and said that
much discussion followed on how to move forward with Ethiopia’s music, focusing especially
on making it more African and globalized to “communicate with other cultures” (personal
communication, 2015). While literature on the “Africanization” of Ethiopia’s performing arts
appears nonexistent aside from these conference papers, we can look to larger trends in
Ethiopia’s sociopolitical history and popular culture to contextualize this phenomenon.
As the scholarly literature and my fieldwork indicate, the peoples in southern and western
Ethiopia are viewed as more “African” than the central and northern regions. Currently, musics
from the southern regions in particular are enjoying some popularity in Addis Ababa. Certainly,
ethnic federalism’s displacement of the highlands’ cultural hegemony has played some role in
giving these other cultural groups more opportunities to disseminate their musics to other areas
of the nation. Additionally, according to several to whom I spoke in Addis Ababa, popular artists
have raised the visibility of these musics by featuring dancers from the Southern Nations,
Nationalities, and Peoples Region in their music videos. The style of dance in the south is quite
different from central and northern Ethiopia, and, according to those to whom I spoke, many in
Addis have been quite captivated with it. Unfortunately, my interlocutors were uncertain of the
names of the artists who popularized these dances or the approximate dates when this started to
happen, but reports most commonly ranged from five to ten years ago.
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Ethiopia’s increasing orientation towards sub-Saharan Africa, however, can be traced to
happenings even further back into the twentieth century. The Ethiopian highland cultures occupy
a nebulous space that is neither entirely African nor Middle Eastern. In the early twentieth
century, Ethiopia was considered more Semitic than African. Emperor Haile Selassie claimed he
was a descendent of Israel’s King Solomon, Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity is a branch of
Oriental Christianity, and Amharic is a Semitic language (Erlich 1994, 633). In the 1960s,
Emperor Selassie felt threatened by Egypt’s President Nasser and his pan-Arabism movement.
Selassie consequently altered his rhetoric and foreign policies in order to “count [Ethiopia]
among the African peoples” (quoted in Erlich 1994, 631) rather than the Middle East. Academic
studies of Ethiopia also began to come from Africanist perspectives around this time (664), and
the African Union headquarters were established in Addis Ababa.
These combined factors have likely played a significant role in the Africanizing of
Ethiopia. Of course, “Africanization” is problematic, as the concept of a homogenous “Africa” is
a Western construct. This is further complicated by the fact that Ethiopia has its own
construction of Africa that has probably interacted with Western conceptualizations but is no
doubt distinct in its own right. For my purposes, I only define “Africanization” in terms of
music. According to my Ethiopian interlocutors, “African” music (and music from southern and
western Ethiopia) is associated with two characteristics: “hot” rhythm20 and dancing that uses the
lower body. This is different from the central and northern Ethiopian music, which is considered
to emphasize melody over rhythm and dancing with the upper body, especially the shoulders.
Hager Fikir and the cultural restaurants both include southern cultures in their repertoire line-up,
including the lower body dancing and some rhythms from the south.
The integration of southern and western musics, with their connotations of Africanness,
also derives from Ethiopian nationalism. Yonas Gorfe, a diaspora musician, described this
reasoning well when he said, “It [southern and western music] is also attractive to Ethiopians
because they can say, ‘Yes, we have that, too. Ethiopia has everything.’ So, they have the
‘African’ music like Kenya and Uganda, but they also have their own unique scales that no one
else in Africa has” (personal communication, 2015).
20

I am aware of Richard Waterman’s (1948) descriptions of “hot” rhythm in African musics. I doubt, however, that
my interlocutors are using it in the same manner as Waterman. Polyrhythms and syncopation, for example, are not
especially salient characteristics of the southern musics that I have heard. It will thus warrant further field research
and interviews to unpack what “hot” rhythm means in Ethiopian contexts.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter has discussed some of the characteristics of what makes a music fall into the
traditional genre as well as continuities and changes within urban traditional music-making.
Indigenous scales (the k’inyit), preference for melody over harmony, and iconic rhythms from
different regions maintain some consistency in urban settings. Choreographing dances, arranging
cultural songs, and developments to the instruments themselves and general instrumentation of
the cultural bands are among some of the changes that musicians have made and continue to
make in recent years. Contrary to the prevalent West versus the rest dichotomy, however,
Ethiopians do not only draw from global popular musics for inspiration but also local musics
from sub-Saharan Africa, especially Ethiopia’s southern regions. Having established an
understanding of the historical and sociopolicial milieu of Ethiopian urban society, performing
contexts for traditional musics, musicians themselves, and the music itself, the following chapter
will now examine audience perceptions of these performances.
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CHAPTER 5
AUDIENCES

Although several scholars theorize that audiences also play a role in music performance,
especially in paradigms of music and nationalism (see Dudley, Askew, and Edmondson), I have
found that the ethnomusicological literature often fails to ask audience members directly about
personal perceptions of these performances. In attempts to fill this lacuna, I conducted some
short interviews with consenting audience members as they were leaving YOD and Dimma. This
chapter will first address cosmopolitanism (as this is a primary demographic market of the
audience) and cultural commodification. Next, it will discuss interview responses, especially as
they relate to the insider/outsider dichotomy, nationalistic sentiment, and cultural
ambassadorship.
Cosmopolitanism
As Addis Ababa is large urban center, my friends and acquaintances as well as the
musicians and audience members whom I interviewed subscribe to some extent to cosmopolitan
worldviews. The term cosmopolitanism has a fraught history, and there has not always been
consensus on its meaning. I do not wish to digress from my main topic to hash out the etymology
of the term, how it has been debated by different scholars, and all the criticisms levied towards it.
I will only focus on cosmopolitanism as it is relevant to my particular fieldwork experience.
Most broadly, cosmopolitanism can be defined as “the idea that all human beings,
regardless of their political affiliation are (or can and should be) citizens in a single community”
(Kleingeld and Brown 2013). There is frequently the connotation that cosmopolitanism is a
cultural formation of economic and intellectual elites (Appadurai 2011, 32; Turino 2007, 10).
Turino (2007) posits that, while cosmopolitan cultural formations have certain features that are
shared worldwide, they are simultaneously distinct to their location, shaped according to the
idiosyncrasies of one’s locale (7). Cosmopolitanism is different from other cultural formations
since it is “not specific to single or a few neighboring locales, but [is] situated in many
sites…connected by different forms of media, contact, and interchanges” (7-8). However,
cosmopolitan worldviews are typically skewed towards certain power centers (8). In Ethiopia,
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cosmopolitanism appears especially inclined towards the United States and Western Europe.
Cosmopolitanism’s shared features often (but do not always) include “the political validity of the
nation-state, the use of money, [and] industrial production” (10). These elements are
characteristic of cosmopolitanism in Ethiopia.
However, I find that homogenizing individuals within the “cosmopolitan” category or
even drawing boundaries between who is a cosmopolitan and who is not can be problematic.
Individuals integrate cosmopolitan values to different degrees and according to their own
backgrounds and experiences. In Ethiopia (and no doubt everywhere else), these are not uniform.
For example, I know a few university students from poor, rural areas whose higher educations
are sponsored by scholarships or missionary organizations—Emanuel and Yonas Z. are among
them. These students certainly have some cosmopolitan outlooks, but I have found that their
opinions nonetheless diverge in many ways from those who have grown up middle-class
(disapproval of the government regime, for example, is more prevalent among those from rural
areas). Such individuals also call into question the elite status often associated with
cosmopolitanism, and, more generally, I have found the conflation between cosmopolitan
worldviews and upper socioeconomic classes does not reflect the reality of a city like Addis
Ababa.
Appadurai (2011) proposes a “cosmopolitanism from below” from among the urban poor,
in which people of various ethnic, linguistic, and religious backgrounds occupying the same
spaces forge alliances and orient themselves to look beyond their local communities. While my
research did not take me into impoverished neighborhoods, I find Appadurai’s nuanced treatment
of cosmopolitanism to resound with my fieldwork. Cosmopolitanism is not necessarily the
reserved domain of the elites. My friends from poor, rural areas and the audience members from
impoverished communities at the public Hager Fikir performances have no doubt integrated
some cosmopolitan values from their residing in the city. I also find Appiah’s (2008) assertion
that “The heart of modern cosmopolitanism is respect for diversity of culture” (88) to be
particularly relevant in Addis Ababa, where diversity is often promoted and even celebrated by
my interlocutors.
That being said, I recognize that the majority (if not all) of the professional musicians and
audience members whom I interviewed appeared to be middle or upper class. Since
environmental constraints and skeptical event coordinators prevented my interviewing attendees
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at Hager Fikir performances, which were open to the general public regardless of socioeconomic
status, this chapter will necessarily focus on those attending the cultural restaurants. This limits
me to only being able to discuss reception and perception of this music by socioeconomically
advantaged individuals. Nonetheless, I still want to caution against making the assumption that
all audience members have had the same privileged environment and upbringing, since class
mobility is theoretically possible (though perhaps not commonly realized pragmatically) in the
current socioeconomic climate in Ethiopia. While I did not inquire extensively about
interviewees’ backgrounds, I also do not want to default to stereotypes and homogenizing the
audience as if each member did not have his or her own individual story.
Cultural Commodification
Since this chapter focuses on audiences who have paid to see these performances at
private enterprises, some further expansion on cultural commodification is due. The
commodification of cultural forms such as music and dance relies on the “homogenization and
abstraction” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009, 12) of these forms. Each cultural group presented on
the stage, “for all their internal division, become one; their ‘lifeways,’ withdrawn from time or
history, congeal into object-form, all the better to conceive, communicate, and consume” (12).
Though homogenizing the cultural group, the aestheticization and commodification of cultural
expressions also have the potential to intensify and fetishize difference while simultaneously
veiling socioeconomic difference (McGraw 2013, 231). The festive images of Ethiopia’s cultures
at Dimma and YOD hide the fact that many of the cultural groups being represented face real
difficulties in everyday life. A decontextualized song and dance from Gambella, for example,
diverts audience attention away from the fact that Gambella is a severely underdeveloped and
sometimes conflict-ridden region with populations reportedly being displaced by foreign
investors (Human Rights Watch, 2012).
There is also the question of how such performances affect and are affected by the
cultural groups with whom each music practice is associated. Altered characteristics of these
performances in combination with the conscious evocation of a certain ethnic group informs that
group’s perceptions of itself and how it conducts its cultural practices. At the same time,
however, there is also the potential for neoliberal imperatives to serve as a tool for
empowerment, as previously marginalized groups can now utilize the market to assert their
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presence in the world (Comaroff and Comaroff 2009, 141-142). Of course, this is complicated by
the fact that, in YOD and Dimma, underprivileged groups are having their music and dance
presented by urban, culturally dominant highlanders.
Some of the effects of commodification are not necessarily lost on all audience members.
A customer at YOD from Belgium, who works for the European Commission and has resided
almost continuously in Ethiopia since 1996, said the following:
It’s [the performance at YOD] a kind of very decent but sanitized version of Ethiopian
music. You have seen the crowd. You have a lot of diaspora people, they are coming to
show to the kids what they don’t know from Canada, US, Sweden, or London. But,
generally, it’s a very good performance…This is a place where you can invite your wife
and your children. It’s not your classical azmarī bet. You know, masīnk’o, singing, and
the like (personal communication, 2015).
Another audience member, Trevor, said that he has witnessed similar types of music
performances in his native South Africa and said that these performances are different on the
stage than in the rural areas (personal communication, 2015). Alexander, an NGO worker from
the Netherlands, looked beyond the cheerful representations of Ethiopian cultures and made the
keen observation that “The male is, until this moment, always the dominant person in the
performances in relation to women” (personal communication, 2015). His observation on gender
dynamics certainly aligns with my own, even though he had only been in Ethiopia for two days
at the time of this interview. Although Ethiopians have told me that they are making great strides
towards gender equality, I have found that certain expectations and roles exist. There is a reason
the vast majority of my interviewees and informants are male, as men dominate public life, at
least in Addis. I have also heard several Ethiopians (males, ironically enough, as if they were an
authority on the matter) comment that women prefer to stay home and take care of children
rather than engage in fields such as politics and academia.
Native Tourists and Foreign Natives
My interviewees at Dimma and especially YOD somewhat upset the dichotomy between
native and foreigner. Many Ethiopians have not necessarily traveled to every region of the
country and thus attend these performances as tourists of their own nation. Dimma attendee
Yonas T. said, “This [Dimma] is a place where you can come and learn about different cultures.
Because then you don’t have to go all the way to the countryside to learn about the dancing and
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the culture there. You can come here and learn about your own culture” (personal
communication, 2015). Feseha said he was attending Dimma “because this place encompasses
all cultural musics. Amhara, Tigray, Afar. So, it’s good to know the diverse culture and music
from different ethnic groups” (personal communication, 2015). This touristic orientation is
inconsistent throughout the performance, however, as attendees may be unfamiliar with musics
of some cultural groups but familiar with others. Ethiopian audience members at Dimma
commonly jumped out of their chairs to dance in the same styles as the dancers on the stage,
indicating shared knowledge of a certain music and culture rather than exoticizing the Other. To
further complicated matters, performers at YOD sometimes sing Sudanese and Swahili songs
with which their Sudanese and East African audience members are familiar but native Ethiopians
may be unfamiliar.
Many foreigners, on the other hand, have had such prolonged engagement with Ethiopian
cultures that I would hardly consider them foreigners, much less tourists. Ahmed Muhammed
Abdullah (“La Mamba”), a Sudanese citizen working for the World Food Program, said,
“I am very close to the Ethiopian nations. I speak Amharic myself, fluent Amharic. And,
I have been listening to Ethiopian music in Sudan. In my car, I have like three flash discs
which are all full of Ethiopian music. I used to listen to Ethiopian music since the time of
Katama Mukunen…And, since that time, I’m fond of all Ethiopian music. I cannot even
count. You need time to listen to all those singers I love” (personal communication,
2015).
The customer from Belgium said, “If you are living for such a long time in a given country, you
get interested.” He is intimately familiar with Ethiopian music in Addis Ababa, being friends
with Mimi and Tiwadel Zenebet, owners of an azmari bet in Kazanches, and Melaku, owner of
Fendika, another traditional Ethiopian music establishment in Addis (personal communication,
2015). French national Jean Paul, who has been traveling to Ethiopia since 1995, said, “It’s [the
music and dance] part of my culture now. I’m into it, it’s part of what I live” (personal
communication, 2015).
These individuals imply also that Ethiopian citizens do not necessarily have a monopoly
on Ethiopian nationalism. Their prolonged engagement with Ethiopia has cultivated love for the
nation and its cultures. La Mamba said, “[Ethiopia] is a country which is full of art and
variations. And it’s a country [where] whatever you see, you like. Not only the music, but even
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the whole complex, the whole structure of the art” (personal communication, 2015). Jean Paul
said, “Ethiopia is a unique country. This is the best-kept secret” (personal communication, 2015).
Nationalistic Sentiments
As has been alluded throughout this thesis, these performances are meaningful for
audience members. Pride in and love for Ethiopian cultures were nearly ubiquitous sentiments
among Ethiopian attendees. Often, sentiments expressed were pan-Ethiopian, love for all the
nation’s cultures. When I asked Dimma customer Yonas T. if he had any favorite songs
performed that night, for example, he responded, “Hulum [all]…I like all the songs. There is not
a culture that I do not like in Ethiopia” (personal communication, 2015). On a separate night,
Dimma attendee Feseha responded similarly, saying, “Hulum! Hulum…Ethiopia is one. Amhara,
Tigray, Oromo, they all are one. So, all the diverse is beauty in one…It’s not about choosing”
(personal communication, 2015). Dimma attendee Elsa expressed that, “Even if Ethiopia is small
in size, it’s a big country [with] different dialects and ethnic groups” (personal communication,
2015). Heterogeneity appears to be a major point of national pride for Ethiopians, a phenomenon
that I observed even before I began my studies in ethnomusicology. Elsa also later mentioned St.
Yared, the renowned saint from the sixth century who is credited with composing and codifying
the chants of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church. His mention invokes the Imperial Age rhetoric’s
appeal to Ethiopia’s antiquity. This is indicative of the dual national narratives of cultural
pluralism and pan-Ethiopianism discussed in Chapter 1.
Some occasionally hinted at Ethiopian exceptionalism, as well. Elsa, who has traveled
many times outside of Ethiopia, mentioned that Ethiopia has “quite different, special music” and
said, “I have been to the East…They have music, but they don’t welcome people. But, here is a
welcoming music” (personal communication, 2015). Dimma attendee Getachew said that this
music is “something that only Ethiopia has” (personal communication, 2015). These appeals to
Ethiopia’s uniqueness frequently align with what the musicians also expressed in their
interviews.
Several interviewees also indicated loyalty to the cultural music of their region. Elsa,
from Bahar Dar, said she especially loved the Gojjam songs from this area (personal
communication, 2015). Other interviewees from areas in Amhara and the Southern Nation,
Nationalities, and Peoples Region also expressed that music from their own cultural group was
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their favorite. An Orthodox priest from Tigray region, whom I interviewed at Dimma, said that
he loves the Tigray songs because “it connects me to who I am” (personal communication,
2015). While such comments might be indicative of ethnic pride, I believe it would be remiss to
attribute such comments mainly to ethno-nationalism. These individuals could also be expressing
love for what is familiar to them, something that reminds them of home or childhood. Mulugeta,
an interviewee at YOD, said of the music, “Especially if you are born here, it brings back
memories” (personal communication, 2015). While he was referring to Ethiopia in general (he is
diaspora and lives in Texas), memory could easily be a factor for music preferences in addition
to ethnic identity or regional affiliations.
Like the musicians, many Ethiopian audience members were also enthusiastic about
Ethiopian music reaching the international stage, such as Zeralem, who said, “I just want to
invite all the other people out of Ethiopia, just come here and see our culture. It’s a nice culture”
(personal communication, 2015). Many thanked me for doing research on music of their nation,
and some charged me with the responsibility to “take Ethiopian cultural music to the global
level” (Feseha, personal communication, 2015).
These music performances are also a way for Ethiopians to connect to their roots in the
growing tide of globalization. When I asked Zeralem why he attends these performances, for
example, he said, “Sometimes, you know, I just want to remember where I am. Because, we
listen, I mean, [to] others. The foreign music, blah blah. So, I better sometimes come here and
listen here…I enjoy my Ethiopian culture” (personal communication, 2015). Dimma attendee
Fikirta said, “It’s the culture of our country…It makes us be home” (personal communication,
2015). The need for this connection is especially salient for diasporas. Habe, an Addis Ababa
resident accompanying his diaspora family members to the performance, said, “Because my
family is here [from Italy]…they’ve missed everything. They have been here before,
but…Because they’ve lived in other countries for a long time, they’ve missed this stuff.” “And
why do you think it’s important that they see it?” I asked. He responded, “Because, when you
live in other countries, you get to adapt the cultures of other countries. So, you should not forget
about your culture” (personal communication, 2015).
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Music, Emotion, and Nationalism
Nationalistic sentiment and traditional musics are often intertwined, as both my
interviewees and scholars such as Turino have indicated. Turino (2000) argues that the semiotic
potential of music is what makes it so useful in generating emotion, including love for the nation
(174), a process which he describes in the following quote:
“Indices are dependent on personal as well as shared experiential associations over time,
and these facets give them a more affective, personal or group-specific, quality…In
addition, indices may signify multiple things simultaneously: the collection of varied
associations over time…adds to semantic ambiguity as well as affective potential, since
signs calling forth densely layered meanings often initially create complex effects which
we experience as feeling…” (175).
While individuals derive meaning from contexts that may be crafted by the state or by
neoliberal imperatives, each person nonetheless interprets both the music and that context
according to his/her own background and experiences. Turino (2000) calls this “polysemy,”
since “indices are extremely context-dependent and highly personal” (176-77). While music has
semiotic potential, what that meaning might be is unpredictable and difficult to control (McGraw
2013, 194). This is a crucial point when considering certain songs, dances, or musical features as
icons of a certain ethnic group and the nation-state more broadly, as a purely top-down model
ignores these individuals' own idiosyncratic personalities and experiences. At the same time,
however, my interviews also indicate that many audience members share similar sentiments, so
an overemphasis on individuality and agency risks undermining the collective experiences and
emotions that are cultivated in these contexts. I would suggest that the semiotics of Ethiopian
traditional music are neither entirely individualistic nor entirely ubiquitous among listeners but
are rather a combination of the two.
Foreign Audiences and Cultural Ambassadorship
Though a few of my foreign interviewees were already quite immersed in Ethiopian
culture, I also interviewed several new visitors to Ethiopia at YOD Abyssinia. A few expressed
being quite taken with the styles of dancing from the northern and central regions, which utilizes
the upper body.
Paulina (from Ecuador): I’ve never seen this ability to shake the shoulders and the head,
you know? I’ve never seen it before (personal communication, 2015).
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Cecilia (from Boston): It’s a different style of dance than I’ve seen previously. Amazing
work with the shoulders (personal communication, 2015).
The music itself seemed more difficult for some to comprehend. Paulina said, “I think the
songs are mostly the same…I find that many sound like Arab music or a mixture, something like
this” (personal communication, 2015). Peter, from Switzerland, said, “It’s very
monotonous…extremely repetitive. I mean, if you listen to it, you find it’s just the same
background music playing, the same rhythm…” (personal communication, 2015). For audience
members unfamiliar with the idiosyncrasies of Ethiopia’s musical languages—for example, the
emphasis on melody, the ornamentation, timbral aesthetics, rhythms that are iconic of certain
regions, and the linguistics of the lyrics themselves—this did not surprise me. The dancing
appears to be the main point of interest for new foreign attendees. For example, Peter later
expressed, “The dancing was great. Yeah, it gave us a good insight into the culture, you know, to
the different regions” (personal communication, 2015).
Peter’s mention of Ethiopia’s regional diversity was corroborated by nearly all other
audience members. This is no accident. Several foreign attendees who came accompanied by
Ethiopian friends or colleagues said they had been told beforehand to expect heterogeneity. In
between the songs at YOD Abyssinia, prerecorded announcements (in English) are played over
the speakers to introduce each song and dance routine and the ethnic group from which it hails.
Individual musicians also mentioned the importance of educating audiences about Ethiopia’s
cultural groups. For example, when I asked Habtamu what he wanted audiences to learn from his
performances at YOD, he proceeded to name different ethnic groups from Ethiopia and
demonstrate different dancing styles from around the country (personal communication, 2015).
Efforts to project this appear somewhat successful, at least according to my interviewees.
Jim (from the US): I enjoyed seeing the differences between the different regions, both in
music and in dance. Very good (personal communication, 2015).
Cecilia: Well, there’s the various regions, of course. So, that was interesting to see from
the different places…
Erin (attending with Cecilia): Yeah. Similar, but different across regions. The outfits are
fun to see what the different regional traditional depiction is (personal communication,
2015).
Raffa (from Spain): It’s very interesting, because there are…a lot of different groups with
different music (personal communication, 2015).
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Alexander: It’s, first of all, heterogeneous. So, there are different kinds of dances and
songs (personal communication, 2015).
YOD Abyssinia describes itself as Ethiopia’s “cultural ambassador.” I believe its
performances represent what Laura Edmondson (2007) calls cosmopolitan nationalism, which
“draws upon musical strengths in order to strengthen its international presence” (135). Nearly all
of the musicians with whom I spoke during my time in Addis Ababa mentioned the importance
of promoting their music to global audiences. Abu said, “It’s important to promote Ethiopian
music, because Ethiopian music is not known in the world…We have all the tactics, we have all
the music, but then we do not promote it very well. So the importance [lies] there. The
importance is that we have to curb the ignorance that Ethiopians do not know music” (personal
communication, 2015). Demissie similarly expressed, “I desire for Ethiopian national music to
be presented in a beautiful manner for the global audience” (personal communication, 2015), and
Adugna also indicated hopes that “the Ethiopian cultural music will have a very prominent place
in the global music industry” (personal communication, 2015). For many of my Ethiopian
interviewees, it is important for foreigners to know that Ethiopia is a culturally pluralistic nation
with its own music traditions that are unique from others in the world. Audience members’
mentioning the uniqueness of the shoulder dancing and the different styles across regions
indicates that this is successful to some extent.
Additionally, YOD’s ambassadorship is also concerned with presenting a positive image
of the Ethiopian nation to foreign audience members. Again, YOD appears to have accomplished
this based on interview responses.
Paulina: I think it’s a very happy [culture]. From what I’ve seen. I’ve just arrived today,
but, for the music and the dancing, I think they enjoy themselves a lot (personal
communication, 2015).
Kurt (from the United States): Friendly people, just hospitable. Great atmosphere, and
lots of love (personal communication, 2015).
Paulina’s response is an important one, because Ethiopia has been trying to distance itself
from the image of the 1980s famine that many Westerners still associate with the nation. If
audiences perceive Ethiopia as “happy” and “enjoy[ing] themselves,” YOD has effectively
demonstrated that Ethiopia is a successful nation and can disassociate it from these negative
images.
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What I found additionally fascinating at YOD is that it elevates its nationalist impulse to
the level of diplomacy, at least where relations with Sudan are concerned. I already mentioned
the performance of Sudanese music at YOD, and La Mamba said of one of these performances
of a Sudanese song, “The one who just sang the Sudanese one, he did it in a good performance.
And, also, he attracted, he managed to attract a lot of people, who went and danced, and
interacted with them. So, I put it as one of the best songs.” He later expressed that, “We play the
same tone in Sudan. And, Ethiopians love the Sudanese songs more than some of the Sudanese.
And, I feel that I am one of the people who loves Ethiopian songs more than Sudanese songs”
(personal communication, 2015). With Ethiopia’s construction of the Renaissance Dam on the
Nile and talks regarding water sharing agreements between Ethiopia, Sudan, and Egypt, it seems
more important now than ever to maintain and improve relations between the nations.
Chapter Summary
In summary, cosmopolitanism and cultural commodification, while I acknowledge their
presence and influence, appear to me to reduce what actually happens during these
performances. Nationalism, present among both Ethiopians and even some foreigners who have
had prolonged engagement with the culture, is emotional and thus difficult to place under the
umbrella of cosmopolitan or commodification paradigms due to its subjectivity. However,
despite the subjectivity of emotion, I have also found that many of the same sentiments are
expressed among audience members.
Newcomers to Ethiopia may not have these same emotional experiences, but these
performances appear to impart my Ethiopian interviewees’ intended message to global
audiences. This message is a nationalistic one, presenting a positive image of Ethiopia’s musics
cultures to assert the nation’s presence in the world.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION

The lion roared! For the mother country, he said “Ho!” and he came.
We have gathered
Being Ethiopian has made us one.
From the far horizon, we who are here, like yesterday, today are one.
Who will say this person is Amhara?
Who will say this person is Oromo?
Who will say this person is Gurage?
Who will say this person is from Tigray?
Who will say this person is from the South?
Even though language may separate us, our blood is one.
Our blood is one, our blood is one.
By my mother, I’m habesha, by my father, I’m habesha.21
By my mother, I’m habesha, by my father, I’m habesha.
Ethiopia is one until the end.
By my mother, I am one, by my father, I am one.
By my mother, I am one, by my father, I am one.
From Ethiopia, my country, nothing will separate me.
--- from Madingo Afework and Birhanu Tezera, “Anbesaw Agessa”22
This thesis has demonstrated that Ethiopian traditional music performance in Addis
Ababa impacts and has been impacted by nationalistic impulses from the state, performers, and
audiences. While the modern Ethiopian state has used traditional music as a means of nationbuilding since the early twentieth century, the ways in which it does so in the present day is
shaped by a different brand of rhetoric, one that promotes both pan-Ethiopian unity and ethnic
diversity. Unlike Selassie’s era, which promoted mainly the Amhara culture, traditional musics
in the state theatres now intentionally stage a variety of Ethiopia’s ethnic groups. My interviews
and observations, however, indicate that these types of performances are thriving more in private
enterprises than in state-run theatres in the present day. This is largely due to low salaries and
lack of resources in the state theatres, while privately-owned businesses have flourished in this
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“Habesha” (ሐበሻ) in popular usage is another word for “Ethiopian” (not to be confused with how some scholars
have used the term to specifically refer to the highland elites).
22
Recorded on Track 15 (https://soundcloud.com/srhbishop57/track-15-nationalist-songs-hager-fikir-at-beveragefestivalmp3/s-NeEXi, song starts around 04:30), but a higher quality recording by the original artists can be found at
https://youtu.be/S-uHAcnSnmc (translated excerpt from around 03:20). Translated with assistance from Mariyam
Yohannes.
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period of economic liberalization. Yet, regardless of performing context, musicians in both these
arenas are clearly invested in developing and presenting their national musics.
I have also described some of the ongoing adaptations performers are making to their
traditional musics. Some of these have already been documented by earlier scholars, most
notably Ashenafi Kebede, but the musicians with whom I spoke indicated that other changes to
the music and instruments have been made since this time (and are still being made). Even with
these transformations, Ethiopians still generally identify these musics as “traditional” due to
certain consistent physical characteristics, such as iconic rhythms from different regions, styles
of dance, costuming, indigenous musical instruments, and the melismatic, ornamented melodic
aesthetic valued in the highlands.
Finally, my fieldwork has made some progress in discovering how audience members
perceive these performances. For Ethiopian audiences, there is a sense of pride in this music as
something distinctly their own. Ethiopian audience members also have much in common with
the musicians in that they are globally oriented, desiring for the international community to
recognize the richness of Ethiopia’s cultures. Interviews with foreign attendees at the cultural
restaurants indicate that performers and directors are to some extent successful in educating
about and presenting a positive image of the Ethiopian nation to international audiences.
It is my hope that, since little research has been done on Ethiopian music since the 1970s,
this thesis has first of all updated the ethnomusicological literature on some of latest trends in
traditional music-making in Addis Ababa. This includes not only instruments, music, and dance
but also new performing contexts, a repertory that is more inclusive of Ethiopia’s different
cultures, and the ways in which musicians engage with the latest government policies and
national narratives. Such changes indicate how “shifts in conceptualizations of the
nation…[force] shifts in the practices of cultural production” (Askew 2003, 272).
More broadly, this research also contributes to the body of scholarly literature on music,
nationalism, and ethnicity. In Ethiopia, ethnicity is a prominent mode of social and selfidentification, and the invention of ethnicity and rise of ethno-nationalism in recent decades have
posed a threat to the stability of the state. Both governments and citizens are faced with the task
with finding ways to balance the desires of ethnic groups with the desires of the state as a whole.
This thesis has presented a case example of such an effort. The musicians—some government
employees and some not, but none in the upper echelons of administration—have demonstrated
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how they as individuals navigate some of these issues within their particular social, cultural, and
political contexts. Despite the fact that the traditional music sector receives little attention and
resources from the government, performers and team leaders “have been charged with the
rhetorically significant task of shaping the cultural imaginary of the nation” (Askew 2003, 270).
My interviewees indicated that they have made a conscious choice to take upon themselves the
responsibility of bettering their Ethiopia. They make tangible the national narrative of cultural
plurality and pan-Ethiopian identity by presenting a diverse yet unified nation on the stage,
exemplifying peaceful interethnic relations and embodying Ethiopia’s cultures in a visible and
audible form. Additionally, interviews with audience members provide insight into how such
efforts are received. I believe that audience perception has been underrepresented in the literature
on music and nationalism, so I hope this thesis makes some progress in this area.
All this is not to say that my interviewees are in any way somehow mentally enslaved to
hegemonic government rhetoric. Government officials and employees by no means have the
monopoly on narratives of Ethiopian nationalism. I agree with Askew (2003) when she states,
“Remarkably little attention has been paid to the lived practices involved in the construction or
‘imagining’ (Anderson 1989) of nation-states” and that we must “Accommodate the interplay
between [official discourse and local action]” (270). In this thesis, I have shown that individual
performers and team leaders, with all their own subjectivities, animate the nationalistic impulse
by actively preserving, developing, and reinventing their indigenous instruments and musical
styles in order to present their best version of Ethiopia to local and foreign audiences. This does
not necessarily mean that they always act according to state mandates, and even governmentemployed performers make their own creative decisions while going through the process of
composing and choreographing musical numbers.
Performers are not the only participants in creating national culture, either. Audience
members must play their part in envisioning their homeland, and there are multiple resources
upon which they may draw to do so. The existence of private enterprises and independent bands
and artists compete for different versions of the nation, presenting citizens with an array of
options from which to choose and construct their own ideal Ethiopia. This creates the possibility
of alternatives (Edmondson 2007, 41) to the national image that is promulgated by the official
state.
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This is not to manufacture a dichotomy between the state and its people, either. Their
interests are not mutually exclusive, and both are invested in the concept of Ethiopia as a
political community. Edmondson’s (2007) collaborative nationalism (17) has proved especially
useful in framing this phenomenon. Abu and Solomon both discussed the importance of
encouraging positive interethnic relations, and I would venture to say that many Ethiopians
would prefer peace rather than conflict out of interest for the well-being of themselves and their
families. Furthermore, nearly all the Ethiopians to whom I spoke expressed the desire to promote
their cultural music at home and abroad in a spirit of national pride. This outward orientation
towards the international community also overlaps with cosmopolitan nationalism, as performers
reinvent their musics to appeal to global audiences and attempt to put their nation on the map for
its rich cultural arts.
Yet, those in the cultural music sector are also actively innovating in ways that do not
seem to fit neatly into any of the above paradigms. Solomon’s aspiration for formulating an
orchestra comprised entirely of indigenous instruments, for example, is neither state-mandated
nor some act of resistance. This can be considered collaborative, as it technically fits into state
rhetoric. However, one must keep in mind that the inspiration sprang from his own experiences
living in different regions and growing to love the different types of musics to which he was
exposed. I could also point to Yahalem’s using his cellphone to strum the krar or Tewodros’s
inventing a washint that can play in multiple keys. These are acts of individual creativity, not
necessarily just responses to an official discourse or neoliberal imperative.
However, if I have learned anything from conducting this research, it is that there is still
much more research to be done. Gaining more perspectives from audience members, particularly
those from lower socioeconomic classes who might be attending performances at the Exhibition
Centre or viewing them on the TV or internet, would be invaluable. Additionally, the repertory
these musicians use is a subject of great interest. My interlocutors had scarce knowledge of songs
outside their own ethnic group (which was typically Amhara or Oromo). For many of these
songs, I did not have the time or resources to discover from where they came, what the lyrics
meant, how long they have been around, in what contexts they might have been performed prior
to being adapted for stage, and how they came to be part of the repertory of traditional music
bands in Addis. Related to repertory, future research could also look into processes of
composition, learning, and rehearsals to discover what sorts of creative choices the performers
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make and why. This would be especially interesting when one takes into account how they make
these choices in relation to official discourse. Additionally, considering the prominence of
ethnicity in the present discussion, one might consider exploring the role of the performers’ own
ethnicity, how their ethnic identification impacts their performances and their everyday lives as
they navigate different demands and social contexts, different opportunities available for
performers depending on ethnic identification, and so forth. As noted, most performers are
Amhara, particularly in the cultural restaurants. Though there are performers from other ethnic
groups in the state theatres, I nonetheless wonder if they have the same flexibility to perform
different cultural musics or if they are always expected to perform their own ethnicity. Related to
this is the question of whether some musicians even want to perform other ethnicities or prefer to
perform their musics in order to assert their own ethnic identity, as Yonas Z. suggested might be
the case among Oromo musicians around Addis Ababa.
In conclusion, these extant questions aside, this project has certainly made clear that the
performers whom I interviewed are dedicated to this music and representing their nation. The
nation-state, for all its shortcomings, does not appear ready to go away anytime soon. Skinner
(2015) states, “The struggle for viable political communities in Africa, and for a minimum level
of stability and security…will continue and…expand as long as there is a society worth
defending and a better future worth fighting for” (179). I am inclined to agree, at least based on
my conversations in Ethiopia. As I have shown in this thesis, love for the nation does not equate
to love for the government, and it is difficult to predict Ethiopia’s political future, particularly in
light of authoritarian governance and citizens’ feeling as if they have no voice. However, the
sentiments and hopes that my interlocutors expressed indicate that the Ethiopian nation is of
great personal significance to many citizens, and such shared attitudes and investment suggests
potential for Ethiopia’s sustainment and improvement as a nation-state.
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APPENDIX A
TIMELINE OF MODERN ETHIOPIAN STATE
Ethiopia’s Expansion and the Imperial Age
1889: Menelik II becomes Emperor, makes Addis Ababa the Ethiopian capital
1895: Italy invades
1896: Ethiopia defeats Italians at the Battle of Adwa
1931: Menelik dies, Lij Iyasu takes the throne
1916: Lij Iyasu deposed. Zawditu, Menelik’s daughter, rules through Ras Tafari Makonnen.
1930: Zawditu dies, Ras Tafari Makonnen takes her place and becomes Emperor Haile Selassie I
1935: Italy invades Ethiopia (again)
1936: Haile Selassie exiled, Italy combines Ethiopia with Eritrea and Somaliland.
1941: British and Ethiopian troops ally and kick Italians out. Selassie returns to rule.
1952: Eritrea federated with Ethiopia.
1962: Haile Selassie annexes Eritrea.
The Communist Regime
1974: Military coup overthrows Selassie, General Teferi Benti comes to power.
1977: Benti killed, Mengistu Hailemariam comes to power and initiates reign of “Red Terror.”
1984-85: Famine
Present Regime: Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia
1991: Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) takes Addis Ababa,
Mengistu exiled. Eritrea initiates provisional government.
1993: Eritrea secedes.
1994: New constitution. Ethiopia divided into nine regional states.
1995: Meles Zenawi becomes Prime Minister.
1998-2000: Ethio-Eritrean War.
2005: Multi-party election results lead to protests, violence.
2012: Meles Zenawi dies, Foreign Minister Hailemariam Desalegn replaces him as Prime
Minister.
2014: Oromo protests over “master plan” to expand Addis Ababa into surrounding Oromo
villages.
2015: More Oromo protests over “master plan,” met with harsh government crackdown
according to human rights groups.
(BBC 2016).
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APPENDIX B
ORAL SOURCES AND CONTRIBUTORS
Name

Occupation

Abinet Selato

Student at EECMY
Jazz School

Abu Gabriel

Washint player at
Hager Fikir Theatre
and cultural
restaurant 2000
Habesha

Abulo

Former singer with
Hadiya Cultural
Troupe

Adugna Chekol

Music director at
YOD

Alem Kassa

Krar player, vocalist
at Dimma. Works in
government office
during the day.
Traditional
instrument teacher at
Yared School of
Music.

Alemayehu Fanta

About

Dates of
Communication

Originally from Hosaena in
Hadiya Zone, previously
received an undergraduate
degree in sociology from
Gondar University.
Also plays krar, masīnk’o, box
guitar, and sings. Has worked
with Hager Fikir for 20 years,
16 years in the private sector

May 22-July 1,
2015

Lives in Hosaena in Hadiya
Zone. Well-known Hadiya
singer, has performed at 1000
Stars Festival in Arba Minch
and featured on music videos
broadcasted on state television.
Performed with Hadiya Cultural
Troupe since its inception in
1974 but has retired due to
conversion to Protestantism
(now sings Gospel).
Originally from Gondar. Thirtythree years of experience in
cultural music. Used to work in
Hager Fikir before YOD.
Originally from Tigray region.

June 18, 2015

Sings and plays masīnk’o, krar,
begena. Also sings, is wellknown for his shillela. Worked
for Hager Fikir during Imperial
Age.

June 1-June 30,
2015
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May 30, 2015

June 8-July 1,
2015

May 26, 2015

Baynesagn
Birhani

Masīnk’o player at
YOD, Ras Theatre

Biruk Gebretsadik

Student at Yared
School

Demissie Teka

Vocalist (both
modern and cultural)
with National
Theatre, independent
artist
Piano teacher at
Yared School

Eleni Alem

Emanuel Ayelew

Ermias Terefe

Fekadu

Fikir “Buju Star”
Alem

Post-secondary
school student in
gender and
development
Drummer at Dimma
and Hager Fikir

Post-secondary
school student in
leadership studies
Musician,
independent artist

Frehewit Girma

Vocalist, modern and
traditional dancer.

Garwech Kewer

Student in leadership
studies

Originally from Gondar, moved
to Addis around fifteen years
ago at time of interview. His
entire family plays the
masīnk’o.
Composes and produces
original music, specializes in
Gospel genre

June 12, 2015

Originally from Gurage, sings
Gurage music. Twenty-four
years with the National Theatre.

June 8, 2015

Alemayehu Fanta’s daughter.
Grew up in Addis Ababa, has
lived abroad in Europe for her
graduate degree and to teach
piano lessons.
Originally from rural area in
Ilubabor Zone in Western
Oromia. Family still lives there.
Aspires to work in NGO.
Plays modern and cultural
drum, has worked with Hager
Fikir since 2008. Attending
Jazzamba School of Music in
the past three years, learning
music theory at the time of
interview.
From Wollega, Oromia

May 22-July 1,
2015

May 26, 2015

May 23-July 1,
2015

May 29, 2015

June 13, 2015

Lives in Arba Minch, versed in June 21, 2015
modern music and traditional
songs from around Gamo-Gofa.
Formerly worked at Ras
May 29, 2015
Theatre, recently quit and began
working at Dimma in last five
months at the time of her
interview.
Also holds a diploma in music
June 27, 2015
from EECMY Jazz School.
Originally from Gambella, has
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run music education programs
in Gambella and South Sudan.
Gobeze Madebo

Guitar teacher at
EECMY Jazz School

Habtamu
Abraham

Vocalist at YOD and
City Hall.

Lim Chuol

Student in gender
and development
studies

Melaku Terraken

Vocalist and dancer
at YOD

Melat

Student at Yared
School

Million Zewdie
Keto

Student

Nebiyu Mulu

Musician,
independent artist

Samson Sebsibe

Self-employed

Solomon Tsegaye

Cultural music
coordinator at
National Theatre

Originally from Welayta Zone, May 23-July 1,
continues to visit regularly.
2015
Well-versed in Welayta cultural
musics.
Also plays washint, traditional
June 8, 2015
drum, keyboard, and dances.
Has worked at YOD for 2 years.

Originally from South Sudan,
spent most of his life living in
Addis Ababa. Constructs and
plays the lamellophone and a
type of lyre (his own invention).
Brought from Gondar by
Adugna to perform at YOD,
lives with Adugna and his
family.
Vocalist, sings some cultural
music. Originally from town
east of Addis.
Studies at Evangelical
Theological College seminary
in Addis Ababa
From Gamo-Gofa area, now
lives in Addis. Writes and
produces songs in the Dorze
language.
Works as translator, contact
person for various NGOs and
individuals visiting Ethiopia.
Originally from Arsi Oromia
(ethnically Hadiya). Studied
clarinet at Yared School of
Music, minored and krar and
masīnk’o. Previously worked in
Gurage and Awassa in cultural
music, has now been with
National Theatre for five years
at time of interview.
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May 29-July 1,
2015

June 12, 2015

June 8, 2015

May 29-July 1,
2015
June 25, 2015

May 22-July 1,
2015
June 30, 2015

Tariku Ture

Café server

From Wollega, Oromia.

May 22-July 1,
2015

Temesgen

Accountant and
owner of Dimma

May 24-June 12,
2015

Tewodros Bogale

Washint player at
YOD, Circus
Ethiopia

Yahalem Zod
Negussie

Krar player at YOD,
City Hall

Yohannes

Drummer at Dimma

Yonas Gorfe

Musician

Yonas Zewdie
Kebede

Graduate student in
philosophy

Yosef Degafa

Bandleader at
Dimma

Zeriyun Girma

Drummer at YOD

Has lived in D.C. for the past
twenty years. Opened Dimma in
2011 and now comes to
Ethiopia two-three times a year.
Also composes cultural music
and plays krar. Has led Circus
Ethiopia for twelve years,
invented his own washint that
can play in any key.
Has played krar or ten years.
Also composes cultural music,
acts, and does comedy.
Began as modern drummer,
switched to cultural music later
on. Working at Dimma for three
and a half years at time of
interview, also plays in
government theatre houses and
for NGOs.
Cofounded EECMY Jazz
School of Music, currently lives
and works in Canada.
Originally from Harer, also
holds a graduate degree in
sociology and holistic child
development
Dancer, also plays some
modern music. Working for
Dimma for one and a half years
at time of interview.
Also works at a school where
he oversees the music
department
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June 12, 2015

June 12, 2015

June 6, 2015

June 16, 2015

June 13-July 1,
2015

May 26, 2015

June 12, 2015

APPENDIX C
AUDIENCE MEMBER INFORMATION
Name

Origin

Location

Amount of Time in Ethiopia
and Reason for Visit (if
applicable)
Works for World Food
Program, visiting colleagues

Date of
Interview

Ahmed
Muhammed
Abdullah, "La
Mamba"
Aklilu
Alexander

Sudan

YOD

Addis Ababa
Netherlands

YOD
YOD

Cecilia

Boston

YOD

Dershaye

South part of
Ethiopia
Bahar Dar
Boston

YOD

June 8, 2015

Dimma
YOD

June 6, 2015
June 26, 2015

Bahar Dar
Addis Ababa
(originally
from Amhara
region)
Addis Ababa

Dimma
Dimma

June 6, 2015
June 6, 2015

Dimma

May 26, 2015

Habe Dereji

Addis Ababa,
parents from
Amhara
region

Dimma

May 26, 2015

Jean Paul

France

YOD

Jim Dahl

Minnesota

YOD

Kurt

US

YOD

Mulugeta

Ethiopia, now
lives in Dallas

YOD

Elsa Bet
Erin
Feseha Bekalu
Fikirta

Getachew Hailu

2 days, first time in Ethiopia,
working with youth
organization
3 days, first time in Ethiopia,
here on business

6 days, has been to Ethiopia
before, here on business

Has been here "500 times," on
business
1 week, first time in Ethiopia,
teaching at Evangelical
Theological College
2 days, first time in Ethiopia,
visiting friend
Visiting family/friends
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June 8, 2015

June 26, 2015
June 26, 2015

June 26, 2015

June 26, 2015
June 26, 2015

June 26, 2015
June 26, 2015

Paulina

Ecuador

YOD

Peter Long

YOD

Raffa

Canada
originally,
now lives in
Switzerland
Spain

Samuel Kassa

Addis Ababa

Dimma

May 26, 2015

Solomon

Addis Ababa

YOD

June 26, 2015

Trevor

South Africa

YOD

Yonas Tesfaye

Ethiopia

Dimma

May 26, 2015

Zeralem Haile

Addis Ababa

Dimma

June 6, 2015

YOD

1 day, first time in Ethiopia,
visiting a friend for rest and
recreation.
3rd time to Ethiopia, here on
business

June 26, 2015

Adopting a child (is with wife
and two kids)

June 26, 2015

6 days, first time in Ethiopia, on
business
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June 8, 2015

June 26, 2015

APPENDIX D
TRACK LIST
Track 1 - Oromo Songs, Dimma
Track 2 - Instrumental, Hager Fikir at Cultural Festival
Track 3 - Welayta and SNNPR Songs, YOD
Track 4 - Instrumental, Songs in Tizita Major K’inyit, YOD
Track 5 - Instrumental, Songs in Anchihoye K’inyit, YOD
Track 6 - Instrumental, Songs in Ambassel K’inyit, YOD
Track 7 - Instrumental, Songs in Bati K’inyit, YOD
Track 8 - Instrumental, Songs in Tizita Minor K’inyit, YOD
Track 9 - Oromo Songs, Hager Fikir at Cultural Festival
Track 10 - Tigray Song by Alem, Dimma
Track 11 - Gondar War Song, YOD
Track 12 - Instrumental, Dimma
Track 13 - Tilahun Gessesse Medley, Dimma
Track 14 - Song Medley with Welayta, Tigray, and Other Ethnic Groups, Yared School
Track 15 - Nationalist Songs, Hager Fikir at Beverage Festival
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APPENDIX E
ETHNIC DEMOGRAPHICS OF ETHIOPIA

This data is drawn from the 2007 census conducted by the Ethiopian government (Central
Statistical Agency of Ethiopia, 2007). Note that these demographics are not uniform throughout
the entire region (e.g. though the Hadiya people less than 8% of SNNPR’s population, they are
the majority in Hadiya zone).

Ethnic Group
Oromo
Amhara
Somali
Tigray
Sidama
Gurage
Welayta
Hadiya
Afar
Gamo
Gedeo
Silt'ē
Keficho
Agaw-Awi
Kembata
Dawro
Gofa
Bench
Agaw-Hamyra
Konso
Alaba
Aari
Berta
Gumuz
Yem
Koore
Me'en
Nuer

ETHIOPIA TOTAL
Total Number
25,489,024
19,870,651
4,581,794
4,483,892
2,966,474
1,867,377
1,707,079
1,284,373
1,276,374
1,107,163
986,977
940,766
870,213
631,565
630,236
543,148
363,009
353,526
267,851
250,430
233,299
290,453
183,259
159,418
160,447
156,983
151,489
147,672
91

Percentage of Population
34.49%
26.89%
6.20%
6.07%
4.01%
2.53%
2.31%
1.74%
1.73%
1.50%
1.34%
1.27%
1.18%
0.85%
0.85%
0.74%
0.49%
0.48%
0.36%
0.34%
0.32%
0.29%
0.25%
0.22%
0.22%
0.21%
0.20%
0.20%

Argobba
Maale
Tembaro
Anuak
Basketo
Konta
Shekecho
Burji
Debase/ Gawwada
Mareqo
Daasanach
Qebena
Shinasha
Gidole
Hamar
Mao
Oyda
Dizi
Donga
Irob
Sheko
Bena
Dirashe
Harari
Surma
Majangir
Mossiye
Nyangatom
Tsamai
Chara
Other
Werji
Zeyese
Arbore
Bodi
Brayle
Gedicho
Komo
Kunama
Kusumie
Kwegu

140,134
98,114
98,621
85,909
78,284
83,607
77,678
71,871
68,600
64,381
48,067
52,712
52,637
41,100
46,532
43,535
45,149
36,380
35,166
33,372
37,573
27,022
30,081
31,869
27,886
21,959
19,698
25,252
20,046
13,210
14,298
13,232
17,884
6,840
6,994
5,002
5,483
7,795
4,860
7,470
4,407
92

0.19%
0.13%
0.13%
0.12%
0.11%
0.11%
0.11%
0.10%
0.09%
0.09%
0.07%
0.07%
0.07%
0.06%
0.06%
0.06%
0.06%
0.05%
0.05%
0.05%
0.05%
0.04%
0.04%
0.04%
0.04%
0.03%
0.03%
0.03%
0.03%
0.02%
0.02%
0.02%
0.02%
0.01%
0.01%
0.01%
0.01%
0.01%
0.01%
0.01%
0.01%

Mashola
Messengo
Mursi
Nao
Bacha
Dime
Fedashe
Gebato
Koyego
Karo
Murle
Qechem
Qewama
She
Shita/Upo
Zelmam

10,458
10,964
7,500
9,829
2,632
891
3,448
1,502
1,974
1,464
1,469
2,585
298
320
1,602
2,704

0.01%
0.01%
0.01%
0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%
< 0.01%

ADDIS ABABA
Ethnic Group

Percentage of Population

Amhara
Oromo
Gurage
Tigray
Silt'e
Gamo
All others

47%
20%
16%
6.18%
2.94%
1.68%
6%

AFAR REGION
Ethnic Group

Percentage of Population

Afar
Amhara
Argobba
Tigray
Oromo
All others

90.03%
5.22%
1.55%
1.15%
0.61%
1.44%
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AMHARA REGION
Ethnic Group

Percentage of Population

Amhara
Agaw-Awi
Oromo
Agaw-Kamyr
Argobba
All others

91.47%
3.46%
2.62%
1.39%
0.41%
0.65%

BENISHANGUL-GUMUZ REGION
Ethnic Group
Percentage of Population
Berta
Amhara
Gumuz
Oromo
Shinasha
Agaw-Awi
All others

25.41%
21.69%
20.88%
13.55%
7.73%
4.22%
6.52%

Ethnic Group

GAMBELLA REGION
Percentage of Population

Nuer
Anuak
Amhara
Kafficho
Oromo
Mezhenger
Shakacho
Kembata
Tigray
All others

46.66%
21.16%
8.42%
5.04%
4.83%
4%
2.27%
1.44%
1.32%
4.89%

HARARI REGION
Ethnic Group

Percentage of Population

Oromo
Amhara
Harari
Gurage

56.41%
22.77%
8.65%
4.34%
94

Somali
Tigray
Argobba
All others

3.87%
1.53%
1.26%
1.17%

OROMIA REGION
Ethnic Group

Percentage of Population

Oromo
Amhara
Gurage
All others

87.80%
7.22%
0.93%
4%

SOMALI REGION
Ethnic Group

Percentage of Population

Somali
Amhara
Oromo
Gurage
All others

97.20%
0.66%
0.46%
0.12%
1.56%

SOUTHERN NATION, NATIONALITIES, AND PEOPLES REGION
Ethnic Group
Percentage of Population
Sidama
Welayta
Hadiya
Gurage
Gamo
Kafficho
Silt'e
Kembata
Dawro
Gofa
Konso
All others

19.38%
10.59%
7.98%
7.54%
7%
5.44%
5.37%
3.82%
3.28%
2.41%
1.47%
25.72%

95

APPENDIX F
SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
Interview Questions #1: Musicians/Dancers
1. Tell me about yourself. What is your name, where are you from, and how long have you
been working here at this restaurant?
2. What instruments do you play? Do you sing? Dance?
3. Can you tell me about some of your earliest memories of music?
4. What attracted you to music?
5. When did you learn to sing/play/dance?
6. How did you learn/who taught you?
7. What made you decide to pursue music as a career?
8. How would you describe the type of music that you currently sing or play? What style or
genre is it?
9. Has the music you perform changed at all since you first began performing? If so, how?
10. What process do you go through when learning songs/dances from another ethnic group?
11. Do you enjoy learning songs/dances from different ethnic groups? Why or why not?
12. What are some challenges you encounter when learning songs/dances from other ethnic
groups?
13. What kinds of audiences have you performed for (e.g. Ethiopians, tourists, government
officials, upper-class individuals)?
14. Do you perform anywhere else besides this place?
15. What do you hope to impart to your listeners through your music/what do you want
audiences to get out of your performances?
16. Do you have any particular songs that you most enjoy performing? If so, why? If you are
comfortable, would you mind demonstrating for us?
17. What have been some of your most popular performances or songs among audience
members?
18. Do you have any upcoming projects that you are working on that you would be like to
talk about?
19. Why do you perform this music? How is it valuable to you?
20. What is your vision for the future of your music career?
21. What legacy do you hope to leave through your performance?
22. Do you have any closing thoughts?

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Interview Questions #2: Band Director
Tell me about yourself. What is your name, where are you from, and how long have you
been working here at this restaurant?
What instruments do you play? Do you sing? Dance?
Can you tell me about some of your earliest memories of music?
What attracted you to music?
When did you learn to sing/play/dance?
How did you learn/who taught you?
What made you decide to pursue music as a career?
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8. How would you describe the type of music that you currently sing or play? What style or
genre is it?
9. Has the music you perform changed at all since you first began performing? If so, how?
10. What is your process for finding and hiring musicians/dancers?
11. What is your process for finding, learning, and teaching songs and dances from other
ethnic groups?
12. What are some challenges you have faced in learning these songs/dances and teaching
them to others?
13. Are you aware of the history and functions of these songs/dances when they are
performed by their own ethnic group?
14. What do you hope to impart to your listeners through your music/what do you want
audiences to get out of your performances?
15. Do you have any particular songs that you most enjoy? If so, why? If you are
comfortable, would you mind demonstrating for us?
16. What have been some of your most popular performances or songs among audience
members?
17. Do you have any upcoming projects that you are working on that you would be like to
talk about?
18. Why do you perform this music? How is it valuable to you?
19. What is your vision for the future of your music career?
20. What legacy do you hope to leave through your performance?
21. Do you have any closing thoughts?
Interview Questions #3: Owner/Manager
Tell me a little about yourself. What is your name and where are you from?
When did you first have the idea to open this cultural restaurant?
What motivated you to open this cultural restaurant?
Were there any groups who endorsed this restaurant (e.g. government officials,
businesses, etc.)?
5. What sort of clientele did you have in mind when you started this restaurant?
6. What sort of clientele does this restaurant receive (e.g. Ethiopians, tourists, government
officials, upper-class)?
7. Can you describe the significance of the cultural and traditional artifacts (e.g. the
weavings, the paintings, the background on the stage, etc.) in the restaurant and why you
decided to use them?
8. Why did you decide to have music performances at the restaurant?
9. Why do you think it is important to have the musicians/dancers perform music from
many different ethnic groups around Ethiopia?
10. Why is Ethiopian culture and tradition important to you?
11. What do you hope your clientele learns about Ethiopian culture and tradition from
attending this restaurant and viewing the music performances?
12. Do you have any closing thoughts?
1.
2.
3.
4.

Interview Questions #4: Audience Members
1. Where are you from and what brings you to this restaurant tonight?
2. What did you think of the music performance tonight?
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3. What was your favorite song/dance, and why?
4. Do you often attend traditional Ethiopian music performances or listen to traditional
Ethiopian music? Why or why not?
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APPENDIX G
IRB APPROVAL
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APPENDIX H
INFORMED CONSENT SCRIPT
Musicians (when asked to participate in interview) informed as follows:
Hello, I am Sarah Bishop, and I am a graduate student at Florida State University in the United
States. I am writing my thesis on Ethiopian music, and I would like to ask you some questions
about your music career and what motivates you to perform this music. Participation is voluntary
and will not affect your employment. These questions will take about a half an hour to answer.
If you prefer, I will keep your name confidential. You do not have to answer any questions you
do not want to. If you do not mind, I would like to audio record this interview, but it is not a
requirement for participation. Your responses may be used in my thesis. Would you like to
participate?
Musicians (when asked to let researcher record video) informed as follows:
Hello, I am Sarah Bishop, and I am a graduate student at Florida State University in the United
States. I am writing my thesis on Ethiopian music, and I would like to video record your
performance tonight. Participation is voluntary and will not affect your employment. If you
prefer, I can upload these videos to the internet so that you and your acquaintances can view
them, but this is not a requirement to be videoed. I will use this video to review the music you
perform so that I can write about it in my thesis. Would you like to participate?
Audience members informed as follows:
Hello, I am Sarah Bishop, and I am a graduate student at Florida State University in the United
States. I am writing my thesis on Ethiopian music, and I would like to ask you some questions
about what you thought about the performance tonight. Participation is voluntary. These
questions will take a few minutes to answer. If you prefer, I will keep your name confidential.
You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to. If you do not mind, I would like
audio record this interview, but it is not a requirement for participation. Your responses may be
used in my thesis. Would you like to participate?
Manager/restaurant owner informed as follows:
Hello, I am Sarah Bishop, and I am a graduate student at Florida State University in the United
States. I am writing my thesis on Ethiopian music, and I would like to ask you some questions
about how you organize these music performances at this restaurant. Participation is voluntary.
These questions will take about a half hour to answer. If you prefer, I will keep your name
confidential. You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to. If you do not mind, I
would like to audio record this interview, but it is not a requirement for participation. Your
responses may be used in my thesis. Would you like to participate?
As English is not the dominant language in Ethiopia, consent will be translated into Amharic
with the help of a translator unless participants indicate that they are comfortable communicating
in English. Literacy or level of literacy cannot be assumed, therefore verbal consent will be
obtained. Since consent will take place verbally, consent script will be translated on-site with
assistance of a translator. (Amharic script not included in this IRB submission due to difficulty in
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locating English-Amharic translators in the United States.) Participants will receive contact
information for the researcher, major professor, and IRB via business card.
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