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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Welcome to 11Arts and Africa 11 • This is Alex Tetteh- Lartey . 

MUSIC 

CHIPEMBERE 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

That music from Zimbabwe introduces today 1 s guest, a Zimbabwean ,. 
a man of many talents, Basil Chidyamatamba •. Basil, since thi s is the 
f irst time w_e are using you on "Arts and Africa" will you tell us a 
little about yourself. First of all , what do you do? 

BASIL CHIDY_~MATAi'\ffiA 

I am employed in Zimbabwe as a co- executive director with the 
National Arts Foundation which is an umbrella organisation involved in 
the promotion of the arts in general . I n fact , the Foundation tries 
to make the public aware of the value of cultural acti vities and here 
our main role is to promote and develop the arts , you know, the 
teaching of arts and the practi ce and exhibition of the arts i n general . 

TETTEH- LARTEY 

Now how did you become involved •,li th it or in it? 

CHI DY .AJ1ATAl'VffiA 

Well perhaps I would say it was my background which pulled me to 
j oin the National Arts Foundation because for the rest of my working 
~ime I have been involved in the performing arts , especially of music 
and dance, and when this post was adverti sed i n 1981 I wrote . in and I 
was lucky to get the post , and so that's how I got in. We now have in 
Harare, the capital city, a tradi tional dance -associati on made up of 
about 77 groups and so you can see that there is a lot of interest in 
the tradi tional type of music and dance of the country of Zimbabwe . 

TETTEH- LARTEY 

But I understand that you are also involved with choral s inging . 
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CHIDYAMATAMBA 

Yes. I did formulate a choir in 1965 when I joined the City Council 
of Salisbury at that time and this choir has been going on right up t o 
the present day. This was merely to put into practice some of the songs 
I was collecting from the people involved in traditional music. But 
this choir also utilised or we sang songs that were of other cultures 
as well, in English and in other ethnical languages of Africa. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

And afterwards you launched into what was probably a novel thing 
altogether to Zimbabwe, the "Sounds of Zimbabwe 11 which was a combination, 
a sort of folk opera. 

CHIDY Al"VIATAI1BA 

Yes, actually this was quite a breakthrough in my own feeling 
because perhaps it was the first time that such a production was l aunched 
in the city~ This was the first real attempt at utilising the traditional 
music of Zimbabwe in the form of a .Play, in the form of a musical, and 
I think I feel quite proud about it, that it came out very well. 

TETTEH-LA.RTEY 

Now why did you come to conceive such a thing? Weren't you 
satisfied with what you were doing before? 

C HIDY .AJVl_i\ T Al"VJBA 

Well, it was experimental actually because I thought having worked 
with my choir for so many years, for sixteen yearsf and we were doing 
concert work for most of the time, I thought we should have a go a t 
theatre, in acting, and the musical, when I wrote the musica l, I' m not 
an expert in play writing, but this idea came out of a play-wTights 1 

workshop, whereby improvisation was the main point in the workshopo So 
I also took interest and started ,.-,Ti ting a basic story to i nvolve the 
music, and so I just called the play "Sounds o:f Zimbabwe" because i t 
uses over fifty short songs, traditi onal folk songs of Zimbabwe. The 
story behind this play is a polygamist who has two wives and the s t ory 
is about the adventures of his children and the conflic ts that go on 
between two wives and also th2 adventures of some of the children who 
actually undergo various activities in the village. He is involved i n 
the work of the village and also he is involved in the hunting scenes 
and he is involved in the ritual ceremonies that take plac e in the 
village until he grows up and moves into the city, and when it comes 
into the second act, which takes place at a market in the city at a bus 
terminus, these are the people involved in selling their second-hand 
clothing, vegetables, etc, etc, so the whole of the cast is involved i n 
both acts. 

MUSIC 

DANGU RANGU 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

The music of Ephat Mujuru and his Ensemble who also played for 
Basil Chidyamatamba I s folk-opera "Sounds of Zimbah,ve 11

• 
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TETTEH-LARTEY 

And now, from the particular of an entertainment in Harare, 
Zimbabwe to a wider perspective. One of the most repected observers 
of the African literary scene is Bernth Lindfors, Professor of Engl ish 
and African Literature at the University of Texas at Austin in the 
United States. For years he has edited the journal nResearch in Af r i can 
Literature 11 and has turned his univer3ity into a magnet that has dra'l<m 
many African writers to it. 

He 1 s been talking to Florence Akst about the new 1.,vriters who are 
claiming critical attention and also about the changes within the 
African literary scene that he I s viewed over many years both in Africa 
and from his vantage point across the Atlantic in Texas. 

LINDFORS 

Today it1 s very difficult to keep up with everything that's comi ng 
out of Africa on the literary scene. So many books are being publ ished, 
so much is being written about the writing of A£ricaa I think that 's 
the major difference, there are many more writers, There's a great deal 
of activity, young people are being encourage to write and this wasn' t 
so twenty-five years ago. I thi:ri..k the new writers are at a disadvant age 
compared with the older ones because they cannot achieve the inst ant 
visibility that some of the older and now established writers att ract ed. 
The appearance on the scene of a new literary work was a big occasion 
a few years ago. Today there are so many voices that it's hard t o hear 
the individual and a new writer has to work very hard, I think, t o make 
himself heard above the din. 

FLORENCE AKST 

But you are in a position from your bird's eye view across i n t he 
States, looking across the Atlantic to Africa, of seeing various 
movements and individuals appearing. Are there any names you suggest 
that we should be looking out for who's books we should make sure we 
have a ·copy of? 

LINDFORS 

Oh, there are so many that it becomes difficult to list them all. 

AKST 

Well I 1 m wondering if there-is anyone that you are aware isn 1 t 
widely knovm but appeals to you personally? 

LINDFORS 

There are several, some of whom haven 1 t achieved publication, in 
fact. 

AKST 

Right, well vre' d be particularly interested to hear their names" 

LINDFORS 

Well, one of them happens to be working for a degree at my university: 
the University of Texas at Austin, this is a young Ghanaian writer, Kofi 
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LINDFORS 

Anyidoho, who's first volume of poetry is about to be published by 
Heinemann and he' has a second coming out in Nigeria, I believe, some 
time soon. 

AKST 

I thin.'!{ perhaps I should interrupt here and say that he was, in 
fact, one of the prize winners in the BBC Afri can Service Poetry 
Competition. 

LINDFORS 

Yes, and he also has won some prizes in the United States in 
university competitions, but there is a writer, I think, who will 
perhaps not achieve immediate visibility because t here are so many 
writers today, but someone who, through the strength of his works will 
certainly become known in the next decade. 

AKST 

Any other examples spring to mind? 

LI1'J""DFORS 

One of the encouraging developments in African literature i n 
recent years in the past, let's say, decade has been the evolution of 
a popular literature, a literature aimed at the masses, aimed at the 
common man, and there are two writers I would single ou t here, Kole 
Omotoso in Nigeria has been writing this kind of literature for s ome 
time now and is achieving a reputation for his writing. He now has a 
column, a regular colum...'11. in "West A:frica 11 that's widely read. 

AKST 

"West Africa Magazine"? 

LINDFORS 

Yes, and on the Eastern side of the continent I 1 d say David Maillu , 
who once had his own publishing house, Comb Books, and made a very big 
impression on the Kenyan literary scene i n t he 1970 1 s, wo~ld be the 
kind of writer who is reaching that mass audience and reaching it in a 
rather impressive manner. 

AKST 

So this is not speaking to fellow writers? 

LINDFORS 

No, or to academic. In fact, someti mes popular works of t his 
k5.nd are consdiered beneath criticism. But I think tha.t 1 s only due to 
the short sightedness of the critic, because I thin_k it 1 s a literature 
that says a great deal about what's happening in Af rica today and it 
speaks to the concerns of the cowJnon man and it's a very i mportan t 
literature. 
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AKST 

And it's going to be read rather than just put on a shelf. 

LINDFORS 

Yes exactly. 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

Bernth Lindfors talking to Florence Akst and in a later programme 
we 1 re hoping that Professor Lindfors will tell us about his present 
line of research - I can assure you it's a strange and even curious 
subject. 

But that's for a later day. For now it 1 s more music from the 
Ephat Mujuru Ensemble of Zimbabwe as I take my leave until next week. 
This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 

MUSIC 

NHEMA MUSASA 


