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This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with "Arts and Africc.1 11 and today 
we look at a new play by Nigerian playwright Yemi Ajibade Lhat has received 
very good reviews in London and we meet two young aspiring African film 
directors who are studying at London's International Film School. 

But first Yemi Ajibade' s play "Fingers Only" i•Jhich one enthusiastic 
critic described as "by far his finest contribution to theatre"o Its 
cast is made up of a mixture of African and Caribbean actors and actresses, 
all members of the Black Theatre Co- operative and its directed by the 
Trinidadian playwright Mustapha Matura. Well Yemi Ajibade is in the 
studio today. Yemi why has there been such a long gap between your last 
play "Parcel Post" which was performed in 1975 and this play "Fingers Only"? 

YEMI AJIBADE 

Since you make it a long gap, I didn't see it that way but looking 
back now I see it is long. If you look at me as a playwright which 
seriously I've never regarded myself, I'm primarily an actor, as you know, 
and so I've written through having to force myself, instead of waiting for 
my agent to call me. So my play writing is something I do when nothing 
else is happening to meo "Parcel Post" happened and immediately after 
that I was invited home to Nigeria to be artistic director of a companyo 
I did some teaching there as well as at the University of Ibadan, so that 
took me up to 1980. Now during that time I wrote two plays, I won't say 
exclusively African but they are ver y, very African, all my work is African. 
But those particular two were geared for the Company and so I have two 
plays which you have never seen or heard abouto 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now let's come back to "Fingers Only" • What is the play about? 

YEMI AJIBADE 

Well "Fingers Only" really is about people I know or people I knew 
years agoo When I first wrote it I just had to write somethingo You see 
I had to write about the experiences going here and thereo I've been to 
film school where I was forced to write film scripts so as to direct films 
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YEMI AJIBADE 

But still I found I couldn't write a play because I knew so much 
about plays. So "Fingers Only" I said to myself, I know, I knew these 
people. Now I am going to make this one say this and this one say that 
and then put them in the situation in which they always are, ioe., thieving. 
So I'm not going to care about dramatic fury, about good play writing, 
characterisation or anything that I know as an actor, so as to stop my 
flowo So I studied and wrote it about these people. I finished it in a 
couple of weeks - rubbish - but I did it! (Laughs) 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well you've already had experience writing "Parcel Post". You 
mean to say you put away all the experiences •• oo•• 

YEMI AJIBADE 

No it was before "Parcel Post", that's the thing. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Ahh, yes. 

YEMI AJIBADE 

It was before "Parcel Post" and then I put it aside. Then the 
Parcel Post idea cameo To tell you the truth I couldn't show it to anyone 
because I 9ve been an actor for years and I know I can claim to know good 
playso And when I look at my play I knew I couldn't possibly show it to 
anyone after my experience in the theatre, also as a director in the theatre 
to say "Now this is what I've come up with" 0 So I kept it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

It's got a ready made subject, you know, very amusing in itself, 
pickpocketing and all the resto But nevertheless you place the time during 
the last world war. Doesn't it make it rather dated? 

YEMI AJIBADE 

Well I wasn't thinking about dates at the time. You see I was 
writing organically. I wasn't very intellectual about it. I know it 
could happen today, tomorrow, but at that time it's the events of the war, 
the effects on the village market, the women, the talking and then we see 
these thieves going out and nobody can say anything. And you could see 
them, I've seen themo Not exactly like it happened in the play but I've 
seen them doing things, I've seen them carry a whole machine away and all 
the neighbours couldn't say anything for fear of revenge on themo So 
they're interwoven and at that time you see kids reading war news to the 
elders o They talk about how Hitler had gone underground , how Churchill 
tried to talk to him but can't get him and how Hitler says he's going to 
capture the King of England. So many things I couldn't put in the play 
because at that time I wasn't seeing that way. So it was essential 
otherwise my story would become banal, just like a pickpocket anywhereo In 
that case I haven't anything special to talk about to myself. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You make a slight jibe about the European powers somewhere in the 
play where you say they came to Africa to get rid of tribalism and tribal 
warfare and in their turn they fight these large-scale wars and ask 
Africans to help them solve their problems. I thought that was very funny 
(laughs). Now you had for the play a Caribbean director, did this give 
the play an extra dimension? 

YEMI AJIBADE 

Yes, yes it did Alex because when I saw it I saw there was some 
elegance which I wasn't aware of in Mustapha's production. I saw some 
elegance just the set and the way the whole thing was presented. Then the 
actors because they're heavily Caribbean, but we have two Africans, one 
Nigerian and one Ghanaian. But it was heavily Caribbean. It gives me 
much joy to see that the play could be done in Kingston or even America 
and would go througho Initially my objection or my reluctance to present 
it to anyone was that it was too Africano It's not only in Lagos, itis a 
village market in Nigeria. So for a black man in England it's too far 
away not to talk about an indigenous person of this country. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How about the Caribbean actors playing the parts of West Africans? 
Personally I thought they were magnificent, especially Chris Tummingso 
He was excellent. One could never have said, without knowing that he was 
a West Indian, that he was a West Indian. He sounded so Nigerian the way 
he acted, the way he spoke. 

YEMI AJIBADE 

Well you see that one, as an actor now, talking as an actor, that's 
one of those things that happens to the actor. You see sometimes a 
character comes to you or you go to it whichever way, and all of a sudden 
everything you do ••••••• The first night I saw it I thought: "Oh God, this 
guy's going to tumble because the characterisation was so pressurized" . 
This man did his own thing throughout. So I think it's a mark of respect 
for him and his talent as an actoro 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

rtvs probably too early now to ask you what you are planning for 
the future? 

YEMI AJIBADE 

Well you know as an artist, one floats around. It is difficult to 
plan because if you plan things then somebody says , come and do this. But 
in general I hope to see this play through and do a bit of contribution 
and then try to move my centre back to Africa. You see there's much, much 

•·. 
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to do there. Even though there are seemingly chaotic conditions, it's very 
frightening to the artist. The artist in Africa is facing a very difficult 
time but that difficult time must be confronted. You see you can't stay 
out here year after year and hope the condition goes away. Because it 
won't go away. These politicians they are breeding younger ones. They are 
training them. So we are getting more and more competent thieves who are 
taking peoples money. Competent thieves, but incompetent spenders of the 
money they steal. So we are having this situation that is recurring like a 
decimal and, therefore, the artist, the writer, the actor, the painter, all 
artists, they have to try and face the situation and this is what I nlan 
to do in the not so distant future. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yemi Ajibade thank you very much indeed. And now two more studio 
guests. Gerald Kachingwe is from Zambia and Daniel Okpukpan from Nigeria 
and they're both studying the art and technique of film production at the 
International Film School in Londono Well Gerald and Daniel, welcome to 
Arts and Africao I'd like to start by asking you first Gerald what do you 
think about the present state of the film industry in Africa? Are you 
pleased with it? 

GERALD KACHINGWE 

At the moment I'm not very pleased with it at all because three 
quarters of almost all the films we watch in African cinemas are imported, 
rather they are western types of films. None of them do reflect true 
African image or culture. In ten years time I would like to see films 
that are directed and produced, everything, done by an African. Films 
that reflect a true African image not imported western films which have 
done more harm than good. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

There are few Africans producing filmso What do you think about 
those films? 

DANIEL OKPUKPAN 

Most of them really lack some of the things that are required in 
films. Operating may be bad, directing may be, some of the angles are 
wrong, we need to produce some directors to help directing, lighting you 
know, taking everything into considerationo We need people to, you know 
develop the African themeo 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now Gerald I'll take you up on the point you made earlier that you 
think that African culture is not being represented sufficiently in films. 
What kind of subjects do you hope will be featured in the films? 
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GERALD KACHINGWE 

Well what I hope in the future and I hope these African directors 
and African producers, I hope that the next time they make films I would 
like to see a film in which we see an African acting, showing the struggle 
of independence in that particular country or the latest development in 
that particular country or their culture in that particular country. For 
example, the tribes and how the country is getting away from colonial 
hang-overs .and up to what it is now, rather than having directors that are 
doing a carbon copy of western types of films. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well Daniel. We have a lot of Indian films and black American 
films, cowboy films in Africa. These seem to be very popular. How are 
you going to educate the masses, the people to be more interested in their 
own cultural subjects and get away from these films?, 

DANIEL OKPUKPAN 

The only way to educate them is to introduce these African films 
into society because as soon as you keep on injecting one particular theme 
to the society they will be interested and they have no alternative other 
than to enjoy it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Gerald don't you think that before you could put African culture 
onto films, you should have a story-line or something to weave around the 
culture? 

GERALD KACHINGWE 

Well films can go two ways. It's either you want to make a film 
on a commercial basis or you want to make a film to inform people. If you 
want to make a film on a commercial basis then it's okay, you can make 
a film that will let people go and pay money to watch your film, or you 
make a film that people go there t:>watch it and see themselves, see what 
they've done, see what they've achieved. And say, "Jesus with ten years 
now of independence is that what I've done". In Africa now I think 
commercial films mustnot be made as many as we are making now. Less 
commercial films, more informative films. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well would you agree with that Daniel? 

DANIEL OKPUKPAN 

To some parts. I think if you make commercial films and then 
if you make less commercial films, then you find that you soon run out of 
money. And he knows about it because you have to pay the actors, you have 
to pay the cameramen, you have to pay for the equipment, you have to pay 
for the processing and at the end, you would be bankrupt. So I think you 
should balance it too. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well Gerald Kachingwe and Daniel Okpukpan thank you very much. 
And I'm afraid that's all we have time for today so until the same time 
next week this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 


