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Note

The naming conventions in Ethiopia and many parts of the Horn of Africa are to refer to people by their first name, i.e. their given name. A person’s second name is their father’s first/given name and their third name is their grandfather’s first/given name, and so on. There are no family names, so referring to people by a name other than their first name or nickname is to refer to one of their forefathers. In referring to names I follow this convention when the work being referred to is in Amharic and when referring to film professionals.

There is no standardized transliteration of Amharic into English. Where possible I have provided both the Amharic and English transliterated version, and an English translation of my own interpretation. I have attempted to write English transliterations of Amharic words as simply as possible but I occasionally use accents to try to capture sounds not familiar to native English speakers: ‘ä’ refers to an English approximation of the ‘e’ sound in begin; ‘ï’ refers to an English approximation of the ‘e’ sound in roses; ‘é’ refers to the ‘é’ in cliché and ‘ñ’ or ‘ng’ refer to an English approximation of the first ‘n’ sound in onion. I transliterate the Amharic word for love – ፍቅር as ‘fiker’ throughout the book but a more accurate rendering of the word would be – ‘fïqïr’ or ‘fïk’ïr’ where the ‘q’ or ‘k’ is an ejective sound that does not have an English equivalent. Ejectives are common in Amharic, often transliterated with an apostrophe with ‘p’a’, ‘t’a’, ‘ch’a’ and ‘tsa’ all ejective sounds produced by building pressure in the throat and releasing the pressure when the consonant is articulated, akin to an onomatopoeic attempt at pronouncing the “ch” in achoo as if sneezing.

Finally, a note on Ethiopian renderings of time. Ethiopia uses a separate calendar that has more in common with the Coptic calendar than the Gregorian calendar. There are thirteen months with Ethiopian New Year (1 Meskerem) usually falling on 11 September (Gregorian) and the calendar being roughly seven years behind the Gregorian calendar. There have been many inaccuracies that have resulted from the difference in the Ethiopian calendar and the Gregorian calendar which I have endeavoured to avoid. Where some dates are given as 2012/2013, for example, it is because they have been translated from the Ethiopian calendar. I should also add that I have translated the timings of films from listings, always advertised using an Ethiopian twelve-hour clock which begins, 0:01 am at dawn, or roughly 6:01 am East Africa Time (EAT). So, a film showing advertised for 8:00 am in Ethiopia would start at 2:00 pm if your watch is set to the corresponding (EAT) twelve-hour-clock.



Introduction: Courtship and the curiosity of cinema in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

We all write and speak from a particular place and time, from a history and a culture which is specific. What we say is always ‘in context,’ positioned […] it is worth remembering that all discourse is ‘placed,’ and the heart has its reasons.

Stuart Hall (1996: 211)


I consider Addis Ababa (Ethiopia’s capital) as a place that I can call home. After having spent much time there between the ages of nineteen and twenty-eight (2010–18), I know the streets and neighbourhoods better than I know London (the place of my birth) and while there I always take public transport to get around the city. The ‘taxi’ system of blue and white mini-vans, the majority of which are Toyotas, can fit roughly twelve passengers. They take you from place ‘A’, say Megenagna, to place ‘B’, say Piassa and you can call out weraj allä (there is someone who wants to get off) whenever you want to get off along the route. It is a rare sight to see a ferenj (white European-looking foreigner) queueing up and jumping on board one of these taxis.

While in transit, I am often asked, ‘Where are you from?’ To which I invariably reply in Amharic: ‘I was born in London, but I am Welsh like the footballer Gareth Bale.’ I follow this immediately with the pre-emptive disavowal, ‘I am not English’. Then, come the smiles, gasps of Inday! (What!) or even laughter, not necessarily because people grasp my strange response and reference to Welsh football, but nevertheless, praise is often lavished upon me because I speak Amharic (by no means perfectly, but well enough to get by and to understand most of the dialogue in Amharic films). Perplexingly, a common follow-up question is, ‘You speak Amharic?’ in English and sometimes in Amharic. I quickly try to explain that my wife is Ethiopian and it is because of her that I speak Amharic.

The above scenario has played out countless times and on more than one occasion I have then had my taxi fare paid for me by someone I have only just met. An act of kindness from a stranger? A sign of appreciation? Maybe, even, acceptance? This acceptance can often be short lived if the conversation turns to enquiring about my occupation: ‘So, what line of work are you in?’ I’m asked. ‘I study and teach films, Ethiopian films,’ I say. ‘Oh, Ethiopian films? But why? They are rubbish!’ This statement is echoed across the spectrum of social strata – from the shoeshiner who shoved his phone in my face, thinking it funny to surprise me with pornographic clips, or his friends who recommended that I watch Terminator instead of Ethiopian films; to disparaging film practitioners who, themselves, make films for a living without considering the multiple impacts of cinema on people’s lives.

So, why Amharic films? Why cinema in Ethiopia? Why Ethiopia at all, white man?!

The simple answer to these questions is – love, a theme and concept that will be explored throughout this book and which forms the foundation of my experiences in Ethiopia. It was through the unconditional love and support of family that I first wound up, at the tender age of nineteen, in Ethiopia in early 2010 for three months. I stayed with my cousin and his wife, who happened to be living in Addis Ababa at the time. They recommended I volunteered to teach English and theatre at a charity providing educational services in an historically deprived part of Addis (Koré) located on the other side of town from where they lived (Gurd Sholla). My daily commute of four ‘taxis’ in the morning and then again in the evening was an integral part of my daily life in Addis as the city and its people showed me a way of living and being that were foreign to me. I was, after all, a foreigner. A foreigner who now feels at home in Addis Ababa, who feels a sense of belonging through the bonds of Ethiopian family and friends.

The person who taught and showed me the most about Ethiopia and Addis Ababa, and whose family is now my family, worked for the charity where I taught English and theatre. She was also my voice, as she translated our classes, and my guide after I persuaded her to have lunch with me a few weeks into my first stay. That was how it started and it wasn’t long before we ended up going to the cinema together.

It was the
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