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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. And the art in this week's 
"Arts and Africa" comes from Sierre Leone, and the music from Burundi. 

MUSIC 

Burundi: Musiques traditionnelles. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This boy singing and playing a one- stringed lute was recorded 
near the capital, Bujumbura. His song has many of the characteristics 
that are heard over wide areas of the continent and are certainly not 
confined to the small, crowded and mountainous Burundi. In today's 
programme we ' re going to be hearing music that by contrast, is very 
distinctive to Burundi and, as far as I'm concerned , not at all 
familiar, but that comes later in the programme. 

Our guest artist, Olayinka Burney-Nicol, comes from Freetown, 
Sierra Leone. She trained largely in the United States and also 
here in London . Her output is enormously varied: she paints, she sculpts, 
she designs screens and large murals for public buildings; and she 
designs and prints textiles and does tie- dying. But when she showed 
Florence Akst some of her work there was one particular eye-catching 
picture, and yet another medium had been used to construct it, as 
she explained. 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

It is made up of the leaves of mats and rice sacks, the broom 
which we use for sweeping at home .. . 

FLORENCE AKST 

Those are the palms? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes those are the palms. Quinine bark and raffia, wick from 
the lamp 
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FLORENCE AKST 

for the cotton strands, those thick tubes of cotton? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes, and the base of our oil lamp which we use at home. 

FLORENCE AKST 

And that sacking - is it sisal or hessian? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

That is jute. 

FLORENCE AKST 

So they are, apart from the metal base in the centre around which 
everything seems to whirl, all natural products? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes, all of them are natural products. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Why have you made this very detailed, abstract design out of 
these products? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

First and foremost I was thinking of creating something that 
would be indigenous to Sierre Leone. And the idea came into my mind 
to go to the basket market, which we call the Big Market, and to look 
and find out what I could use for this collage . Going there I saw 
different kinds of mats, like the lokko mat ... 

FLORENCE AKST 

Which is that one? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

The flat one, which is woven with raffia; and then the round 
one, which we call the Kolma mat. I bought these and I bought old 
baskets; I went to the part where they sell the herbs, the medicines 
the roots and the barks of trees. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Is that where you got the quinine? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes, in fact I did not know it was quinine bark . I picked it up 
because when I saw it I thought : This is something I could use . I 
asked the woman : "What is this?", and she said: "Oh, that is for 
malaria". So I asked her how she used it and she told me how she use d it . 
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Then I asked her if that is what they call quinine bark, and she 
said yes, so I picked it. There was the red one and the black one 
and I just went around looking and picking up things. For instance, 
you will notice that the colouring that I used there is camwood. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Which one are you pointing at, the red one? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes that's the red one. The only colouring I used was camwood 
and Kohl - used for the eye makeup - which we call tigua at home -
that's the dark blue/black glitter - and charcoal - these are the 
only three colours that I have used. 

FLORENCE AKST 

But the composition is a tremendous mixture of ovals and 
angular geometric patterns filled in with these materials, some of 
them like chests of drawers with different colours and textures. 
Did you have this composition in your mind? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY- NICOL 

No, when I started, I started with the oval shape because I thought 
of a shield, a Maasai shield, that is what gave me the initial 
inspiration. This part of it I got from the bark of a basket, it 
was colourful and I thought I could use it because it is also natural 
material. Then from there I let different areas dictate the shapes 
that I was going to use and even the materials that I was going to 
use; everything started working out by itself. I then had the jute, 
the sacks. 

FLORENCE AKST 

And you just cut those with a knife? That one is like a scimitar 
blade, but that other one is just a rectangular shape. 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes, and when I looked at the mats, especially the lokko mats, 
I found out that they had such interesting colours, lovely greens, 
browns, tones of white, cream ... 

FLORENCE AKST 

That indigo colour on the extreme right, is that a natural colour? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes, everything there is a natural colour. So I started taking 
apart the different colours off the mat, the strands, and then 
putting them together as a pattern like you see in that draught-board 
area there. 
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FLORENCE AKST 

I find it interesting that the material itself was your starting 
point, not the composition, not the colouring , not the design but 
the material - is that common for you? Is the raw material very 
important to you, primary importance even? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Yes, the raw material is of primary importance because I think 
the raw material, for me dictates what I can do out of that raw material. 
Let ' s take, for example, the African carver who carves a sculptured 
piece from a piece of wood. It is the piece of wood that dictates the 
shape of the sculpture - I am talking about the old carvers. It is the 
same way with me. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Let us move on to what is in the next frame, which is rather 
smaller, more or less a metre square , and is this a painting on fabric? 
It is certainly fabric. 

OLAYINKA BURNEY- NICOL 

Yes it is fabric. I have tie-dyed it. 

FLORENCE AKST 

So it is cloth in narrow strips, traditional loom? 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

Exactly, with natural cotton fibres. It is hand-woven and I got 
this from up-country, from the Northern province of Sierre Leone. 
I put the strips together, tied it and dyed it in Kola dye and 
indigo so everything is local - as far as the material is concerned. 

FLORENCE AKST 

But this is only the background which is supporting a very 
intricate picture. 

OLAYINKA BURNEY-NICOL 

I got the idea from the rich embroidery of the African gowns and 
then I put i n the drum and mask figures, the Mende drum and the 
Mende bundu mask. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Olayinka Burney-Nicol talking to Florence Akst. 

MUSIC 

Burundi: Musiques traditionnelles. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

More music from Burundi, this time a song of greeting, and the girl 
is able to produce that flute - like trill with her voice by alternating 
rapidly between producing the voice from her head and then from her chest. 
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MUSIC 

Burundi: Musiques traditionnelles. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And just as remarkable is this duet with a couple of girls 
performing a song of greeting . Apparently it's a musical form that's 
popular with the pigmy people but I haven't been able to f i nd out 
whether our young singers are pigmy or not. 

MUSIC 

Burundi: Musiques traditionnelles . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

The 'ubuhuha' differs from those greetings in everyway . In these 
recordings the singers are two elderly women but it isn't the age 
of the performers that ' s crucial but the fact that this music, the 
ubuhua, is traditionally sung at wakes before a funeral another 
difference is that the sound (yes , it is the human voice) is made 
neither in the chest nor in the head but in air trapped inside their 
hands which they cup over their mouths. The sound changes as the 
vibrating lips slacken and tighten as the fingers let a little of the 
air escape. 

MUSIC 

Burundi: Musiques traditionnelles . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And the reason we ' re listeni ng to two old women performing in this 
way is because the form has nearly died out and it's only the oldest 
generation that still has the skill. 

MUSIC 

Burundi: Musiques traditionnelles. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But we won't end the programme with a dirge . We ' ll find something 
else from Burundi that sounds more cheerful. This woman's choir 
should do the trick as I remind everyone to tune in at this time next 
week for another view of ''Arts and Africa". And now, from 
Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it ' s goodbye. 

MUSIC 

Burundi: Musiques traditionnelles. 


