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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello from Alex Tetteh-Lartey and welcome to "Arts and Africa". 

MUSIC 

ANATOMY OF A SOUTH AFRICAN VILLAGE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A few bars of "Anatomy of a South African Village", a composition 
by the South African Jazz pianist, Dollar Brand, and the anatomy of an 
African village provides us with a later item. But we mustn't keep our 
guest waiting. Meshack Asare, welcome to 11Arts and Africa". 

MESHACK ASARE 

Thank you. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

It is a great pleasure meeting you as I'm a great admirer of your 
prize-winning book - "The Brassman's Secret". You won the international 
Noma award with it last year, didn't you? 

MESHACK ASARE 

Yes I did. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A lot of listeners will remember hearing about this children's book 
written, illustrated, printed and published, all by yourself in Ghana, 
but not everybody will have had the chance to see a copy. And I have a 
copy here right in front of me now. The appearance is the most striking 
thing about it. The colour is pink and the title is written in brown, 
with the picture of a young boy, obviously racking his brains with his 
hand on the top of his head. Now you've produced another book 11The 
Canoe's Story11 • Another book for children I imagine, from the title? 

fv'IESHACK ASARE 

Yes. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, I will talk about the appearance of the two books later, 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

because there is quite a difference between them. 

Tell me something about your earlier writings. When did you start to 
write? What did you write about? How did you get this feeling? 

MESHACK ASARE 

Well, the first thing I wrote was not for children, but it was 
about Ghanaian culture. You see, after I had left the University I 
had to help an American company, Valeo, to set up a school at Tema -
you know - where they have their smelting plant. And it became 
important then to explain my culture to the American workers, the 
ex-patriates. They didn't know much but they were interested so they 
had many questions: Why do this? What does this mean? - that sort 
of thing. So we organised a programme which introduced them to the 
local culture, customs, you know, things like that. We had to come 
up with a kind of publication, called "Ghana Welcomes You 11

• I 
happened to write on the plastic arts of Ghana and also on local 
costumes, how Ghanaians dressed. Well this was in 1968, that was 
the first thing I wrote. Then I had to work with children and it was 
at this time that I decided to write for children as well. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I notice that in your books you include a lot of pictures. In 
fact, the drawings take a much larger proportion of the pages than the 
actual writing. 

MESHACK ASARE 

That's right. Let's put it this way. I consider it as a work 
of art, not just one side of it. I consider my books to have two 
sides, equally important parts really. So I give just as much 
attention to the pictures as I give to the text. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You say that you consider the book as a work of art. Now 
children, I should have thought, would be attracted by the mere sight 
of a picture, let alone whether it is artistic or not and I thought 
that as these are children's books, you are more interested in the 
pictorial aspect of it, which would be the more immediately attractive 
to the children. Even if they can't read, they will still get something 
out of the book. 

MESHACK ASARE 

That's right. So then. let's give it the proper name. Let's 
call them 'picture books' then. I have realised that these books have 
not only interested children, they have interested .adults too. I know 
that in Ghana people have bought copies of "The Brassman's Secret" 
because they want to keep them not just that they want to read them. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now, what is the intention behind these books? 

MESHACK ASARE 

My intention •••• If you were staying there now you would realise 
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MESHACK ASARE 

that people who live along the coast know very little about what 
happens in, say the middle part of Ghana, even though it's not too 
far away. But an Ashanti child, for instance, a child who has lived 
in Kumasi for a good number of years knows very little about the life 
and activities and excitement of living in the south, for instance, 
the fishing and things like that. My first picture book was "Tawia 
Goes to Sea" - that was back in 1970. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, it•s interesting the most famous one, "The Brassman's 
Secret" is about Ashanti - that is in the interior of Ghana. 

MESHACK ASARE 

That's right. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Then the next one, which is ''The Canoe Story11
, is about the coast? 

MESHACK ASAR.E 

Well there iss:>mething, I don't know if it is special, about 
"The Canoe Story". It is a very subtle kind of story, it's touching 
on animism, on our local religion. You see, a tree is supposed to 
have a spirit of its own. Even in after it has become a canoe it is 
still alive in a way, and it tells its own story. That is what this 
book is about. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now, as I said earlier, we are going to talk about the shape of 
the books. Would I be right to say that it is the pictures which 
dictate the shape of the book? 

MESHACK ASARE 

Not exactly. It is the availability of materials that dictates 
the form of the books. I conceive the book, thinking of the text and 
the pictures, then find out if I can do it as large as I want it to 
be. If I find out it's not going to be possible, then I scale it 
down. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

One can see immediately that "The Canoe Story" is a much 
smaller book than "The Brassman1 s Secret". It is not as colourful 
and also the quality of paper is not quite the same. 

MESHACK ASAP.E 

That's right. First of all, there was no good quality paper in 
Ghana when I got the materials ready for printing. But then it had 
been a while after "The Brassman's Secret 11 was published and "The Canoe 
Story" was published by a different company and they thought they 
should get this book out despite the difficulties. Otherwise it 
wouldn't even be done at all. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now you are out here in Britain. What is the purpose of your 
coming here? 

MESHACK AS.ARE 

I am here first of all to mount an art exhibition at the Africa 
Centre and also to see about the possibility of getting some of my 
books published here. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, Meshack Asare, thank you very much indeed, and I am hoping 
to come and see your art exhibition. 

MESHACK ASARE 

You're welcome. You will be most welcome. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

When I borrowed the expression 11Anatomy of a Village" from 
Dollar Brand at the beginning of the programme I had in mind not his 
South African village but one in Cameroon. A particular one called 
Bali-Nyonga. Malcolm Green hasn't used a scalpel to dissect it - he's 
used his camera - and the photographic results of his study of everyday 
life in Bali-Nyonga have recently been on exhibition here in London at 
the Af'rica Centre. You get to know people pretty well if you live along 
side them for four whole years, so it may have been the villagers' -
familiarity with their English visitor that made them and their workday 
lives such unselfconscious subjects for his camera. 

By the way, all the photographs are in black and white - there 
aren't any in colour. 

When I went along to see them I was joined by Jerusha Castley 
and when we came back to the studio I asked Jerusha what the first 
impact was that the pictures had made on her. 

JERUSHA CASTLEY 
-

My first reaction was that it could have been from my own village. 
If it were not for the long white robes, other scenes, generally 
speaking, could have been taken from my village. So I felt I was 
admiring people that I knew, as somebody from a very small village in 
Kenya. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well it struck me also that you could see these people looking 
at the cameraman, which is very typical of Africans. When they see 
someone wielding a camera they all immediately look at him as if they 
were posing even though they might not be posing. 

JERUSHA CASTLEY 

Exactly. Actually did you see his photograph about a man taking 
a picture of a customer, which was very typical of our people, that 
you plan a day when you know you are going to have your photograph 
taken. And in this particular photograph the man is holding his brief
case to be photographed with it. He is wearing dark glasses and he has 
a hat on and a waist~coat. And he stands there as if he is being called 
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JERUSHA CASTLEY 

to attention, and yet he is having his photograph taken! And I thought 
he captured that extremely well. But I must admit one scene I found 
particularly fascinating was where the men are sitting in front of a 
house, obviously drinking. The drink has been brought in by the women 
and the women are in the background and the children are in the back
ground - typical African women there, where women never mix with the 
men. 

LAUGHTER 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I was also struck by the life of the village. It is all teeming 
with people, there's all kinds of movement. First of all he starts 
with an introduction to the village, the scene from the air, then he 
introduces the people, crowds as it were. Then he starts describing 
the moods of the people. First of all there is happiness on their 
faces all along. Next he moves to the activities in the village. Then 
from there he goes on to mourning - funeral rites - and he ends up 
actually showing a death scene - a lying in state. It seems to me all 
very logical. 

JERUSHA GASTLEY 

I think it 1s extremely logical. The picture - didn't you stand 
there completely mesmerised by that particular scene of the man, the 
father lying in state and all the women •••••• Tell me something I 
didn't quite understand: why weren't there any men mourning as well in 
the photograph? 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well usually it is the women who are keen and mourn and they make 
a fuss over incidents like this. The men you would probably find sitting 
somewhere and enjoying a drink or two. It is not that they're not sad, 
but that they don't think that they should make all that noise. 

JERUSHA CASTLEY 

I thought that he captured that extremely well. You saw the 
women's hair, uncombed, unkempt and I thought that that was beautiful . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Beautiful? You shock me. I was shocked. I could almost look 
into the nostrils of the corpse. 

JERUSHA CASTLEY 

It was beautifully captured. No. I am talking about the artistic 
talent he displays in that particular photograph. Capturing a mood is 
extremely difficult. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

He also captures action beautifully, doesn't he? When you have, 
say, the action of women hoeing the field, or me~ dancing or play~ng 
the thumb piano, for example, or the locusts flying t~rough the air 
it's just one big blurr - you can almost sense the thing going on. 

JERUSHA CASTLEY 

Yes. I thought that was very well done too. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I like one particular photograph of a young boy, about nine or 
ten years old, trundling the wheel of a bicycle. It reminded me of 
what I did myself at that age. 

JERUSHA GASTLEY 

TheFe was another group of men on bicycles transporting palm 
wine and they are cycling up the hill and you could see •••• actually, 
they are not cycling, they are pushing their bicyeles up the hill and 
you could see the exhaustion on their faces and I thought he captured 
the expression of fatigue, exhaustion, in the photograph. And again, 
by bicycles! The whole mood was one of positive activity, but he 
should have captured the other aspects - negative aspects - of a village 
life, because then it makes the whole photographic exhibition complete. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well Jerusha, you obviously enjoyed the exhibition just as much 
as I did. 

Discussing the pictures with me was Jerusha Gastley and 
Malcolm Green has incorporated these very fine photographs into a book 
called 11Through the Year", just published by Batsford Books. 

Well, bicycles, funerals, dancing and cooking - these are some 
of the elements in the South African village Dollar Brand describes 
with his piano. 

MUSIC 

ANATOMY OF A SOUTH AFRICAN VILLAGE 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And as he gets into his stride, I'll remind you that I shall be 
here at the same time next week. But for now, from Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
it's goodbye. 


