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SIGNATURE TUNE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

( 5R 50 S082P) 

ileTcome from Alex Tetteh-Lartey to a much-travelled 
poet and some much-travelled music in 'Arts and 
Africa 1 • 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
You see, I have to stress the international aspect 
cf todayrs music and poetry in case I'm accused ~f 
chauvinism 9 for they both originated in Ghana, where 
I come from. 

/.GROMMA MUSIC GROUP 

TETTEH-LAJ.{TEY: 
I recognise that as Tigari music, but I wonder how 
authentic or even how Afr.ican it sounded to you. 
N0w 9 jf you could see as well as hear the performers 
you'd realize why I was asking for a second opinion 
- the music is definitely Ghanaian but the drummers 
and the singers are English school children. Now 
the man behind this novel musical adventure is their 
trainer and lead drummer, a schoolteacher from Ghana, 
Felix Cobbson, and he's very proud of the Agromma 
Group o By the way, 1 Agromma I m~ans "Children of Play". 

FELIX COBBSON: 
bn the number of occasions that we have been asked to 
perform, those who heard them, have said 'my goodness, 
just listen to English Boys and Girls and the drumming 
and singing'. If one didn't see them one would think 
that they were Africans. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
Well 9 a radio audience can only judge performers from 
the sounds they make so 1 1 11 be interested to hear 
your verdict when you've heard more from the group. 
In spite of Felix Cobbson's enthusiasm, Florence Akst 
was a bit sceptical until she'd heard them. 
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FLORENCE AKST: 

COBBSON: 

AKST: 

COBBSON: 

Surely, anybody knows that people outside Africa 
can't really perform African music properly. 

In fact that's what I thought from the very beginning 
when I started teaching the children how to drum and 
to dance because I thought the Westerners will find 
the rhythm very difficult. But in fact I've learnt 
something, that no matter where you are if you have 
a sense of rhythm you can do it, and the children 
have proved it. 

Do they have one particular difficulty1 You say they 
can do these things, but is there one thing that's 
difficult? 

Yes, the beginning is always very difficult because 
they're not used to rhythms, off-rhythm, off-beat and 
also the fact that as soon as a second drum starts 
that distracts the first drummer. 

AGROMMA MUSIC GROUP 

TETTEH-LARTEf: 

ROBERT: 

AKST: 

ROBERT: 

One of the boys, Robert, has compiled a specia~ project 
on African music for his '0 1 level exams and he takes 
the subject very seriouslyc 

Well, I've been playing African drums for about three 
years and first I found it very difficult to pick up 
the rhythm because I've studied percussion - modern 
percussioh - and this is very different rhythm indeed 
and it wasn't written down, you just had to remember 
it and you had to really concentrate. But after 
having played for about a year or so then you find you 
pick up the rhythms far more easily. 

And would you like to join in and play with a Ghanaian 
Group? 

Oh yes, I would love to. It would be great. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

FRANCES: 

But of course, European music and African music are 
different. Frances was already in her teens when 
she began having lessons from Felix Cobbson. 

The music we're dancing and singing is totally different. 
None of us had ever come across that type of thing 
before, and so it took immense concentration to try and 
unnerstand the music and the dancing. First of all, 
it was very difficult for us to learn the dancing and 



FRANCES : 
(contd) 

FRANCES: 

AKST: 

FRANCES~ 
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the steps. But gradually as you get to understand the 
mus ic you understand how the dancing fits into it. The 
dancing is very dif ficult, first of all because you 
have to get certain signals from the drums - therefore 
you can't just not concentrate while you're dancing, 
you have to really concentrate deeply. 

AGROMMJ\ MUSIC GROUP 

Now we've got different costumes for each dance - they 
all signify different meanings for the dances~ Like 
we have one costwne for the North of Ghana - the 
1Babaya'(phonetically) cos~ume which has the cowrie 
beads, which used to be used as money, and then we've 
got other costumes which signify different things for 
each dance. Like we have the grass skirts for the 
'healing' dance, and for the 1 Pandugu 1 (phonetically) 
dance we have highlife costumes, very brightly 
~oloured costumes. 

Have you ever seen any dancing and music by Ghanaians? 

Yes, there are various Groups in London and some of the 
people from those Groups, the Ghanaian drummers and 
dancers, help to teach us the dance in general, so we 
have got some first-hand experience. 

TETTEH-LARTEY~ 

COBBSON: 

AKST: 

COBBSON: 

I mustn't lead you to think that most schools in Britain 
share this great interest in African culture. This 
school in Essex is rare and much of the ~redit belongs 
to Felix Cobbson who's the school's Director of 
Creative Activities. 

The children have lessons in African drumming and 
dancing. It is part of the school's curriculum and I 
select those who are willing to carry on with their 
practices after school and a l so during lunch time, and 
so we are able to select some of them for them to 
participate :in the performances and shows. 

It must be very difficult to play Ghanaian music unless 
you know a bit about Ghana and why people in Ghana play 
this sort of music4 Do you give them some background? 

Well, in all the numbers that we do they know the 
historical background of the numbers. For instance, 
the t Agbeka'( phonetically) , which is a war dance, the 
names of all the drums, they know them all. They 
know the Tigari, which we have just heard, the 
historical background of the Tigari be i ng medi cine and 
whoever eats Tigari medicine gets possessed by t he 
Tigari spirit and the person then goes round healing. 
Oh yes, they know all this. 
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AGROMfv'fA MUSIC GROUP 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
Mr. Cobbson's ambition is · to take the Group to Ghana 
so that -they can learn from the masters of the Art. 
Atukwei Okai is someone else who introduces listeners 
from beyond Africa, to African sounds. An established 
poet, his third book of poetry has recently been 
published under the daunting title of 'LORGORLIGI 
LOGARITHMS AND OTHER POE!VIS 11 but when he visited the 
'Arts and Africa' studio the other day, Kona Caulker 
persuaded him to read one from his earlier works -
"THE PIONEER" :-

Atukwei Okai' reading from his poem "The Pioneer". 

KONA CAULKER: 
When I asked you to read that poem you seemed a 
bit disappointed and said that's from the past. 
does that matter? 

little 
·why 

ATUKWEI OKAI: 

CAULKER: 

OKAI: 

OK.AI: 

I t doesn I t rHatter - it doesn I t matter indeed - I only 
said because thematically it belongs to me, but in 
terms of probing new grounds, both in terms of form, 
in t erms of themes, that's just why it's made that way. 

Do you consider yourself an experimental artiste? I 
mean constantly experimenting, or is poetry your 
medium and through that you say what you have to say? 

Oh, I see myself and really mean by that an innovator 
you see in terms of form. I have been trying all 
along to feel and see what language our JP)eople will not 
stand, you see, and to use this language in my art in 
my language. For instance, in the title poem of my 
new book 'LORGORLIGI LOGARITHMS' I have used a certain 
formula that comes very much from my traditional life 
and traditional culture and perhaps even poetry, and 
that is the libation formula. You know before we do 
anything(we pour a libation) because in Ghana we 
believe that our Society is made up of the living, the 
dead and the unborn before we do anything we call up 
on all these spirits either to witness, to help, and 
to do things. So in this poem there are six movements 
and at the beginning of every movement I sort of pour 
libation by calling on great men that we should know. 

OKAI reading from his poem 'Lorgorligi_Lggarithms 1 • 

Now Obotwei(phonetically) is a Ga word which means 
"are you listening" and ' Awemewene 1Q='honetically) is 
"it's you I'm speaking to," and this is the same thing 
all through the movements. When I pick on a leader 
who has been wicked to Africa, I say, now look, it's 



,, 

OKAI: 
(contd) 

CAULKER: 

OK.AI: 

CAULKER: 

OK.AI: 
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to you I 1 m talking. And then La Casbah and Bukom 
Square have similar essence for African politics~ 
11La Casbah" was the spot where the Leaders of the 
Algerian Revolution went and hid and were blown up 
and Bukom Square was where the Ghanaian Revolution 
started. 

You said you were trying to think of ways of \IJri ting 
for your people. Are you talking about Ghanaians or 
Africans, or do you consider your poetry something 
relevant universally? 

It ' s universal because as long as it's about human 
beings it will be nniversal. But I can't stand and 
write for the whole world as such. If I write for 
myself as a human being I will succeed in getting 
through to my African people, and if I get through 
to the African people I can get through to the world. 
I just happen to have been born in one place, so I 
claim the African heritage and I love under the 
African consciousness. 

Just to end, I almost hesitate to ask thisj but do you 
write any lyrical soft poetry? 

Oh yes, oh yes~ I'm really a love poet, so they say. 
Now, I was studying in Moscow and I decided to come 
to London on holidays and I had to cross the English 
channel in a boato Now while on the boat a girl was 
sitting by me, a very lovely girl, and all of a sudden 
I saw her dozihg away against the wall, so I said, 
after she had finished, 11can l have the p:i.cket from 
your chocolate 11 o She gave it to me - I tore lt in 
two, I made a page, and I scribbled something and asked 
her after five minutes 11what 1 s your name" and she said 
11Jonice11 • I wrote at the top of the piece, and this 
is what I'm going to read out for you. 

OKAI reading from his }2_()em "Jon~ce"c:.. 

TETTEH- Li~RTEY: 
1 To Jonice' by Atukwei Okai. Lucky girl. I'm still 
waiting for a poet to write a poem to me. Meanwhile 
I shall just have to console myself with more music from 
' Agromri1a 1 • Wi t h their versi0n of I Gome I this is Alex 
Tetteh- Lartey saying goodbye for now - and hoping you'll 
be listening next week for more "Arts and Africa". 

AGROMMA MUSIC GROUP 
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