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widespread smelting was and that furnaces were remarkably varied in scale and design. 
Moreover, when archaeologists observed and documented iron smelts carried out in the 
present, they learned that keeping control of the temperature was key. Estimates of output 
made by precolonial observers noted that iron smelting was done on a large scale whether 
the furnaces were large with tall shafts or small bowl furnaces dug into the ground. As 
Farrar describes these varied sources of evidence, he introduces the reader to multiple 
views and perspectives on pre-industrial labor and manufacture as well as on precolonial 
African technology and history.     

Farrar opens Chapter 10 by admitting that his survey of textile manufacture is very 
brief, and indeed, at five pages it barely scratches the surface of an important and wide-
ranging literature. Nevertheless, he gives readers a general idea of the time depth for 
domesticated cotton by tapping into the ethno-botanical literature and he alludes to the 
tools of ancient cotton spinners in his summary of a debate over archaeological evidence. 
A major strength of Farrar’s work here and throughout the book is the time depth and 
diversity of his primary sources beyond the written word, such as linguistics, archaeology, 
tools and techniques of manufacture, botany, and the built environment. By gathering and 
marshaling this wide variety of evidence he makes a strong argument that counters the 
myth of “technological backwardness.” 

I recommend this unusual, inviting, and generously researched book as a 
humanistic study of technology and a vivid introduction to skilled artisans in precolonial 
African history.  

 
COLLEEN KRIGER 
University of North Carolina—Greensboro 

 
 

Modernist Art in Ethiopia. By Elizabeth W. Giorgis. Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2019. Pp. 328; 53 illus. $90.00 cloth, $39.95 paper. 

 
Elizabeth Giorgis’s Modernist Art in Ethiopia, published under the New African Histories 
series at Ohio University Press and the recipient of the Bethwell A. Ogot Book Prize, 
offers an in-depth analysis of Ethiopian arts, intellectual thought, and the country’s 
relationship to colonial and postcolonial conditions. The book combines multiple 
perspectives through each chapter, presenting invaluable analysis largely from the point of 
view of Ethiopians living within Ethiopia. Additional foci of the analysis involve the 
relationship of Ethiopian art to European-American modernism and pan-African discourse, 
including African American idealism about Ethiopia. The book, which successfully 
combines autobiographical snippets with transparent methodologies and archival materials, 
also serves as a rich source of information about indigenous concepts. Examples include 
seletane (civilization or modernization, understood as Westernization), Wax and Gold, 
zämänay (modern, in terms of arrogant or elite), and arada (vernacular sensibility in 
relation to the Addis Ababa city center called Arada). A shortcoming of the volume is that 
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it does not provide the indigenous Ge’ez script or original Amharic for the longer, 
significant translations the author has made.  

Chapter 1 mainly looks at the years 1900 to 1957, opening with Menelik II’s 
modern nation-building projects, the introduction of photography, and the author’s 
historiography of Ethiopian Orthodox church art. Additionally, Elizabeth Giorgis discusses 
the self-portrait by the early modernist Agegenhu Engida (1944), which could be 
incorporated into the already existing conversation around early modern Nigerian 
portraiture by Aina Onabolu that is often debated within the field of African art history. 
The rise of art schools and art education is traced within the contexts of nationalism, 
imperial ideology, and decolonization. 

Chapter 2 shifts the focus to literature and thought, taking up poetry and three 
novels to probe the forum of ideas shaping the period up to the 1974 revolution. The author 
necessarily addresses censorship under the imperial regime and explores the social realities 
of race as constructed in poetry and intellectual thought.  

Chapter 3 takes us through the artwork of the same 1960s era, with a focus on 
Skunder Boghossian, Gebre Kristos Desta, and their students. Although the two artists are 
already well known within the field of modern African art, the book’s contribution to 
previous scholarship is to offer analysis from Ethiopian as well as multi-diasporic 
perspectives. For instance, Skunder’s work is considered in light of multiple contexts: the 
work of African artists in Paris during the anticolonial era of the late 1950s and 1960s; the 
late 1960s in Ethiopia, where he taught and was influenced by indigenous motifs; and the 
United States from 1969 onward, when he taught at Howard University, in part during the 
Black Power era. 

Chapter 4 provides a fascinating plunge into artworks created during the Ethiopian 
Revolution, Red Terror, and aftermath from 1974 to 1991, opening up a view on the art 
during an era that is rarely seen outside of Ethiopia. The author helps us to read the 
recurring tropes of genocide, revolution, nationalism, cultural heritage, and political 
ideology in the artworks of the era. Her analysis traces the impact of the revolution on 
modernist aesthetics, which had gained momentum but came to a halt as the state imposed 
its own ideology on the arts. Educational institutions and the arts were forced to shift their 
focus to promote socialism. In paving the way for her discussion about contemporary art in 
Chapter 5, the author notes that the generation of educators from this era, who were trained 
in artistic styles of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, now teach the current generation 
of Ethiopian artists. 

Chapter 5 moves to the country’s post-socialist context to examine issues affecting 
contemporary art in Ethiopia, especially the now authoritarian government’s efforts to 
inhibit experimental work. Specifically, the government’s identification as a 
developmental state with a singular focus on “rapid modernization” has resulted in support 
of artistic content related only to development.  

One of the book’s stated objectives is to shine a light on Ethiopian women in the 
visual arts scene, calling into question the “masculine norm” of Ethiopian modernism. By 
relegating this topic primarily to the ends of chapters and placing it under separate 
subheadings, the author may perpetuate the very norm she calls into question. One is left to 
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wonder why the research on women in the arts is not more integrated with the rest of the 
material.  

In sum, the book provides a compelling and substantial vision of modernist 
Ethiopian art not as a single homogenous instantiation, but rather as a series of fascinating 
twists and turns from different perspectives within a variety of contexts. Overall, this dense 
analysis of intellectual thought as it relates to Ethiopian modernism stands out as an 
intellectual artistic contribution in its own right. 

 
ANDREA E. FROHNE 
Ohio University 

 
 
 

From Sudan to South Sudan: IGAD and the Role of Regional Mediation in 
Africa. By Irit Black. Leiden: Brill, 2020. Pp. 150; b/w 3 maps. $84.00 
paperback, $84.00 E-book. 

 
One decade since gaining independence, South Sudan is far from fulfilling the promise of 
being Africa’s newest state. Between insurgency, inter-communal violence, and 
humanitarian crises, the country sits at fourth place on the Fragile States Index. A key 
factor related to this fate is the chronic conflict that characterized South Sudanese politics 
for many decades before it seceded from Sudan, as well as the years since. As South Sudan 
has careened from one conflict to another, one central feature has been the role of regional 
mediation between belligerents. This slim volume chronicles the peacemaking efforts of 
the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD), a regional group of eight 
African states in the Greater Horn of Africa tasked with bringing peace to South Sudan, 
among other things. The book also situates IGAD’s institutional evolution within the 
broader context of how Africa has met the challenges of peace and security on the 
continent through the construction and maintenance of regional organizations.  

Introductory and conclusion chapters condense the book’s central themes, while 
Chapters 1 and 6 bind the volume between two comparative frames. The first frame 
examines the responses of Africa’s regional organizations to conflict (i.e., ECOWAS, 
SADC), while the second frame zooms into IGAD’s mediation roles in other crises (i.e., 
Sudan, Somalia, Somaliland). Chapters 2 and 3 trace IGAD’s transition from its early role 
as a regional drought and disaster mitigator to a regional conflict mediator, where multiple 
efforts to end Sudan’s civil war ultimately culminated in the 2005 Comprehensive Peace 
Agreement (CPA), for better or worse. Chapters 4 and 5 cover what has occurred since, 
particularly IGAD’s more muted role during the transition period between the CPA and 
independence, and how IGAD’s mediation role was compelled to reactivate as the CPA’s 
implementation broke down, which saw the regional organization become a peacemaker 
once again as a fresh civil war broke out in South Sudan in 2013.  


