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ANNC AND SIG TUNE: 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Welcome to Arts and Africa. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and 
today, Ngugi Wa Thiong 1 0 on his latest novel and music from 
Zanzibar. 

SIG TUNE. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

The well-known Kenyan novelist Ngugi Wa Thiong'o - perhaps better 
known by his previous name, James Ngugi - recently published a 
new book called "Petals of Blood". His previous work includes 
novels such as "The River Between", 11A Grain of Wheat" and 11 Weep 
No Child", and he was one of the first African writers to attain 
world recognition. Charles Harrison spoke with him in Nairobi, 
where he teaches literature at the University and first asked him 
what the significance of the title of his new book was: 

JAMES NGUGI 

The new book is called "Petals of Blood" and the title is taken 
from a poem by the West Indian poet Derek Warcott who pictures a 
situation: a very huge tree prevents little flowers from reaching 
out to the light. So I was really comparing the social system 
of capitalism and imperialism as being equivalent to this huge 
tree that prevents plants from reaching out into the light. 

CHARLES HARRISON 

N0 w what briefly is the story about? 
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JAMES NGUGI 

Well, the novel is really set in a small village somewhere in 
Kenya. The village is imaginary and what we do see is a village 
which has been under-developed because most of its wealth has 
gone into the big cities and also into foreign countries. A 
village which is suffering from drought and so on. And what 
we do see is the kind of development that occurs in the village 
as a result of the combination if you like, of foreign financial 
capital and a class of local property-owners and the development 
is seen not as development really but as some kind of under
development. We see the peasants eventually being ousted from 
the land they have always occupied as a result of this 
incursion of foreign financial capital . 

CHARLES HARRISON 

So this is not necessarily simply a Kenyan story . It could , 
in fact , I suppose, have its setting anywhere in Africa? 

JAMES NGUGI 

Yes. This could be set anywhere in Africa or , for that matter , 
in most parts of the Third World but, as a novelist, I try to 
be very particular and localise the situation as much as one 
can , fol lowing , I suppose, in the footsteps of William Blake, 
the English poet, who once said that we must try and s ee the 
world in a grain of s and. So I was trying to see the world 
through a grain of sand in a small village in Kenya . 

CHARLES HARRISON 

I think pretty well all your other books, Mr .Ngugi, have been 
very closely aligned with the Kikuyu country . Now , does this 
book follow that pattern? 

JAMES NGUGI 

As I said, it is set in a small village, which is regionally set 
in Central Province but , in terms of movement of characters, 
it tends to traverse all over Kenya from Mombasa to the Lakes . 
But much of the action, and the actual disintegration, if you 
l i ke , takes place in this small Kikuyu village or imaginery 
Kikuyu village somewhere in Central Province . 

CHARLES HARRISON 

It seems to me that you are moving a long way ahead from the 
themes which you developed in your earlier books. They were 
definitely about the pre-Independence struggle. N0 w this seems 
to mean that you are moving into a new era in your creative 
writing. 

• 
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JAMES NGUGI 

Yes. As I said, this · particular novel "Petals of Blood" is much 
more contemporar) and it really looks at, if you like, imperialism 
at the stage of eno-colonialisrn. In other words, where before 
my other noveis were set, as you correctly say, during the 
struggle against imperialism but during the colonial stage, now 
it looks at the phenomenon of neo-colonialism or rather it looks 
at the phenonemon of post-independence, of post-colonial struggles 
in Africa. I've also changed slightly in the sense that where 
before I tended to look at the character of the conflicts, as 
if they were isolated from political and economic conflicts, 
I think this time the novel is much more firmly in a fefinite 
economic and political setting, so that the cultural and 
psychological conflicts are seen as, if you like, reflections 
of the material reality under which the peasants and the workers 
in Kenya are living. 

CHARLES HARRISON 

Can we then regard this as perhaps the start of a new pattern 
in your writing? You are moving into a new and, sha"ll we say, 
somewhat broader field? 

JAMES NGUGI 

In a sense yes. But the problem really is that one does not 
know what one is going to write next. So that may be the next 
novel might be very, very different. But whatever the case, I 
think I move into a new era where I look at social forces much 
more closely, I think wsthout illusions. 

ALEX TETTh.H-Ll;.RTEY 

Our thanks to Ngugi Wa Thiong'O. 

MUSIC 

ALEX TETTAH-LARTEY 

An excerpt from a composition by Saleh Ajimi of the Akwan Safa 
Musical C1ub, Zanzibar . Taarab music, as it is known, is very 
popular on the East African coast. When Saleh passed through 
London, I asked him first what instruments he uses in his 
orchestra. 

SALEH AJMI 

In Zanzibar, we do use an instrument which is called "Uud" which 
is rather similar to a guitar. And another one, "Ganuun" just 
like a harp; violins and flutes, double bass, guitars in this 
modern time. 
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aLEX TE, TT;ili- Li~RTEY 

So it's a romantic song? 

£1-.LE.H AJMI 

Yes. 

MUSIC 

h.LEX TETTAH- Li~RTEY 

SALEH J,JMI 

N0 w tell me a bit about Taarab music . At what places is Taarab 
music played? 

It is played along the coast of East Africa . For example, at 
places like Mombasa, Pemba , Dar es Salaam, and so on . 

h.LEX TETTAH- Ll,RTEY 

SALEH AJMI 

H0 w did it originate in Zanzibar? 

Actually it was brought at the time of 1905 by arabs . During 
those days only a few instruments were played, l ike Uudi., violin 
and bongos, which we call, dumba . After a whi le , people 
practised and formed these orchestras with a variet) of 
instruments . 

ALEX TETTlili-LARTEY 

SALEH AJMI 

N0 w, before the Arabs c me , didn't the Zanzibaris have their 
own folk music? 

They had it, which is called Zeze. Zeze is j ust like a violin 
but with one string . 

ALEX TETTJ\H-1.JtRTEY 

SALEJ-l AJMI 

And has it disappeared altogether as a result of Taarab music? 

Yes . It is kept in museums , just to keep us remembering the 
old tj.mes. 

J~LEX TETTi,H- LhRTEY 

What a pity! Now why did people decide to do away with their 
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own traditional music and just adopt altogether the Arab 
foreign music? 

Actually, it is a matter of changing of centuries . So, things 
change and the young ones follow the modern time. 

ALEX TETTAH-LARTEY 

SALEH, .i"-1.JMI 

I understand that Taarab music on the whole uses Swahili words 
and Arab tunes. Why the difference? Why do you use different 
things? 

You can't get any other music in the Taarab without using the 
Arabic music. In Arabic music we do have a scal e of keys 
similar to A minor, A flat, while we call them ~Hi-zaz and Wandi. 

1-,LEX TETTi,H-Ll.RTEY 

How was the changeover made from Arabic to Swahili? 

In the form of poems. It's called Mashairi. 

ALEX TETTli.H-LARTEY 

SALEtl 1,JMI 

Yes, I was just wondering why you decided to change the words 
from f~rabic to Swahili? 

Because it could be understandable by the audience if you make 
the poems in Swahili more than Arabic. 

ALEX TETTAH-LARTEY 

SALEH AJJvlI 

How popular is this Taarab music? 

It is too popular . It is too popular because it is known round 
the Eastern countries like Egypt and some other places. When 
some guest comes from Cairo, we do have some singers who could 
sing an Arabic song. So we do play it and they do appreciate 
it a · lot. 

/,LEX TETT;J-I-LhRTEY 

Where else do you play it apart from, say, receiving a visitor 
from abroad? 
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SALEH AJMI 

Sometimes on occasions of concerts or marriage ceremonies. 

ti.LEX TETT1,H-L1~RTEY 

Don't people just entertain themselves playing this kind of music? 

SJJ.... EH AJMI 

We do, you know , at our C1ubs. \le do, because we can't play 
anything unless we do some practice. At the same time we adjust 
our compositions and s i ngers, or rather chorus . We do have clubs 
where we do play them. 

J..IEX TETTA.H- 1L1.RTEY 

SALEM AJMI 

So it is not popular music in the: ordinary sense of the word 
where in any village could get up and •.•• 

It's popular . In East Africa? actually, there is no other place 
where could be played this Taarab better than in Zanzibar. 

ALEX TETTAH- LARTEY 

Our thanks to Snleh Ajmi and his orchestra . 

SIG TUNE 11LH"i.POP0 11 

ALEX TETTAH-LARTEY 

And so we come to the end of this week's programme. This is 
.Alex Tetteh- Lartey saying goodbye . Join me ag-.,in at the same 
time next week for another Arts and Africa. 


