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ALEX TETTEH -LAR TEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh - La rtey. And it 1 s decidedly 11 a time 
for singing 11 today in 11 Arts and Africa 11 • 

I ' m quoting, of course, from the poem that gained Marjorie Oludhe 
Macgoye one of the "Arts and Africa" Poetry Awards in 1981. And now, 
in 1986 I have great pleasure in welcoming her to the studio, this 
time, as winner of the Sinclair Prize for her novel 'Coming to Birth' . 
Congratulations! 

Now, Marjorie, I know that you've lived in Kenya all your adult 
life, though you grew up in England, and that at one time you worked as 
a bookseller, but I also recall that you told us (when you were 
discussing your poetry) that you looked on yourself as a 11 failed novelist" . 
You can't do that any more ! Now can you tell us about the Sinclair Prize. 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

The Sinclair Prize is offered for fiction, and for fiction which is 
specifically of social or political significance. I believe it is 
unique or at least unusual among li terary prizes in that it isn ' t tied 
to a particular country or to a particular age group or anything of 
that nature. It is very , very open, and I would like to express my great 
appreciation to Sinclair Research and also the National Book League, 
for making such an award open, as well as my own personal thanks and 
my own personal gra titude for receiving it. 

ALEX TETTEH -LA RTEY 

Now what does it consist o~ what is it really worth? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

It is worth £5,000. But of course as well as the actual monetary 
prize there is the sense that the book is being taken seriously . One 
hopes it will cause the book to be read and this is what I think all of 
us writers from the Third World value most highly. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

Now Marjorie, could you tell li steners briefly what the s tory is 
all about? 
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MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

The story is basically a young girl coming into Nairobi in 1956 in 
the Emergency years to join her husband, and the course of their life 
and their marriage upto 1978 when she is hoping, at last, to bear a 
child which will live. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

And she came from one of the villages of Kenya? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

She came from one of the villages in Western Kenya, just the sort 
of village which I call 'home'. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

Now how was the novel conceived? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

The novel starts with an actual incident which happened to me when 
I was living in Nairobi during the Emergency and a girl was brought to 
our door by a policeman to be looked after. If you say: how was it 
conceived, I think probably all novels have a long gestation but I had 
come back from a time of working in Dar es Salaam, in the Dar es Salaam 
University book-shop. I came back to Kenya in 1975. I had to finish 
and test off, as it were, the Kenyan novel that I had been working on 
when I was in Tanzania and which hasn't been published. At the end of that 
period and with the public events which are recounted in the novel I felt 
this was time, perhaps, to take stock of the years of independence since 
1963 and what lead up to them and what they meant in ordinary people's lives. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

So could one describe it as an historical novel? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

Yes, in a sense it covers the history of the 22 years between 1956 
and 1978 in the sense that it is with the events which would have looked 
significant to the particular family in the novel and that of course is 
a Luo family coming from the back-ground in which I live. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now on which aspect of the novel would you like a reader to concentrate, 
the historical, the character aspect or the political? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

I would hope that the reader would see these as so close ly intw ined 
that they couldn't come out from one another but novels are, of c ourse, 
about people , and politics is also about people, and social changes are 
also about people, so I would like the reader to go away remembering 
Paulima and remembering Martin , and any generalisations he wants to make 
start f rom :he~e real people. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

I felt, although from a casual reading of this, that you were writing 
from the point of view of the woman more than from the point of view of the 
man. You showed more sympathy towards Paulima than towards Martin. 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

Yes I am sure that is true, Paulima is the main character in the 
book and the growth of consciousness of being a woman as distinct from 
any kind of feminist movement is one of the subjects of the book. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

And you also emphasise a lot the process of birth: that is, human 
as oppose to the birth of a nation, in Kenya. Are you using the actual 
human birth as an image? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

Yes, I suppose so. I think to women and to mothers of children this 
is such a simple image that one stops thinking about it as being an image. 
The development of the human child is parallel with group changes in 
society . 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

I also noted that you attract attention to the tribal divisions in 
the country. This is historical? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

This is historical, but we cannot avoid it. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

You don't think any tribe would take offence at this delineation 
of the differences? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

I hope not. It has not occured to me that in this book anyone would 
take offence. If anyone takes offence at this book then, probably, 
the others could be written off straight away. This is a fact of life 
with which we have to come to terms and not be ashamed of it but 
regard it as a natural expression of group interests and group memories 
within our societies, as I see it. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now coming back to this , your description of yourself as ' a 
failed novelist ' . Please tell me what you consider failure and whether 
in this case you think that you achieved success, at leas t as a result 
of your winning the Sinclair Prize? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

This is a very touchy question Alex, because success is to do with 
what you set out to do. On the other hand, simply to write a book is 
not enough, a book is there to be read. You bake the most beautiful 
bread - if noone wants to eat it, you will be disappointed. I was 
twenty when I finished my first novel which was never published, I am 
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now fifty-seven and this is the second novel to be published, though 
I have other books as well as novels, and this is t he one that has 
begun to attract some attention so I leave it to the reader to de cide 
whether it is a failure or not. 

ALEX TET TEH - LARTEY 

Can I ask you how long it took you to write this particular novel? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

I think about five years. It was finished about six years ago. 

ALEX TETT EH-LARTEY 

When do you expect it to be published? 

MARJORIE OLUDHE MACGOYE 

In June. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

In June. Well I hope it does prove very successful in all senses 
of the word and thank you again for coming along, Marjorie Oludhe Macgoye 
and let me repeat my congratulations. And, as we've heard, "Coming 
to Birth " will be published by William Heinemann in June. 

MUSIC 

"Waraa" by Baaba Maal. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

The music of Baaba Maal. It's only a few months since we were 
hearing that song, "Waraa", in a programme about the music of Th e Gambia. 
Though he was singing there, Baaba Maal comes from neighbouring 
Senegal - he ' s a Fula and his music with its modern instruments and 
ultra - modern recording techniques is based on Fula musical traditions. 
Laurence Lalanne of the BBC ' s French for Africa Section had the 
opportunity of hearing Baaba Maal giving a concert when she was on a 
recent visit to Senegal. Laurence, tell me about it - first of all, 
where were you? 

LAURENCE LAL ANNE 

I was in the North of Senegal in the river region in a small village 
~a ll ed Haere Lao near Podor . It was an amazing experience, actually, 
oecause the whole village came and you could see that it was really a 
social event, for the people of that region . I didn ' t know Baaba Maal 
at al l so at first when the music started and Iheard a lot of more 
occidental and more western music - I thought: what is it al l about? 
Then he came half an hour later and his music is a sort of synthesis 
between the western music and the more traditional . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Did the music sound lik e what we have just heard? 

LAURENCE LALANNE 

Well, there was a bit of that but it was much more westernised, 
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there was a bit of that but also there was a lot of synthesiser and 
very western music, definitely. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You said that he came on half an hour later, was that all staged? 

LAURENCE LALANNE 

Oh yes, it was to open the appetite of the people and the people 
were really getting very much in the mood of the concert and starting 
to dance and to move around and t hen when he came there was shouting and 
a lot of the women, when he was singing, came to him in a sort of delegation 
to pay him. This is a tradition that you pay the concert, incidentally, 
the women pay less than the men, but that's another story. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

What was your reaction to all t his? Did you fall into a swoon 
or something? 

LAURENCE LALANNE 

We ll it was too noisy for me because the modern equipment is very 
good but sometimes it went wrong and there were a lot of noises which 
hurt my ear . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

(Laugh ter) Well, Laurence, the music that we are about to hear 
is a much quieter affair than what you heard. 

MUSIC 

"Loodo " by Baaba Maal. 

ALEX TETTEH - LARTEY 

Baaba Maal and Mansuur Sek with 'Loodo'. And Laurence Lalan ne's 
been telling me about their music. Before they play the programme out 
I ' ll just remind you that "Arts and Africa" will be back at the same 
time next week. Until we meet again, it's goodbye from Alex Tetteh-Lartey. 

MUSIC 

" Djam Leelii" by Baaba Maal. 


