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ANNOUNCEMENT AND SI GNATURE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Welcome to "Arts and Africa". This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and in 
this. pregramme we hear one of Sierra Leone's leading women writers 
read a couple of her poems; we tal k to a white South African 
literary editor about the progress of black African writing in 
southern Africa; and we discuss a recent UNESCO travelling exhib
ition of the plastic arts of Africao 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

TETTEH- LARTEY: 

But first that African plastic arts exhibition sponsored by UNESCO, 
which has recently been presented at the Africa Centre in London. 
This impressive travelling exhibition consists of a collection 
of thirty-four works which have either been carved, modelled, 
cast, painted, woven or plaited, in Africa. To find out more 
about what the exhibition contained Salim Sulaiman asked an expert 
in the plastic arts, John Piuton of London's Museum of Mankind to 
explain the significance of some of the main items on display. 

JOHN PICTON: 

One object of very great importance i ·s a seated figure in bronze 
which comes from the Island of Tada on tne river Niger in Nigeria. 
Now this is a very interesting· object because it clearly is in the 
style of the bronze castings of the Yoruba town of Ife. Ife is 
the town where the gods are said to have climbed down from the 
sky to create the world and Tada is several hundred miles away. 
How this particular figure got there is a complete mystery. But 
in addition the figure is particularly remarkable because it is 
asymmetrical. Now ~ost African sculpture is symmetrical, in other 
words the left hand side is the same as the right hand side , where
as this is most unusual for its asymmetry and also the degree of 
naturalism and so on. 

SALIM SULAI\VJAN : 

What is the value of some of these pieces shown here, in artistic 
terms? 
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In general I think one can say that these objects are re~ords of 
a way of life, a way of life which in many cases has disappeared, 
or is in the process of disappearing. After all the objects go 
back several thousand years, if we consider the rock paintings of 
the Sahara, they tell us something about the peoples about the 
indigenous technology, the state of technology or the time. For 
example in the sixteenth century and indeed as early as the tenth 
century AD in parts of Nigeria, the most sophisticated bronze 
castings are being made by a technique which i tself is extremely 
sophisticated and very difficult to manage successfully. 

How much significc1nce is attached to these pieces of art in J -• : 

Africa? 

Oh well, that varies a great deal. Many of the things which I've 
illustrated are I suppose of archaeological significance and so 
for the local peoples of Africa of the present day in fact they 
have very little significnnce. On the other hand some of the 
things a r e figures which may represent spirits or ancestors and 
are very closely connected with the whol e way of life of the peo
ple. Some of them are masks which may also represent spirits or 
ancestors and are similarly connected with the way of life, so in 
general one can say that many of the objects are of key importance 
in the traditional life of the communitie s which produce them. 

Has any of the work been returned to Africa? Are you aware of ony 
of these which have been returned? 

The best case which I can think of of this concerns the eighteen 
or so brnss heads which were discovered at Ife in 1938, 1939. 
These hends in terms of their age prob2b1y d6te to something like 
the tenth or the eleventh centuries AD. Now two of these heads 
were in fact purchased surreptitiously by an American anthropolo
gist called William Bascombe, and after he returned to America 
he became aware of the fact that there was a great deal of ill
feeling in the town of Ife about this, the fact that he had these 
two pieces, and so when Ife Museum was bui lt specifically in order 
to house them he returned them and they are there at the present 
do.y. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

John Picton of the Museum of Mankind in London talking to Salim 
Sulai~Dn , about a recent travelling exhibition of African plastic 
nrts. 

Baba Jigida is a Sierra Leonean writer and poet who has spent the 
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lost thirteen years working and studying in vo.rious European 
~ountries, the United States of Americn and many other parts of 
Africa. Since her return to Sierra Leone, she has been very 
active putting on plays and giving readings of her verse. Roland 
Buck talked to Baba Jigido for "Arts and Africa" in Freeilzown and 
asked her first to read one of her poems - "The Bundu Society". 

BABA JIGIDA: 

Reads "The Bundu Seciety11 • 

ROLAND BUCK: 

JIGIDA: 

BUCK: 

JIGIDA: 

Jigida, your first poem which you've just read deolt with the 
Bundu society. Why did you choose that, beccuse this is taboo 
in Sierra Leone? 

It is taboo and I've never been to the Bundu society but I think 
it's on integral part of black Africa. I have seen various type s 
of Bundu society in Mali, in Cote d'Ivoire, in Senegal and so on, 
and I think as a woman it's very interesting that I should record 
my experiences of the S,undu society. 

Can we go bnck to one more of your poems. I believe you call this 
one •• 

"The Fishmonger". And I wrote this poem based on my experiences, 
especially at the Kroo Town Road Market, where I spent quite some 
time of some yeers in my life, selling with my grandmother at 
Kroo Town Road Market, nat as a fishmonger, but other wares, and 
so here goes •• 

Reads ''The Fishmonger". 

TETTEH-LARTEY : 

One of Sierr a Leone's leading women writers and poets, Baba Jigida, 
talking in Freetown to Roland Buck and reading us a couple of her 
poems . - "The Bundu Society" and "The Fishmonger". 

It's not often in "Arts 0.nd Africa" that we get a chance to henr 
what white South Africans think about the future of black writing 
in southern Africa. Well, one South Africnn writer who should 
have a pretty shrewd idea of what litere.ry prospects o.re in store 
in his port of the ~orld is Jack Cope, a novelist nnd poet, who 
for fifteen yenrs now hns eGited the multi-racial literary mag
o.zine, 11 Contrflst 11 • Mike Popham asked Jack Cope on what lines he 
saw South Afric~n writing developing. 
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JACK COPE: 

I think that the key thing in our literary development is a 
deepening of personal underst8nding and very, very .great advance 
in the sheer technique of writing, and this coming up tremend
ously among the young people, really competent and really inter
nationnlly skilled poets and fiction writers and so on. And 
this is spreading through Africa. I think one can see the symp
toms all along. 

MIKE POPHAM: 

COPE: 

POPHAM: 

COPE: 

~nd what has caused this specifically, do you think? 

Well we are countries under stress. Black people, they are an 
oppressed group and they're moving towards expression and they're 
moving very significally, very dynamicolly, so· you get this thing 
of a very humane writing and a very deeply attached writing that 
has no despair, although the position often is critical. We 
don't have a literature of despair and I think that's a very imp
ortant difference. 

Can you give us some examples of the writers you're talking about 
and what they are writing? 

In the short story field there 's a young African writer Mzamane, 
who lives in Lesotho and he has worked a lot in South Africa, 
suddenly sent me a story to a magnzine 11 Controst 11 , and so ebull
ient, 3nd so full of life and humour. It had a lot of f aults in 
it you see so whot we do, we use this magnzine as a school really 
nnd for fifteen years we 've trained and helped hundreds of writers. 
We send his manuscript back to him with notes and criticism and 
everything like that, it comes bouncing back from Lesotho a 
beautiful story, 2nd he just needed one or two points of critic
ism and he knew exactly what he wanted to say and this is a st,ry 
about qontact betwe,~n blacks in kmerica and in Jdricc1. An African 
goes to America and he brings back n_bride and all the fun and 
g~mes tha t goes on out of this. It's a very good story. So this 
is what's happening all the t ime, and there's so much talent. 
Most significant African writing from the south so f o.r hos been 
in a biographical form. O.K., a mnn hns one book, he has his 
autobiography. Now we're getting the new phase that he's creative , 
he uses his imaginntion as well, and he then goes on to this 
th;i.ng which I am very keen on and which I think is the development 
of the future, the reflection of individual man and womo.n of 
Africa, and I think thot our conditions in Africa are so different, 
so new, so fresh in many way~, that something very marvellous is 
going to come out of it. Once we can see what we're working with, 
you know when we can reto.in our idealism. In the West there's 
no idealism left, I suppose you've come across that. I don't 
believe that human beings are wretched creotures, we're c.11 full 
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of evil but the fact that we con control our evil, the balance 
between good and evil, is what makes mankind, ~nd I think there's 
that tremendous self-confidence that comes out of Africa. No 
one in Africa believes thnt he's n microbe or a worm. He just 
doesn't you see. I think often it amazes people outside, and 
they read these sort of jaded books and then they come across a 
book th~t may not even be very good technically, but it's got a 
different spirit nnd that I think is the thing that one really 
must count on. It's not· too striking, the books are not anything 
like Dickens or Hardy or Tolstoy or anything like that, but the 
potential is there, I think that's the main thing. 

TETTEH-LARTEY: 

And with those comments from Jack Cope, editor of South Africa's 
lending literary magazine, "Contrast'', we come to the end of 
th~s week's progro.mMe. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying good
bye for now and hoping that you'll be listening again at the 
so.me time next week for more "Arts and Africa". 

SIGNATURE TUNE 
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