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SI(rNATURE TUNE 

MAHONEY: Every so often in London and other Western capitals there 
are African art sales and in the most famous sales rooms 
(with a lot of international publicity) the auctioning could 
go something like this: 

ACTUALITY - BIDDING AT SOTHEBY 'S 

Well, that bidding (breath-taking or shocking, whichever 
way you look at it) we recorded at the salesroom of the 
Lona.on auctioneers Sotheby' s. And that, mind you was just 
one of a collection of one hundred and fifty items; most 
of them African statuettes and carvings that are on sale in 
the open market outside Africa. We 've plenty of opinions 
lined up for the programme and I'm trying hard to be 
dispassionate (though I'm not sure how long I can keep that 
up!) so let's hear from Felicity Nicholson ~f Sotheby's 
the expert on African art who organized this particular l arge 
and valuable sale. 

FELICITY NICHOLSON : 

We were lucky enough to get this fantastic Benin bronze 
figure of a flute-player which belonged to a man called 
Sturgess Ingersol who lived in Philadelphia and he is 
unfortunately now dead and he sent it over here for sale, 
or the estate sent it over here for sale. 

LINUS .AMOKAHA: 

This morning I saw that the Benin Flute-Playerrad a bid 
for £185,000 beating the thirteen year-old record of £29,000. 
What do you think about this increase? 

NICHOLSON:Well, I mean I am just, I don't know what to say, really. 
It is just absolutely amazing. We thought it would probabl y 
fetch perhaps £100,000 but we never in our wildest dreams, Idon't 
itick t hought it would fetch so much. 

Al"IOI(AHA: These people who buy things at these very exorbi t ·ant pri9es. 
What place would they keep these art treasures? 
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Well, it very much depends who buys them. If it is a 
museum who buys it then of course it goes into the museum · 
if it is a private collector then of course it will go ' 
into his private collection and if its a dealer who buys 
it presumably he is going to resell it. 

What has been your delight about today's sale? 

Well, of course I wa~ delighted about the Benin .bronze 
figure of the Flute-Player but· I -was .also delighted about 
the rest of the sale, because the rest of the sale went so 
terribly well·, The whole sale went so absolutely 
marvellously well, you know. more then we could ever have 
expected. 

Have you anything to say about the attendance at the sales 
today? 

Oh it was amazing. The room has never been so c~awded. 
The highest total we have ever had for a Primitive Art 
Sale which was a record total was £144,000 and I believe 
the total today, I don't think it has been absolutely 
checked yet, was three hundred and sixty two. 

Of course she means three hundred and sixty-two thousand 
pounds. 

But what's worrying people isn't so much these high prices 
themselves but the way big money lures art treasures and 
antiquities out of Africa. And that's inspite of restrictions 
that now apply in most countries. Zaire is very concerned 

. about the matter and the Nigerian government has just 
brought out a decree that should (that's if it really works) 
prevent any further abuse. Ekpo Eyo, Director of Antiquities 
for the Nigerian Museum, sees the decree as a big step 
forward in protecting works of art - even though there's a 
great need for more qualified staff to man the scheme - and 
he explained the provisions for us. 

The first is that no one shall buy or sell antiquity. 
Any person who contravenes this ~revision is liable to a 
fine u~ to 2,000 naira . or five times the value of the 
antiquity which ever is the greater. 

Provision two makes it possible for any police officer or 
a customs officer to search without warrant any person 
suspected to be in possession of ant!quities. 

And the third provision is that everyone who has antiquities 
in his possession should register these immediately with an 
acc·retl-ited agent. 

You see, from 1897 onwards and probaoly before then there 
has been a large drainage on Nigerian antiquities and I 
d~re say )f Af~ican antiquities, and I think other parts of 
the world have the same problem. But the government of 
Nigeria cannot sit by and see her cultural heritage drained 
away and sold in world markets to the detriment of the 
scientific investigations which our country is trying to 
carry out on these antiquities and also robbing the people 
of Nigeria the ~pportunity of enjoying these antiquities. 
So we hope that by this decree asking peo ple to register 
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EY9 (Contd.)their object and it would be possible in the first instance 
to compile a national inventwcy of what is available in the 
country. It would also be possible after this exercise 

l\1AHONEY: 

to check on the mcvement of the antiquities themselves. 

Well, listening to those words from Ekpo -Zyo are Buchi 
Emecheta and Doig Simmonds. Buchi, besides being a 
Nigerian writer and sociologist you've got strong views 
I know, on where Afrlcan art belong. 

BUCHI Er-'".tECHETA : 

MAHONEY: 

Oh, yes very strong views indeed. 

And Doig you've worked for a good many years in the museum 
ser_vice of !Jigeria - and Ghana, isn I t that right? 

DO I G S H·D'IONDS : 

MAHONEY: 

SHfiiIONDS: 

MAHONEY: 

SIMHONDS : 

EMECHETA: 

Yes I have. 

Now, as an outsider, do you have strong views on where 
African art belongs? 

Yes, I think basically African art belongs to the world 
and I see one of the problems of the new Antiquity Laws 
in Nigeria is that it makes the Nigerian Museum the only 
client, the Ni.g'3rian Museum has the only purchasing power 
legally and theref0re prevents indigenous purchases from 
appreciating and buying their own art. 

Don't you think that perhaps one of the problems is t hat 
in terms of the internatiunal art marh.et there has been 
sc much of it happening that the African scene is only 
beginning to come into it and so therefore hasn't got a lot 
of capital, So to safeguard the ar:t you have to have 
some sort of government restrictions~ 

Well the problem with these government restrictions is that 
it is very likely to drive the purchasing of African art 
underground and I see this as making it, in f act, much 
harder to trace things in future. 

I disagree with you completely because I see the whole 
thing in its historical context. Africa has been robbed 
so much from generation to generation and in fact, the only 
flaw I found in the new laws is that they should have 
implemented it a very, very long time ago. I had the 
opportunity of working for three years at the British 
Museum and the African wealth which has l:l.lready been 
robbed by Britain, all in the Museum stock would fill 
the whole museum in Ben1n. If.pe;ple are interested 
enough to know about African art or Nigerian art they 
should come to :Nigeria, so why ghould we be robbed of 
our art: In one of the talks before I hearf someone 
refer to it as "primitive". If the primitive art is 
very important for people to pay thousands of pounds they 
should come to the primitive habitat and learn what we do. 
I think it is broad daylight robbery! 
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SIMMO~ms: Weil, I appreciate your feelings very much in this issue 
but I do feel that historically that museums like the 
British Museum have, in fact, preserved · .f:::,r present day 
Nigerians as well as Europeans,aspects of the art which 
would have been eaten by white ants and so forth a long time 
ago if this hadn't h~ppened. And I think that there are 
liberating movements in most big museums now which will enable 
collections to be taken out on loan, or permanently for display 
in other c~untries. 

MAHONEY: But wasn't there a sort of would you say, Buchi, a pagan 
attitude towar1s African art? 

EMECHETA: Oh there used to be but now everyone is mad about Africa, 
everything that comes from Africa sells like hotcakes. 
Yes, maybe they would have been eaten by white ~nts but 
don't forget that most of the recent sales are of things 
brought from Nigeria and they have been kept away. I still 
feel that if anybody is interested enough in African art 
you should go to Africa and that we would not only develop 
our African heritage you know, these people being aware, 
it will lure people into Africa to know more. Now if they 
want to borrow something like the Tutankhamen Exhibition we 
had in London some time ag0 where they can borrow a whole 
lot and then show it• during the summer in Britain and then 
return them back, but their right place should be in Africa 
where they came from. 

Well, I would like to bring up one point that you mentioned 
earlier on and I think really it is the destruction of the 
religion that has made people in Africa despise their own 
art, and I think it is a very difficult job at the moment 
to educate people to tte taste of liking their historical 
artifacts. What we call an art object, I have had so· many 
people in Nigeria, for example, refer to it as ju-ju. ~•Jhy 
do you keep this ju-ju in your house?" I see it as art, 
they see it as objects of religion and it is the destruction 
of the religion that bas brought about this situation that 
we are now in. 

MAHONEY: I tend to disagree with you therer Doig because I think the 
majority for want of a better wvrd 'modern'African sees this 
as something valuable that should be kept and shouldn 't leave 
their co8ntry, you have got the Museum of Beaux Arts.in Dakar, 
they have got a lot of old African art there and the streets 
in Dakar that sell a lot 0f African art and a lot of the 
customers are Africans, because they realise the importance 
of their heritage. 

SIMMONDS: Therefore the buying and selling in the country should be 
unrestricted and you can't cre~te a line between the ex
patriot and the indigen_e. It has t-., _be free •••• 

MAHONEY: I think you have to because you cannot tell me that the 
average earnings of some.body in say, the Gambia, is the 
same as the average earnings of somebody i,n England, you 
know, the 9.mount of cash f l ow through the arts, is it 
tremendous in Europe .as comparedt~ Africa. 
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SIMMONDS: The laws have the· right intention but have they the power 
because there are many ways of getting things out of the 
country and I think that this is the problem. I think 
the registering of collections is one of the best things 
that can be done because it protects the information as well 
as the object and that is one of the important things, also 
from the sociologists point ~f view, 

MAHONEY: Buchi, what do you think of that? 

EMECHETA: Yes, that is quite true and they should register everything. 
It is no use saying because of world differentials and 
what have you we have corruption all over the world, but still 
anybody who is r.aught should be heavily penalised. 

MAHONEY: Well thanks Buchi Emecheta and Doig Simmonds. And to end 
with, let's remind ourselves of the reality of the present 
situation. 

ACTUALITY - SOTHEBY BIDDING 

MAHONEY: There'll be more from 'Arts 2.nd Africa' next week but for 
now I'll say goodbye and hand you back to that auctioneer. 

ACTUALITY - SOTHEBY BIDDING 
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