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Welcome from Alex Te t teh-Lartey to ARTS AND AFRICA. 

SCENES FROM NIGERIA 

TSTTEH- 1.ARTEY: 
In this programme we meet the man who wrote that music - a Nigerian 
composer on his way home after a very successful two years teaching 
African music and culture at America's Michigan State University. 
He's Dr. Sam Akpabot, and he's got a rather special home-coming 
present for Nigeria ••• a cantata specially commissioned by the 
Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation as a contribution to the Black 
Arts festival taking place in. Lagos at the end of the year. 
More about that later. First, I asked Sam to talk about his 
musical background. 

DR. SAM AKPABOT: 
Well, very briefly, I studied at the Royal College of Music here in 
London, t hen I went to the University of Chicago, and then ended 
up at Michtgan State University, where I was doing some teaching 
also, before deciding to go home. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
What sort of music do you write? 

AKPABOT: 
All kinds of music. Of late I've been trying to write music using 
African rhythms and African melodies , and making use of my 
European training. The early things I wrote are very European in 
character, because I had just finished studying. But the lat~r 
things have had more of the African element in it, you know, we 
have our melodies, and the rhyth~s, and even when you play these 
on European instruments, it still comes across, it's a bit different. 

TE·rTEH-LARTEY: 
Now, what kind of music is it, is it popular music, or is it more 
on the serious side? 
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AKPABOT: 
More on the serious side. I think all Afr:i.can music is serious, 
something I always try to impress on people, even though the 
musicians seem to be laughing 9 they take it, as you know, very, very 
seriously, the drummer is a very serious man. No, I would call it 
serious music, it's not music you can dance to, it's not popular 
music, it's serious music. ---

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
Does this mean you are not very fond of popular music? 

AKPABOT: 
Oh, I'm very fond of popular music, I play the vibraphone, for 
instance 1 when I was in the States, I joined jam sessions, and things, 
No, I like all kinds of music. I think a musician in the twentieth 
century, 1975, must like all kinds of music. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
I believe you began with a band of your own in Nigeria. 

AKPABOT: 
I did indeed, when I left school, I went to Kings College in Lagos, 
we had a small group, and I used to play the trumpet and imitate 
Louis Armstrong, and play the highlife, this is how I got into it, 
but before that I was a chorister for seven yearso This, is where, 
I think, the musical foundation was laid, a chorister in the 
cathedral. We sang all the standard works, Bach, Beethoven and 
what have you, Brahms, Verdi, so I like all types of music. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
That came to supersede your enthusiasm for popular music. 

AKPABOT: 
Th8t came to surpass it. Well 9 you know 9 when I was growing up 9 

mus'icians weren't supposed to be responsible people. They were 
drunkards - in fact, when I was going to England 9 a delegation came 
to see my mum, and said "Don't let him do it. Let him study law, 
or medicine or something. 11 But I was always interested in music. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
_ And you have travelled about a bit, haven't you? 

AKPABOT: 
i have indeed 9 I'm very restless 9 I find it difficult to stay in one 
place for too long. I stayed here in England for five years 9 and I 
went to Chicago, and I also went to Michigan 9 and I have been to 
Canada, and I also went to Europe, Switzerland, and France, to see 
what was happening - the musical scene, and what people were doing 
musically, to see what I could pick up or reject. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 
Has your experience in America contributed anything specific to 
your music? 
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AKPABOT: 
Very much. I never used to use what you call twelve-tone music -
you know, this is a tonal music, that sounds very dis;5ident, but 
is v0ry popular in America, they experiment a lot. rhen the 
cantata that I wrote, I used part of it, you know, when I wanted 
to talk about turmoil, somebody crying, or in anguish, I found that 
using that kind of dissident music does it better than using the 
conventional music. So it has been very useful. 

TETTEH-Ll'.RTEY: 
An illustration from your cantata would serve very well here. 

AKPABOT: 
Yes 

VERBA CHRISTI: Ci\NTi\TA FOR CHORUS 2 ORCHESTRA AND SOLOISTS 

TETTFJf-LARTEY: 

Now, you t Rlk about this cantata that you have composed. 
you the inspiration to write a cantata? 

AKPABOT: 

What gave 

Welly the good old church. I told you I was a chorister for seven 
years, and when the Nigerian Broadcasting Corporation commissioned 
something, I offered this cantata. It's very churchy, it's very 
liturgical, it's b2sed on the words of Christ, it's called "Verba 
Christi", they're the sayings of Christ, dramatised, and I picked a 
few incidents, the entry into Jerusalem, the raising of Lazarus, 
t he Garden of Gethsernene, you know, things like that, and dramatised 
t hem. In fact, it's what you call an opera cantata, which I 
would like to see staged, sometime 9 with costumes. It would have 
a great er impact. 

TETTEH-L:'IRTEY: 

You have also written a book on musico 
AKPABOT: 

I have indeed. This pleases me very much, as you know 9 Nke tia, 
who comes from Ghana, has done a lot of work to bring back African 
music 9 and we must writeo Not just talk about it, because the 
spoken word just goes, so this wa s my dissertation for the PhD at 
Michigan State University, and they are publishing it, and I feel 
that this is a contribution towards explaingng what African music 
is all about 9 from my own area 9 and we can have more people writing 
about it from different African countries, m3ybe one day we can have 
a big anthology, thet would be a sort of standard reference work. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Have you ever thought of incorporating popular music a s we know it 
now, into your more serious works? As well as using African rhythms? 
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AKPABOT: 
Yes, I wrote a piece called "Scenes from Nigeria". It is in three 
movements, the second movement is a Highlife, which is played by 
strings, tadadadadadee - and it added a baroque flavour to it. 
If you hear it, you might be interested. 

SCENES FROM NIGERIA 
TE'l'TF.H-LJ\RTEY: 

Where else do you intend to go to, after your trip to London? 
A¥PABOT: 

Well, from London, I' 11 go home , I h:::ve been expecting to go and work 
at the Univursity of Calabar, which i s in the South-eastern state, one 
of the new universities that the Federal government is setting up. 
The people in the south- eastern state are very musical, and I think 
there are a lot of prospects. 

TETTEH- L'\t:{TEY: 
Now, how about the festival of Black Arts in Africa , it's mostly 
popular music, like 11pop 11 o.s we call it. What do you think about 
that? 

J\KPABOT: 

I would disagr~e with you, if I may, unless you are talking about 
"African pop". That is a terrible titlel Now, it will be 
tr~dition~l music ot its best, drummingf string music, flute music, 
played by people without n school certificnte , but beautifully 
played, mester musicians. This will give a chance for master 
musicians that we look down upon, we go to watch them and see what 
are they up to. They will come out into t de open, they will be the 
important people on that occasion, and I nm hoping that I will be 
connected perheps , with the orchestral part of it, because I have been 
writing a lot of orchestral music. I am interested in African 
instruments, and I think that we should be able to have an African 
symphony orchestra, if I may coin a phrase, that does not use one 
European instrument, you know, the gage - one stringed - we have about 
six - we could have it. A troupe came from Senegal some time ago and 
there were about 40 , 30 musicians, all playing African instruments, a 
wonderful sound, wonderful . sound. I would like to s ee thRt sort of 
thing developed. 

TETTEH-LAqTEY: 
Now , apart from your personal contribution to the Festival, by way of 
music , end so on, h~ve you got any administrntive parts to play in the 
organisntion? 

J\KP1\BOT: 
I 've been away for two years, but I have been in contact with the 
people. Before I left, I was on the Music Committee, you know, 
trying to orgonise this , I think that when I get back, I will get 
back into it. The University is having a lot to do with this, they 
ask the cultural groups, and then they a sk the universities, so we may 
use our - if I mety use the word - "expert" knowledge, plus the no.tive 
knowledge, you know, the two come together, to sort of advise. 
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For instance, staging the thing, how the artists should come out. 
You know, if you have been on the stage - they are not used to this, 
they are used to performing in a free place, t hey have to learn to 
come on t he stage, and get out into the wings, so this.kind of 
thing, we could really help impart to the people. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now, if I may ask a r ather vague question - wha t is your ultimate 
ambition musically? 

AKPJ\BOT: 

My ultimnte ambition musically is to be recognised as t he greatest 
African musician living. This is it, I don't want to write, imitate 
Beethoven or Bach, I play the organ, I don't mind doing that in the 
church, to keep the worship going, but I like to be recognised as 
somebody who knows a lot obout the music of his country. This is 
all I want to doo With orchestrAs, every time I compose something, 
I want to be able to say11 tha t sounds like" ••• you know, write 
books on African music, if I can do thnt, ond go nround the world 
t a lking ~bout this, I think I cnn die in peace. 

TETTEH-Lf.RTEY: 

/\nd that's all we h3ve for you this week. Now, this is Alex 
Tetteh-Lnrtey s oying goodbye until next week, when we hope you'll 
join us ag3in f or more A~TS AND AFRICAo 

SCENES FROM NIGERIA 
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