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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with "Arts and Africa". And today 
we begin with the Jubilee Art Competition which was organised to mark 
50 years of overseas broadcasting by the BBC. You may have already 
heard us announce the results in last weeks programme. The three 
main prizes were won by entrants from India and China, but out of the 
100 or so entries from Africa, five were highly commended and will be 
receiving subsidary prizes. Of those five, two are very well known -
Chief Twin Seven-Seven from Oshogbo, Nigeria who has had exhibitions all 
over the world and John Muafangejo from Namibia, who you may remember 
featured this year in "Arts and Africa" with a London exhibition of lino 
cutso The others are a lesser known artist from the Seychelles - Ron 
Gerlach who has had exhibitions in Italy, and two young unknowns as yet -
Abdullahi Ali Yu from Sokoto, Nigeria who is twenty and a student, and 
Abdilahi Muse Dahir from Somalia who is twenty-five years old, and not 
an artist but a tailor. Well in the studio today we have Waldemar 
Januszczak the Art Critic of "The Guardian" newspaper in London, and one 
of the judges of the Jubilee Art Competition. Welcome to "Arts and 
Africa" Waldemar. How did the judges manage to compare paintings from 
such a vast cultural spread? 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

With great difficulty I must quickly say because most of us have 
seen art from China, we might have seen something from Japan, we might 
have seen the odd piece of art from Africa, but of course, it would have 
been totally impossible for any of us to have seen all of the art that 
we had submitted to this exhibition. So I think from the first we were 
a little bit baffled and it took a while for us to find our level, to 
find what it was we were looking for in the work and I think the theme 
helped us very much here, because that was something we could actually 
latch on to, something solid which we could use to measure the other art 
against, as it were. Some of the judges, and I think I would count myself 
among this group, were more concerned that the work should be good, that 



(2) 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

it should be effective, that it should first and foremost be good art. 
Some of the other judges were more concerned with the ~act that the 
message, the whole idea of peace, "Nation speaking peace unto nation" 
should be the foremost idea in our minds. So in a way between us we 
levelled out. I was going for works that I felt had real artistic vigour 
and some of the other judges were going for works which they felt carried 
the theme across. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now I've seen one of the three winners, the Chinese ones, which was 
I suppose of a landscape of hills, how did that portray this idea, this 
notion of peace? 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

Well perhaps I could best answer that by comparing it with one of 
the other winners which was an Indian entry which featured the world 
really, it was a globe picture, and inside the perfect circle of the earth 
there were all kinds of people involved in a tranquil peaceful life, 
you could see Indians, you could see Africans, the people of every colour, 
every race, every religion going about every kind of work, there were 
flags from every nation in the world, there were scenes from the Olympics, 
there were scenes from the Commonwealth Games, there were scenes from 
every kind of event in which people come together to, in some way, promote, 
reflect peace. Now the -Chinese entry was exactly the opposite, it was not 
a complicated picture, it was a very simple picture. For me it talked 
about a different kind of peace, it was the kind of peace you might find 
if you're walking through a valley somewhere and you sit down and you 
breath some fresh air, the sun is setting and you feel real tranquility 
real peace, a real persona,l peace, a spiritual peaceo So that was 
wonderful for us because it was the opposite of some of the other winners, 
some of the other entries. As I said at the beginning there was not just 
one type of peace there were many, and these two entries reflected that 
idea. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now lets come to the African, shall we describe them as winners? 
Though they weren't actually winnerso 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

They were winners, they were winners, they might not have been in the 
top three,7.m:E they were in the top twenty-twoo 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well we'll come first of all to the most famous name, Chief Twin 
Seven-Seven from Oshogbo, why did you select his entry? 
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Well I think its the kind of entry--~t would be very difficult not 
to select frankly. As you s.ay Twin Seven;"'."'Seven is a very famous name, he 
is perhaps the best known African artist in England, I think certainly 
more people have heard of him than most of the other entrants, and the 
image itself screamed out to 'be chosen really~ It's a very bright picture, 
a very energetic picture and it had a quality which I think nobody 
amongst the judges could miss and that quality was vigour. There was 
this wonderful sense of a real art, and we had a lot of problems as the 
judges tried to choose· this exhibition, because none of us was very 
experienced in all the subtleties of every kind of art produced in every 
nation in this world, so we went for the ~ictures that didn't really 
speak about national boundaries, that tr~nscended national boundaries, 
national styles, and this is a picture which 1s so loud that even us
Westerners with deaf ears could hear it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I don't know, I'm not a profess.ional artist, although I can 
make something of Twin Seven-Seven's entrjr, but could you describe it 
briefly for us and tell me ~hat the message is for you. 

' ' . 
WALDEMAR,JANUSZCZAK ... t' 

Well I'll begµi witt?- the· message, I'll.begin with the message because 
the picture is full of f~ceso The first thing that you notice when you 
look at it is scattered all round, in every single corner, there are faces 
staring out at you and you can t·t have p·eace without people, we all know 
that and of course what really struck us pbout this was that every one of 
these faces, every single face was actually saying to us, as judges, look 
at us this is something ~t ~e want ~o s~y, look at peace, it's a question 
of people, it's not a quEtjtion of gove~ents. Peace i ·sn't about 
governments, peace is about' people and that,' s what we liked about this 
pictur.e. Perhaps all we ~ow is that it's a market scene, a figure in 
the middle carrying something on her head~ African clothes, African 
colours, strange animals, it '-s a complex l)ieture of a complex society, 
but for us in ~e end it sa.id something very strong, something vigorous 
about people living together;, being united .about peace. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And now the one from this Muafengejo from Namibia. 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

John Muafangejo1s pi6ture which, of course, was the only print in 
amongst the actual fine.list-S,-o We liked this one an awful lot, I liked 
it becaµse unlike Twin Seven-Seven which was an immediate image, almost 
an abstract image, .this told a story and this is peace, I feel interpreted 
through the eyes of O!lp,i man, seen through the life of one man for itself, 
a lino cut, a wood cut, black and white images, and it goes from left to 
right, you can almost read it as if you're reading a booko It's image 
after image, picture after pic:ture, and it's an auto-biographical picture, 
and in a way I feel if you can look into the spirit of one person, if you 
can look through the eyes of one person, that's as good a way of seeing 
what peace might be about, as to look at hundreds of thousands of themo 
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But apart from that we really did like this picture just for the sheer 
strength of it, a really powerful black and white image, so much vigour, 
and even though there is no colour in it, even though its black and white, 
it presents such a colourful picture of Africa we loved it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well I must say that if I had looked at this thing I wouldn't have 
read any message of peace at all, but I am pleased that you found something 
in it. There's this one from the man from the Seychelles. 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

Ron Gerlach from the Seychelles. I think the first thing to say 
about this one, to describe it. It's a figure of a woman and it's got a 
radio in it. Now a little sub-theme that we noticed running through 
most of the entries, was that very often you would see an image of the 
radio, of course, this is one of the things that we have to consider in 
the judging, we had to represent the exh1bition, the entrants, as a whole, 
and one of the factors that we had to consider was that we must be fair 
to the kinds of entries that we receive. In other words everything tha t 
came in should have, I felt, at least one representative amongst the 
finalists and since there were so mahy of these pictures of people listening 
to the radio we thought we would have to have one of these images in 
amongst the finalists. And we chose this one. As I said it's a woman 
sitting with her head on her knees, a very sad image, wearing a big hat, 
at her feet is a dogo We chose this one, for what you may think is a 
terrible reason, which is that it reminded us very much of a painting by 
the Dutch artist Vincent Van Gogh. It was a p~cture called , .. Sorrow", and 
if you know it at all you will know that that picture again represents 
a spirit saddened by what it sees around it, a spirit which is, perhaps 
unaccustomed to the hard ways of the world, and this picture for us shared 
something very similar. It had a sadness about it, and perhaps, to be 
honest, what we liked about this picture was not that it represented peace 
as such, but that it cried a little because there wasn't enough peaceo 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I know what it suggests to me, one of serenity, the dog and the lady 
sitting down in deep concentrationo Now there's this one from Somalia, 
this young artist from Somalia, now how could you interpret his written 
language, something in the Somalian language which he's written left 
to right, it's a storyo 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

Yes this is a picture which comes, of course, from a very strong 
tradition in African art, in Somalia, particularly in Ethiopia I think, 
of almost cartoon-like images. You see a story told with picture 
following picture. Now what we liked about this particular image is that 
it shows at the beginning a time of no rainfall, a drought somewhere in 
the desert perhaps, you can see that the trees are bare there are no leaves 
and people have to leave that area, they have to go and find some kind 
of richer land elsewhere. Now that's a story we all know. You don't 
have to be an African from Somalia to recognise that story, its the kind 
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of s t ory that's embodied in Christian myths, in Buddhist myths, African 
mythology and you don't have to understand the language to be able to 
see it, that's why this art is so eloquent, the images ay it all for you 
and even if you just follow the colours of a particular picture from 
s quare to square you see that it begins as a pale, very brown very harsh 
landscape, empty trees, and it ends on a wonderful scene of luscious 
green. There are trees growing everywhere, there are camels, there are 
people, there are children, babies, life is somehow being regenerated and 
I think if you take the idea of "nation helping nation", of peace, then 
there's an idea of travel involved in that somewhere. If you can't find 
something, if you are in some kind of situation, then you might have to 
move out to find things. Now that kind of nomadic life that we see 
shown in this picture, is one way perhaps, its about the search, about 
the struggle for some kind of deeper meaning and, in this picture its 
presented as the search for just water, really, abundance of life. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now lastly we come to the entry from Nigeria and it tells you exactly 
what the picture is meant to represent - a mighty sword, held by a man 
who rather tickles my sense of humour a bit. 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

Yes it tickled mine •••••• 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

He reminds me of Elvis Presley, I thought he was doing a twist or 
something. 

WALDEMAR JANUSZCZAK 

I wasn't reminded of Elvis Presley, no. As I said we felt that we 
should represent every single type of art that came into this exhibition 
as much as we could and there was a lot of political art sent in. There 
were an awful lot of images of Breznev, of Mrs. Thatcher, of President 
Reagan and most of them weren't very popular I should add. A lot of 
people were pointing an accusi ng finger saying the reason why we haven't 
got peace on earth is because you are in power. And the reason why we 
chose this one was because it's so directo What it shows is a man, no 
clothes on, naked as the day he was born, and in his right hand is a 
hammer and in his left hand is a sword, but the sword has begun a 
transformation. It has stopped being a weapon and has turned into a 
plough share. Now that's an idea, that's a message that we all recognis eo 
Let' s throw the swords away and if we don't throw them away let's turn 
them into ploughs. It's not a technically accomplished picture but we 
l iked it because, for a start, it was something unusual, it was slightly 
different from a lot of the other political entries and it had a personal 
feeling about it, and I feel that if you go into a gallery now in the 
West End of London you will see what is called "bad painting" or "new 
image painting". There is a tendency amongst Western artists to throw 
the rules out of the window, to throw the books out of the window, to 
throw the rules out of the window and to just paint very quickly, very 
directly, very emoti onal ly , what they feel. Now this is a typical 
reaction to years of hard study, hard slogging away in art schools when 
you 9ve thought it all out, you've come out and all you want is a bit of 
freedom, a bit of uplifting energy. And that's what we recognised in 
this image as well. 
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Waldemar Januszczak - Art Critic of "The Guardian"o And in November 
some of the best exhibits will go on show at the Commonwealth Institute 
i n London. 

And that's all from "Arts and Africa" for this weeko Until the 
same time next week this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 


