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BEN OKRI 

He llo, this is Ben Okri with this week's edition of Arts and Africa . 
We are confronted, today, with a d i f f icult subject - an interview with a 
s culptor. Words are farther from sculpting than is usually imagined; 
firs t of all there is t he problem of describing the works, then there 
is a further difficulty of making them solid in space . When we begin 
on the question of what it is that the arti st create, we run into tricky 
grounds of paradox especially with the sculptor. Inspiration is so 
intangible, and the material is so hard, sometimes even resistant. 
If any artist has a struggle expressing love for their material , it is 
the sculptor . So let's run into tricky grounds . What are the things 
tha t move an artist to crea te? Is it just simply a way of being, 
a form of compensation, an unforgettable experience, the desire to 
conti nually e xpress· love , or could it be a numinous spiritual necessity? 
Here's the view of the sculptor . 

OKPU EZE 

It is a spiritual experience: I continue to want to find out why man 
is made and where man is going. It is essential, because if we move 
too fast we a r e not going to accomplish a lot. As it is, through 
the development of bombs and things like that, mankind is only walking 
t owards his own annihilation. 

BEN OKRI 

That was the voice of the Nigerian sculptor, Okpu Eze. He carves bold 
dense shapes out of ebony. Part figurative, part abstract, they 
consist of ceremo nial head carvings, the shapes of Gods in sacrificial 
r epose, busts of faces with large ancestral eyes and elongated necks , 
images of metamorphosis. Drawing heavily on Igbo legends Okpu Eze's 
wo r k looks backwards to ancient African art and forwards to the 
modernism of geometric shapes in tensile relativity . His favourite 
piece at the moment is called 'The Metamorphosis of the sacred python' . 
It is about five feet high, and it is a beautifully balanced work , 
with its ball-shape d head and face on a curved block of wood: the head 
should roll down , but it doesn't. For Okpu Eze the creative process 
is ultimately transcendental, but that process seems to begin with going 
miles into the forest and finding the right pieces of wood to carve, 
a s he explained to Davina Dougan , when he was in London recently . 
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OKPU EZE 

You begin from the forest, and you cut the pieces of wood down to s i ze 
and trim them nearer to what they will become. After the first 
preliminaries which are these points of beginning , then you can say: 
nthese ones will follow me home." Then they will really accompany you 
home - that is the first stage. The second stage will be: you sit them 
back and look at them over time and then you begin to investigate them, 
improve them, look into them, walk around them . You reach a point of 
loving them and caressing them and you pour water over them as if you 
are washing them up, sand them out to expose the grain again - sand 
them as many times as you want . Then you start to polish them and 
begin to get the finer finishes which are the attributes of this kind 
of work. Occasionally I play music and look across and look over them . 
Then what I want to do emerges. At times it doesn't, at times that 
only begins at the point of beginning to work the material. 

DAVINA DOUGAN 

So it is a period of meditation almost, before you start actually 
working on the wood? 

OKPU EZE 

Precisely. You have to get yourself, as it were, prepared. Remove 
all traces of intrusion and concentrate because you are going to get 
in contact with other materials. This forms the basis for beginning. 

DAVINA DOUGAN 

Now the pieces you work on, certainly most of the pieces that have 
accompanied this one, the sacred python, in the exhibition for example, 
have been in ebony. Why do you choose to work in that wood? 

OKPU EZE 

Ebony is hard. Ebony exhibits suffering. Ebony allows you to put down 
things that . you don't want to destroy. So it allows you to be careful 
and to treat everything with care, therefore you use expensive material 
that will not be subject to decay or be eaten away by ants or moths . 

DAVINA DOUGAN 

So part of the consideration is how will this piece last, how it will 
bear all of the atmospheric conditions and so on and so forth. 

OKPU EZE 

Precisely, it is important that you give these things a long life. 
It is also necessary that you select a material something like metal, 
but the difference is that if one was working with metal you would 
have to melt it and pour it into a mould. With wood you have sense 
of feel, you have to touch it, you have to work with it, but you 
cannot add to it. 

DAVINA DOUGAN 

Now I know that you have worked previously as an artist on canvas. 
How did the change come, the jump from painting to sculpture? 
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OKPU EZE 

There was no real specific break. The period of painting had also 
offered me time for meditating and looking into how I could give 
structure to these surreal dreams - to that which is not physical. 
But sculpting makes you look at the architecture and three dimensional 
concept of dreaming . 

DAVINA DOUGAN 

How many of your pieces in this exhibition have their roots in Igbo 
culture. What is the main message, if there is one, that you are 
trying to get across in your work? 

OKPU EZE 

I sincerely have not thought about being a messenger, but if the message 
finally shows itself it is because my background, as an Igbo. This 
is the beginning of myself and therefore if I have anchorage to this 
background from which I can talk about, for example this sacred 
python , to talk about earth, talk about GOd, talk about human 
relationships . This is perhaps a statement I am making to mankind. 

BEN OKRI 

That was the voice of Nigerian sculptor Okpu Eze. 

MUSIC 

Recording from the Morrocan Arts Festival . 

BEN OKRI 

That music couldn't come from just anywhere. It is definitely from 
Africa, but the question is which Africa? Black Africa, or Arab Africa? 
I am joined now by the man who recorded it. His name is Jean Victor 
Nkolo from the BBC French Service. And he made that recording at the 
Morrocan Arts Festival a few weeks ago. Jean, before we get onto the 
subject of the Festival can you tell me something about the music? 

JEAN VICTOR NKOLO 

Yes the music that we just heard was recorded in Marrakesh I recorded 
it in the old traditional Medina, the old part of the city in 
Marrakesh . It is the music of the Guinawa. A Guinawa is a black 
African person who lives in Morocco, who supposedly came from Ghana. 
That music is very interesting, because it's a good mixture of Arabic 
influence, but it has kept the black African way of playing and you 
find that kind of music in places like Ghana, Cameroun, Gabon . In 
Cameroun and Gabon they call it Mvet - so it is very African traditional, 
in the way they play it, in the vocabulary, the way they sing it. 

BEN OKRI 

Was there a lot of that kind of music at the festival, what was the aim 
of the festival anyway? 
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JEAN VICTOR NKOLO 

It was an international festival really because you had groups coming 
from five continents and from all over Africa and even from Eastern 
Europe, from the Soviet Union and you even had Sara Alexander corning 
from Israel, which was a bit of a controversy, but that is the purpose 
of a festival, to gather people and groups who come from all kinds 
of backgrounds. 

BEN OKRI 

Was that esentially the purpose of the festival, to gather people from 
all kinds of backgrounds? Or was it a tourist festival to attract 
more attention to Morocco? 

JEAN VICTOR NKOLO 

That is a good question because I think there are some people in the 
organisation Le Grand Atlas who wanted it to be a cultural festival, 
showing that Marrakesh is a cross-roads of culture linking black 
Africa and the Arab world. Then there· were some other people who wanted 
to make political use of that kind of festival, for instance they 
ensured that the festival coincided with the 57th birthday of 
King Hassan and it also had to coincide with the return of the national 
Morrocan football team from Mexico. 

BEN OKRI 

So it was a kind of multi-celebration big birthday party, a welcome 
and supposedly a festival of youth and music? 

JEAN VICTOR NKOLO 

It really depends where you are standing from. I think there were two 
sides who were trying to fight each other to try to make sure that 
they had their own way and I think that just shows that in countries 
like Morroco fights do go on, because people want to use a festival 
like this for their own political making. They want to make sure that 
they are heard, that they are well known and that they have organised 
something very important in their country. 

BEN OKRI 

There has been this suspicion that the festival was a kind of public 
relations exercise by the Morrocan government because they have after 
all left the OAU, was it that as well? 

JEAN VICTOR NKOLO 

Yes that is a strong suspicion. It is a very good question because, 
as listeners know, Morocco left the Pan African organisation, the 
OAU, because of the Polisario and the Western Sahara question. Now 
the organisers were expecting a very big name in African show-business, 
that is Alpha Blondy from the Ivory Coast, and he did something 
which even the Morrocan officials didn't expect him to do. He asked 
King Hassan during a press conference to rejoin the OAU. 
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Alpha Blondy was very very clear about this. Not only did he say 
it during the press conference he also repeated it (asking King Hassan 
to rejoin the OAU) during his show so the message was very strong. 
He even asked the public whether they agreed that their king should 
rejoin the OAU. 

BEN OKRI 

And did the public agree? 

JEAN VICTOR NKOLO 

I think there was a big noise and it really depends if you wanted 
to hear "yes" you could hear "yes", and if you wanted to hear "no" 
you could hear "no". But it created a really lively atmosphere and 
Alpha Blondy managed to get a lot of publicity from that. What is 
strange is that Alpha Blondy clearly said that Houphouet-Boigny the 
President of the Ivory Coast had sent him to give that message. 

BEN OKRI 

So he too had quite a bit of credibility behind his question? 

JEAN VICTOR NKOLO 

Yes, but at the end of the day the Marrakesh public, the audience 
saved the festival because they were a wonderful audience. They just 
wanted to have a good time and I think at the end of the day they had 
it and they just put aside all the other reasons which might have 
been brought in for that festival. 

BEN OKRI 

Thank you very much Jean Victor Nkolo . That's all we have for you 
today. To end the programme here is Alpha Blondy who we have been 
talking about with his unique brand of Ivorian reggae. 

Arts and Africa will be back at the same time next week, for now this 
is Ben Okri in London saying goodbye. 


