
The performing arts, sometimes re-at its best, gathers together various do-mains of human expression, a sensory
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and performers alike, reaching out from
the present to extend both into the past
and the future, reaf½rming existing col-
lectivities and creating new ones. Take,
for instance, the September 8, 2007, per-
formance in Washington, D.C., to mark
the advent of the Ethiopian Millenni-
um.3 More than ½ve thousand D.C.-area
Ethiopian immigrants4 turned out for
the concert, which provided a bracketed
moment for members of the Ethiopian
diaspora community in D.C. to reaf½rm
their identities as Ethiopians, in solidari-
ty with (but also in opposition to) others
dispersed around the world. That Ethio-
pians in the homeland marked the pas-
sage of the millennium with a celebrato-
ry concert, too, provides fascinating data
for comparative studies, discussed brief-
ly in my conclusion.

The D.C. concert was divided into
three parts: sacred music (zema) of the
Ethiopian Orthodox Church; cultural
music (bah∂lawi), a category subsuming
traditional secular instrumental, vocal,
and dance styles; and modern or popular

music (zämänawi), incorporating aspects
of international musical genres and in-
strumental resources that have entered
into Ethiopian musical experience as
part of twentieth-century transnational
discourse and cultural circulation. Each
section reinforced the signi½cance of
musical styles named and conceived as
separate musical categories derived from
the Ethiopian homeland. But the con-
cert didn’t simply map an idealized land-
scape of musical styles from the past or
evoke nostalgia for the Ethiopian home-
land. Through performance it brought 
to life the humanistic domains of reli-
gion, ethnicity, and nationalism, which
continue to engage diaspora Ethiopians.
The concert allowed the Ethiopian



this concert audience into a congrega-
tion. The majority of Ethiopians living 
in diaspora are Orthodox Christians,
propelled into exile when their histor-
ic church lost its preeminent position, 
as the emperor at its head was deposed
and Orthodox Christianity forfeited its
status as the of½cial religion of the state.
The reestablishment of their churches 
in the United States and the continued
performance of the Ethiopian Orthodox
Christian liturgy at once lend life and
renewed vigor to a venerable belief sys-
tem and the institutions that sustain it. 

An ensemble of four traditional Ethi-
opian minstrels, two playing six-
stringed lyres (krar) and two playing
one-stringed bowed lutes (mas∂nqo),
began the second section of the concert
with two hours of cultural music. The
lyres and lutes sounded traditional, pen-
tatonic Ethiopian melodies in unison,
with individual instruments ornament-
ing the tunes in slightly different ways,
giving rise at moments to an intense het-
erophony. A ½fth musician tapped tradi-
tional rhythmic patterns on an electron-
ic drum machine. This mainly tradition-
al instrumental ensemble accompanied
several well-known Ethiopian cultural
singers, who sang in Ethiopian vernacu-
lar languages, in alternation with lively
performances of Ethiopian dances by a
troupe of three men and three women
who changed costumes after each num-
ber to represent various important Ethi-
opian ethnic communities. 

Competing ethnic identities, which
always simmered beneath the surface 
of pre-revolutionary Ethiopian national
life, have become a looming political
issue in Ethiopia since the 1974 revolu-
tion and an even more sensitive subject
under the post-1991 federalist policies.
The Ethiopian diaspora, which incorpo-
rates Ethiopian immigrants from a range
of ethnic backgrounds, continues to en-

gage with its various ethnic and region-
al heritages on multiple levels: ethnici-
ty is at once a marker of identity as well
as a source of dissent within intense dia-
sporic political processes. The concert
announcer in D.C. underscored the
strong political valence of cultural mu-
sics performed on the millennial occa-
sion by remarking at one point during
the show, somewhat ironically, “This
will go on until we get through all the
ethnic groups.”

After a long intermission, during
which a large, raised bandstand was
erected center stage for the third part 
of the show, a brass-dominated jazz
band of the sort that has accompa-
nied popular music in Ethiopia since
the late 1960s took its place.6 As the 
band sounded the well-known instru-
mental introduction to “Tizita,” the
most popular Ethiopian musical sym-
bol of nostalgia and longing for the
homeland, the beloved Ethiopian sing-
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lennial concert a few weeks later pre-
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