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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with another edition of Arts 
and Africa 

ACTUALITY: 

Art Auction 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well if you haven't already guessed. That was a picture being 
sold at a London auction. It was by the Nigerian artist Uzo Egonu 
and was one of nearly a hundred works of art up for sale. Although 
art auctions are held regularly in London, this particular event was 
something of an exception. All the pictures were given free by the 
artists . And the proceeds of the sale went to the Anti-Apartheid 
group The International Defence and Aid Fund. Well just before the 
bidding started I had a quick word with one of the organizers Sir 
Hugh Casson who told me how tne sale came about. 

SIR HUGH CASSON 

Well what happened was, we tried to organise an exhibition of 
pictures which were given by the artists. Each artist was written 
to and asked to donate a work of his which he was proud of free, 
and you can do it two ways. You can either hang it up on the wall 
and sell it if you can, or you can hang it up on the wall and ask 
people to bid and you hope that the highest prices will be higher 
than the ordinary sales price. And that we shall see in a few 
minutes when the auction starts. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now I see that you are organising this in aiJ of the fight against 
apartheid. 

SIR HUGH CASSON 

That's right. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Who is going to be the benefactor? 

SIR HUGH CASSON 

Well the fund will be the benefactor, the Defence and Aid fund, 
and as you know there are various groups, anti-apartheid groups, 
working in this country. Cannon Collins is a friend of mine with 
whom I have been most closely associated, who is the founder. I 
married a South African girl so I've been to South Africa many times, 
so I know a tiny bit about some of the issues involved and this is 
why I've personally taken such an interest in it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes, and you said that you wrote to various artists, to offer 
their works free. 

SIR HUGH CASSON 

That's it, that's it. I'm actually an architect myself but I 
am President of the Royal Academy which is the, sort of established 
centre of the fine arts in this country and so I know a very large 
number of artists and I also taught at the Royal College of Art for 
many many years and so I know really hundreds of artists; and the 
response has been very very generous, very generous because it sounds 
easy to give a piece of work but if you're an artist there's a lot of 
blood in it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes I can see. 

SIR HUGH CASSON 

Personal time and sometimes its easier to give money, but they 
have in fact given really their personal skill, which is very generous. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well Mr Casson thank you very much and I hope that this turns 
out to be a very great success . 

SIR HUGH CASSON 

So do I. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I'm sure Sir Hugh Casson won't have been disappointed. The 
bidding was very lively and more than £15,000 was raised. Talking to 
some of the buyers at the auction I was interested to hear about the 
difficulties they'd had in selecting pictures. When it comes to 
buying art - particularly modern art - a lot of people it seems like 
to have their own taste confirmed by art critics. But critics of 
course do more than simply help sell art. They also provide 
invaluable comment and feedback to the artists themselves. This is 
something that particularly concerns the leading Nigerian artist 
Obiora Udechukwu. And as he explained to Nick Barker the lack of 
critics specialising in contemporary African art is a big source 
of worry to him and his colleagues. 

OBIORA UDECHUKWU 

The major crisis is a dearth of critics, that is serious critics. 
We have book critics, people who write the occasional review of 
what-ever in the Sunday paper or in the local journals, but no in
depth studies have appeared anywhere. 

NICK BARKER 

Now the art market in Nigeria is thriving, now why aren't there 
critics? 

OBIORA UDECHUKWU 

That is a big question, I think part of the probelm is that those 
who should be critics are probably busy looking for positions in 
Universities or teaching; and the artists of course could also be a 
critic if he wants but its more difficult for him to do his painting 
and his drawing or his sculpture and then to write at the same time . 

NICK BARKER 

Now in Europe there is a very close relationship between dealers, 
those who sell paintings, and critics and I'm particularly surprised 
that given that galleries are sprouting up in places like Lagos that 
they aren't trying to promote their own critics. 

OBIORA UDECHUKWU 

Yes, well about galleries, there is only one gallery in Lagos 
that you could call a commercial gallery and even that gallery, Gong 
Gallery, hijs pruned down its operations more or less, because the rent 
i s very high for the space in central Lagos. But like you said the 
critic is really part of a gallery but at the time the Gong, Gallery 
WRS beginning, which would be something like 1973 or there abouts, 
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there were occasional things written in the papers and so on, but 
nobody has really come out to write seriously about this. 

NICK BARKER 

Perhaps the problem of the absence of critics runs quite deep 
in that people are afraid to voice their criticism of contemporary 
African painting or contemporary African graphics, because they 
don't really know what criteria to use to judge contemporary work. 

OBIORA UDECHUKWU 

Well if I might use the example of Ulli Beier who is not a 
Nigerian, he's a German, but who has written so much about contemporary 
Nigerian art and also published a book titled •contemporary Art in 
Africa'. Ulli Beier in his writings, tends to emphasis for instance 
the works of the Oshogbo school the artists who work around the Oshogbo 
and his position is that he thinks that these artists are very good and 
that the artists, I mean the critic should more or less put across his 
preferences. I mean the 'Time' magazine critic, Robert Hughes, once 
said that the art critic is by definition narcissistic, that he argues 
his likes and dislikes in public and hopes that everybody will take it 
seriously. 

NICK BARKER 

But these likes and dislikes can be argued intelligently as well 
as extremely badly can't they. 

OBIORA UDECHUKWU 

Yes, but I think what we need in Nigeria and Africa now is a 
critic who will sit down and look at the climate, artistic climate, 
show us the different streams and the whole art movement and within 
that he could then define his preferences and give reasons for his 
preferences. 

NICK BARKER 

This problem of the lack of criticism clearly poses a great 
difficulty for artists in Africa today but it seems to me that there 
is another equally important problem which is the lack of a pan-African 
forum, I mean when we th.ink of African writers who regularly meet at 
international symposia; African artists don't have the same thing do 
they. 
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OBIORA UDECHUKWU 

No they dorft. Well I don't know whether, one might say that the 
writer is in an advantaged position because the printed word, the 
book, circulates easily and many more people are familiar with the 
works of their colleagues. But in the visual arts you find that, 
if you are lucky you might have come across reproductions of works 
by artists from Sudan for instance, but if you've not come across 
reproductions then you have to rely on the originals and most 
artists don't even exhibit outside their countries, or when they do 
it might be in London, or New York, or Paris. So their colleagues 
in Africa are not really in touch with their own works; so this is 
part of the problem. The other problem is that there is no forum, 
say a journal that could really collate the works of these artists. 
Black Orpheus some years ago was doing something along those lines 
even though its emphasis was literary but they carried the works of 
Ibrahim El Salahi for instance; the works of Malangatana of Mozambique, 
and they also published through the Mbara Publications the drawings 
of Salahi. But at the moment there is no journal that is doing that. 
Well African Arts from UCLA does part of that but their main interest 
is traditional African art. So their are two sides to the problem. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

The Nigerian artists Obiora Udechukwu, talking about the problems 
facing contemporary African artists. And finally we go to the 
Department of Literature at Makerere University, Uganda where lack of 
criticism certainly doesn't seem to be a problem. In fact something 
of a row is going on in the Department with one of its members, the 
well known writer and academic, Professor Okot accusing it of being 
one of the "whitest" north of Cape Town. We got this report from 
Mike Wooldridge in Nairobi. 

MIKE WOOLDRIDGE 

Writing recently in the government owned daily newspaper 'Uganda 
Times', Professor Okot declared that there was a grave crisis in the 
Department of Literature of Makerere. He said the syllabus seemed 
to be deliberately designed to stultify creative talent but more 
sinisterly students were made to believe that there was some literature, 
especially that from England and America, which was superior to African 
literature. Even though the teaching staff were now all Ugandans, the 
only department that beat Makerere in its "whiteness", Professor Okot 
stated, was the one in the University of Malawi. He alleged that 
African writers were totally banned there. Professor Okot recalled 
that in 1968 he and other African writer~ including Ngugi Wa'Thiongo, 
led a literary revolution which turned the Department of English at 
Nairobi University into the Department of Literature, with African 
literature both oral and written at the heart of the syllabus. He 
said they'd rejected th(~ fundamental assumption on which the English 
Department had been established, which was that the English cultural 
tradition and the emergence of the modern west was the central root 
of the African consciousness and cultural heritage. Professor Okot 
said it was obvious that African students should learn what artists 
in other lands had done but only after knowing what their own had done. 
Only in this way could Africa's future leaders have firm roots at home 
and have something to be proud about. Before taking up his present 
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appointment Professor Okot held various academic posts in the United 
States and Europe and then returned to Makerere's Institute of Social 
Research. The post of head of Creative Writing used to be occupied 
for short periods at a time by well known writers to enable them to 
concentrate on their vocation in an academic atmosphere and also to 
conduct occasional seminars to pass on their skills to aspiring 
writers. It's not known why Professor Okot decided to turn publicly 
on his own department at this particular time, but there is speculation 
at Makerere that he may be embarking on a campaign for the job above 
his own, head of the entire Department of Literature. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Mike Wooldridge in Nairobi. And before we end the programme I'd 
like to remind you about the External Services Jubilee Art Competition. 
We are celebrating 50 years of broadcasting to the world and we are 
inviting listeners to submit pictures on the theme of the BBC motto 
"Nation Shall Speak Peace Unto Nation". If you'd like to take part 
in the competition you should first write for an entry form. The 
address to write to is: Arts and Africa Jubilee Art Competition, 
BBC, Bush House, London. I hope you'll join us at the same time 
next week. Till then this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 


