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Welcome to ' Arts and Africa'. This . is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with the 
first of our reports from the Berlin Festival of African Literature. 

David Sweetman has been in Berlin covering the festival specially for 
'Arts and Africa'. And in the next few weeks we'll be hearing 
David Sweetman's interviews with some of the writers , artists and 
musicians who v1ere invited to Berlin for the festival. 

On the line to our studio in Berlin I asked .)avid what the atmosphere's 
peen like at the festival. 

DAVID S\n1ETJv'iAN 

Well , its been a very s t range conference in some ways. Many of the 
participants have felt a little bit isolated from the rest of the 
festival and have felt they haven 't had much of an opportunity to 
present in a v✓ay that they would like, to the Berlin people, a deeper 
knowledge of African litersture. They 've been isolated in what's 
called the "Culture House 11 • over in one of the Turkish ImFdgrant areas. 

TETTE.T..J-LARTEY 

Is that official pol icy, and why? 

SWEETiVlAN 

I don't think its so much official policy, its that there've 
been two paral lel fe ,. tiva ls going on , but I t hinl~ if one wants to look 
on the bright side there has been a writers workshop taking place here 
and one of the most int8resting things was to see the way the English
speaking African writers got together with their French-speaking 
counterparts. And ther e have teen some very interesting people here 
from French spe~:king Africa, Camara Laye, Mongo Beti, Emmanuel Dongala, 
and they have been, of course, very interested to meet Chinua Achebe, 
Wole Soyinka and people like that. 

TETTEH-LARTEY -
Are they all having fun there , apart from the artistic side?! 
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DAVID SWEETMAN 

Yes indeedl One of the most amusing things that we've been able to 
do is that when the official programme is over quite late in the 
evening groups of us have taken to going off to some of the fringe 
events - largely led by Dennis Brutus who was a sort of Scout leader! 
Dennis h as taken us to see a South African arts commune 
who have been doing poetry readin0 s , and music, in a German Bar. 
'fe 've been with the students who've been putting on you can't say 
an anti-fe stival - a sort of alternative festival. Again, with 
music, dancing, a r eggae group made up of students from The Gambia, 
and that's all been very jolly indeed. In fact, in some ways , far 
more entertaining than the official "festival. 

TET'l'EH-LARTEY 

Who was there a-part from those you've so far mentioned'? 

SWEETJ.ViAN 

\'I ell, apart from the writers, the most interesting groups have been 
the Nigerian National f•iusical group. 'rhat was absolutely fascinating, 
I think thats going to be one of the high--spots. In fact music has 
been a great attraction here as you can imagine. There was the 
National Ensemble from Mali, another great success. A group from 
Madagascar, which I enjoyed. personally, because as you know, Alex, 
I'm very fond of Malagasy music. The plays haven't been a great success 
so far, I've been to see the play "Mambo", by the late Joe de Gri.-1ft, 
done by the Theatre School from Ghana. I didn't think that came off, 
I think it went on a little bit too long , and I had a lot to 
criticize. I'm looking forv,ard to the arrival of the students from 
Nairobi who are having the cou rage to do a German play, they're doing 
a play by Brecht 11The Good Vioman of Setzuan" in Swahili. So it will 
be interesting to gauge the audience's reaction to this rather brave 
attempt to bring Gerillan culture back via Africa. I have to make it 
clear that there are so many things that you 1 d have to be able to 
split yourself into f our in orde r to cover them all. And one of my 
great regrets is that I haven't been able to cover a s many things as 
I would like to. What I have done is to leave film completely alone 
on the grounds that you can see films in other pl::,ces. I haven't been to 
any of the films whatsoever. I simply cut that out and tried to ·cover· 
as much of the literature as I could and as many of the other events 
as I could fit in. If you do imagine that there is a 1;fringe 11 show, 
there is an alternative fe s tival its absolutely impossible to do 
everything! 

TET'I'EH-LARTEY 

-
Well, David we will look for~ard to hearing m~re from you during 
the coming we eks. 

SWEETMAN 

You will do because I've got a great bi·g bag full of tapes~ 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Thank you very much David. 

S\<mETMAN 

Thank you Alex. 

.. 
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T £TTEr-l- LAR TEY 

Another person attending the festival was the young Zimbabwean writer 
Dambudzo Marechera whose first collection of short stories "The House 
Of Hungeru, has recently been published to wide critical acclaim 
in the Heinemann African Writers ' Series. 

Dambudzo Marechera 9 v1ho is in his late twenties 9 was expelled from 
The University of Rhodesia in 1973 after taking part in a students 
demonstration. He then won a scholarship to New College Oxford and 
now lives in t he Yorkshire City of Sheffield. 

I asked James Currey, the Editor of Heinemann African Writers' Series, 
who was also in Berlin, what special qualities Marechera possessed 
as a writer. 

J AlVlES CURREY 

He stood out from the mokent his manuscript arrived in the office. And 
it's been very reassuring that everybody who 's read him has responded 
immediately to him and found him a really new and powerful voice. in 
African writing. I think the latest person to say som~thing important 
about him was Doris Lessing. She I s doing a long review in 11 Books and 
Bookmen 11 , and a note she did for the Ameri can publishers who are 
bringing it .out this autumn in New York - in that note she says:-

11From the first p age you h2.ve to salute a formidable talent, a black 
man who has suffered all the stupid brutalities of t11.e white 
oppression in Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), his rage explodes not in 
political rhetoric but in a fusion of lyricism, wit~ obscenity. 
Incredible that such a powerful indictment should be so funny. If 
this is his first book what may we not hope from his next and his next11

• 

Well, that's high praise. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, he seems to have built his reputation on one work P :, The How,e Of 
Hunger11 • A lot of people have written on similar themes, particularly 
writers from South Afric a. . \Ihat is so special about him? 

J Al'/T.ES CURREY 

I think its the tone of voice 9 I think this is what's exceptional 
about him. He has told it like it is from inside, from life, in 
Zimbabwe. This is what's so powerful so immediate. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well you've just quoted Doris Lessing. Elsewhere in that criticism 
or review of hers she ways that he seems really to perform a complete 
book on its own - or a complete theme on its own. Isn't that a sign 
of confusion that there are so many themes running along at the same 
tirre? 

CURREY 

I think this is the hope that he's going to take off into a whole 
spray of fireworks - a whole set of novels - this is what I and the 
other people who've been in contact with him hope is going to be the 
next stage. 
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TETTEH-LARTEY 

James Currey. 
In Berlin David Sweetman asked Dambudzo Marechera to what extent 
11 The House Of Hunger 11 was autobiographical. 

DAivffiUDZO MARECHERA 

Every single experi ence in there is based in actual fact 9 esp~cially 
the harsher aspects. 

S'dEETM.fi.N 

So where is the fiction in the book then? 

MARBCHERA 

All of it in the sense that fiction must always been founded on fact. 
I based 11The House Of Hunger;' 9 on fact because in Southern Africa, in 
Zimbabwe or South Africa. we have always had the difficulty of 
writing about racialism 9 fascism , black township life , without 
appearing t o write documentary novels rather than actual fiction. 
I tried to find a style whereby I could actually use. the facts which 
ever:ybody knows in such a vray that the fiction emanated , as it were, 
from the bnsic f acts. In 11 The House Of Hunger11 , I do not preach 
about politics 9 I do not preach about anything at all I merely state 
exactly what i: The House Of Hunger11 , Zimbabwe, is like. 

SW EETIVIJ.1.N 

Given that you start from a political background -· it was political 
action that brought about events which prompted you then to write the 
book. What is the political point of the book , who do you hope to 
r ead it and be moved by it? 

MARECHERA 

Anyone who is like myself . And by like myself I mean anyone who has 
begtm life from childhood and onwards as a very well meaning 1,-erson 
only to l earn that hatred - artificially sponsored by racialist 
fascistic laws etc; its existence in Afr;i.ca in Zimbabwe has found 
themselves degenerating into what the enemy whants them to be .• 
SWEETMAN 

But what does this mean to the people of Zimbabwe , because after all 
its unlikely that the book will ever be· read in Zimbabwe until such 
a time as the present lot are k icked out - in wh::..ch time you will 
come back . Does it rnean anything to the struggle of the Zimbabwean 
people? 

MARf.CHERA 

Being banned 9 they cannot have the opportunity of reading it. The 
fact t hat t he very people to whom that book is most meaningful are 
denied access to it shows the international community who have the 
opportunity to read it about events in Zimbabwe. Its very success 
shows people like myself , Zimbabweans like myself , who are writing -
can enjoy writing at the moment - perhaps would be more useful with 
our fellow guerrillas who are fighting in the field. 
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T:t;TTEH-LARTEY 

·well , to give you an idea of Darnbudzo Marechsra 1 s prose style, here 1 s 
a passage from 'Burning In The Rain ', one of the stories from "The House 
Of Hunger", ,,.,rhich brought him a standing ovation when he read it in 
Berlin~ 

1-:LEX READS AN EX':i:'RACT FROM 11 THE HOUSE OF HUNGER11 (page 84/85 ) 
PUBLISHED BY HI::.INEHANN AFRICAN WRITER~ ' SERIES_ 

And with that extract from 1iThe House Of Hunger:1 , by the Zimbabwean 
writer Dambudzo Marechera we come to the end of our first report from 
the Berlin Festivr,.l of African Liaterature. 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey, saying goodbye and don't forget to join 
us again at the same time next week for more 11Arts and Africa' from 
Berlin. 

BBC COPYI3-IGHT. 


