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A Note on Language

Horn of Africa writers are referred to in the text first by their full name, then their first
name; in the bibliography they are organized by their first name, for instance as
Afawérk Gabra-lyydsus. In cultural naming conventions, the first name refers to the
person him or herself, the second to their father, and the third (for Somalis) to their
paternal father. If writers have adopted Western conventions and published under a
particular last name, Igiaba Scego for example, this last name is used for in text
references and in the bibliography. In the case of English publications by Horn of
African writers, I have maintained authors’ transliterations of their own names and
non-English words.

In the case of English translations, I have maintained translators’
transliterations. Somali place and personal names in this text follow Somali
orthography: the Latin “c” stands for a sound close to the Arabic ¢ (ayn), “x” denotes
the strongly-aspirated ¢ (ha), while long vowels are indicated by doubling them, as in
Faarax. For the transliteration of Amharic words in the dissertation and the
translation, I have followed Sara Marzagora (2015)’s transliteration scheme presented
below, which I found clear and simple to understand.

All translations from Ambharic and French are mine unless otherwise noted.
For texts composed in Arabic, Italian, Tigrinya, and Somali, I rely on the translations
of others who are cited in the text. All errors in transliteration and translation are my

own.
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Vowels

1st order 2nd order 3rd order 4th order 5th order 6th order 7th order
+=t4 +=tu t=t J=ta +=te +=to +=to
Consonants

Amharic has five explosive (glottalized or ejective) consonants which have been
transliterated with a dot below (t/s/k/p/¢).

Common
Ambharic fidel | Transliteration | alternative Description Pronunciation examples
transliterations

U, ch, "1 ha Like h in English hail

A 14 Like 1 in English lion

an mi Like m in English mother

w, a sd Like s in English sun, song

4 rd Like r in Italian/Spanish rosa

[} $a sh Like sh in English share

¢ ki q Explosive k

{ bi Like b in English boy

+ ti Like t in English toy

F ] ch, tch Like ch in English chair

1 ni Like n in English name

T hi ny, gn, fi Like fi in Spanish pifia
Like gn in Italian gnocchi

n ki Like k in English key

o wi Like w in English water

H 74 Like z in English zone

m 74 j Like j in French jeudi
Like s in English leisure

£ vi Like y in English young, yes

£ di Like d in English dice

3 ji g Like j in English joy

1 gi Like g in English gir/

m td Explosive t

(a2 ¢a ch, tch Explosive ¢

4 pi Explosive p

2,0 sé ts, tz Explosive s Like z in Italian ragazzo

é fa Like fin English fox

T pa Like p in English pear




Abstract
Rain Washed the Old World Away:
Empire and the Novel in the Horn of Africa
Kelsey McFaul
The literature of the Horn of Africa (Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somaliland, and
Somalia) together composes a regional literary ecology. While largely erased in
literary and African studies, the Horn and its literatures—written in languages
including Ambharic, Tigrinya, Somali, English, French, and Italian—emerge in
relation to compounding scales of social and environmental loss across the long
twentieth century and into the twenty-first. By attending to the aesthetic language of
nature and weather in Horn of Africa novels and the divergent, unmappable, and
undisciplined ways of being and thinking they engender, this project argues that
Global South literary cultures such as the Horn’s have long been aware of and lived
with real and metaphorical extreme weather. Moreover, writers use imperially-
contaminated literary forms such as the novel to narrate, bear witness to, and grieve
the losses caused by empire that traverse personal, communal, and environmental
scales. Working with a multinational, multitemporal, and multilingual archive, this
project develops a ground-up critical analytic that enacts methodological and
disciplinary alternatives to the siloed categories of academic study. It presents African
literary texts as modes of environmental theory, situated knowledge, and critical and

creatively productive grief, and it insists on critical recognition of the Horn of Africa

outside the well-trod registers of natural disaster and social conflict.
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But a storm is blowing in from Paradise...one single catastrophe which keeps piling
wreckage upon wreckage...[ever] skyward. This storm is what we call progress.

—Walter Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History

brush in hand the wind sketches
landscapes of words

sculpted mountain slopes
shadow plains

horizon enclaves

—Abdourahman A. Waberi

The weather necessitates changeability and improvisation; it is the atmospheric
condition of time and place; it produces new ecologies. Ecology: the branch of
biology that deals with the relations of organisms to one another and to their physical
surroundings. ..

—Christina Sharpe, In the Wake
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Introduction

Extreme Weather: Storms as critical methodology
Mihret Sibhat’s novel The History of a Difficult Child (2023) begins with a rainstorm:
“God is trying to get rid of all the water in His possession, so He [hurls] down the
water with all his might...where it lands on a small town in southwestern Ethiopia,
where this phenomenon is known as bokkaa or zinab, depending on which language
your family speaks” (Mihret, History, 1). The rain comes down with violence, “the
liquid blanketing your face;” the thunder starts “GOU-GOU-GOU-GOU-ing” and the
lightning “cuts through the thick black cloud like it’s trying to open the sky for the
Return,” the Christian end of days (Mihret, History, 1). The rain “pound[s] on the
corrugated tin roof” and the “flood” from the gutter takes away everything—*“pieces
of paper, plastic bags, somebody’s rubber shoe, eroded soil, orange-tree leaves, small
balls made of old socks stuffed with pieces of fabric and sponges”—enough water to
“wash away a whole country’s transgressions” (Mihret, History, 1, 4).

A similarly dark and foreboding storm barrels through the middle of Labb
Wiilldd Tarik (1908), a foundational fiction of Ethiopia written in Amharic by
Afawark Gabri-lyydsus a century earlier. At first clouds appear as “something black”
on the horizon, then materialize into “clouds [like those] in the month of heavy rains,”

a swirling “cloud of dust,” and finally, the horses and soldiers of an invading army

[MeC: ehIPNT LavG: AT S1@- Paran AOL- +T] (Afawirk 34).! Since in the Horn

b All translations of Labb Wiilldd Tarik, also known as Tobbya, are from my translation of the text
found in Appendix 1. For a full reading of the novel, see Chapter 1.



of Africa where the narrative is set, rains and dust storms occur in alternating seasons,
their co-mingling in a single storm evokes an collapse of space-time, an anticipated
existential scale of destruction comparable to multiple natural disasters occurring in
the same season and the same place.

In Adua (2015), an Italian-language novel by Igiaba Scego, a heavy rainstorm
in Addis Ababa transforms the Ethiopian capital into “an endless expanse of mud” on
the heels of the arrival of Italian imperialists in 1935 (Scego, Adua, 87).> The Italians
fill their conversation with “meteorological matters” and complaints about the chilly
conditions, the opposite of what they had been led to expect in their hot and dry
coastal Eritrean colony (Scego, Adua, 87). For their translator, a Somali-Muslim, the
weather recalls memories of past storms in the rain-soaked city:

[In Addis] the sky seemed like it was about to crush the residents with its

destructive fury. Nature was not kind in Addis Ababa and even the air was

hostile....the cold breath of the highlands hit him square in the face...But as
his father, Haji Safar, always said, that city [also]...had a heart that cradled the

dreams of babes on stormy nights. (Scego, Adua, 88)

The hostile-tender nature of the storm captures the concentric circles and telescoping
nature of time and space that characterize not only this novel, but also the larger
multispatial, multitemporal, and multilingual archive of this project. Seeing through
the eye of this storm as the translator does, we are both in the immediate present of
1935 and in overlapping circles of previous storms: those witnessed by the father

(whose name references both the journey to Mecca and the Islamic month of high

winds); those imagined around earlier generations of babies including those who

2 All translations of Adua are from Jamie Richards’ English language translation with the same title.



witnessed the Battle of Adwa; those that mark the translator’s reunion with his
daughter (also, like the novel, named Adua); and those always swirling around the
city itself. In short, the storm is past, present, and future. As it sweeps down from the
highlands, across the plateau of the city, and—in the translator’s mind—to the coastal
lowlands of his childhood, the storm gathers up and sutures together the interrelated
geographies of the Horn, each freighted with their own histories and relations to the
“destructive fury” of European colonialism and the modern Ethiopian state that
exceed typical colonial, precolonial, and postcolonial temporalities and spatialities
(Scego, Adua, 88).

Hardly background features, the storms moving through these Horn of Africa
novels are active environmental and narratological forces, freighted with non-human
agency and laden with the debris of human history. Storms pick up shared historical,
intertextual, linguistic, cultural, religious, and ecological material—for instance
names for rain, relations to God, seasons, and recyclings of the name Adwa—and
carry them around, dispersing, reconfiguring, and recontextualizing them within an
archive of texts in different languages, times, and spaces. Just as distinct landscapes
can be drawn together by the shared effects of a storm path, so the movement of
storms’ swirls, eddies, absorptions, dissipations, and disseminations connects texts to
one another even as it disorients a reader used to the typical conventions of literary
study. Such a reader would be unlikely read texts written in English in 2023, Amharic

in 1908, and Italian in 2015 together.



Yet the presence of storms is hardly unique to these three novels. The regional
Horn of Africa literary archive sketched in this project is storm-dense and far exceeds
the nine novels from the Horn of Africa considered in this dissertation: there is “rain
in the air” and on the skin in Sulaiman Addonia’s Silence is My Mother Tongue (2020,
English) and “the unmistakable tick tack of warm raindrops...the scent of damp
soil...so strong it left an indelible trace” in Shirin Ramzanali Fazel’s Far From
Mogadishu (2016, Italian and English) (Sulaiman 68; Shirin 16). Haji Jaber’s Black
Foam (2018, Arabic) begins when “[t]he sky was bleak [and] the weather verged on
chilly;” in Nadifa Mohamed’s Black Mamba Boy (2009, English), “a deep murmuring
came from the skies, a torrent...bhesh, bhesh, bhesh, and land slid down the
hillside...rain washed the old world away” (Haji 1; Mohamed 198). In Gabriella
Ghermandi’s Regina di fiori e di perle (2007, Italian), there is “water, more
water...[then] with the water came hail, balls as big as peanuts;” in between storms
“the rainwater formed pools” and “rivulets” and just as they began to decrease, “wind
brought another storm and the water started up again” (Ghermandi 52). In Girma
Fantaye’s Self Meda (2014, Ambharic), “the rain itself was disorderly,” with a mind of
its own; “when [it] wants to it blows with the wind and disturbs the environment, and
then it calms down again” [HG@P (k- aPA M) 1@-: AAD 18k PAPA ANALO-T
LA PPADG DL L9° (I £AA] (Girma 13, my translation).

Like conversations about the weather, eruptions of atmospheric activity and
extreme weather might appear to be mere background material, quotidian,

diversionary, and empty signifiers. Yet by taking storms seriously as animate forces



blowing when they want to and an object of literary study—not only the literal
presence of storms in texts, but also the storm as metaphor, as ontological and
epistemological index, as aesthetic paradigm, and as formal mode—storms emerge as
a means of tracing shared political histories; environmental epistemes; and linguistic,
cultural, and religious worlds. In so doing they unsettle conventional assumptions of
what the novel is, its teleological temporality, circumscribed spatiality, and
anthropomorphic scale. By suspending such interpretative categories, storms provide
the grounds, or set the atmosphere, for a reading of the novel as a “storm form,” an
unwieldly and tempestuous, organic and melancholic structure that keeps alive what
might otherwise be lost to the real and metaphorical, ontological and epistemological
storms that have plagued the Horn of Africa region across the long twentieth century
and into the twenty-first.

Storms also unsettle the argument, made most prominently by Amitav Ghosh,
that contemporary epistemological and imaginative modes are insufficient for dealing
with the extreme nature of today’s climate events. Ghosh maintains that the novel
genre and its allegedly human scope cannot fully apprehend what Rob Nixon calls

99 ¢

“slow violence,” “a violence that occurs gradually and out of sight, a violence of
delayed destruction that is dispersed across time and space, an attritional violence that
is not typically viewed as violence at all” (Nixon 2). Nixon’s examples of slow
violence in literature range from the impacts of oil extraction in Nigeria and the

Middle East and deforestation in Kenya, to the environmental consequences of the

Iraq war and the tourism industry in Antigua and South Africa. Slow violence is also



evident, I argue, in the Horn of Africa’s extreme drought and flood cycles caused by
anthropogenic climate change, and soil erosion and loss of biodiversity due to the
curtailment of traditional land management practices.

Ghosh begins his argument about the novel’s insufficiency by describing a
cataclysmic storm, a “freak funnel-shaped whirlwind” that hurtled through Delhi in
1978 (Ghosh 13). He recalls that

my surroundings had been darkened by a churning cloud of dust. In the dim

glow that was shining down from above, I saw an extraordinary panoply of

objects flying past—bicycles, scooters, lampposts, sheets of corrugated iron,
even entire tea stalls. In that instant, gravity itself seemed to have been
transformed into a wheel spinning upon the fingertip of some unknown power.

(Ghosh 12-13)

Despite the storm’s “irreducibly mysterious” effect, when Ghosh asks himself what
he would make of “such a scene were I to come across it in a novel written by
someone else,” he settles on “incredulity” and “improbability” (Ghosh 14-15, 16).
Relegating such extreme events to the purview of fantastical genres like fantasy and
sci-fi rather than “serious fiction,” he neglects to theorize his own description of the
storm further nor acknowledge the great multiplicity of literary fiction, some of which
has been sampled above, in which storms register believably in a number of critical
ways (Ghosh 9).

This dissertation argues that it is precisely the dismissal of “meteorological
matters” in literary texts and the divergent, unmappable, and undisciplined ways of
being and thinking they represent that leads to claims that contemporary imaginative

modes such as the novel cannot address today’s multi-scalar and accumulative

climate realities (Scego, Adua, 88). Attention to the presence of storms and other



natural material in novels makes clear that literary cultures such as the Horn of Africa
have long been aware of and lived with real and metaphorical extreme weather while
creating literature that narrates, bears witness to, and grieves it. Approaching literary
texts as modes of environmental theory, situated knowledge, and ecocritical
consciousness, this project develops a ground-up critical analytic of the storm. The
storm analytic initiates methodological and disciplinary diversions to the spatially,
temporally, and linguistically siloed categories of academic study and invites critical
recognition of the Horn of Africa outside its well-trod registers of natural disaster and

social conflict.

Fracturing ground, fracturing time: the Horn of Africa in context

The Horn of Africa—home to the present-day nation-states of Djibouti, Eritrea,
Ethiopia, Somalia, and Somaliland®*—is named for the tusk-shaped curve of land that
extends out from the northeastern corner of the African continent, one curve jutting
into the Red Sea and the other into the Indian Ocean. Not only English but many of
the region’s languages use the metaphor of a material from the animal world to
delineate a geographic space: Amharic [PA§éh $7€ / yiafrika gdnd], Arabic [ o8

s 8 / al-qarn al-'afriqi], French [la corne de I’afrique], Italian [corno d’Africa],

3 This project recognizes Somaliland’s sovereignty, which was self-declared in 1991 but remains
unrecognized by the international community. The Horn of Africa is commonly defined as including
the five countries (Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Somaliland) within the horn-shaped
peninsula that extends out into the Indian Ocean, but the Greater Horn of Africa region can include
Sudan, South Sudan, Kenya, and in some instances, Uganda.



Oromo [Gaaffaa Afriikaa], and Tigrinya [¢C% 4469 / q érni afiriqa].* The black rhino,
whose historic grazing range includes parts of Ethiopia, is one possible source of the
metaphor, but the region is home to many other horned animals including the gazelle,
kudu, beisa oryx, and waterbuck. In its zoological inspiration, the metaphor centers
the nonhuman world and draws attention to the Horn as a regional form not immanent
but produced through the human process of being read. An act of spatial
interpretation, the Horn encodes a regionally recognized significance for natural
environments and nonhuman life within its narrative forms, a feature we will trace
throughout this project.

The Horn’s residents refer to its geographies according to a series of distinct
yet interconnected ecologic zones—mountain highlands (déga in Amharic, buuraha in
Somali), interior plateaus (wéyna ddga in Amharic, oogo and haud in Somali), and
coastal lowlands (kola and bardha in Amharic, guban in Somali)—created by the
rumbling and buckling of a triple junction of the earth’s tectonic plates (Mesfin). The
collision of these plates (the Red Sea Rift, the Aden Ridge, and the East African Rift)
makes the Horn one of the most active seismic zones on the planet, a present-day
example of continental rifting in which the ground itself is unsettled, alive, and on the
move. Like each of the ecological zones, the geologic depression created by the
junction, the Afar Triangle, overlaps the borders of Eritrea, Djibouti, and the Afar

region of Ethiopia. A sunken cauldron of boiling temperatures, dry winds, and hard

* The region is also known as the Somali peninsula, or in the Somali language, Geeska Afrika,
Jasiiradda Soomaali or Gacandhulka Soomaali.



ground, it is the lowest and hottest spot on the African continent. Turning inland, the
depression lengthens into a tear in the lithosphere, the layer between the Earth’s
continental crust and its mantle, branching into two main rifts: the Eastern Rift Valley
crumples up into the interior plateaus and mountain escarpments of the Horn, some of
which soar as high as 4500 meters, while the Western Rift Valley opens basin lakes
interspersed with mountain ranges as far south as Tanzania and Mozambique.

Caught within the Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ), monsoonal
winds, Saharan sandstorms, ocean currents and jet-streams, tropical cyclones, and
neighboring Indian Ocean and Red Sea conditions, with the ground literally shifting
under its feet, the Horn is a place of extreme weather. Most parts of the highly varied
topography have a bimodal rainfall pattern, with a small (bdlg in Amharic, dayr in
Somali) and long (kdrdmt in Amharic, gu in Somali) rainy season intersected by a
harvest (mékédr in Amharic) and followed by a dry (bdga in Amharic, jilaal in Somali)
season, though some parts of northern Ethiopia have only one long rainy season.
Average rainfall and temperature can vary from over 78 inches and 59 degrees
Fahrenheit in the highlands to less than 7-12 inches and 75-95 degrees Fahrenheit in
the lowlands; some areas on the coast receive less than two inches of rain a year
(Regassa et al.).

When rains fail, drought comes. With some variation in location, the Horn has
had close to forty droughts in the last century, roughly one every three years, and
drought frequency has doubled in the past two decades (Abera et al.; Luseno et al.;

Regassa et al.; Baxter et. al). At the time of writing, the Horn is in the midst of the



longest drought in western record, six consecutive below-average or absent rainy
seasons that have affected more than 3.3 million people, displaced more than 1.75
million, and caused the death of millions of livestock (UNHCR). Drought creates soil
erosion and powerful sandstorms that bury entire towns; in early 2023, it was
exacerbated by intense heavy rains that created flash flooding that submerged towns
“like an ocean” (Gabobe and Mahmood; Reuters).

The century-long drying period in the Horn is the most rapid of the last 2000
years and coincides—coincidentally according to climatologists—almost exactly with
the fragmentation of African environments into European colonies beginning in the
late nineteenth century. While the drying of the Horn of Africa has long confounded
climate models, an anomaly called the East African Paradox, recent scholarship
suggests that the region’s intense and unpredictable weather is attributable to
anthropogenic climate change, including but not limited to Indian Ocean warming as
a result of greenhouse gas emissions (Climate Change Profile; Tierney et al.; Baxter
et al.).

Contributing less than one percent to global emissions but among the ten
percent of the planet most vulnerable to present and future climate changes, the Horn
of Africa and its increasingly extreme weather exemplify the effects of Nixon’s slow
violence and what Farhana Sultana calls “climate coloniality,” or the spatial and
temporal extension of “colonialism’s racism and environmental destruction...through

climate impacts in the post-colony” (Climate Change Profile; Sultana 3). Like Ghosh,

10



Sultana uses the personal experience of an extreme storm to initiate her thinking,
including an extended journal entry:

[T clearly remember] that night in April 1991 when a massive tropical cyclone

barreled into desh [Bangladesh], how the sound of the storm, the trees

churning, and buildings shaking scared me throughout the night. I was
terrified by the deafening sounds across the land and howling winds outside
that battered everything, knowing instinctively a disaster was unfolding.

(Sultana 2, brackets in original)

Unlike Ghosh though, Sultana uses her “situated” and “partial” account of the storm
to put forward an understanding of climate coloniality “theorized and grounded in
lived experience...the fleshiness of climate, the pasts and presents in our bodies,
minds, soils, kin” (Sultana 3). While alternative epistemologies and cosmologies of
climate emerging out of lived experience are devalued in the Eurocentric modernity
that created climate coloniality in the first place, Sultana argues that attending to
them—what she calls “feeling with climate change”—opens up an apprehension of
climate coloniality’s seeping “heaviness...the erosions it propels, the suffocations it
creates, the intergenerational traumas” that persist far beyond the temporal boundaries
of the colonial period (Sultana 3).

Pastoralists and farmers in the Horn of Africa have long used alternative
epistemologies and cosmologies of climate, including ancestral knowledge of
geography, micro-climates, weather forecasting, cosmology, animal husbandry, and
cloud and plant observation, to navigate life in harsh and constantly changing
environments (Girma and Zelalem; Yohannes and Gebratu; Luseno et al.; Wassie and

Fekadu; Alemayehu et al.). In Terminology and Practice of Somali Weather Lore,

Astronomy, and Astrology, Muuse H.1. Galaal gathers some of “knowledge of

11



weather, stars, and planets,” as well as songs signifying or portending “prosperous
years, droughts, death of important persons, wars, or storms” known and used by
Somali weather-lorists (Muuse 1). Weather-lorists were simultaneously astronomers,
astrologers, pastoral geographers, mathematicians, record-keepers, meteorologists,
and soothsayers responsible for, among other things, leading herders and their cattle
from one grazing land to another in the interior plains following the presence of nuro,
“a life-giving, intangible substance... ‘grazing nourishment’ [found] in certain areas at
certain times” (Muuse 10). For instance,
If...the land is very green, if there is plenty of water, if every other sign is
favorable, but the animals are still unhealthy and undernourished or give little
milk, the expert knows there is no NURO in the area. Conversely, if drought
occurs and pasturage is sparse, but the animals are healthy, then it is present.
Acting in his role as record keeper, the weather expert observe and mentally
notes the place and time of its occurrence. (Muuse 10)
Other forms of traditional knowledge are documented among farming communities in
the Horn’s plateaus and highlands. Farmers use the direction and strength of winds to
plan the time to sow cereals such as barley, wheat, beans, and peas, and the color of
the clouds to predict seasonal weather conditions: “heavy and black clouds are strong
signs of rainfall while prolonged white color clouds indicate drought to appear in the
near future” (Alemayehu et al. 5). The direction of swirling clouds can signal
sufficient rainfall (clockwise) or little to no rain (counterclockwise), while a “hasty
change of wind direction and the appearance of swirl winds” also suggests heavy

rainfall (Alemayehu et al. 5). Meanwhile changes in animal behavior, insects, and

plants are also predictors of weather:
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Amgne (a local wheat variety...) ... does not bear flowers every year during
the dry season [but when it does] farmers trust the flowering of Amgne as an
indicator of good rainfall conditions for Belg....Similarly, when Sama bears
abundant fruits almost everywhere unusually in a dry season, it is an
indication of convenient weather condition[s] for beans and pears during

Meher (the main cropping season). (Alemayehu et al. 7)

Traditional forms of knowledge can be passed down through oral tradition and
memory, often with the aid of poetry and stories. Fekade Azeze documents drought
experiences and knowledge stored in oral poetry in northern Ethiopia in Unheard
Voices: Drought, Famine and God in Ethiopian Oral Poetry, one of the only
academic texts to seriously consider literary representations of climate disaster. As we
will see, ecological epistemes also appear as traces in written literary forms such as
the novel.

Yet according to Horn-based climate researchers, traditional knowledge and
methods of predicting and responding to climate events such as rainfall and drought
are “becoming less reliable as climate variability increases” (Girma and Zelalem
477). Weather experts respected for their precise predictions now find their
knowledge to be “unreliable” and their reputations “eroded;” Ahmed Ibrahim Awale
writes that the “disturbance” in indigenous Somali knowledge can be “directly
attributed to the effects of climate change” (Ahmed Ibrahim 6-7). Similarly in
Ethiopia, farmers notice that

the rain doesn’t come on time any more. The rain used to come regularly, and

we were able to plant and harvest on time. [Since 1984-85] the rain has

become quite erratic...After we plant, the rain stops just as our crops start to

grow. And it begins to rain after the crops have already been ruined. (Regassa
et al. 25)
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Invocations of situated experience and indigenous knowledge of climate are
increasingly common in Anthropocene scholarship which, David Chandler and Julian
Reid point out, often instrumentalizes indigenous peoples as caretakers of the
environment or as teachers about environmental responsibility and survival, thereby
reinscribing extractive imperial logics. Rather than seeking to extract indigenous
knowledges for new (Global North) audiences, thereby reinscribing imperial logics,
this project begins from the representations of climate coloniality and critique of
empire implicit within Horn of Africa indigenous knowledge systems and their
deployment in literary forms.

Produced within environmental variability and social precarity, the Horn of
Africa’s literary archive raises questions that are increasingly common in our
contemporary life but rarely taken seriously in scholarship on African literature or
environmental humanities and the Anthropocene. What does it mean to continue
living after the end of the world, whether via the reduction of natural environments to
territories for human possession, the curtailment or loss of access to land and the
freedom to manage it in sustainable ways, the irrelevance or elimination of traditional
knowledge and lifeways, or the elimination of one’s town, livestock, or family? When
one is emplaced at the conjunction of multiple human social and ecological disasters,
the residual climate coloniality of the past compounded with new losses rolling in, is
it possible to bear witness to these multi-scalar losses? What forms can hold the
sedimentation of individual, communal, and ecological grief, “the fleshiness of

climate...in our bodies, minds, soils, kin”? What role does literature play in the
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context of compounding, layering, and accumulating scales of disaster? These
questions animate this project’s engagement with the Horn of Africa’s regional
literary archive. Not all the novels considered here directly engage the historical
experience of colonialism in Africa or the neo-coloniality of the present. But they and
the larger archive of which they are a part all express a situated eco-consciousness
and imbricated relationship with the natural world, as well as a critical attention to
localized iterations of climate coloniality empowered by imperial modernity.

Using a specific instance of Horn of Africa social and environmental reality—
the storm—to surface critical engagements with nature, human-nonhuman relation,
and social and environmental disaster in literary texts, this project argues for the
discernible but yet to be articulated work of the novel as a form of grief, melancholic
holding, and animacy in the era of climate coloniality. In this respect my argument
departs from scholars of the literary Anthropocene such as Ghosh who disbelieve the
novel’s ability to address the mammoth scale of anthropogenic climate change, as
well as those who dismiss the novel on the grounds of its imperial origins. Instead my
thinking builds upon the work of scholars excavating climate change and
Anthropocene fiction from disciplinary disregard, as well as those who take as given
the genre’s imperial contamination.> As it is employed in the Horn of Africa, the

novel not only formally encodes and narratively represents the historical conditions

> For the long history of environmental and climate change fiction, see Adam Trexler’s Anthropocene
Fictions: The Novel in a Time of Climate Change and Adeline Johns-Putra’s Climate Change and the
Contemporary Novel. Jacques Derrida writes of genre forms as always already contaminated and
impure, Edward Said of the linked history of the novel and empire; postcolonial scholars too numerous
to mention follow Derrida and Said’s lead.
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and imperial ideologies that bring about the rupture of human beings from each
another, nonhumans, and the natural world, but also functions as a structure for
holding epistemologies, ontologies, relationalities, and materialities—Walter
Benjamin’s “wreckage upon wreckage”—that have been or are in danger of being
lost. The novel moves these forward by means of intertextuality, history, language,
and poetics, enacting a melancholic mode that, contrary to melancholia’s typical
association with loss and death, keeps what is lost animate and alive, even if only in
textual form.

This project’s theorization of storms understands the two most common forms
of extreme weather in the Horn—rainfall and drought—not as oppositional or
mutually exclusive, but as intertwined and mutually constituted manifestations of
climate coloniality. Consequently, storms are not one-off natural disaster “events” but
eruptions of complex systems involving seasonal wind patterns, the earth’s surface
temperature, landscape formations, and the actions of humans and nonhumans. Here I
follow Clyde Woods and Katherine McKittrick’s rethinking of “natural disaster” in
the context of Hurricane Katrina, where they point out that framing the hurricane as a
natural disaster naturalized, or made natural, its disproportionally racialized effects.
Thinking with the storm “[brings] into view the ways in which physical geographies
are bound up in, rather than simply a backdrop to, social and environmental
processes;” similarly in literary contexts, descriptions of weather and landscape are

rarely only background material but rather the very places where indigenous
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epistemes are articulated and where environmental change is registered (McKittrick
and Woods 3).

This project builds on a whole range of scholars who have operationalized
natural phenomena—the hurricane (Malcolm Ferdinand), the shoal (Tiffany Lethabo
King), the wind (Julius S. Scott), and the weather (Christina Sharpe)—to theorize the
naturalization of difference and global systems of inequality.® While literal storms are
present in this literary archive and do play a role in my analysis, I am most invested in
showing how storms and other natural material typically treated as background
almost always animate these texts in multiple ways: storms as literary metaphors for
transformative environmental and social changes, caused for example by European
colonialism; storms as indexes of literary aesthetics; storms as a formal feature
informing a text’s polyvocality, fragmentation, or nonlinearity; and storms as a
discursive index of an entire apparatus of situated and localized knowledge of land,
weather, plants, and animals—an ecocritical consciousness.

Planet-traversing and environmental forces, storms also have localized,
perspectival, and iterative cascading impacts. They decenter the human subject as the
only source of literary subjectivity and expand conceptual categories in non-
anthropocentric directions to acknowledge the entanglement and interconnectedness

of human and non-human existence, while affirming that critical theorizations are

® See Clyde Woods and Katherine McKittrick, Black Geographies and the Politics of Place; Malcolm
Ferdinand, Decolonial Ecology: Thinking from the Caribbean World, Tiffany Lethabo King, The Black
Shoals: Offshore Formations of Black and Native Studies; Julius S. Scott, The Common Wind: Afro-
American Currents in the Age of the Haitian Revolution; and Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On
Blackness and Being.
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conditioned by one’s particular location in space and time and formed from situated
knowledge and experience.” Thinking and reading with storms requires a telescoping
and ambivalent critical posture capable of both zooming out to apprehend the storm
as system and zooming in attend to its localized ecological and social impacts.
Unpredictable, unmappable, and undisciplined, storms unsettle inherited histories and
categories; enable revisions, refractions, and multiplicities of meaning; connect,
reshape, and are shaped by landscapes and materialities they encounter; dissolve,
destroy, and form new shapes. In this, storms invite us to think differently about
spatial, temporal, and linguistic divisions, as well as the generic work and nature of
the novel’s transportive, recombinant, and animating energies as they are signaled by

the swirling presence of natural material in literary texts.

Natures of Africa: a situated ecocriticism

In drawing attention to the proliferation of storms in Horn of Africa literature, my
goal in this project is first, to develop a ground-up ecocritical analytic for an anti-
imperial, non-human-centric reading of literary texts; second, to make a case for the
novel as an organic and melancholic genre suited to mourning the multi-scalar
climate coloniality of our present; and third, to demonstrate the critical affordances of

this method through the analysis of a literary archive of novels spanning the long

7 In this project, readers may detect echoes of a number of recent scholarly efforts to move beyond the
human, including new materialism, critical animist materialism, posthumanism, and object-oriented
ontology. Committed to centering African ontological conceptualizations of the entanglement of
human and nonhuman life, I find these efforts helpful insofar as they deconstruct the ideology of
universal humanism that underpins anthropocentrism. See for example Kathryn Yusoff, 4 Billion Black
Anthropocenes or None and Stef Craps, “Ecological Grief.”
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twentieth century (1908 to 2021) and composed in Afrophone (Amharic, Tigrinya,
and Somali) and Europhone (English, French, and Italian) languages. The novels
included in this project are Labb Wiillid Tarik, written in Amharic (1908) by Afawirk
Gibra-lyyasus; Silence is My Mother Tongue, written in English (2018) by Sulaiman
Addonia; The Conscript, written by Tigrinya (1927, published 1950) by Gebreyesus
Hailu in 1927; Adua, written in Italian (2015) by Igiaba Scego; Regina di fiori e di
perle, written in Italian (2007) by Gabriella Ghermandi; The Shadow King, written in
English (2020) by Maaza Mengiste; Agoondarro waa u nacab jacayl, written in
Somali (1974) by Faarax M.J. Cawl; Passage des larmes, written in French (2009) by
Abdourahman A. Waberi; and Black Mamba Boy, written in English (2010) by Nadifa
Mohamed.

I list the novels as they appear in this project rather than according to national
affiliation, publication date, or language to sketch the nonlinear, recursive, and
undisciplined storm-like range of the project. Reading this assemblage shows what
becomes visible in African literature when we bracket inherited interpretative
categories and approach texts through their own ground-up analytics. This project is
roughly organized according to the ecological zones used by the Horn’s inhabitants
with each chapter imagined as a landing, an occasion to apprehend both the locality
of a specific geography and its role in constellating a literary topography. Outside of
Chapter 1, which focuses on one novel, each chapter discusses a handful of texts
composed in different languages and time periods and whose writers have different

national identities.
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Storms enact a mode of situated African literary criticism that considers texts
on their own ontological, epistemological, and relational terms, thereby departing
from established traditions of African literary criticism whose genealogic terminology
centers national and language issues derives from the mid-twentieth century
independence era. Cajetan Theka notes that a similar naturalizing impulse
characterizes both colonial modernity, with its desire to “civilize the Africans and
their environment” by distancing both from “their ‘natural’ state,” and African literary
and postcolonial studies, whose “emphasis on the portrayal of rational, modern
subjectivities [clashed] with those indigenous practices that connect people to their
environment” (Iheka 10). By foregrounding individual subjects and bildungsroman
plots that were allegorical of social units, this critical tradition also portrayed African
writing as transparently sociological and/or as writing back to colonial centers.

Conversely this project positions Horn of Africa literary texts as writing
primarily to themselves and to each other, staging conversations about the
representation of situated environmental knowledge and the role of literature in
bearing witness, storing memory, and expressing grief about social and environmental
change. Like Olakunle George I regard novels as “mode[s] of theory” in which the
presence of natural material provides the grounds for a regionally-specific ecocritical
consciousness and an ecocritical reading method (qtd. Mwangi 13). Suspending
categories imported from elsewhere, African novels emerge, in Jeanne-Marie
Jackson’s words, as a “complex negotiation between shaping and being shaped by the

world” in which the world being referenced includes not only human social relations
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and histories but also humans’ connections to the nonhuman world and their
environments (Jackson 32).

While it recognizes literary texts as forms of environmental thinking and
ecocritical consciousness and falls within the purviews of literary, environmental, and
African studies, this project distinguishes itself from postcolonial ecocriticism,
defined by Byron Camerino-Santangelo and Garth Myers as drawing “attention to
both global imperial contexts and parts of the world often elided” by mainstream
ecocriticism’s Eurocentrism (Caminero-Santangelo and Myers 6).2 Often adopting a
comparative approach emphasizing resonances and dissonances between Euro-
American environmental discourse and postcolonial settings, postcolonial
ecocriticism seeks to “fill in” the elisions of centuries of racialized hierarchy without
deconstructing their ideological underpinnings. For instance, Ghosh notes how the
contemporary era of anthropogenic climate change inverts the relationship between
global centers and peripheries, since “those at the margins are now the first to
experience the future that awaits us all” (Ghosh 63). Similarly William Slaymaker

terms the slow response of African literary cultures and studies to ecocritical concerns

8 Ecocriticism was a term first used by William Rueckert in 1978 to suggest “the application of ecology
and ecological concepts to the study of literature, because ecology (as a science, as a discipline, as the
basis for human vision) has the greatest relevance to the present and future of the world” (Rueckert
73). The first collection of essays on ecocriticism, The Ecocriticism Reader edited by Cheryll Glotfelty
and Harold Fromm (1996), completely overlooked formerly colonized spaces. Later interventions such
as Lawrence Buell’s The Future of Environmental Criticism (2005) are still largely focused on Euro-
American texts even when they cursorily attend to a few postcolonial examples; Graham Huggan and
Helen Tiffin’s Postcolonial Ecocriticism: Literature, Animals, Environment (2010) draws on a number
of works by African writers but treats them thematically rather than individually. Yet a greater issue
than the lack of representation is the ideological underpinnings of much Euro-American ecocriticism,
which maintain the notions of objectivity and universality that characterized imperial relations to
nature and racial and gender others.
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(as defined by Global North scholars) “ecohesitation...conditioned in part by black
African suspicion of the green discourses emanating from metropolitan Western
centers” (Slaymaker 133). Both Ghosh and Slaymaker’s perspectives operate within a
generalized postcolonial framework that maintains the colonial as the primary point
of reference. The suggestion that postcolonial settings such as Africa are the new
centers of Anthropocene survival knowledge replicates the colonial modes of
intellectual and material resource extraction that created global environmental
disaster in the first place, while ecohesitation echoes colonial discourse’s
representation of African belatedness.

In the last decade, a growing body of scholarship has drawn attention to forms
of African environmental thinking in literary texts. Some, like Nixon’s Slow Violence
and the Environmentalism of the Poor (2011) and Laura Wright’s “Wilderness into
civilized shapes”’: Reading the Postcolonial Environment (2010), take a comparative
postcolonial approach, putting texts by African writers—Tsitsi Dangarembga’s
Nervous Conditions; Zakes Mda's The Heart of Redness; Ngligi wa Thiong’o’s Petals
of Blood; J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace; Flora Nwapa’s Efuru; and Sindiwe Magona’s
Mother to Mother—in conversation with those by writers in other postcolonial
settings. Others highlight a continental range of environmental texts to argue, as F.
Fiona Moolla puts it, that “the natural world and animals have been active agents in
African cultural forms” and “fundamentally constitute the worldviews and lifeways
that have created [ African] cultural ‘texts’...for as long as these forms have been in

existence” (Moolla 9). If, Moolla argues, the nonhuman world has not been a
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deliberate and critically studied dimension of African cultural forms up until now—
having been superseded by questions of anti- and post-colonial resistance, national
identity, and gender and sexuality—it is only because “[n]ature and animals are so
fundamentally constitutive of African culture that they form an invisible backdrop”
(Moolla 9, my emphasis). Caminero-Santangelo argues that the neglect of African
environmental writing is the result of dominant conceptions of nature and
environmentalism shaped in the Global North. He excavates legacies of African
literary environmental writing that far predate the awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize
to the Kenyan Wangari Maathai, co-founder of the Green Belt Movement, in 2005,
including literary East African ecological precursors Okot p’Bitek’s Song of Lawino
(1966) originally written in Acholi Luo and Song of Ocol (1967), and Ngiigi wa
Thiong’0’s A Grain of Wheat (1967). In Different Shades of Green: African
Literature, Environmental Justice, and Political Ecology (2014), he highlights how
writers including Chinua Achebe, Ngtigi wa Thiong’o, Bessie Head, Nadine
Gordimer, Zakes Mda, Nuruddin Farah, Wangari Maathai, and Ken Saro-Wiwa
challenge destructive forms of imperial development and resource extraction in their
writing.

Building on Caminero-Santangelo and Nixon, Iheka’s book Naturalizing
Africa: Ecological Violence, Agency, and Postcolonial Resistance in African
Literature (2017) analyzes how African literary texts by Amos Tutuola, Wangari
Maathai, J. M. Coetzee, Bessie Head, and Ben Okri address ecological disasters such

as the Niger Delta oil pollution in Nigeria, civil war in Somalia, and animal abuses.

23



Challenging the tendency to focalize the human scale in representations of
environmental problems, Theka shifts attention to the interconnection and “proximity”
of human and nonhuman beings in African literary texts. A number of recent
monographs and collected volumes® including Ogaga Okuyade’s Eco-critical
Literature: Regreening African Landscapes (2013), F. Fiona Moolla’s Natures of
Africa: Ecocriticism and Animal Studies in Contemporary Cultural Forms (2016),
and James Ogude and Tatadzwa Mushonga’s Environmental Humanities of
Extraction in Africa: Poetics and Politics of Exploitation (2023) also provide
valuable contributions to the study of African environmental literature, though like
Caminero-Santangelo and Theka they are survey-like in nature and foreground a
similar group of canonical, almost entirely Anglophone, authors. Outside of Nuruddin
Farah, hardly any writers from the Horn of Africa have been discussed in the context
of African environmental literature.

If, as both Moola and Camerino-Santangelo argue, “African ecocriticism must
be informed by specific material and cultural conditions” and not simply draw on
more universal—or even continental—frameworks, it is somewhat surprising that
regional frames, with their situated ability for rich description, detailed specificity,
and up- or down-scaling, have not played a more significant role in this emerging
field (Moolla and Camerino-Santangelo vii). Enacting a situated ecocritical reading of

a multilingual Horn of Africa literary archive, this project contributes to addressing

° In addition to those already noted, Bonnie Roos and Alex Hunt’s Postcolonial Green: Environmental
Poetics and World Narratives (2010) and Elizabeth DeLoughrey and George B. Handley’s
Postcolonial Ecologies: Literatures of the Environment (2011).

24



representational and methodological gaps. When approached on its own terms—of
human language and culture, weather, or the ground itself—the Horn emerges as a
region of dynamic conjunction, movement, exchange, and transformation, a
generative organizational and analytical category able to flex and scale to
accommodate multiple meanings and sets of relations, to acknowledge the
fragmentation of environmental and social histories, and to hold together shared but
distinct geographies and narratives.

While representations of ecological crisis and disaster—deforestation, oil
spills, resource mining—have been a main feature of African environmental literary
criticism thus far, and while ecological crises abound in the Horn of Africa, my main
critical focus is less on representations of particular crises for which the Horn is
already known—such as drought—and more on the portrayal of quotidian
environmental epistemologies and relational ontologies which the presence of real
and literary storms draw attention to. As we will see, environmental thinking and
relational ontologies between humans, non-humans, and the natural world are not
foreign or imposed frames, but rather such integral parts of the Horn’s cultures and
central thematic and animating forces in its literary production that they have been
treated—naturalized—as an “invisible backdrop.” Part of the work of this project is to
denaturalize the natural material in literary texts, moving away from simplified
narratives of disaster and emergency and toward storms of historically, linguistically,

relationally rich signification.
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Area impossible: Horn of Africa historical and political contexts

Perhaps the simplest—on the surface—narrative about the Horn is that it is a no
man’s land, an exotic imaginary geography evoked by Homer and visited by Arthur
Rimbaud, “in but not of” Africa. In the long term, seismologists predict that the active
ground of the Horn of Africa will continue to fracture until it breaks away from the
continent altogether, creating a new sea and an island composed of Djibouti, eastern
Ethiopia, Somaliland, Somalia, and other parts of eastern Africa afloat in the Indian
Ocean. In the present this speculative future topography ironically inflects the Horn’s
contemporary global image as already off the edge of the map. Not only is the Horn
home to a multitude of natural disasters, as we have seen, but its history also
encompasses one of Africa’s two uncolonized nations (Ethiopia), two socialist
revolutions (in Ethiopia and Somalia), a successful secessionist movement (Eritrea),
multiple civil wars (Somalia and Ethiopia), and the only US military base on the
African continent (Djibouti). All these are qualities deployed in global discourse to
suggest that the Horn is a zone of exception, what Geeta Patel and Anjali Arondekar
call an “area impossible.” Simplified within totalizing discourses on the one hand and
caught between the disciplinary fields of African, Arab, Islamic, and Indian Ocean

studies on the other,™ the Horn is an opaque junction whose multiplicities exceed,

10 As Arondekar and Patel note, the establishment of area studies in the United States is tied to the
consolidation of US imperial power and its intelligence-gathering priorities between World War I and
the Cold War and surging again post-9/11. The United States sponsored international scholars from and
funded research and language programs regarding “sensitive areas” including South and West Asia, the
Levant, and North Africa. Notwithstanding its ties to neoliberal and neoimperial political and
economic interests, area studies is notable for its “thick, linguistic, cultural detail” and “regional and
disciplinary specificities” which are often occluded by a generalized postcolonial studies framework
(Arondekar and Patel 155). In addition to the larger fields noted above, the Horn also fractures into
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obscure, and resist transparent representation and render it largely unknowable within
the dominant categories of organizing thought.

Globally recognizable attempts to increase the Horn’s legibility, such as the
1984 Bob Geldof and Midge Ure song “Do They Know It’s Christmas?”, would be
laughable were their representational modes not so damaging. Composed to raise
money for the 1983-85 drought and famine in Ethiopia, the song uses an
environmental and social disaster, described as “biblical” and “the closest thing to
hell” by the BBC journalist who first reported it,** to reduce African subjects to a
homogenized, ignorant mass of sub-humanity. Riffing on the song’s flattening
pronoun, the narrator of Mihret’s novel The History of a Difficult Child quips that
“they” must refer to

Ethiopian children, half of whom are Muslims or followers of Indigenous

religions who, drought or not, don’t give a qub about anybody’s Christmas,

whereas the other half are Orthodox Christians whose ancestors were so well

acquainted with the Virgin Mother and Her Son for at least a century longer

than Bob Geldof’s and celebrated Christmas on January 7, Jesus’s real actual
factual birthday. (Mihret, History, 2)

multiple regional areas of focus, including Ethiopian, Oromo, and Somali studies. Ethiopian Studies is
historically a Euro-American-led, Orientalist field that understands Ethiopia as a Semitic-speaking,
Christian land geographically delineated by historic Abyssinia. Early scholars such as Edward
Ullendorft, Richard Pankhurst, and Donald Levine were invested in the civilizational superiority this
“Ethiopian” sub-group vis a vis the country’s other religious and language groups. Oromo and Somali
studies were developed in large part by local and diasporic scholars to address the flattening of their
communities’ histories and political concerns within global and Ethiopianist discourses.

11 “Do They Know It’s Christmas?”” was inspired by BBC journalist Michael Buerk’s reporting in 1984
that famously drew attention to the famine in Ethiopia. The most affected regions were in Tigray,
Wollo, and what would in the next ten years become Eritrea. Ten years before, in 1973, the severity of
a famine in Wollo was suppressed by Hayld Solasse’s imperial regime. When news of it finally got out
and starving people began arriving in the capital Addis Ababa, the disaster was transformed into a
rallying cry for anti-imperial dissidents who complained that the wealthy classes and the Ethiopian
government had ignored the famine and the people who had died. In 1974, a group of military officers
overthrew Hayla Solasse and established a military junta known as the Derg. A decade later, the Derg
was fighting a civil war against its own opposition groups and Eritrean separatists; these conflicts, in
combination with low rainfall and drought, created the conditions for the 1983-85 famine.
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The narrator’s sarcastic humor demonstrates a shared Horn of Africa literary
technique we will follow throughout this project that puts pressure on a simple, or
simplified, term to open up a multitude of situated complexities.

For all the ways it has been isolated, stereotyped, or othered, the Horn of
Africa has been a zone of vibrant diversity, ancient traditions, and self-determination
since pre-modern times. In addition to early mentions of “Aethiopia” in Homer and
Herodotus, where it could refer to anywhere in north-eastern Africa outside Egypt, in
the mid-first century navigational text Periplus of the Erythraean Sea written in
Koine Greek, the Horn of Africa is studded with ports and trading hubs that link it to
the ancient Mediterranean and Indian Ocean worlds via the Red Sea. Ports on the
Somali coast traded in frankincense, myrrh, spices, gold, wax, ivory, grain, and
timber while the kingdom of Aksum, a landlocked empire in the highlands, traded
goods and minted coins to facilitate trade between the Roman empire and Indian
subcontinent. In the early fourth century, two young Phoenician boys abducted from a
Red Sea port brought Christianity to the highland kingdom. They converted the heir
Ezana, who when he gained the throne formalized Christianity as the religion of the
empire at around the same time Constantine did in Rome.** In the following centuries

Orthodox Christianity was a definitive attribute of the highland kingdom, its political

12 When Ezana took the throne, one of the brothers Frumentius travelled to Egypt to visit Athanasius,
Patriarch of Alexandra, asking him to send a bishop and missionaries to Aksum. According to
Athanasius’ account, he consecrated Frumentius as bishop, believing him best for the job. Frumentius
returned to Aksum, where he supported Ezana’s Christianization, established the first monastery, and
became the first head (abuna) of the church. Subsequent Ethiopian tradition credits him with the first
translation of the New Testament into Ge’ez. Adom Getachew notes that the founding myth of the
Orthodox Church and its Semitic and Byzantine influences often render Abyssinia as a site of
exceptionalism and non-Africanness within Ethiopian and African diasporic studies.
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formations, and the written literary tradition in Ge’ez, the Semitic language precursor
to modern Ambharic and Tigrinya. Orthodox Christianity inspired the creation of the
rock-hewn churches in Lalibela in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and the
fourteenth-century composition of the Kabrd Ndgdst, an epic myth tracing the origins
of the highland empire and its rulers to King Solomon of Israel. In the Kobrd Ndgdst
the Queen of Sheba travels from Abyssinia to Israel and has a son with Solomon
named Monilok I. Moanilok returns to Abyssinia with the Ark of Covenant, establishes
the Solomonic line of highland kings, and converts the people to Judaism.** A
remnant of these who refused the later conversion to Christianity call themselves Beta
Israel.

As with Judaism and Christianity, Islam’s presence in the Horn stretches to the
earliest days of the faith. Both Ethiopian and Islamic tradition hold that the Prophet
advised his early followers fleeing persecution in Arabia to take refuge in Abyssinia,
where the ruler would respect their religion. Thanks to this migration, the first hijra,

and the constant exchange and interaction between sailors and traders on both sides of

13 The Kabrd Ndgdist (The Glory of Kings) builds on the oft-quoted Bible verse, “Ethiopia shall stretch
her hands to God,” to relate how the Ethiopians replaced the Israelites as God’s chosen people (Psalms
68:31). According to the epic, Ethiopia’s covenant with God was established through Manilok 1, the
son of King Solomon of Israel and Makedda, Queen of Sheba, identified in the Kabrd Négdst as the
Queen of Ethiopia (the capital of her kingdom was Debre Makedda, the mountain fortress of Makedda,
generally assumed to be Axum, though the text never mentions Axum) (Marzagora, Alterity,
Coloniality and Modernity, 74). In the Orthodox version of the Solomon and Sheba story, the two
royals sleep together and Sheba conceives a son, Monilok, who is raised in his mother’s kingdom and
travels to visit his father in Jerusalem when he comes of age. He returns with the Ark of the Covenant
which contains the Israelite Ten Commandments and deposits it in Axum where, according to the
Orthodox Church, it is still located. According to Kabrd Ndgdst, upon Manilok’s return his people
convert from their pagan indigenous religious practices to Judaism and he initiates a bloodline of rulers
known as the Solomonic dynasty. The ability to trace (or fabricate) one’s relation to this genealogy is
central to subsequent iterations of highland politics and claims to the imperial throne. (Marrassini)
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the Red Sea, Arabic culture and Islamic religion became formative qualities of coastal
and pastoral culture, literature, and politics, fueling the Afar and Somali Sultanates. In
the thirteenth century, the Islamic teacher Sheikh Yusuf bin Ahmed al-Kowneyn
travelled from Arabia to the Horn where he taught the Quran and created a modified
Arabic script for writing Somali, while the legendary saint Abadir Umar al-Rida’s
presence in the eastern Ethiopia city Harar (Gey) helped initiate its flourishing as a
center of Islamic culture and religion (Ali Abdullahi 343). In the sixteenth century,
Ahmad ibn Ibrahim al-Ghazi, or Ahmed Gragn (the left-handed), used Harar as his
base to push back the ever-expanding highland kingdom; his successor was
responsible for building the city’s famed stone walls.

From the time of antiquity to the present, the Horn has never been governed
by any single political entity but rather functions as a collection of various interacting
and competing systems including loose networks of Christian feudal allegiances,
centralized and localized Islamic sultanates, and the Gadaa system of the Oromo. The
Oromo have their own richly developed indigenous ontology, cosmology, and
systems of governance, yet Oromo subjectivities have been portrayed derogatorily in
Abyssinian, Islamic, and European writing as “pagan, savage, uncivilized, uncultured,
enemy, slave or inherently inferior” (Mohammed Hassen 3).** The derogatory
portrayal of Oromos and others who speak Cushitic, rather than Semitic, languages as

both inherently African and “newcomers to Ethiopia” is a key ingredient in the myth

14 Until the late twentieth century, the Oromo were referred to as Galla, a derogatory slur, rather than
the name they chose for themselves. “Galla” was also used in East African Swahili literature.
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of non-blackness promoted by the grand narrative tradition of Ethiopian
historiography (Mohammed Hassen 4)."> While Oromos and other groups of the
wayna ddga would occasionally opt in to Islamic or Christian political formations,
their autonomy is a significant factor in the Horn’s histories of deflecting attempts at
hegemonic rule whether by local powers or outside forces.

In the mid-nineteenth century European interest in the Horn of Africa—a
constant since Roman times—treached fever pitch in the atmosphere of imperial greed
for new territories and raw materials in Africa. The Suez Canal opened in 1869,
expanding access to Arabia and India through the Red Sea, and by the meeting of
European leaders at the Berlin conference in 1884-85, the British, French, and Italians
had snatched up many portions of the Red Sea coastline. In 1839, the British had
already established the first settlement on the Red Sea’s east coast at Aden, a port and
coaling station to service the route to and from British India. On the other side of the
Red Sea, the French purchased the port of Obock in 1862 and later Tadjoura from
local Somali and Afar rulers, creating the contours of colonial French Somaliland.
The French also set about constructing a port to offset their dependence on Aden and
later a railroad, which by 1916 stretched from the coast to Addis Ababa. In 1869 an
[talian priest purchased the port of Assab on behalf of the Rubattino shipping
company. The port was acquired by the Italian government in 1882, followed shortly
by Massawa in 1885. At the Berlin conference, these acquisitions were recognized as

French Somaliland and Italian Colonia Eritrea (so named for the Erythraan Sea from

5 For more on the grand narrative tradition, see Chapter 1.
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the Greek word for “red,” erythros). Meanwhile Britain also acquired Somali
territories southeast of the French which were administered by the garrison in Aden
and referred to as the Somaliland Protectorate.

European presence in the Horn of Africa had significant geopolitical,
epistemological, cultural, and linguistic effects commensurate with colonial
experiences in other parts of the continent. For instance in 1862 the Abyssinian
emperor Tewodros wrote to Queen Victoria’s government in England seeking
weapons to fend off Ottoman Turks making inroads via Egypt and Sudan. Britain
refused, and Tewodros retaliated by capturing the British consul in Ethiopia and
several Swiss and German missionaries. The British responded with a ground
invasion known as the Napier expedition. At the battle of Maqdala, Tewodros’
fighters were overpowered, but rather than be captured the emperor committed
suicide with a pistol originally gifted by the Queen. As part of a deal with conscripted
fighters, Napier agreed not to pursue a British colonial presence in the country, but he
looted the Maqdala citadel for many historical and religious artifacts, including
hundreds of manuscripts which remain in the British Museum and British Library
today.

A decade later, the Anglo-Ethiopian Treaty of 1897 split up the Somali
territories into five different jurisdictions: the French and British colonies along the
Gulf of Aden, the Italian colony facing the Indian Ocean, a substantial portion of
British Kenya, and a large central zone (the Haud and Ogaden) occupied by Ethiopia.

The imposition of political boundaries “severely limited and hampered the traditional
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ways in which the people used and managed the land” and led to cattle raiding and
“wars of pacification and resistance” between Sayid Maxamed Cabdulle Xasan’s
Dervish movement, the nascent Ethiopian state, and the Somaliland Camel Corps
(Jama 537). Jama Mohamed writes that the effects of the colonial period “broke the
traditional migratory pattern of the pastoralists,” leading to “‘soil erosion on a large
scale’ from which the country ‘never fully recovered’ (Jama 541).

Yet while European control may have looked straightforward on a colonial
map, attempts to divide and colonize the Horn of Africa’s territories and peoples were
met with fierce resistance and even defeat. By far the most impactful resistance was
the Battle of Adwa in 1896. Italian forces seeking to expand from their Eritrean
colony to the highland empire were met by a coalition of fighters from across the
Horn of Africa led by Manilok II. One hundred thousand strong, the African force
routed their would-be colonizers, driving them all the way back to the Mereb River,
the contemporary Ethiopian-Eritrean border. An embarrassment for the Italians and a
testament to the superior geographical knowledge and political solidarity of African
fighters, the Adwa victory insured that a portion of the Horn’s territories would
remain independent of colonial rule.*®

A “complex nexus of various historical processes,” Adwa and its meanings

and significations “overflow the social and political conditions that made it possible,”

16 The Adwa victory initiated a multiplicity of far-reaching effects that extend into the present. For
more on Adwa, see Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation, as well as Paulos Milkias and Getachew
Metaferia (eds.), The Battle of Adwa: Reflections on Ethiopia's Historic Victory against European
Colonialism; Raymond Jonas, The Battle of Adwa: African Victory in the Age of Empire; and Maimire
Mennasemay, “Adwa: A Dialogue between the Past and the Present.”
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extending far beyond its own space and time, including into many of the literary texts
in this project (Paulos and Getachew 3, 5). Adwa proliferates as title, as female
protagonist, as embodied memory in the absent limbs of veterans, as horse’s name, as
battle cry, and as settler screen, blowing into novels with its freighted history which is
held, taken up, reconfigured, and passed on differently in each text. Moreover Adwa
was not merely “an encounter between Europe and Africa, or Italy and Abyssinia” but
travelled as rallying cry for anti-colonial and freedom movements around the world,
shattering the “planetary sovereignty of Europeans” and figuring as a beacon of
resistance, dignity, and “hope and pride” for everyone seeking independence from
oppression (Michael 24; Dugan and Lafore 3; Teshale 426).'” Global Black
imaginaries produced the Abyssinian highlands and the Ethiopian nation-state to
come as sites of exemplary blackness—the sole African geography that was never
colonized. From the Ethiopianism of the nineteenth century to the Rastafarianism of
the twentieth, Ethiopia became a “space of African redemption,” a location of future
homecoming envisioned in the poetry of Langston Hughes and Claude McKay, in the
nationalist movements of Marcus Garvey and Kwame Nkrumah, and in the Pan-

Africanism of W.E.B. Du Bois and George Padmore (Adom, “Roundtable;” Ayele).

7 Historians Joseph Dugan and Lawrence Lafore characterize the battle as an “Ethiopian triumph... [in
which] the black emperor of a big and empty land lost in the high mountains, encircled by a confusion
of deserts, jungles, and undrawn frontiers sounded reveille for a sleeping world” (Dugan and Lafore 3,
my emphasis). This account links Ethiopia to global ideas of blackness while ventriloquizing an
European imperial view of both generalized empty and wild African landscapes and Horn
exceptionalism. For more on how Adwa is operationalized in accounts of Ethiopian exceptionalism,
see Teshale Tibebu, “Ethiopia: The ‘Anomaly’ and ‘Paradox’ of Africa” and Michael Girma Kebede,
“Beyond Exception and Supremacy: Adwa in the Black Radical Imaginary.”
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As significant as its international export was Adwa’s impact on the
development of internal political formations. For much of the Horn of Africa, the
transition to statehood was forced, carried out by European powers and tying the
Horn into the familiar story of European colonialism throughout the continent.
Despite activism for a single independent Somali state uniting the fractured
territories, in the midcentury period UN commissions facilitated a number of staged
handovers. The State of Somaliland (former British Somaliland) existed for five days
between 26 June 1960 and 1 July 1960 before it joined the Trust Territory of
Somaliland (former Italian Somaliland) to form the Somali Republic.*® The French
Somali territory was one of the last colonies on the continent to achieve independence
in 1977. Following the Italian defeat in World War 11, the Eritrean colony was
federated to Ethiopia in 1950, then forcefully annexed in 1962. Hailed by many
Ethiopians as the final step of Eritrea’s reunion with the “motherland,” the forced
reunification sparked nationalist resistance movements and guerilla warfare that
lasted over thirty years until Eritrea’s secession and independence in 1993.

In Ethiopia, state formation was enacted internally. Before Adwa, Monilok I1
was vying for the Solomonic throne; after, he capitalized on the victory and the
allegiances pledged to him in battle to solidify his position as emperor and continue
an aggressive expansionist campaign from the highland core to the east, west, and

south. Motivated at least in part by the desire to shore up strong borders against

18 The State of Somaliland’s brief political autonomy and colonial-era territorial boundaries provide the
foundation for present-day assertions of sovereignty by the Republic of Somaliland. Somaliland’s
independence is unrecognized by the international community but acknowledged by this project.
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European imperialism, Monilok’s government engaged in forced territorial occupation
and cultural assimilation, transforming a regional empire into a modern state. A
unified Ethiopian national identity emerged not by an “egalitarian synthesis” of the
cultural traditions of all the newly unified peoples, but rather a forceful imposition of
one culture—highland, Christian, Amharic-speaking—onto others (Marzagora and
Ayele 435).%°

Overlapping European and Ethiopian imperialisms impact the Horn’s
language politics. The region is home to over 130 languages, of which Tigrinya and
Ambharic (both descended from Ge’ez and spoken in the northern, and central and
southern, highlands respectively), Oromo, and Somali have the greatest number of
speakers. Historically, language suppression was rampant but looked different
depending on which imperially orchestrated borders one found oneself caught within.
In the European colonies, colonial administration and education was conducted in
English, French, or Italian, and writers from the former colonies such as Nadifa
Mohamed and Abdourahman Waberi, or who moved to the metropole like Igiaba
Scego, were educated and write in European languages.

Conversely in Ethiopia, Amharic had supremacy. Expanding from a highland

lingua franca, Amharic was well-established as the language of government by

19 The argument in favor of cultural assimilation was twofold: on the one hand, national unity was
believed to bolster perceptions of Ethiopia’s modernization and social cohesion, deter European
imperial ambitions, and usher Ethiopia into the global international community (symbolized by their
1923 entry into the League of Nations). On the other hand, cultural assimilation was undergirded by
Ethiopian ruling elites’ belief in the superiority of their cultural heritage over newly annexed peoples
who were considered “un-Ethiopian.” Not unlike colonial policies elsewhere, linguistic, religious, and
cultural assimilation was seen as a way to “uplift and enlighten the ‘less-developed’ cultures” outside
the highland core (Marzagora and Ayele 433).
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Monilok II’s time when one of the first African-owned printing presses was imported
to the new capital in Addis Ababa.?® State modernization and national unity policies
privileged Ambharic as the sole language of education and religious instruction.
Literary production in Amharic was encouraged and supported, leading to the
development of a homegrown novel genre called lobb willad after Labb Wiilldd Tarik,
the 1908 text by Afawiark Gabra-lyyisus, as well as a proliferation of poetry, drama,
and novels in the twentieth century. While European languages have long been
present, they “resonate differently in Ethiopia than in other African countries” (Kurtz
189). Where in the rest of the continent writing in European languages and especially
English has become the norm, with writers working in African languages swimming
“against the current,” in Ethiopia “the burden of the argument [rests on those] who
wish to write in foreign languages” rather than in Amharic (Kurtz 202).

Still the dominance of Amharic should not “blind us to the internal
colonialism manifested in Amhara [and Amharic] hegemony;” until 1993 Amharic
was the only official African language of Ethiopia and instruction and composition in
other languages such as Oromo and Somali was suppressed (Kurtz 202). Some of the
prime targets of the state’s Amharaization policy are Oromo-speaking people “whose
literature, as a result, was systematically marginalized” and developed independently

and often antagonistically to state power (Marzagora and Ayele 429). Yet literary

20 There is a long history of printing in the Horn of Africa stretching back to at least 1863 when an
Italian priest brought a press with Amharic script to Massawa. A large amount of printing occurred in
colonially-occupied Eritrea. For more on the history of print culture in Ethiopia, see Richard
Pankhurst, “The Foundations of Education, Printing, Newspapers, Book Production, Libraries and
Literacy in Ethiopia.”
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production in Amharic has also been “subject to state control and censorship,” and
Ambharic is used by many writers to express opposition and resistance (Marzagora and
Ayele 431). As Sara Marzagora and Ayele Kebede point out, any abstract and
essential typology between language networks risks “rigidifying...relationships that
were porous, variable and often ambivalent” (Marzagora and Kebede 431). This is
true not only of language politics in Ethiopia but in the Horn more generally, where
multilingualism remains a constant and relations between European languages,
Amharic, Oromo, Somali, Tigrinya, and other languages are not self-contained and
mutually exclusionary, but constantly fluctuate, overlap, and reconstitute themselves

as a reflection of broader regional power relations.

Contaminated ecologies: The novel genre in Africa

Despite the Horn’s diverse, swirling ecology of literary languages, there is only a
single book-length work dedicated to Horn of Africa literature, The Road Less
Travelled: Reflections on the Literatures of the Horn of Africa (2008) edited by
Somali scholar Ali Jimale Ahmed and Ethiopian scholar Taddesse Adera. While the
anthology begins with an overview organized along nation-state lines, its larger
structure brings together a collection of essays that traverse national, temporal,
linguistic, and generic boundaries. Ali Jimale’s introduction emphasizes the
multiplicity of the Horn’s metaphorical significations and their impact on how the
Horn of Africa has been read as a place of “internecine bloodletting” (the horn as

weapon), of turning on those it was meant to defend (the horn as protective tool), and

38



of many creative forms that “bear witness to lives lived or imagined” (the horn as
musical instrument) (Ali Jimale 15).

Picking up again the animal metaphor of the Horn, this project adopts the non-
human-centric metaphor of ecology—meaning the relationships between living
organisms including humans, plants, and animals, and their physical environments—
as a framework for how regional novels relate to one another as well as other genres
and the extra-literary world. Ecology shares many features with network theory,
Marzagora and Ayele’s preferred methodology for apprehending the complex and
coexistent relationships, connectivities and disconnectivities, intertextual linkages,
and asymmetries of power between different language literatures in the Horn of
Africa. Network theory aims to break open siloed categories such as the nation and
language through attention to “branching structure” and “currencies of flow” and is
generative for drawing attention to, in Vilashini Cooppan’s words, qualities of
“circulation, sedimentation, and linkage; distinct objects such as languages, cultures,
identities, and aesthetic forms that move rhizomatically” (Cooppan, “Net Work,”
616). Network theory is also able to highlight the role of capitalist markets in creating
and influencing the environment of scarcity and competition in which texts relate to
one another.

Yet ecology is especially generative in regard to a literary system such as the
Horn’s where inputs are not equivalent to one another, and where it is important to
keep the significance of various inputs distinct. As Alexander Beecroft puts it,

whereas networks tend to simplify our understanding of complex systems,
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ecology is more comfortable accepting that complexity may be inherent to the

system. [...] Ecologists examine the interactions between the different forms

of life that exist in a particular region, as well as the interactions of those
living things with their non-living environment. Particularly useful...is that
ecology understands, accepts, and insists on, the distinct and mutually
interactive nature of these various inputs, so that changes in the external
environment (more or less than usual, habitat destruction) can have complex
and shifting impacts on the various species found in a given context. (Beecroft

18)

While Beecroft does not develop his framework for ecocritical interventions, ecology
is naturally suited to describing how literary texts shape and are shaped by the natural
environment, as well as literature’s “ecological relationship” with other human-
centered phenomena such as history, politics, culture, religion, and language
(Beecroft 19). An ecological frame helps us envision the relationship between novels
in the Horn of Africa, between novels and other forms of literary texts (poetry,
orature), and between literary texts, human society, and the nonhuman and natural
world.

Ecology also reframes the history of the novel in Africa from a simple story of
centers and peripheries to an entangled set of contaminations, complicities, self-
determination, and melancholy. This is nothing new for postcolonial studies, which
from Edward Said onward has recognized the linked history of the novel and
European empire, two entities “unthinkable without each other” (Said, Culture and
Imperialism, 71). Early novels like Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko (1688) and Daniel
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) set in New World territories thematized the imperial

gaze’s view of “wild, uncorrupted virgin landscapes,” either empty of subjects or

inhabited by “human creatures still in their natural state,” while formally extracting
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and consuming other genres in the creation of new forms (Iheka 10).%* As part of the
colonial education curriculum’s civilizing mission to “naturalize” African subjects
and their environments into global modernity, novels participated in the colonization
of the cognitive process (Ngligi, Moving the Centre). In British colonial classrooms in
Kenya, Ngiigi writes, “English language, literature, history, and geography [were]
first” (Ngligi, Globalectics, 39). British literary classics such as Defoe, Dickens, and
Shakespeare enforced narrative forms of linear teleological progress and individual
human development, as well as the idea that real literature was written in European
languages while distancing students from their environments and the forms of
knowledge and story-telling associated with them. In Ngtigi’s words, colonially
educated students were more likely to know the “many natural, historical landmarks
of London” before they knew “a single street of their own capital, let along the major
rivers of their country” (Ngligi, Globalectics, 39).

Many colonially educated African writers—including Ngfigi in Kenya and
Chinua Achebe and Wole Soyinka in Nigeria—became the continents’ first generation
of creative and political leaders, turning to the novel form and to European languages
to reclaim the tools of oppression for liberation and the production of national culture.
In Achebe’s view, the novel and the English language were certainly imperial forms,

but they could be made to “carry the weight of my African experience” through

21 Colonial discourse’s practice of representing Africa and Africans as in a state of nature has been
thoroughly critiqued in postcolonial scholarship. See for example Anne McClintock’s Imperial
Leather: Race, Gender and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest and Mary Louise Pratt’s Imperial Eyes:
Travel Writing and Transculturation.
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alterations “to suit [their] new African surroundings” (Achebe 349). Meanwhile
Ngfligi took the opposite tact, abandoning English for Gikuyu—*“African literature can
only be written in African languages”—but retaining the novel genre alongside other
forms (Ngtigi, Decolonising the Mind, 27).

In the Horn of Africa the literary decisions were hardly so straightforward.
The early novels (Labb Wiilldd Tarik, The Conscript, and Aqoondarro waa u nacab
jacayl), some of which predate Achebe and Ngligi by fifty years, were written by
colonially educated writers currently or formerly under colonial sponsorship but in
African languages. Contrary to assumptions, these novels neither conform to nor
mimic their imperial analogs, nor is their primary concern to “write back” to the
metropoles and epistemologies in which they find themselves. To borrow from Evan
Mwangi, who criticizes postcolonialism’s writing back obsession, resistance to
imperial epistemologies and narratives by early Horn of African texts in African
languages is located most “potently in [their] disregard or demotion of the West as the
categorical and ineluctable point of reference” (Mwangi 1). They seek neither to hide
nor apologize for their imperial conditions; The Conscript goes so far as to use them
as a framing device. Asserting autonomy for themselves and their subjects, the novels
devote themselves to the emergent questions and concerns of their localities,
including the articulation of pre-Fanonian anti-colonial thinking, the complexities of
regional history and conflicts, and the textualization of oral aesthetics, narratives, and

forms.
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Envisioning an ecology of Horn of Africa literature maintains the complexity
of relations not only with “imports” like the novel but also with existing literary
traditions in orature and poetry. The relationship between orature and the novel is a
persistent question in African literary study generally delineated by two approaches:
those who seek to establish the indigenous origins of the novel in Africa based on
continuity between the oral and written, and those who argue that orality itself is what
makes the continental African novel authentically African (Julien). While the first
reinforces an evolutionary paradigm, a natural and teleological progression from oral
past to literate future, the second is embedded with the belief that orality is the source
of a mythic nativist African consciousness.

From an ecological perspective however, oral and traditional forms of
knowledge about the natural world are neither evolutionary raw material from which
the novel is made nor its lost essence, but rather something that exists symbiotically
with literary texts. When parts of that ecological system are lost or in danger of
becoming so, these texts treat oral and traditional knowledge about the natural world
not as dead things which can only be stored and memorialized in writing, but as living
materialities and forms of organic life which remain as literary traces in the Horn of
Africa ecology and whose absent presences animate the novel genre.

Accepting the impossibility of restoration or reclamation, literature turns its
attention to creating narratives that anticipate, bear witness to, and grieve loss in the
genre embedded with responsibility for the loss. Thus it is precisely because, not in

spite, of the novel’s inextricability with empire that it is a useful literary form for this

43



archive. Adopting the novel is not to acquiesce to imperial epistemologies and
representations but is rather a strategy for formally encoding contamination and
complicity with empire as the environment within which narrative priorities are

formed, choices of language and genre are conditioned, and composition takes place.

Grief at the end of the world: Toward a productive melancholia

Its movement between outside significations of imperial imbrication and internal
protective opacity, and its animation by absent-present natural objects and knowledge,
mark the novel in the Horn of Africa as a melancholic genre. Melancholy, meaning
the relentless and repetitive return to grief over something that has been lost, is
typically traced to Sigmund Freud in his famous distinction between two grieving
processes: mourning, from which it is possible to move on and which Freud
considered normal and healthy, and melancholia, which, due to the grieving subject’s
unfinished relationship with the lost/dead loved object, cannot end and which he
considered pathological.?? While the Horn’s literary archive does exhibit a pattern of
consistent return to and narration of loss, it develops a form of melancholy distinct

from Eurocentric versions in several important ways.

22 In his famous 1917 essay “Mourning and Melancholia,” Freud explains that the grief over the loss,
combined with unprocessed resentment and guilt regarding the loved object, are introjected and
directed toward the self, leading to what was, for him, the classic melancholic presentation of
uncontrollable self-reproach, self-diminishment, and withdrawal from the world, repeated without end.
Yet even in the attempt to distinguish between mourning and melancholia, Freud admits that it is
primarily our sense of proportion, what we believe to be a “reasonable” amount of time and emotion,
that differentiates one from the other. Both mourning and melancholia have been taken up in
postcolonial studies’ treatment of the past including Anne Anlin Cheng, The Melancholy of Race; Sam
Durrant, Postcolonial Narrative and the Work of Mourning; Paul Gilroy, Postcolonial Melancholia;
and Rey Chow, “Translator, Traitor; Translator, Mourner.”
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First, contrary to Freud’s individual grieving subject and Gyorgy Lukécs’
transcendentally homeless hero, the melancholy expressed in these novels is
communal, collective, and relational in nature, tied to the existential loss of
epistemologies, relational ontologies, and lifeways as a result of the imperial-colonial
system.” As Sam Durrant makes clear regarding the collective and cultural traumas of
slavery, colonialism, and the Holocaust, losses are not felt just by individuals but
“disrupt the ‘consciousness’ of the entire community” (Durrant 4).>* While
melancholia is often connected to national communities in postcolonial studies, this
project invokes it in a regional context and in relation to questions of ecological
destruction and survival. Rather than grieving a loss of sovereignty or loss of land, the
melancholia delineated here grieves ways of /iving with the land. While melancholy is
experienced uniquely by families separated by imposed borders; an elder whose
weather predictions no longer hold; cattle who starve to death; towns lost to flood,
drought, or civil war; plants that die without proper rainfall; and writers writing in an

imposed language, communal loss seeps across imposed spatial and temporal

2 The novel as an expression of individuated melancholy can be traced to Lukécs, who distinguishes
between the pre-modern hero of epic poetry, firmly embedded in material and spiritual community, and
the protagonist of the novel who, in the context of secular capitalist modernity, is unmoored from a
sense of material and spiritual groundedness and increasingly lonely. Thus the novel genre is an
“expression of transcendental homelessness” characterized by internal melancholy (Lukécs 35). I do
not dispute Lukéacs’ melancholy form here, only seek to expand its scale from the novel as
individualized to communal expression of loss.

24 In Postcolonial Melancholia, Gilroy also shifts from the individual to communal scale but critiques
communal melancholia as a form of postimperial nostalgia. While I am aware and cautious of
melancholy’s tendency toward nostalgia, especially in the context of Ethiopian empire (see Chapter 3),
my primary interest is in a positive expression of melancholy that bears witness to loss without
romanticization or seeking to restore.
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boundaries. This explains why, in the texts considered here, the national gradually
recedes as a concern in favor of regionally-shared concerns and frames of reference.
Second, the melancholia traced here grieves not only human-centered losses,
but also planetary-level environmental and ecological loss—climate coloniality piling
up in the present. The anthropocentric frame of climate melancholia or climate trauma
can also be attributed to Freud and his reading of the story of the Germanic Crusader
Tancred and Ethiopian princess Clorinda, an episode from a sixteenth-century epic
poem. Freud narrates the story this way:
[The] hero, Tancred, unwittingly kills his beloved Clorinda in a duel while she
is disguised in the armour of an enemy knight. After her burial he makes his
way into the strange magic forest which strikes the Crusaders’ army with
terror. He slashes with his sword at a tall tree; but blood streams from the cut
and the voice of Clorinda, whose soul is imprisoned in the tree, is heard
complaining that he has wounded his beloved once again. (qtd. Craps,
“Climate Trauma,” 280-281)
While Freud interprets Tancred’s second wounding as an example of the repetition
compulsion inherent to trauma, Cathy Caruth draws attention to the “moving and
sorrowful voice that cries out...through the wound” (Caruth 2). Stef Craps notes the
Eurocentric bias that shifts attention away from the Ethiopian princess and blurs the
line between perpetrator and victim, as well as the anthropocentrism that underlies
and unites both Freud and Caruth’s readings. The poem and its readers are quick to
“trope away from environmental destruction, turning it into an image for human
suffering,” a manifestation of what James Wandersee and Elizabeth Schussler call

“plant blindness” or the “inability to see or notice the plants in one’s own

environment” (Craps, “Climate Trauma,” 281; Wandersee and Schussler 3).
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Contemplating mourning and melancholia in contemporary Euro-American
poetry, Margaret Ronda suggests that individualized Anthropocene grief emerges out
of one’s awareness that they are a destructive agent of the climate. While for Freud
the melancholic’s grief is out of proportion to the original loss, for Ronda the climate
melancholic’s self-reproach is “entirely appropriate and never adequate” to the scale
of climate change wrought by imperial modernity (Ronda). In recent years
melancholia has been joined by a number of invented or repurposed terms for naming
and communicating the emotionally-induced distress over climate change Ronda
identifies, including solastalgia, ecological grief, ecosickness, environmental
melancholia, Anthropocene disorder, and pre-traumatic stress disorder. Solastalgia, a
portmanteau of “solace” and “nostalgia” created by the Australian philosopher Glenn
Albrecht, describes a specific kind of homesickness and the loss of comfort (or
solace) when one’s home is transformed mostly or completely beyond one’s control
by external forces—both naturally occurring and human-induced—into something
barely recognizable.?

Useful as these terms are in drawing attention to human grief about planetary-

level environmental and ecological loss, they rarely move beyond the individualized

%5 Similarly post-humanist scholars are beginning to reconceptualize trauma, originally conceived as a
solely human experience, in non-anthropocentric terms and to acknowledge the entanglement of
human and non-human traumas. For instance Reza Negarestani extends psychological trauma toward
geology and cosmology: “Since there is no single or isolated psychic trauma (all traumas are nested),
there is no psychic trauma without an organic trauma and no organic trauma without a terrestrial
trauma that in turn is deepened into open cosmic vistas” (qtd. Craps, “Climate Trauma,” 282). For
more see Glenn Albrecht, Earth Emotions: New Words for a New World; Ashlee Cunsolo and Karen
Landman (eds.), Mourning Nature: Hope at the Heart of Ecological Loss and Grief;, and Stef Craps,
“Climate Trauma.”
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frame of a single poet or human observer. What distinguishes Horn of Africa
melancholy is its collective expression of climate grief, meaning the communal scale
of loss and a polyvocal archive of prose texts bearing witness to that loss, as well as
its clear view of the systemic and structural causes of loss.

Even as the Horn of Africa becomes a home socially and environmentally
unrecognizable, the novels in this project continue to tell its histories, bear witness to
its grief, and anticipate future losses to come—insisting on the role of literature to
keep something alive even as more and more is gone. Its distinctive positive and
animate charge is the final quality that distinguishes Horn of Africa melancholy.
Contrary to the conventional understanding that mourning is the healthy form of grief
while melancholy is associated with death, this literary archive makes clear that
moving on is neither preferrable nor possible in the context of accumulating human
and environmental transformations, disasters, world-endings, and losses. Moreover
melancholy need not be fatalistic or pessimistic, but is rather a positive lived practice
of survival and creation under precarious, persistently imperial conditions. Literature
and the novel formally structure these practices of return, remembrance, and grief in a
number of ways we will trace throughout this project.

Despite being located off the map of almost every contemporary scholarly
debate, the Horn of Africa literary archive addresses issues pertinent to our present
moment and to our future: the experience of intersecting anti-imperial contexts and
their forms of control, localized manifestations of slow violence and climate

coloniality, species extinction, the delicate interstices of environmental, relational,
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and epistemological loss, and the extent to which it is possible to survive and create
under disaster conditions. The Horn’s archive is evidence that these experiences and
the question of how to deal with them are nothing new but have long been a topic of
literary inquiry lingered over and narrativized in deeply emplaced, experiential,
embodied, and empathetic ways across times, borders, and languages. In pointing out
the Horn’s longstanding engagement with these questions, I do not mean to suggest
the novels here be treated extractively or exploitatively as if they offer some sort of
survival guide to the Anthropocene; indeed, their operationalization of the storm
resists and frustrates any such attempts. Rather, this archive, which has already
witnessed and withstood many world-endings, compels recognition of an already-
existent sense of embeddedness, connectivity, and mutual dependence between
humans, nonhumans, and their stories. Engendering a critical yet positive melancholy,
these stories will not save the world, but they constitute companionship for
weathering the storms to come, the “storms in our future” (qtd. Craps, “Climate

Trauma,” 279).

Storm form: Organization of the project

Through its organization and critical methodology, this dissertation aims to create an
open-ended, always shifting, and re-forming portrait of the Horn’s literary ecology
guided by the storm. Deployed as a textual form, cultural referent, and discursive
index, storms foreground both the systemic and situated scales on which the novels

considered here and the larger project operate. Storms’ multivalent, swirling,
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undisciplined, and occasionally-opaque significations work both to index ecocritical
thinking and to destabilize and shatter inherited critical formations, formulating a
“ground up” approach to African literature with applicability to a wide range of
postcolonial, marginalized, and occupied contexts. Lastly, storms as registers of
multiplicity do not present the readings and relationships to nature conceptualized
here as definitive, unassailable interpretations. Rather the dissertation itself is storm-
like, an open-ended, networked, associative set of related conversations inviting
critical engagement, conversation, and further modification.

Each chapter stages the consideration of a situated Horn of Africa locality or
literary geography: island exceptionality (Chapter 1), interior plains (Chapter 2),
highlands (Chapter 3), and lowlands (Chapter 4). Throughout this project I note the
presence of not only real storms but also metaphorical, aesthetic, formal, and
discursive storms which constellate the texts within a chapter and relate the chapters
to one another. The organization of texts within chapters is also storm-like, moving
across artificial boundaries to connect texts across space, time, and language. The
dissertation is bookended by the Horn’s two forms of extreme weather—rainfall (in
the Introduction) and drought (in Chapter 4)—and at its center is a discussion of the
most literally storm-dense novel, Adua, the project’s swirling eye.

Chapter 1, “Unsettling the ground: On origins, the nation, and ambivalence in
Afawérk Gabra-lyyasus’ Labb Willdd Tarik,” stages an investigation and
deconstruction of genealogical and nationalist modes of reading in African literary

studies through Labb Wiillid Tarik by Afawirk Gébra-lyyésus, the 1908 text widely
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regarded as the first novel in the Amharic language and which I translated as part of
this dissertation. The chapter enacts the Ethiopian poetic mode simmonna wirk as a
reading method to unpack the novel’s various layers of interpretation as foundational
fiction, national allegory, and melancholic holding structure for the losses produced
by Ethiopian exceptionalism. Foregrounding textual elements dismissed in the critical
tradition but emergent in the translation, the chapter unsettles the originary, brackets
the nation, and positions Labb Wiilldd Tarik in the midst of a regional literary archive.
Chapter 2, “Blood flowers and citrus: Productive melancholy in Sulaiman
Addonia’s Silence is My Mother Tongue, Gebreyesus Hailu's 4.€ #27/ The Conscript,
and Igiaba Scego’s Adua” foregrounds questions of ecology, environment, and human
relationships with nature and animals in the study of the novel, acknowledging the
genre’s colonial trace while foregrounding trajectories beyond colonial inheritance.
Enacting the interpretative method of the storm outlined in the introduction, it teases
out threads of connection between three texts separated by close to a century, written
in three different languages, and featuring distinct regional identities. Attending to
shared histories of loss caused by Italian colonial conscription and Ethiopian
imperialism and the animate movement of natural material like storms, flowers, fruits,
and animals across texts, the chapter puts forward a ground-up theory of the novel as
a productively melancholic structure that carries loss forward as the conditions for
literature in the present, turning in on itself in internal heteroglossia and outward to

the world through the explosion of narrative conventions.
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Chapter 3, “Tozata hauling possessions: Highland romance and embodied
memory in Maaza Mengiste’s The Shadow King and Gabriella Ghermandi’s Regina
de fiori e di perle” follows the movement of a romantic highland imaginary of nature,
religion, history produced by Adwa into later literary texts. It develops the Amharic
song form and term for memory, tozata, as a melancholic mode that borrows losses
from the past and future to create a structure for memory in the present, then reads the
two texts as tozatas in narrative form. Both novels foreground the role of women as
holders and transmitters of embodied memory absent from official histories. While
The Shadow King demonstrates that tozata can move forward the hierarchizing
violences of the highland imaginary, Regina shows that the melancholic novel can
bring the embodied memory and mnemonic topographies of the past forward without
mythologization or romanticization.

Chapter 4, “A sandy grave: Climate coloniality in Faarax M.J. Cawl’s
Aqgoondarro waa u nacab jacayl, Nadita Mohamed’s Black Mamba Boy, and
Abdourahman A. Waberi’s Passage des larmes,” turns to the low-lying geographies
of the Horn and storms of drought as an index of the Horn’s ongoing climate
coloniality. Tracing the presence of real, metaphorical, indexical, and discursive
droughts across three texts, it foregrounds the novels’ view of drought and
desertification as processes of compounding alienation from sensory epistemologies
of environment. Using the Somali term for literature and sap-filled evergreen plants,
suugaan, the chapter shows that drought does not necessarily signify the absence of

life or literature but is rather the very grounds from which an inconsolable,
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melancholy, and regenerative literary ecology comes forth. Following Chapter 4, the
dissertation concludes with a brief Coda.

Given melancholia’s persistent movement of re-inscription and return, it is
hardly surprising that it emerged gradually from my reading of these texts gradually
through the process of many readings and writings, rereadings and rewritings. Just as
the novels included in this project are the ones I continued to return to, so too
melancholy is not a term I imposed on this project but one that arose from the
“ground up” of these texts and my many returns to them. The practice of allowing
texts, their representations, ideas, poetics, and movements, act on me has shaped the
contours of this project. Consequently, the project has also shaped me, inviting
increasing awareness not only of my situated relationship to the specific land and
landscapes of my life (the place I grew up, the various places I lived while working
on this project, the Horn of Africa), but also to the histories and structures that
conditioned those relations and have bearing on my scholarly perspective.

Unlike Ghosh and Sultana, I do not have an “originating storm” but rather a
collection of experiences which together inform and animate my situated relationship
to this project. I come from interior plains, or rather from a history of white settlers
occupying fertile places in the US Northwest. Coming from a lineage of farmers and
nomads, my early sensibilities were shaped by an entitlement to land as an object to
traverse, own, and control, but also by a detailed attention to and dependence on the
weather, changes to trees and plants, and movement of seasons as elements with

agency and consequence. Unlearning extractive relationships and learning the erased
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and forgotten histories of the land I come from, as well as how my family’s
meteorological obsessions inform my own perspective, have been key to my
intellectual journey. I was also shaped by a trip to Ethiopia as a young person, a
journey that initiated many of the questions about globally produced ideas of Africa
this project takes up. Thus this dissertation is itself the product of a set of nested and
deepening concerns, experiences, and returns which, as they keep coming back,

enliven and animate it.
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Chapter 1
Unsettling the ground:
On origins, the nation, and ambivalence in Afiwéirk
Gibra-lyyasus’ Labb Wiillid Tarik
The text that has been called the “first-born of Amharic fiction,” Afawéark Gabra-
Iyyédsus’ 1908 text titled &l ®AL 3~én / Labb Wiillid Tarik, begins in media res
(Yonas). The aftermath of a battle, the most recent in a longstanding geopolitical
conflict, sets up the main conflict of the plot: a Christian land is invaded by its non-
Christian neighbors, and the tensions caused by conquest, religious difference, and
settlerism are resolved by a young Christian woman named Tobbya, who orchestrates
a union between the two. Tobbya, a colloquial name for Ethiopia, also becomes the
text’s title in the 1950s when part of its original title (lobb willdd) is adopted as the
term for the novel genre in the Amharic language (Asfaw and Nosnitsin). On one
hand, Tobbya as title reflects the interpretation most common among critics that the
novel is a founding fiction in the mythology of a continuous and exceptional
Ethiopia; genealogical designations of the text as “Ethiopia’s first” (Fellman) or “the
first-born” (Yonas) corroborate this. Conversely, Tobbya as title indicates both the
central and complicating role of the novel’s female protagonist whose contribution to
the work of Ethiopian state-formation exists outside of her ability to socially
reproduce. An interpretation that centers the female protagonist and her situated
relationship to the land paradoxically dissolves the critical language of origins,
reproduction, and development that characterizes nationalist and novel discourses and

offers additional perspectives through which the novel might imagine political
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community. Through its protagonist, herself an ambivalent figure who finds herself in
the midst of ongoing geopolitical conflict and spends most of the novel disguised as a
male, Labb Wiillid Tarik unsettles its allegedly originary status.

Beginning with its composition date (1908) and language (Ambharic), Labb
Wiilldd Tarik confounds the critical tradition invested in tracing the origins and lines
of transmission of the novel genre. This diffusionist tradition assumes that modern
ideas and innovations such as the novel emerged in Europe and were then spread
throughout the rest of the world, often on the back of colonial conquest, where
globally “peripheral” intellectuals adopted, appropriated, or reacted against them. As
it relates to the African novel, this genealogical account typically begins in the mid-
twentieth century around the time colonialism ends and regards almost exclusively
English language texts, the first generation of which were often composed by African
intellectuals who had been forced to learn the language of their colonizers and were
now “writing back” to their oppressors in those languages. The genealogical account
of the African novel often focalizes individual subjects and their narratives of
development, reading them as stand-ins for social community and identity formation;
in Fredric Jameson’s famous formulation for instance, the destiny of the private
individual functions as an allegory for the fate of the nation. This account of African
literature has been well-critiqued for its circumscription of entire critical debates and
archives of writing, yet even alternative accounts which seek to establish the African
novel as the inevitable progression of indigenous orature or that consider the

incorporation of orality as the marker of authenticity in the African novel find
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themselves caught up in the evolutionary paradigm of origins, firsts, development,
and progress in which Africa and African narratives are always already behind,
backward, or delayed.

Given that Labb Willdd Tarik was written in Ambharic, since 1941 the national
language of Ethiopia,’ and that at the time of writing there is no publicly available
English translation, only Tadesse Tamrat’s 1964 gloss published in the Ethiopian
Observer, the novel has rarely appeared in literary scholarship outside the self-
enclosed space of Ethiopian studies. Outside of passing treatment by scholars who do
not read Amharic (Jack Fellman, Thomas Kane, Albert Gérard), the critical reception
consists of several scholars who dismiss the novel as tale-like, written for a child
(Luigi Fusella), or purely aesthetic (Redulf Molvéer); one (Fikre Tolossa) who
recriminates it for not conforming to the (European) conventions of the realist novel;
and a handful who treat it as both a serious aesthetic and ideological text. This latter
group, what I mean when I refer to the established critical tradition, is constituted by
two essays by Taye Assefa and Yonas Admassu in Silence is not golden: a critical
anthology of Ethiopian literature (1995) and several essays by Sara Marzagora,
including “The first Ethiopian novel in Amharic (1908) and the world: critical and
theoretical legacies” (2022). Taye, Yonas, and Marzagora enact admirable context-

sensitive readings of the novel’s aesthetics, genre and style conventions, intertextual

! From 1941 to 2020, Amharic was the only official national language of Ethiopia. In 1994, a new
constitution federated the country into nine regional states and two multiethnic “chartered
administrations” along ethnic lines; each state was given autonomy in legislative, executive and
judicial affairs and could adopt additional languages outside Amharic. Only in 2020 were Afan Oromo,
Afar, Somali, and Tigrigna added as official languages of the federal government.
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frames of reference, and sociopolitical environment. At the same time, they conclude
that the text situates itself as both a foundational fiction of historical Abyssinian
empire and an unapologetic national allegory of the modern Ethiopian nation-state.
The continuous trajectory from ancient kingdom to modern nation is characteristic of
the grand narrative tradition of exceptionalist Ethiopian historiography, about which
more below. But it also, rather surprisingly for a context-specific and situated reading,
takes on board two of the forms most critiqued as European imports to Africa, the
nation and the national allegory.

I begin this dissertation with Labb Wiilldd Tarik not to (re)produce a
genealogical or nationalist account of the novel or the larger literary archive
considered here, but rather to, through an allegedly “first” text, unsettle, deconstruct,
and dismantle these forms of reading. Even though I began reading and translating
Labb Wiilldd Tarik in part because of its status as a “first,” the iterative process of
translating the novel began to teach me the novel’s internal conceptual, aesthetic, and
linguistic strategies, formal movements, and intertextual frames of reference so that it
became difficult to read it as originating a national literary tradition. In this chapter I
read the two textual elements which most stood out to me in the translation process
and which are most commonly associated with national allegory: the young
protagonist’s journey as it is aided by gender ambivalence, and representations of
land and geography. Surprisingly, both elements have been dismissed as
inconsequential or background aspects by Taye and Yonas’ readings, causing me to

reflect, as Serawit Debele does, on what may be hidden in plain sight as a function of
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how Labb Wiilldd Tarik has been normativized as a national allegory in the
established critical tradition. In my reading, Labb Wiilldd Tarik recasts these elements
(gender and geography) in nonreproductive, ambivalent, and contested directions,
thereby unsettling a purely originary national reading and instead presenting itself in
the midst of, rather than initiating, forms of political, social, and literary relation.
Through the protagonist Tobbya, I argue, the novel invites a reading that does
not maintain the nation (with its fixed boundaries and identities) as the base structure
of allegory but opens itself to the more flexible, situated, and ecological category of
the region as cultural context and frame of reference. Tobbya’s gender ambivalence is
an assimilative strategy and mode of translation which allows her to move between a
number of different landscapes, preventing her from becoming fixed in place and
ensuring her survival through a series of lateral and affiliative, rather than
reproductive, relations. The novel puts Tobbya and her environment together in a way
that circumvents the linkage between femininity and national territory while also
questioning how the idea of an exceptionalist Ethiopia is constructed through imperial
imaginaries, religious assimilation, settlerism, and independence. Moreover, by
extending a consideration of gender to one of genre, this chapter uses the reframing of
Labb Wiilldd Tarik to put forward an account of the novel genre that bypasses the
typical fixed categories of literary study and instead opens onto a regional ecology of

literary texts affiliated across nationality, temporality, and language.

Origin stories: Afiawirk Gibra-lyyasus and Labb Wiillid Tarik
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Throughout this chapter I refer to the text as Labb Wiilldd Tarik (rather than its
secondary title Tobbya) to avoid confusion with its protagonist. The title is a
neologism of three Amharic words: tarik, meaning history; wéllad, to be born out of;
and lobb, heart. In the Ethiopian context, the heart is the place in the body “where
imagination originates;” thus the title can be translated as an “invented” or
“imagined” history (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 76). At the time Labb
Wiilldd Tarik was written, the majority of Amharic language texts were religious
hagiographies, political treatises and letters, or royal chronicles—*“tariki néagést,” or
the history of kings. From tarikd négast Ethiopian readers were familiar with the tarik
(history) genre, and Afawérk’s new text resembled it but with a twist: Labb Wiilldd
Tarik was a history not of real events but of imagined ones, events that could have
happened in reality but were actually born out of the writer’s imagination. In addition
to tarik, the text mixed in imaginative elements of myth, legend, adventure, romance,
quest, and fantasy, creating a synthesis of genres that defied easy categorization.

The imaginative and speculative qualities of the text go some way toward
explaining its lack of spatial and temporal markers. Labb Wiilldd Tarik is set in an
environment that generally resembles the Ethiopian territories but references all three
major Horn of Africa geographies (ddga, wiayna déga, kola), in a time of sustained
regional conflict. Its plot can be divided into four acts.? The first, which begins with a

two-line poetic aphorism, contextualizes the main action within a period of fierce

2 While the established interpretative tradition (Taye, Yonas) identifies three main plot movements, I
adopt the four-act organization suggested by Serawit whose reading centers the female protagonist
Tobbya and her subjectivity (Presentation).
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conflict between a Christian community and their non-Christian neighbors, the
ardmdne. In the battle with which the narrative begins, the Christian forces are
annihilated, three of their four generals killed, the country laid to waste, and the king
dead from grief. The fourth remaining general is captured and sold into slavery but
his master, noticing his pedigree, sends a message to the general’s wife, son Wahad,
and daughter Tobbya seeking an enormous ransom. Lacking the money, the family
send Wahad out to find work, where he meets a generous caravan merchant who
promises to help. The second act begins when Wahad returns home followed shortly
by his father, who has been freed thanks to the merchant’s benevolence. Wahad leaves
home again to repay the family’s benefactor but instead gets swept up in the chaos of
the battle’s aftermath as the country is being re-invaded, plundered, and occupied by
the victorious ardmine. He becomes disoriented in desolate and destroyed landscapes,
suffers days without food and water, and is eventually captured and sold to a slave
trader.

In act three, a year has passed, and the general and his daughter, increasingly
concerned by Wahad’s absence, set out to search for him. To hide her identity, Tobbya
shaves her head, wears male clothes, and speaks and acts like a man. Intending to
search for Wahad, Tobbya and her father must quickly pivot to fleeing for their lives
from the conquering ardméine forces. Isolated from their fellow countrypeople, they
climb a craggy hill at the center of a vast plain but are surrounded by the invaders’
massive army and discovered by the invading king and his scouting party. In a

surprising turn of events, the king offers Tobbya and her father protection and a place
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in his court, while also promising to let them return home once peace returns to the
land. The novel’s fourth act is comprised of the father and daughter’s stay in the
king’s camp, a time marked by tensions of concealment and desire. Still in disguise,
Tobbya worries constantly about the discovery of her identity. Meanwhile the king
and his female cousin, believing Tobbya is male, are each deeply attracted to her; the
king appoints her to his court and helps find Wahad, while his cousin falls madly in
love. Eventually a plot hatched by jealous courtiers reveals Tobbya’s identity.
Relieved by the opportunity to act on his desire, the king asks Tobbya to marry him,
but she refuses on grounds she cannot marry a non-Christian. Compelled by Tobbya’s
virtue and their own love, the king and his cousin convert to Christianity. The novel
concludes with the mass conversion and baptism of the ardméne army, a double
wedding for Tobbya and the king and Wahaod and the king’s cousin, and two closing
poems celebrating the inauguration of pax Christiana in a newly-unified Ethiopia.
Marzagora argues that, regardless of the nonspecific setting, the novel’s
resolution makes it clear that Labb Wiilldd Tarik was “inspired by recent historical
events” (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 73). The story of a land plagued by
war and religious factionalism that becomes politically united under a single Christian
king loosely resembles the “process of political centralization” that the Abyssinian
empire underwent from the mid-nineteenth century onward (Marzagora, “The First
Ethiopian Novel,” 73). The initial period of conflict may refer to the Zaména
Maisafont (1769-1855), a century of political fragmentation characterized by the

weakening of the highland empire’s central authority and persistent incursions of
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wiyna dédga and kola leaders, including the Muslim Ahmed Gragn. The novel’s final
pacification is perhaps an analog for the reign of Monilok II who, in the endorsed
version of Ethiopian history, consolidated the process of imperial centralization begun
by the rulers before him (Tewodros and Yohanes) in the context of increasing
European presence and colonial ambition. Still, the novel omits any obvious historical
markers, presenting a narrative of imagined rather than real events.

Certainly Monilok played a significant role in the author of Labb Willdd Tarik
Afawirk Gabré-lyyésus’ life and was directly responsible for the conditions under
which the novel was written. Afawérk was born in 1868 on Zege Peninsula on Lake
Tana, in the highland region considered to be the seat of traditional Abyssinia and its
Christian Semitic culture. Zige and Lake Tana are home to ancient Orthodox
monasteries dating from the thirteenth century, a refuge for mystics and monks who
spend their time among religious icons, illuminated manuscripts and paintings, and
silence, and it is in this monastic context that Afawark was schooled. Sometime after
1880, he was introduced to Moanilok’s court where his intellect and painting skills
marked him as a “luminar[y] of the Ethiopian intelligentsia” (Bahru, 4 History, 99;
Marzagora, Alterity, Coloniality and Modernity, 268). Like the other court attendants
he enjoyed close contact with Manilok’s European visitors, including the Italian
Count Pietro Antonelli. In 1887 Antonelli arranged for Afawirk to travel to Turin with
Manilok’s blessing and study fine arts. Afawérk returned to Ethiopia in 1890 and fell
out with the Empress Taytu, a distant relative, over his Italian affiliations at a time

when the relationship between Ethiopia and Italy was souring (Marzagora, “The First
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Ethiopian Novel,” 78). Manilok arranged for Afawérk to go to Switzerland in 1894,
where he then crossed over into Italy and offered his services to the Italians in their
1895-96 invasion of Ethiopia (Fellman, “Ethiopia’s First Novel,” 183).

Following the Battle of Adwa, Afawirk remained in Italy and taught at the
Orientale University in Naples, an exemplar of the colonial production of knowledge
about African “others” (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 79). At Orientale
University, “under the gentle prodding and watchful eyes” of one of the most
prominent Italian scholars of Ethiopia, Francesco Gallina, Afiwark composed his
major works, including Labb Wiilldd Tarik (1908); a satirical travel guide in Amharic
and French, Guide du voyageur en Abyssinie (1908); a biography of Manilok II,
Dagmawi Ate Manilak (1908); a handful of Amharic grammar books; and a new
edition of the Psalms of David (Taye and Shiferaw 27).3

Labb Wiilldd Tarik was initially used by Afawérk to teach his Italian students
about Ethiopia and to read Ambharic, but its challenging prose style, “a rich, flowery
syntax that only advanced students of Amharic would have been able to penetrate
lexically and grammatically,” and its lack of explanation for cultural references and
practices refused to center European readers (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian
Novel,” 86). Moreover, unlike many early Afrophone novels Labb Wiilldd Tarik was

not, or at least not obviously, a narrative of African encounter with imperialism but

3 Italians were influential in the beginnings of modern twentieth-century Ambaric literature. In Luigi
Fusella’s terms, if Afawérk was the father of the Amharic genre, then Francesco Gallina was its
midwife and Italy its cradle. Fusella suggests that Gallina not only encouraged the writing of Labb
Wiilldd Tarik, but also contributed to its improvement by suggestions and advice and was integral to
getting it published. (Taye and Shiferaw 61)
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rather a celebration of Ethiopian empire, complete with an unapologetic presentation
of Ethiopia as God’s nation and a glowing portrayal of its enlightened ruler. Since
Afawérk’s other publications from 1908 and 1909 all deal with Moanilok’s reign, it’s a
reasonable assumption that the converted ardiméne king who restores peace and
justice, is tolerant, and promises to rule according to the principles of Christian
morality 1s meant as an analog for the Ethiopian ruler and, in an echo of the tarika
niigist genre, is understood by the author as the novel’s central protagonist.*

Despite Afawirk’s distance from his homeland, copies of his works circulated
in Ethiopia and were “read by other prominent intellectuals™ of the day (Marzagora,
“The First Ethiopian Novel,” 80). A decade after Labb Wiilldd Tarik’s publication in
Italy, Afawérk returned to Ethiopia on Tafari Makonnen (Hayld Solasse)’s invitation,
bringing copies of his works with him and serving important government roles in
Dire Dawa and Addis Ababa. In 1932 he returned to Italy again as Ethiopian charge
d’affaires. While Afawirk’s association with the Italians during the first Italo-
Ethiopian war is murky, his collaboration in the second Italo-Ethiopian war is
“completely unambiguous” (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 80). He
proactively defended and advanced the Italian colonial cause to such a degree that
“the Fascists gave him the title Afa Qesar, the ‘mouth[piece] of the Caesar’ (i.e.
Mussolini)” (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 80). After Ethiopia’s liberation

he was condemned to death for treason but lived in exile in Jimma, where he lost his

4 For more on the comparison and connections between Labb Wiillid Tarik and Dagmawi Ate Manilok,
see Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel.”
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sight and finally died in 1947 (Marzagora, Alterity, Coloniality and Modernity, 268-
269; Yonas, “Afawirq Gabri lydsus”™).

Meanwhile, Amharic literature developed extensively in the post-
independence period thanks to an ever-expanding number of readers, and fictional
narration “took root in Ethiopian literary taste and acquired a degree of popularity,
[with] labb widlldd — the novel — taking the position of the leading genre” (Asfaw and
Nosnitsin 532). While in 1927, the prominent intellectual Horuy Walda-Solasse
created a catalogue of “books found in Ethiopia” using the French term roman
transliterated into Amharic script, Marzagora suggests that the distinction between
genres that were products of the author’s imagination and those that were not “must
have already been operative in those years” (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,”
77). In 1931, Emperor Hayld Solasse publicly introduced Ethiopia’s first constitution
by explaining that it was not lobb willdd, meaning it was a binding document rooted
in reality rather than the idiosyncratic product of the imagination (Marzagora, “The
First Ethiopian Novel,” 77). After independence, the first book to be printed in Addis
Ababa was a 150-page anthology of 50 praise poems compiled by Yolma Dirresa,
whose preface encouraged Amharic writers to turn to modern genres like the novel,
short story, and drama (Marzagora, Alterity, Coloniality and Modernity, 35).° By the
1940s lobb willdd had become the commonly used Amharic term for the English

word “novel” and novels published in this decade used “lobb wiélldd tarik™ as a

° The collection is entitled Yaddis Zimén Méizmur Sala Néisanndit Kobar Yiiltyopy a Wiitat Sihafiwocé
Yaddrrdsut (Hymns of the new era in praise of independence composed by Young Ethiopian
Writers, 1941).
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subtitle to denote their genre; from a specific story by a specific author in a specific
year, the term had come to designate “a whole genre” of co-emergent texts
(Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 77). It is hardly surprising that, when Labb
Wiilldd Tarik was reprinted in 1958, it was given a new title, Tobbya, to distinguish it
from the genre. Tobbya as title also reflected a switch in readers’ understanding of the
novel’s true protagonist—from the male king to the female Tobbya—and the novel
and its protagonist’s relationship to the modern nation-state that had come into being

since their composition.

Sammonna wirk: a method for melancholy
My reading of Labb Wiilldd Tarik in this chapter uses the concept of simmonna wark
(wax and gold) to organize a multiplicity of textual significations and their relations
to one another. Simmonna wirk is a method of material creation—gold casting—that
also functions as a metaphor of literary poetics and interpretation; while the Amharic
phrase is particular to Ethiopia, the concept exists, according to Teshome H. Gabriel,
in most African languages.® Teshome explains that
[séimmaonna wirk] refers to the “lost wax” process in which a goldsmith
creates a wax form, casts a clay mold around it, then drains out the wax and
pours in molten gold to form the valued object. Applied to poetics, the concept
acknowledges two levels of interpretation, distinct in theory and
representation. Such poetic form aims to attain maximum ideas with minimum
words. “Wax” refers to the most obvious and superficial meaning. But the

“gold” embedded in the artwork offers the “true” meaning, which may be
inaccessible unless one understands the nuances of folk culture. (Teshome 31)

& For more on the history of simmonna wirk, see Gedamu; Levine, Wax and Gold; and Mohammed
Girma.
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In addition to being a form of literary innovation and style, the simmonna wérk
method is also used for hiding secrets. Mihret Sibhat writes of her experience in
Ambaric language class, where students were taught “to locate the hibre-qal—the
word or phrase that is hiding the Gold—before digging to uncover the real message”
(Mihret, “Wax and Gold and Gold”). For example, a couplet seemingly about piles of
fish lying in the wilderness could, when the hibre-qal was identified, actually be a jab
at a promiscuous woman (Mihret, “Wax and Gold and Gold”). Used to embed humor
and insults, simmonna wirk is also a kind of double-speak that can be coded with
secrets, criticisms of power, and political resistance. Its political uses became almost
ubiquitous in Ethiopia as the twentieth century progressed, Amharic became the
nation’s only official language, and political and literary censorship and social
surveillance were widespread.

While Teshome’s explanation of wax and gold maintains a clear distinction
between “two levels of interpretation,” Mihret points out that the emphasis on two
layers can “reinforce a kind of binary thinking—everything being sorted into Wax
and Gold” which are themselves treated as two bounded and essentialized categories.
The metaphor’s binary configuration

create[s] the idea that there could be only one layer of Wax scaffolding, one

layer of Gold, and a sense that that single layer of Gold is the only and most

important truth. If other layers of Gold existed, they would have to be of lower
quality—so why were they even important? (Mihret, “Wax and Gold and

Gold”)

Mihret suggests a method of “wax and gold and gold” to draw attention to additional

interpretative layers that have been made absent, erased, or lost as a function of
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privileging one reading over others. Teshome’s formulation, notable for its attention
to material details and process, also notes the way the metaphor indexes loss, namely
the “lost wax” that has been drained away. The materiality of the metaphor makes it
clear that the wax, even after it has been removed from the mold, remains as a present
absence that creates the conditions for the gold to come into being. In this way
simmonna wirk can be considered a melancholic form since what is there—the
gold—can only be known by the hidden contours of what is not—the wax.” After all,
the gold object cast after the wax has been removed still bears its fatty film, its
material trace. Melancholia expresses a porous uncertainty around the temporal and
spatial boundaries of what has been lost, making it both present and absent, a spectral
presence. Moreover, and addressing Mihret’s point about bounded entities,
melancholia draws attention to the dissolution of material boundaries between the
wax and gold since it is their relationality—the contact and porosity between them—
rather than their distinctiveness that creates the conditions for signification and
meaning.

Synthesizing Teshome and Mihret’s formulations with a melancholic reading,

this chapter uses simmonna wérk to draw attention to what is not there, what has been

" In its Freudian configuration, melancholia refers to a mode of grief in which the bereaved subject
constantly returns to the object that has been lost without consolation or moving on. The griever
simultaneously turns back on themselves as substitute lost object and perceives the lost object as
always already distant from them. In Judith Butler’s account, melancholia draws an intensely social
outside (the world of others, with their promises and ruptures of connection) within the psychic inside,
so that the social and psychic are swirled together despite being portrayed as distinct in this
topography. Butler says that “only by absorbing the other as oneself does one become something at
all...The ego comes into being on the condition of the ‘trace’ of the other, who is, at that moment of
emergence, already at a distance” (Butler 32-33).
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lost but remains as absent presence, in Labb Wiilldd Tarik and its endorsed reading as
national allegory. Rather than preserving wax as wax and gold as gold, my method
emphasizes the relationality, porosity, and transformation of the two entities, both as
natural objects and as stand-ins for differing significations in a literary text. First I
show how melancholic simmonna wérk works by analyzing the novel’s most
significant literary geography, a high hilltop surrounded by a vast flat plain. Moving
beyond a dismissive aesthetic reading, I show how this literary geography is
embedded with multiple significations that bear on both Labb Wiillid Tarik’s
established reading tradition and the registers of meaning that have been hidden,
erased, or lost as a function of the dominant reading. In other words, taking
geography and other natural elements of the text seriously is for me a way of
deconstructing and suspending national reading paradigms and reorienting, or perhaps
even returning, to regional literary frameworks. The hilltop literary geography frames
the subsequent discussion of the novel, which turns first to Labb Wiillid Tarik’s
engagement with the hilltop perspective, meaning the myth of Ethiopian
exceptionalism, and then the perspective from the valley below, meaning what has
been left out of or erased within the exceptionalist narrative. While I touch on
translation throughout, expanding the literal definition of carrying meaning between
languages to the transfer of meaning within a monolingual text, in the final section I
reflect briefly on my experience translating the novel and the role of melancholy in

both the novel’s reception history and my translation process.
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Labb Wiilldd Tarik’s hilltop encounter occurs at the halfway point in the novel.
Beforehand, Tobbya and her father traverse “the wiyna déga, then the low kola” and
then come to a “very fertile ddga,” a “beautiful highland landscape” whose
inhabitants are in the midst of harvesting their crops [n@25 L@+ ML $AD-: A7L AI°
L% P9 80 hBl h9°4] (Afiwirk 26).8

Grain was heaped up on one side; on another, the harvest was in process; and

further away the piles were sorted. Elsewhere piles of seeds sat ready for

planting. Some fields had just been planted and others had young crops. It was
a beautiful sight, enough to make someone full without eating a bite of food.

(A28 @717 h9°4: A2 D17 AeAD: N2 OT7 Alk: 0728 @717 HCHG A28 O77

(+PL@-: N7 @77 PONT HC APUPT APTIoP M7 AL T ALNA 27LEM I LaPAd\ 10C:)

(Afawirk 26)
This abundance fills them with joy and they spend the night in the home of generous
villagers who warn them of the approaching ardmine invasion. In the morning before
they can even decide on a direction, the sky fills with smoke signaling the invaders’
arrival. Where yesterday there had been fields of crops and piles of grain, today the
enemy begin killing and capturing people, “burning houses and harvest piles...
trampling the rest of the harvest under foot; burning churches; destroying the forest;
[and] cutting the vegetables” [(LFG h9°47 ALPMA..LPLDTII° (1914 APAN: (LHNCATEHY
hPPMA: G457 hRavLavl[q]: AdhivET hPPlm] (Afawirk 30).

Fleeing for their lives, Tobbya and her father leave the ravaged richness of the

dédga and find themselves on a vast flat kola. With the ariméne bearing down on them

from the horizon, Tobbya and her father identify a tall hill, a peak “like a large

8 All translations from Labb Willdd Tarik are mine unless otherwise noted. The translated novel is
available in Appendix 1.
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island,” in the center of the field [A%28 tAP Lat] (Afawirk 34). After a breathless
climb, they summit in time to watch in terror as the army passes by “like a flood of
water” on both sides of them [a78 @5 AT (Afdwirk 34). Hopeful that the
significant vertical separation will conceal them, they are almost immediately
discovered by the invading king and his scouting party, who after halting the advance
climb the hill to view the land they have conquered and the layout of their camp,
spread out like “a calm sea completely abandoned by the wind” [-(1F 140 ACT® (e
erom- 240 aUC] (Afawirk 40). The king treats Tobbya and her father with surprising
kindness, especially given the destruction they’ve witnessed his army cause, and
invites them into his court and household, initiating the second half of the plot. We
will return to the consequences of the king’s containment of Tobbya below, but first I
want to linger on the geographical setting—the tall and rocky hilltop soaring above a
dusty plain—of Tobbya and the king’s first meeting.

A surface-level reading might dismiss the geographic descriptions and setting
as negligible background detail or a display of aesthetic language. As we have already
noted, a significant portion of scholarship on Labb Wiilldid Tarik emphasizes its
aesthetic and non-realistic elements to the exclusion of narratological skill or
ideological meaning. Molvaer claims that the novel “can hardly be called a realist

29 ¢

work” though it can be valued “for its style;” “the author may have written it as a
purely artistic exercise...art for art’s sake” which has no bearing on “the social and

cultural life of [its] time” (Molvaer, Tradition and Change in Ethiopia, 8, 1). Taye for

his part regards “purely ornamental descriptions of landscapes [and] interiors [as]
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rare” in the novel unless they explicate the developments of the plot (Taye 81). In this
view, the description of the different landscapes Tobbya and her father cross and the
dramatic hilltop, the “eternal residence” and “sanctuary” of crows with its sprawling
valley below do little more than intensify the drama of discovery [?9121Pd Cort+
190v] (Afawiark 32).

Yet the descriptive landscapes are not merely background. The rich abundance
of the highland region Tobbya and her father visit and the cultured generosity of their
hosts represent all the positive qualities of the Christian community, which are then
shattered and destroyed by the ardmine. The juxtaposition of the beautiful landscape
with its subsequent spoiling clearly conveys the invaders’ depravity and the
environmental and social scales of their destruction. This is further emphasized in the
scene of first encounter which is a kind of hibre-qal with several interpretations. In
the first place, the description of Tobbya’s hilltop as an island in the midst of a vast
sea is a literary representation of a historic geopolitical idea, Manilok II’s description
of his kingdom as a “Christian island surrounded by a sea of pagans” in an 1891 letter
(Rubenson). This metaphor embeds the association between islands and isolation,
exceptionality, and being surrounded or besieged on all signs and supports what
historians of Ethiopia refer to as the “great tradition” or “grand narrative” of

Ethiopia.’

® This hegemonic historiographical discourse has been variously called the “great tradition” or “grand
tradition” (Clapham, “Rewriting Ethiopian History”), “Ethiopianist tradition” (Crummey),
“Ethiopianist nationalism” (Semir), “Church and State tradition” (Triulzi), “Greater Ethiopia approach”
(Triulzi), “Pan-Ethiopian ideology” (Triulzi), and the “grand narrative” (Marzagora, Alterity,
Coloniality and Modernity). Preferring the attention to narrative construction implied by Marzagora’s
term, I use “grand narrative” throughout this chapter and project. The grand narrative is prominent in
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In the grand narrative, the modern Ethiopian state has maintained a continuous
existence as a political unit from the ancient Christian kingdom (Abyssinia) “born out
of divine will in a biblical past” to the present (Marzagora, Alterity, Coloniality and
Modernity, 71).1° Marzagora and Ayele note that the continuity narrative leads to an
anachronistic and ahistorical use of the term “Ethiopia” to conflate the Abyssinian
empire, which was “multicultural, multilingual and multiethnic,” with the modern
Ethiopian nation-state whose formation, beginning with Manilok in the late
nineteenth century, sought unity through enforced practices of “sameness and
homogeneity” (Marzagora and Ayele 433). The modern state has been constituted by
a clear power dynamic between those who are inherently “Ethiopian,” meaning
Christian, from the highlands, and Semitic (Amharic or Tigrinya) speaking, and those
who aren’t. In Christopher Clapham’s words, the grand narrative is “explicitly non-
African, even anti-African” in its desire to connect Ethiopia to the Christian and
Semitic worlds of the Red Sea, Arabia, and the Mediterranean while disavowing and
excluding its indigenous Africanity (Clapham, “Rewriting Ethiopian History,” 48).

This cultural and racial exceptionalism is heightened by the claim that “Ethiopia” has

present-day Ethiopia, from academic scholarship to public history to history instruction to high schools
and higher education settings. Abroad, the “romance of Ethiopia” remains strong among diasporic
Africans and black nationalists (some of whom are Ethiopian) who uphold the grand narrative against
racist stereotypes and ideas of Africa in the global north (Dagmawi et al).

10 As Marzagora notes quoting Clapham, “there is no single way ‘this familiar tale of Ethiopian history’
has been narrated” (Marzagora, Alterity, Coloniality and Modernity, 73). Each version stresses
different elements and factors. The foundational quality of the Kabrd Ndgdst is almost always present,
and other common elements are “Ethiopia’s” historical antiquity, privileged or chosen indigenous
Christianity, political autonomy, and autochthonous cultural creativity (in form of written script,
calendar, and musical notation systems).
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maintained an uninterrupted society for millennia, despite being surrounded by
hostile “others” on all sides.

Adopting the geographic metaphor and placing Tobbya atop a hill surrounded
by a sea of arimaéne tents, Labb Wiilldid Tarik appears to align itself with the grand
narrative’s notion of Ethiopia’s “island” exceptionality and historic continuity. The
dramatic literary geography stages a binary conflict between “civilized” Christians,
represented by Tobbya and her family, and the Horn’s “uncivilized” or “pagan” non-
Christian communities, represented by the text as Muslims.'! As Taye puts it, Lobb
Wiilldd Tarik portrays “an abstracted Ethiopia whose very survival is threatened by
religious conflicts and which ultimately attains salvation and glory through the
consolidation of Christian hegemony” (Taye 77). For Yonas, Labb Wiillid Tarik tells
the story of “a contemporary fictional interpretation” of the “founding of an empire,
very much echoing the mythical allusion in the Bible to Ethiopia” (Yonas 94, 93).
While the empire may have allowed a degree of multiplicity and tolerance, in the
text’s temporal slippage (i.e., continuation) from the Christian empire to the formation
of the modern expansionist state, assimilation to a narrowly-defined national identity

comes to the fore. Marzagora affirms this reading, regarding the novel as

“unapologetically nationalist” in which the national community is envisioned as “a

11 According to Marzagora, the term ariméne (AZ97%) can be translated as unbelievers, barbarians, or
savages and in the context of Labb Wiilldd Tarik has been interpreted to refer to pagans and/or
Muslims. Taye Assefa makes a good argument based on textual evidence that the antagonists are
followers of Islam (Taye 90). For example, Tobbya and her father meet a couple who report that their
son was kidnapped and sold into slavery by “Islamic merchants,” and the invading king refers to
“Allah” [A0AF 108&PF; Adv] (Afework 20, 39). Ge’ez religious texts such as the Metsihafe Senkesar
reference Muslims as ardméne (hAZ9?%), and Afework himself in his biography of Manilak II refers to
the Dervishes as both “Muslims” and “ardméne” (Taye 90).
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community of believers, whose social unity and social harmony [are] regulated by the
Christian values of generosity and tolerance” (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian
Novel,” 75). In this reading Tobbya atop the hill becomes an image of the ideal
nation; as Yonas puts it, “For T’obbiya read 7 obbiya and you have the ideal state, the
ideal community — of what else, but Ethiopia” (Yonas 101). 86

What, a melancholic wax and gold reading asks, is not there, hidden, or
suppressed within the established critical tradition of continuous Ethiopian
exceptionalism? Monilok’s island metaphor has typically been understood to
reference relations within the Horn of Africa region,'? but recent scholarship suggests
the geographic figure of speech was developed in the context of diplomatic
communications between Ethiopian and European leaders and may have first been
suggested by the latter. According to Samuel Rubenson, who analyzed nineteenth-
century archival material from Ethiopian rulers and notables and gathered in the Acta
Aethiopica,

Ethiopian letters from the first half of the nineteenth century contain few

references to Christianity and Islam at all and even fewer to any Christian-

Muslim conflict. References to a common identity uniting Ethiopians and

Europeans and to Muslim hostility can always be traced back to European

initiatives. (Rubenson 120)
Rubenson observes that the perception of Ethiopia as “isolated, surrounded, and

threatened by forces antagonistic to its heritage,” an isolated island in a hostile sea,

“pervade[d] much of European literature on the history and culture of Ethiopia”

12 In particular the attitude of Christian highlanders toward inhabitants of the plateaus and lowlands,
often followers of Islam or indigenous religions, whom Manilak incorporated into his expansionist
state.
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(Rubenson 118). This image was reinforced by the tales of sixteenth century
European travelers who identified the Abyssinian emperor as the mythical Christian
monarch Prester John, “King of the Indies,” an eager and enlightened ally in the
struggle against Islamic expansionism (Bahru 9). Considered in this context,
Monilok’s use of the metaphor in a letter addressed to prominent European powers
appears as a strategy to claim respect for his people and territory and to avoid being
made a target of colonial or missionary ambition. It might seem strange for the
emperor to refer to Christian vulnerability from religious others when the real enemy
was a European one (namely Italy), but his reference plays into ideas already held by
his interlocutors about a fundamental conflict between Christians and non-Christians.

As Chinua Achebe would later write of Joseph Conrad’s representation of
African subjects in Heart of Darkness, Monilok’s use of the island/sea metaphor
meets the “psychological predisposition” of his readers and removes the need to
“contend with their resistance” (Achebe 4). From Achebe’s point of view, Monilok
might be a “purveyor of comforting myths,” or, someone who employs the narrative
tools at his disposal as a survival strategy to fend off European colonial ambition
(Achebe 4). Clearly Manilsk’s state formation is a self-preservationist response to the
political imperatives of the time, yet he and the novel’s exceptionalist nationalism
work at the expense of regional neighbors who are not only otherized, but will also
bear the brunt of European conversion and colonization practices.

A melancholic simmonna wirk reading makes clear that in addition to the

national allegory, Labb Wiilldd Tarik is also embedded with a colonial one.
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Historically speaking, Ethiopia has had an ambivalent relationship to the “colonial,”
meaning the act of forced occupation, political administration, and social
transformation of a place and its inhabitants by outsiders, as well as the threat of that
act. Marzagora notes that in the grand narrative of Ethiopian historiography, “the
concept of the ‘colonial’ is conspicuous for its forced absence” (Marzagora, Alterity,
Coloniality and Modernity, 99). On one hand, the narrative of exceptionalism sought
to position Ethiopia as a peer of European nation-states, a status that in some senses
was realized when Ethiopia was admitted to the League of Nations in 1923 and
further bolstered by Hayléd Solasse’s constitution (not lobb willad) in 1931. As Adom
Getachew points out, Ethiopia’s presence in the League highlighted the persistence of
an unequal international hierarchy, since its conditional admittance was “designed to
disciple and civilize Ethiopia so that it could raise itself to the ranks of the other
member states” (Adom, Worldmaking, 58). The Italian invasion and occupation of
Ethiopia from 1935 to 1941 was justified as a means of more direct oversight,
especially over the abolition of slavery, “an indication of African backwardness”
(Adom, Worldmaking, 55, 59). Adom argues that Ethiopia’s efforts toward global
recognition were part of a larger “anticolonial nationalism as worldmaking”
movement that sought to inaugurate a postimperial world, but that this ambition was
frustrated by residual structures of unequal integral and racial hierarchy (Adom,
Worldmaking, 2). Thus even as Ethiopia presented itself as a sovereign state (with its
own settler colonial practices) in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it

found itself imbricated and fixed within globalized hierarchies that assumed its
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subaltern status. It’s hardly surprising that representations of Ethiopia’s colonial
relations are subordinated, obscured, or hidden within its own narrative of exceptional
autonomy and self-determination; nonetheless “the colonial permeates the perception,
representation and theorisation of Ethiopia’s history and identity...in a hidden way”
(Marzagora, Alterity, Coloniality and Modernity, 100, my emphasis).

The absent yet present colonial allegory is discernible in Labb Willdd Tarik’s
landscape descriptions and hilltop scene. The description of the abundant ddga before
and during the invasion makes clear how the ariméne’s presence transforms the land
and highlights their destructive and extractive practices. Not only do they occupy the
land, but they treat it and its human and nonhuman inhabitants disposably by
trampling, plundering, burning, thieving, and stealing them away. Nevertheless, the
spatial hierarchy of the hilltop scene presents the ardméne as inferior vis a vis Tobbya
and her father who occupy the spatial and ideological high ground. Their position on
the crest signals their cultural and religious superiority, and as a sign of this they
believe themselves hidden from view and able to see the situation as it truly is.

They didn’t sit but laid down so they wouldn’t be seen, sticking their necks

out like turtles. Of course they were incredibly frightened. Even if there were

a full-grown elephant with a white tusk on the top of the hill who wanted to be

seen, it would look like a fly from the perspective of a person on the field
looking up. Indeed, everything would look like a fly from that point of view.

[a0paPMFD-g° $LG RIBRL IR TILIvD K13 FOT F WL b\, 1P hPLLT Ul
P99 00:: ATG. LMD (LeS 1@ W7E.: RICH FAe0F A2 DEIEHP I hah 1952 PCA 2P
AP (LA h9T8@- AQ A0 T RAPAAD- ALV 1@+ KT, °79° DU A
AR em-9° INC::] (Afdawiérk 33)

Despite the scene’s focalization through Tobbya and her father, the narrative offers

another point of view, that of a viewer located at the bottom of the hill looking up.
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The hypothetical situation—an elephant reduced to the size of a fly—suggests a great
vertical distance but not one so great as to conceal absolutely. Both the high and low
perspectives are situated and partial, relative to location in space and time, yet the plot
grants the perspective from below some additional credibility when Tobbya and her
father are discovered by those geographically and culturally “lower” than them.

The novel’s brief glimpse of a situated perspective from the plain below
unsettles the hegemonic view from above which sees only a smooth, undifferentiated,
and inferior landscape of people in a natural “pagan” state. Even though the people in
the valley are the occupying, colonizing force, the novel’s allowance for the view
from below also makes space for alternate perspectives on the hierarchy of Ethiopian
empire and statehood symbolized by Tobbya and her father. Those perspectives, like
the ardméne in the narrative, are assimilated and suppressed within the Ethiopian
grand narrative but nevertheless exist as a trace.> When the king and his entourage
crest the hill, the balance of power reconfigures: from being ideologically superior,
Tobbya and her father become fixed subjects under the king’s occupation,
surveillance, and rule. Tobbya’s temporary experience as a colonial subject reflects

Ethiopia’s status as an object of colonial ambition, a history hidden and suppressed by

13 The practice of foregrounding “from below” perspectives in historical and literary study is often
traced to Lucien Febvre and Bertolt Brecht but its iterations are discernable throughout the world.
Sometimes referred to “people’s history” or “radical history,” history from below takes ordinary and
subaltern people, those who have been left out of “elite, top-down” historical narratives, as its subjects;
the central concern of history (or literature) from below is the recovery of voices missing from the
historical narrative or official record. As Marcus Rediker notes, “history from below is always
connected to history from above” and concerns itself with the critique of official narratives and their
forms of erasure while also positioning ordinary people as both subjects and makers of history
(Rediker 297). Similarly reading from below draws attention to perspectives and subjectivities that
have been left out of or erased from official narratives and canons, as well as institutional or inherited
ways of reading.
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the grand narrative. In this sense Labb Wiillid Tarik’s colonial allegory works in two
directions at once—signifying Ethiopia’s internal settler colonialism on the one hand
and its external subaltern status on the other.!* Through its multiple absent yet present
significations, the novel unsettles the binary interpretation of national allegory.

Reading Labb Wiilldd Tarik’s hilltop geography through simmonna wark
highlights the novel’s melancholia, by which I mean its relationship to the losses
instantiated by the imperial-colonial conditions of its creation. These include but are
not limited to autonomous self-determination and political sovereignty, as well as
linguistic, cultural, and ecological worlds, relations, and knowledges which were
damaged, destroyed, erased, silenced, or otherwise lost, or under threat of loss in the
global imperialism of the early twentieth century. Desiring to keep what has been lost,
or is danger of becoming so, alive, melancholia enacts a double move in which what
has been lost is simultaneously placed at a great distance and internalized into the
self. In Labb Wiilldd Tarik, melancholia manifests in the packaging together of loss
into a discrete mythology of continuous Ethiopian exceptionalism and its outward
projection to the world, as well as, at the same time, the novel’s introjection or
swallowing of the conditions of its creation in exceptionalist mythology.

For some critics of African literature, Labb Wiilldd Tarik’s combination of
simultaneous colonial imbrication and autonomous literary expression and identity

would be politically untenable. Ngiigi wa Thiong’o, for instance, identified the

14 For more on internal colonialism in Ethiopia, see Asafa; Asafa and Schaffer; Ayele; Jeylan; and
Marzagora, Alterity, Coloniality and Modernity.
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disorientation of an African elite, of which Afawirk was a part, whom he considered
brainwashed by colonial education and/or time spent in the colonial metropole.
According to Ngiigi, such experiences alienated Africans from their traditions and
shifted their centers from Africa to Europe and from Afrocentric to Eurocentric
perspectives. Beyond what he calls a culture of apemanship and parrotry, Ngiigi saw
the politics of language and culture as part of a larger problem of a colonial mentality
among an African intelligentsia which might manifest, in its most extreme forms, in
assimilation to Europe and betrayal of one’s native culture (Ngligi, Decolonising, 1-
2). The only way to decolonize the African mind, in his view, was to do away with
colonial languages, cultures, and political ideologies; in his famous truism, “African
literature can only be written in African languages” (Ngligi, Decolonising, 27).

By adopting an African language under colonial conditions, Labb Wiilldd
Tarik complicates the simple bifurcation between colonial complicity and anticolonial
resistance that has come to characterize the debate about language in African literary
studies and especially the assumption, flowing out of Ngiigi’s position, that African
language literature might somehow be more liberated and “free” from coloniality than
texts composed by African writers in European languages. This romantic view of
Afrophone language texts persists in part due to barriers of language acquisition
among critics, but Labb Wiilldd Tarik is just as likely to be dismissed in Ethiopia and
elsewhere because of its supposed colonial taint. Yet the novel’s complex and
equivocal handling of literary composition in an Afrophone tradition alongside

colonial education and affiliation hardly warrants such neglect. At the levels of
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narrative and form, Labb Wiilldd Tarik enacts a conflicted and melancholic movement
that acknowledges the losses already incurred under conditions of global European
empire (an internal bearing witness) and, more often, an assertion of Ethiopia’s
continuous and exceptional empire (a survival strategy for outside antagonism) which
enacts its own additional forms of loss. The novel’s multi-directional movement, “a
kind of two-part harmony where incorporation and externalization, the turn in and the
turn out, coexist,” constitutes part of its melancholic structure (Cooppan 2).1°

Labb Wiilldd Tarik’s melancholy is also evident in the structure of
displacement and exchange that constitutes its material and textual form: initially the
novel has one title, then another, and the first title is picked up in reference to a much
larger body of subsequent work by a number of different writers. The porous
boundaries surrounding the edges of the novel are part of its melancholy. While Freud
posits that melancholia is, in comparison to mourning, an unhealthy form of grief,
Labb Wiilldd Tarik suggests the possibility of a positive, even productive melancholia.

Since the difference between mourning and melancholia is by Freud’s own

15 The melancholic novel is traced most often to Gedrgy Lukacs, who in The Theory of the Novel
delineates the novel’s simultaneous representation of a detailed objective reality and a complex psychic
interiority. According to Lukdcs, the novel owes its “inner form” not to the narrative of “the
problematic individual’s journeying towards himself, [and] towards clear self-recognition,” but rather
to the process by which an external reality is internalized into the subjective space of the individual
(Lukacs 80). The novel’s wandering movement and incessant venturing out into the object world and
into the self—what Lukacs calls its “transcendental homelessness™ and Vilashini Cooppan, reading
Lukacs, calls its “melancholy of form”—constitutes the novel’s inherently contradictory form (Lukécs
85; Cooppan, “The Novel as Genre,” 37). Building on Lukacs, Fredric Jameson identifies the novel’s
ability to register the presence of buried or repressed historical realities as a kind of contradiction
necessitating the dialectical reading practice of the political unconscious. Cooppan, referencing
Edward Said’s imbrication of the novel and empire, suggests that the novel genre has always been
“ghosted by global difference,” its haunting evident in the way its past, particularly “the imperial-
colonial system and its aftermath,” is brought forward as “a set of structuring circumstances or a code
of ordering practices” in the present (Cooppan, Worlds Within, 38).
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admittance only a matter of proportion and perspective—one’s sense of what
constitutes a “reasonable” expenditure of time and emotion—it is hardly surprising
that melancholia appears reasonable when considered from perspectives whose
orientation to the world is characterized by closeness to and familiarity with multi-
scalar (individual, communal, environmental) loss and grief. Recalling complaints
about the lack of realism in Labb Wiilldd Tarik, perhaps an entirely realist mode (such
as a tarik, or history) is insufficient to convey the novel’s melancholic inhabitation of
its imperial-colonial conditions, which require a synthesis of realist and imaginative
genres. The proliferation of lobb willdd in the years following liberation suggests that
rather than disavowing the novel and its contamination, Ethiopian writers find
something compelling about the genre for giving shape to stories, materials,
structures, and relations which keep coming back. The novel’s associations with

empire encode melancholia in its project to bear witness to, grieve, and remember.

Mountain high: Labb Wiillid Tarik and Ethiopia’s continuous empire-state

The first interpretative layer—the gold—of Labb Wiilldd Tarik is that it represents the
continuity from Ethiopian empire to nation-state. In addition to the historical
references to Abyssinian empire we have already noted, the novel also translates
aspects of European imperial discourse in service of an imaginary of continuous
exceptionalism. Here I depart slightly from nationalist readings that see the novel’s
poetics purely within a local context: for instance the claim that the novel’s

concluding triumph of “the ‘light’ of virtue over the ‘darkness’ of vice” is rooted in “a

84



Christian religious worldview” but unrelated to the religious civilizing ideology of the
European colonial project (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 74). We have
already seen how the novel picks up the island/sea metaphor from Moanilok’s
historical letter and translates it to a literary context. Contemporary versions of Labb
Wiilldd Tarik also include a glossary which translates some Amharic and Ge’ez
language terms for readers. The sometimes highly interpretative definitions transmit
regionally specific understandings of social relations. For instance the adjective
describing a guard employed by slave traders, PNAfha (tobloyakos), is defined as
black (7¢C) and devilish (4.£0LA°0), and the symbol on the ardméne’s war banner,
Nkt [sobdd’at], is described as an image of a half-man, half-beast [n@1(+ 1AL A@-
o1+ OFF 17 ho<& 0P 2°04] (Afdwirk 80, 73). Both literary descriptions contribute
to the representation of the invading army as immoral and pagan, associated with
reprehensible practices like slavery and idol worship, and the opposite of the morally
upright Christian society they are invading.

The existential nature of the conflict is reinforced by another environmental
metaphor, this one of a storm on the horizon (referenced briefly in the dissertation’s
introduction). In addition to the clouds of dark smoke from the burning houses and
fields, the ardméne’s invasion is also compared to a storm. Initially described as
“something black™ before materializing into “rain clouds” then a swirling “cloud of
dust” and finally the horses and soldiers of an invading army, the storm signifies not
only the outsize strength and destructive capacity of the invaders, but also their

spiritual, racial, and civilizational darkness. This darkness casts a real and
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metaphorical shadow over the land and communicates the existential consequences of
the invasion, which collapses seasonal time and bring a level of destruction akin to
multiple concurrent storms.

Through its use of aesthetic language, metaphors, and a glossary, Labb Wiilldid
Tarik provides the terms for evaluating its conflict as a clash between good and evil,
civilized and uncivilized: the simple binary of European imperial narratives. This
binary relies on naturalization, meaning the narrative means that make whatever is
under consideration appear ordinary, normal, timeless, and universal—in a word,
“natural.” Naturalization was a common tool of European imperial discourse to
reduce Africans and African environments to a state of nature, justify the colonial
enterprise, and normalize the exploitation of humans, nonhumans, and their
environments in the name of civilization and progress. Writing by explorers,
missionaries, and administrators portrayed lands and peoples as always already in
natural (meaning non- or sub-human) states, either “a wild, uncorrupted virgin
landscape devoid of people, [or] a space peopled with human creatures still in their

natural states” (Iheka 10).1° Naturalistic representations were predicated on an idea of

16 Moreover, as Cajetan Iheka discusses in his study of African environmental literature, imperial
naturalization also sought to “naturalize” African lands and people to global modernity through the
civilizing effects of environmental transformation (roads, railways, plantations, borders) and colonial
education. Theka notes that this mode of naturalization is also evident within postcolonial criticism that
emphasizes the production of rational modern subjectivities and, I would add, nation-state
communities, as opposed to indigenous practices and subjecthoods that connect humans to their
environments and each other.
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humanism that defined itself against racialized and gendered others and took for
granted human mastery and control over the natural world.’

While Labb Wiillid Tarik does not directly engage the history of European
encounter, it nevertheless appears to adopt some conventions of naturalizing imperial
discourse. For instance, Tobbya and her family represent all the positive qualities of a
moral and civilized Christian culture. Her mother is longsuffering and her father so
generous he has nothing saved to pay his ransom.'® Her brother Wahad is inherently
righteous; his actions are guided by an unshakeable determination to return good for
good as he does with the merchant, the peasants who shelter him, and even the slave
traders.'® While he has a propensity for disorientation—“[not knowing] whether he
was in the lowlands, the highlands, where he was headed...[going] wherever his feet
took him”—this is better attributed to the eruption of sudden and violent social
change and the fragmentation caused by the swirling storm of the ardiméne invasion,
rather than any personal shortcoming on Wahad’s part [27LeCANTT /764G PTULLNT7
AIC $4T7 QU7 £ hEDPI° IC. . . A% hTLav-@- 10C] (Afawirk 20). As for Tobbya

herself, she is “‘perfection’ personified” (Yonas 106). Brave, sacrificial, wise, and

17 Postcolonial critics including Achille Mbembe, Theka, Mary Louise Pratt, and Anne McClintock
have shown the ways that naturalizing imperial discourse was employed to justify the colonial
enterprise and normalize the exploitation of humans, nonhumans, and their environments in the name
of civilization and progress. For the deconstruction of universal humanism, see Mbembe; Said;
Wynter; and Yusoff.

18 The generous male elite (often a landowner/landlord) becomes a trope in Amharic fiction following
Labb Wiilldd Tarik; for more, see Marzagora’s discussion of Amharic-language novels (Alterity,
Coloniality and Modernity).

19 Taye reads Wahid’s character and actions as an illustration of the two epigrams that preface the
novel: “The one who does good lends, the one who does evil is hurt themselves. / When a generous
person gives, they are in fact lending and not giving as such.” The proverbs, whose meaning is to

reciprocate good deeds and to always be generous, provide the terms for translating Wahid’s actions
(Taye 74).
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pious, she is also exceptionally beautiful, her beauty an outward manifestation of

inner virtue:
Her eyes appeared so silvery they rivaled the morning star. On top of that, her
eyelashes appeared as thick and luscious as the harvest of autumn grass. Her
nose was straight and her lips were like a morning rose beginning to bloom.
Her hair cut like a man’s was like the spread of sprouting grain in Sdne month
or teff flowing left and right in the wind like a sheaf of silk on a piece of new
land... Like the elegant neck of a tej bottle her straight neck bent and
lengthened as if she was tired. Her slender, seemingly boneless fingers were
as straight as the threads of handcrafted fabric. Her waist was as fluidly
flexible as a queen bee or the thin leather of a horse’s reins.

[427P AOPLI° NC Adete aPOfe A P(Le D OC PHehng 1NC[T] T40% 1 A7L0AT
YC el 097 6L LOPAN INC: AFTRP T PA: N4 a0 15T LLav RTINS
ZBLA LaPNA INC: W1DTL: OHBLMT @ MTHCP W18 (3 (PP DRI® K784.0 vt

MG ALI0N 2hC 1& aPOA:: ... ATPNCA PIPAND AT A22NIPD- K044, LD 1D~
ANOT YT PHwe-@ PRSP N AL wi- NOHNT AgPATIhe OC ehnd-d:: A7L .40 A

afl £ LAD- 0T LAANT @10, N0 A< OC AhA:] (Afiwirk 47)
While this imagistic and sensorial description is highly naturalistic and shares some
qualities with European colonial discourse’s sexualization of African bodies and
environments, the operative difference is the positive and celebratory quality of
Tobbya’s comparison to various landscape and cultural elements. The locally situated
set of references—grass and grain, a tej bottle, a bee, leather—imply not that Tobbya
and her environment are in a state of nature but rather that they are similarly beautiful
and cultured. While some components of her description can be traced to Amhara or
highland culture (tej, teff, bees), others are regional referents (the morning star, a
straight nose and fingers, leather) shared across the Horn of Africa.

The established critical tradition reads this description as transforming Tobbya
into an allegory for Ethiopia. In Yonas’ words, “/w/hat appears to be a mere physical

description [is also] a discourse precisely on the perfect state” (Yonas 106, my
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emphasis). Yonas acknowledges that the aesthetic attention to Tobbya’s beauty, far
from being background description, makes ideological claims about what constitutes
an ideal identity and community. His reading creates a binary set of equivalences
between women, nature, and nation which, albeit positive, do as much to foreclose
forms of political belonging as to create them.

In the novel Tobbya’s beauty and virtue contrast with the ugliness, darkness,
and evil of the invaders who constitute the other side of the imperial binary. The
ardméne are either horrifying and grotesque as in the case of the king’s jester and
dwarf or else intimidating and bloodthirsty killers like the king’s thousands of
soldiers. The jester and dwarf are described in animalistic terms, the jester so ugly
“even hungry hyenas were disgusted” by his appearance, his body resembling a
“vulture,” and his facial expressions a “monkey,” while the dwarf has a grotesquely
misshapen body, “a nose more prominent than his height, ears larger than his
palms...[and] buttocks that dragged on the ground” [A-F¢-0 BN9° LAMLE 1NCE A2
HTECE AGTRD- AP PA: ta084 B (14 PA...DtdhH PP ¢ET APPT] 071,000
(Afawark 37-38). Dehumanizing descriptions reduce the jester and dwarf to a state of
nature intended to reflect a malevolent, jealous, and deceitful inner character; they
mock Christianity, call Tobbya and her father derogatory names, and hatch the plot

that reveals her identity.”® Other aspects of the invaders’ inherent vice include their

20 Tobbya and her father are called h&.¢F (kaffirs), a derogatory term defined by the glossary as
“apostate in Arabic” and used to refer to the fact they are not followers of Islam [N hch4. “I0T 10
(Afework 37, 78). The glossary definition reflects the Arabic meaning of kaffir as “non-believer or
infidel,” coming from the root meaning closed and suggesting someone whose heart has been closed to
the truth of Islam (Baderoon 2). Arabs on the East African coast used the term to refer to all non-
Muslim Africans, perhaps especially those in the south and southeastern regions, but the Kaffa region
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delight in battle and bloodshed and their association with and participation in
enslavement. Tobbya is horrified to witness a procession of fighters singing victory
songs and parading their battle trophies, including fabric soaked in enemy blood and
armbands tallying their kills. The king watches the procession flanked by two
“Sanqgola swordsman each carrying a sword the size of an elephant's neck...[their]
faces clear and shining as sunflower oil” [124. §91¢& A7PA CHP? A7r1F W72&HY Par(in
(1247 haPAM...+1 ATAT PorAnA] (Afawirk 42-43). In Amharic Sangola is a
derogatory term used primarily to refer to ““black’ lowland populations at the margins
of [Ethiopia] who were regularly victims of slave raids” (Smidt 525-526). The
physiognomic description of the swordsmen’s features and color distinguishes them
from the king, who is “just a little darker than St. Michael” and demonstrates a clear

regional taxonomy of race that associates blackness and enslavement [grhhi-

in southwestern Ethiopia also exported a high number of slaves in the nineteenth century (de Silva
Jayasuriya 14, 22). Common within precolonial Indian Ocean traffic in goods, slaves, and languages,
the term kaffir was picked up and transformed by Europeans upon their arrival, first by Portuguese
beginning in the 15" century and later the British and Dutch. For instance the 1939 Standard Swahili-
English Dictionary defines “kafiri” as “unbeliever, non-Moslem,” while the 1967 Swahili-English
Dictionary contains “kufuru” meaning “1. to offend, 2. to abandon a religion, turn apostate[,] 3.
sacrilege, atheism” (Baderoon 3). The 1939 Novo dictionario da lingua portuguesa acknowledges the
term’s connection to Islam; the first definition of “cafre” is an inhabitant of Cafraria, meaning the large
region of southern Africa inhabited by non-Muslim people, or the language of Cafraria; the second is
“an uncivilized man” (Baderoon 4). A later Portuguese dictionary (2001) adds additional definitions for
kaffir: “A black person from the western coast of Africa, not Muslim, who used to live in the so-called
Cafraria...a barbarous, crude or ignorant person,” and “A greedy or miserly person” (Baderoon 4).
Even before the “comprehensively abusive” and dehumanizing use of the term under apartheid, both
Dutch and British settlers in South Africa used kaffir during the colonial era (Baderoon 2). The 1996
Dictionary of South African English on Historical Principles catalogues how the term was
operationalized in colonial naming of flora and fauna to denote “indigenous” and wild”: for instance,
“kaffir cherry,” “kaffir corn,” “kaffir finch,” “kaffir fowl,” “kaffir horse,” “kaffir mushroom,” and
“kaffir plum” (qtd. Baderoon 5). Transforming nativeness into otherness and reinscribing the land as
barren, wild, and empty, the term kaffir colluded with other elements of the European imperial project
to deny humanity to Black Africans who, under apartheid, were designated as inhuman.
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ek NP P40 “Thhd] (Afiwirk 43).2! Notably the scene also portrays slavery as
a practice associated with the invaders, in other words, not part of the “true”
Ethiopian character. %2

In its derisive and dehumanizing portrayal of the ardiméne, Labb Wiillid Tarik
stages a spectacle of otherness that translates the novel’s antagonists as brutal,
uncivilized, and morally bankrupt—the negative side of the imperial binary. To
construct this representation, the novel enacts an implicit act of cultural reflexivity in
which “one’s own” culture, rather than an exotic or little known other culture,
becomes the occasion for distance and estrangement, taking on, in Rey Chow’s
words, “the otherness of the obsolete, the irrational, the barbarous, and so forth”
(Chow 567). Considering that Christian and ardméne groups are eventually

consolidated into a united Ethiopia, the ardméne are part of the novel’s “own culture”

21 The border of what is “in” and “outside” Ethiopia has racial as well as territorial (highland vs.
lowland), economic (agriculturalists vs. pastoralists), and religious (Christianity vs. Islam, or
Christianity and Islam vs. paganism) aspects. Amharic has a four-part taxonomy for inter-Ethiopian
color distinctions: ¢£ (red), the lightest and most privileged category; ¢£& 4“1, an intermediate shade;
m29°, chocolate-colored, a darker but beautiful tone referenced in the above quote; and P&C (black).
Internally P<C is used in a comparative or relative sense, meaning “darker than,” but it is also the only
term applied outside Ethiopia, where it refers to all other Africans and diasporic Black people
regardless of skin tone.

22 Slavery and the slave trade were well-established in the Horn of Africa from antiquity through the
first half of the twentieth century. In the Ethiopian territories slaves were sourced primarily in the
southern and southwestern regions through raiding and warfare and brought to the coast where they
were exported to Sudan and the Arabian Peninsula. Both Emperor Tewodros (r. 1855-68) and Yohanes
(r. 1872-89) issued edicts against slaving, but an illicit trade persisted, and under Manilak (r. 1889—
1913) the state resumed discretely trading captives from the imperial consolidation campaigns in
southern Ethiopia. In 1923 the League of Nations granted Ethiopia membership contingent on its
agreement to outside oversight and the abolition of its “backward” practices of slavery. In Adom
Getachew’s words this form of membership which sought to “discipline and civilize Ethiopia” was
“unequal and burdened,” not to mention perverse given Europe’s central role in the transatlantic slave
trade and forced labor in the colonies (Adom, Worldmaking, 58). In 1935 Italian representatives to the
league justified their country’s invasion of Ethiopia as the “logical conclusion” of abolition efforts
(Adom, Worldmaking, 55). For more on the history of slavery in Ethiopia, see Abdussamad; Bahru;
Fernyhough; Pankhurst; and Seid.
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from the narrative perspective. Chow argues that “such [a] reflexive rendering” is
akin to “an act of translation” in which the narrative translates an aspect of its culture
into otherness to shore up its ideological point of view (Chow 568). In Labb Wiillid
Tarik the narrative privileges Tobbya and her family; despite sharing the same
language and culture, the invaders are portrayed as opaque, a language the text must
translate into “another code, another language/literacy” of otherness (Chow 569).
Their representation reflects Ahmed Hussein’s observation that “the Muslims of
Ethiopia have been consistently described at second hand, through the eyes of some
other group [who] had politically and ideological reasons to see them as foreign to
Ethiopia” (Hussein 19). Just as a translator may be perceived as a traitor to their
native culture, so too may translation within a monolingual text enact a form of
cultural betrayal.?® In Lobb Wiillid Tarik’s desire to create an ideal Ethiopian
community of unified and harmonized opposites, the text creates a subhuman
antagonistic other and betrays its own community—in reality one of great diversity
and multiplicity—by portraying parts of it within the colonial lexicon of uncivilized

and inhuman.

23 The Italian phrase “traduttore, traditore” expresses the idea that since direct equivalence between
languages is impossible, translation is always already a failure and a betrayal of language. In literary
study the impossibility of translation, or untranslatability, is often traced to Jacques Derrida and Paul
de Man, who both suggest that language is never completely identical with itself and thus fails to reach
its destination. In postcolonial contexts, untranslatability generally has a positive valence as a strategy
for resisting pressures toward monolingualism and is deployed as a means of recognizing and
negotiating, in Emily Apter’s terms, “singularities as part of geographies of aesthetic and cultural
difference” (Apter, “Untranslatability,” 195). Chow points out that in colonial and postcolonial
situations, “the figure of the translator foreshadows the predicament faced by the native intellectual,”
since to be a mediator between cultures is to be “a traitor—in particular, a traitor to one’s native
culture” (Chow 570).
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Ultimately the opposition the novel stages between good and evil, Christian
and Muslim, civilized and uncivilized is resolved through Tobbya and the invading
king’s relationship. The king—young, handsome, wise beyond his years, peace-
seeking, and a religious pluralist—is the novel’s one suggestion it may be conflicted
about its othering representation, though his features more effectively intimate a
“natural” affinity with the Christians than complicate the portrayal of the ardméne.
The established interpretative tradition reads Tobbya and the king as stand-ins for
their communities and their marriage as a symbol of a continuous exceptional polity
made possible, allegedly by religious and cultural harmony, but actually by forced

conversion and assimilation.

Valley low: Labb Wiillid Tarik and the hidden colonial allegory

We have seen how the island/sea literary geography opens up a mode of reading that
unsettles a strictly national paradigm and its privileged national identity and opens up
a broader and dispersed set of non-hierarchical perspectives we might call regional. In
this section, I turn specifically to Tobbya and the king’s relationship in the fourth act
of the novel and the mechanisms of the triumphant marriage to explore the novel’s
fleeting trace of perspectives from below. Recalling Ethiopia’s ambivalent
relationship to the “colonial” which nevertheless permeates Ethiopian narratives “in a
hidden way,” I argue that Labb Wiilldd Tarik functions as a hidden colonial allegory
that places both Tobbya and the king in positions of colonial subjugation and fixity at

different times. Following Serawit’s attention to what has been hidden in established
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readings of Labb Wiilldd Tarik, 1 argue that Tobbya’s ambivalent gender identity
within the relationship is obvious in the text but hidden or unaddressed because of the
way scholarship has normativized the novel as a text of empire and nation
consolidation. Consequently, drawing attention to Tobbya (and the king)’s non-
normativity unsettles the national allegory and refracts its singularity into additional
interpretative perspectives from below.

The established reading tradition emphasizes Tobbya’s influence over the king
but does not consider the larger political context of conquest and control in which she
seeks to retain agency and autonomy. The ardméne king’s actions in the conquered
Christian territory resemble colonial tactics: he occupies the country by force,
disrupts its ecosystems and communities, makes political proclamations, sets up
administrative structures, and begins constructing a capital city. Initially he claims to
bring Tobbya and her father into his camp for their own safety, promising that “when
peace returns to the land we will set you free,” but his control of their movements
seeks to turn them into fixed subjects [A70FTFu- A1C A7T7 A7 AIAPTIN7] (Afdwirk
40). When they remind him of his promise of freedom he conceives reasons for them
to stay, insisting on making Tobbya a member of his government (creating native
roles in colonial governance) and expending resources to find Wahad (initiating
relationships of dependence and indebtedness).

Despite their clear desire for mobility and to make decisions as they please,
Tobbya and her father are constrained by the king’s disproportionate power and

control, couched in supposed benevolence and concern. Unbeknownst to them, the
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king also watches Tobbya’s movements day and night, sometimes using binoculars.
The novel attempts to naturalize this surveillance as an expression of love even
though it far predates the disclosure that Tobbya is a woman. Indeed, Serawit points
out that both the king and his female cousin initially classify Tobbya as male, reading
her face and seeing what they want to see: a trusted peer, an attractive suitor. Not only
is the king engaged in securing and transforming stolen land into settled property, but
he also enacts a targeted and individualized dispossession and subjection: fencing
Tobbya in, fixing her gender identity, giving her work, and making her an object of
desire.

Under such colonial conditions, Tobbya demonstrates an understanding of self
and signification that evades attempts at containment and control through
obfuscation, opacity, and changeability.?* Her personhood is autonomous and does
not consider itself peripheral in any way. Tobbya uses her disguised and ambivalent
gender to attain greater agency for herself and to achieve her and the text’s goals.
Initially she leverages the hardships caused by the occupation to create opacity: her
face, exposed to the elements, “battered and darkened by the sun and the cold” as she
fled for her life, appears rough and is easy to read as masculine [08h 25 N@-CoF>
PHaPAD-G PPl @] (Afawirk 47). In this set-up, weathering harsh environmental and
social conditions directly contributes to Tobbya’s ability to evade a fixed colonial

subjectivity. The weather and its elements—heat, cold, wind, etc.—are forces acting

24 For more on strategies of subversion and opacity, see Glissant; Harney and Moten; Hartman; and
Wynter.
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on her and not merely (as in the description of her beauty) natural objects allegorical
of her beauty. Thus the weather works not only to obscure her ability to be fixed by
the king, but also denaturalizes and denationalizes the straightforward allegorical
reading that equates woman, nature, and nation.

Even when she begins to recover and, according to the text, her femininity
emerges in “all-consuming charm and disorienting beauty,” Tobbya maintains an
elusive gender presentation, “walk[ing] and talk[ing] like a man so [her] identity isn’t
revealed” [A8@INT-NT ALTIOPLAII® ALIICHI A28 078 A1) (Afiwirk 47). This
performance is critical in the all-male camp, where she believes she will be assaulted
if she is discovered. Her status in between genders grants Tobbya a certain, albeit
limited and highly precarious, modicum of mobility under colonial occupation, while
her inherent freedom and self-determination is never in question. Her feminine charm
attracts everyone, while her masculine presentation allows her to build political
relationships with the king that unsettle the settlement of her self, her people, and her
land, bring peace, and find her brother.

Tobbya defies representations of women, common in imperial and nationalist
narratives, as conduits of social reproduction or caregivers confined to domestic

space.?® Similarly Labb Wiilliid Tarik does not proscribe strictly normative forms of

%5 Tobbya’s portrayal differs from common representations of women in colonial and postcolonial
African writing. Colonial writing on Africa typically marginalizes women as third-class citizens or
sexualizes and conflates them with African nature in a perverse colonial idiom. Texts considered
“early” African novels, such as Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart (1994) and Wole Soyinka's The
Lion and the Jewel (1962), portray women as victims of colonial and African patriarchal ideologies
without critiquing these gender relations. The anticolonial struggle and its writing often ignored or
sacrificed the issue of women's liberation in the name of preserving culture, dignifying the past, and
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sexual attraction and desire. The reader knows the truth of Tobbya’s identity, but she
becomes an unfixed and undefinable character when seen through the eyes of the
young, handsome, and humble king. Serawit points out that the king’s desire ignores,
or perhaps even builds on, Tobbya’s ambivalence; he likes her regardless of how she
presents. His attraction is so strong it unsettles his own status as a leader, an ariméne
exemplar, and a paragon of normativity. From his first glimpse of Tobbya atop the
hill, the king demonstrates behavior that surprises his advisors and followers: he
espouses ecumenical views on religion, questions masculinist performances of
heroism, and reflects on the inheritance of ancestral violence. His proximity to
Tobbya unsettles his own normative performance of a conquering leader and moves
him into an in-between space where he begins to align—politically and
philosophically—with the object of his conquest and his desire.

The revelation of Tobbya’s identity transforms the power dynamics of the
novel a second time. Rather than the typical pattern of sexual conquest, the king, now
able to realize a heteronormative romance, is subordinated by his desire to the
overarching narrative of Ethiopian empire. Meanwhile Tobbya returns to her hilltop
superiority. Even as the novel represents the role of heteronormativity and family
structures in empire consolidation, Tobbya remains a complicating figure, a woman
who inserts herself into the work of empire- and nation-building by setting the terms

on which the romantic and political unit can be formed. Ambivalent about gender and

instituting a new political order of African (male) elites. Conversely Labb Wiilldd Tarik offers an
alternate vision of African political autonomy and independence orchestrated by a woman.
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the idea of romance (it is the king who expresses desire, never her), she is unmovable
in her religious commitment. Even when she appears as a man, her faithfulness is
well-known; the king worries about his cousin’s growing love since he knows that
“Tobbya [will] not agree to marry an ardiméne” and she predictably refuses his offer
of marriage on the same grounds [M(L? AfL 0> £La7s @17 hP109°] (Afdwirk 53).

The novel and its established reading tradition interpret the king’s decision to
convert as a “triumph of Christianity;” after being threatened by religious conflict,
Tobbya and her community attain “salvation and glory through the consolidation of
Christian hegemony” (Taye 85, 77). Tobbya’s gender ambivalence is an “accidental
attribute necessitated by the exigencies of the plot” and her religious hardline
position—refusing non-believers access to Ethiopian community unless they
convert—reifies the grand narrative of continuity (Taye 85). Conversely a second-
gold-layer, from-below reading reframes the king’s conversion as a form of identity
ambivalence and switching foreshadowed and initiated by Tobbya’s own. While the
king’s conversion is presented as permanent and sincere compared to Tobbya’s
temporary switching, both can be seen as strategies of assimilative performance to
survive, retain agency, and get what they desire under systems of coercion and
control.

Despite its celebratory conclusion, Labb Wiilldd Tarik’s anxious obsession

with Tobbya’s ambivalent gender and its possible discovery index a posture of
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melancholic return to what has been seen as a function of the novel’s final triumph.?®
This obsessive preoccupation and repetition is evident in Tobbya’s father’s anxiety:
he constantly her advises her to act like a man in her mannerisms and her speech “so
your identity isn’t revealed” [A749£10700] (Afawérk 47). While Tobbya spends her
days at the king’s court he stays home asking himself, “‘How is it going with my
child? Has our secret been discovered?’” and when she returns questions her about
everything and whether her identity is still hidden [AS, A78T @A &1P7 11417 FO-@)
21r7) (Afawirk 53). The narrative continually notes the tension between Tobbya’s
public persona and her hidden identity—*“her dress was completely masculine and no
one suspected her femininity”—while also noting her exceptional beauty [ANOP .29°
A7 078 INCS POHEET TIC T hdndmdl 9] (Afawark 47).

Tobbya’s qualities create desire among both sexes: the king “liked her very
much...[but] he didn’t suspect Tobbya was a woman. He liked her only with a pure
heart,” while his female cousin “[d]ay and night, in her dreams and in real
life...thought about nothing but Tobbya” [@88F...[T7] m(LE (vt AdMLmiI® 1INC[ =]
NF 076V A 10+ 27104 | NaP{9°: AMAI°: NVATLIP: (@-69°: h(LP (PC MA £9130+
71C AMT] (Afawirk 48, 47, 53). Tobbya, herself drawn to the comfort of female
friendship in the all-male court, becomes close with the cousin, even as she feels the

“burden [of] keep[ing] secret something that can’t be revealed” [ACAI°: LANT 207N+

% According to Chow, melancholy makes it possible to hold onto the idea of a certain original
condition (a language, culture, relationship) while simultaneously making the claim that this original
has been compromised, injured, interrupted, or stolen—in a word, lost. Both essentialized and gone,
the lost object takes on a spectral presence. A melancholic text continues to return to the lost object,
mourning its loss without being able to let it go.
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W74 U] (Afawirk 53). “What innocence!” the narrator crows of the cousin’s desire
for Tobbya, since “Tobbya was also a woman—she just wasn’t dressed like one” [@2
ANTIOP! MLE 17 AFANN 10+ K78, W7CAD- v 1047 ] (Afawirk 53). Jealous courtiers
use this intimacy to set a trap and Tobbya, in her male disguise, is caught alone with
the king’s cousin, leading the accusation of rape. While the simple solution is to
reveal her femininity, Tobbya remains in disguise. Only later does her father reveal it
to the king in private.

In its constant anxiety- and delight-tinged returns, Labb Willdd Tarik marks
and records the presence of non-normative difference and the entangled anxieties,
tensions, and desires it creates under conditions of subjugation and oppression. At the
level of plot, these formulations and affects are closed down and normativized by the
novel’s conclusion of triumphant Christianity and heterosexual marriage. The text
cannot mark the king and his people’s cultural, religious, and epistemic conversion as
loss due to the foundational fiction plot, but they are nevertheless being held within
the novel’s structure of melancholic returns. Insofar as the king’s and Tobbya’s forms
of assimilation are linked, Labb Wiillid Tarik indexes and continually returns to the
pressures, entangled affiliations, strategic concessions, and ambivalences—the
traces—of life under imperial-colonial conditions which are also the novel’s own. A
melancholy reading attunes us to how the novel, like a storm, picks up, holds, and
carries those experiences of loss as traces within an otherwise celebratory and

exceptionalist narrative.
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Born out of: translation as critical methodology

The melancholy simmonna wirk reading of Labb Wiilldd Tarik 1 have conducted here
opens up possible interpretations of queer or same-sex desire,?’ yet I heed Serawit’s
provocation to reflect on the critical and readerly desires at play in enacting a queer
reading. This is especially important when, as is my situation, the scholar-reader does
not share a cultural background with the text despite being a practitioner in its
composition language. This is the situation in the case Serawit considers, Wendy
Belcher and Michael Kleiner’s translation of the seventeenth-century hagiography of
a female Ethiopian Orthodox saint Walatta Petros, from Ge’ez to English, and
Belcher’s interpretative essay on same-sex intimacies in the text.?® Serawit takes issue
not with the identification of same-sex intimacies but with the interpretative posture
that presents queerness in an African text as an “object of discovery” excavated by a
benevolent western scholar (Serawit, “The Politics of ‘Queer Reading,’” 8). The
framework of “discovering” queerness not only reflects European empire’s mode of
extraction (i.e., look what I found in Africa) and imports non-local terms of analysis,
but also can imply, as in this instance, that “homophobia has its roots in Africans’

ignorance of their history” (Serawit, “The Politics of ‘Queer Reading,’” 8). What

27 For instance, the novel’s portrayal of gender ambivalence is reminiscent of queer melancholia, the
term Judith Butler famously delineates in Gender Trouble. Butler suggests that the normalization of
heterosexuality imposes a sacrifice of the capacity same sex/queer desire. Consequently, the straight
person is forever haunted (made melancholic) by the loss of their homo- or bisexual desires and the
unrealized relationships they signify. “[I|nfinitely enabling” in its ability to make visible what has been
repressed by dominant culture and its re-emergences, Butler’s formulation flags the novel’s portrayal
of the coercive economy of empire that suppresses difference in all its forms—racial, religious,
cultural, and sexual (Chow 572).

28 Specifically Serawit addresses Belcher’s article “Same Sex Intimacies in the Early African Text
Gadla Walatta Petros (1672): Queer Reading an Ethiopian Woman Saint.”
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could be different, Serawit wonders, if instead of marshalling evidence of specific
instances of non-normativity (reading the king as a queer-desiring subject, for
example), we take queer reading “as a political act” that appropriates normative texts
within their contexts and “infus[es] them with new meanings that unsettle the taken-
for-grantedness” of various forms of normativity (Serawit, “The Politics of ‘Queer
Reading,’” 8).

This mode of queer reading Labb Wiilldd Tarik points out the ways the text
portrays a social performance of ambivalent and blurred gender as a survival tactic
under hostile conditions, as well as the way Tobbya is not slotted into the
(normatively heterosexual) reproductive role characteristic of nationalist narratives.
Tobbya’s pivot toward lateral “beside” affiliations with the king, his cousin, and her
own brother evoke and embody queer theory’s vision of alternative forms of relation
and temporality outside the “logic of reproductive futurism” (Sedgwick 8; Edelman
17). Queer temporality is marked by a “perverse turn away from the narrative
coherence” of genealogy and the teleological bent toward reproduction, a posture
Tobbya shares (Dinshaw et al. 182). Her decision to adopt a different gender role
routes her outside of a bildungsroman narrative of progress and development, and
even upon “returning” to being female she resists a social reproductive function and
relates to the king as a strategic political peer.

The non-reproductive yet laterally affiliative and tactical nature of their
relationship draws attention to Tobbya and the king’s shared function as

representatives of their respective communities. Labb Wiilldd Tarik certainly intends
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for Tobbya to be read as the epitome of Amharic-speaking Christian culture,
“perfection personified,” but whereas the grotesque nature and vast number of the
king’s community is made obvious by the novel’s otherization, there are few
representations of the ideal national community she allegedly symbolizes—only two
families who feed and shelter Tobbya and Wahad, one without children and the other
whose son was sold into slavery, respectively. Even Tobbya’s mother, the most
obvious reproductive figure in the novel, never reappears in the triumphant
conclusion, an issue often noted but not expanded on in the established critical
tradition.?° Despite her name and perfect character, Tobbya’s gender ambivalence and
her lateral non-reproductive relationship with the king do not perform the allegorical
fix that would link her to a narrow definition of national political identity (meaning
Amharic-speaking and Christian). Rather Tobbya’s inbetweenness draws attention to
the gaps and discontinuities of allegory, what Jameson calls its polysemy, in which
what an allegorical figure such as Tobbya signifies is “in constant change and
transformation at each perpetual present of the text” (Jameson 73). While the novel’s
conclusion imagines a happiness that extends from Tobbya and the king’s relation “to
their children and grandchildren,” a strong kingdom, and faithful religion, this future
is largely speculative, open-ended, and non-specific [A0NAZ: A&:] (Afawirk 69).

If Tobbya represents a form of Ethiopian identity, it is a far more elusive,

conflicted, and speculative one than a nationalistic reading would suggest. Pushing

29 Fikre Tolossa and Asfaw Damte point out the complete absence of the mother in the second half of
the novel and in the concluding unification. Serawit suggests that this omission is characteristic of the
attitude toward mothers in both Ethiopian social life and literary representation (“Q&A”).
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hard on the elements most stereotypical of a one-to-one allegorical reading—the
protagonist’s journey and the text’s descriptions of natural elements—paradoxically
opens up a multiplicity of significations that denaturalize and denationalize the state
as the only frame of reference and open up—or more precisely return to—more
nonhomogenous, unfixed, and speculative configurations of social life such as the
region. Tobbya’s queer performativity and the novel’s significant literary
geographies—the hilltop/plain, as well as the diverse landscapes dédga, wiayna diga,
and kola both Wahod and Tobbya pass through in their travels—constitute the text’s
recognition of the absent presence of “non-Ethiopians” and their territories who have
either been subsumed within the Ethiopian state or function as its otherized foil. It is
precisely those textual elements dismissed as aesthetic wax that produce the text’s
ability to break out of national reading paradigms. In their place are more expansive
relational paradigms in which it is possible to apprehend supposedly bounded and
distinct entities—be they wax and gold or peoples, languages, cultures, and
environments—as always already interacting, relating, and co-constituting each other.
Extending from a reading of queer melancholic gender to one of queer
melancholic genre, Tobbya’s allegorical ambivalence unsettles Labb Wiilldd Tarik’s
status as a “foundational fiction” and the teleological genealogy of the novel genre
from originary text to national literary tradition and identity. The etymology of Labb
Willdd Tarik as genre term reflects this; while “willdd” contains the root of “to birth”
(DAL, its passive form (aP@-AL) means to be born from or out of. The term that

proceeds it, tarik (history), is born out of the one that follows, lobb (the heart or
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imagination). In coming up with the name of his text Afaiwérk does not position it as
“birthing” a new tradition but rather as being in the midst of, laterally affiliated with,
and “in relation to existing genres;” not a firstborn but “a new offshoot of an existing
textual tradition” (Marzagora, “The First Ethiopian Novel,” 76). In Afawérk’s
conceptualization, the novel is born from tarik or tarikd nigést (the history of kings),
a known literary genre, while also differentiating itself through the work of
imagination and other imaginative genres. In both its incorporation of the past and its
turning around, altering, remaking, and returning to it, the novel is a melancholic
form preoccupied not so much with what it produces as in what it carries forward by
bearing witness, grieving, and remembering (Cooppan, “The Novel as Genre,” 39).
Nevertheless, the lobb willad genre tradition does produce a great proliferation of co-
emergent (rather than linear genealogical descendent) texts at a 25-year temporal gap
and through a process of displacement and exchange. In this way Labb Wiillid Tarik
suggests that the novel genre in Ethiopia and the Horn of Africa is characterized by
both a productive melancholia and a nonreproductive and nongenealogical
relationship to genre.

Melancholia is hardly just a theoretical concept in this chapter or in the larger
project but has also characterized my relationship as translator and critic to Labb
Wiilldd Tarik, while being a mode I noticed organically recur in each text considered
here. My “origin story” with this novel began as a student of Amharic literature,
admittedly interested because of its status as a “first” and because it lent its name to

an indigenous Afrophone novel-writing tradition. Already working with an Amharic
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tutor, I decided to translate the novel because I was curious about how this “first”
lobb willdd, written so early in the twentieth century, might revise the established
genealogy of the African novel, its mid-century origin point, and its Europhone
language bias. Translation was also a matter of necessity if I wanted to include the
novel in the project. While Tadesse’s gloss translation serviceably renders the novel’s
main plot points, it effaces many of its more literary qualities; clearly addressed to a
Global North audience in a way that Afawérk’s text is not, it explains cultural
elements that would be familiar to Ethiopian readers and omits the Amharic glossary.
Of course these differences only became apparent to me as I engaged, with my
instructor, in the translation process. Our method was that I would read and produce a
first draft translation of several pages; then we met virtually to read the pages, first in
Amharic, then in English. I would make adjustments to the translation based on
instructor feedback and our joint consultation of dictionaries and other resources; then
I revised and edited the translation; then the instructor read the English version side
by side with the Amharic. Over roughly 18 months, we produced a full translation of
the novel which is cited in this chapter and available in full as Appendix 1 of this
dissertation.

Translating Labb Willdd Tarik provided the occasion to reflect on the
establishment of literary genealogies for African literature, the degree to which my
work as translator and critic participated in them, and melancholy and translation as
critical methodologies. If this project was committed to moving away from the

categories of nation, colonial periodization, and siloed languages that have subdivided
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literary study (especially but not only in the Horn of Africa) up to this point, what was
I doing translating and analyzing a novel whose established critical tradition regarded
it as a national allegory and as a first in its language tradition? Moreover, how could I
justify translating a text whose descriptive language and binary conflict seemed to
translate some of the most damaging of European imperial ideologies and
representations into an African context? Would I, by translating, participate in
replicating practices of harm, and would my decision to translate lend credence or
approval to such literary language and representational ideologies? Like many
postcolonial critics before me, I found myself turning melancholic, returning to the
descriptive scenes of otherization that troubled me most and wishing to find the traces
of those who the novel had translated into others.

Yet this iterative method of return, which I practiced not only in regards to
unsettling scenes but also to the translation project as a whole, constantly returning,
rereading, revising, and reading again, in one language and then the other, gradually
opened my awareness to aspects of the novel that also recurred: aesthetic language
and surprising metaphors in descriptions of landscape and setting, as well as the
repetitive anxiety about the discovery of Tobbya’s gender. Both were effaced in
Tadesse’s gloss translation and were barely treated in the established critical tradition.
Yet the longer I sat with, read, translated, and revised these elements, and their
representations of inbetweenness, ambivalences, disorientation, and opacity, the more
I thought about and traced what gets blown in, out, unsettled, layered, picked up and

carried, housed, and let go, in the text; the less Labb Wiilldd Tarik conformed to the

107



conventions of straightforward imperial mythology, national allegory, or conventional
“origin” text. Even if I placed Labb Wiillid Tarik as the first text in this project, I
thought, it would hardly function as a first or inaugurate a genealogical account to
come. Rather, positioning the translation and analysis of Labb Wiilldd Tarik at the
beginning was an opportunity to stage the expected conventional approach to African
literary texts, then to enact a reading that not only unsettled, deconstructed, and
dismantled it, but also allowed different conceptual categories and methods “born out
of” the text to inform its critical method.

Taking its cue from the text’s own melancholic structures and highlighting
rather than effacing these aspects in the translation, this chapter has enacted a situated
reading of a “first” novel that honors its entanglement and double movement, and its
posture in the midst of rather than initiating its historical, material, and intertextual
contexts. Labb Wiilldd Tarik makes it clear that the novel as a genre—in Africa as
elsewhere—is always already imbricated within multiple overlapping global and local
iterations of the imperial-colonial system, that its origins, identities, norms, borders,
and lines of demarcation are, in Derridean terms, impossibilities constituted by
contamination, impurity, and dissemination (“The Law of Genre”).

The notion of a pure starting point, whether for the genre or for national
identity, is the only myth here. As the novel puts it, returning again to an aesthetic
description of the flat plain covered in a far-reaching sea of tents, “it was so crowded
that if someone threw a lemon there was nowhere for it to fall” [ A7 \.OLD-C

PI.OLPOF OL:C 0TI TT avhie F0] (Afdwirk 35). Similarly, there is no position from
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which to compose a novel outside of empire’s contamination, but it does not follow
that novels composed under imperial-colonial conditions are necessarily derivative,
apologist, or “writing back” in any way.

Rather, Labb Wiilldd Tarik formalizes the expression of a self-determined
creative and political freedom and a constrained unfreedom that characterizes not just
Ethiopian literature but a// the texts considered in this dissertation regardless of their
nationality, periodization, or language. Rather than being an island or hilltop of
exceptionality, Labb Wiilldd Tarik and Ethiopia are in the midst of, interconnected
and interrelated with a regional literary archive that spans all the geographies of the
Horn—highlands, plains, and lowlands. As the following chapters will show, this
regional archive is distinguished by a shared relationship to the novel as a literary
genre that carries forward and keeps alive what has been lost in the long twentieth
century in the Horn of Africa while also bearing witness to, grieving, and anticipating
the losses of the present and future.

Staging the preponderance of genealogical and nationalist reading methods in
African literary studies, this chapter and its analysis of Labb Wiilldd Tarik
deconstructs and dismantles them. Similarly, it registers the hegemony—the hilltop
perspective—of exceptionalist discourse about Ethiopia in the region and more
broadly and has worked to unsettle it. The chapters that follow bracket nationalist
readings and turn toward a regional framework comprising a multiplicity of non-
hilltop perspectives. This multi-national, multi-lingual, and multi-temporal chorus of

voices offers many more situated perspectives on the theory of the novel and the work
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of literary narratives in bearing witness to rupture, change, and loss, while steadily
detaching the novel from (purely) anthropocentric terms of analysis. Reconsidering
Ethiopia’s place in the Horn and the contours of the Horn’s literary traditions and
cultures, this polyvocal archive recasts not only Ethiopia but also the Horn of Africa
more generally from an island of insular isolation to one of interconnection and
interdependence, relationality and exchange between humans, nonhumans, and their
environments. Together this collection of diverse, situated, and intertextual
perspectives—the perspectives of all the geographies of the Horn, not just its crests or
mountain-tops—unsettles the region’s stereotypes as singular, plagued by disaster,
and lacking narrative autonomy, and invites readers into an apprehension of its

literature on its own terms.
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Chapter 2
Blood flowers and citrus:
Productive melancholy in Sulaiman Addonia’s Silence is My Mother Tongue,
Gebreyesus Hailu’s The Conscript, and Igiaba Scego’s Adua

In the opening scene of Eritrean writer Sulaiman Addonia’s novel Silence is My
Mother Tongue (2018), a makeshift theater made from a square cut in a white
bedsheet frames a refugee camp, a compound with a lime tree and sugarcane leaves in
the foreground. The theater, situated atop a hill, is called Cinema Silenzioso and
provides an important space for community gathering and storytelling. As the “light
of the stars and the moon cascade” over them, camp inhabitants sit behind the cut-out
sheet and share their experiences of the Ethiopian-Eritrean conflict that displaced
them, their memories and catalogues of losses, as well as more recent stories and
gossip (Sulaiman, Silence, 12). While its porous borders integrate it with the natural
world, the theater contrasts with the bounded containment of the camp, itself the

direct descendant and international solution to the dissolution of the Eritrean nation-

state.?

! The idea of the refugee or humanitarian camp’s provenance in nation-state decline has a long
scholarly tradition traceable to Hannah Arendt and Giorgio Agamben. Arendt’s points of departure are
the interwar and Holocaust periods in Europe, but her analysis of the refugee as a political category
initiated by the inappropriateness and imposition of the nation-state as a form of government is taken
up by scholars of postcolonial and conflict areas around the world. After all the Holocaust is not a
singular event but simply one emergence of what Walter Benjamin called moderity’s global “storm of
progress” and its various manifestations including imperial conquest, colonization, fascism, slavery,
and apartheid. For Benjamin emergency and disaster are not one-off, geographically-contained events
but rather constitute the atmosphere and air we breathe; “the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is
not the exception but the rule” (Benjamin 257). Agamben adds that the camp (meaning the
concentration camp), the “permanent spatial institution” for modernity’s biopolitical paradigm, is not
an “anomaly” of the past but rather exposes the “hidden matrix...of the political space in which we
still live today” (Agamben 175, 178). I follow Agamben insofar as the refugee camp indexes the
ongoing coloniality of the present, but my reading of the camp in Silence aligns with contemporary
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By beginning the novel with the open-air theater, Silence suggests the square
frame as a figure for the novel itself, a literary form able to hold and contain other
forms—orality, drama, and memory—uwithin a single narrative structure. Yet for
every image of the novel’s protagonist Saba glimpsed distantly through the frame,
“under her lime tree, a book in hand,” there is an instance of Saba exceeding the
frame, “stretch[ing] her arm through the gap in the screen” with desire, for a smoke,
or to flee (Sulaiman, Silence, 13, 14). Silence occupies itself with narrating events and
perspectives that exist beyond the edges of the theater’s frame—secret relationships,
past memories, seasonal migration, and seasonal change—making it clear that, in the
Horn of Africa region in which Silence is set, the novel as a genre is constituted just
as much by what it is understood to hold or contain as by what exceeds, passes
through, or has been made silent within it.

The image of Saba reading—in the open air, under a citrus tree—
defamiliarizes the book and the act of reading from the colonial education context in
which the novel was often introduced to African readers. While Saba acquires her
reading material, Chekhov’s The Lady with the Dog, from a British camp official, the
book itself is not an English language “classic” but a work made available to her
through translation. Paradoxically the text within the text highlights questions of
ecology, environment, and human relationships with nature and animals in the study

of the novel, acknowledging the genre’s colonial trace while foregrounding

scholars who note the limitations of biopolitical discourse and bare life in accounting for multi-layered
relations of power, ambivalence, and agency in camps. For more, see Abourahme, Abushama, and
Oliver.
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trajectories beyond colonial inheritance, including intertextuality and translation. Set
in rural Sudan, just over the border from Ethiopia and Eritrea, with protagonists of
Eritrean-Ethiopian descent—"“half from an occupied country and the other half from
the occupying”—and written by an Eritrean writer in English, the novelist’s fourth
language after Tigrinya (his mother tongue), Amharic, and Arabic, Silence embodies
the porous and flexing regionality effaced by conventional interpretative categories
(Sulaiman, Silence, 43).

In this chapter I read Silence (2018) alongside 7H-+%aNZ 7%h8 aPTANS HCAE
Af: A, or The Conscript, an early novel written in Tigrinya by Gebreyesus Hailu in
1927 and published in 1950, and Adua, an Italian-language novel written in 2015 by
Igiaba Scego.? The chapter is divided into two parts: the first half demonstrates how
the first two novels set up framing devices only to dissolve and dismantle them
through narratives of swirling and recursive circular movement. Moving back and
forth between The Conscript and Silence, | trace the agential and animate movement
of the natural world such as mountains, flowers, plants, and animals to show how
literary modes of holding and return contribute to a nongenealogical yet still
productive regional novel tradition. In the second half of the chapter I turn to Adua, a
text that explodes frames and categories through its swirling, recursive, perspectival,
and unsettling polyvocality and multiple settings and temporalities. Picking up and

returning to many of the same natural objects and relations, Adua is a melancholic

2 My discussions of 7H+a0ns 7%hE aPThOL HCAE 4L: H7 and Adua rely on English language
translations by Ghirmai Negash (2013) and Jamie Richards (2017) respectively. Because I cite the
English translations rather than the original language text (as with Labb Wiilldd Tarik), 1 refer to each
text by its translated title.
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and stormy novel that encodes imperial fracturing while being an autonomous,

undisciplined, opaque, and locally emplaced form of storytelling on its own terms.

Land of the sea: Eritrea in context

The novels considered here represent a complex linguistic entanglement. The oldest,
The Conscript, is written in Tigrinya, a Semitic language that like Amharic developed
from the ancient liturgical language Ge’ez and uses its script. Tigrinya is the most
widely spoken language in present-day Eritrea, followed by Arabic; just across the
border in northwest Ethiopia, Tigrinya is the chief language of the Tigray province
and is also spoken on a limited scale throughout the rest of Ethiopia (Ghirmai, A
History, 50). In his comprehensive study of Tigrinya literature, Ghirmai Negash, the
translator of The Conscript, writes that the Tigrinya literary archive is composed of “a
rich collection of oral and written texts;” rather than “two separately self-contained,
closed systems,” oral and written literary productions are “two mutually influencing
and complementing sub-systems of one literary field” (Ghirmai, A History, 3).
Joining a rich corpus of religious poetry, prayers, songs, hymns, and gane, the earliest
written Tigrinya texts dealt with “themes of travel and religion;” the first Tigrinya to
appear in book form was Dabtara Matewos’ translation of the four gospels in the
1830s (Ghirmai, A History, 68). By the end of the century, missionary presses
produced the bulk of writing in Tigrinya as a result of printing presses founded first in
Massawa in 1863, later in Keren (1879), and finally in Asmara (1895) (Pankhurst

249).
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Italian imperial presence began in the Tigrinya-speaking regions, known by its
inhabitants as Medri Bahri (“land of the sea”), as early as 1869 with the purchase of
the Bay of Assab. In 1885, when the scramble for Africa was at its most intense, the
Italians expanded their territory from Assab to Massawa. In the 1889 Treaty of
Wuchale (about which more below), Manilok II of Abyssinia traded Medri Bahri to
Italy in exchange for cash, arms, and ammunition to support his own territorial
expansion, and the Italian colony known as Eritrea reached its full form. From 1890
to 1941 Eritrea was administered by the Italians who instituted language and
education programs (of which The Conscript’s author Gebreyesus Hailu was part)
and race and miscegenation laws that regarded African subjects as in a state of nature
in need of civilization. The Italian colonial administration also transformed the
landscape through railroads, plantations, and Mediterranean-style architecture.®

Following Italy’s defeat in World War II, in 1941 Eritrea was administered
first by the British Military Administration, then by a civilian British administration.
From the outset the British colonial relationship to Eritrea was based “on a denial” of
Eritrea as a sovereign political entity and people; a report from the foreign office even
suggested the “possibility of making Eritrea, into a Jewish colony affiliated, if
desired, to the National Home of Palestine” (Gaim 251). This suggestion, along with
plans to partition Eritrea into a section ceded to Ethiopia (a British ally) and another

to Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, were scuttled by Eritrean activism for a single independent

% For more examples of Italian attempts to civilize African subjects and environments, see Nadifa
Mohamed’s novel Black Mamba Boy (2010) discussed in chapter 4.
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territory. In 1952 the former colony was federated to Ethiopia, an arrangement that
quickly deteriorated through the “creeping imposition of Ethiopian direct rule” (gtd.
Ghirmai, A History, 6). Under Ethiopian emperor Hayl& Soalasse’s watch, Eritrean
newspapers were shuttered, political parties banned, courts abolished, and flags
lowered. Tigrinya and Arabic languages were systematically discouraged through a
“subtle, colonial logic” asserting Ambharic as the official language of Eritrea “as it
was in the rest of the Empire” (Ghirmai, A History, 9).

From the 1960s until mid-1991, the Eritrean people fought an “independence
war” against the Ethiopian state (Ghirmai, A History, 6). The longest war of its kind
in Africa against the continent’s largest standing army backed at various times by the
United States and the Soviet Union, the struggle against Ethiopian colonialism
created one of the world’s largest groups of refugees—over one million out of a
country of four million (UNICEF). Many, including Suliaman Addonia’s family, fled
to Sudan, the trajectory represented in Silence. The war concluded with Eritrean
secession and independence in 1993 but this was hardly the end of Eritrean troubles.
Leader of the liberation army Isayas Afwerki is head of the nation’s single political
party and has governed the country without elections for thirty years. In 1998-2000
Eritrea and Ethiopia clashed over the exact location of the border, leading to an
internationally-administered buffered zone. In 2018 Ethiopian prime minister Abiy
Ahmed broke the “no peace, no war” stalemate, began talks with Isayas, and
reopened the border, gaining him the gratitude of families reunited after years of

separation and the Nobel Peace Prize. Yet at the time of writing Ethiopia’s northern
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Tigray region has been, since November 2020, the site of violent conflict between
both the Ethiopian and Eritrean national armies and the Tigray People’s Liberation
Front resulting vast human rights abuses, famine conditions, and the displacement of

over two million people.*

Blood flowers: Anticipatory melancholy in The Conscript

Separated by close to a century and written in different languages, The Conscript and
Silence share a thematic interest in travel and compelled migration but also more
precisely enact literary practices of movement through internal and external
geographies themselves on the move. For instance, like Silence, The Conscript also
begins with a device that functions as a frame and draws attention to the ways the
narrative will exceed and expand beyond it. The opening preface by the author locates
the novel’s inspiration in “my impressions when, at the age of eighteen, I travelled by
sea to Italy to seek an education” (Gebreyesus xxix). Gebreyesus connects his voyage
to that of his “fellow country-men, the ascari recruits, who were [also] travelling
overseas at that time,” by which he means soldiers from the Horn of Africa who were
conscripted by Italy between 1910 and 1930 to fight against anti-colonial African
forces in Libya (Gebreyesus xxix). In the preface Gebreyesus also notes that the novel

was written in 1927 but “could not be published