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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey introducing "Arts and Africa". 
And this week we're taking a new look at a familiar subject. 

In the past 20 years or so a number of artists from Zimbabwe 
have established an international reputation for the quality of their 
sculpture in stone. In London, in Paris, in New York, the work of 
people like John and Bernard Takawira, Nicholas Nkomberanwa, and 
Henry Manjaradzi - better known as 'Henry of Tengenenge' - is widely 
admired; and it's bought more eagerly than the contemporary art of 
almost any other African country. With its highly-polished surfaces 
and simple generally rounded shapes, Zimbabwe stone sculpture isn't 
difficult to identify. It's tempting to see the artists as a unified 
'school', with a single stylised view of the world. What's been 
exhibited internationally has suggested little scope for individua l 
expression or development. But Neville Harms has been learning better 
in Zimbabwe, where he's been meeting a number of the sculptors on their 
home ground. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

Most of the smart restaurants, the smart hotels and the smart 
boutiques of Harare have pieces of stone sculpture on display. A lot 
of it is unremarkable. The National Gallery, on the other hand, has 
a well known collection - a very fine one, of some of the best 
pieces from the Takawira brothers, Henry of Tengenenge and the other 
artists who established Zimbabwe's artistic reputation. Of course, 
the National Gallery, under its former director Frank McEwen, played 
a major role in the 1970's in encouraging and sponsoring artists 
through the difficult times of the war of liberation. And it still 
plays , I suppose, a very supportive role. But to me, walking round 
the National Gallery in a fairly casual way, there was a certain 
sameness, even predictability, about the work on show . It was the 
director of a private gallery who really opened my eyes to the rich 
variety of Zimbabwe's best, modern sculpture. Roy Cook runs the 
Matombo gallery which displays and sells the work of a carefully 
selected handful of artists, some long-established, some young and 
newly making their way. Although Matombo means 'stones' in the Shona 
language Roy Cook pointed out to me that the term Shona sculpture, 
which is usually applied to the whole body of Zimbabwean work, is 
something of misnomer. 
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ROY COOK 

Certainly for many years it has been known as 'Shona sculpture'; 
that's basically because of the two major groups within Zimbabwe, 
the Shona and the Nolebele , this work is done by the Shona. Now , 
in fact, there is a desire to refer to it as 'Zimbabwean stone sculpture' 
and drop the Shona tribal label that it has. My own view is that 
the artists are very much individuals. They have a common cultural 
background and they are part of, I think, a single art movement, but 
I think a brief acquaintance with the work, if you look around the 
gallery, will show you that the artists ' styles differ tremendously; 
they have their own way of expressing that culture. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

And to demonstrate his point Roy Cook took me to Chitungwiza where 
most of his artists live. It's a vast township some ten miles outside 
Harare and certainly totally different from Tengenenge, the farm in 
Northern Zimbabwe where in the l960 ' s Tom Blomefield first offered 
the source of raw material and access to tools that enabled a community 
of African sculptors to get established and develop their work. 

Sylvester Mubayi started his career at Tengenenge in 1967 and 
worked there for some years. He's now in his 40's and is undoubtedly 
one of the country's outstanding talents producing mainly human forms 
that are both monumental and refined. I asked him if he'd enjoyed 
his time at Tengenenge, working with other artists. 

SYLVESTER MUBAYI 

Very much I enjoyed myself then, because I was a young man and I 
met young people there in Tengenenge. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

And did the kind of artists that you worked with have a great 
deal of influence on your own work? 

SYLVESTER MUBAYI 

No, there was no influence. The houses for the new sculptors were 
separate from those of the famous artists. You were given tools and 
the stone, and you had to go 25 kilometres from each other. There 
were no pencils and no paper and no pictures of anything to copy; 
you had to use your own mind. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

And your own imagination and skill? 

SYLVESTER MUBAYI 

Yes, exactly . 
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NEVILLE HARMS 

Indeed it was a condition of staying at Tengenenge under 
Blomefield's patronage that the sculptors did not copy each other's ideas . 
And Sylvester Mubayi has nothing but contempt for those inferior 
craftsmen who have come on the scene recently and simply reproduced 
the forms that he and other leading artists had originally hewn from 
the stone. But Mubayi does acknowledge that one of the sources of 
his inspiration is shared by many other Shonas, namely a religious 
belief in the power of the ancestors. 

SYLVESTER MUBAYI 

We believe in the powers of our forefathers, we believe in the 
African angels. I dreamt about my mother's father he was in the cave 
with the bones; he was holding the head of a skeleton of an antelope. 
Then the message came to me: from this stone I must make what I 
dreamt yesterday. That's from our culture. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

But by no means all the people at Tengenenge were Shonas. There 
were artists from Malawi, from Mozambique, from Angola. Fanizani Akuda 
originally came from Zambia, near Chipata in the East. Like 
Sylvester Mubayi Fanizani eventually left Tenenenge and now lives with 
his family in the Chitungwiza township . I found him at work in the 
tiny yard outside the door of his house. To one side was a pile of 
stone and his tools - several hammers rasps and files of different 
sizes and various grades of sandpaper for polishing. He was in the 
early stages of fashioning from a large piece of greyish stone the 
head of a warthog. 

FANIZANI AKUDA 

This stone is very hard you can ' t work very fast here. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

What kind of stone is it? 

FANIZANI AKUDA 

It's spring stone. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

At the moment it looks grey. Will it be black when it's finished 
and polished? 

FANIZANI AKUDA 

When we are finished it will become black. It will be black like 
iron. So when we come to put the finish on it we take this rasp; 
after the rasp we use the file; when you have finished filing you can 
take a large sheet of sand paper to shine it up; when you have 
finished that you can take sand paper nos. 20, 80, .. .. upto 300. 



NEVILLE HARMS 

These are the different grades of sandpaper which produ ce a f ine r 
and finer polish. 

FANIZANI AKUDA 

Yes; and when you've used number 600 it is ready to wash with water. 
You put the water on the fire, when you are ready, and when the water 
is boiling you put the stone in it. Then when the stone is removed 
and cold you dust the stone and can shine it with the duster. And 
when you have done this your sculpture is finished. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

And in a t iny makeshift gallery alongside his rabbit-hutches and 
chicken-run, Fanizani proudly displays the fruits of his painstaking 
labour - a mother with her baby; a male form with a head turned 
through 90 degrees so that it 's resting horizontally on the shoulders; 
a great array of animals and birds for which Fanizani clearly has a 
very great love. And all are portrayed with the utmost economy. 
It's the work of a gentle, happy man, unperturbed even if his warthog 
falls apart under the hammer and he has to turn it into something else. 

FANIZANI AKUDA 

If the stone you are working on breaks then you have to turn it 
into something else. You have to say: "Oh dear, the warthog has broken. 
What shall I do?" You have to change your mind and find another 
way of producing another sculpture from this piece . 

NEVILLE HARMS 

Many art critics have remarked on the sensitivity of Zimbabwean 
sculptors to their raw materials, how they'll often simply let a form 
emerge from the stone, whether it's hard black serpentine, multicoloured 
steatite , or soft-green verdite . That certainly seems true of 
Fanizani . But not with Sylvester Mubayi. He insists that he's in 
charge, not the stone. 

SYLVESTER MUBAYI 

I usually force the stone to my style; I don't allow the stone 
to force me. That's why I can make the shapes into sculptures - to 
produce a human being with an animal head I have to shape it , to turn 
it, so that the stone doesn't control me but I control the stone. The 
stone doesn 't think. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

Norbert Shamuyarira is still in his twenties. He worked for a time, 
learning his craft, with Bernard Takawira. But now he 's on his own and 
he's being recognised as an outstanding new talent. In his garden 
studio , consisting of four boards propped up to keep off the rain 
and the sun, he showed me his newest work, a stretching black animal 
with a heavy crescent shape on the middle of its back and held i n place 
with a metal pin. So no question here of letting the stone determine 
the form of the sculpture. Another of his pieces consisted of a 
simply carved but slightly grotesque human head held. aloft from . a 
triangular metal base on a thin steel spike. It was totally different 
from anything else I'd seen but Norbert explained to me that even so, 
it was still rooted in his Shona culture . 
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NORBERT SHAMUYARIRA 

My grandfather used to tell me they used to put a human head on 
a wooden stake, and if there is anything that is going to happen in 
the future, say in two or three months, then that head will automatically 
drop down and start to spit blood. So they would know there is something 
very bad coming. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

So this is a modern representation of divination? 

NORBERT SHAMUYARIRA 

Yes I think so, divination. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

Shamuyarira thinks he still has a l ong way to go and that it will 
take another five or ten years to reach the full potential of his talent. 
And the same, apparently, goes for Brighton Sango. He wasn't in 
Chitungwiza at the time I was there, but back in Roy Cook ' s "Matombo'' 
gallery I saw a lot of Sango ' s work, some of it repre~entationa l but 
much of it only very distantly related to human or animal forms. 
Indeed some of his pieces are almost abstract. I had to agree with 
Roy Cook's enthusiasm for Sango's work. 

ROY COOK 

He is very distinctive , I think Brighton Sango is an outstanding 
young talent. He is still in his twenties, and if you talk to him 
he will himself say it will be ten or twenty years before he is at his 
best. But you can see what he is doing now , and I think it is outstanding. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

What he is doing is different in particular in that it ' s very 
angular. He creates a lot of sharp edges on his sculpture. 

ROY COOK 

Yes. He is not unique in that respect - there are one or two others. 
He is one of the artists I shall be exhibiting in London in May and 
in Los Angeles in December of this year. One of my concerns as a 
gallery is to give a lot more exposure to the best of Zimbabwean artists 
as individuals. In the past most exhibitions were collective and the 
work has been discussed in a col l ective way . I t hink t here is a need 
to emphasise much more their individuality. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

And although further predictable examples of what has come to be 
known as "Shona sculpture" will continue to sell as tourist souvenirs, 
I have no doubt that it ' s the new individualist work, especially from 
the younger sculptors that will really enhance Zimbabwe's artistic 
reputation internationally. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Neville Harms provided that illuminating account from Zimbabwe. 

MUSIC 

"BANGIDZA RA MUTOTA" by The Spirit of the People. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

~his song from Zi mbabwe tells the story of the empire of 
Monumatapa , and it's performed by Ephat Mujuru and his group , "The Spirit 
of the Peopl e" who, so it says on the sleeve, link historic rea l ity 
with the world of the spirits. And while they play, this is 
Alex Tetteh- Lartey inviting you to tune in at this time next week for 
more "Arts and Africa". For now it ' s goodbye. 

MUSIC 

"BANGIDZA RA MUTOTA" by The Spirit of the People. 


