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ANNOUNCEMENT AND SIGNATURE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Welcome to "Arts and Africa". This is Alex T.:-etteh- Lartey and 
today we present an interview with Wale Soyinka, editor of 
Africa's leading cultural magazine, 'Transition'. 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Wole Soyinka, one of Africa's leading dramatists, became editor 
of 'Transition' when the magazine's founder, Rajat Neogy gave 
up the editorship soon after the magazine moved its base from 
Kampala, Ugunda, to Accra, Ghana. Well , soon after its first 
appearance in the sixties, 'Transition' quiekly established 
itself as Africa 's leading cultural magazine. 

Neogy and his associate editor, Ali Mazrui, consistently pub
lished a wide-ranging and highly imaginative selection of 
stories, poems and articles on African Literary, political, 
economic and social topics but in 1968 the magazine ran into 
trouble with Dr. Milton Obote•s government when Neogy published 
an article critical of the Uganda constitution. Neogy and the 
article's author were both detained for a time under Uganda ' s 
emergency regulations and when Obote eventually decided to 
release Neogy after widespread protests at fuis detention, 
' Transition• moved its headquarters to Accra where Wole Soyinka 
took on the magazine's editorship. 

Soyinka himself was born in Nigeria in 1934. He was educated 
at the Universities of Lagos and Ibnden and later taught at 
those universities and nt the University of Ife. He's best 
known though as a dramatist and his plays, which hc.ve been 
performed widely in Africa, Europe and the United States include 
"The Road", "The Lion a.nd the Jewel", "Madmen a.nd Specialists 11 

and 11The Bacchae" which he n.dnpted for Brito.in's Nationa.l 
T0eatre. He 's well-known too as a poet and novelist, and he's 
also written "The Man Died 11 , a.n account of his imprisonment by 
the Federal authorities during the Nigerian civil wa.r. But 
how does he see his role os editor of ' Trnasition'? When 
he was in London recently 1 Mike Popham talked to him a.bout the 
mogazine for "Arts and Africa". 
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MIKE POPHAM: 

Wole, you say in the present issue of 'Transition', issue No. 
4~ that there will be changes in 'Transition' No. 50, which 
is due to appear at the end of this year. What sort of changes 
do you have in mind for the magctzine? 

WOLE SOYINKA: 

POPHAM: 

SOYINKA: 

POPHAM: 

SOYINKA: 

Oh, first of all No. 50 will be a recap, I mean the change s 
won't actually begin with that number, except perhaps, hopefully, 
the new name will be announced, with No. 50. But generQlly 
under the new name, which has not been decided, I am hoping to 
have a little more emphasis on the arts - literature, poetry, 
theatre, reportage throughout· the black world, and also other 
cultural matters of interest from nnywhere in the world. 
There's been quite a lot of emphasis on politics., -mostly bec
ause of the times we live in, but I think we're to rectify 
th~t balance a little. 

Is this as a result of pressure from your readers thot you 
ndjusted your sights, so to spe~k, or do you feel you've just 
made the emphasis because of the times we live in? 

I don't think it's been pressure from readers, no, I think a 
magazine reflects the greatest concerns at any particular time, 
and in any case your writers are basicnlly lazy people. It 
isn't realli for want of the will that we haven't published so 
much from the creative arts, but we haven't been getting too 
much, also in thnt direction, and then we g_et political mater
iai it's of such importance thnt there ' s really no choice but 
to give it priority. 

Now you mention a change of title. What sort of title have 
you got in mind? 

Well, something which I found? by the ·wo.y, when I ·began is that 
the most difficult thing in the world is to find a title for 
a mngazine. We've gone through names like 'Seminal' you know, 
which some people objected to becnuse .they thought it sounded 
too mu9h like seminar, and others thought it had a certain kind 
of suggestiveness which I shall not elaborate on! f hen we 
thought of a word which I love very much. 1Ailumey 1 {phonet ically; 
which is from one of the -Bantu languages and it meqns n state 
of prepnredness, I think it menns in the post •to ~rms 1 and 
then -of course that tends to be a little bit too aggressive, 
and then we had ·a. couple of avant-garde type titles in mind 
like 'Oblong' or'Zero', just to confuse everybody. In fact we 
have made dummies _with oll these names and up till now it'll 
probably be the last one we decide before 50 comes out. 
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And you'll toss a coin and get the right answer. 

That probably is what will happen. 

Taking up the reins of a magazine which has been temporarily 
aborted in terms of appearance, to what extent have you had 
a response from the readership? Has there been a tremendous 
loyalty to the fnct tho.t you've to.ken on a magazine which ims 
established very well in another p~rt of Africa? 

Yes, I think so. The response from the readership hQS been 
very good , subscriptions have gone up, although not as sctis
fact&rily as one would wish. There is o great deal of interest 
and it's unfortunate that we're having such immense problems 
with distribution. For instance, our distributbrs here, for 
o.11 sorts of reasons which are too long to go into, have not 
received the last two issues, which is n great shame, and there 
is, beyond putting about twenty o.t a time in one 's bag when 
tro.velling, and handing them over , there seems to be very little 
one can eo about it. But there has been a great deal of res
ponse. 

Now, there seems to be nn emphasis under your editorship in 
'Translation' on black writing, black culture, black o.rts, 
rather more than on purely Pan African writing. Do you feel 
this is true? 

Perhnps, there has be0n n little of thot 9 but it hnsn't been 
totally conscious. Naturally we want the magazine to be on 
outlet for many writers in AfricG who 2re rel2tively unknown 
outside and who do not ho.ve easy access to other me2ns of 
exposure, I think it's only fnir thnt there should be some kind 
of priority given tc, blnck writers 9 ol though of course this 
does not mean to the extent of lowering stnndnrds or 3nything 
of the sort, no. 

Don 1 t you think, though, that there are enough outlets for tl8ck 
writers elsewhere in the world, I'm thinking of the United 
St2tes, where thera are a lot of black magazi nes? 

I know tho.t, but c.t the same time the writine of bl c.ck writers 
in the United States is not really tho.t well-known in i\.fric:i 
and o. magazine is a two-way thing. It is both to expose un
known writers, or known writers further, and to communicate 
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with masses of rec.ders. It I s c. deplorable fact ths.t African 
renders c1.re more f amilinr with the old English clo.ssics o.nd 
the European classics than with the writings of their own 
kith and kin, you know the Africo.n world of the Diaspora and 
the Caribbean, the black parts of Lntin Americc etc., or even 
Asiatic writing. I think that itts a state which a magazine 
like this can rectify. 

Now in 1 Transitiont you seem to concentrate under your edit
orship on writing . which has come from English- speaking Africc .• 
Have you ever thought of widening the scope of the maGnzine to 
include poems and letters and short stories in trnnslation 
from Ar abic, French or the vernacular langua8es? 

Yes, a.go.in these are o.lwo.ys problems of pure technic:::ilities, 
logistics. We commission, . for inst~nce, n lot of tr~nslctions, 
but we ~re not very rich. But when translations a.re submitted 
we pounce on them very greedily. We 'vc ho.d reviews of books 
in French. There was one recently by Anitc::. Kerne which wns 
called for a translation for a new book by Mongo Beti, no not 
a new book actually, but she wc1s regrett ing the f nct tho.t such 
a novel had not yet bec·n tr2nslo.ted into Engll:;Lsh. That way we 
intrest prospective trnnslators, and nt the same time we bring 
attention to readers of the existence of such works. 

Being based in Ghana., do you get o. ch::mce t o octually tro.vel, 
as the editd>r of the ma132.zine, to prospect firstHhand for 
liternry finds in the continent as n whole? 

Well I seize every opportunity to do that. Of course the meg
azine just does not hnve trc.vellin6 funds to enable me to 
undertake tours specifically for them, but recently I was in 
the United States, where I spent a lot of time making conto.ct 
with new nnd old writers and even usine; that base t o r ench out 
to some West Indian writers, sorJe · of whom in' fa.ct fortunately 
he.ppened to be in the United SbJ.tes at that time. 

Now I Transition I is ind~ipendent of any outside i nfluence in 
terms of money. How do you mnke ends meet? 

Well, let me say first of all that it 1 s only during the last 
few months in this year that 1 'I'ransitiont hns beun independent 
of outside funds. It is our policy to remain independent of 
outside funds, but I can tell you straight away that if outsid0 
funds come in suddenly, no strings a ttached, no ·to.int as such, 
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no embarrassment about it, we will accept it like a shot. A 
qiago.zine like 1 Tro.nsition 1 just cannot exist on its sales, 
on its advertisements, it's got to be subsidised by somebody 
and unfortunately the existing bodies, philnnthropic bodies 
in Africa, or even research institutes, for some reason do not 
have within their scope, their field of interest a magazine 
like this. It's a situation which we hope will change very 
soon and then we can really 'boo.st and sqy "There's no money 
coming to this magnzine from outside Africo. 11 • 

Editors are often strange people. Some of them are totally 
creative people like yourself, and some aren't. What sort of 
person makes the best editor, do you think? 

One thing I would unhesitatingly insist on, the best editor 
is an editor for whom it is n full-time job. Now for me, 
naturally, it can never be so. I don't consider myself the 
best exe.mple of an editor, but I think an interest in liter
ature ns such, and o.n interest in realities, that is politics, 
sociology, even scientific developments, o.11 those count o. 
greot deal, snd then a capacity for n certnin masochistic level 
of hard work, and a great deal of tclero.nce, because of the 
amount of rubbishy scripts one hc1s to wnde through. 

Ho.s this inhibited your own creative output? 

Well, it has, I recognised that this would happen during the 
first year when for me it was Just important thot a magc.zine 
like 'Trminsition' should survive and I was prepared to devote 
a certain amount of time to it to the neglect o:f other things. 
Now it's beginning to move on a new rhythm, you know the st:iff 
are getting accustomed to their wny of working, and so on, and 
I think I'll be able to spend now half the amount of time I 
spent on it last year, and so resume o. lot of my own work. 

What about material from people in Africa? Is there o l ot of 
unsolicited manuscript coming through? 

Yes indeed, thank goodness, there is quite a lot and o fnir 
portion of it very good • 
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And how much do you bal ance it out? Do you try to tnke est
ablished writers, or do you toke a balance of new writers ns 
well? 

Oh, I'm very much interested in toking new writers
9 

011 the 
time. 

And hove you published yourself in the magazine yet? 

Once, and that was recently. But I shoved it under n certain 
section, hastily created end cnlled 'Controversy '. There was 
just some article which I felt, not only deserved an answer, 
but should generate n continuous debate, so I did, for once, 
break a rule and I responded to it. 

Finally, Wole, con you give us the preview of what you have 
collected for the next issue, the 50th anniversary? 

Well, first of all there are sort of extracts, gems from the 
first twenty-five issues of 'Transition', you know just t o 
remind peoj)le how 'Transition' began, what s ort of moterio.l the 
whole range of it o.t the time, when it was under this marvellous 
and inspired editorship from Rajo.t Neogy, in this po.rticulot 
atmosphere, which is very different from that of West /,.fric:i.. 
Then we have a r eport on some of the state of culture in Africa 
and in the African -world, which was in fact orieinally related 
to the Festival. Now we're going to have to cut down a litt le 
bit on that. 

This is the Arts Festival? 

The Arts Festival, yes, There is a little bit more on General 
~min, whom I think does net deserve the neglect he hQs received 
in the past from 'Transition' and thet>. one or two other pol
itical articles. 
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Well, we can look forward to a bumper issue and o. collector's 
item, by the sound of it. 

Yeso 

TETTEH-UtRTEY 

Wole Soyinka, editor of the magazine 'Trnosition', t alking 
recently to Mike Pophum. And that's e.11 from 111\rts nnd Africc. 11 

for the moment. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye for 
now - and hoping you ' ll be listening Qg8in next week for mor e 
"Arts and Africa". 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

BROADChSTING RIGHTS: FREE FOR USE 
IN BROi,DCASTING OUTSIDE BRITI-.IN 
IN ENGLISH OR IN TRANSLl~TION. 

PUBLICATION RIGHTS: NOT FREE FOR 
USE IN PUBLISHING OUTSIDE BRITAIN 
IN ENGLISH OR IN TRANSLJ\TION. 


