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Hello and welcome to 11Arts and Africa". This is 
Alex Tetteh- Lartey, and today the tales and sounds come 
from Kenya . 

ACTUALI TY OF SIWA 

The sound, a moment ago, which is strai1gely like the siren 
of an ocean liner is , in fact, a sort of trumpet and we'll 
be hearing about its place of origin (and its rarity) 
later on 

Just at the moment I'm looking at the cover of a book that's 
recently been published in Nairobi . The photograph is 
showing a warrior wearing a goat-skin apron, a monkey- skin 
head- dress and he's carrying a shield of buffalo hide . 
He ' s representing a herita13e that the book itself is 
striving to preserve. nBury my bones but keep my words 11 : 

and "Keep My Words" is the title of this collection of 
oral literature from the Luo people of Kenya. 

Frank Ochieng, who is a Luo himself , has been tal king to 
me about the book . Frank, although these are tales and 
are best t old by word of mouth , you would obviously agree 
that they should be written down and keptQ But they 
seem to be more than just stories; they seem to carry moral 
overtones to me . 

FRANK OCHIENG 

This is true, I think it is more than just telling stories, 
I think that this book "Keep My Words" tells -3 lot about 
the Luo culture. 
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TETTEH-LARTEY 

OCHIENG 

Now the hare seems to feature in most of these stories 
rather like Anansi, the spider, features in West African 
tales. Is that the same thing you have with the hare in 
your culture? 

Yes, I think here is a typical example of one of the 
animals that is used a lot in stories in East Africa. We 
learn about hares when we are little kids and we are told 
stories by our grandmothers about hares. One thing I must 
say about the hare is that ne is always considered to be 
a very clever animal. 

TETTEH- LARTEY 

OCHIENG 

I find the hare quite fascinating actually; he seems to be 
the sort of smart gut which J..\nansi often is. Here is an 
excerpt from a story called :1on the Art of Friendship" 
where the hare makes friends with all sorts of animalso 

Quotes.from "On the Art of Friendship", Page 76 

That is a typical example of Hare's tricks and how clever 
he thinks he is. 

Now is there any favourite you have among these stories? 

Yes, one of the s:ories that I like in this book is entitled 
"A Cut of Meat". 

Quotes from "A Cut of Meat11
, Page 87 

•••••••• and this is one of the t ypical Luo stories about 
the market place. There is an added attraction to the book 
and these are photographs of Luos ~nd a glossary of Luo 
words used in the tales. But )jKeep My Wordsr' is not just 
for scholars. Even myself a8 a Luo got much enjoyment 
from the book and it shows how Luos think and it shows how 
what they think belongs to the thinking of the whole family 
of man. 

TETTEH- Ll~RTEY 

The material in "Keep My Wor ds" has been edited and 
translated into English by !~drian Roscoe and ,;~--· • · ··· 
Benedict Onyango Ogutu and it was Ogutu who actually 
collected it toeether. And he's been explaining to 
Ahmed Salim some of the difficulties he encountered. 
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BENEDICT ONYANGO OGUTU 

Collecting such materials is very difficult. Sometimes 
someone has known a beautiful story which he does not 
want to d~spense with and there is also difficulty in 
trying to convince such a person that what you are 
going to collect from him is not only good for him but 
for the coming people. So you get people who don't want 
to dispense with what they know , but somehow you could 
go about it by asking their favourite children. At least 
people have a father, or a grandmother who has one 
particular child she would not mind imparting any good 
knowledge he or she has to • 

.'J-IMED S. Lill 

OGUTU 

OGUTU 

Is there any significance in the expression "Keep My Words" 
which is used in the title? 

Yes, there is . 'l'he term 11 Keep My Words" refers generally 
to the last words of a dying man, telling the son or 
whoever is about at his death bed, "Bury my bones but 
don't forget my words 11 - hence "Keep My Words ". 

Now , how did you go about the operation itself? How long 
did it take you? 

Well, it took me six months translating everything, and 
then about one month collecting the materia~ because 
most of the stories I already knew as a child. 

;J,MED S1lLIM 

OGUTU 

But of course , tales are made t0 be told; they're not 
made for the printed page and Benedict Ogutu feels that 
inevitably something is lost wherJ. an oral tradition is 
transfered to book form . 

I think one which is now lost as soon as the book is 
written down or as soon as the words ~re written down, 
is the drama which accompanies the story-telling in our 
country. We can't hear the sound or the tone or the 
feeling of the people in this and I think this is a great 
loss that somehow we have to find a way of preserving 
thi s fact. The songs in themselves don't mean a lot to 
people who will be reading the stories . 

AHMED SALIM 

OGUTU 

In other words you feel that with your words recorded in 
the book , the music should also be recorded. 

Quite . 
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AHMED SALIM 

OGUTU 

Do you feel that any of these stories have lost much 
or little in getting translated into English from the 
original Kiluo . 

Yes, I think it haso You see, English is not a better 
medium for translating these stories; you lose the 
rhythm of the language, you lose the descr:.ption; and 
when in the songs, they don't come out as beautifully as 
they should come and that is why I left some songs as I 
had them. But if you liked, I would sing you one song 
which is either here in the book , or not included in the 
story. 

AHMED SALIM 

Right now? 

OGUTU With pleasure if you want. 

AHMED SALIM 

OGUTU 

Let's hear one of these original songs. 

Right, I'll begin: (Sings) 

AHMED S,\ LIM 

Thank you very much. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

A pathetic song about a hungry child who would be fed by 
his dead mother. 

Let me give the book details: as I've said, it's called 
"Keep My Words" and is by Benedict Onyango Ogutu and 
Adrian Roscoe; it's published by the East African 
Publishing House, Nairobi as a paperb~ck. 

/:.CTUJ.'.LITY OF SIWJ\. 

E~rlier this year we broadcast some of the music and 
poetry that Paul Toulmin- Rothe recorded for us when he 
visited the town of Lamu on the coast of Kenya. fnd it 
was at Lamu that he first heard the strange sound of this 
special trumpet, called a siwa. 

There are a couple of ancient and beautiful siwas in the 
museum at Lamu and he was able to persuade the Curator, 
Mr. Omari Bwana to blow one of them so that he could hear 
the strange noise these seven foot long instruments make . 
One, . from Lamu itself, is cast in Bronze and the other, 
from the island of Patta and just as large, is in ivoryo 
So, Paul asked: 

' 
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P/1. UL TOULMIN- ROTHE 

I believe Mr. Bwana that you yourself come from Patta 
Island? Have you ever heard these siwas blown for 
circumcision or wedding ceremonies? 

OM/,RI BW!i.NA 

Not myself, but since I have been with the Museum I have 
blown, and have heard the sounds . But they were used till 
recently , let ' s say twenty years back roughly. 

TOULMIN- ROTHE 

BWANA 

Such rare and beautiful objects must obviously be very 
valuable . Are they insured? 

Of course , most of th& museum objects are i11sured but 
these are much more important than any other objects we 
have in the Museum. 

TOUL'ViIN- ROTHE 

Can you indicate for how much they are insured? 

BWANA They are priceless . 

TETT.EH-LJ.mTEY 

And one reason they ' re priceless is th2t the workmanship 
in the carving and casting is so fine; anot~er reason is 
their anti~uity . Here ' s J2mes de Vere Allen, a consultant 
to the National MuReums of Kenya. 

JAMES DE VERE ALLEN 

Well, the description in the Patta Chronicle of a 
claimant, is of a rightful c:aimant of the Sultan of Patta 
who was denied the use of the siwa at circumcision ceremony 
by a wicked uncle . So his mother called up the greatest 
craftsman of Patta and gave him an elephant tusk and 
had another one made, an exact replica of the originol, 
made in two mo~ths and then she was able to hold the 
ceremony for her son with this substitute sjwa. 
Subsequently, so the story goes , the first one was lost 
overboard when it was being sent to some other town and 
the one that she used for her son became the official 
siwa and sure enough he succeeded to the throne . We are 
not exactly clear of the date of this incident, out it 
would have been very near to 1690 and this certainly isn't 
less than 1690, judging from the purely physical evidense. 
It could well be more; it could even be as m11ch as 200 
years older I think. 
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TOULMIN-ROTHE 

T~e work on this ivory siwa is extraordinarily delicately 
carved. The East African ivory is the best ivory in the 
world for carving and there is, in fact, very little of 
it carved in East Africa. This may have been because it 
was a royal prerogative. The King lik2d to export it 
unworked and get all the profits for himself; it may 
have been that it was only used for royal i terns and 
therefore there are relatively few left; but for whatever 
the reason, it requires some sort of explanation, at 
any rate, that anything should be made out of ivory at all. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Both of these siwas were part of the court regalia to be 
used only on very special occasions and it seems that 
there used to be continual disputes over wh0 was important 
enough to warrant having a siwa sounded. It's 0 ven been 
said that t he to·.m of Patta, and I'm quoting, "dissolved 
into something like civil war" over the question of 
whether a family deserved the use of the siwa or not. 
Perhaps it is no bad thing that beautiful as th~y are, 
they are in the safe keeping of the Lamu Museum. 

SIWI\ ACTUf,LITY 

Mmm. I could have mistaken it for a ship leaving the 
harbour. 1~nd the music we I re ending with comes from the 
same region. Here 's the New Kenya One band to play 
while I say goodbye - and hope to meet you ~ext week for 
more "Arts and Africa". 
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