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SIGNATURE TUNE 

ELAINE: All over Africa in nearly every aspect of -life and activity 
we have traditionalists and moderriisers - and in no field is 
the argument between the two grea'ter than in the arts, all 
the arts. Because we in Africa express ourselves most 
widely in music and dancing, it is in these two arts that 
the clash between tradition and daring modernisation is 
greatest. So we invited A Ugandan teacher of dancing, 
Basil Wanzira, to speak up for tradition - and a Nigerian 
musician, Pal ·Akalonu, to put the case for modernity. 

But first - before t hey argue about it - let us compare a 
traditional piece with something more up-to-date, and ask 
ourselves what kind of music we may expect to hear dominat ing 
Africa say in the next 10 years? 

Here then is Dominic Sentamu , Adolph Banyora and the Mwangaza 
Band of Uganda~ 

MUSIC 

ELAINE: And also from Uganda, Musingasinga Yakora Egali played on a 
Ntara xylophone. 

MUSIC 

ELAINE: Well have you decided? Well one person who has made his mind 
is Pal Akalonu , band-leader and Secretary of the Nigerian 
Union of Musicians. When he and Basil Wanzira came to the 
studio the other day I f irst asked him about his kind of music. 

PAL AKALOJ\TU: 

Well, my kind of music covers a very wide spectrum. I cannot 
say that this specifically is the brand of music I like, I like 
anything t hat is musical. 
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And Basil Wanzira from Uganda. Now Basil, you are a student 
at the London School of Contemporary Dance. 

BASIL WANZIRA: 

The one particular thing that interests me is the choreography 
work; that is, being able to put on stage what one takes as a 
piece or a dance. Now in Africa we have lots and lots of 
dances and so, take for instance some of the traditional dances 
we have in Uganda and one small tribe, say- the Bugisu in 
Eastern Uganda. Now they have dances that they do in the 
village, say on the grass. They do not have the ability to 
choreograph the dance, and say: Are we going to put up this 
dance? No, because it is a communual thing - I mean people 
dance, all of them, dancing at the same time. Nobody tells 
you: "Well would you like to watch these people dancing?" 
We don't do that in Africa. Now this is the sort of thing I 
would like to go back one day · to do, to be able to choreograph 
it, work it out, add may be one or two elaborate movements and 
put it on stage for people to see. 

ELAINE: Well fine! Now you are both interested in music and dance and 
I would like to ask you both this question. What do you think 
is the future of African music, I mean, what should we do with 
it? Should we conserve it? Should we throw it out to the 
world? What should happen? Pal would you like · to start? 

AKALONU: Well, I think that the African music should be thrown out to 
the whole world. I don't think tha t it is necessary for us 
to be very, very restrictive and conservative with our music. 
We should be able to communicate with all parts of the world. 
Music is like an international language , if you are not able to 
communicate with one from a different part of the country then 
I think that there must be something wrong. 

ELAINE: Basil what do you think? 

WANZIRh: When Pal talks about opening the music to the world and when 
he talks about changing our traditional music in order to suit 
other people's traditions that i~ entirely wrong. I completely 
disagree with that. We are not going to destroy what the 
traditionalists have built already - the sweetness of the 
tradition - say for instance we have music that tElls a story 
in an African language just like anybody else has their own way 
of conveying their idea to the people. No Frenchman or no 
Englishman will come to African and say that he is going to 
convey the same idea. No, because of the environment. 

AKALONU: Well, I will have to ask you one question Basil. Now you have 
told us that you had to come here, you are studying contemporary 
music. You talked about stage but we have stages in Africa, 
the green grass is our stage. 



- 3 -

WANZIRA: Yes. 

AKALONU: Now what are you now talking about going back to Africa so that 
you will arrange our dances on a proper stage. The stage is 
foreign, we have the natural stage which is the green grass . 
That stage that you are talking about is completely foreign 
and if it is not foreign I don•t see why you shoul d be here to 
study contemporary ••• the choreography of the stage and the 
dance. 

WANZIRA: Yes, you are abElolutely right there. The thing is that when 
I tal k about putting the African dance on the stage I am not 
changing anything except one thing. What you should under
stand is I am taking . tradit i onal dance and maintaining that as 
it is but trying t ~ suit the movabilities, I mean , we would be 
ahle to move that same dance but with a different ground. 
This doesn ' t change the step at all • . Taking the traditional 
music and travel around with it, · that doesn't mean that you are 
killing it - you are ·only telling peopl e what y_ou can do with 
t he music.. Say for instance a rhythm like this, Pal, is the 
rhythm that you should never kill. .I mean you go round with 
it and you drum it anywhere and people should be able to convey 
that message; like this rhythm here: 

DRUM PLAYING - ACTUALI TY 

Now if I explain it clearly exactly what it i s saying, "m~goto 
g etile 11 this is in one of the African languages in Uga.nda, 
t ugisu. Now they are saying that this man or woman has died 
because of a very old age. If you corrupted this, not really 
corrupt, but if you changed it into the 11 pop" thi11g you would 
have completely destroyed the message that ought to have gone 
across in the African tradition. 

AKALONU: Now, what you have done? Do you think that if you played this 
drum when you are travelling with your dances over the whole 
world that they will understand what this drum is s aying without 
you explaining to them. I am not saying that we should forget 
our traditional music. 

WANZIRA: Good. 

AKALONU: What I am saying is that our tradit i onal music should be a sort 
of store where we can refer to for material, which you have to 
work upon in a way that people all over the world will under
stand and appreciate. The world is narrowing down. If you 
go to South America you wil-l find out that South Americans are 
known for their guitar playing and t:q.~ir harmonious singing , 
their beautiful melody, but now they have taken our rhythm , 
you have allowed them, they have taken our drums, they have 
taken all these things and is accepted throughout the whole 
world and they have even give it their own stamp , instead of 
us working it to a point where the whole job has to be done by 
us. 
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ELAINE: Pal, I agree. In fact I agree with both of you. I do think 
we have to throw out our music. I also think that we have to 
conserve it. But the proble~ for me, is living in -Africa, I 
find that young musicians are tending to look West to James 
Brown and"soul''and not enough r esearch is being done into our 
own music. Not enough research is being done into the 
evolution o·f our own mus'ic. We either play we stern type 
music or we play African music and this frightens me. What 
is to be done? How are the musicians going to l earn to take 
from our culture and modern ise it? The evolution is very 
important. 

AKALONU: I don't know what is happening in your own country but I know 
that in Nigeria we have started something called "Afro-beat 11 

and "Afro-rock11 which is our own kind of popular music. I am 
6ne of the people who are fighting very hard and who are trying 
to get our young musicians to d~ this. We don't play the James 
Brown stuff or The Beatles stuff. What we do is to use our 
traditional music. 

DISK 

Now use European or Western instruments or even Asian instruments 
and then inj ect into it, colour it, with some spices or other 
cultures because as an artist I will not be satisfied that the 
buying public in Africa is quite limited. · I make a record and 
it will sell only about 10,000 copies when I know that if I use 
our own traditional music and blend it with all the other 
cultures and put it out it will not only make much money for me 
but at the same time I am projecting African culture. I'll 
give you an example. · Fela Ransome Kuti is a great man and I 
respect him. This is what he is doing now and if you listen 
to his music you will understand exactly what I mean: 

ILLUSTRATION: FELA Rl~NSOME KUTI 

You have listened to it. 
Basil. 

Now tell me your own impressions, 

WANZ I R.A :,. Right, Pal. Actually you have said quite a number of things 
that I also wanted to come in on. 

ELAINE: Do you think Fela destroyed our own music in the disc that we 
have just heard? 

WANZIRA: Yes , let's just take the piece that we have just heard. Now 
if you listen to a thing like that - I know, I listened to it 
and I know automatically that this is modernised ••• 

ELAINE: But it is still African! 

WANZIRA: Yes, well it is African but it is not that great original thing 
that we had many, many years ago . Already we have lost some of 
the .. .. 
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AKALONU: I di~agree with you completely. The basic thing is the 
Sakara music which is typical of the Yorubas of Nigeria . 
Now what they did was to use both African drums and the 
English drums to form the rhythm section and to play the 
Sakara music just exactly the same way. But what he did 
again was to use the horn, the trumpet the saxophone and he 
wrote some kind of jazzy lines to back his way of singing. 
The way he sang that number was in the most traditional way. 

WAHZIRA: Then you can't call it traditional. You can only call it 
modern jazz or African jazz you have got to give it another 
name. 

ELAINE: You are both at completely opposing ends. Can't we find some 
kind of compromise? What is exactly going to happen? You 
are both too far apart on some things ••• 

AKALONU: What I am saying is this. If the whole, entire world is trying 
to narrow down the differences between various cultures I don't 
see why Africa should stay back . Up- to-day there is no 
Nigerian musician who doesn 't go back to his village for research 
because it is from the village that he gets all his material. 

WANZIRA: Good. 

AKALONU: You understand me ? So it doesn't mean that modernising African 
music will kill African music . I t will even help people to 
guard jealously to African music knowing that modern musicians 
normally dip their hands into this cultural bag for their 
material, 

WANZIR!.: Pal, here I agree. We actually have got therefore one thing 
in common and that is we have to have a library, we have to have 
the traditional music kept in that special section, having the 
traditionalist there as a library to refer to have the 
traditional music kept in that special section, having the 
traditionalist there as a library to refer to. But by all 
means let 's have the other forces coming in. Let's open it 
out. 

AKALONU : Quite 

ELAINE: Well there you are - it's an argument which I'm sure is going on 
in many places all over Africa from Dakar to Dar-es-Salaam and 
Ibad an to Umtata. I hope Pal Akalonu and Basil Wanzira have 
helped you to decide just exactly where you stand - if you in 
fact have to be on any side. That's all for this week from the 
Arts and Africa and this is Elaine Caulker signing off with more 
music from Fela Ransome Kuti and this time "Water Melon Man". 

MUSIC 
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