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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to another edition 
of Arts and Africa. And in today's programme we look at the work 
of a Namibian artist, John Muafangejo·, and we've news of a sp,ecial 
art competition to celebrate the BBC External Services ' 50th 
Birthday. 

But first the work of John Muafangejo. London has hosted 
some e~cellent shows by African artists in recent months and the 
trend seems to be continuing with an exhibition of lino cuts by 
John Muafangejo at Moira Kelly Fine Art. Muafangejo was born in 
Namibia 34 years ago. He trained as a school teacher and went on 
to study at an art school in Natal in South Africa before returning 
to teach in his home region of Ovamboland. Although this is the 
first time his work has been shown in London, it's been exhibited 
widely in Europe, North America and South Africa and its popularity 
is easily explained. His lino cuts, despite their exception 
simplicity, possess a clarity and honesty seldom found in this 
medium. Most of his pictures carry inscriptions and some of the 
titles are quite curious. "Elephant is killing a lion i n a funny 
way" is one of them. Another is called "She divorced her husband 
together with her children". Yet another states quite simply 
"Natal where art school is". In all his pictures Muafangejo opens 
himself up to the viewers and tells a story either about himself 
or the world around him. 

Producer Nick Barker spoke with a leading British art critic 
Edward Lucy-Smith and asked him about the qualities in Muafangejo ' s 
work that he was most struck by. 

BOWARD LUCY-SMITH 

I think a tremendous boldness, a great sense of visual poetry 
and above all a very, very strongly autobiographical element. The 
fact that he seems to be able to reach into himself and show you• 
what he was like as a man, the way that David Hockney can sometimes 
for example. 
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NICK BARKER 

This topographical element particularly interests me because 
he not only describes the physical geography of where he's 
painting but actually his experiences. He'll actually write on 
the lino cut: "This is where I was born" and "This is where my 
favourite chief lived". I've never seen this quality in African 
art before. 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

I don't think I have either but there is a quality that he 
has which is very African when you look at the best modern African 
art from all over the place, from Nigeria and Ghana as well, and 
that is that it's narrative art. There are always stories 
incapsulated in Muafangejo•s prints. I think the basic African 
art form, and I base this on west Indian experience because that's 
where I was brought up, is story telling, it's telling a story. 
That's the fundamental thing. The way in which you tell the 
story if you sing it or dance it or you just tell it or you make 
a work of art about it, it's still the story which is fundamental. 

NICK BARKER 

And on the subject of stories it is interesting that John 
is very eager to tell little moral stories. He's clearly a very 
Christian man. 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

Well I think •if you look at the condition of art by black 
artists in South Africa, it's very heavily missionary influenced. 
It's the missionaries who run the art schools, for example, such 
as they are. Most of South African black art comes out of a 
Christian context. 

J!lCK BARKER 

The World Service is currently organising a world art 
contest and ·we in the African Service are very eager that African 
artists should paint some pictures for us. Would you like to 
venture any suggestions about the current state of African art 
and the sort of work they might produce? 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

Well I think it's at last becoming very interesting but I 
think thephase of simply imitating the tribal art of the past 
has begun to vanish. Some of the best things you see coming out 
of Africa nowadays are made for black audiences, they address 
people who the artist knows. They are things like shop signs. 
I think the best advice one can give to an African artist is to 
tell a story and tell it as directly as he can. 
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NICK BARKER 

What are your feelings about the political content of so 
much African art. I think what annoys me about a lot of contemporary 
African painting is that it shouts at you: "This is nationalist" or 
"This is a liberation struggle" and I feel the aesthetic price that 
has been paid 1s too great. 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

Well I don't know, I have very mixed feelings about this. 
I like some African political art very much and some of it that 
came out of theBla.fran war for example, which was a mixture of 
political statement and a personal feeling and personal experience, 
was very, very impressive. I think an artist who links his own 
experience very closely to politics is firie and I think most 
Africans can't help being politicized at the moment, certainly in 
South Africa. There's a very good, young Zulu in Durban called 
Paul Sobizi for example who makes extremely impressive drawings which 
show street demonstrations. You know they are very powerful figure 
drawings. The fact that they're demonstrations is perhaps secondary. 

NICK BARKER 

But would you agree that one problem facing African artists 
is the lack of Pan-African contact. The fact that Ghanaians don't 
meet Ethiopians and Sudanese artists don't meet South African artists? 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

Yes, I think that's perfectly true. I think another thing 
is that African artists have been the vJctims of misunderstandings 
about African culture propagated by whites. Again in South Africa, 
to take that example since we started with a South African artist, 
there seems to be a strong feeling that African artists ought to 
be carvers or ought to make statues. Well, in fact, there is very 
little sculptural tradition because it's all grassland, it isn't 
forest land and the ethnic arts are things like weaving and bead
work and that kind of thing. 

NICK BARKER 

So you think that foreign mediums ought to be encouraged? 
011 paint ought to be encouraged amongst African artists? 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

I do. But I think, at the moment, the best work is being 
done in print making because print is a cheap medium and it brings 
it within reach of a much broader audience. It's also a very 
diciplined medium as far as technique goes. You've either got it 
right or you haven't got it right. When you're makinga lino cut 
you can't, for example, correct the cuts, you can't mess about. 



- 4 -

NICK BARKER 

Are there any schools of African art that embrace artists 
from different countries? 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

No, not really. There tend to be three layers of African 
art. There are the sophisticated artists for whatever reasons, 
perhaps because they came from rich families to start off with, 
have come to Europe and received European art training and 
there are one or two especially with a Senegalese background for 
example •••• 

NICK BARKER 

Iba Ndiaye would be one. 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

•••• mm, who are. almost totally assimilated to the European 
art scene. They still use Af'rican imagery but they are competing 
with European artists on exactly the same basis. Then right at 
the other end of the scale there's airport art. Those wooden 
carvings that are produced in workshops in Kenya, for example, with 
one man carving perhaps one part of the detail, another man doing 
another part of the detail. 

NICK BARKER 

They're generally fairly atrocious aren't they? 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

They are atrocious but they're sort of interestingly atrocious. 
We haven't looked at them carefully enough I think very often. In 
the middle there is this art of the modern African experience 
there in Africa which is struggling to be born. That's the really 
interesting kind. 

NICK BARKER 

Could you tell me a little more about '1bis middle catogory? 

EDWARD LUCY-SMITH 

Well I think that this middle catagory is produced by 
Africans who are coming out of the tribal matrice where the psyche 
is a collective psyche and moving towards what is recognisably to 
us Europeans an individual psyche who are ceasing to say: "we" and 
are beginning to say: "I". That is the real difference between 
their art and tribal art. Muafangejo with whom we began is an 
artist who says "I", who says "I" very loudly sometimes and that•s 
one of the things that makes him fascinating. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Edward Lucy-Smith talking there to Nick Barker. Still on 
the subject of art we're pleased to announce on the programme a 
special BBC art competition which is being organised as part of 
the 50th anniversary celebrations of the BBC External Services. 
The theme of the competition is the BBC's own motto "Naticn· Shall 
Speak Peace Unto Nation", and your entry can be any form of 2 
dimensional work. The best entries will be shown in a major 
exhibition in London, and the first three prizes will each consist 
of a short visit to Britain for two people with all expenses paid. 
Well we on Arts and Africa very. much hope an African artist will 
win the contest and to give you a head start we have in the studio 
a leading African artist from the Sudan Ibrahime El-Salehi whose 
own work has been exhibited in many parts of the world. Ibrahime 
can I first ask you are you thinking of entering the co~petition? 

IBRAHIME EL-SALAHI 

Well I might. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

(Laughs) Well there's still time. Now we heard on the' 
interview with Lucy-Smith, he was talking about the excellence of 
narrative art in Africa. Do you think this line is a good one 
for people entering the competition? 

IBRAHIME EL-SALAHI 

It could be in a way. But that could limit itself to a 
certain fraction of artists in Africa. Because I notice from what 
Mr. Smith has pointed out he was refering to a certain group of 
artists in West Africa and South Africa, not Africa as a whole. 
Though he did mention the emerging kind of new artists who are 
saying: "I" more than "we". But coming back to the narrative part 
I think it is a very interesting theme. because it's a descriptive 
theme directly, particularly as the theme of the competition is 
defined as such which is the motto of the BBC. That's very 
interesting to give a lead and people' can take their ease with 
it and describe what the motto means in terms of a pictorial 
theme whether it's in painting, in graphics, in tapestry, 
whatever medium they choose. I think it will be very interesting 
indeed. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now what sort of medium do you yourself use and what's your 
theme'? 

IBRAHIME EL-SALAHI 

Well I have many themes but the medium I use, basically I use 
oils. Now for some time I have moved into mixed media. I use 
coloured inks, I use different surfaces, I use pen ink and I add 
quite a number of things to it. So I'm not limited to one thing. 
Themes, I never work following a theme. To me the spirit of the 
work or the subject matter of the work comes while I am working. 
So in a way I'm almost like a medium. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes you are an individualist as it were. 

IBRAHIME EL-SALAHI 

Yes. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now to take up Lucy-Smith again, he was talking about art in 
Africa being in the nature of beadwork and cloth prints and things 
like that. But surely there have been other types of art like 
the terracottas to name but one medium. The famous ones of Nigeria, 
Benin, Jos. 

IBRAHIME EL-SALAHI ""--- -• 

Yes. 

,!LEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Although as with all other forms of African art they've been 
made for shrines and burials and things like that, but still they 
have been forms of art. 

IBRAHIME EL-SALAHI 

Yes no doubt. I .mean here is a problem. Here in the West 
people I think have always taken the tribal art or what they have 
discovered of tribal art as the art of Africa. ln a way it's 
rather limited. You pointed out the art of Benin, the art of Jos, 
which is terracotta, it's a form of sculpture which is most 
exciting and most interesting indeed. It has very ~riginal form. 
This is where the conflict comes in, I mean you put a sort of 
title or a name to a certain area and that's it, as if there is no 
other form whatsoever. This, for us as a contemporary artist in 
Africa today, we find this · is rather unjust because all the credit 
is given to the tribal art which has its own value no doubt, I 
mean one should think of it in a way which is a great form of art, 
it's tribal, it's functional, it has a certain role in society. 
But so has the contemporary artist. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Ibrahime El-Salahi thank you very much. And for all those 
interested in taking part in the competition, you should first 
write for an entry form which will give you all the conditions 
and rules of the contest. The address to write to is: Arts and 
Africa, Jubilee Art Competition, Bush House, London. That's all 
for now and so until the -same time next week this is Alex Tett eh
Lartey in London saying goodbye. 
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