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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey, rather the odd man out I'm 
afraid tn_ today's "Arts and Africa". 

GRAMS 

ASHANTI NTUMPANI - MUSTAPHA TETTEY ADDY. 

_bLEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

The male and female drum being played for the Adowa or 
' antelope' dance of the Ashanti people of central Ghana. Today it's 
the female voice that's the prominent one~ I've just seen a film about 
some of the Asante women who live and work in the capital of the 
Ashanti kingdom, Kumasi. It's a film made by women about women for 
television. And as I'm naturally jealous of the way Ghana is shown 
to the outside world I went along to the special showing wondering 
how successful a team of non-Ghanaians - British, in fact, - would 
be in conveying not 9nly what it looks like but what it feels like 
to be a market woman in Kumasi's giant market. 

A.few facts to start with. Claudia Milne and her all-woman film 
crew work not for BBC television but for a rival company called 
Granada. They went out to Ghana specially to record the life of the 
Asante market women and they spent nearly six weeks in Kumasi making 
an hour-long film which has just been shown to British vjewers. Up 
to seventy thousand people come to Kumasi market every day to buy 
and sell but a handful stand out from the crowd. Before Claudia 
Milne and Diane Tammes, the producer and the camerawoman begin to 
tell me about the filming, we're going to hear the voice of one of 
these market 'queen mothers' as they're called, with her plantain
sellers. 

TAPE 

EXTRACT - MARKET WOMAN SINGING. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now I'll begin with you, Claudia. Who was that 'queen 
mother' singing? 
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CLAUDIA MILNE 

That was Oba who i s queen mother of the plantain section. She 
was singing a song about how she was overthrown. During the time of 
Nkrumah's overthrow she was overthrown as the head woman of the 
plantain women. Somebody else replaced her, made a mess of it and 
the plantain women wanted Oba back and that song is the song they 
sang when they came to fet ch her and to ask her to be their head 
woman again. 

~LEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you talk about t he queen mother of the plantain section 
suggesting that there are other queen mothers . 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

Yes, each produce section in the market has its own queen mother. 
Usually the queen mot her is elected by the seilers of that particular 
section. Oba is slightly different from the others that we filmed 
because she wasn't elected, she sort of 'wheeler-dealed' her way to 
power. She had very strong connections with the royal family and she 
had very strong polit ical connections. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now I saw the f ilm twice, in fact , and I thought it was 
refreshingly conceived because it was quite different from what we 
normally see in the media here , portraying Africa. We usually have 
the angle from a purely traditional, cultural point of view and the 
peopl e i nvolved a re usually the most important sections of society, 
you know, the chiefs and whatnots and the cultural affairs. But this 
fil m deals with the life of people as they lived. You know, private 
people, not so important in society. I mean important in a sense, in 
the economic sense but as i ndividuals not all that important . Now 
what made you film people like that? 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

Wel l, I think there are two things. One , that the Asante 
society is t he text book example of a matrilinial society and that 
made it interesting to see the way the matrilinial society affected 
women. Secondly, becaus e everyone who has been to West Africa always 
comes back and ~ays : "Those market women are amazing" . In Ashanti. 
you have a matrilinial soci ety and an enormous market and we wanted 
actually to see how a matrilinial society affected ordinary women 
working for their livi ng, what motivated those women to be so powerful 
in the market. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

We're going t o hear an actual market scene. 

TAPE 

EXTRACT - MARKET SCENE. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I'll come to you now Diane. What techniques did you use 'to 
capture the seenes in the market? 
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DIANE TAMMES 

When we first went into the market we were a team of eight 
women and we caused quite a stir because we were carrying equipment 
and we had a lot of boxes and we had to spend a lot of time explaining 
what we were going to do, telling women what the film was going to 
be about because they wanted to know. They weren't happy to be 
filmed unless they knew why we were filming them and for what reasons. 
They thought that on our first day we would go there, do some filming 
,and not come back again but, in fact, we did go back. We went back 
many, many times and gradually as we went back .over the weeks they 
warmed to us and they responded to us and we did film those scenes 
which yo~ saw. It did take time and perseverance and it took us 
time having .to explain what we were doing and why. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes. Well the place was so crowded I couldn't imagine how you 
would set up your cameras. 

DIANE TAMMES 

. Well, I had a hand-held camera and the sound equipment was 
carried by .the sound recordist over her shoulder. We did a lot of 
filming hand-held but then we found that there were just so many 
people, it was so distracting, that we also did filming from the top 
of our van which meant that the sound was separated f r om the camera. 
So we divised a scheme of hand signals which Claudia gave from the · 
top of the van to let the sound recordist, Diana, know what we wanted 
at a particular time. As the women wanted to work and wanted to get 
on with their jobs, we felt that it was unfair for us to disturb that 
too much, you know, we wanted to get them actually working not 
feeling that we were in their way and sort of harrassing them. So 
we pad two systems. One which was to film them close. to and the other 
to film them from a distance with the sound in close. 

ALEX tETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes, now you've said two things there. In the first place you 
spent some time persuading these women that you were going to do 
something about them. On the other hand you tried not to intrude in 
their normal business. Now were they at all conscious of what you 
were doing? Did they try to set up scenes for you or did you arrange 
any scenes for them to act? Or was it all naturally done? 

DIANE TAMMES 

As naturally done as it possibly could be except that we had to 
have an interpreter because we couldn't speak their language and only 
some of them could speak ours and not to a higher enough degree that 
we could explain. So we had to have an interpreter explaining what 
we were .. doing. We felt that it was important that they should know 
the kind of film that we were going to make and why we were there. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Claudia, there was a scene there where one woman actually 
shoved: another almost in the face and there was mother scene where 
one woman ~tt~mpted · to_strangle·another. 
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CLAUDIA MILNE 

Yes, it wasn't done seriously at all . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

No, so it was set up in that sense? 

.f LAUDIA MILNE 

No it wasn't set up, no. I mean we saw, when we weren't filming, 
we saw that the women, when they had disputes they very often behaved 
like that but it never got serious, it never got unpleasant. When 
they had disputes they always argued their case with a lot of good 
humour and they seemed to use jokes to put the other side down in a 
very effective way. To hear it described as somebody •strangling' 
somebody else or shoving somebody in the face, it sounds as if it was 
a very nasty, unpleasant incident. In fact it wasn't, it was done as 
a joke .• 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, there was this scene which was actually set up not by you 
but for the American Vice-President's wife and you were honest enough 
to say that this was not the usual thing. But there was another one, 
I wasn't quite sure about. These girls singing about Yaa Asantewa. 
W~s that set up as well? 

CLAUDIA MILNE. 

It was not at playtime when we filmed that, but it was a song 
that the girls do ordinarily sing at playtime and they do admire Ya 
Asantewa. 

DIANE TAMMES -

We did actually film them on another occasion when I was on top 
of a water tower and they were singing the song and they were just 
playing and they didn't even know we were there. So it isn't something 
they had done specially for us. It's a song that they do sing in the 
school and they do play that game together. 

EXTRACT - SCHOOLGIRLS DANCE AND SONG. 

TAPE 

EXTRACT - DISAPPEARING WORLD NARRATION. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well the voice over that song was really the voice of the 
commentator on the television. 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

We met an old man who had known Ya Asantewa as a little boy and . 
he had served her in her house and done her cleaning for her when he 
was a schoolboy and he'd been exiled to the Seychelles by the British 
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CLAUDIA MILNE 

at the time of the last Ashanti war when she was exiled. He used to 
$erve. in per house and he became a histor_y teacher and he goes round 
the· schools tell"ing the children about Yaa Asantewa and we filmed him 
talking to the school children but, unfortunately, we just couldn't do 
it justice in the time we had. So we had to leave that out. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, it's rather unusual isn't it for an all-woman crew like 
yours. Is it the kind of thing you normally have in television or did 
you use this technique because you were going to film something 
predominantly about women? 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

·Well, certainly we felt that the women would talk to us and 
respond to us better if it were all women. Our anthropologist felt 
that if we were going to talk about marriage, polygamy, how the 
women felt about men, they would talk more openly to us because we 
were all women than if we'd been a mixed crew. 

i 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Did you have any experience of the local mammy-lorries, climbing 
onto these hard wooden lorries? 

DIANE TAMMES 

Yes we did! 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

(Laughs) What was the womens reaction? 

DIANE l'AMMES 

I think we caused quite a lot of amusement in the market by 
our antics, and the fact that we did climb up onto the plantain trucks 
.to get shots. We were pushed and shoved up you know. We weren't used 
to clirnbine up so we had somebody pushing us up. (Laughs). 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

Pushing our bottoms up. (Laughs) 

DIANE TAMMES 

And everybody laughed and cheered and thought it was absolutely 
wonderful . 

CLAUDIA MiLNE 

The other thing was that we went to a couple of funerals 
before we started filming to see what happened at funerals so that we 
could plan if we went to a funeral, how we'd film it. We danced -at 
the funeral, we were asked if we'd dance at the funeral. There were 
crowds of people and Diane and I got up and danced and that brought 
the house down! (Laughs) 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well that was marvellous. How about the film you did of the men? 
Did you adopt a different approach or was it the same? 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

It was exactly the same. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Were they forthcoming? 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

Totally. We were amazed at how forthcoming they were. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And listening to judge the argument, did you find yourself 
naturally falling in with the women's arguments over polygamy, over 
the economy, over how lazy the men were or did you think that, on the 
whole, the men were more cogent in the arguments.? 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

Well I must say that I thought the women had an awful lot going 
for them. I felt that their commitment to their children was very 
impressive indeed. They live very hard lives but they manage to 
retain a sense of humour and a sense of perpsective about their lives. 
They're not bitter about men at all. They blame the system rather than 
individual men and we all went away thinking that we had a lot to learn 
from them. 

DIANE TAMMES 

. We did feel that , there in the market, the women were in charge 
of an economic ar·ea in a way that we hadn't seen anywhere else ( and 
certainly doesn't happen here) where there is the queen mother and 
her committee and the other middle women and so on in charge of a 
whole area with the men working for them. That is very unusual. I 
hadn't seen it anywhere else, in any other country that I've been to. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Of course it has been a · great experience for the two of you. 

CLAUDIA MILNE 

An amazing experience, yes. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Claudia Milne and Diane Tammes, thank you both very much indeed. 
And that's it from Arts and Africa for this week. We end the programme 
with an Asanti funeral dance song and on that note this is Alex Tetteh
Lartey saying goodbye until the same time next week~ Goodbye. 


