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Conferences

November 5-8, 2002 in Addis Ababa:
Sixth International Conference on the History of Ethiopian Art

The Sixth International Conference on the History of Ethiopian Art took
place on November 5-8, 2002 at Addis Ababa, organized by Professor Baye
Yimam, Director of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies, Professor Richard
Pankhurst, Chair of the Friends of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies and Ato
Bekele Makonnen, Director of the School of Design and Fine Art. It brought
together over 30 speakers from half-a-dozen countries. Since there was no
strict theme to the conference, the topics examined by the speakers covered a
wide range of subjects including architecture, ancient and modern painting,
sculpture, anthropology, ethnology, sociology of art, numismatics, and
problems concerning the preservation and restoration of Ethiopian artefacts.

Papers read on the first day dealt with general topics. Stanislaw Chojnacki,
who spoke about “Attempts at the Periodization of Ethiopian Painting: a
Summary from 1960 to the Present”, revisited the problem which he discussed
in his book Major Themes in Ethiopian Painting — namely, that the chrono-
logy of Ethiopian art and its periodization must be continuously updated as
new artefacts are discovered; this is a lasting subject since only a small part of
the Ethiopian artistic heritage is presently known to scholars.

Ian Campbell, in “An Introduction to Form and Spatial Construction in
Ethiopian Iconography”, analysed the structure and form of some early
Ethiopian paintings in order to prove that the geometrical rules governing
compositional conceptions and pictorial schemata were introduced to Ethio-
pia from Byzantium and the Christian Orient.

Paul Henze reported on the preservation of the church of Wiynami Ki-
dani Mohrit near Bi¢¢ina (southern Goggam) and its early 19% C. wall-
paintings, an important matter already raised in 1972 by Walter Krafft (Ethio-
pia Observer 15, 1972).

As the first part of the title suggests, the following paper, by Worku Sha-
row, “A Meditation on Three Archetypes of Ethiopian Sacred Art” had very
little to do with a scholarly approach to the problem.

The papers presented the second day focused on Ethiopian painting. Ales-
sandro Bausi gave an overview of the arrangement and decoration of the
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Canon Tables in a group of ancient Ethiopian Gospel Books, upon which he
elaborated with valuable remarks on the etymology of the terms and words
appearing in those compositions.

The liturgical fans which in Ethiopia were made of parchment and deco-
rated with paintings were the topic discussed by Ewa Balicka-Witakowska;
these objects disappeared from the Ethiopian liturgy a long time ago and only
a very few examples have survived.

Three illuminated manuscripts containing the Apocalypse of St. John
(from QVosq“am Sollase in Gondir, Darisqe Maryam in Somen, and Lon-
don, British Library, Or. 533) and their connection to Queen Montowwab
were explored by Robin McEwan.

Richard Pankhurst presented electronically the material concerning four
miniature painters active in the 18" century who unconventionally signed
their works.

Abebaw Aleyew read “Some Notes on the 18" and 19” century Paintings
and Painters in East Godjjam”. The author suggested that in the period in-
vestigated, the political independence of the province enabled painters to de-
velop a local variation of the so-called second Gondarine style.

The reception of Ethiopian iconography by foreign contemporary painters
was demonstrated by Kirsten Stoffgren Pedersen, who took as examples the
works of Lars Goran Willner (1931-98), Joachim Persson, Laure Cadoux
Jubran and herself. The long discussion which followed the paper provided
the speaker with the opportunity to clarify the meaning of the word "icon",
which obviously was misunderstood by some debaters.

Edwin Johnson discussed that part of his Ph.D. thesis which considered
the educational development of a group of contemporary painters (Debre
Krestos, Salomon Balatchew, Kesella Marqos, Getatchew Berhanu, Adina
Tumye, and Aseffa Gebre) and the question of patronage as it pertained to
their artistic activities.

Folklore painting was the subject of the two papers which followed: “The
Antica-Genre of the Traditional Styles in Addis Ababa of 1930’s: Continuum,
Contamination and Cultural Contact” read by Jorg Weinerth and “T4j-bet
Paintings” by Girma Fisseha.

The session was closed by a discussion of the life and art of a contempo-
rary self-taught sculptor, Desso Hordofa, presented by Denis Gérard and
Rita Pankhurst.

The papers read during the morning session of the third day were for the
most part devoted to modern Ethiopian painting and the problems concern-
ing the younger generation of Ethiopian artists.

Rebecca Martin Nagy and Achamyelleh Debela presented an exhibition of
Ethiopian modern art travelling in Florida, which included among others the
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works of such prominent artists as Skunder Bogossian, Krestos Dista and
Afewerk Tekle. Konjit Seyoum reflected on the artistic identity of Ethiopian
artists, while Geta Mekonnen gave an account of how the political life of the
1900’s affected their artistic activities. Elisabeth Wolde-Giorgis presented the
situation of Ethiopian and other African artists living in the United States.
Leah Niederstadt, in the paper “Framing Images: The Evolution of a Narra-
tive Format in Ethiopian Popular Painting”, talked about the popularity of
paintings illustrating the Ethiopian national epos, Kebra Nigest.

In the afternoon session Anne Person and John Mellors gave a report on
their field research concerning the production of manuscripts which included
interviews with 25 active scribes. The results of their studies have been pub-
lished in the form of two booklets: Ethiopian Bookmaking and Scribes of
South Gondar (London, 2002), both were available for purchase during the
conference.

Precious metals, their import to Ethiopia and use throughout the centuries
in Christian and Muslim religious spheres, was the subject of the review
“Gold and Silver at the Crossroads of Highland Ethiopia”, presented by Neal
Sobania and Ray Silverman.

The papers assembled on the last day dealt mainly with architecture. Mi-
chael Gervers presented new photographic documents on the Golgotha
churches in Lalibila (Mika’el, Golgotha, Sallase) and gave a novel interpreta-
tion of the origin of the complex and its dating. LaVerle Berry spoke about
his recent research on Gondarine architecture, particularly on the castle
known as Ras Gemb. The construction of Gurage houses was discussed by
Fekadu Gedamu.

Alula Pankhurst provided an analysis of the Oromo tombs in the Rift val-
ley, while Enrico Castelli presented an anthropological approach to Conso
architecture which, in addition to the construction of houses, included the
planning of a village and landscape architecture.

The latter problem, with specific reference to Ethiopian church architec-
ture, was the subject of the paper read by Christopher Fellerhoff. Finally,
Zelalem Teferra presented a Russian collection of Aksumite gold coins kept
in the Hermitage, and Bantalem Tadessa described some crosses from the
collection of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies.

The conference was closed by Richard Pankhurst and Stanistaw Chojnacki,
who gave a retrospective review of the conferences from their inception in 1982.

The electronic equipment used during many sessions, and an opening re-
ception, was provided by the Swiss Embassy, while the German Embassy
also sponsored a generous reception for the participants and guests.

Three exhibitions accompanied the conference in the museum of the In-
stitute of Ethiopian Studies. One was a presentation of sculptures by Desso
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Hordofa, another, which centred on the production of a manuscript book,
was illustrated by a collection of photographs and included the portraits of
prominent scribes. Beside one of them, mulugeta Araya Gebeyehu demon-
strated the art of calligraphy, copying before the eyes of the visitors the pages
of a Psalter. Simultaneously, the Italian Cultural Institute hosted an exhibition
of photographs by Enrico Castelli entitled “Images for a museum”.

It was decided at the business session that all papers given at the conference
will be considered for publication in the conference proceedings.

The next conference will be held in Miinchen, organized by the Staatliches
Museum fir Volkerkunde.

Ewa Balicka-Witakowska
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