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ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

Hello , this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. And we're taking a bird ' s
eye view of city life in today's "Arts and Africa". 

MUSIC 

"Na Wa For You" by Hi-Life International. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

"Na Wa For You", "Too bad for You" sings 'Hi- Life International' 
which neatly sums up the excitement and the poverty that so many 
people experience in the cities of Africa. But in an exhibition here 
in London of the paintings of the Ghanaian artist, Ato Delaquis 
the message is one of enjoyment, even celebration of modern city 
life. Ato Delaquis isn't only a painter - he's a teacher of 
painting - he's Senior Lecturer in Painting at the University of 
Kumasi's College of Art, which accounts for his scenes of the market 
and lorry parks in Kumasi as well as of Ghana's capital, Accra. 
He's also a sculptor and an innovator in marrying traditional and 
western art forms but it's his brilliantly coloured city scenes 
that .have won him international awards. And, as he explained to 
Flore~ce Akst, no one should be surprised by his choice of subject 
matter. 

ATO DELAQUIS 

It's simply because I was reared in the urban centres and it's 
natural that an artist can paint what he knows best and I know 
these urban centres better than anything traditional, so I just 
paint them because these are the things I see every day of my life. 

FLORENCE AKST 

They are not necessarily thought by everybody as artistic, as 
beautiful a subject for art, but these are quite celebrations of cities 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Yes, personally I think they 
which are derived from tradition. 
it, they will begin to appreciate 
traditionally inspired paintings. 

are as beautiful as the paintings 
With time, when people go and see 

it as equally beautiful as those 
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FLORENCE AKST 

Your paintings are not entirely realistic but did you begin as 
a painter of realism? 

ATO DELAQUIS 

I was academically trained as any western painter and for about 
five or six years I was painting in the tradition before I 
embarked on exploration. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Well, I wonder if you could tell listeners who can't see what 
we are looking at how your present style differs from the completely 
realistic? 

ATO DELAQUIS 

It differs in the sense that the subject matter is unusual. 
Secondly, I am tackling so many figures - bustling crowds, and 
therefore if one becomes finicky, painting academic tradition, it 
becomes almost photographic and that is not what I want and therefore 
I have to superimpose a lot of colours in order to get these 
bustling crowds . You can only achieve this effect within the 
academic tradition. 

FLORENCE AKST 

• 

So we have figures with brown legs, brown arms, a blob of colour 
for a head, a tie, two blobs of colour for clothes. They are in 
proportion but there aren't hands and there aren't, certainly, fingers. 
How is it that you get movement in these little figures, these 
little spots of colour? 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Yes, it is simply because the human eye sees in that fashion. 
If you look at a great crowd you look at things in their totality 
therefore you have also to work without commiting yourself to 
unnecessary details. In the distance the eye will do the mixing, 
you know, like the human eye does. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Besides the fact that the people couldn't be isolated individuall y 
you have another component and that is a very modern one of, in 
some of your pictures, vehicles. Look over there, buses all lined 
up and you see people scrambling on them, milling round them and 
then there are other paintings like the one opposite, looking down 
on lots and lots of market stalls with corrugated iron roofs. 
This modern impact you are describing with pleasure and also with 
a sense of design. 
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ATO DELAQUI S 

I am not a spontaneous type of artist. I plan a lot. The 
objects that I am tackling are linear in a sense that they have 
straight edges. So in that sense any fuzziness will just mess 
up the picture, therefore it correlates with that sense of design 
that I am talking about, because the vehicles have got hard edges, 
the roof tops have got hard edges and this compliments my sense 
of design. 

FLORENCE AKST 

And is that why so many of your scenes, even your seascapes 
and your scene on a beach, appear to be taken from a birds - eye 
view. Is that because you like to see the design sense which you 
don't see if you're inside the scene. 

ATO DELAQUIS 

That's very true. While you are at eye level you only see 
horizontals. As you say, I have a birds-eye view. It gives me 
more room for display of colours, form, design and so on. 

FLORENCE AKST 

The colours are brilliant - I'm looking now at a picture of 
flame trees blossoming in a motor park and somehow casting vivid 
shadows, vivid colours in patches emanating from blossom onto the 
vehicles parked underneath. 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Yes, because those flame trees are very brilliant and therefore 
all the rest of the composition should echo that. The whole place 
is full of sunlight you have those flame trees and you have 
vehic les which are brightly coloured and the only way to paint 
them is the way I have done . 

FLORENCE AKST 

But you have not done them in the way I would expect and that is 
to paint each vehicle in its own colour that you saw at the time. 
They have patches of contrasting colour as the light from the 
tree falls down on them . 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Yes, because those colours from the flame trees are overwhelming 
so that the colours of the vehicles must succumb to the powers of 
those flaming trees. Anything apart from that will cause a great 
rift between the flamboyants and the vehicles in the background. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Is it your colour that produces for me the strange effect of 
engaging two other senses? The market looks as though it sounds 
noisy - I'm looking at the painting opposite which is apparently 
haphazard lozenges and rectangles of market stalls, zinc roofs 
and people milling about under them - I can hear the noise and I can 
smell some of the market smells. How is that coming across to me? 
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ATO DELAQUIS 

It is because of the juxtaposition of contrasting colours which 
gives this kind of echo. When you put red against green there is 
usually a shout just by the sensation of those two colours themselves 
and suddenly the market is a noisy place and option for me to 
use a lot of clashing colours, with some greys in between, to 
balance these clashing colours, to echo the noise. 

FLORENCE AKST 

There is a lot more grey in a picture (which I see has a sale 
sticker on it - congratulations!) - which I recognise to be the 
market in Kumasi . We are looking down on sloping roofs, the 
isles of stalls, so there are 1,2,3,4, oh, 7 or 8 parallel lines 
receding a long way into the distance. It's very diagramatic 
but you have achieved pleasure at looking at dreary, old, corrugated
iron roofing, which is beautiful there and yet recognisable. 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Yes, that's the nature of the place. I also, as I drove by, 
appreciated the scenery so I put my camera there my easel - everything 
and painted from the spot . I put my easel up because the nature of 
the subject is very, very interesting. There was little I could do 
in order to enhance it and obviously I thought the best thing to do 
was to paint it from life, and I did. That is how the place looks . 

I also thought it was about time we - African artists basically -
started painting from life because so many things, the phenomenon 
of life, are passing by and in many ways they should be recorded. 
Occasionally I do this kind of painting. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Just out of interest, why are all the figures up at the far 
end of the market and this end is really not well attended? 

ATO DELAQUIS 

. Because that is where the essential commodities are. 

FLORENCE AKST 

So it's a historical document in a way? 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Yes it is. I mean, despite myself it is. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Now we are opposite something quite different and that is a table 
with several pineapples on it, large pineapples, whole pineapples, 
slices of pineapple and put on with great dobs of paint it looks 
quite succulent . Do tell me about it because it's both fruit and 
it's like a display of geometric figures. 
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ATO DELAQUIS 

I am also trying to prove something in the sense that African 
painters, contemporary African painters, also see beauty within 
natural things and it is an area we have not explored. A 
pineapple there can be beautiful and an artist just sees it and 
paints it - and that is just what I did. Now the blobs of paint, 
as you said, is to show the succulence of the fruit and using oil 
paint I thought it was the best medium for tackling such subject matter 

FLORENCE AKST 

Now did you actually put raw paint on the canvas to make the 
fruit juicy? 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Certainly I did because the nature of the food itself is in 
harmony with the oil paiting unlike the other works which are in 
acrylics, which are a little flatter a bit brighter. This oil paint 
has a mellowness which is in sympathy with the subject matter. 

FLORENCE AKST 

So you see yourself as somebody who celebrates life today as is it· 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Yes, certainly and I think this is an area which is worth 
exploring because I don ' t think we have done much in those areas, so 
far as contemporary African painting is concerned. 

FLORENCE AKST 

And you recommend it to young painters? 

ATO DELAQUIS 

Certainly. Being a teacher I do recommend it to them. It is 
also a way of mastering the medium. As you know, it is not a traditionc 
arti~tic medium in Africa. We just started painting in oils about 
forty or fifty years ago and one must master the medium and one of 
the best ways is to paint things from life. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And that instruction to artists at the beginning of their 
careers comes from Ato Delaquis who's been exhibiting his work at 
London's Africa Centre. He was talking to Florence Akst. 

MUSIC 

"Na Wa For You" by Hi-Life _International 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And just to set the record straight it isn't surprising Ato Delaquj 
also paints sea and beach scenes, born as he was at Cape Coast in 
Western Ghana. 

Next week at this time there'll be more news and views in "Arts and Afrj 
For now, from Alex Tetteh-Lartey, it's goodbye. 
MTTC Tl"' 


