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ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

Hello this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey. Music and the dance are natural allies and 
they are side by side in today's "Arts and Africa" . 

JAN PARRY 

Elsa I watched you last night dancing in the piece called "Futurities " with an 
American contemporary dancer Douglas Dunn. Now you both have very different 
ways of moving , he ' s a blond American, he's rather boyish, rather skittery on 
stage. You're a much more stately lady; sometimes you look almost like an African 
spirit-medium, all sorts of different images come to mind. There is obviously a 
theme of ' couples ', of an older woman and a young boy; sometimes it works the other 
way round , he seems the more protective one. Is that what your trying to show all 
the way through the piece? 

ELSA WALLIAS'IDN 

Yes, you know it ' s about the future in a way: how will the couple be in the future. 
SO there's protection there, sometimes it ' s a very motherly personality and at the 
same time we show love as animal forms of playing and there ' s a lot of humour. 

JAN PARRY 

Yes, there ' s one bit where he looks rather like a donkey kicking away and you 're 
hanging on to his l eg and trying to drag him back to you . 

ELSA W)LLIAS'IDN 

Exactly. It was easy to use an animal form to get this relationship across, always 
half-animal, half-human. 

JAN PARRY 

Now how much were you drawing on your own African background in this particular piece 
because it ' s to very modern jazz music. 

ELSA W)LLIAS'IDN 

Well I think we just mentioned the key word just now when I said the choice of the 
' animal- like' form. This was a proposition from me actually. And, as for the 
rhythms, I tried to be precise, at the same time I must take risks and not always be 
in the same rhythm as I know them to be. So the essence I think is still African but 
in a contemporary way. 
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JAN PARRY 

What's your own background, where do you come from? 

ELSA WALLIAS'IDN 

Well it's quite a mixture because my father is East African but my mother is 
from Panama. They met here in England many, many years ago. My grandmother 
spoke Kikuyu and we lived in Nyere which is near Mount Kenya, which is practically 
at the feet of Mount Kenya. I think she tried to leave me to be freely with 
nature so as not to give me any help or support to face Western culture. I studied 
classical piano until I was around twenty years old and then, once I was twenty, 
I asked for that notion of freedom, of trying to do what I really wanted to do, 
so I abandonned the piano and I went completely into dancing for the last twenty
two years. 

JAN PARRY 

Now you've also performed with folkloric ballet troups in West Africa, was that 
very traditional dancing? 

ELSA WALLIAS'IDN 

These are pure traditional dances: Dahomeyan- but we don't say Dahomeyan anymore, 
we say Benin - but at the time it was Dahomey, the National Ballet of Congo, 
Guinean ballets because we worked a lot in Paris, Senegalese groups, Malian 
groups. I worked as a choreographer in cameroon a lot and there was always a 
constant openness and exchange with other African groups because in France it's 
mostly the West Africans that are living there, I mean the French- speaking 
Africans, and the style is quite different from the East. But what is interesting 
is we have one communion, which is the drums and the voice and the theatre form 
of dancing and the ceremonies, like in Gabon and Mbiti. Until I got older I always 
kept contact with the traditional folk groups and I did my own transposition of 
ceremonial dancing in what's called a ritual form around a guerison, a healing cerernon 
you know, there is a ceremony when you ' re sick. I also observed the voodoo dancing 
in Togo because I was living there for a while, and I drew from all the different 
spiritual sources because I do believe that what is good about Africa in general 
is that there is this religious and spiritual force. In the East it's named 
differently. they call it the 'vital forces', but I believe it's the same current 
that is going through the entire continent which gives it that particular 
difference. 

ALEX TETIEH-LARTEY 

Elsa Wolliaston and Jan Parry thank you both very much indeed. 

MUSIC from the Gambian National Troupe 

ALEX TETIEH-LARTEY 

The Gambian National Troupe have travelled the world introducing people to 
Gambian culture and has a drama group an9 a troupe of dancers as well as the now 
famous Troupe of musicians and Mbye Chow is in charge of all three groups as 
Cultural Officer at the Government's Department of Youth, Sports and Culture. 

But when Malick Jeng talked to him in Banjul he asked specifically about the 
musicians and how such a unity of playing was achieved from performers of the 
traditional Gambian instruments - the kora, the xalam, the balafon and its 
big brother, the balongbata. 
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MBYE CHOW 

These are able mus1c1ans, you don't train them to play the music, you only train 
them to be able to do it together, to communicate back to the people what importance 
is attached to togetherness. This is all that we do. They have the training that 
they need, they play the kora, they play the xalam, they sing and they rlre masters 
of their own areas. 

MALICK JENG 

Can you describe what happens at a typical practice session of the National Troupe? 

MBYE CHOW 

It is always very interesting. You find that, first of all, we sit and meditate 
together or discuss what is the talk of the town, what item is most prominent 
as the talk of the town; what is the most important thing that the artists have 
seen and want to communicate to the people; how that should be handled. It is 
always important that the Troupe first of all knows these things , then the 
musicians go apart, vocalists sit apart, and then composers like myself sit apart 
and we all try to think of the right tune with the right words that definitel y 
make a good song. Then we come back together. The moment that is over after 
up to two hours we sit together. But before we sit together we always let the 
musicians syncronise their instruments at the right pitch, compose a tune, and 
then come in. We work on the tune first. After the tune is completed, if you are 
lucky and fortunate enough to do it in that same day it's nice, we put it aside 
and work on the words for the music. When that is completed we try to insert 
the words into the tune itself. 

MALICK JENG 

One criticism of the National Troupe is that most of its songs are in praise of 
politicians or business men. Don't you agree that a song which has come to be 
identified with a certain politician may be lost if that particular politician 
falls out of favour? 

MBYE CHOW 

That is true. That is a good criticism and I have consumed it some time ago and it 
has been helping me to see to it that praise songs serve the right purpose. 
This is Africa. In Gambia, in particular, you cannot buy tunes with money. 
One's contribution in the development sphere, by contributing immensely in the 
promotion of culture, can win a tune. That is good money to buy a tune, not 
money in cash but money in kind, that's what I mean. 

MALICK JENG 

But can't I approach vocalists from the Troupe pay them some money and say: 
"Sing a song in praise of me". Then at one of your practices they would come and 
say: "Mr Chow I have an idea, I have a song I want us to play". After your 
discussions you agree. Maybe you will not mention my name at the beginning but 
later on you will start singing and my name will appear. 
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MBYE CHOW 

No, I will not agree to this, none of them can do that. I am very particul ar 
about compositions, tunes that they play, because I am appointed as cul tural 
Officer with some terms of reference provided to tell me what responsibilites I have. 
I am supposed to know what the Troupe is doing , when, where and how. I am 
supposed to see to it that the repetoire of the troupe carries Gambia ' s image. 
I am supposed to know that the Troupe is exclusively a discipl ined troupe and if 
there is any hitch anywhere I shall inform the government immediately. If somebody 
brings in a tune and tells me : "I have a tune and this tune is meant for someone" 
without even mentioning your name I will listen to it. The moment someone's name 
appears on that tune we will try to know: who is he? Is he worth winning a tune? 
If I actually feel that he is worth having a tune from us , it is O.K. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Mybe Chow in Banjul, talking to Malick Jeng about the Gambian National Troupe. 
And it ' s their music that ends today ' s 'Ar ts and Africa ' . This is 
Alex Tetteh- Lartey inviting you to join me next week. For now it ' s goodbye. 


