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Welcome from Alex Tetteh-Lartey to "Arts and 1-\frica" nnd to our 
guesT, todoy from Ethiopia. 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

TETTEH- LARTEY: 

Now! don't suppose that anywhere on the continent of Africa has 
generated more myths , more fnntnsies, more legend.3 than whnt was 
until recently, the Kingdom of Ethiopia. 

ETHIOPIAN TRADITIONAL MUSIC 

TETTEH- LARTEY: 

Everyone who's been to Ethiopin enthuses a.bout the beauty of the 
country o.nd so it isn't surprising tho.t the people who live there 
sing its praises. In thls music the singers ond doncers of the 
Notional 'Troupe are expressing their feelings about the hillE= of 
Amho.raland , the central ploteau. 

ETHIOPIAN TRADITIONAL MUSIC 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

But i~ the last year or so it has been the realities ro.ther than t he 
wonders of life in the country tho.t h~ve been foremost in the minds 
of people. The terrible drought, especially in Wallo Province, and 
the political changes that included the deposing of the Emperor Haile 
Selassie have found expression in the arts - in music, in art and in 
the theatre. Now, at the time , "Arts and Africa" reported on a mus
ical drama performed for the fjrsT, t ime in the early days of the 
revolution with the thought-pr:)Voking t itle "The Ethiopic.n, Who Is 
He? You may r emember the melo.ncholy song of t:i1e old mo.n r efusing 
to obandon his drought-stricken f a rm. 

-- '1 '~ r_ETFCT.OBI~im 'TRAD"'l'.:TI ONAL MUS IC 

TET'I'EH- LARTEY 

one of t he best known of Ethiopian artists is Afewerk Tekle whose 
reputntion wns well established before these events. In many w2ys 
he's an internntional figure , tr2ined in London ond in Rome. And 
national l eqders throughout the continent will have seen his 
st3ined glass window in the OAU'S Africa Hall in Addis Ababa. 
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Earlier this yPar there was a small exhibition of his paintings, 
etchings and the like held in Nairobi. While he was visiting 
Kenya, he talked to Paul Toulmin-Rothe about the exhibition and 
about his philosophy as an artist and as you'll hear, it's not 
a dogma, more an attitude or even an artistic adventure through 
doors that have yet to be opened. 

AFEWERK TEKLE: 

The exhibition, though it might not be big, I think it does give 
an impression of the goors I am knocking on in the field of art 
in the hope that one of the doors will open and the mystery of 
art will be unveiled in the process. Really we in Africa today, 
the artists, we must try and knock on many doors to try and express 
our heritage. Our subjects, our history, our landscape needs a 
definite looking into 2nd if necessary we must create new techniques. 
I think it is futile to try and paint for Rome, Paris and London 
because our clients ate there, but I think 1·re could contribute to 
the World culture, if we are really sincere to our own heritage, 
to our own people and to our own land, I'm not trying to be chau
vinistic, but I think w~ could give as much as we have taken from 
other civiJ.izctions of the Eastern or the Western World. 

Essentially this exhibition couldn't be big because you know the 
situation in my country. I cnnnot o.t the moment trnvel with the 
bulk o! work and especially the important works ae I o.m going to 
go b~ck very soon and also I don't want to give the impression 
that I was more or less running out of my coun~ry and I felt these 
twenty-five works represent me or de represent the effort and the 
struggle I am making to contribute +;o Africnn culture as n whole. 
My mission here is twofold: one to give an interesting exhibition 
for th8 Kenyans to see; the seconc to get somethi~g of the income 
for the drought-relief fund; and the third point to be able to hnve 
a starting ground for a dialogue with fellow artists in the neigh
bouring country. 

TETTEH- LARTEY: 

Now I've already mentioned Afewerk Tekle's work in stained glass 
that crnarr.ents Africa Hall and other public buildipe;s in Ethiopia. 
His w0rk in several media hns often been on the grand scale and he 
calls himself o 'monumental artist'. So, whut scope can there be 
for an artist accustomed to large commissions in a country with 
such bnsic needs ns enough food for the people? Paul Toulmin- Rothe 
wondered how A.fewerk Tekle so.w his future. 

PAUL TOULMIN- ROTHE-: 

TEKLE: 

In the past, the mainspring of mu~h Ethiopian art has been in either 
the Church or the Palace. Obffiously social situations change. How 
do you thin~ a change of social situation is going to affect Ethiop
ian art? 

Well, I suppose a change of any kind will affect art but I hope 
alway3 for the better. It depends on the approach of the artist. 
I have always looked at my mission as an artist in life as not a 
static thing but ever chang~ng. I think that is the only way thot 
your art can be live and be interedting. In Ethiopia I am an ort
hodox, I belong to the Ethiopicn Orthodox 2hurch, I know also 
sincerely that I believe in the Diviue inspiraticn. I also know 
that I come from a very ancient kingdom which has ·been ruled by 
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kings and empe~ors. But at the same time you see I am a product 
of the modern world. When I went back to Ethiopia I worked for 
the Church as well as for the Emperor but I don't see any reason 
why I should find it difficult to work also for another type of 
Government. I think it's very ~hallenging, it will be interesting, 
it is a process of growing up. My life has never been smooth in 
the past and I don't expect it to be smooth. · I believe an artist 
must have his artistic• integrity and I believe-that my contribution 
to my country is the one which I believe the acting Government, 
whichever one it is, it will serve I am sure their purpose as well 
as mine, because I am an Ethi opian ~nd I believe that the country 
belongs to me as much as it belongs to anybody else. 

I don't envisnge, as many people tell me, that a socialist state 
may hamper my art, I don't think so. I think it would be a chall
enge and I would like to see what I can do. I certainly don't 
envisage myself as a social realist because I don't believe in any 
idioms, I don't believe in any dogm2tic propo.ganda art and so far, 
I must say, nothing. has really happened to me. I hope nothing will 
happen to me. I hope that I will continue the work that I have 
started, I believe in E~hiopia, in the gr8at heritage of Ethiopia, 
and I believe I will work until I have no more breath with sincerity 
towards that goal to show Ethiopia my heritage as dignified as I 
have received it. ·r feel that it is most important to be in Ethiopia 
at this historical juncture because reading from the Press and see
ing th~ Television News abroad would certainly harr.per the progress 
and the advancement of my art. I l<:now there are risks involved 
but then I face them with a great appetite . I have doue, I feel 
a great deal when I look bnck, for a man of my age. I have worked 
very hard, but of course if anythinb h3ppened the thing that I will 
feel sorry for is that my most interesting works will come not 
before ten, fiiteen years of my fliture life. But I must sny it is 
scintillating, it is challenging ar-.d it is very exciting to be in 
Ethiopia today. I think, like a soldier an artist needs to have a 
lot 0f courage and it's good somet~mes to test your courage. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

TEKLE: 

The artist as a sold5_er is o. new concept to me - but I like it! Of 
course, the courag~ to withstand criticism has airways been needed 
by the innovator in any one of the arts and Tekle's desire to open 
doors ~hat reveal new directions has brougbt a lot of criticism 
down on his hend. He feels ~tall the more keenly because the 
respeet and admirati 0n he receives comes mainly from foreigne~s. 
But as well as courage, Tekle says he needs to cultivate understand~ 
ing of the point of view of so many of his compatriots. 

What I do in Ethiopia it 1 s really a personal approach. I do very 
so~histicated and intellectual things, but every year I make it a 
point to design either stamps or to make a number of re1:1list.ic 
historical compositions so that the Ethioplan can feel his past 
history is like the Battle of Adowa or the Battle.of the Patriots 
or the portrait,· let's say, of Teowdros or some known parsonaii ty 
they know, where they can renlly say: Well this is us, this way has 
given dignity to what way we believeo That I find compensating. 

TETTEH-LARTEY~ 

The Emperor Teuwdros nnd the Bnttle of Adown may be familiar a~d may 
provide a link between a conservative public and an nrtist '.vho wants 
to move forward and not continually mark time. But Tekle realises 



TEKt,E: 
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that the barrier between the artist and the aver~ge person is a 
very high one, and nothing is to be gained by pretending otherwise. 

If you give thirty dollars to a man and you show him an old cti.a ir, 
an ordinary chair, and a beautiful pa inting next to it, and you 
tell him: You go ahead and buy one of the two, it's very clear 
that ninety out of a hundred will choose to buy the chair. This 
i~ itself can be dishenrtening. You see my major stay ih Ethiopia 
and my major effort to travel around Africa to exhibit is not 
really that I ~an mnke money but it is to r e-awaken in the artist 
as well as the art lovers tho.tart is imp_prtnnt, that art is a 
manifestation of our best self and one must educate them to app
reciate as well as to create. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

And there , Afewer:.C Tek.:..e sounds as though he is placing some, at 
least, of the responsibility for the development of the arts on 
my shoulders and yours. How one sets abo1.-lt teaching people to 
appre0iote unfamiliar art is another programme. This one, I'~ 
sorry to say, has come to an end apart from a song from Seyfu 
Yohannes call ed tMela Melat. So this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying 
goodbye and hoping to meet you next week for more 1Arts and idricat. 

ETHIOPIAN POPULAR MUSIC 

Mela· ~1Iela 
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