En-gendering Theatre in Eritrea:

The Roles and Representations of Women in the Performing Arts

Christine Matzke

Submitted in accordance with the requirements for the degree of

Doctor of Philosophy

The University of Leeds
Workshop Theatre

School of English

September 2003

The candidate confirms that the work submitted is her own and that
appropriate credit has been given where reference has been made to

the work of others.

This copy has been supplied on the understanding that it is copyright
material and that no quotation from the thesis may be published

without proper acknowledgement.



To my parents, Elisabeth and Helmut Matzke,

and in memory of my grandparents,
Katharina and Peter Fay, and Elfriede and Erich Matzke.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This thesis could not have been written without the help and support of many
people. First and foremost I wish to thank my supervisor, Jane Plastow, for
introducing me to Eritrean theatre arts, and for her continuous guidance and

advice throughout the ups and downs of this research project. Despite the hard

work, I had a wonderful time. Thank you, Jane.
This study is based on what those involved in theatre arts in Eritrea have

been willing to share with me. It is not possible to thank everyone concerned by

name, but I hope they will all accept my deepest gratitude for their invaluable

assistance. All interviewees are listed at the back of this thesis. However, special
thanks must go to Alemseged Tesfai, Arefaine Tewolde, Asres Tessema, Atsede
Mesfin, Negusse Haile, Osman Ahmed, and Solomon Tsehaye for their

continuous friendship, help and support. My gratitude also extends to Karl Hoff,
Ghirmai Negash, Bruce Parkhust, Hartmut Quehl, Sebastian Saad, Claudia

Schamanek, and Kerstin Volker-Saad for generously sharing their sources,
primary material and expertise with me. For financial support I am indebted to the
ARHB, the University of Leeds, the Cusanus Foundation and the DAAD.

This thesis would not have materialised without the dedicated work of my
Eritrean colleagues who helped me as facilitators, translators and interpreters
during my field research: Ghirmai Woldegeorgis, Mesmer Andu, Samson
Gebregzhier, Tesfazghi Ukubazghi, Temesgen Gebreyesus, Yakem Tesfai, and
Yohannes Zerai. Special thanks to the three colleagues who bore the brunt of the
work: Mohamed Salih Ismail, Mussie Tesfagiorgis, and Tekeste Yonas.

In Entrea I also wish to thank the then Head of Cultural Affairs Bureau in
the Ministry of Education, Solomon Tsehaye, and his staff for their continuous
support and encouragement throughout my project; thanks moreover to the
personnel of the PFDJ Cultural Affairs and the Research and Documentation
Centre for being so helpful. My deepest gratitude goes to the staff of The British
Council in Asmara under its director Negusse Araya. They generously welcomed
me 1n their midst and really became family.

I wish to thank those who housed and welcomed me in Eritrea: Abo Kechi
Fesseha and Ade Nigisti; and my long-term landlord Afo Araya and his family.
Thanks also to Christine Albrecht and Marsha and David van Wagenen for their
hospitality 1in 2001 and 2002/2003 respectively; and to Afrah Abdu, Ailene



Norton, Miriam Meharena, Meharet and Angesom Isaak, Tesfaldet Teklemichael,
Wanjiku Ngugi and Charlotte and Klaus Wedekind.

In the UK, I am indebted to Sarah Maidlow of Oxford Brooks University,
whom I met in Eritrea, for commenting on my thesis and helping me with the
methodology. At Leeds, David Lindley and the staff of the Welfare Office were
extremely helpful in my first year of study. I also wish to extend my thanks to a

string of postgraduate research tutors, especially Michael Brennan, for sorting out

my complicated funding situation. Special thanks go to Jeanette Emmerson,
Chuks Ileogbunam, Susan Kiguli and Mike and Gillian Kuria for many kind acts

of friendship; and to my former colleagues of the Eritrea Community-Based

Theatre Project (ECBTP), Ali Campbell, Gerri Moriarty and Renny O’Shea.
In Germany, Anne Kaspar of the City and University Library,
Frankfurt/Main, has been most helpful, as has Wolfgang Bender of the African

Music Archive at the University of Mainz. Eva-Maria Bruchhaus introduced me
to the German ‘Horn of Africa’ research community for which I am indebted to
her. I am also grateful to Mechthild Lehning of Radio Bremen for material on
Gordian Troller’s work; to Stefanie Christmann for her hospitality in Bonn; to
Mehar1 Dunfu for letting me use his video collection; and to Bettina Conrad for
being a kindred spirit in the research process. Thanks also to Renate Knyphausen
and Naomi Marion R&ck for helping me balance brain, body and soul. My deepest
gratitude, however, goes to the academic community and my colleagues at Goethe
University, Frankfurt/Main: Gundula Grebner for translating Italian sources, Bill
McCann for proofreading the entire draft in record time, Christine Vogt-William
for doing last-minute corrections, and the participants of the doctoral colloquium
in the Dept. of New Literatures in English for their astute criticism of my work.

Special thanks must be extended to Frank Schulze-Engler, mentor, colleague and
friend. His impact on my work and academic development since my
undergraduate days has been immeasurable.

There are many people I have not mentioned though I owe them much,
especially family and friends. My gratitude to you is beyond measure. May you

have many elephants and may the sweetcorn in your meadows sway in the best of
sunshine.



ABSTRACT

This thesis is a first attempt at writing a modern theatre historiography of Eritrea,
with emphasis on the roles and representations of women. It covers a period of
some fifty years, from the late 1930s to 1991, the year of the country’s de facto
independence. The study is divided into three major sections; Part One providing
the context of theatre in Eritrea, Part Two dealing with the emergence of modern

Eritrean theatre arts, and Part Three covering the rise of the fighter performing
arts during the thirty-year liberation struggle against Ethiopia.

After an introduction to Eritrean history and theatre arts as well as the
theoretical framework of the study, Chapter 1 examines women’s roles and
representations in Eritrean societies and selected traditional performing arts as the
matrix onto which modern performance practices are built.

Chapter 2 starts with a portrayal of early urban women performers in the late
1930s and early 1940s as singers and krar-players in local drinking houses,

followed by the gradual expansion of Eritrean theatre arts under the British
Military Administration. Thereafter the establishment of three well-known

Entrean theatre associations is examined, with Chapter 3 focusing on the Asmara

Theatre Association, Mahber Theatre Asmara, whose work was eventually
brought to a halt by the rise of the Ethiopian Derg regime. An investigation into
the cultural troupes of the two liberation movements, the Eritrean Liberation Front

(ELF) and the Eritrean People’s Liberation Front (EPLF) is dealt with in Part
Three.

Chapter 4 outlines theatre work in the ELF, while Chapters 5-7 present details
of EPLF performing arts. Chapter 5 begins with early performance activities until
the strategic retreat in 1978/79, followed by Chapter 6 with an analysis of drama
work after the reorganisation of the Division of Culture. Chapter 7 covers theatre
activities in mass organisations and supporting departments and outlines cultural
developments during the final years of the liberation war. In conclusion, major
trends and directions in post-independence Eritrean theatre arts are summarised as

they continue to negotiate recent socio-political problems and developments.
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EXPLANATORY NOTE

Certain technical aspects of this thesis require explanation, as do a number of

issues particular to the Eritrean context.

It is important to understand that Eritreans are usually addressed by their
forenames, the second name being the forename of the father rather than a
surname as in European usage. During the liberation struggle, fighters often used
‘nicknames’ or noms de guerre rather than their given names. Noms de guerre
were part of the reinvention of people’s identity in the liberation movement, but
also a means to avoid easy identification by the enemy forces. Fighters of the

liberation war tend to prefer them to their civilian names which are sometimes not
even known to the public. First names and noms de guerre are also used in this
thesis.

References to Eritrean (or Ethiopian) sources in the main body of the text
will be given by the first letter of the authors’ first name, followed by their
father’s name and the year of publication. In the bibliography authors are listed by
their father’s name (‘surname’) first to comply with international citation systems.
Since there is no uniform transliteration for languages using Ethiopic script, I
have used the spellings most widely used or preferred by the person in question,
which might differ from those given in secondary sources.

Sources published according to the Ethiopian calendar are given with their
original date of publication where possible, indicated with gc, and followed by the
approximate Gregorian year(s) in brackets. The Ethiopian New Year begins in

September of the Western calendar, the years being seven or eight years earlier

than in the Gregorian system.

Unpublished anonymous sources from the time of the British Military

Admunistration (BMA) will be quoted in full in the main body of the text to avoid
bibliographical confusion.

Eritrean-language sources translated by the Eritrean Community-Based
Theatre Project (ECBTP) or by Eritrean colleagues during my field research will

not be quoted by page numbers as they are available only as handwritten
manuscripts.
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(GLOSSARY OF SELECTED TERMS
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barista
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embalta

enda suwa

famfam
field, the

forniello

father; also: affectionate form of address for an older man
Tigre: development; post-independence national theatre
group for Tigre-language drama

mother, also: affectionate form of address for an older

wOImadrl

for centuries the dominant, though not the largest, ethnic
group in Ethiopia

language of the Amhara

codename for the location of the EPLF Literature and
Drama Section during the liberation struggle; post-
independence national theatre group for Tigrinya-language

drama

Eritrean soldiers serving in the Italian colonial army

Mr., polite form of address

‘Victory to the Masses’

travelling singer in Ethiopia, often derogatory

Cultural Troupe

barmaid

customary red spice in Eritrea, very hot

tea house

basic, anti-clockwise dance in Eritrea, known as sisiif 1n
Tigre

military committee, colloquial expression for the Ethiopian
military government (1974-1991) under Mengistu Haile
Mariam

‘Voice of the Masses’, EPLF radio station

Islamic religious holy days

local wind instrument

local drinking house where suwa is served

mouth organ

the areas in which the liberation movements operated

portable coal stove



golia

Grazmach
Gual

Habesha
Hade Lebbi

hamien

Hayot

Hedareb
hidmo

injeera

jebenna
kebero

kechi
krar
lebbi

dance event, also specific dance among Tigre- and Bilen-

speakers

Ethiopian title of honour

daughter of

highlanders

‘One Heart’, slogan during the 1998-2000 war with
Ethiopia

(travelling) singer in Eritrea, often derogatory

‘renaissance’, one of the CCTs after the Second Congress of
the EPLEF

an ethno-lingustic group, also known as Beja

traditional house of the Tigrinya
sourdough pancakes made mostly from local sorghum,

staple food for highland Eritreans, also known as faifa
traditional coffee pot

ubiquitous local drum
priest

lyre-like local instrument
heart

Maekelay Bahli Wdb Central Cultural Troupe

maelot

martyrs

membher

netsela

gene

sacrifice, to

Sbrit
sebetay

communal work

fighters who died in the line of duty during the liberation
struggle

teacher

a plain white cotton cloth used by men and women as

protection against the cold, as headscarf or ‘cardigan’;
netselas for women are often embroidered

highest form of Amhara poetry, characterised by two
semantic layers, the literal and the metaphorical, known as
‘wax’ and ‘gold’

to be killed in the line of duty during the liberation struggle
post-independence National Cultural Folklore Troupe

‘womanish’
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serret

shellil

shira-wata

Sisiit

sistrum
sowra

struggle, the

suria

Suwda

taita
tegadellti

Tigray
Tigre

ltigre
Tigrinya
tsenatsil

Wadi

Warsa

Warsay

wat’a
wenni
Yikealo

Zar

Zoba Makel

zoba

dance known among the Hedareb and certain Tigre-

speakers, characterised by an acrobatic movement of the

chest

dance for women among Tigre- and Bilen-speakers

local one-string violin

basic, anti-clockwise dance in Eritrea, known as cuda in
Tigrinya

religious rattle, also known as fsenatsil

revolution

the Eritrean war for independence (1961-1991)

white, embroidered cotton dress commonly worn by

highland women
local beer made from sorghum

same as Injeera

pl., fighters in the Eritrean liberation struggle

Northern Ethiopian province

language, and second largest ethno-linguistic group In

Eritrea
serf

language, and largest ethno-linguistic group in Eritrea
religious rattle, also known as sistrum

son of

‘heir’, ‘heritage’, one of the CCTs after the Second
Congress of the EPLF

‘heirs’, ‘inheritance’, young soldiers who fought in the
1998-2000 war against Ethiopia

musician, often derogatory

roughly: ‘feeling for music’

‘all-powerful’, generation of the fighters in the thirty-year
liberation struggle

healing and exorcism cult, trance dance

Central Zone in contemporary Eritrea
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PART ONE: THE CONTEXT OF THEATRE IN ERITREA

INTRODUCTION

Curtain-Raiser: Gender Drama in Eritrea: Of Theatre and Theatricals

It is Saturday evening, 16 August 1997, in Keren, Eritrea. Twenty-two students of
Tigre- and Bilen-speaking backgrounds are taking part In this year’s Eritrea
Community-Based Theatre Project (ECBTP), and this is the fifth week. The
workshop is the second of its kind, co-organised by the Bureau of Cultural
Affairs, a department in the Ministry of Education, and the University of Leeds.
The training programme is intended to introduce community theatre skills from
around the world to the participants so that they might become potential

multipliers of this form of theatre.' Lately, the two theatre workers who run the
course, Gerri Moriarty and Renny O’Shea, have been noticing grave tensions
between the male and female workshop participants. There are only four women
on the course, ranging in age from sixteen to thirty-six, and it was hard to recruit
them. With the exception of the Christian Mensa clan, Tigre-speaking
communities are largely Muslim and generally do not allow women to pursuc
work outside the house. The Bilen, though equally divided between Christianity
and Islam, are culturally very similar to Tigre-speakers, especially in and around
Keren where the majority live.

We are now sitting on the roof garden of Keren Hotel, a popular place
with everyone because of the stunning view; Amna (X), a thirty-six-year-old
demobilised fighter and the oldest woman trainee, Sadyia (X), about twenty-three,
Arafat (X), an eighteen-year-old Bilen-speaker, and sixteen-year-old Fatma (X).2
The women are from Keren, Nakfa, Halhal and Afabet. Also present are Mesmer
Andu, a male fellow student and ‘honorary girl’ of the evening who will act as
translator, Gerri Moriarty and myself, the project’s research assistant. We intend
to conduct a group interview with the women and then go for a meal, to have a
‘girls’ night out’. This week Moriarty and O’Shea had to call a trouble-shooting
session. After the first weeks relations between male and female pa