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Editorial Note
I was immediately drawn to the paintings of this artist, when I first saw her work.  To me,

they are testimonials to dignity and elegance: in homage to Ethiopian womanhood. 

She is someone who has used her creativity to help the sufferer, such as her input into the
Collective Trauma Project and contribution to the Ethiopian Art for Hope Live Auction.

I am happy to present to you, BIRTUKAN DEJENE

Editor – Natty Mark Samuels – bantudub06@gmail.com – An African School Production

https://reggaediscography.blogspot.co.uk/2017/09/izibongo-magazine-2017_28.html

http://rastaites.com/izibongo-issue-7-mohammed-fadul/
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Biographical Note
Birtukan Dejene graduated from Addia Ababa University Alle School of Fine Arts and Design in
1996. After years of working as a graphic designer for various organisations and magazines,

Birtukan is now happy to be a full time artist.
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Daily Life
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BELOVED BY ONE AND ALL
for St.Yared 

Beautiful to sit in the churchyard of Giyorgis Church, Bahir Dar, amongst the trees, when 
the sun is shining, while the youth group stand together, chanting and singing: so I begin to
think of Saint Yared.

Yared of sixth century Axum, beloved by one and all, deified by common consent. Yared, 
whose singing brought Emperor and commoner, rushing to listen.

When we watch the swaying and the playing of the ancient instruments, by the dabtara of 
Lalibela, that also is Yared. For it is he, through divine inspiration, who began the 
choreographed movements of the priests, alongside the use of the sistrum.

Yared who wrote the first church music; such as Zema – the chants that continue to 
enchant us. I saw a goatskin parchment of his writings in Ge'ez, in the Menelik and Taitu 
Museum, Entoto Hills, outside of Addis Ababa. This house of celebrated time, a repository 
of religious and royal relics, adjacent to the former palace - and the private residence of 
the Imperial couple.

Everywhere he went, people were mesmerised by his music, so he would stop and teach 
them. Sharing his bountiful gift. Beauty and blessings for everyone.

He brought the drum, called kebero, into the music of worship. I saw early examples of 
these, in the monasteries of Lake Tana, on Christmas Day.

Yared who ended his days as he wished – teaching, studying and praying. When walking 
around the National Museum in Addis Ababa, you will see a great painting of Saint Yared, 
by the artist Daniel Touafe: of beloved Yared looking to the skies, chanting and playing the 
sistrum.

Enthralled by the voices of the youth group, echoes of the first song by St.Yared, I take my
leave, thanking them for beauty - and for the bread and orange juice they gave me.

Natty Mark Samuels
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Four Freedoms Exhibition 
at the U.S. Embassy in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

My week in Addis Ababa ended on a celebratory note with the opening of the Four 
Freedoms exhibition at the U.S. Embassy on Entoto Road. About 250 people attended the 
opening, many of them the artists who submitted works. They were eager to learn whose 
work was selected by the jury for the exhibition, and especially excited to learn who the 
four prize winners were who would each receive a cash prize and have their work hung in 
the embassy for the duration of Ambassador Booth’s tour.
Alyson Grunder introduced the program in the main atrium of the Embassy and described 
the high quality of the works entered into the competition and the difficulty in selecting 25 
for exhibition. Ambassador Booth spoke eloquently to the meaning and history of the Four 
Freedoms and Norman Rockwell’s interpretations of them, explaining his vision to invite 
interpretations of these principles of democracy by the artists of Ethiopian on the 70th 
anniversary of President Roosevelt’s articulation of these ideals in January 1941.

When the names of the 21 “runners up” selected for exhibition were read by the 
Ambassador, the audience started clapping in unison for each honorable mention 
recipient. Each came to podium to receive his or her certificate. As the judging was done 
blindly, it was not known until then who was to receive awards. As it turned our, two artists 
among the 25 were women, and one of them was among the four winners.

The four winners for each category are:

Freedom from Fear: Robel Berhane. Freedom of Speech: Birtukan Dejene. Freedom of 
Worship: Asnake Melesse. Freedom from Want: Haron Sulieman. Ambassador Booth 
invited them to the podium. As they came to the podium, each painting, which had been 
draped and hidden beneath traditional Ethiopian cloth coverings, was revealed. Norman 
Rockwell’s Four Freedoms prints flanked the central Ethiopian paintings. The assembled 
crowd clapped and cheered enthusiastically as each artist came to the podium to have 
their photo taken with the Ambassador. A cash prize was awarded to each, a sum of 
measurable benefit to the artists for supplies and support for their continued art making.

U.S. Ambassador to Ethiopia Donald E. Booth noted in announcing the Four Freedoms Art
Competition: “We hope this art contest will spur interest in American history and popular 
art as we open our new Embassy building. Norman Rockwell’s illustrations of President 
Roosevelt’s four freedoms are deeply familiar images to most Americans and a special art 
form that we would like to share with our Ethiopian friends.”

As this was the second time during the week that the artists were visiting the brand new 
U.S. Embassy, they were clearly more comfortable in the august setting, which is filled with
Ethiopian art. Many artists and I recognized each other from my talk earlier in the week 
and we exchanged greetings and conversation.

Following the remarks and ceremony, we assembled for the opening of the exhibition in 
the Resource Library and Multi-purpose room gallery space where the 25 finalists’ works 



were on view. These had been installed the previous day with the assistance of my Fine 
Arts student volunteers, who were also in attendance, and were visibly thrilled to see their 
handiwork, complete with bi-lingual labels in English and Amharic, beautifully installed.

As I looked around the rooms at the variety of interpretations of the Four Freedoms, I was 
struck anew by the artists’ clear understanding of the concepts. Earlier in the day, 
members of the press had asked me if the artists had understood the concepts and 
represented them with subtly and depth. They especially probed me on their 
interpretations of Freedom of Speech, which as I gathered from conversations during the 
week was only recently a concept that was being more liberated by the government, a 
lingering effect, I suppose, from recent past years of communist-influenced government.

Freedom of Religion has enjoyed a long and tolerant co-existence for centuries, as 
Ethiopia was one of the earliest civilizations to embrace Christianity and Islam in their early
years of formation and dissemination. A small Jewish community also lived for many years 
in the Northern regions of Ethiopia. On the streets today, one sees the visible symbols of 
religious affiliation in the ethereal white shawls worn by many Christians and the colorful 
head scarves worn by Muslim women. One also sees many people in contemporary 
Western dress, with no traditional cultural or religious garments..

It is my hope that a larger exhibition the artist’s interpretations of the Four Freedoms might 
be installed at the Ethiopian National Museum in the newly renovated contemporary art 
galleries upon conclusion of the exhibit at the Embassy so that more people can be 
exposed to these concepts and to the many contemporary artists who live and work in 
Addis Ababa today.

It was a privilege to participate in this program conceived by Ambassador and Mrs. Donald
Booth, and supported so ably by the U.S. Embassy team. I feel that I made life-time 
friends among the Ethiopians I worked with and the Embassy personnel. A crowning 
moment was meeting the artist, Taye Welde Medhin, who met Norman Rockwell 47 years 
ago, and from whom he purchased a painting that is today in the Studio Collection at 
Norman Rockwell Museum. We had our photo taken, and it was a moment of immense 
meaning to both of us.

from Norman Rockwell Museum

Double Blue Group
1997

The Double Blue Group is formed. The group includes Birtukan Dejene, Biru Worku,
Endalkachew Girma, Enyyew Tsegaye, Melkamu Dessie, Sara Tesfaye, Seble Tadesse,

Teferi Mekonnen and Yoseph Abate.

 A Chronology of 20th Century Ethiopian Art

from Debra Hayq Ethiopian Art Gallery
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SONG of SOLIDITY
for St.Walatta Petros

Farewell to her husband,

A departure from wealth.

So much to gain,

When weighed against loss.

On the road to God,

We saw Walatta Petros.

Walatta,

Daughter of Peter,

Saint Walatta,

Solid as a rock.

Time of persecution,

Seasons of exile.

She never wavered,

From kissing the Cross.

Other women followed

Walatta Petros.

Walatta,

Daughter of Peter.

Saint Walatta,

Solid as a rock.

She gained disciples,

Founded monasteries.

Steadfast in faith,

Defying Susneyos.

People spoke with joy,

Of Walatta Petros.



Walatta

Daughter of Peter.

Saint Walatta,

Solid as a rock.

Buried on Rema,

Sacred island of Tana.

Her mission continued,

By Eheta Krestos.

We remember,

Walatta Petros.

Walatta,

Daughter of Peter.

Saint Walatta,

Solid as a rock.

Natty Mark Samuels

Nine Ethiopians
An art exhibition depicting the works of nine young artists known as the Double Blue

Group who graduated from the Addis Ababa Arts School four years ago, was opened at
the Goshu Art Gallery on May 16th 1998.

The opening ceremony was highlighted with a speech by Professor Stanislaw Chojnacki, a
renowned and dedicated scholar who has contributed a great deal to the development of

Ethiopia's contemporary art.

from All Africa

May 1998

Paintings by Birtukan Dejene were featured in this exhibition
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