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SIGNATURE TUNE 

MAHONEY: And today we've more views than news for you as later 
on we'll be tackling that tricky subject - was the coming 
of Christianity disastrous for African culture. You've 
got a short, snappy answer? Right, keep it ready for 
Father Patrick Isichei but meanwhile we visit the studio 
of an -artist with an international reputation, in the 
company of Paola Luzzatto~ 

In her years in Nigeria Paola says she's found that too 
many wood-carvers have either given up their art to take 
a more lucrative job or they've resigned themselves to 
spending the rest of their lives making copies of things 
popular for the tourist. It's easy to understand why 
artists are forced to compromise in this way but fortunately 
there are some who don't need to - like Lamidi Fakeye. 

PAOLA LUZZATTO: 

Lamidi Fakeye is somehow an exception in the world of 
traditional wood-carving, he is very successful. He has 
just come back from the States where he has been commissioned 
to carve the doors of the John Kennedy Center in Washington DC. 

I see here some panels with storie~, can you tell me 
something about these subjects? 

LJ\MIDI FAKEYE: 

There are eight panels that we are going to fix in the 
door and each of the panels contains stories about Yoruba 
life. One of them depicts the story of Ogun who is God 
of Iron and the other one displays the story of . the Ifa oracle 
which people used just to divine in the olden days. And 
the third one is Goddess of Water, Oshun who was the wife 
of Sango and the other five are about the domestic way of 
life in the Yoruba land • 
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LUZZATTO: Do you think ~hat the American public will understand these 
subjects? 

FAKEYE: Well as far as this actual work is concerned I don't think 
that it is necessary for everybody to understand whatever 
artists do, you have to ask questions;for example you see 
more of the ~bstracts they are doing even in America, they 
have to ask questions fro~ the artist to illustrate what 
is their own idea. 

MAHONEY: Although Lamidi Fakeye does get international commissions 
like the one for the John F. Kennedy Memorial C~n~r
primarily he's a Yoruba aculptor with a technique that 
goes back for generations. 

FAKEYE: The technique of wood-carving in the Yorubaland are of four 
stages. In the first stage we just block out a piece of 
wood with our traditional tools. In the second stage you 
shape it so to let people know it has eyes, the mouth and 
you block off arms which ha~~ ~o fingers. The third stage 
we smooth out all the rough parts on it. In the fourth 
stage we open the eyes, we open the lips, the fingers and 
finger-nails, the hair, the clothes on the carvings and so 
that is the fourth stage. I think that is the best way to 
carve. 

LUZZATTO: Is there any change that you have either, if not in your 
technique,in your style~ Has there been any change from 
the past? 

FAKEYE: Yes. I have changed much but it is very difficult for 
any artist to know when he changed. I don't know when 
I have been changing but I have travelled to the States 
about three times, so many of my things were· bought and 
taken away by people and when I listened this let me know 
that I had changed. I have improved a lot and have changed 
within two years. 

LUZZATTO: Do you tbink that it is important for a Nigerian to know 
about his past? 

FAKEYE: 

MAHONEY: 

FAKEYE: 

I think it is important for everybody to know about his 
past for we didn't know how to write and vie had nothing to 
record our past, but most of the times we used works of art 
as a recording of what we've done in the past. 

That all seems to be changing ••• both 
the carving and who you make it for. 
for the village shrine, does it have 
customer? 

the reason for making 
When it's no longer 

to be for a foreign 

Before the advent of the British in Nigeria the average 
Nigerian would use wood-carvings as decorations for their 
houses but kings, important chiefs and priests and priestesses 
of Gods used carvings as decorations for the shrines and 
worshipping places. Since the advent of the British people 
began tc know of the idea of new religions like Christianity 
and Islamic religion. Many people did not like these things 
but after our independence I think that things began to 
change. 
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LUZZATTO: Do you remember when you started to carve? 

FAKEYE: Yes, I think I started when I wa.s about eight years · 
old. 

LUZZATTO: And who was teaching you? 

FAKEYE: My father. 

LUZZATTO: How similar, or how different is your style from your 
father and your grandfather? 

FAKEYE: Well I think the difference between my work and their 
work is that because most traditional wood-carvings did 
not have a lot of movement according to the Yoruba way 
of life but s ince I have been improving I have begun to 
make movement in my work. 

MAHONEY: But, Paola Luzzatto found that there was another difference. 
Although Lamidi Fakeye's a Moslem, quite a few of his 
carvings have been made for Christian churches and in some 
of his wcrk he's integrated motifs from Islam, Christianity 
and traditional pagan beliefs. 

At one time that sort of com·bination wouldn't have been 
very welcome at least not .to the Christian religion, If 
a thing wasn't Christian it must have come from the devil. 
But in Africa, as elsewhere it isn't only the political 
wind that's changing. 

MUSIC 

That version of an English hymn doesn't really sound very 
African to me, even if it was recorded at Inyala in 
Tanzania. So let's see if what Kongnso Lafon had to 
discuss with Father Patrick Isichei who we promised you 
we would bring him in again to air his views on the effect 
of Christianity on the arts, First, Kongnso wanted a 
justification for the loss - or disregard - of so many 
works of value. 

FATHER PATRICK ISICHEI: 

I don't think you can find any justification for losing 
any work of art but it seems to me that in the circumstances 
I don't see how we could have avoided it, Can I just 
explain? You see the missionaries were faced with a 
problem that was particularly difficult, it was a problem 
transferring the institution of Christian religion as 
they knew it, and only as they knew it that they could 
teach it. How did they know it? They knew it as Christians 
in a particular culture, it was expressed to them in terms 
of their art, European art, and so when they came over and 
found our art and found that there was a great disparity 
between our own art and theirs they naturally thought that 
it was not right for them to use our own art forms and 
patterns to express Christianity, especially because the 
art forms themselves tended to be, in many cases, associated 
with our own religion. Let me give you an example, amongst 
the Ibos of Asaba you find, I find anyway, that the particular 
carvings that you find in their shrines don't have any forms 
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that you can associate with human beings; althJugh ip many 
cases they represent the ancestors they are in fact not 
like the ancestors, there is no attempt to make them like 
the ancestors. Of course, if you study Asaba Ibo religion 
what you find is that the emphasis is on the fact that the 
people - the part uf man that survives this life is not 
like a human being, it is more like, it is to emphasize 
the fact that it is different it is not the same person, 
the same human being that you see survives. On the other 
hand the kind of ancestor worship that we find in cultural 
Christianity of the western world is very different. It 
pays attention on the fact that it is this man, this particular 
man, this identical man - this man which is identical to this 
object that succeeds. You represent Saint Anthony you try 
to make him as close as possible to Saint Anthony you know 
to be Saint Anthony, the emphasis is oh the identity, the 
similarity ~etween the things that survive. 

KONGNSO LAYON: 

You talk of this opposition when Christianity was just 
being introduced into Africa but now that Africans are 
understanding that it was a clash in culture not in religion 
that brought about the loss of these articles do you think 
that the Church would, at a certain time in the future, 
tolerate the use of African artistic objects in ohurch 
replacing chalices, candlesticks, the garments that priests 
wear or something like that? 

ISICHEI: I will tell you a storyo In a certain part of Lagos some 
foreign missionary who wanted to indigenise very much and 
rightly so decided that his Christmas crib was supposea to 
be very African and so he took a non-Christian carver to a 
shrine, gave him a description of what a Christmas crib is 
and expected him to reproduce something out of the pattern 
of what he saw in the shrine. Do you know what the result 
was? Although in past years this priest used to collect 
well over a. £1,000 from the crib you know how many pounds 
he collected - £4 15s 6d. It is up to you tn due the 
conclusions. It is not just a matter for the missionaries; 
the problem is vast, you now have a different set of people 
with a different set of ideas. How are you going to try to 
educate them to accept? Eow are you going to tell them 
that this sort of carving that was similar to this shrine 
now does not mean that you are trying to continue your 
paganism in a different form. 

LAFON: Well, talking about art and culture I think a lot of it is 
being pumped into Christian~ty in Africa with singing, the 
beating of drums and I know of an example in Cameroun where 
Mass is now celebrated in the open air and some sort of 
dance ceremony is incorporated where there is a choir and 
people carry their native foods up to the altar. Don't 
you think that at a certain time that is what they were 
asking and this practice would involve the society so much 
that they will forget about any foreign influence that they 
might have had, the Mass is said in the native language and 
everything _done just in th$ native atmosphere? 
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ISICHEI: i would say that you see no progress without looking at 
i~ again. You have to allow for the process of evolu~ion 
to begin to take place and then you begin to look at it 
again to evaluate it again, to criticise it and re-orientate 
it the way you want it to go, the Christian way. 

MAHONEY: Well I don't know about that but I certainly think African 
culture has been affected by Christianity. However, to 
end the programme let's hear a Swahili version of the 
Gloria, againre~oraed at Inyala. 

MUSIC 

This is Louis Mahoney saying goodbye, and j~in me again 
next week for 'Arts and Africa'. 

MUSIC 
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