
· University Report 
mmm 

z 

11UNIVERSITY REPORT" No. 201 

Broadcast 21st, 23rd, 24th and 25th May, 1972 

GWYNETH HENDERSON: In this week's 'University Report' two people 
who believe that drama has more to contribute 
to national development than a school produc-

_tion once a year or an imported play to be 
enjoyed by the elite! 
Robert Leshoai in Dar-es-Salaam will be talking 
later about the neBd to develop more opportunitiAs 
in East Africa for new playwrights , but first 
from Ghana (Miss) Sophia Lokko who teaches in 
the School of M.usic and Drama at the University 
of Ghana, Lagon. 
The increasing demand upon its resources is 
bringing about an expansion of the School, there 
are soon to be more staff and the present 
courses are going to be reshaped. But tbe main 
aims of the School remain the same - to 
provide a training ground for actors, and, 
just as important, to provide an outlet for 
Ghanaian playwrights. 

MTSS SOPHIA LOKKO Right now at the drama studio we have one of our 
students who has written a play for himself -
'The Verdict of the Cobra' - and its running for 
the whole week. We have other students who have 
turned out to be teachers and they teach drama 
in -their various schools . 

GWYNETH HENDERSON: But although there's considerable activity at 
university level th~ prospects for anyone 
wanting .to ·become a professional actor, or 
dramatist, are s.till far from ·oright and the 
problems ex.tend to the School of Music and 
Drama itself, as Sophia Lokko explained to 
Christine Oppong. 

MISS SOPHIA LOKKO The problems are many. First of all there is 
the capital to set up a National Theatre or 
some sort of a theatre where the products we 
have from the school can go to run the place 
and then have a research grant for the 
university students or any student3 of African 
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Studies who are doing drama. Then also material, 
local material; we haven't got that many 
people who are playwrights as Nige~ia has, so it 
is really very difficult. There is also this 
question of the suppression, s o when a member 
of staff happens to be in a play with the 
students there is always this master/servant 
relationship and they don't feel free enough 
and spontaneous enough to do their little act. 

MISS CHRISTINE OPP9NG!~Vhat kind of research is goi ng on in the field 
of drama now? . 

MISS SOPHIA LOKKO: I have done the research into the use of drama 
in education because as I said I am sure that 
drama helps a lot in communicating and I have 
also Lmdertaken another drama research into 
the dramatic elements in our· t~aditional 
festival. As an African every Ghanaian is 
very well qual ified in the use of gestures and 
all the qualities the theatre requires. But 
you see when they come to the university or 
the training ground it is very difficult to 
bring this out because these are latent qualities~ 

MISS CHRISTINE OPPONG:What are the results of your survey in the schools? 
What did you find out there? ' 

MISS SOPH~A LOKKO: It was really very interesting. Most of the 
primary and elementary school children who 
we int~rviewed were very shy. Usually we find 
out that our own school children are not 
expressive enough and we · feel that with drama 
you can help them to mime these expressions 
and then use the language . . It ' s surprising 
to know that one has a ·favourite meal, but 
hasn't been that observant to watch mother 
prepare the meal, one has to watch father say 
his few words to a sister or a brother but it 
was very difficult to get them to really 
HXpress themselves. Drama is not only the 
occasional school play but it can be used as a 
teaching aid . to help qualify the . students in 
their ~xpressive and creative attributes. 

. 
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Besides being an aspect of education it sounds 
as though drama in schools has a more general 
therapeutic value in the development of each 
child's personality. And I must say I 
firmiy believe from my 3 years training to 
teach drama. But , as is so often the case, 
educators themselves need educating. You 
know ohly nine years ago when I was at college 
the number of schools who even employed drama 
teachers in Britain was to put it mildly, very 
limited. Well putting over these new 
attitudes to drama is one of the responsibilites 
of Sophia Lokko and her colleagues, such as 
Efua Sutherland, in the Institute of African 
Studies at Legan, sb they make sure they keep 
very much in touch with their ex-students. 

The ones who arc teaching in the schools, 
usually they come home with the complaints 
that the teachers expect them to do literature 
instead of doing drama or teaching through 
drama. The teachers themselves are not really 
i n the mood because in my research I found 
out that although they have drama on the time
table they don ' t really und erstand what drama 
means and how it can be used in education. 
Mrs. Sutherland in her research has undertaken 
to have a narrative programme which is story
tel ling and she has a small village actually a 
few miles out of Accra where you have these 
storytelling sessions. Ghana is very gifted 
in drama .fields. We have ceremonial or mutual 
drama and we have dance drama and then we have 
the popular theatre, concert charities too. 
We are very .interested in really developing all 
these. 

Sophia Lokko malring the fullest use of local 
cultures and local talents. · And this is 
also the objective of tho Theatre Arts 
Department at the University of Dar- es-Salaam. 
In a recent conversation with Mansoor Ladha, 
Robert Leshoai, Head of the Department of 
Theatre Arts, recalled attending a theatre 
workshop last year .at Makerere University in 
Uganda. One of the workshops great attractions 
.was that it was entirely practical in its 
approach, with plenty of mime and improvisation, 
and it brought together peopl e from all over 

·East Africa to consider a wide range of common 
problems especial ly thos0 the budding play
wright faces. 
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I think the one that looms was the problem 
. facing playwrights who lived in those 

countries where tribalism is still very 
strong. Now this que·stion was discussed at 
very great length. For instance, it might 
appear to be, to those people who don't 
understand, it might appear to be a ver y 
simple and a naive thing, but some of the 
playwri-~hts found that they had a real 
problem in- deciding what kind of names to 
give to their characters. If they gave them 
European names they were criticised, if a 
Kenyan for instance wrote about a p l ay about 

the Luo; if the characters had Luo names then 
the people who were not Luos would come and 
nay "v-rnll this is a play about Luos we I re 
not intet-ested in it." So those are the kind 
of problems which to :people who don't 
~nderstand the seriousness of tribalism might 
think are very easy problems for a playwright, 
but they're not easy problems. 

Ar.a if some of East Africa's new dramatists 
have to contend with tribal obstacles to 
comprehension and sympathy there's also the 
deep division to be bridged of couxse between 
the rural cultures and the newer and more 
sophisticated culture of th0 cities. Bob 
Leshoai again used the Theatre Workshop at 
Kampala a~ an example. 

Many of the plays that we read, although 
they were about a people who had never set 
foot in a city, they talked like people who 
live in the cities, live in the universities. 
When a playwright writes he has to use that 
language that the people he writes about uses. 
'Ne found that many of the playwrights used 
extremely difficult constructions, they 
used difficult words, long words and put th€m 
into the mouths of very very simple people. 
Some. people want to write about life in the 
village when they have never lived in the 
village; · they. don I t know how people live there, 
they don't know how . people work, how people 
talk, how people eat, how people sit, how 
people laugh', . and this is a really serious 
problem, for 'the playwright, and I suppose also 
for the novelist. 
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Inevitably the emphasis in the mind of some
one engaged in the teaching of Theatre Arts 

. is on the craft of the writer ani tho 
performer, but there's also the question 
of society ' s responsibility to those of its 
members who ~re creative. Compared with 
other parts of Africa up to now East Africa 
has been considered a barren country as far 
as drama and all forms of literature are 
concerned. Mansoor Ladha put this- opinion 
to Bob Leshoai and asked whether he agreed. 

I used to believe t his until I w~nt to the 
workshop in Makerere . I think y1hat has 
deceived us so far is the fact that wo 
have accepted :these poets, playwrights and 
novelists that are published as tho only 
people who arc tho representatives of 
East Africa. Now we discovorei that in 
Kampala besides tho known playwrights like 
Van Ziri~u and Robert Serumaga there were 
30 other unpublished playwrights who crune 
to this conference. And what is more, that 
some of those playwrights did not write in 
English, they wrote in their own native 
languages , so that the fact that these people 
have not yet come to the surface gives the 
very false impression about tho barrenness 
of writing in East Africa. I am quite certain 
that this is the same position in Kenya and 
in Tanzania and in mamy parts of Africa, 
where the men who writ0 in the native 
languages arc not regarded at all. I r0ad 
a statement which infuriated me in the 
newspaper the other day, somebody picked 
on a writer, a playwright in East Africa, 
and said this is .the leading playwright in 
Africa. Now I know thcrG are several people 
who have written morG .and better plays in 
Swahili, but because very fow people have 
read them these people arc not reg&rded as 
playwrights and I think these are the 
fallacies in this statement. 

Docs this mean that there is much 'io be 
published in the loccl languages but there 
is no one to spons or those budding writers 
anc playwrights? 

Yes this is a fact, there is so much noise 
made about the playwrights and novelists 
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and poets who write in the EnglGh l anguagE . 
You pick up any paper, I moan, and you hear 
nothing about the unpublished young writer, 
or you hear nothing about an important 
writer like the late Mnyampala who wrote in 
Swahili. And ihis · ia I:think a very serious 
matter which wo have to look into very 
seriously. 

What about the question of sponsors? 

Yes - the publishing houses I think, are 
pow because there is a greater Swahilj_ 
reading public who are prepared to sponsor 
Swahili publications. But they know that 
tho greatest reading public at the moment 
is the public that reads in Ynglish and 
therefore they will easily sponsor anything 
that is written in English. At the moment 
very few writers in the vernacular or in 
their native languages are sponsored becnuse 
the reading public is still very negligable, 
but I think as education spreads, as mare 
people begin to read and write in their 
native languages, and the morG we get daring 
playwrights and novelists who will refuse to 
write in a foreign langu~e but write in their 
own language, the sponsors will come forward. 
It ' s going to be a long battle, it will t ake 
long, but I'm sure we shall succeed. 

Can you suggest any methods by which this 
constraint can be overcome? 

I think one of the things that could be done 
succcssful.ly is a very strongly or widely 
organized type of practical workshop like we 
had in Kampala. We also invite the publishers, 
we invite government official s, we invite 
churches and other people of influence to 
come to this workshop so that they can see for 
themselves what amount of wastage there is in 
Africa. We talk so much of developing an 
African culture and here it is at their 
disposal arid nobody wants to give this na~ive 
culture a chance to develop. 

Rober't Leshoai in Dar-es- Salaom. And I must 
say from my r0.ccnt experience with the African 
Theatre Compcti ti on - there· is plen"ty of really 
exciting writing being done in English in 
East Africa - and Bob Leshoai mentioned the 
Ugandan writ0.r, Alvania Zi~imu - well she is 
of course one of the prizewinners of the 
Competition~ No East ~Africa is not barren 
in English lGt a l one in Swahili. 

.. 


