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1. Introduction

Thisisapreliminary study of the forms and the contents of children’s songs in Amharic that |
have collected” from children. The paper is divided into two parts. In the first part a short
review on the study of children’s songsin Amharic is presented followed by thematic analysis
of sample poems and songs composed, improvised and sung by the children aong with
transcriptions and trandations in English. The second part deals with the trandation,
transcription and commentary of the two forms that | classified as: TYPE-A and TYPE-B
songs. | have attempted to understand the way children use words and phrases in rhyming
their songs and at the same time raise issues related to their community. They openly and
freely sing songs of praise and insult criticizing local officials commenting on contemporary
happenings in the rural society. In order to complete the poetic and aesthetic aspects of their

songs, children utilize names of domestic and wild animals, local crops and cereals, food
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stuffs, household items, plants, etc. The paper also seeks to provide explanations of unfamiliar

words and local expressions.

2. The Study of Children’s Songsin Amharic

According to the material available to me, the first person who carried out research on
children’s songs and games in Amharic was the German scholar Eugen Mittwoch. In 1910,
Mittwoch published an interesting article on children’s games and songs’ in Amharic under the
title: “ Abessinische Kinderspiele, Amharische Texte”. The songs and games of children were
collected from or recorded by Alaga® Taye Gebre Mariyam, an Ethiopian author and church
scholar, while he was teaching Amharic at the Department of Oriental Languages, University of
Berlin in 1906 and 1907. 4 Mittwoch translated a total of 13 children’s games, 50 proverbs, 4
jokes, 10 riddles, 7 narrative songs and 4 folktales, and provided an Amharic transcription of all

the texts along with an excellent trandation and commentary in German.

Although there are few available publications of children’s folk-tales’, there exists amost
nothing on the study of children’s songs and gamesin Amharic. In 1963 the late poet, playwright
and critic Menghistu Lemma wrote an article about the principles and technical aspects of
Amharic versification and mentioned children’s songs as a distinct genre of Amharic poetry
with its own style and different forms of versification. Menghistu presented sample poems of
buhe or hoyya hoyye® songs. In 1984 Seifu Metaferia, the pioneer of teaching and research on
oral literature in Ethiopia, published an interesting article entitled, “Oral Literature of Ethiopiaas
Source Materia for Children's Books: A Sample Study”. Here Seifu discussed the role of

children’s songs and poemsin Amharic for the preparation of teaching materialsin the schools.

! This article is based on fieldwork, which was conducted in 1992/93 and 1997/98 among three peasants
communities, namely Y etnora, Dejj Mariam and Gedeb Giorgisin East Gojjam, Northwest Ethiopia.

2 Although this study is admirable in dealing for the first time, with the various forms of children’s songs and
games in Amharic for the first time, it would have been more interesting had the writer collected the texts from
the children themselves rather than recorded them from an elderly man (Alédga Taye) who, as the writer himself
admitted, had faced several problemsin memorizing and reciting children’s songs and games.

% Literally, head of a church or monastery; it is aso a title to be given to scholars in the Ethiopian Orthodox
Tewahido Church. In this paper the Amharic words and expressions are transcribed according to the system
developed by Thomas Kane (1990).

* See Mittwoch (1910:107).

® See for instance, Mahteme Selassie Wolde Mesgel’s widely known book: A7#A&: Ag°%:: (What do | Need
Seep for? 1952), and Shalomo Bachrach’s, Ethiopian Folktales, 1972, which includes a trandation of 20
folktales followed by a summary of vocabularies, grammars and exercises intended for teaching school children.

® Hoyya hoyye or buhe songs are sung by the children during the annual feast of the transfiguration of Saint Mary
on 19 August.
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3. Children’s Songs Collected from East Gojjam, Northwest Ethiopia

The collected items are poems, songs and games performed by children between the age of
seven and fifteen years while they are supposed to look after the cattle, protecting crops from
wild animals and while taking care of babies. Singing songs and playing games is part of their
daily life as the majority of them are not fortunate to go to school. During my field research in
East Gojjam, | realized that children’s songs can easily be collected and studied’ because of
the following three reasons. First, children can easily be approached and in most cases do not
insist on negotiations or bargaining to sing such songs and poems. Second, in their poems and
songs, they can freely express their feelings and make comments on past, present and future
issues of the society. Third, they are well aware of the skill of singing songs, reciting poems
and playing games not only to pass the day but also to show their creative capability and to get

admiration among their peer groups and in their communities.

Asto the occasion and performance children sing songs while they are supposed to take part in
the everyday routine at home and around the village. However, the most common occasion for
the performance of children’s songs is while looking after the cattle and watching the harvest.
While looking after the cattle, children form groups and start singing and playing games to
pass the day, once they brought the cattle to the grazing land which is sometimes far away
from the village. For the actual performance, some of them bring their stick, hand made flute,
whip and a small ball made from old and torn clothes to accompany their songs and games.

Therefore, singing and reciting poetry is an enjoyable part of their daily games®

4. A Sample Analysis of Children’s Songsin Amharic

In their songs, children raise matters related to the interrelationship of individuas residing in
their own community such as hard working and lazy peasants, husband and wife affairs, etc.,
and comment on issues related to local politics and administration. They also raise names of

individuals and officials at the local, regional and sometimes at nationa levels. In the

" See, for example, the two recent studies on children’s songs in Africa contributed by John Blacking (1995) on
Venda children’s songs and Babatola Aloba and Eva Steinhauser (1999) on the Y oruba of Nigeria.
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following three songs, for example, the children critically comment on the National Military
Service policy which was proclaimed during the time of the former military regime of
Ethiopia (1974-1991) in which young boys and adults between the age of 18 and 30 were
recruited for military training. My informants in East Gojjam recaled that the National
Military Service was one of the most destructive policies of the Derg regime that consumed
the lives of thousands of Ethiopian youths. In the rural areas of Gojjam local executive
committees, members of the then ruling party, the Workers Party of Ethiopia (WPE), and the
agricultural producers co-operatives were the highest authoritative state agents, who were
also recruiting young boys and adults for the military training and sending them to the war
front against their will. These state agents and officials used their power for corruption,
nepotism and discrimination in implementing government policies and guidelines. In the
following poem, children express the injustice of the rural authorities whose children were
never recruited to the war campaign, while sons of the poor peasants were forcefully sent to
the war front:

PA.P INC AP ALLEYIC Hav
Phoy -t ALT hRLS9° HoviF
PhwT ALT he1%9° Hovy
PAhIL-TTI° AET hRLSI° Hovig
£770C Anh0E PLY7 AR A5
ACTET PPAT 2L AL N5

yaliga manbar | "< ayhed "m zama-a,
yakomite | <o~~ ayhedum zama-a,
yaisapa | "<o~~ayhedum zama-a,
ya'amra~o~~"m| *<o~~ayhedum zama-a,
dhbér as®bbagi yadha | "< b "~~a.
ertfan yamollat yad "ha | #< b "~~a.

The Chairman’s son doesn’t go to war campaigns,

Committee members’ children don’t go to war fronts,

Children of the WPE don’'t go to war campaigns,

Agricultural producers’ co-ops ° children don’t go to war fronts,
Defenders of the border are only children of the poor.

Those who filled Eritrea are only children of the poor.

As aresult, parents of the young boys and men were extremely grieved as they lost their sons
in the civil war. The following poem composed by children in Gojjam, refers to a mother who

lost her son during the civil war. In fact, the poem soon became one of the popular funeral

8 For a further discussion on the singing and reciting of poetry by children in Africa, see Ruth Finnegan
(1970:299-314).

° This refers to the agricultural producers co-operatives that used to exist in the rural areas during the former
Saocialist regime of Ethiopia 1974-91.
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songs of the time:

PO7L AL AGT Jmd Nore:
ACTT AP W78 ALPNLD-9° Havg:::

yawand | #< "hnat ta?&qi bagamad,
| "<«"$" amora "h<<i ay "gabraww "m zamad.

Mother of aboy, tie your stomach [waist] with arope,

It isthe vulture and not arelative that buries your son.
Normally, women tie their traditional dress with a waist-band known as magannét, a hand
made cotton, and not with gadméad (rope), as they do for severa months in times of deep grief
and sorrow when members of their families and close relatives have died. As is rightly
expressed in the poem, it was, therefore, a sign of regiona mourn' due to the frequent
recruitment of young boys and adults to the war front most of whom lost their lives and did

not come back to their respective villages.

On the other hand, these children and cattle herders composed poems and songs about the civil
war that took place between the liberation fronts in the northern regions of Eritrea and Tigray
and the former Socialist regime of Ethiopia. Contrary to the above poem, sons of Gojjam are
praised in the following poem, for their courage and determination to fight against the enemy
of Ethiopia being recruited and armed with modern machine-gun, asif there were no voluntary
campaigners from other regions:

Ph TP 07 mAT PO eNCC Mt
10 PHBI° A a0 RTP:

ya'it Yop™an lat yammiyabbar  %fto,
gabba yago <<am | "« métrayyas ang to.

Asthere was no one to chase out the enemy of Ethiopia,
The sons of Gojjam entered™ shouldering machine-guns.

In the following poem, the children criticize the former government’ s war campaign:

%11 Gojjam traditionally, people wear black clothes and shave their hair when they are in mourning. However,
as | have observed and as | was told by my informants, the peasants of Gojjam are wearing black garments since
1989, known as Gojjam azzanna (Gojjam mourns), asif the region is a human being. It is made from thread and
not, as in the former days, from white cotton or s&mma. Almost every male peasant including young boys and
small children wear it until now. My informants explained that it is a sign of mass protest in response to the
various state policies, guidelines, and directives of the former Socialist regime as well as the present one, see
Getie Gelaye (1994, 1999a, 2000, 20014, 2001b).
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AP g G R
o)1 L@ PLC Hov

ah%ya ma#a~tad"ha "hgo~-a,
wa%atun fa<<aw yadarg zZama-a.

Here comes a donkey loaded with "hgo~-~a,*?
The Derg’s campaign finished the youth.

However, after the change of government that took place in Ethiopia in May 1991, it was
hoped that there will be no more civil war and military service. The following two songs refer
to this devastating policy sung after the fall of the Socialist regime. The first poem points to
the fact that, under the Derg regime peasants were supposed to pay several types of
contributions such as grain, labor and money to the state, and one of the most horrifying of
these was “child [son] contribution” to the war front:

AV P o) |G DG EEr
TRTV5Y Pl PAS avpger::

ah™ya ma#a~tadha wafdo,
ta' "hgdih garra yal "< mawwado.

Here comes a donkey loaded with stone mill,
Thereisno longer contribution of a son.

Similarly, in the following songs, the children express their happiness as the recruitment of
young boys and men came to an end following the change of government that took place in

Ethiopiain May 1991.:

AP g epq D1k
TAhTNI8Y Pl OFLCYyF::

ah™ya ma#a~tadha kubét,
t&' "hg "dih garré wattadar "hnét.

Here comes a donkey |oaded with cow dung,
There isno longer military recruitment.

A4S A4G N2 ATTU- 2 %0
PLCT ®FLC DT AP77 10

afaf lafaf s”hed agafnfiahu gayy dubba,

! Recruited or joined the army, not by force but willingly.
2 >ngo~~a is a small hand-baked bread made mostly from the flour of %f or wheat; usualy it is prepared by
women and given for children and cattle herders.
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yadargu wattadar kabt agoma gabba.

While walking aong the hilltop, | found ared pumpkin,
The soldiers of the Derg became herdsmen.

The last four songs usually have similar patterns in the first line of the verse — except for the
last words or phrases that | denote as “rhyming words’. As mentioned earlier, thisis akind of
word game employed by the singers only to supply rhyming words in the second and most
significant line of the verse to make it rhyme; it does not imply any semantic relationship with
the second line.

TYPE-A songs begin with the line

AV P aoa)f fepg

ahya md#a~tad™a ...

Here comes a donkey loaded with...
and TY PE-B songs begin with

A4S A4G N2 ATTU- ...

afaf lafaf s”hed agannahu ...
While walking along the hilltop, | found...

This is a common formula of children’ songs in Gojjam.*® Fekade Azeze (1998:3) wrote that,
“essentialy, the only purpose of the first line is to supply rhyming syllables for the second
lines of the couplets which actually carry the real substance of the poem; and the meaning of
these initia lines of the coupletsisnot at all connected with the inherent message transmitted
by the second line”. Thisis again a similar form of word game used to supply rhyming words
and expressions to make the second line of the verse complete and poetic.

5. TYPE-A SONGS

1. AUP g [ G 9]
av g AN AT AP AlAM::

ahya ma#a~tad"a g"b%,
mar et talakka lanna ayya bl 9.

2 Infact, thisisaform of children songs not only found in Gojjam. Similar lines of children’s songs have been
collected by Fekade (1998:153f.) in his study on famine poetry among the peasants of Northern Shoa, Ethiopia,
which he labeled “odd couplets’. However, he did not provide examples of TY PE-B songs in his study.
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Here comes a donkey |oaded with g b %,
Land is measured [and given] to those smart ones.

2. AUP oMY oG A0
AT79LAA 1@ PI°LT PN

ah ya ma#a~téad™a gabs,
"hdaylallu ndw yama~n"gus.

Here comes a donkey loaded with barley,
Endaylallu® isking of the producers’ co-operatives.

3. ADP g fepQ 1)
A78LAAN 10 PHE9C L.

ahya ma#a~téad™a nug,
"hdaylallu nédw yago<<am dérg.

Here comes a donkey loaded with oilseed,
Endaylallu isthe Derg of Gojjam.

4. AP g fepQ $ya)
A9°CT LA (ANC P

ahya ma#a~téad"na quwan,
am’a~yalgabba ba' s taga®a.

Here comes a donkey |oaded with jerked mest,
Those who didn’t join the co-operatives were punished with imprisonment.

5. ADP g fepG R
PI° LT 210G 9°79° ANz

ah%ya ma#a~tadha télba,
yam’a-~o~~mah"dr m’hnm alraba.

Here comes a donkey loaded with linseed,

The agricultural producers’ co-operatives became ineffective.
6. AVP aoa)F fepG 3P

P15 e VSN PI°C-T oo 0

ah%a ma%a~tadha guwayya,
yatnora hunuwall yama~méabgaya.

4 According to Thomas Kane (1990:1989), g"bo is “lupine or wolf's bean the bitter of which is leached out by
steeping in water for afew days’. Thisisa specia bean produced only in Gojjam.

SEndaylallu Mekonnen used to be Chairman of the former agricultural producers cooperatives of Yetnora in
East Gojjam, one of the pioneering cooperatives in the country. He was also close friend of the former President
Mengistu Haile Mariam and top officials of the Socialist government. Since the change of government in
Ethiopiain May 1991, heisapolitical prisoner in Addis Ababa. See also similar poemsin TY PE-B songs.
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10.

11.

Here comes a donkey loaded with vetch,
Y etnora became the origin of the producers’ co-operative.

ADP GO fepQ o]
AL LA.CAN ALHY “1ANAL::

ah Myya ma#a~tad"na mosab,
am’a~y”farsall ay"zoh g”llasab.

Here comes a donkey |oaded with mosab,*®
The producers co-operatives will collapse, take comfort individua [farmers].

AD P go fepQ oY
99y BLLBA N9°6-T “110C?

ah ya ma#a~tad"a mar,
mann y "ddara<<all bam”a~ mah "bar?

Here comes a donkey |oaded with honey,
Who will be organised in the producers co-operatives?

ADP g fepq .
PHZLC OO N avhe-::

ah%ya ma#a~tadha karra,
yazand o saw k "ssu makara.

Here comes a donkey loaded with knife,
The people of our times complain too much.

ADP g QG
R W11 UF LY P77 LAG?

ah%ya ma#a~tadha %f,
aral "nddet hunoy’h gan y1af?

Here comes a donkey loaded with &,
How would this time be passed by?

AP g oG mA
P17 (@ @FLavF mA::

ah%ya ma#a~tad"a 4lla,
yagara~~"h saw wand "mmun %lla.

Here comes a donkey loaded with #lla,*®

% |n Gojjam and elsewhere in Ethiopia, mosab or mésob is a round-footed basket of woven straw on which
"<éarais placed when meal is eaten. See Amsalu Aklilu (1979:252).

1 «ef is a small-seed crop indigenous to the highland of Ethiopia, which is used to prepare the staple pan-cake
bread known as "h<ara.

18| ocally or home brewed beer.
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Our compatriots hated their brothers.
12. AVP @) b (128,
DL LLO ok N18,?

ah%ya ma#a~tadha snde,
wadet darréssa mang "stu bande?

Here comes a donkey |oaded with wheat,
Where did Mengistu go in a fleeting moment?*

13. AV P goa)Y oG 3d)
TA7790 T2 FH V7 A4

ahya ma#a~téad"a gwassa
tahgdih t "gre gwazh "h ansa

Here comes a donkey loaded with pile of gras
From now on [the] Tigre pick up your luggage.

6. TYPE-B SONGS

14. AdE A4F NLL ATTU- Lov
av ik AGE AM7T CLC) a0 27

afaf lafaf s”hed agafnnahu d mmét,
maret safro sd#an yadargu mang "st.

While walking aong the hilltop, | found a cat,

The government of the Derg measured and gave us land.
15. A4S 244 N2 ATV A¢-

A75LAN AL NECYE D

afaf lafaf s”hed agaffidhu amora,
"hdaylallu abbéaré kadargo~-~u gara.

While walking along the hilltop, | found an eagle,
Endaylallu conspired with those of the Dergs.

' This word has a double meaning. Literally, the word: bande, or band gize, means ‘at one time, at once’. Thus,
its first meaning refers to the immediate disappearance (all of a sudden, at once) of the former dictator Mengistu
Haile Mariam betraying his people and his country to Zimbabwe, on 21 May 1991. The second and its hidden
meaning refers to an important phenomenon that has happened in the history of Ethiopia. The word banda, refers
to the irregular native soldiers of Ethiopia during the Italian occupation of 1936-1941 who betrayed their people
and their country and collaborated with the Italians. Here, the poet criticizes Mengistu both for his immediate
disappearance at a very crucial moment and for betraying his people and his country, see Getie Gelaye (1994:
195), Bahru Zewde (1991: 210).
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16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

h4G 444 N2 ATTU- PL6
ATSLAN C TLAT 6

afaf lafaf s"hed agannahu garafo,
"ndaylallu ro@ %y un taqq "fo.

While walking along the hilltop, | found a cinnamon,
Endaylallu run away, carrying his bullets.

A4GE A4E N2 ATTU- 2 7C
A75LAN T AOAWC MG 2702

afaf lafaf s"hed agannahu qayy s’,
ndaylallu mota "bah’ zaf st.

While walking along the hilltop, | found radish,
Endaylallu has died under the eucalyptus tree.

A4S 244 N2 ATTU- A704
Ahh8 O HDN 2758440 4.0::

afaf lafaf s"hed agaffiahu anbéassa,
ihadig bitakkus "hdaylallu fassa.

While walking along the hilltop, | found alion,
Endaylallu farted when the EPRDF fired.

A4S 244 N2 ATTU- A704
A75LAA Cm AL 274

afaf lafaf s"hed agafnfiahu anbéassa,
"hdaylallu ro% bas™mb faw masa.

While walking along the hilltop, | found alion,
Endaylallu run away in the lentils field.

AGE 444 V2L ATTV- Nt
Al-E 100 0A7%L44 01

afaf |afaf s”hed agafnnahu b7 at,
sate gabbabbat ba' "hdaylallu bet.

While walking along the hilltop, | found iron,
Eshete entered in the house of Endaylallu.

A4G A4.9 0L ATTU POC
FCACH @I PI°LF *10C::

% EPRDF stands for Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, the current ruling party of Ethiopia
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22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

afaf lafaf s”hed agafnnahu nab
7 "sr "su wa#a yamta~u mah "bar.

While walking along the hilltop, | found atiger,
The producers co-operatives have disintegrated.

A4E A4F N2 ATTU- POC
A79LA0 P4 KGN KA F0E::

afaf lafaf s"hed agarfinahu gabaro,
"ndaylallu gérré addis abéba tas’o.

While walking aong the hilltop, | found afox,
Endaylallu remained in Addis Ababa being imprisoned.

A4GE A4E 0L ATTU- 715948
A79LA0 P4 KGN KON FTP:

afaf lafaf s”hed agannahu midaqgo,
"ndaylallu gérréa addis ababa tangqo.

While walking along the hilltop, | found an antelope,
Endaylallu remained in Addis Ababa being hanged.

AT A4G N2 ATTV- TCT
vt 0T OPF MP7 ACT:

afaf lafaf s”hed aganfahu t ngo,
komite garrabbat bagan bagan fgo.

While walking along the hilltop, | found a citrus fruit,
The committee were denied the daily yoghurt.

hAGF 245 NLE ATTV- €757
Pho-t ANAT A28 O 7omem),::

afaf lafaf s"hed agannahu qun "dda,
yakomite abalat "hdda waf tanddadda.

While walking along the hilltop, | found aflea,
Members of the committee cried like birds.

A4 449 NLe ATTU- NP8
LALTPFO 10 (A79LA0 (C::

afaf lafaf s”hed agafnfiahu z"<aro,
y"grama~~aw gébba b&' "hdaylallu biro.
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While walking along the hilltop, | found a baboon,
Yigremachew replaced Endaylallu in the office.

27. A4GE A4E N2 ATTU- A7
Ahh 87 LLNT N'1mA 897z

afaf lafaf s”hed agafnahu asama,
ihadig darrasa~~bana%la damma.

While walking along the hilltop, | found a pig,
The EPRDF arrived putting on [shoddy] sandal shoes.
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