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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with Arts and Africa. This 
October in West Germany the Annual Fra~furt Book Fair will have as its 
theme 'Publishing in Africa'. We here on Arts and Africa will be telling 
you more about this event nearer the date and we will be bringing you 
reports direct from the Fair and qn the African Arts Festival that will 
be associated with it. Today, however, we hear about one of the first 
results of this new interest in Africa and African literature that is 
growing in West Germany. In Frankfurt, on April 26th this year, the 
Society for the Promotion of African, Asian and Latin American Literature 
was founded by a group of literary experts in the fields of publishing, 
journalism, literary criticism and research. The society will be con
centrating initially on Africa and its aim is to persuage German publishers 
to issue translations in German of African writers, principally novelists. 
David Sweetman spoke to Jorg Becker who is manager of the Society and 
asked.:him why German publishers had not taken a greater interest in 
African Literature. 

JORG BECKER 

Well I thi]1k it is a lack of information. If you talk to German 
publishers,: they don't know very much and I think that is due to the 
colonial history of Germany and the Third World countries. There is a 
lack of knowledge and I think it is worthwhile to try at least to give 
the publishers more knowledge. Perhaps we will fail with our Society and 
its aim to get more translated but I am quite sure it is a question of 
knowledge and more information, and they will surely take some translations 
If you look at very small and engaged Third World publishing companies in 
West Germany, they started to translate books from Third World countries 
about 10 years ago and in that small circle of Third World activists it . 
was a success and I think we are at the stage now where we can push that 
on and go to the big publishing companies. I am quite sure that they will 
take it over. If you look, for example, at the well-known publishing 
company Suhrkamp in Frankfurt, they just started 4 or 5 months ago, a 
special African programme and I think if Suhrkamp decided to do so, its 
a good sign that some other publishing companies will follow and that there 
is interest in doing so. 

flAVID SWEETMAN 

Does your Society have any sponsorship from the German Government? 
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JORG BECKER 

No, we don't have any sponsorship by the German Government. At 
the moment, we are funded by a certain agency of the West German 
~rotestant Church and that might sound interesting but in our domestic 
context in West Germany, it is well-known that the West German Protestant 
Church is very much engaged on the Third World issues and it is a long 
tradition in West German Protestant Church to fund activities like that. 

Q!YlD SWEETI·i[AN 

But there is no particular religious bias to the work that you 
are doing? 

JORG BECKER 

No, not at all. 

DAVID SWEETMAN 

Which writers would you say were known to a German audience and 
which writers do you think ought to be known? Who would you most like 
to see published and who isn't? 

JORG BECKER 

Well, if we look back at the reception of African Literature in 
Germany during the last 20 years, I think there is only one author which 
is quite known among German readers, and that, strange enough, is Leopold 
Senghor because of some very specific and I think individual relationships 
he has to German culture. If we think, for example, of the great Nigerian 
novelist Chinua Achebe, there is only one novel by him translated into 
German and this is out of print. I think we have to start with these old 
classics, so to speak, of West Af'rican novels to bring it again to 
Germany not to speak of the new Nigerian authors which are much more 
radical than Achebe. 

DAVID SWEETMAf:J 

I'm suprised. I mean what you're really saying is that there is 
almost no well established African writer that is at all published with 
any consistancy in Germany. 

JORG BECKER 

No, we have at the moment about 20 books by African novelists in 
publishing companies or which are planned to come out this year and that 1s 
of course not enough if you look for example at the Heinemann series. 
I don't know exactly the number of titles they offer, I think it's more 
than 100 and we don't even have 20. 

DAVID SWE:ETMAN 

It has been suggested on various occasions, I am sure it will be 
raised at Frankfurt, that official sources in West Germany are getting 
interested in the Third World largely because they are moving in, very 
often where the ex-colonial powers are moving out and the involvement, 
say, of West Germany in Zaire ancl South Africa is extremely suspect. Do 
you think there is any truth in that? 
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JORG BECKER 

I think so yes. I am quite sceptical about these activities and 
I think its not fair play. The West German go~ernmen~ plays with the 
media while doing things ·behind the scenes and •giving different infor~a
tion when talking to the public. And, of course, I know abou~ the 
difficulties of not becoming an alibi for the official policy in Bonn 
and we can change that only through personal contact and in being very 
fair, very open, very frank about our own individual motives in being 
open about where we get our money from and in being open to deliver the 
results of our work to African individuals and companies in Africa 
itself. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY' 

Jorg Becker, Manager of the West German Society for the Promotion 
of African, Asian and La.tin American Literature talking to Davi4 
SweetmD.n. And now to Kenya where, as we heard recently, the Goverment 
has decided that the country shall have a film industry. There is 
already in existence a film corporation which was founded in 1967 with 
the aim of encouraging the making of films that would reflect the 
culture and traditions of Kenya and of other African peoples. However, 
it has, up to now, concentrated on importing and distributing foreign. · 
films and although it is a para-statal organisation, the corporation 
finances itself from its distribution charges. Now the original aims of 
the corporation are being revived. The new chairman of the film 
corporation, Mr. Ramogi Achieng Oneko, told Greg Wilesmith that a steering 
committee would be set up to prepare a feasability study on the establish
ment of a film industry in Kenya. 

RAMOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

The board has decided to invite experts from outside, in other words 
we are going to have commercially orientated persons on the board, upon 
whose advice the steering committee will depend. 

GREG WILESMITH 

Could you see a dilemma between the need to produce films that are 
commercinlly populnr and those which represent faithfully your local 
cultures and traditions? 

RAMOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

No. This is going to be divided into three. As at the moment, the 
Government is conducting or producing documentary films in Kenya. This 
we leave entirely to the Ministry of Information but we'll be more or 
less concerned with commerical films, commercial productions and features 
which is our ultimate goal in tl:.is move. 

GREG WILESMITH 

Do you think they would be distributed only in Kenya or for 
international r elease? 
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RAMOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

No actually, they must pe internationally accepted. That'~ why w0 

are looking for experts and, in fact, to put what my Presi4ent said to ·me 
the other day, that we should look fo~ _experts anywhere in the world. 

GREG WILESMITH 

It obviously costs -a great deal of mpney to m_ake a film :that is 
·acceptable for the international mark.et~ 

R.AtViOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

I do agree. It costs money but we'll find ways of producting films 
here . Our ultimate goal is to have our own laboratory here in the long 
run but in the meantime we 4ave to study the whole position. 

GREG WILESMITH 

Have there been any discussions yet with .American producers, 
British or European production companies? 

RAMOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

We haven't really studied that but we are sending out feelers. 
Although I'm not, at the moment, appealing to people to come forward, but 
I know we'll be sending out feelers to some experts. We have good 
connections and I don't think it will be difficult to get them. 

GREG WILESMITH 

I wonder what sort of film you will be producing though. I mean a 
film that has its origins or base in Kenyan traditions or culture and 
one that .. is acceptable at the same time on an international level. 

RAMOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

That is our aim. It must be based in Kenya or in Africa but it must 
be internationally accepted. 

GREG WILESMITH 

But I wonder what sort of films. Do you have any· specific ideas 
about films like tho.t? 

RAMOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

Well you see our culture has been misrepresented s~~ehow. Some 
people who come to Africa to take films, whether they are documentaries 
or features, they tended to go down to the Masai and take pictures with 
half naked people and they think this is what represents African culture. 
We must produce something on the same standard as some other films that 
are commonly shown in our country today. 
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GREG WILESMITH 

And that woi.+ld · mean importing Hollywood stat~~- . i'f rou like? 

Rf~10GI ACHIENG- ONEKO 

Well, if it was ne~9ssary, but we have also the talent here that 
has not been explored. We want to use the local people and also borrow 
from outside. 

' 
GREG WILESMITH 

Do you have floods of scripts coming into your office from young 
Kenyan people? 

RAMOG I ACHIENG Oi\TEKO 

Well in my cabinet here I have a number of letters urging me to make 
sure that something is done and that the statement I made the other day is 
fulfilled. Rj_ght here there is somebody who brought me a script which he 
wants me to play and find out if it's good enough. 

GREG WILESMITH 

Would you hope that if the Kenya Film Corporation could develop 
the right amount of expertise and had the right equipment, that Kenya 
could become a Mecca for African film makers. 

RAI•,IOG I fl.CHIENG ONEKO 

When we started to consider the idea of film production in Kenya, 
we did not confine the need only to Kenya but the need should cover the 
whole of Africa. Africa is developing and we must also provide enough 
equipment for film making. That will make it even easier for film 
makers coming from Europe, America and places like China, the Soviet 
Union, not to carry so much load with them. We intended to have here 
with us .internationally accepted equipment for film makers so that they 
can hire them when they o.re in Kenya End again you see we 111 have to 
make provision at a later date or a rather good laboratory where a 
film can be processed here in Kenya and this is why we are looking 
forward to getting some experts from outside Kenya so that our equipment 
will not be below standard. This will also help particularly African 
countries who also will be thinking of having film production in their 
respective countries . 

GREG WILESMITH 

So, for exampl8, if a Nigerian film crew were to oome · here and 
make a film about Nigeria but they set it in Kenya because you had the 
facilities, then you would be willing to allow that to happen? 
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RfU\'lOGI ACHIENG ONEKO 

Yes. We 111 definitely allow that to happen. Again you see we are 
very proud and lucky that we have good weather throughout the year and · 
we have also good scenery which is quite conducive to good film making. 

ALEX TETTEH-Ll'~TEY 

Th€ chairman of the Kenya Film Corporation, Mr. Ramogi Achieng 
Oneko talking to Greg Wilesmith • .And that's it from Arts and Africa 
for this week and from me Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it's goodbye . 


