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ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. It ' s just over twenty years since Ghana's first 
Head of State was overthrown in a coup. He died in exile six years later. And now, 
in 1986 Kwame Nkrumah has been put on trial in Accra. An account of the proceedings 
begins this week's "Arts and Africa". 

ACTUALITY: TRIAL OF KWAME NKRUMAH 

ALEX TEITEH-LARTEY 

Not the voice of the Osagyefo himself but of an actor playing the role of the man 
who led Ghana to independence in 1957. "The Trial of Kwame Nkrumah" is a play in which 
a prosecutor reminds the audience of the common accusations against Nkrumah at the time 
of his overthrow - that he wasted the nation ' s resources, introduced the tyranny of the 
Preventive Detention Act, controlled the press .... and there were other charges. Nkrumah 
rises from the grave to defend himself in the play's after-world setting and calls on 
his friends from the i nternational scene to speak for him. 

Kwaku Mensa-Bonsu has been telling Alhassan Manu about his intentions in writing 
the play and why he sets it in the underworld . 

KWAKU MENSA-BONSU 

When someone dies he goes into another world and he has also to account for whatever 
he did while he was alive, that is why we put Nkrumah on trial before God . You know, 
it was to give him an opportunity to answer back the charges that were levelled against 
him when he was overthrown and this play gives Nkrumah the chance to talk back and answer 
his critics. And to make it more effective we set both the Prosecutor and Nkrumah, the 
Defendant, before God, let him tell the story. 

ALHASSAN MANU 

The play seems to have no end as no clear cut verdict was given, any reasons for 
that? 
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KWAKU MENSA-BONSU 

Well it will be very difficult to pronounce a judgement on a person like Nkrumah. 
It's difficult labelling him a devil or a saint, so everybody has the right to say whether 
he or she agrees or not with the proceedings at the end of the show. 

ALHASSAN MANU 

Additional aids by way of the playing of tape recordings and the showing of films 
were incorporated intermittently in the play. rs this a new form of playwrighting? 

KWAKU MENSA-BONSU 

We allowed the Prosecutor to bring witnesses from among the living and then the 
dead, and Nkrumah also used the same technique. But instead of bringing out just witnesses 
he decided to use films because Adamagma had given him the right to conduct his defence 
in any way he liked, and using the film was a way of bridging the gap between the past 
and the present. For instance, we had to show that Nkrumah had really died to be able 
to go before God, so we had to show a form of Nkrumah's burial to establish him having 
arrived in the other world. Now where he argues about independence, to emphasise the 
point the Independence Speech is one particular speech which moves a lot of people and 
we felt that the flash-back was very relevant and contributed an added point to his 
argument. 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

The production's a sophisticated one with acutal films and recordings of Nkrumah 
himself. Special lighting was used to create the sensation of being not in this world 
but the next. This doesn't mean that the Company and their Director Asiedu Yirenkyi, 
had lavish resources at their corrnnond. Asiedu Yirenkyi who's a Senior Lecturer at the 
University of Ghana's School of Performing Arts was for a short time the present 
government's Secretary for culture and Tourism and he describes their rehearsal conditions 
in Accra. 

ASIEDU YIRENKYI 

The Arts Council .... we work in the evenings ..... seems to have virtually nothing. 
Even if you want to rehearse, okay, you have to get your own light bulb and set it into 
the socket, rehearse, remove it after rehearsals, etc., and it 's quite frustrating. 

ALHASSAN MANU 

What qualities i n you do you think made this production so successful? Is it because 
you were a former PRC Secretary for culture and TOurism? 

ASIEDU YIRENKYI 

No, no, I don't think it has anything to do with my short trip in politics. What 
I think made the production that successful was that we tried to discipline the group. 
There are quite a number of flashes and entrances and exits and once that is timed, well 
timed, the rhythm of the production flows. 
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ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

Kwaku Mensa-Bonsu has told us that the verdict on Kwame Nkrumah is left to the 
audience but he admits that he personally admires Ghana ' s first Head of State and I gather 
from Alhassan Manu that this production does seem to tip the scales in Nkrumah ' s favour. 
Asiedu Yirenkyi gave Alhassan his analysis of why present day audiences have received 
this view of the great man so enthusiastically. 

ASIEDU YIRENKYI 

I think the country now feels really guilty about removing such a well-i ntentioned 
man and hence the popularity. I think the country has now understood what Nkrumah was 
doing better. 

ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

However complex Nkrumah was as a man and as a leader, Asiedu Yirenkyi says he had 
one quality that helped make this dramatic presentation so highly charged . 

ASIEDU YIRENKYI 

Nkrumah in life was a highly dramatic person. I was at the Ministry of Information 
combing through the files for a long time and selecting certain specific pictures of 
Nkrumah for that. Any time these slides of Nkrumah are flashed on the screen you have 
t he audience clapping. But you see the trick about that is that the audience didn't 
expect it. You see, we worked it so carefully and timed it so well that you splash it 
on when they will not be expecting it and that brings about the joy. 

ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

The Director of "The Trial of Kwame Nkrumah", Asiedu Yirenkyi who is so evidently 
another admirer of the Osagyefo. The after-life, or, more strictly speaking, the idea 
of regeneration, is part of almost every culture in Africa. The Kuba people of Zaire 
seem to have this concept in the back of their minds when they present their dead with 
a uni que treasure. It isn't made out of any precious material it's specially woven cloth 
that is peculiar to this group of people who live in the southern part of the Zaire 
equatorial forest in Kasai Province. All the people who owe allegience to the King of 
the Bushong make these fine cloths or mats in very angular, geometric patterns that are 
buri ed with the dead. John Mack of London's Museum of Mankind has been studying them 
for the past ten years and he ' s been showing some of the Museum's many examples to Florence 
akst who describes them for us. 

FLORENCE AKST 

We're looking at a piece of fabric with an intricate pattern, very attractive, 
yellow and brown and black and white, about a metre by a metre square. It looks like 
all the fabrics I've seen in its texture, but it isn't cotton or wool. What's it made 
from? 
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JOHN MACK 

No, in fact the tradition in the whole of Zaire is to make cloth from none of those 
conventional materials but rather from raffia which is, in fact, the fibre which comes 
from the inner leaf of the raffia palm tree. Now you describe the textile as being about 
a metre square and one very good reason for this is that the inner fibre of the raffia 
leaf, once its split up and made ready for weaving, in fact yields a length which is 
only about a metre. 

FLORENCE AKST 

The part without the pile looks rather like rough cotton, but the pile, how is 
it made? 

JOHN MACK 

A plain raffia cloth is first woven and then different coloured strands of raffia 
are introduced underneath and through the raffia base cloth at a point where the warp 
and the weft cross over. Then it 's brought up on the other side of that cross-over point 
and cut which leaves a small tuft . And, of course , being raffia fibre, if you rub across 
it with a knife which is what one does at the end of the process, you will split up _all 
those fibres, which is why you don't see string, but you see an effect which has long 
been known as 'velvet'. It's not velvet, of course, in the technical sense, but the 
result on the finest cloth can be very much like the texture of velvet. 

FLORENCE AKST 

The most dramatic thing, of course, is the patterning. Now the other one you are 
showing me is more brilliant in effect because it's entirely black and yellow, the one. 
nearer me has beige stripes and it much more subdued, but this bold patterning - it ' s 
an all-over pattern but it doesn't repeat itself exactly, does it? 

JOHN MACK 

No, I think they look as if they have been produced in order to give an entirely 
regular pattern across the surface of the cloth. But actually the more you look at it 
the more you see that it isn ' t that at all. As it repeats itself it changes it pattern 
throughout, so that the best of these cloths gives the effect of regularity without it , 
in fact, being regular. Now if you look at this cloth , for example, you'll notice that 
as the yellow and black elements of the pattern repeat themselves across the surface 
of the cloth they change so that the yellow becomes black and the black yellow and, in 
fact, each element of the design, as it is repeated, becomes the negative of itself, 
if you see what I mean. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Well yes, I see it in the centre, here, because that long line is yellow in one 
rectangle and it's black in the next because they are surrounded by the reverse. How 
extraordinary! I can't quite see how it's achieved, but it's a complete reverse. 
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JOHN MACK 

I think one of the most exciting things about the conception of these designs is 
precisely that, that the more you look at it the more you see in it. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Is it an intentional puzzle? 

JOHN MACK 

I think that's a very good description of it, but it's even cleverer than that 
in a sense because the best of these are made by Kuba women simply by starting at one 
end of the cloth and finishing at the other so that the pattern is built up as you go 
along. All these different elements of pattern have their own name. In Chikuba, the 
language of the area, and there are something above 250 possibly 300, of these named 
elements. And in fact, one of the basic elements of a traditional Kuba education is 
the learning of these patterns and the names, and children, for example, will draw out 
individual elements in the sand. 

FWRENCE AKST 

I imagine it must take a long time to weave this . First of all you weave the cloth 
and then you have this extraordinarily intricate and heavily detailed decoration on it. 

JOHN MACK 

First of all, the people who do the work are different. A man will do the weaving 
because that is the tradition in Zaire. The embroidery is applied entirely by women, 
but not only that, some people have suggested that it's even only applied by pregnant 
women. The other point is that the cloth itself doesn ' t seem to be worn. Now that's 
quite remarkable. If you think that this is probably the most prestigious type of cloth 
that the Kuba have, it's very odd that they don ' t display it. Well of course the answer 
is that they do, but only for one occasion and that is, so far as one can see, at funerals . 
that , of course, has to do with the importance of the dead, but on the other hand, if 
it's pregnant woman that are making these cloths, their pregnant condition again maybe 
significant in relation to the use of the cloth . 

FWRENCE AKST 

At funerals is it around the corpse? 

JOHN MACK 

Yes, they form grave goods so that the fate of many of these fine cloths is, in 
fact, to go underground. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

John Mack telling Florence Akst about the special textiles of the Kuba people of 
Zaire. Next week I'll be bringing you more of the arts of Africa. For now here are 
the wives of the King of Bushong singing a tribute to all the kings in the history of 
their people. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey making my obeisance to them and saying goodbye. 

MUSIC: MUSIQUE DE L'ANCIEN ROYAUME KUBA 


