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Hello, th.is is Alex Tetteh-Lartey with "Arts and Africa". And 
today we look at a successful African novelist who hns ,iust r;-Lnrted 
her own publishing company - and we take another look at 8 ,c:,011 Lh 
African play that featured once before on "Arts and Africa" - "Wo:1.a 
Albert", although this time it's been adapted for the BBC Afrir::m Theatre 
Season. But first, Nigerian novelist Buchi Emechet::i has !;i .:1r Leid her 
own publishing company, Ogwugu Af or, and launched it with :1 nc-w novel 
"Double Yoke"., Producer Anne Bolsov0r spoke to BuCtii abo11 I l ,r•r new 
venture into publishlne;, why had she decided to start her ow11 publ1.shing 
company? 

BUCHI EMECHETA 

Well, you know I write very fast and when you give your manuscript 
to one of these big companies you have to wait a year or t wo. I just 
~ant to get rid of thato The messages in most of my books are usually 
very immediate and I like to have my books published within two or three 
months of my finishing with the manuscript ~nd the typewriter. This 
year I was asked to come and help in the Department of English at the 
University of London, in Contemporary Literature, and I w~ntcd to use 
this book "Double Yoke" as the third book for my students in Octobero 
There was no way I could get a publisher to get it ready bef0re October 
knowing that they brought out "Destination Biafra" early this year. 

The name of the company? I got that when I went to ~y village after 
the war, because I haven't been for a long time. When I got there I thought 
everything I knew as a child had been demolished by these soldiers who 
had come d own in the Biafran war., Well , this hut belonginr; to this 
goddess. She I s s 1_1pposed to be a very terrible person and th!'>y built this 
hut anrt nobody would touch this huto When the soldiers came to the 
village they were told the story of this Ogwugu Afor, how terrible she was, 
c1nd they were told that if they raided the nut, or bombed the hut as they 
did the other houses they might become impotent and that frightened the 
soldiers~ And I have found everything had been demolished except this 
huto So I said: well, when I get to London I 1m going to form a companyo 
I 1m going to use h er name. So it'i s Ogwugu Aforo 



(2) 

ANNE B0LS0VER 

And that's how you got the name? 

BUCHI EMECHETA 

That's how I got the name. (Laughs) 

ANNE B0LS0VER 

Is it a kind of Anglo-Nigerian publishing company hccnuse the 
book sells in naira as well and itis got distributors in Nireria? 

BUCHI EMECHETA 

Yest I 1ve got distributors in Nigeria and that 1 
:~ h<1 I ping because 

the distributor came from Nigeria and took 3t000 copies. Y~1le publishers 
in America took 2,500 copies and within four weeks I hnd r,olcl 'It 500 
copies. So that's why we're going into a second edition. I 1.Jiink what 

happened is that when onevs name is fairly well known it's easy 
but if you are just starting I thing it1 s difficulto 

ANNE B0LS0VER 

Your new publishing company launched your new novel 11 Double Yoke"o 
What's that about? 

BUCHI EMECHETA 

"Double Yoke" is the yoke of modernity and tradition on the young 
people :in their late teens and early 20 1 s in universities. It's a 
university sort of novel and the students who come from the traditional 
setting, go into this university atmosphere which is very, very artificial -
which is not Nigeria really. 

ANNE B0LS0VER 

Is the novel based very much on your own experience of teaching 
at Calabar? 

BUCHI EMECHETA 

Yes. In fact some of these scenes, they are just from students' 
essayso 

ANNE B0LS0VER 

You say the book's about tradition and modernity and the tension 
between the twoo How do you show that in your plot? 



BUCHI EMECHETA 

I show that in the plot with a girl who came from that village. 
She was an innocent girl who just wanted to go to university and get her 
degree. When she got to the university then the professors and the Dean 
of the Faculty started telling her how beautiful she was and then they say 
a very dirty phrase, well-known in Nigeria, called 1bottom power'. They 
say you can use your bottom power instead of your brain power. But she 
realised: O.K, if they are going to use that kind of repetJtion to 
blackmail her, that if the professor can go round and tell people he 1d had 
an affair and slept with her, it would tint her reputation. But by the 
time she had discussed it with other women, she realises thnt whatever 
happens she's still herself, you know, she's not going to let this type 
of thing hold her back. And by the end of the book she becomes pregnant. 
She was willing to have that baby and still face the world because now 
she is so quick with her education and a bit more understanding& Towards 
the end she asks the question: "Where is that girl who wanted to be an 
innocent girl and be an educated person'?" Some woman replied that she 
hadn't gone, she's still there but sheis now much more ma.tur0. 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

Were you also talking in the book about a woman'$ nc-ed tL~ decide 
between a career and having a home and a family? 

BUCHI EMECHETA 

Yes, that's very relevant too, because that is so common now in 
Nigeria in particular because not every girl wants to be the fourth or 
fifth wife of a man just because he's got money. A new generation of 
girls are beginning to come up who know that at least they 7ve Got this 
education which can help them get their own flat and tend their own 
children, as we hear in the conversation towards the end of the book when 
the boy said: "A woman is not allowed to bring up her own bastard", and 
the lecturer says: "Why? She has got the same degree as you are going 
to get, so why can't she bring up her own bastard?" And he couldn 1 t 
answer because that was the trutho 

ANNE BOLSOVER 

How are the Nigerian men reacting to this new-found independence 
of the women? 

BUCHI EMECHETA 

They are finding it difficult too, like that boy, because they 
can't cope with ito You know the boy, that's why I trace his family 
life, too, from the village and when he first came on the campus he found 
that the village girl who was always quiet but because she came on the 
campus she was able to tell him: 11 00K, if you don't want, I can go 11

o 

And you know the chapter in which they argue about virginity, she says: 
110.K, I'm not a virgin, so what, were you a virgin?" And he was shocked 
because a girl is not supposed to express anything like thato He expressed 
this to the creative v.Titer, to the lecturer and the lecturer says at the 
end of the book: "Suppose you were in this situation, don't you think a 
woman has a right to say: 11No I don 9t want you 11. And he says: "No, 
because I 1 m a man". And he said: 11 It doesn't matter now because we all 
have the same independence". So you see, that's why it's not only good 
for women but for men as well. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Nigerian novelist, Buchi Emecheta. And now to 11Woza Albert 11 which 
could prove to be one of the highlights of this year's BDC African Theatre 
Season. The play is the story of Christ's return to earth, to South 
Africa of all places, and it was the brainchild of three men; white South 
African director, Barney Simon and two black actors - Mbonr,eni Ngema 
and Percy Mtwa. Since it's success in South Africa it has also played to 
packed audiences in Britain and African Service producer Nicv. Barker 
enjoyed it so much that he decided to adapt it for radioo No mean feat 
as the play is a mixture of mime, speech, dance and song. Even all the 
sound effects in the play are produced by the actors. Well Nick Barker 
is here in the studio today. Nick, what attracted you Lo !,uch a difficult 
play to put successfully on radio? 

NICK BARKER 

Well when I first saw it I thought it was one of the greatest 
theatrical productions I had ever seen. I thought the quDl.lty of the 
acting was magnificent,1 I thought the way that it depicted the life of 
blacks in South Africa was quite unique. What I was particularly intrigued 
by was that here was a play which looked at South Africa. torl:ly without 
referring overtly to the perils of detention without trial, or the evils 
of migrant labour. That experience is included in the plny but it's 
treated in a very subtle, delightful fashion. The point about the play 
is it 9s essentially a fantasy. Barney got together with the two actors 
Mbongeni Ngema and Percy Mtwa and they said to one another: "What would 
happen if Christ returned?" Barney would say to the actors: "0.K, Percy, 
let's pretend you're a small boy, a meat seller in Soweto and Christ comes 
up to you. How would you look? What would you say? 11 And so they 
developed this collage of experiences; all these different fragments of 
what would happen if Christ returned to South Africa. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And what does happen? 

NICK BARKER 

Well it's a very intriguing tale. The black community is 
obviously delighted but very soon the white South African Government 
decides to manipulate Morena and to use Morena to demonsLrate to the rest 
of the world that South Africa is a wonderful place. After all Christ 
chose South Africao 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well it's a very theatrical and visual play, how w~s it 
possible to adapt it for radio? 

NICK BARKER 

Well it was incredibly difficult. It was difficult because the 
play is largely mime. In other words the two actors on the stage, all 
they have is two soap boxes and a change of clotheso They have no other 
props so there's a lot of mime, they just use their bodies to express the 
action and emotion without ;::my sound o Also the two actors rnake many sound 
effectsn Let me give you an exampleo In one scene in the r)lay the two 
actorG are pretending to be in a train. They are standing up and they're 
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NICK BARKER 

wobbling. They're obviously wobbling because they're in a traind But as 
well as acting wobbling in a train, they 1re also making the 00und of the 
train. 

EXTRACT - TRAIN NOISESo 

NICK BARKER 

Now I think that very short excerpt gives you some idea of the 
virtuosity of these two actors. I mean the range of sound that they can 
make is quite extraordinary. Not only can they make the £;mmd of the traint 
but if you say to them: 11 1 want that train to be happier, rn,1ke the sound 
of a happy train for me, they'll do it. 

EXTRACT - HAPPY TRAINo 

NICK BARKER 

Now my problem was that I made a recording of the -play from the 
stage and I played it back to myself and I tried to select momen ·~s, 
fragments in the play, which I felt worked for radio. But tho bJ.P, prob~em 
was that I had one huge advantage over my audience. I had ;,een the action. 
Therefore it was very difficult for me to work out whether my listeners 
would be able to understand the sound. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now, how did you get them, untrained actors for radio as they 
are, to perform for radio? 

NICK BARKER 

Well, this was a very big problem because their tradition of 
acting is very different from ours, particularly radio drama. They're 
accustomed to setting up their two soap boxes in a small cafe, or a small 
~hebeen in Soweto and just playing to hundreds of people~ A BBC studio 
is a very different setting. They don't have feedback from an audience; 
there isn't an audience there, and of course you always have to maintain 
your position in relation to the microphone" So a very difficult problem 
for us was trying to keep the two men still. I mean, for instance, in the 
train scene that we just heard I said to them: "0.K, let's now record 
it." Well they started bobbing up and down as if they were on a traino 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Christ doesn't speak and we know there's a lot of mime in this, 
Christ who is probably the princip~l character doesnit speak at allo How 
do you get the audience to realise that Christ is in the play? 
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NICK BARKER 

Well this, I think, was one of the most difficult challenges and 
led to problems with the actors and the director. Because in the stage 
version, Christ actually appears in the final scene. One of the actors 
takes the part of Christo Now in my version I decided to keep Christ 
just a blank space. In other words, if you and I were the two actors, 
Christ would walk in through that door, we can't see him, but we respond 
to him. I found this very, very difficultc I had to try anrl pace the 
play very carefully and I had to use the voices of the two actors to 
express both incredible surprise at seeing Christ come in but also to 
express their fear, their nervousness and ultimately their joy at actually 
participating in something with their Christ, with their Morena. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Nick Barker thank you very much indeed. And you cnn hr.nr "Woza 
Albert" on the BBC African Service on Sunday December 5th at 0850, 1500 
and 1715 GMT. And that's it for today. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
in London saying goodbyeo 


