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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to another edition 
of Arts and Africa which this week concentrates on Sierra Leone. We heard 
recently from Professor Clifford Fyle about his work on the new Krio 
dictionary which should go a long way towards helping the development of 
the language as a means of written expression. To1ay, we hear from 
Professor Eustace Palmer who is Head of the English Department at Fourah 
Bay College in Sierra -Leone. Professor Palmer spoke to Andrew Horn and 
began by listing some of the recent achievements of Sierra Leoneans in 
the cultural field. 

PROFESSOR EUSTACE PALMER 

A lot is going on in the cultural world in Sierra Leone. First of 
all to take the fj_eld of creative writing. We have not, perhaps, produced 
as many \\Titers as Nigeria or perhaps as Cameroon but, given the size of 
the country, I don't think we have :-- done too badly recently. We have 
poets like Syl Cheney-Coker whose pvcms have been published by Heinemann 
and we also have Lemuel Johnson who published his poems in America. 
Bpth of them, in fact, came out recently with two new collections of 
poetry Lemuel Johnson with a volume called 1Hand on the Navel' (?) , 
Syl Cheney-Coker with a volume called 'The Graveyard also has Teeth' 
and that, in fact, was the third of Cheney-Coker's vol umes. Then, 
of course, in the field of the novel, this is perhaps our weakest 
point. But then Yulisa Amadu Maddy has beep doing quite significant and 
quite good work but I think perhaps the most interesting cultural 
development in Sierra Leone recently, especially in the literally field, 
is the tremendous flowering of drama, e~~ecially what you might call 
'popular drama' - drama in the vernacular, in the local language. During 
the last five, six or seven years, we have had a tremendous number of 
young playwrights coming forward writing plays in Krio and these plays 
have been performed quite successfully to local audiences. They go down 
extremely well. They are on social questions, some of them border on 
political questj.nns. It gets through to the heart of the audience and 
this has really been a very exciting development. So in the worl d of 
drama, in the ·world of creative writing, we have been doing quite well. 
The University too plays a role in this. At the University, the students 
perform plays, the members of staff perform plays, the University's 
English Department has organised workshops in drama from time to time for 
the local drama groups. So i.n these· arens we seem to be doing quite 
well and there are other developments in other fields as well . 
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ANDREW HORN 

When you talk about these developments in theatre, is the theatre 
activity on the level of so-called High Art, that is for the wealthy, or 
is it popular theatre or both? 

PROFESSOR EUSTACE PALMER 

No, it's not on the level of High Art and this, I think, is one 
of the most interesting aspects of it. The interesting thing about 
drama at the moment in Sierra Leone is that one does not need to be 
educated to enjoy ones drama, one does not need to be literate, one only 
needs to understand Krio perhaps. One can go to the theatre and enjoy the 
play and there is tremendous rapport between the audience and the actors. 
In fact, attending a performance of these plays in Freetown is a very 
interesting experience, the sort of thing one can only compere to the 
original Shakespearian experience where you feel involved in the whole 
thing. Also they could recognise slices of their own life in what they 
were seeing on the stage. So this is drama that is popular which is 
reaching out to the people. But also, of course, other peopl e apart from 
what you might call the mnsses go to these plnys, university students 
go to these plays, university lecturers go to these p:!.ays. So for once 
we have dramatic performances that are vital, that are relev3nt to the 
lives of the people, a lot of plays in which a lot of ordinary people see 
themselves reflected. 

ANDREW HORN' 

Whenever theatre starts to deal very closely with topics that are 
social and political and particularly when they make a popular appeal in 
terms of their audience, very often the Government gets jittery, is there 
a problem of censorship in the theatre arts in Sierra Leone? 

PROFESSOR EUSTACE PALMER 

Yes. I am glad that you mentioned this point. I think the point 
you make is generally :tru~. Drama has a very immediate impact and 
therefore if it starts talking about politics or other social matters, the 
authorities might wish to step in. Yes, we do have censorship operating 
in theatres in Sierra Leone at the moment. vihat happened I think, was 
that~ play, written by one of the livelier of those young dramatists, a 
playwright called John Kargbo was thought to contain material which was 
in. some ways objectionable so the auth~rities decided that from that 
moment on, every play must be given a clearance by the Ministry of 
Education before being staged. What I hope really is that this kind of 
thing will not lead to a stifling of creativity. One is not saying that 
there must not be censorship, of course there is censorship everywhere, 
it depends on what one is looking for but I think one must also realise 
that writers write in a certain kind of atmosphere and creativity never 
really flowers in a situation where writers are look behind their 
shoulders to see whether people are watching them or whether people are 
looking at what they are writing. I hope this will not lead to a stifling 
of creativity becausG I think that our writers have been doing. extremely 
good work in this field of dramn and the people in general have realised 
their value. 



- 3 -

ANDREW HORN 

In the other literary arts, besides the theatre, in fiction and 
poetry, what outlets do Sierra Leonean writers have, can they be 
published in Sierra Leone or must they appeal to publishers outside the 
·country? 

PROFESSOR EUSTACE PALl'vlER 

Generally they have to appeal to publishers outside the country 
but on the other hand we have had one or two indigenous publishing houses 
springing up. There is the Leone Publications, a r .ew publishing house, 
then there is also Nikon Publications. This is done jointly with a 
firm in Germany but it publishes local stuff. So at them moment we do ' 
have outlets. Although I suspect that playwri~hts still might prefer to 
be published by a Western publisher because of the publicity that will be 
involved, Western publishers certainly have much more expertise about 
publicity than local publishers and therefore the writers might think 
that they have a wider audience if their work is published outside 
Sierra Leone but now they are beginning to have outlets for writers. As 
far as the plays in the vernacular are concerned, the plays in Krib, there 
is a problem because Krio, up to now, has not really been a written 
languageo There is a problem of standnrdising the orthography, for 
instance how does one spell a certain word. There will be . all sorts of 
variations. But we are about to publish a new Krio/~nglish dictionary 
and I'll come to this later, this is really one of the most interesting 
resenrch _projects that the University has engaged in. We are hopj.ng that: 
this dictionary will standardize the orthography and after this we'll 
be able to publish those plays that have been written in Krio. The 
Sierra Leonean University Press is very much interested in this, it's a 
local publishing house, of course, but so far it has pu~. lished scholarly 
works and not creative works, but we hope that from now on more of these 
works will get published locally. I mentioned the Krio/English 
dictionary and as I have said I think this is one of the. most massive 
research projects that the University has ever embarked on. It was 
started by Professor Eldred Jones who used to be the Head of the English 
Department, he I s now the Principal of the College, ·~nd then it was 
continued and brought to a successful conclusion by Professor Clifford 
Fyle who now Hea<Bthe African Languages Section at UNESCO in Dakar. 
~his is something that has been going on over the years and in a way it 
is an English Deportment proje.ct because there are other members of the 
Department who were invoived in the research and in the compilation of the 
dictionary~ Compiling a dictinncry is not an easy thing and this is the 
first Krio/English dictionary of any substance really to have been 
published. It's a major · work of scholarship and we are, therefore, 
delighted thnt it has been brought to a successful conclusion. Oxford 
University Press, in collaboration with the Sierra Leonean University 
Press, will be the publishers . In fact, I think the f'irst advanced 
co~ies have already come out so the work is as good as published. This 
is a project which the ·University as a whole and the Department of English 
takes tremendous pride, we are delighted about it. This is just one of 
the things that is being done. Some member.s of the History Depo..rtment ha.ve 
also been publishing books on Sierra Leone history. They hove been doing 
n tremendous amount of research on Sierra Leone history, writing Sierra 
Leone history in a way from the Sierra Leonenn 1 s point of view. People 
like Dr. Cecil Fyle have been doing very goad work in this connection 
and have come out with substantial publications in this field. I hate 
J 
l 
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to mention myself but I must say that within the English Department, I 
myself, recently published a second book called 'The Growth of the 
African Novel' because the African novel happens to be one of my areas 
of specializntion. So, in spite of the staff situation, the conditions 
under which we operate, people have been doing work and putting out 
publications. 

ANDREW HORN 

Well, your own study, 'The Growth of the African Novel' was 
published at the end of last year, 1979, it's a very long study and a very 
·detailed examinaiji.on, what is the terri·tory that is examined? 

PROFESSOR EUSTACE PALMER 

Well, perhaps I ought to make reference here for a start to my 
first book, an introduction to the African Novel. What I tried to do 
there was merely to give a critical account of the particular individual 
novels that &xcited me. What I try to do in this particular work is to 
write a much more comprehensive study of the African Novel and this 
accounts for the length of the work. I try to move in a hkind of 
chronolog.tcal order, I don I t renlly start with Maf ola or people like those s 

I renlly start with Amos Tutuola and then I move on to people like 
Ekwensi and Achebe, I deal with Francophone writers, I deal with some of 
the more contemporary writers. I try more or less to make it a kind 
of chronological study and I did not just give a critical assessment of 
selected novels. I tried to give an assessment of a novelist's entire 
work, to give an account of his entire work. I move, aa I said, in a 
chronological kind of order. 

A1'IDREW HORN 

What kind of growth do you see the African novel having undergone 
in these past 30 years? 

PROFESSOR EUSTACE PALMER 

Oh, a considerable· growth. From the point of view of themes. You 
are aware of course that the first African novel tended to have a kind 
of soci~1logical orientation. They were concerned with the clash of 
cultures. Either that or they wre concerned with the whole idea of 
negritud~, asserting the African personal~ty, demonstrating the value of 
blacl{ life and black culture. Then it moved away from that,. it moved 
away to soci~l comment with people like Achebe in 'A Man of the People', 
Soyinka in 'The Interpreters', Armah in 'The Beautiful Ones are not _yet 
Born' and his other novels. The novel became used for exposing .the 
deficiences in contemporary African life, exposing the shortcomings 
of contemporary African life. Now it seems, in fact, as if we are 
moving even further on to what I refer to as the new negritude and with 
works like 'Season of .Anomy' by Soyinka, 'Two Thousand Seasons' by 
Armah .and 'Petals of Blood' by Ngugi. The novel is now trying to 
suggest alternative societies to the rather corrupt African societies 
that you find in quite a few places. These novelists are saying 
9 Let us go back to traditional life, let us study the ~~yin which 
traditional African society was organised, let us see whether we can 
learn any lessons from this kind of organisation which you can .then use to 
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reorder our contemporary society in our bid to creating alternative 
societies to those that exist at the moment". Of course, there are 
indications that quite a few other themes have been explored by Amotoshon (phon) 
there's a kind of sober aspect, a whole lot of novels concerned with the 
Biafran war for instance. So it seems to me that there has been 
considerable growth. Stylistically also as far as form is concerned 
there has been tremendous development. We have had a tremendous amount 
of eA"J?erimentation by people like Shoyinka, like Armah, like Amotoshon 
(phon). 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Professor Eustace Palmer of Fourah Bay College 1 Sierra Leone 9 

talking there to Andrew Horn. And that's it from Arts and Africa for 
this week and from me Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it's goodbye. 


