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ANCC AND SIG TUNE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Welcome to Arts and Africa. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey ~nd, 
today, I talk with a student and collector of Ghanaian folk 
tales. 

MUSIC 

STU,~RT SuTTOK-JOKES 

FOLK TALE 

AL]~X TETTEl{-LARTEY 

A traditional Asha.nti folk t Dle, 
and read by Stuart Sutton-JQnes. 
MoA. at Legon University, Ghana, 
uas involved with at the moment8 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

c ~lled 'The Kew Chief', collected 
Stv.~rt is studying for an 

and I asked him what he 

Well, having just completed my course works I have decided on 
my thesis topic which is going to be fue folk tales, the 
traditional tales of Ghana. I'm particularly interested in the 
ones that are being generated now, and the ones that are 
therefore a reflection of the modern social state of Ghana, rather 
than the traditional ones which are handed down from father to 
son, from father to son, in the same way as they were in Europe. 
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A.LEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now , what sort of tales have you collected so far? You talk 
9..bout the old stock I suppose which the world is very familiar 
with . Now you're talking about the new ones being created and 
in which you are more interested. 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

These are the ones that, as I say, I will have the opportunity 
of finding when I go bake to Ghana in a few weeks time. The 
ones that I have found so far are of course the traditional 
ones, the ones that are most accessible. The ones that are being 
generated now will reflect mod.e:::-n attitudes , they'll have 
anachronisms in them, lj kc .f(n exc:.mple , you now get tales of 
Anansi , the traditional t.:-ic~:::;i.;e.r hero of Ghana , refereeing 
football matches, which of unurse wouldn 1 t have existed a couple 
of hundred years ago . So the tbing that I want to do is to 
find out more about these folk -talefl, find out what social 
attitudes are being reflected in the modern folk tales. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Why did you decide to choose this particular theme? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

For several reasons, As in most things, everyone plays to their 
strengths. My training, such as it is, is in literature. I 
enjoy travel particularly and I don't like being stuck in one 
place, which means that if I was stuck at the University all the 
time, then l'd have to do pure research in libraries. This gives 
me opportu.ni ty to travt-:1 for the limited time, just one year , 
that I will be in Ghana, and I will therefore cover as much 
ground as possiblee Lastly, and I suppose the most important, 
I enjoy folk talee, I enjoy stories, and if I can therefore 
get a good collection and interpret them in the light of modern 
Ghana, then I shall be pleased and it also might be useful in 
some way for records. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now, w~ich areas of Ghana are you collecting these from? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

Well , it's my intention to spread myself as wide~y as possible. 
I shall concentrate particularly in the Ashanti Region, though 
up North say with the Arabic influence you've got the Hausa and 
a lot of Frafr~ and therefore the tales will reflect an older 
tradition perhaps than the middl e-aged , so to speak, Anansi 
trues. 
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tuiEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Presumably the tales you've collectea have been told to you 
in Ghanaian languages. 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

Yea. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Do you have interpreters to translate to you in English? 

STUART SUTTON- JONES 

Oh, yes, indeed. The ones tba·c I have collecked already were: 
translated by friends. Wher~ I go :round the rest of Ghana, I shall 
have to arrange interpreter:~ throL:tt-,;h the chiefs or the penple in 
authority, wherever I am. Ccnseo_uontly, I shall t 3ke interpreters 
as they are given to me, a,:ryf they will just set up the folk
telling swssions, if it's ne~e8sary, or they will take me to 
observe the ones that are exifftent. I'll just recorC:. in 
a Ghanaian language. I will then take it bake to Accra and get 
it transfil.ated the~e, perhaps closer and more faithfully than 
I could do ouifl in the bush somewhere. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Now
1 

the whole thing will appear in print and it's r ather cold, 
isn tit? So you will have to probably describe the atmosphere? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

Yes, yes, indeed, possibly . One of the most important things 
that I will have to do in fact is to try and get an indication 
of the individual motifs within the folk tales, and therefore 
the import¥J.Ce of these motifs to the individual society that 
I'd been visiting. It' s no good me just putting a tale down 
cold without showing what a:i:e the important points to look for 
in relation to the viewpoint of the peopl e who are telling the 
t ale. 

ALE~ TETTEH- LARTiY 

Why do you think people tell tales, I mean, in a place l:;.ke 
Ghana? What's the function? 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Ah~ The operation of folk tales can be for several things. One, 
pure entertainment. But a lso, they're important as a means of 
handing down inherited values and traditional systems, In an 
oral tradition, as Ghana has been up to now really, you get folk 
tales as the embodiment of the attitudes and the mores of a 
particular society. So the children are taught and are 
cronditioned, ao to speak, by listening to folk t9_les, and also by 
the institution of folk-telling, where there is ancetual 
audience and there's a teller and there ' s an exchange between 
them, and therefore an exchange between generations. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARrEY 

And you also find some of these tales giving directions and 
instructions to children as to how they·should behave. 

STUART SUTTON-~ONES 

Oh yes, indeed, and they're obviously just the one-sentence 
proverbs, which are the handing-down of a particular social 
attitude, These have been captured by the Ashanti again in the 
form of goldweights, the bronze structures, for weighing the 
gold tribute the Ashanti exacted from peopleo .And each one 
of those eventually became an embodiment of a particular 
social attitude. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY· 

This is the first time I've hea rd about these bronze statues 
having something to my. Could you give me an example? 

STUART SUT'.i.'ON-JONES 

Sure. There I s one which is in the form of two men with their 
heads toget~er, an~ this has got the moral tha t 'consultation 
needs moreihan one person'. In other word&, when people consult 
you get a balanced opinion. It's all to do 'with social unity 
and social strength, Another one, you get two men, helping 
each other to climb a tree, which is the same idea , that no 
person as an in~ividual can rea lly survive. There's one , which 
is jua~ in the shape of a porcupine which has got the moral 
'a man doesn't toueh a porcupine 't which is the same as 
'don't fool aroungwith those people who c9..n hurt you!. Or a 
bird in a tree and ihere ' s a man throwinA; a stone at it, which 
is ' anyone sitting too long in one place is liable to 
criticism!, and that sort of thing!!! 



ALEX TETTEH-TIARTEY 

Oh, I think that's a very great lesson to modern rulers in 
Africa and they ought to take note of that particular one!! 
And from what you've learnt so far, who tells these tales? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

_Very general, most people tell them, children tell them to 
one another. Within the home at the end of the d ay, £or 
example, you find that it's _usually an runt or a senior woman 
in the family, who is telling the tales. From what I've · 
found in fact from my o.wn personal experience, there seems to 
be less folk-telling found in the towns and the cities in Ghana 
than there is in the villages. It's marvellous to go to a village 
and have somebody telling folk tales. I can't understand 
the language particularly, but nevertheless you get an 
atmosphere and a feeling of the place, and this is almost 
not found in my experience in urban Ghana. 

ALEX TETTEH- LlRTEY 
~· ' I • • 

Do you fi-nd adul ts telling tales to adults, or is it always 
· · ·· , an -adult telling_ to a child? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

No, no . not always. With the well-known folk tales, ·you get 
almost competitions of folk-tellj_ng, where the people who are 
telling, they know the moral of the ta.le, they are· conditioned 
to it, therefore they haven't anything to learn from it as 
such. It now becomes a competition of aesthetic judgement 
and of imagination WlQ embellishment. Therefore the tale will 
ch~nge on ·a day-to-dijy basis. The structure ~ill be the same, 
the episo.d.e will be the same, but the description · and the 
power of the thing will be dependant on the artistry of a 
particular folk~teller. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY -

Here's -another: story about· 'How Anansi fou:n.d the Moon' 

FOLK TALE 

. , . 
.. .. 
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~LEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I'm not surprisedi Now, there's a lot of charm in these 
stories, isn't there? .But are most of the Ghanaian ones 
about Anansi or are there other heroes? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

Well, the .main trickster hero in .Ghana is of course Anansi~ 
For the• Yoruba, I think it's the hare and also in West Africa, 
there's · a tortoise. So you get the spider, the tortoise and 
the hare who are all exemplifying the same symbol to ihe people. 

· rn fact, this tradition of the trickster hero was taken over 
to fue United States and is now expressed with the Uncle Remus 
stories, such as Brer Rabbit, and things like . that. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So the heroes tend to 1:B -the srune in every country? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

The needs in the folk tale for a particular type of expression 
tend to be the same and therefore you get the same architypes 
in the folk tales, even though the animal chosen is diff~rent. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Why do you think heroes of all these folk tales are tricksters? 
Do they have to be? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

i1hey're not all tricksters in the folk tales, for a start. It's 
just that the ones that I brought here today happened to be, 
purely because I think they're perhaps the most amusing, if 
not the most important. They don't have .to be tricksters, 
although I think everybouy, every society needs to have an 
explanation for certain thi~gs even if they're only mock-serious. 
Like how the elephant got his trunk, and how the stripes came · 
on the Daika and how the moon, as I read .out, happened to be 
in the sky, not on the eartho These sort of things need some 
light-hearted, metaphysical explanation, and Anansi is able to 
supply this as the universal trickster. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Do you think that by making the hero a person full of faults, the 
criticism which is levelled at him would be an indirect way of 
the teller telling to the listener what exactly he should do, 
or try to avoido 
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STUART SUTTON-JONES 

Absolutely. The trickster Ananwi suffers from all kinds ot 
wonderful moral failings like pride, too much self-confidence 
greed and all these other things. And sometimes he's sucessful 
but in fact for the majority of the tales he gets his come
uppance and gets kicked around a bit by people, Consequently, 
even though -the children will be amused, in fact the list:el1er 
will be amused, not the children, they will also learn that what 
Anansi is doing is not necessarily socially good and not there- . 
fore for the good of the larger communityo 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now , a well known Americ~n writer hRs said tha t the arrival of 
education destroys t he folk tale, have you found this to be the 
Cf,_se in Ghr.ma? 

STUART SUTTON-JONES 

For myself, I h~ven't reRlly been there long ·enough to s ay, but 
I think it must be the c8-se. When the written tradi t~.on comes int 
then you're able , like in the Grimm's Folk Tales for exRmple, 
to have all the folk tale tr~dition ~ut down into one place and 
it is then frozen. Then the necessity for oral tr·1nsmission 
is lost because they can just write things down. The folk tales, 
for example in the Grimm's Fa iry Tales in Tu.rope, they were very 
dynamic and they developed to ~ certain poin~, but when they 
were written down for the first time (it was about 300 years· 
ago) they became petrified, for ex~mple, by the Victoriau Era. 
So that they changed their face, not their meaning, but their 
obvious meaning drastically, and now they're being taught in 
their hundred-year-old form. So their dynamism, their quality 
of growth is ~one completely. I think t his must unfortunately 
happen to Ghana, ~nd maybe I'm adding to it by collecting the 
new ones. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you have also collected some folk tales Zulu and Xhosa. Have 
you found any similarities between the two lots, the folk tqles 
of West Africa and the folk t ~.les of South 1\frica? 
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STUART SUTTON-JONES 

Oh yes. All types of social organisation have similariti es. 
In fact , the coherence of the socir.,l unity , as expressed through 
folk t ~les , run throughout Africa, and, in f~ct, run throughout 
Europe as well . It's. just tha.t I think we're losing our 
consciousness of it in Europe. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY · 

The idea of Anansf refereeing a· football match! What a thoughtl 
I ' m really looking forward to these new Anansi folk tales . Our 
thanks to Stuart Sutton-Zones. 

MUSIC 

.ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

A nd so we come to the end of this week ' s progrl'l.mme. Join us 
again at the same time next week . Meanwhile this is Alex 
Tetteh- L~r tey s nying goodbye. 

MUSIC 


