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Hello this is Tim Judah welcoming you to this week ' s Arts and Africa. I'm filling in today 
for our regular presenter Alex Tetteh-Lartey as he ' s taking a break for a few weeks. 

We begin the programme today with an East African writer called Abdulrazak Gurnah who's 
just brought out his first novel "Memory of Departure". Abdulrazak Gurnah was born in 
Zanzibar in 1948 and he was brought up there but he now lives in Britain and teaches 
literature at the University of Kent . 

"Memory of Departure" is an evocative novel, set in a coastal East African town at the 
time of independence and just after. It traces the first years of manhood for the boy 
Hassan. He comes from a poor SWahili family and has ambitions of a scholarship to uni
versity. Hassan's home life is pretty grim. His father is a violent drunk, his brother 
i s killed at home in an awful accident and his sister Zakiya becomes recklessly promis
cuous. It's not surprising then that the young Hassan pins great hopes on a visit to his 
rich uncle in Nairobi to claim his rightful share of the family i nheritance. Well 
Abdulrazak Gurnah came into the studio to discuss his book with me and I began by asking 
him why he never named the country where Hassan's town was set. Surely, I put it to him, 
from his descriptions of it, it must be Tanzania? 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

Well I don't even know whether it's set in Tanzania exactly . The intention to be vague was 
not to create one of those sort of French novels where the character kind of wanders around 
in a limbo and then eventually commits suicide . It's very specific, it was to say that 
this could happen anywhere on the coast. In other words it was to suggest that there was 
a homogeneous culture. There was acoastal culture in East Africa and therefore this could 
have happened anywhere. 

TIM JUDAH 

In fact you yourself are from Zanzibar ... 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

That's correct. 

TIM JUDAH 

I wonder whether there ' s a certain autobiographical element in this book? 
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ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

Yes. I think probably any writer who examines his experiences seriously will use some of 
them, but it isn't autobiogr aphical in the specific sense of these events having happened 
exactly to me, although they may have happened to somebody else and some of them may have 
happened to me. So not autobiographical in the sense that we normally use it - it isn ' t 
a story about my life - but it is a story about some of the experiences of living in 
East Africa , living in Zanzibar. 

TIM JUDAH 

So for example you didn't have a rich uncle in Nairobi whom you went to visit? 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

No, I didn't, although I did have a cousin who was teaching at the University there and I 
did go and visit him! (Laughter) 

TIM JUDAH 

In the description on the flyleaf of the book you ' re described as "a new voice in African 
writing" , but you ' ve lived here most of your adult life. DO you see yourself as an 
African wr iter or what? 

ADBULRAZAK GURNAH 

I ' ve lived here just about more of my adult life and living away from a place doesn ' t mean 
that you stop being of that place . Yes certainly, I 'm an African writer - I'm a writer, 
I 'm an African , I live in England. You take whichever of those combinations makes sense 
and which doesn ' t fly in the face of the facts and I 'm happy . 

TIM JUDAH 

The book starts just before independence and then charts as a backdrop the first decade or 
so of independence. But it ' s described very much in terms of disillusionment, especially 
with respect to the treatment that the people of the coast, the SWahili people, got. 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

1 

The history of the coast has been a history of a small group of people , most of whom claim 
allegiances to Arab or Indian or other antecedents , and they had held sway over the coast 
in all sorts of ways. In economic, political and so on, for a couple of centuries at 
least . With independence this dominance , this power, was lost completely. In the case of 
the coastal culture in Kenya for example they were completely absorbed. They now have one 
MP, whereas before they were very powerful indeed, almost autonomous. In the case of 
Zanzibar the Sul tan and so on were overthrown . In the case of the East coast of Tanzania 
whatever comrnerical dominance the Arabs and Indians may have had has certainly gone now, 
especially with nationalisation and so on. So although some of this was perfectly justi
fiable and reasonable a lot of it, as often happens with these kinds of changes, a lot of 
it wasn ' t , and a lot of it was kind of wholesale, unnecessarily cruel, all over the place . 
But in any case , whether it was cruel or it wasn ' t, these kinds of changes always involve 
tragedies and always involve hardships and always involve losses of one kind or another. 
And I think the novel was trying to hint - it wasn't going into it in great enough detail -
it was trying to hint that the fundamental nature of some of these changes and how they 
were affecting the coastal community. 

TIM JUDAH 

In the early part of t he book when the hero is quite young, there's a strong element of 
homosexuality and his fear of being assaulted by older men he ' s also trying to avoid the 
advances of other boys. Why is that? What ' s this strong element about? 
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ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

Well homosexuality is a fact, as it were, in the East Coast of Africa and it's possibly a 
tradition, or it's possibly something that comes about because of the way that women are 
isolated from men. In any case it's now part of the culture and it seems to me that it's 
part of the way in which strengths and weaknesses are exhibited, that the strong become the 
exploiters of those who are weak and therefore it becomes in a sense a kind of pecking 
order , a way of determining who will run the show and who will be run as it were. 

TIM JUDAH 

Although you say the book is not autobiographical , in the end, you almost use quite a 
classic literary device of the boy sailing away, he's not stowing away on a ship but he goes 
to work at sea. Is that a metaphor of yourself in a way that you left - whether you left 
on a ship I don't know - but . . . 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

No I didn't - I left on a plane actually! (Laughter) No, I think it was to suggest that 
this isn ' t a rupture, that this isn't a complete rejection of what was there but rather a 
kind of moving away to look what's outside and possibly return, or possibly not return . 
In other words it was just a kind of gradual separation rather than a complete rupture. 

TIM JUDAH 

Maybe you 'd l ike to read us a passage from the book and perhaps explain its background. 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

This occurs very near the end of the book which is the letter that the narrator writes back 
to a girl that he had met in Nairobi, or THE girl that he had met in Nairobi .. . 

TIM JUDAH 

In fact this is his cousin who he, I don ' t know is it too strong to say that he's fallen in 
love with - he certainly has a crush on her . 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH 

Desperately! (Laughter) He ' s desperately in love with this girl, who possibly is also a 
metaphor or at least is an image of other things too that this is something that he admires. 
So this is the letter that he writes to her and in it it's a kind of way of affirming both 
the link with what he has left , as well as looking ahead and anticipating some of the 
difficulties, in general terms, that he thinks he might meet. 

ABDULRAZAK GURNAH READS AN EXTRACT FROM HIS BOOK "MEMORY OF DEPARTURE" 

TIM JUDAH 

That was Abdulrazak Gurnah talking about his book "Memory of Departure" published by 
Jonathan cape at a price of £9.95 in Britain. 

we turn now to look at the work of the Ghanaian artist Professor Edmund Tetteh who's holding 
an exhibition in LOndon at the moment. Professor Tetteh who studied in Ghana, Britain and 
the United States is now Head of the Department of Painting and Sculpture at the College of 
Art at Kumasi's University of Science and Technology. His works, which are both oils and 
water colours, cover a wide range. There are soft impressionistic pastoral scenes, then 
there are landscapes presided over by glowering skies - and also vigorous abstracts painted 
in strong colours, often with descernable African motifs. I went to see Professor Tetteh's 
exhibition and we walked around it together. One of the paintings we came to was called 
"Protect Them Well " . It consisted of three or four red and green egg shapes surrounded by 
strong black strokes with a sprinkling of gold paint over them. I asked Professor Tetteh 
what this painting was about. 

. . . /4 



- 4 -

PROFESSOR TETIEH 

This is a caution towards the leaders of the nation. 
items ... 

they have been handed these precious 

TIM JUDAH 

You ' re pointing at the red shapes ... 

PROFESSOR TETIEH 

. . . The shapes which you call eggs . True they are eggs, they represent eggs. We have a 
proverb in Akan that, if you are a leader the people you rule represent the egg, and if you 
squeeze it hard the egg will break, if you hold it loosely it will fall, so you have to 
rule with a feeling of magnanimity and passion and you know . .. you shouldn't be dictatorial 
in the art of ruling. 

TIM JUDAH 

So this is a political painting then? 

PROFESSOR TETTEH 

It could be, it could be. 

TIM JUDAH 

Alright, let ' s move on a bit now. This one looks like a very chaotic scene, it's blues and 
reds and purples and blacks and we can see five perhaps shell shapes here but it looks like 
a very stormy scene . But I seem to detect in the right-hand corner a face, a little face , 
am I right or is that my imagination? 

PROFESSOR TETIEH 

You are quite right . It is the face of an old man who is trying to advise the people, the 
rulers to take care of what has been handed over to them carefully and in that advice is 
trying to ask these rulers to handle the people with some kind of magnanimity. Or they 
should be very careful not to overrule, not to use the power given them to maltreat the 
people . 

TIM JUDAH 

But does the chaotic scene on the left- hand side of the painting represent the chaos that 
Ghana has been in for some while, in some respects? 

PROFESSOR TETIEH 

Well , you are partially right to suggest that we have been through some kind of chaotic 
things and this is a t i me for us to calm down and try to put things in the right perspective 
and this is the advice of this old man. 

TIM JUDAH 

Do you see yourself as that figure there? Is this a bit of a self portrait here? 

PROFESSOR TETIEH 

Wel l it's for you to say, I don't see that .. . he ' s got some bald and I'm developing some 
bald ... over there perhaps .. . that could be a foretaste of what I will be in a few years 
to come . (Laughter) 
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TIM JUDAH 

Who do you paint for? What sort of people buy your paintings? 

PROFESSOR TETTEH 

Well both back home and outsiders, but I would say on the whole the outsiders have been 
buying my paintings more than natives of Ghana. 

TIM JUDAH 

Why is that? 

PROFESSOR TETTEH 

I think that, in one way, people back home will insist on seeing things in a very real
istic form and so if you paint something like impressionist way of painting, they tend to 
frown on these things - they say "but where are the eyes, where is the mouth, where is 
this , where is that?" . It is what we are trying to tell them - that even our forefathers 
didn't go into that sort of detail. They used simplified forms and whatever they produced 
served its purpose, be it in the household of the individual or the household of the chief. 

TIM JUDAH 

Yes traditional African art always had a function to play in life . Art was never "art for 
art 's sake". How does your style of painting fit into that tradition? 

PROFESSOR TETTEH 

Well, I'm not trying to paint for the fetish , or for the kind's household , but I ' m trying 
to paint something that could be enjoyed by the ordinary person, and the ordinary person 
forms part of the society of Ghana, so I think my painting is also doing a lot of service 
to the spiritual upliftment of such people. 

TIM JUDAH 

Professor Edmund Tetteh . 

Well that's it from Arts and Africa for this week and this Tim Judah leaving you with some 
music from Zanzibar. It's Saleh Ajmi's Zinduna played by the Zanzibar National Taraab 
Group. 


