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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey introducing "Arts and Africa". 
Welcome to the programme which today has music from a guest musician 
and a tour of paintings with the artist himself showing us round. 

It's a large exhibition, a really large one, with a hundred and 
twenty-five paintings and prints set out in the main gal·lery of the 
Commonwealth Institute here in London. There are so many that they 
hang from screens as well as covering the walls. Henry Tayali isn' t 
only an artist, he's also a sculptor but for this exhibition he had to 
leave his sculptures behind in Lusaka where he works at the University 
of Zambia. He 1 s the off'icial artist at the University and has the 
double responsibility of giving lectures and drawing up art programmes 
within the University as well as promoting the visual arts in the country 
as a whole. He originates projects, encourages other artists and tries 
to provide ways in which artists scattered through Zambia can communicat e 
with each other. 

When producer Florence Akst visited his London exhibition she 
couldn't help wondering when Henry Tayali found time from his work as 
an administrator to paint. 

HENRY TAYALI 

Well, I have my nights to myself and weekends. That's when I work, 
mostly. And, of course, sometimes I do get time off to go and do my 
work. 

FLORENCE AKST 

It is a big exhibition. 

TAYALI 

There are over a hundred and twenty-five pieces. 

AKST 
So you must work rapidly. 

TAYALI 

I do work extensively. 
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AKST 

Now, I'd like to start just here where we're standing looking at 
some pictures that have been painted in the last year or two, so these 
are your most recent works, and I think to somebody who isn't interested 
in art they might say it looks as though you work rapidlyo 

TAYALI 

Well unfortunately I don1 to It takes me months to finish a 
painting. 

Well, let's turn round and look at this canvas which is abstract. 
I don't see anything realistic thereo It's a white canvas with thick, 
black smudges and splashes of bright yellow with a bluish backgroundo 
It doesn't look as though it's telling a storyo 

TAYALI 

Sure~ The subject matter is that of a thunder stormo I would 
like people to look at the skies when the storms are playing. You see 
a lot of wind going around shaking a lot of trees, a lot of grasso 
It's the movement of the trees and the wind blowing, grass and the sand 
mixing together. 

AKST 

There is a whirl in ito 

TAYALI 

Yes, there is a whirl. It's blowing, you can feel it, and the rain 
is falling and that's what you cannot portray realistically. 

AKST 

And those lines, jagged lines of yellow, are lightening? 

TAYALI 

Yes, you can call it that, yes, when the lightening comes flashingo 
And then the strong lines which you see moving up and down the canvas, 
that is meant to be a leading point into the painting itselfo You see 
that reflected in most of my painting, for instance, this oheo It's 
very inky ••• 

AKST 
Dark blue in..'k.. 

TAYALI 

Dark blue, it 1 s paint but it 1 s got a lot of depth to it where, 
say, where the colours very thick. 

AKST 

Almost blacko 
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TAYALI 

Yes, almost black. It means it's nearer to you and where it is 
lighter you go inside the painting. In other words I 1m giving a lot 
of three-dimensional feeling to the canvas itself. Now you see that I 
paint these paintings at a distance of about ten to twelve feet. 

AKST 

You don1 t mean with your brush? 

TAYALI 

No, I stand at a distance that far from the canvas itself holding 
my palate knife. I throw the paint. In fact, recently I am starting 
to throw the paint at the canvas. 

AKST 

From that distance? 

TAYALI 

No. 

AKST 

How close are you when you throw it? 

TAYALI 

I am about, maybe four feet from the canvas. 

AKST 

So you can aim it precisely? 

TAYALI 

Yes, precisely. You throw the paint or you direct the brush where 
you want it to be. All the brush strokes, so to say, are measured. 

Well some of them look like splashes and that left-hand canvas 
with the ink colour does almost look like spilled ink, but youWre 
saying that you have thought this out before you apply it? 

TAYALI 

Yes, in fact I look at the canvas sometimes, as I said earlier on, 
for a couple of months before I can even start painting on it. In 
other words although they look like splashes they are all inter-relateda 
But what's interesting is that if you look at the black and white 
pictures you find that the black and white reflects the social problems 
that I'm going through. 

AKST 

Let's go over to them because I think that these are much more 
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easy to understand at first sight. Now these are not paintingsa 

TAYALI 

These are wood cuts. 

And that is called "Sundown Dance11 • Well that 7 s recognisably a 
man and a woman holding each other and dancing. You're doing the 
figurative work and the abstract work simultaneously? 

TAYALI 

Simultaneously, yes, In wood cuts I am only faced with a chisel 
and a block of plank. Now, when you cut it out you have that very 
strong image because you just appty black on top, and then put it on a 
piece of paper, print ito It comes straight, direct, unlike, say, the 
colour where you have to mix it with turpentine. That gets more 
complicated in terms of controlling it. 

AKST 

I know that you have some earlier ones that I'd like to move down 
too Can we walk down to the other end? 

TAYALI 

Now these were done immediately after Zimbabwe became independent~ 
Zambia was being bombed every so often and we lost a lot of refugees, 
a lot of property, a lot of people. Our own people were not even 
involved in the war, itvs just that somebody somewhere was mad enough 
to come and bomb us. 

So the white head is a casualty 0£ war? 

TAYALI 

No, it shows the painfulness of independence being born, Zimbabwe 
being born although in Zambia, but we were so much affected by thiso 

AKST 

But you have a particular interest in the independence of Zimbabwe 
haven't you? 

TAYALI 

Yes, I do because the teenage part of my life was spent in 
Zimbabwe, so all my school life so to sayo 

AK.ST 

Where was that? 
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TAYALI 

This was in Bulawayo where I went to school and I did quite a lot 
of work when I was there. That is reflected also partially in this 
exhibitiono I had not known anything about art books or the history 
of art and it's incredible what one can see of what was going on in my 
mind. · 

They are absolutely crammed, your earlier canvases, with activity 
and people, and they're very realistic. 

TAYALI 

Yes, it 1 s a reflection of the racial discrimination I was going 
through. I was being refused to go to libraries, I had no colours and 
I had to go to pick them from dustbins, you know. I didn't mind the 
smell, the rubbish, I just was looking for the colours to use, other
wise I wouldn't have started at all. 

AKST 

Where did you find them? 

TAYALI 

Well, you know at the rubbish dump. 

AKST 

Actually had painting material? 

TAYALI 

Yes, you see white kids use those colours in boxes and when they 
think they are finished with the colours they throw them awayo So 
that's what I was looking for and that 1 s what I have used there. 

AKST 

Now we 1 ve moved over to a very big canvas ••• 

TAYALI 

It's eight feet by four feet. 

AKST 

••• and this is just as active as your very early work but it is 
almost abstract. There's a line across the top. 

TAYALI 

There 1 s a line, that represents a train. 

AKST 

Oh ye.s, I can see the windows now you 1 ve told me. 
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TAYALI 

The title of the picture is "The Last Train11
o I wanted to catch 

a train going home and then I missed itq Sometimes you get a train 
once in a week and people crowd into the railway stations, they sleep 
there and with huge luggages, mattresses, beds they all want to go into 
the train. And that 1 s the most exc1ting part about this painting is 
that I was trying to get to the train and since I was very small I was 
pushed aside. After I missed the train I slept at the Station for 
three days. 

AKST 

What I find interesting is that you have a lot of abstract 
paintings on show·, and to start with al though "The Last Train11 is much 
more colourful and much busier it looks abstractG When you tell me 
what the title is, then I begin to see, yes, there is a train and one, 
two, three, four carriages and ooo 

TAYALI 

There are five carriagesa 

AKST 

Five, yes that's right. And then I do see somebody carrying a 
huge trunk on their shoulders. You haven't painted individuals, just 
seething mass. 

TAYALI 

It's like an impression I'm giving of a seething mass of peopleo 
It's a contrast with earlier works, where I 1m very detailed. I paint 
a figure as a figure. Now, one has to bear in mind that the contemp
orary problems in Africa are so complex you cannot portray them 
realistically. For instance, if you talk about foreign exchange. Who 
is Mr. Foreign Exchange? How do you portray that? You see, the 
consequences of not having foreign exchange can only be portrayed in 
an abstract concept and then maybe you 111 be able to understand i t 
much better. 

AKST 

If we turn around and look again at these white canvases with the 
inky colours blotching them and streaking them, even when you tell me 
the title I still don't see people or animals or landscapes. 

TAYALI 

No. They are not people as such. 

These are really abstract. 

TAYALI 

These are abstract, purely abstract. But of course, it depends 
on what moods you are in. 
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AKST 

But you have been in a blue mood for several years now? 

TAYALI 

To be precise, the past three years. 

And this is quite self-conscious? 

TAYALI 

Yes. You can trace the blue even in my earliest paintingso It's 
that, maybe, depressed feeling about life itself. 

AKST 

So, although it's literally blue you1 re also using it in the sense 
of the American slang of .feeling 1blue 1 • 

TAYALI 

Well, yes you can say that. It brings out my feelings much more 
loudly and then it's the way I experience a lot of conflicts within· 
myself. There is so much red. I used to see a lot of suffering in 
terms of war, people, es.pecially killings, which came as a result o.f the 
Rhodesian bombings of the refugee camps in Zambia. Then you see a lot 
of red. And then again, when you're in the market, you see a lot of 
colours vibrating. They really take your breath away and the most 
striking thing about an African market is the striking colours against 
the black skin. It's so beautifulo They move, you see, they know how 
to select their colours which is very fantastic. 

AKST 

rvd just like to ask you what advice you would give to, say, a 
listener or somebody who is not used to looking at modern art~ 

TAYALI 

I think what I would say is that if you are viewing a work of art 
be patient. Go to ito If you don't understand it go away, come back 
the following dayo Look at it again, give it a chanceo Thank you, 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

The Zambian artist Henry Tayali taking Florence Akst on a tour of 
his paintings and giving her a few lessons. 

Another visitor to London who has already returned home has been 
Malamini Jobarteh, the kora player .from The Gambia. Perhaps you heard 
him talking to me about his music when he visited the "Arts and Africa" 
studio for an earlier programme. He was kind enough to record more 
music than we could fit into that particular occasion and now we've a 
further chance to hear a little more. 

MUSIC 

MA.SANE OF BINTANG SUSE 
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TETTEH-LARTEY 

Malamini Jobarteh introducing himself in song and telling us that 
he's recording for the BBC in London" Now for the song itsel.f., "Masane 
of' Bintang Suse 11 tells a sad story. "The bride is crying, f'or the 
bridegroom lies dead"a What a dreadful end to a wedding! 

MUSIC· 

MASANE OF BINTANG SUSE 

TETTEH-LARTEY 

And I'm interrupting Malamini Jobarteh simply to remind you that 
next week at the same time there'll be more "Arts and Af'rica"o For 
now, from Alex Tetteh-Lartey it's goodbyeo 

MUSIC 

MASANE OF BINTANG SUSE 


