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Welcome to 'Arts ana Africa' from Alex Tetteh-Lartey . And 
to- day: a major novel by a celebrated Nigerian novelist and 
the traditional music of Zaire. 

MUSIC 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

In fact, I ' d say that what we're looking at today is the art of 
communication, something that the genuine artist does 
instinctively while we can onl y discuss and analyse it. The 
story i n printed form the novel - we'll be discussing in a few 
minutes. But long before the technology of printing, of the 
radio, of telegraph and telephone we had the technology of the 
drum. Not every part of the continent uses talking drums but 
those of us who speak the tonal languages which the drum can 
imitate know how communities can keep in touch by this 
imaginative device. Francis Bebey , in his book called "A People's 
Art" , quotes the riddle: "I've got a dead prisoner at hcr:ie, but 
when I want him to, he can talk to people all over the country, 
or sing to encourage them to dance. Who is he?" 

DRlJ!'-~ING 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

That drum (and I have to admit that I hnven't the faintest idea 
what its saying) is a slit drum from Zaire . A drum made from 
wood with, usuall y, two tongues, a male and a female, to provide 
a choice of pitch. 

DRUflo/iING 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Carol Cor:i]..on has been hearing about the Central African version 
from the Curator of the music department of the National Museum 
of Zaire. 

BENOIT QUERSIN 

Slit drums play a very important role in some societies because 
they are used not only for dance, and accompanying songs but 
also to send messages. Among the Mongo , for instance, they 
still use it every day to send messages from one village to the 
other. It's not a chord it's patterned after the spoken word. 
Natur·ally they can't send everything, but they've got four notes 
everybody can understand, every man, for instance, has his name 
in drumming. They can send some pretty sophisticated communicatior 

DRUMMING 

BENOIT QUERSIN 

We got to a vi l lage very late in the night, it was nine o 'clock 
but moonlight you know. We got there, explained what we were 
there fore and they started banging the big slit drum and 
exactly an hour later all musicians were there. I discovered 
the next day the village was exactly five kilometres (about 
three miles) walking distance - so people appeared about 
ten o I clock with drums, all their music instruments, co·.:,tumes 
and everything. 

DRlJMMING 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now to the printed page . I've already mentioned a new novel 
that's just been published it's called "Bridge to a Wedding" 
the author is John Munonye who told me about his last book , 
"A Dancer of Fortune" when it came out two or three years ago. 
11A Dancer of Fortune" was an amazing satirical comedy and I've 
been waiting to read whatever he wrote next. ~Bridge to a 
Wedding11 doesn't st~ike me as another satirical comedy but before 
I give my views I 'm going to invite the Nigerian author and 
broadcaster Peter Enahoro to tell me how he would describe 
Munonye's new work. A slice of life? A family Saga? · Peter? 

PETER 'EJ\TAHORO 

It is a slice of life. In fact, it is to my mind really the 
story of a man exiled within a community that is really small, 
so tight, that you feel that char~cters are falling .ave~ each 
other. 



(3) 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Do you get the impre2.sion having read this book that he I s 
describing a particul ar community in Nigeria or is it merely 
fictious? 

PETER ENAHORO 

I would say that it is true of Eastern Nigeria but at a given 
period that I'm afraid is now out-of-date. I say to myself: 
Yes, this would nave been true in 1940 when I was a boy, but I 
see that the setting is about the 1960's and as a crttical 
r eader you say to . yourself that this is not true - the period is 
not true. It's rather like making a film in Hollywood and you 
have the cowboys chasing the Indians in motor cars 9 because he's 
taking typical provincial life in Eastern Nigeria and he's tried 
to paint around it a village atmosphere, that could be true in 
a certain way but not when a man is a timber merchant and he's 
driving around in a car. But it also has a bit of satire 
particularly in the dialogue where I think he's very, very strong. 
There are very earthy oaths in the book which occasionally I 
chuckled over. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now about the actual towns he mentions, villages and things. 
Are they real villages or are they things he's thought up. 

PETER ENAHORO 

Well you see he has Sankia, for instance, when Junior gets 
married the local newspaper reports it, and you say to yourself 
the tovm he's described is not likely to have a newspaper, not 
anywhere in Africa. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now about the theme itself - lots of talk about traditicn, of 
the old traditions and the modern Christianity in the towns. It 
seems to me it's a topic which has been dealt with far too often. 

PETER ENAHORO 

Well, have you got an hour because I could go on all day here. 
I would like to know really what percentage of the African 
Writers Series of Heinemann and other publications like this -
what percentage of their titles are sold in Europe and what 
percentage are sold in Africa. They say in the blurb that 
"Achebe opened the way for a whole series of Nigerian writers to 
investigate the cultural clash between the traditional pagan and 
the modern Christianized ways of life. The best of them apart 
from Achebe himself is John Munonye 11 - fine, but they've been 
doing this now since the 50's. You see Africa is in this 
unfortunate position; ours is the only continent where would-be 
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authors send their manuscripts away from the background that 
they are writing about to another- continent to be as·s·essed by 
people used to another culture. So what are they looking for, 
with the best intentions, they are looking for something to them 
that is quaint - you know like some of the dialogue - you know 
you find young men tal king like half-wits, you find people in 
their 50's talking like village idiots and they are called Chiefsl 
This is a ll very quaint for a foreign reader, but for the 
African who knows the setting •••••• ! As for the question of 
realism , whether a boy at university and a girl whose been to 
secondary school in Nigeria today, whether they will have their 
romance conducted in that way I thing that's again where he falls 
flat on his face. It just isn't true anymore. You see that the 
wedding and so on was all rushed, and you get the feeling of 
almost reading a newspaper report instead of a book. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Peter Enahoro thank you very much. Now let me give you the 
details about "Bridge to a Wedding". It's by John Munonye, and 
it's published as a paperback by Heinemann in their African 
Writers Series price £1.20 in the United Kingdom. 
Well a wedding would be just the sort of event for our next 
artist to attend . He would come along vrepared to sing the 
praises of the family and remind the present generation of their 
forebears. The musicians whom I ' ve come across who do just this 
are the griots of Senegal, the Gambia and Sierra Leone. But 
as Benoit Quersin of the National Museums of Zaire has been 
telling Carol Carilion, while the griots pass on their skills 
from father to son and form their own special caste, their 
counterparts in Zaire rely on a different tradition. 

BENOIT QUERSIN 

Here the specialist is the gifted man, the talented man, and he 
plays because everybody likes what he plays and so he' s asked to 
play very often. He sings about a lot of topics, usually about 
the basic values of the tribe , the culture, a lot of proverbs, a 
lot of little tales, a lot of situations, genealogies which are 
basic to the social organisation, the social structure, because 
it's very important for the social organisation to remember the 
names of ancestors and music serves a little bit as a conservatory 
of the traditions. The Mongo which is a big, big tribe located 
in central Zaire, in the Zaire river basin, they've got an epic 
cal led 11Lianja11 • It's the mythical history of _the tribe, the 
Lianja is the mythica l ancestor of the tribe, and the story is 
of its fantastic life and achievements , and this may be an . 
exception because the Lianja singers are professionals , because 
it's a huge epic and the integral version t akes about three days 
so you haven't got time to do anything else but remember and 
keep the story. If you want to we can hear that. A woman, she's 
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the storyteller 1 and the style alternates between singing and 
speaking, and people who are listening answer. 

MUSIC - LIANJA 

ALEX TET'rEH-LARTEY 

And with this exciting story unfolding to end today's "Arts 
and Africa" this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey taking leave of you 
until next week. Goodbye. 

MUSIC - LIANJA 


