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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to 11 Arts and Afri ca". And before I 
introduce today 1 s guests, how about a little music? 

GRAMS 

MUSIQUES DU PAYS LOBI. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That delicious musjc:E played on what's described as a 11mouth bow"; the player 
holds the strings between his lips, one stick shortens and lengthens the string to 
change the pitch and another stick hits the string to sound the notes. The man playing 
that tune is one of the Gan people who live in the south west of Upper Volta. To 
my ears that sounded a personal, almost introspective sort of music, unlike the music 
of their neighbours, the Dagari. They celebrate a good harvest with dancing to the 
music of xylophones and lots of tinkling little metal instruments. 

GRAMS 

MUSIQUES DU PAYS LOBI. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And after the harvest comes the preparation of the food - Dagari women sing as 
they grind millet between two stones. And the stones have their part to play in the 
music as well as in the grinding. 

GRAMS 

MUSIQUES DU PAYS LOBI. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

To the north east lies Ougadougou, the capital of Upper Volta, a modr->r""' city 
and the setting for the famous, biennial African Film Festival. The 'eigb.t)1 festival 
has just finished and with memories of it still very fresh in her mi nd here's Angela 

_Martin a regular observer, to tell us wh~was special about this year's event. 
what was the attendance like Angela? 
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ANGELA MARTIN 

The attendance was very good. There was some 150 people I should say. This 
year there was also a greater presence of Anglophone film makers. For example there 
was Olu Balogu from Nigeria who I haven 1 t seen in Upper Volta before. Haile 
Gerima from Ethiopia was there and he hasn 1 t been there before. So that was a 
much greater presence because those two film makers were both very well known. 
There were also some 18 films in competition including 13 fea t ures - eighteen 
films from around 13 countries, so that was very encouraging. And the other t hing 
to mention in this cntext is that the festival took place in some 7 cinemas this 
year and the attendance from the public was absolutely enormous. It had a real 
enthusiasm for the films. One thing of interest this year was that there is an 
increasing seriousness in the sense of looking for a 'cinematic' language. This 
year I felt that there was some very good attempts at finding new ways of communicating 
visually which is very important in the African context where people are limited 
somewhat by having to use English or French or local languages which are a problem 
for people who speak a different language. In this context I should mention the 
film that won the short prize award. It was called 11The Certificate of Poverty11 

by Senegalese film maker Moussa Yoro Bathily about a young woman with a sick child 
for whom she is unable to find any medical care. The film follows her in one day 
going from doctor to doctor, from hospital to hospital, from official to official 
and being unable to get any kind of help at alL That was a film that was completel y 
successful in visual terms and didn't require any language at all.. I would also 
mention the two films from Upper Vol ta. Upper Vol ta has done more than any other 
country for African cinema in general. This year, with very limited means within 
the country itself they produced three feature films, two by Voltaic film-makers. 
Lastly, of course, the winner of the Grand Prize, the third feature from t he 
Malian film maker Souleymane Sisse called 11The Wind" - "Finye" in Bambara. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I'm very surprised to hear that you say Upper Volta has done more than any 
other African country to encourage African film making. I always thought that 
Egypt, Senegal with Ousman Sembene and Cameroon with Daniel Kamwa, for example, 
did more tban any other country . 

ANGELA MARTIN 

Ah wel1 9 you're talkj_ng about actual film-makers and films produced. One of 
the things that's frequently been said about the general context of African f ilm 
production is that it's like a monster with no body, that each film produced is an 
individual attempt by its film-maker,_, and what's always been lacking is an 
industrial structure. So it's in that sense that I mean that Upper Volta has done 
most. For one reason, having the film festival every two years is an enormous 
expense for a country and then being the location for the Office of the Consortium 
of Inter-African Distribution and now the place where the first major film studio 
is situated. 

ALEX T~TTEH-LARTEY 

Well Angela having given us a list of personalities who attended the festival, 
you will tell us more about them won't you in a future programme? 

ANGELA MARTIN 

I hope so, yes. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Thank you very much indeed Angela. Anonher international event, one that's 
usually held outside Africa, took place in Dakar, Senegal at the very end of 
January . PEN, t he World Association of Writers held one of their international 
symposiums there, with the encouragement of the African Cultural Institute and 
UNESCO. The s ubject? "Oral Tradition as a Source of Contemporary Afr ican 
Literat ure ' and wi th none other t han the former President of Senegal, Leopold 
Sedar Senghor, presenting the f irst contribu t ion. 

The English writer and critic, Francis King, was amongst the non-African 
del egates and he 's come along to tell us something about the gathering. 
Welcome to 11Arts and Africa" Francis King. Now I know you don't set yourself up to 
be an authorlty on African literature but I gather you 've come back from Dakar with 
some misgivings about the high. s tanding of oral l iterature as raw material for 
modern novelists and poets. 

FRANCIS KING 

Yes, I di d have some misgivings . All the writers talked a t great length about 
oral tradition in their different countries and I felt that obviously the oral 
tradition is extremely valuable. But as more and more people in Africa become 
literate, as Af rica moves into the modern world, I feel that too much emphasis could 
be placed on that tradition. I think that novelists must use the oral tradition 
but I think that they must also look to the world around them for their subject 
matters. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

What particul ar cr_i ticism have you of oral literature? 

FRANCIS KING 

I simply feel that ••• I mean, when the Brothers Grimm collected their fai ry 
s tori es in nineteenth century Germany, tha t had a great influence en German 
l iterature. But at the same time German novelists didn't only look backwards. 
I had this feeling from this meeting that perhaps African writers were still looking 
too much back to the past and too little a t the present or into the fu t ure. The 
African oral tradition can fertilize both African literature and literature elsewhere, 
bu-t I don ' t think it should be the only sl.tj ect of Afr.ica.n writing. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I think one can hardly disagree with you on that score . But given t he modern 
African feeling about a. past heritage which we are now trying to re- establish 
because it's been ignored in the past, I think it's qui te natural f or people to look 
back to the past and see if there is anything they can bri ng out to encourage their 
people to know what sort of people they are. 

FRANCIS KING 

Yes. I also think it' s very important that it shoul d be recorded before it ' s 
lost . One thing that was rather interesting was that the second week I was in Senegal 
I travelled. I spoke to one or two people both African and French and they all 
brought out this point that very often the storytellers, the grios in the villages , 
they resented the people who came to collect their storie~ because they said: "This 
is something that belongs to us, these peopl e are stealing it. They get the royalt~s 
from Paris or from London and they get the invitations to London or New York or 
wherever it may be and we get nothing out of itu. And so now it! s very often 
difficult to get them to give up their stories. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

There was a recent UNESCO conference on this very issue and a suggestion has 
been made as to how people's stories, you know, recordings of the traditional stories, 
can be preserved and they would be paid some royalties. So I don't t hink the grios 
have much to worry about provided that their countries of origin are prepared to 
adopt this UNESCO royalty thing. Now, coming back to this oral literature probl em, 
there's quite a lot of modern African novels set in contemporary life and I think 
we 1 re getting fed up with people talking about politics because there's hardly 
anything else to talk about in these novels. Everybody looks at African 
politicians, their shortcomings their tyranny and all that. I, for example, find it 
very tedious. 

FRANCIS KING 

But there is the other sort of novel which might be called the bourgeois 
novel and afterall there's an increasing bourgeoisie now all through Africa, the 
novel of personal relations, not necessarily the political novel but about the 
relationship between husbands and wives and parents and children, the lives of 
ordinary people, not necessarily political context. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now were there any outstanding personalities at the conference other than 
Leopold Senghor? 

FRANCIS KING 

Yes there was Jean Pliya. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

He's from the Republic of Benin isn't he? 

FRANCIS KING 

Who J think dominated the conference in may ways - apart from Mr. Senghor. 
He summarised extremely ably everything that had taken place during the week but he 
also made a number of extremely amusing interventions. We had one afternoon which 
was particularly interesting when people delivered poems and Mr. Apronti for 
example .•. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That's Apronti of Ghana. 

FRANCIS KING 

... gave a poem in English which he'd written and Monsieur Pliya produced a very 
amusing poem in French about a child growing up. He was one of the personalities 
whom I felt dominated the procceedings. Then there was, from Nigeria, Akin Isola 
and I think he again made an enormous impression. One of the difficulties, of course, 
was that the French writers, the writers who use French as their language, spoke 
French extremely fast and the result was that in the interpretation every other 
sentence was missed out. But there were two people. Bernard Dadie from the Cote 
d'Ivoire, I think he again made a great impression, he contributed quite a lot in 
the discussion. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And did their views differ from yours on this question of oral literature? 

FRANCIS KING 

They all expressed a certain misg1v1ng but they all certainly felt that it 
was something very important in the African consciousness. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well, Francis King, thank you verT much indeed. 

FRANCIS KING 

Not at all. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Some of the comments we've just heard could, I suppose be applied to music. 
But we're staying with the strictly traditional. The xylophones, rat t les and 
drums take us back to .. Upper Volta, again to the Lobi region, this time to t he Lobi 
people, themselves. 

GRAMS 

MUSIQUES DU PAYS LOBI. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

The Lobi round off "Arts and Africa" for today but I'll be back at t he same time 
next week. For now this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey saying goodbye. 

GRAMS 

MUSIQUES DU PAYS LOBI. 


