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African Languages and Cultures 2 (2), (1989): 133-147 

A CRITICAL COMMENT ON SOME TECHNICAL ASPECTS OF 
BIRHANU ZARYIHUN'S HULATT YA-SNBA DABDABBEWOC 

Taye Assefa 

Most traditionally oriented writers of Amharic prose fiction present the 
expositional material (i.e., background information about the characters or 
events) in the opening parts of their narratives. Afawarq's novel, Labb 
Wallad Tarik (Fictional Story) (1908),1 for instance, begins with a summary 
that traces the background to the enslavement of the dajazmach. Hiruy's 
Haddis Alam (New World) (1924EC) and Girmacchaw's Ar'aya (Ar'aya) 
(1941EC) in fact move back much further in chronological time and begin by 
reporting the marriage of the heroes' parents and the birth of the protagonists. 

As Meir Stemberg points out, such a presentation of the exposition has 
some disadvantages: 

... in the quest for ways of turning the expositional burden to narrative 
account, many writers have reached the conclusion that the strict adherence to 
the chronological order is, though indeed 'natural', the worst solution 
possible, precisely because it involves the concentration of the expositional 
material at the very start of the reading-process. ... [This block of expositional 
material] stands in danger of failing to hold the reader's attention not only 
because of its concentrated form and its texture, but also because of its 
preliminary location, for this mass has been presented at a point where we are 
still far from convinced that the tremendous effort required to master all these 
innumerable details is worth making. Very little, if anything, has been been 
done to stimulate our imagination so as to reconcile us to noting, absorbing 
and retaining the endless procession of expositional items. The situation 
depicted is essentially static, and it has not yet been demonstrated that the 
future developments to which it is amenable will be of any interest; similarly, 
all the characters, most of whom have not yet been presented in action, still 
have to make good their exorbitant expositional claim to our notice. 

(Stemberg 1978: 46) 

In this context the task confronting the writer is to arouse the reader's interest 
in the expositional material. One way of doing this is to delay the exposition 
(thereby opening a temporary gap and drawing the reader's attention to the 
absence of the information) and provide it at such a point in the story where the 
reader can functionally relate it to the current situation. Ordinarily, this calls 
for a temporal dislocation in the arrangement of the fictional events, and the 
starting of the narration by a plunge in medias res. It is this kind of 
presentation that Birhanu tries to use in the opening paragraphs of Hulatt 
Ya-anba DabdabbewoC (Two Letters of Tears) (1952EC): 

1 Except where indicated by EC (Ethiopian calendar) dates of publication are given in 
the Gregorian calendar. 
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134 Taye Assefa 

When Sahlu returned from work, he found the door locked unusually from 
the outside. For the first time, he became suspicious. He was alarmed and 
nervous. Even as he was trying to open the lock with a duplicate key, his 
fingers shook and his lips moved noiselessly. When he jerked the door open 
and stepped into the room he found the baby alone and crying. [As he was 
soothing the baby] ..., his eyes began anxiously to scan the room until they 
spotted a piece of paper near the pillow. 
'... A wealthy man's promise of a luxurious married life has forced me to 
give in to my ambition. I am, therefore, abandoning you, my son, and my 
home in the pursuit of my ambition... 
'Although you might not realise how much I tried to resist this temptation 
right up to the moment of my final surrender, I entreat you not to hold a 
grudge against me... As we might never see each other in the future, try to 
forget that I ever existed in your life... 
Ababa.' 

(Huldtt Ya-anba DabdabbewoC, p. 5)2 

As is apparent in the above quotation, the story opens with a dramatic scene 
which is soon overshadowed by an atmosphere of gloom. The very first 
sentence catches the reader's attention, for the door 'unusually' locked from 
the outside seems to hide something mysterious behind it. The reader's 
curiosity is aroused not just by the report of the unusual situation but also by 
its psychological impact on the character in focus. Sahlu reacts to the locked 
door with suspicion, alarm and nervousness. Tension builds up as his fingers 
shake, his lips move silently, the door is opened with a jerk, and the cry of the 
baby suddenly greets his ears. Hence, when his eyes anxiously survey the 
room for some clue, the reader, too, eagerly awaits the explanation of the 
situation. 

Although both the character and the reader are anxious for an explanation, 
the objects of their curiosity do not wholly coincide. Apart from the door 
being locked from the outside, the reader does not know what is unusual in the 
situation and so cannot share Sahlu's suspicion. Unlike the protagonist, the 
reader approaches the situation with almost no anticipation. He is not aware, 
for instance, that besides the servants there is Sahlu's mother-in-law to look 
after the little baby if the mother happens to be briefly away. Nor does the 
reader know that Sahlu has noticed a change in his wife's behaviour during the 
last few days. During breakfast that morning, for instance, Sahlu has found 
her unusually quiet and depressed. When he leaves for work, although he 
wonders about what could have depressed her, he does not think it is a serious 
matter. When he now returns from work and finds the door locked from the 
outside and the baby all alone, the first thing which is likely to worry him is 
the connection between his wife's recent moodiness and the present incident. 
For this reason, his curiosity is more circumscribed than the reader's. Ababa's 
letter, therefore, can satisfy his immediate curiosity by explaining her recent 

2 Hereafter the page reference alone will be supplied for extracts from this novel. 
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A critical comment of Hulatt Ya-anba DabdabbewoC 

depression and her present absence from home. To the reader, however, the 
letter raises further questions that need explaining. Since he does not share 
Sahlu's knowledge of most of the antecedents, he cannot easily appreciate the 
depth of Sahlu's grief. Nor would Ababa's elopement be fully intelligible to 
him unless he has the essential details regarding their marriage, the emotional 
relationships in the family, and, most important of all, the character of the 
woman who chooses to abandon her loving husband and small baby for the 
sake of material comfort. These are temporary gaps the filling of which can 

satisfy the reader's curiosity alone. But there is another piece of detail the 
disclosure of which is likely to interest Sahlu's curiosity, too: the immediate 
circumstance under which Ababa has come to elope. Sahlu, like the reader, 
does not know who the said wealthy man is, how he comes to know Ababa, 
nor how he has succeeded in luring her to him. 

In this regard, the content of the exposition and the means of its 
communication have to be determined primarily on the basis of the motivations 
and privileges of access of both the reader and the protagonist. When the 

exposition is introduced in this novel, however, it is made to look as if it is 
addressed not to the reader but to Sahlu because it is given as his reminiscence. 
Under expert hands such internalised communication can give the story a 
simultaneous bi-directional flow. This is so because the character's mind is 
turning to the past in retrieving the antecedents, whereas the very act of 
reminiscing is a new development in the forward march of the action. When 
the movement of the action is not thus interrupted in order to accommodate the 
antecedents, it enables the writer to avoid the awkwardness of formally 
presenting the exposition as an explanation after the fact. What the reader 
witnesses will then be the workings of an active mind, now, in the fictional 
present. As the object of focus is still the character's present activity, his 
mind's retrieval of those antecedents needed by the reader will appear to be 
incidental. 

At the outset, Birhanu's presentation seems to dramatise the 
communication of the past by interalising it in the privacy of Sahlu's mind. 
After reading Ababa's letter, he weeps bitterly and remonstrates with himself. 
When he calms down and the immutability of her elopement sinks into his 
mind, he recalls their past relationship: 

As Sahlu recalled the course of his love from the moment of its inception to 
this hour of the wreckage of his marriage, the images in his memory unrolled 
on the screen of his tears like movie pictures. 

(p. 7) 

This transitional statement is then followed by an isolated description of what 
Ababa looked like at the age of twelve. There is no overt indication in this 
descriptive passage that links its content with the current preoccupation of 
Sahlu's mind. But the proximity of the description to the transitional statement 
(regarding Sahlu's reminiscence of his past love from 'the moment of its 
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136 Taye Assefa 

inception...') suggests that her physical appearance at the age of twelve is the 
first image that he recalls. The first chapter then closes with this description, 
which is supposed to be given from Sahlu's point of view. 

When the second chapter begins, however, there is an abrupt shift in time 
and focus. Without any preparatory signal, the story turns back to the younger 
days of Siyum (Ababa's father) and chronicles the chain of events right up to 
the end of the story. The exposition reported from the second to the seventh 
chapters bears no sign that might show its communication from Sahlu's 
perspective. Even the pronominal references to Sahlu are made in the third 
person. 

There is a number of factors which counter the assimilation of this block of 
expositional material as Sahlu's reminiscence. Firstly, as his current interest is 
reported to focus on his relationship with Ababa since his first moments of 
love, Sahlu would have little motivation in recalling details of her family 
history prior to her reaching the age of twelve. For him, it is this particular 
point in time which marks a turn in his relationship with Ababa, for that is 
when he begins to court her. Of course, apart from being neighbours, their 
fathers used to be close friends. And it is just this factor that leads him to 
extend his help to the family when the then eight-year-old Ababa and her 
mother suffer hardship following the death of Siyum. In those days, 'he liked 
Ababa as if she were his younger sister and she looked upon him as an elder 
brother' (p. 18). When she reaches the age of twelve, his platonic love gives 
way to passion of a different order, for he begins to see her as a future wife. It 
is in line with this that her physical appearance at the age of twelve becomes 
the first element in his recollection. On the other hand, as the information 
about her father's youth, his thriving business, his marriage and his tragic 
death has very little to do with Sahlu's love for Ababa, he would not be 
inclined to recollect it. This part of the expositional material satisfies only the 
reader's curiosity regarding Ababa's family background. But the medium 
chosen for its communication is unfit for the occasion, for it requires the 
character to recall antecedents which he has inadequate knowledge of and little 
interest in. 

The second factor which persuades the reader to reject the exposition as a 
reminiscence is the incompatability of some of the details with the recollector's 
limited privilege of information. Sahlu is not in a position to know about the 

private thoughts of the characters figuring in the exposition. Apart from the 

change he has noticed in Ababa's recent behaviour and the explanation he gets 
from the letter, he has no knowledge of what went on between Tach'an and 

Tagwada. He does not even know the identity of the guilty party responsible 
for his wife's elopement. Hence there is no way he could recall the details of 
the circumstances under which Ababa has run away. 

The third factor against considering the expositional material as Sahlu's 
reminiscence is the uninterrupted flow of the retrospective narration even when 
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it reaches the point at which Ababa elopes. In his announcement of the 
reminiscence, the narrator indicates the time boundary of the event by saying, 
'from the moment of [his love's] inception to this hour of the wreckage of his 
marriage'. Accordingly, the end of the reminiscing should have been marked 
by a shift in focus to Sahlu's present situation. Instead, the focus pursues 
Ababa's movements right up to her tragic accident and shifts back to Sahlu 
only ten years after her elopement. 

At the root of these inconsistences lies the narrator's misleading statement 
signalling to the reader to regard the subsequent exposition as Sahlu's 
reminiscence. The reader is also encouraged in such an interpretation of the 
narrator's lead by the location of the physical description for which there is 
otherwise no reason for its appearance in isolation immediately after the 
transitional statement. This kind of negligence is also observable in Birhanu's 
later novel Dal Kamot BahWala (Victory after Death) (1955EC), where the 
narrator states at the end of the second chapter: 'Dikuma then headed towards 
Dr. Steward's home, pondering on his way over how and why his father came 
to be arrested and convicted' (p. 29). But the exposition that follows in the 
third chapter is presented entirely from the narrator's perspective. Even by the 
time he wrote his best novel, Ya-Tewodros 3nba (The Tears of Tewodros) 
(1958EC), the author had realised the inconsistencies arising from such poor 
handling of a character's limited privilege of information. This is so because 
the story of how Aklilu tried to destroy Tewodros is right from the outset 
reported as narrated by the old antagonist Aklilu. 

Contrary to Ma'iragu's assertion that Birhanu's novels concentrate on 'the 
study of the individual,' and the author's claim to the same effect (Ma'iragu 
1966: 19), none of his pre-Revolution works actually has portrayals that 
closely scrutinise character. As Edwin Muir points out, for a work to be 
regarded as a novel of character, one must observe in it the following 
characteristics: 

The characters are not conceived as parts of the plot; on the contrary they 
exist independently, and the action is subservient to them. Whereas in the 
novel of action particular events have specific consequences, here the 
situations are typical or general, and designed primarily to tell us more about 
the characters, or to introduce new characters. As long as this is done 
anything within probability may happen. The author may invent his plot as 
he goes along ... Nor need the action spring from an inner development, a 
spiritual change in the characters. It need not show us any new quality in 
them, and at the time when it is manifested. All it need do is to bring out their 
various attributes, which were there at the beginning; for these characters are 
almost always static. 

(Muir 1957: 23-24) 

If we take Birhanu's first novel, however, its portrayal does not even plausibly 
motivate the actions of its principal character. The mere fact that the story tells 
of the 'ups-and-downs' in the life of Ababa does not automatically make the 
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138 Taye Assefa 

novel a study of this individual's character. As it is, the portrayal subordinates 
her to a plot the developments of which are generated more by chance than by 
causal necessity. As if her fate were doomed in advance, she is pitted against 
one adversity after another, either due to motives which are not true to her 
essential nature, or by forces beyond her control. 

Ababa is brought up by well-to-do parents who adore her, are very 
generous to others, and are highly esteemed by the townsfolk. Even in those 
days of hardship following the death of her father, her mother's caring 
attention never deserts her. Her widowed mother could have married a second 
husband or turned to the spiritual world of the monastery. But she chooses 
neither of these options, for she feels it her prime duty to devote herself to 
grooming her daughter into a contented and dignified maiden: 'Her mother 
became determined that Ababa should be brought up without being scowled at 
by a step-father, despised by her peers, frustrated by a feeling of inferiority 
and envy, or becoming loose in her chastity' (p. 16). When Ababa reaches 
the age of twelve, Sahlu thinks: 'Her manners are polished. She is too shy 
even to stare at people. She is punctilious and well-spoken. She has moulded 
her character with the virtues of her parents' (p. 19). 

He feels she can become an ideal wife and so decides to prepare her for 
that role. Without revealing his motives he persuades her mother to send her 
to school and increases his financial assistance to the family. He buys 
jewellery and clothes for Ababa. He encourages her in her studies and 
occasionally takes her out for a walk. People begin to notice the two together 
more often, and rumours accusing the two of immoral conduct spread in the 
village. As for the mother, however: 

She was not very much worried that Sahlu would bow to temptation and 
commit an immoral act. She knew he was strongly principled. She had faith 
in him. And she would not suspect Ababa of falling to temptation and 
bringing disgrace upon herself. After all, who brought her up? From where 
could she learn such loose conduct? 

(p. 24) 

Still the mother hesitantly raises the matter with Sahlu, who not only denies the 
allegation but also respectfully asks her for Ababa's hand. The mother readily 
gives her consent and thus Sahlu marries Ababa with a lavish wedding. The 
couple lead a happy life, for they have deep love and understanding for each 
other. They never experience any inconvenience from material want since, 
thanks to Sahlu's income from his inheritence, their house is well-stocked. On 
top of this, each is endowed with the kind of disposition that can assure them a 
harmonious and enduring relationship. The narractor characterises the couple 
as follows: 

Although Sahlu did not have the kind of looks that one would marvel at, he 
had a masculine physique. His positive disposition surpassed that of his 
peers. He was hard-working and successful. His temperament was as soft 
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as butter. He was not given to irritation. He never showed any signs of 
stress and depression. However tired he might be, he never wore a gloomy 
face when he came back from work. He always looked at Ababa with a 
cheerful expression on his face. Even if she did something wrong, he never 
raised the whip of anger against her. He just advised her calmly. He did not 
nag her as some husbands do. 

He was firm in his chastity. He never looked at any other woman ... He 
loved his wife more than himself. 

(p. 35) 

But then what flaw could one find in Ababa? She was a wife and a sister, a 
child and an adult. Her constant preoccupations were with the chores of her 
housework and how to make her husband even happier. She returned her 
husband's love double-fold. To her, Sahlu was the only man in trousers. 
She feared and respected him as much as she loved him. But she never 
concealed from him her mistakes and misdeeds. In fact, she even used to tell 
him about those rude people who whistled and winked at her in the streets 
and sent pimps to her home. But he took these things lightly. As his faith in 
her was boundless, he never felt the stings of jealousy. He was forgiving 
and did not wish to wreak vengeance on the offenders. 

(p. 36) 

Although Ababa's life history is given from the moment of her birth, her 
character is not shown in its process of evolution - it is a given fact. Nor does 
the narrator probe deeply into his characters' psyche. After outlining the above 
generalised features, he says: 

These are their dispositions which are manifested in the couple's everyday life 
and activities. Outside of this, it is only He, the Creator, who can probe deep 
into a person's character ... Still, we must not forget that man's inner nature 
can also be correctly appreciated when he undergoes a tough trial. 

(pp. 36-37) 

The narrator awkwardly tries to counter his authoritative characterisation with 
an ambivalence that appears to alert the reader to the presence of some 
deep-lying flaws in the personality of perhaps one of the couple. But the 
narrator also undermines this suggestion of hidden flaws when he later signals 
the couple's victimisation by an adverse force they are not equipped to cope 
with. This is what is implied when, after describing the high social status and 
harmonious relationship enjoyed by the couple, the narrator says: 

However, as the devil that rose against Job does not lie idle, it would not 
refrain from trapping such a family in its schemes of trials and digging the 
graves of their downfall. 

(pp 37-38) 
In his earlier account, the narrator has not reported any negative tendency in 
the dispositions of the couple. Nor has he laid down in advance the ground 
for any situation which could 'naturally' put to the test their strength of 
character. .When the narrator, therefore, delivers the above conflicting and 
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overt signals, he tends to reduce the characters' genuineness by obviating the 
contrived nature of the new development. 

The new development which is tactlessly ushered in concerns Ababa's 
unexpected desertion of her beloved husband. A smart aleck by the name of 
Tach'an returns from a visit to his parents and stays at a tourist hotel in Bahir 
Dar. One day he sees Ababa on the street and, struck by her beauty, tries to 
make a pass at her. She ignores him and walks home. He follows her in his 
car and notes her address. Tach'an is an American-educated engineer working 
in Addis Ababa. He is young and unmarried. According to the narrator: 

He was given to drinking. He was lustful ... He desired every beauty he 
saw. On top of this, he was stubborn. He would pursue to the end any 
woman that caught his eye. And it made no difference to him whether she 
was a prostitute or a married woman. 

(p. 41) 

Being of such a nature, therefore, the sight of Abiba easily whets his lustful 
appetite. He passes an almost sleepless night devising ways of luring her to 
him. The next morning, while loitering in the vicinity of Ababa's home, he 
sees Tagwada spinning at the door of a nearby house. By coincidence, this 
old woman happens to make her living by selling local drinks and running 
errands as a go-between. Although he does not know anything about 
Tagwada, he offers her thirty birr and solicits her help in luring Ababa. When 
Tagwada protests that Ababa is not the type that would indulge in extramarital 
relations, he stubbornly insists on her trying and hands her another thirty birr 
and his picture to be given to Ababa. Although she is aware of Sahlu's and 
Ababa's reservations against associating with people of her kind, Tigwada 
finds Tach'an's financial inducement too attractive to refuse to carry out his 
wishes. So, under the pretext of a social call, she heads for Ababa's house. 
On the first day of her mission, she drops some hints into her conversation but 
is sternly rebuffed by Ababa. Nevertheless, things swiftly change within just 
three days: 

Their conversation became more relaxed. They began to invite each other 
regularly for coffee. She who was never on intimate terms with Tagwada 
now began to enjoy her conversation. And all this took place while Sahlu 
was not at home. 

(p. 58) 

Meanwhile, when Tach'an is told on the second day about her initial 
resistance, he takes it as a sign of fidelity. He becomes convinced that she 
would prove a faithful wife to him, too, and so Tagwada's task becomes one 
of persuading Ababa to marry him. Thus, on the twentieth day, Ababa runs 
away from home to live with Tach'an. 

Her action, however, directly contradicts what she has been earlier 
described to be. The reader has been led to believe that Ababa is a devoted 
wife who loves her husband too deeply to show any interest in another man. 
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And Tagwada herself testifies that Ababa just is not the type that will even 
contemplate having a brief affair. It has also been part of her mother's 
determination that Ababa should grow up into a woman of firm moral 
principles. On top of this, Tiich'an is a complete stranger to her. Except 
through Tagwada, she has not exchanged even a single word with him. Even 
long before she decides to elope with him, she feels that she will not love him. 
What compelling power, therefore, drives her to abandon her loving husband 
and one-year-old baby? The narrator's explanation is that Ababa is 
overwhelmed by an irresistable desire to enjoy the material comforts of life in 
Addis Ababa. But his authoritative description of the family's life in Bahir Dar 

clearly rules out any such yearning: 

They never felt the pangs of poverty. Nor did they wallow in the 
extravagancies of wealth. They had no ambition, for there was nothing 
around them to crave for. Ambition comes from an inclination to see one's 
wealth in relation to another's and a striving to equal or surpass others. 
Sahlu's family lived in a country town that was not infiltrated by the glitter of 
modernity. The residents' aspirations did not go beyond attaining the 
standard of living available in their locality. One could say that Sahlu's 
family enjoyed the highest living standard in the area. Both [husband and 
wife] were bor and brought up here, and they had never visited any other 
town. So the hankerings of fashionable life never affected them. 

All in all, they were a family that could derive joy and satisfaction from 
what they could earn and what they already had. 

(p. 37) 

Given the above background, Ababa's sudden craving for a fashionable life 
that she has not even witnessed becomes an unintelligible inclination. But it is 
not just the swift transformation of Ababa's attitude that is unconvincing; it is 
also the circumstances under which she elopes. Sahlu may not have noticed 
Tagwada's frequent visits to his home and his wife's association with her. 
But what about the servants and the neighbours? Most importantly of all, how 
is Ababa's mother, who lives in the adjacent room and has been quick to check 
the village gossip before the couple's marriage, now unable to notice and stop 
Tagwada's unwelcome visits? The narrator glosses over these inconsistencies 
by simply suppressing any information regarding these people's whereabouts 
at the time. Thus, when Sahlu finds the little baby crying in the house, both 
his mother-in-law and the servants are nowhere around to tell him what has 
happened. They all disappear without any explanation. Apart from this, there 
is also no convincing justification given as to why Ababa, who was earlier in 
the habit of reporting to her husband the advances of other men, now conceals 
from him Tagwada's efforts to break up their marriage. Nor is it explained 
why it does not occur to her to consider seriously, if not her love for her 
husband, at least her maternal concern for the welfare of her baby, when her 
mind is wavering between conflicting interests. It is only in terms of a choice 
between remaining faithful to Sahlu or enjoying Tach'an's promised luxury 
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that her brief mental struggle is depicted. Her attention turns to her baby only 
at the last moment when she kisses him as she leaves for good. She does not 
even think of taking him with her. 

Since Ababa's action comes out of a decision that does not naturally 
harmonise with her personality as defined, it tends to block the reader's 
identification with her. Her yearning for fashionable life is an abrupt 
development that defies the logic of her modest tastes, limited exposure, strict 

upbringing, deep love for her husband and affection for her child. The 
narrator's earlier characterisation of her personality leaves no room for 
accommodating such a contrasting change in attitude and values. Nor do her 

subsequent reactions show that she could be so ambitious to the point of 

choosing to live with such an eccentric stranger. 
After she comes to Addis Ababa, she behaves in a manner that is consistent 

with her provincial background. On the first day of her arrival in Addis 
Ababa, she cannot believe her eyes when she sees the large number of people 
swarming in the streets and the many varieties of cars speeding by. At 
Tach'an's place, she is fascinated by the wax-polished floor, the deep sofa, the 
wide bed, the glass-fitted wardrobe, the radio and the photo album. For some 
time, examining every novel thing in the house and changing from one 
fashionable dress into another engage her time. After a while, however, all the 
excitement dies away and loneliness creeps into her life. She very much longs 
for her baby and her home. She misses the conversations with her old 

neighbours and their daily gatherings for coffee. Here, all the warmth of such 
a communal life is unavailable. She cannot join the social circle of her new 

neighbours since she is aware of their contempt for her unsophisticated tastes 
and poor education. 

Her new husband cannot give her any emotional contentment either. He 
demands that his wife be loyal. But his insatiable sexual appetite knows no 
moral bounds. Many are the days when he comes home very late at night, or 
even stays out all night with some other woman. And his choice of sexual 

partners makes no distinction between his friends' wives and fiancees, 
between unattached girls and the mistresses of others. His amorous conduct 

naturally earns him the hostility of both the men whose lovers he has shared 
and the women whom he takes advantage of and later abandons. So, each of 
these offended parties patiently waits for a suitable opportunity to take 

revenge. Hence, when Tach'an one day decides to take Ababa to a social 

gathering, the stage is already set for her victimisation - this time by forces she 
is not equipped to cope with. The narrator himself characterises the situation 
as 'a sudden external storm which both were not prepared for' (p. 80). 

Right from the moment of her arrival at the party, Ababa is gripped by the 

anxiety of being regarded as unfit for the occasion. The revellers' 
mannerisms, the way they bow to each other, shake hands, flash their teeth, 
and carry themselves disconcerts her. When she is hurried to and fro in order 
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to be introduced to other guests, her legs get entangled and throw her off 
balance. When she tries to mix with the ladies they deliberately speak in 
English or French and exclude her from their conversation. At a loss as to 
what she should do, she retires to an isolated corer and decides to watch the 
scene. But the other guests seem determined not to let her go in peace. This is 
how the narrator describes Ababa's humiliation that day: 

Shocked and frightened as she was, when poor Ababa dropped her spoon or 
fork, or spilled her drink, when pieces of fried meat slipped out of her fingers 
while she was trying to cut them, such were the ladies' sarcastic murmurs that 
her agitation became worse. Some women were even emitting sounds of 
choking as they tried to suppress their laughter while chewing a bite of 
something. 

Ababa was so much confused that she forgot all the etiquette that Tach'an 
had instructed her to follow. With her body trembling and her head bowed, 
she bore her persecution at the party patiently. Her distress was intensified by 
the men exchanging glances and the women pinching each other every time 
Ababa made a little error. To make matters worse, while a few hussies were 
pressing her into conversation so as to mimic her rural dialect, the men were 
constantly pestering her with requests for a dance. At home, Ababa had made 
a few attempts to keep step in tune with the rhythm of the music. Still, her 
skill was in no way worth parading to this fanfare. But repeating 'I'm sorry!' 
to every half-hearted request exhausted her patience. If only she could drive 
these mockers back with a slap! Unfortunately, this was a party and no such 
conduct would become a lady. 

Nevertheless, many of the guests kept deliberately and frequently passing 
by her. At this time, Tach'an was watching from his seat across the hall. He 
was biting his lips and seething with rage. When some conceited men fanned 
his anger by patting him on the shoulder and sarcastically observing, 'Your 
wife has become the star of the party, hasn't she?' how much he desired to 
strangle them there and then. But as he didn't want to worsen matters, he had 
to let them go with a bitter smile. 

At the end, Ababa's anxiety and agitation, coupled with the little sips she 
had taken, made her dizzy and she suddenly slumped over on to the floor. 
This caused a great hubbub in the party hall. A ring of spectators soon 
formed around her. Some people were scampering across the hall carrying 
bottles filled with water. Some were lifting her up and feigning to nurse her. 
Others were huddling in small groups and chattering, while quite a few were 
shaking their heads in sympathy. When she regained consciousness and 
Tach'an led her to his car, the laughter and chatter in the hall mockingly 
followed him from behind. One could say that it was with the help of God 
that they arrived home safely, for Sahlu's rage and reckless driving would 
have landed them in an accident. 

(pp. 82-3) 
That day marks the beginning of Ababa's misfortunes since her coming to 
Addis Ababa. Her painful experience at the party shatters her self-confidence 
and forces her to shun high society. Tach'an's embarrassment at his wife's 
lack of sophistication and inability to cope with the norms of high society 
forces him temporarily to abandon going to parties. But he finds this too great 
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a sacrifice to pay and eventually decides to drive her out of his house. Thus 
once again Ababa's fortunes are determined by others. 

The author appears wilfully to manipulate Ababa's actions in accordance 
with the requirements of a rigidly set plot. That seems to be why her fortunes 
take unpredictable turns which do not come about as logical consequences of 
her essential inclinations. There are always some external forces which take 
precedence over her will in shaping her destiny. Firstly, Tach'an and 
Tagwada wreck her marriage. Then the snobs of high society use her as a 
scapegoat in their attempt to humiliate Tach'an, and he in turn victimises her. 
After he drives her out of his house, she responds to rumour and becomes a 
prostitute. Yet, she is reported to be unwilling to degrade herself by behaving 
the way this profession demands. As she is still said to be in love with her 
first husband and confident of his forgiving her, it is not clear why she prefers 
joining this profession rather than returning to her former home. It is only 
when the odds are heavily against her that she resorts to this alternative. An 
impostor by the name of Yilaq lives off her meagre income and abandons her 
when she needs his help most.3 Yilaq first poses as a lover and promises to 
marry her. Some time later when he lears that he has made her pregnant, he 
disappears altogether. As Feqre rightly points out (1982: 155), it is not clear 
why Ababa believes Yilaq's promises despite his inability to pay even for his 
own drinks, the warnings of her neighbours, and her past experience in 

dealing with 'hundreds of other clients' (p. 103). The fact that he spends all 
his time, every day of the week, idling with her should have indicated to her 
that he was fooling her with empty promises so as to live off her savings. But 
her woes do not end here. After Yilaq's son is born, she finds it increasingly 
difficult even to feed herself. In desperation, she writes to Sahlu asking for 
reconciliation and hastens to send the letter with travellers going to Gojjam. 
But while crossing the road on that rainy day, she is knocked down by a 
speeding car. Her baby dies instantly while she is seriously injured. On the 
fourth day after the accident, she wakes up to find that one of her legs has been 
amputated by the doctors. When she is released from hospital, she realises 
that it is now impossible for her either to return to Sahlu or to continue with 

3 See also Feqre Tolosa (1982). In this study, Feqre seems to miss the narrator's 
reservations about Yilaq when he comments: 'Berhanu Zerihun idealises Yilak in 
the beginning. If Yilak is such a nice man as the author has us believe, why should 
he tell Abeba he loves her, wants to marry her and then run away from her when 
she gets pregnant?' (p. 155). The narrator does not idealise Yilaq . He describes 
with guarded statements what Yilaq feigns to be and thus indirectly cautions the 
reader not to take him at face value. Note, for instance, the careful wording in the 
following (emphases mine): 'When Yilaq bowed his head shyly, he gave the 
impression of visiting a brothel for the first time. When some customers showed 
off or misbehaved in the bar, he grimaced and seemed to disapprove of it' (p. 102); 
'Anyone who gets the chance to meet and talk with this young man for a few 
minutes is likely to regard him as a wise, intelligent, and kindly man' (p. 103). 
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prostitution. So she decides to maintain herself by begging. After a while she 
dies of pneumonia. 

Meanwhile, however, Sahlu has been forced by his son's pestering to 
travel to Addis Ababa to look for her. By coincidence, it is at the same time as 
Ababa is writing her appeal to him (i.e., in the tenth year of their separation) 
that he too resolves to find her and bring her home. The plot becomes even 
more superficial when on the day that Ababa dies, Sahlu happens to have a 
predictive dream in which she drowns in a swamp while he is vainly trying to 
rescue her. The next morning, he goes to church to pray. There he sees a 
small crowd and he heads towards it. A body wrapped in rags is lying on the 
ground and the people surrounding it are arguing about the funeral. Sahlu 
volunteers to prepare the body for burial and in the process of searching the 
rags, he finds Ababa's picture and a letter of appeal to him. Her plea for help 
and his search for her thus come to a tragic conclusion. The story closes the 
way it opens: with Ababa's letter addressed to Sahlu.4 

What the twists and turns in the plot therefore serve to show are the ironies 
that riddle life. It is the element of unpredictability surrounding one's destiny 
that is most forcefully suggested by the tragic fortunes of Ababa. It is as 
though blind justice were taking her due because of Ababa's desertion of her 
family.5 The novel does not give any convincing insight into human nature, 
for none of the characters is closely scrutinised or plausibly depicted. Still, 
each character is built around one or two basic traits which remain static in 

4 It is worth pointing out here the inapplicability of labelling this novel either as 
'epistolary' - as does Albert Gerard (1971: 360), or as 'a variation on the epistolary 
novel' - as Asfaw Damt'e calls it. An epistolary novel is one whose story is told 
through a series of letters. The key factors here are the audience, the fictional events 
and the form of their communication. When the fictional events or situations are 
relayed to the reader through the medium of letters, the novel is of the epistolary 
type. It is of course natural for the letters to be addressed primarily to the fictional 
characters. Still, the letters would be the only source of information about the 
events or situations to the reader, too. But if the letters serve only to inform the 
fictional characters about some event, and if the reader can get this information from 
other sources outside the letter, then the letters are merely supplementary devices for 
advancing the plot. In Hulatt Ya-enba DabdabbewoC both the first and second 
letters carry nothing which the reader cannot get from the non-epistolary narration. 
The first one serves to inform Sahlu about Ababa's elopement and the second one is 
the means by which he identifies her body and, unlike the reader, learns more about 
her past life in Addis Ababa. Sisay Nigusu's novel Guzow (The Journey) 
(1975EC) can be labelled as 'a variation on the epistolary novel,' for nearly all the 
accounts about the Ogaden war are given through Dr. Gadlu's letters. 

5 Albert Gerard seems to read into the novel when he claims that 'it advises women to 
escape that fate [prostitution] by finding independent means of subsistence through 
education' (1971: 360). The narrator makes no such reference to education. Nor 
does the plot suggest such a solution. 
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spite of the change in their circumstances.6 Sahlu is for ever loving and 
considerate. He would never be inclined to marry again in spite of what Ababa 
has done to him. Tach'an is always lustful and unstable. Neither his marriage 
nor his alienation from his social circle would temper his amorous conduct. 
Ababa is for ever naive and passive. She is incapable of drawing any lesson 
from her bitter experiences and asserting her will in the shaping of her destiny. 

Despite the crude characterisation and the superficial plot, the story is still 
enjoyable and towards the end even touching. The narrator does not try to 
paint his characters as black and white. Nor does he try to use their vices to 
deliver a sermon. He appears to understand their limitations. He strives to 
show their weaknesses without sounding patronising or condemnatory. After 
a little wavering, when Ababa finally decides to elope with Tach'an, for 
instance, he comments: 

Finished! It is over! Ababa has surrendered! Ababa has been defeated. 
What a fall! Oh, what a great fall! She did not struggle very hard. But the 
trial proved too much for her. Let alone someone young and inexperienced 
like her, doesn't it drag out of the monasteries and wildernesses even those 
who have been hardened by age and spiritual education? Since we, too, 
cannot prove our ability to stand up to such a trial, we will not be entitled to 
blame her for falling. Those who can sail through such a storm are only very 
few and they are praiseworthy. 

(p. 66) 

The narrator has the same critical but sympathetic attitude even towards 
Tach'an: 

Tach'an enjoyed festivities and liked to go to parties regularly. But as he 
couldn't participate in these merriments now, he became very depressed. 
Since habit is a second nature that cannot be easily altered, we shouldn't 
reproach him for this. Still, it was unjust for him to attribute all his set-backs 
to Ababa. Of course, there was no doubt that it was she who stood between 
him and his old style of life. If he had not married her he wouldn't have been 
alienated from his social circle... But he should have anticipated such an 
outcome before [marrying her]. 

(p. 66) 

6 In his review of the novel, Yohannis Admasu says, 'Apart from Tiich'an, the others 
are flat characters. He is the only one who is a relatively round character. He is the 
one who is depicted as a human being. The other characters except Ababa seem to 
be descendants of either the race of devils or the race of angels' (1961: 19). 
Yohannis does not explain why he considers Tach'an as a complex character. But 
note what Tach'an says of himself: 'I was obliged to commit a great injustice. I am 
certain that for the rest of my life, I won't be able to get anyone like Ababa' (p. 93). 
And why would he still resolve to drive her out? Because he is a lustful and 
unstable rogue who cannot live without indulging in the orgies of high living. That 
is what he lives for and that is the single mark of his identity. He is the best 
example of a flat character in the novel. 
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Although Tach'an's conduct was not praiseworthy, he was not by nature 
heartless. He was considerate. His faulty character also had an element of 
kindness. 

(p. 89) 
Since the day he decided to drive Ababa out, Tach'an's mind was beset by a 
tender feeling of compassion. The paleness of his face showed the strain of a 
bitter mental struggle. 

(p.89) 

Even if it is not convincing, the narrator's attempt to strike a balance in the 
characterisation is one of the features which differentiates Birhanu's approach 
from that of his predecessors in the pre- and immediate post-war period. 

This novel is scant in dialogues as well as physical descriptions of settings 
and characters' appearances. In fact, the only worthwhile description of a 
character's appearance is that of Ababa. The language used in the narration is 
lucid and forceful, though not capable of evoking picturesque imagery. There 
are few detailed scenes as most of the narration is generalised. Although this 
was only Birhanu's first novel, it is one which is told passionately. With the 
exception of Yai-Tewodros 3nba, the style of narration in his other novels 
lacks the grace that elevates the power and seriousness of Hulatt Ya-anba 
Dabdabbewo6. This is the novel in which one is made to feel the sting of 
irony. Its tempo is fast-moving and its events are dramatic. 
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