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Ethiopia,a	 country,shrouded	 in	 mystery	 has	 usually	 defied	 characterization	 into	 a	 cluster,	
although	it	is	widely	believed	to	have	offered			the	first	humans	and	coffee	beans	to	the	world;	
the	wisest	of	all	sentient	beings	and	the	most	ubiquitous	of	all	drinks	on	the	globe.	 	A	nation	
stationed	at	the	crossroads	between	the	east	and	the	west	was	a	melting	pot	of	cultures	during	
its	heydays	around	the	beginning	of	the	first	millennium.	It	received	influences	from	Greeks,	the	
middle	east,	 the	 far	east	 andthe	 local	African	 tradition	 to	 carve	out	 its	way	of	 life	 that	often	
appears	enigmatic	to	others.		

Its	glory	days	were	over,	whenit	got	isolated	due	to	the	loss	of	vast	amount	of	territory	in	the	
horn	 and	 in	Arabia.	 It	 retreated	 to	 the	mighty	mountains	 of	 Abyssinia,	 endowed	with	 gentle	
climate	and	fertile	volcanic	soils.	 In	 isolation,	as	 in	 its	heyday	it	started	a	trajectory	of	art	and	
creativity	 	that	reflected	its	original	 identity.	 	The	flow	of	crafts,	culture	and	people	combined	
with	later	isolation,	and	geography	became	a	spring	board	for	the	creation	of	a	very	strong	local	
socio-cultural	 fabric.	 Moreover	 this	 background	 gave	 rise	 to	 Ethiopia’s	 unique	 writings,	
manuscripts,	calendar,	own	version	of	Christianity	and	Judaism.	

	

In	 halcyon	 days	 or	 Isolation,	 Ethiopians	 didn’t	 desist	 from	 imagination	 and	 creativity.	 Its	
magnificent	turn	of	the	first	century	obelisks	at	Aksum	are	thought	to	have	imagined	multistory	
buildings.	 So	 did	 the	 	 13th	 century	 monolithic	 Lalibela	 churches	 who	 aspired	 to	 delineate	
multistory	structures	carved	under	the	ground	or	at	the	face	of	rocky	hills.	

	

There	 have	 always	 been	 artisans	 that	 occupy	 the	 lower	 echelons	 of	 the	 societal	 strata.	 They	
produce	the	tools	for	the	society.	They	were	the	potters,	blacksmiths,	goldsmiths,	carpenters,	
weavers	and	the	like.	Design	and	art	were	vernacular	exercises,	influenced	by	the	local	ecology,	
available	 materials,	 technology	 and	 culture.	 	 Painting,	 music	 and	 poetrywere	 limited	 to	 the	
ecclesiastical	domain.	Secular	artists	were	only	the	happenings	of	the	20th	century.		

	

Future	thinking	within	Ethiopia	has	frequently	been	a	challenging	task.	The	future	anticipated	a	
dooms	day	scenario,	with	accompanying	breakdown	of	the	social	 fabric;	often	filled	with	fear	
and	pessimism.	Ecclesiastical	interpretation	of	the	end	times	permeated	all	spheres	of	life	until	
the	western	 alternative	 started	 to	 take	 root	 in	 the	 19th	 and	 20th	 Century	 Ethiopia.	 	Western	
education	 and	 world	 view	 was	 resisted	 as	 an	 alien	 invasion	 that	 undermines	 the	 local	 and	
conservative	norm.Ethiopia’s	opening	to	the	wider	world	came	after	the	victory	of	the	battle	of	



Adwa	in	1896.	The	victory	made	it	a	power	to	reckon	with	and	all	major	world	powers	rushed	to	
forge	a	link	with	the	nascent	kingdom	in	the	horn	of	Africa.	Modernization	swept	Ethiopia	in	the	
middle	 of	 the	 20th	 century.	 Eventually,	many	who	were	 educated	 in	 the	west,	 upon	 arriving	
back	home	created			a	fusedregionalversion	of	art,	architecture,	music	and	writing.		The	1960’s	
ushered	 in	 the	 golden	 years	 in	 the	 cultural	 landscape	 of	 the	 nation.	 It	 was	 a	 time	 of	
unprecedented	explosion	of	local	art	that	paralleled	a	growth	and	change	in	the	economy.	That	
era	was	considered	as	the	season	whenthe	art	of	the	modern	era	of	Ethiopia	reached	its	climax.	

	

“Public	 discourse	on	 the	 complex	offerings	 and	drawbacks	of	modernization	 found	 their	way	
into	the	arts	as	poets,	authors,	playwrights	and	musicians	grappled	with	issues	of	identity	in	a	
transforming	 world.	 Critics,	 commentators	 and	 scholars	 have	 variably	 characterized	 these	
“golden	years”	of	contemporary	Ethiopian	art	as	a	period	of	“renaissance,”	as	the	flowering	of	
an	“Addis	Spring”	and	a	vibrant	“florescence”	of	creativity”.	1	

	

Art,	 got	 into	 the	 unchartered	 territories	 of	 secularism,	 but	 fell	 short	 of	 doing	 speculative	
exercises.	 It	challenged	the	status	quo,	and	relentlessly	presented	the	society	with	alternative	
realities	 in	 the	 visual,	 performance	 and	 literary	 sections.	 For	 the	 artists	 of	 the	 time,	 having	
achieved	 this	was	 a	 huge	milestone	 in	 the	 otherwise,	 conservative	 and	 religious	 community.		
The	artists	reveled	in	their	achievements	and	may	not	have	the	need	to	project	the	utopian	or	
dystopian	future.			

	

Monarchy	 stopped	 at	 the	 225th	 Emperor	 of	 Ethiopia	 in	 the	 1974	 popular	 revolution.	 The	
revolution	got	its	leader	in	a	leftist	and	communist	military	dictatorship.	This	era	escorted	in	the	
expression	of	 the	 communist	 utopian	 vision	where	 the	 sickle	 and	 the	hammer	hadthe	upper	
hand.	 Art	 started	 to	 serve	 the	working	 class	 according	 to	 the	 dictates	 of	Marxism	 Leninism,	
where	 divergence	 and	 dissent	wasn’t	 tolerated.	 The	 ability	 to	 challenge	 the	 times,	 let	 alone	
critically	speculate	the	future	took	a	nose	dive	during	this	dictatorial	regime.	

	

A	leftist	guerrilla	movement	overthrew	the	military	junta	in	1991	after	a	protracted	civil	war	in	
the	1980s.	And	at	 the	moment,	as	 in	 the	times	of	 the	communist	era,	art	as	an	end	to	 itself,	
without	 any	 cause	 is	 not	 appreciated	 and	 considered	 excessive	 and	 whimsical.	 	 The	 new	
millennium	steered	unprecedented	levels	of	economic	growth	that	is	matched	by	intense	fervor	
for	 creativity.	 Contemporary	 visual,	 performance	 and	 literary	 artists	 go	 to	 great	 length	 to	
criticize	social	ills,		expose	systemic	machinations	and	expound	on	the	struggle	between	global	
forces	and	local	strengths,	although	the	governing	philosophy	propagated	by	those	at	the	helm	



of	 national	 structures,	 considers	 art	 as	 an	 instrument	 for	 the	 cause	of	 national	 development	
and	economic	growth.		

	

In	both	views,	i.e.	the	artists	and	the	politicians	view,	the	focus	is	on	the	current	era.	Both	call	
for	 the	 altering	 of	 the	 present	 to	 bring	 a	 utopian	 fulfillment,	 or	 as	 the	mainstream	 political	
establishment	calls	it	“Renaissance”.	Every	activity	including	art	and	design	should	be	utilitarian,	
working	 towards	 the	 renaissance	 of	 the	 nation.	 The	 persistent	 use	 of	 the	 term	 renaissance	
alludes	to	the	long	gone	glory	days	of	the	first	and	the	second	millennia.		

	

Futurism	 and	 	 	 speculative	 art	 is	 a	 budding	 stream	 that	 is	 yet	 to	 come	 to	 the	 artistic	
forefront.There	 is	 not	 yet	 any	 science	 fiction	 written	 in	 Amharic	 (the	 official	 language	 of	
Ethiopia	with	 its	 own	 Ethiopic	 script)	 or	 any	 other	 local	 languages.	 	 The	 only	 speculative	 art	
work	is	a	recent	Ethiopian	Sci-fi	film,	entitled	“Crumbs”	by	Spanish	film	director	Miguel	Llanso.	
It	is	a	post	apocalyptic,	science	fiction	romance	set	in	a	post	war	epoch	where	few	humans	are	
left.		Again	true	to	the	Ethiopian	conservative	tradition	its	theme	is	apocalyptic;	a	setting	where	
the	21st	century	is	reminisced	and	where	human	passion	like	love	reigns.		It	 is	hoped	that	this	
film	provokes	local	artists	and	designers	to	imagine	the	future	and	delineate	it	in	a	critical	and	
local	way.		

	

The	workshop	by	Paolo	Cardini	 “Souvenirs	 from	the	 future”,	presented	 the	 idea	of	discursive	
design	 in	 the	 confines	 of	 the	 local	 context.	 Students	 of	 art	 and	 architecture	 had	 intense	
expositions	 into	 what	 constitutes	 a	 speculative	 contextual	 design.	 It	 was	 an	 enlightening	
experience	as	it	is	unprecedented.	The	students	grappled	with	the	fixation	that	comes	from	the	
knowledge	of	the	status	quo;	and	went	into	the	pitfall	of	simply	giving	additive	quality	to	local	
and	 everyday	 objects.	 	 A	 way	 out	 came	 with	 the	 story	 telling	 tool	 that	 unleashed	 future	
scenarios	where	 the	 setting	 is	 clear	 to	 reinvent	 everyday	 local	 objects.The	 story	 telling	 part,	
informed	 the	 design	 process	 as	 a	 road	map	 informs	 the	 journey	 and	 the	 destination.	 Some	
students,	after	the	storey	telling,	were	able	to	break	loose	from	their	object	obsession	and	were	
able	to	quickly	change	topic	and	produce	relevant	futuristicproduct	designs.	The	objects	have	a	
global	appeal,	due	to	universally	understood	features,	with	a	dose	of	regionalism	that	renders	
them	a	little	bit	mysterious.	

	

The	workshop	liberated	their	creative	potentials.	The	students	begin	to	think	of	the	future,	and	
used	the	current	socio-political	as	well	as	the	socio-economic	setting	to	project	a	complex	layer	
of	 scenario	 which	 borders	 the	 utopian	 and	 the	 dystopian	 narrative	 simultaneously.	 Science	



wasn’t	 projected	 as	 an	 end	by	 itself,	 as	 is	 the	 case	 in	many	mainstream	western	 speculative	
works,	but	as	a	medium	to	transmit	a	very	strong	and	poignant	social	statement.		
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