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Hello and welcome to this week ' s Arts and Africa. No it's not the 
familiar voice of Alex Tetteh - Lartey, I ' m Ofeibea Quist-Arcton 
standing in for Alex who ' s away for the next few weeks. In today ' s 
edition we'll be visiting the ancient Italian capital Rome to find 
out how African art curators are training to preserve their own 
cultural heritage. 

But we start Arts and Africa in London via the Gambia. Njogu Touray 
is a 27-year - old artist, born and brought up in the Gambia. He ' s in 
London for his first British exhibition . Njogu, who's entirely 
se l f-taught , i~ I thin~ a very talented painter who also works on 
a commercial basis as a professional sign- writer in addition to his 
steady job as graphic artist for the Gambia News Bulletin. 

I jo ined Njogu at London's Commonwealth Institute as his stunn ing 
large and colourful oil pain tings were being hung for the exhibition. 
The canvasses carry a definite social and even political message -
reflecting the lives , stories and beliefs of people in The Gambia ... . 
and using ordinary everyday items of Gambian life, such as African 
cooking utens ils and musical instruments to make up the bodies of 
the human beings. But I asked Njogu when he first discovered his 
artistic skills ... 

NaOGU TOURAY 

I was f irst given an assignment when I was i n school - and I was 
thi rteen - to number some jerseys for our school team . And around 
the area where I lived in Latrikunda most of my friends were 
inte rested in football, so I started by numbering football j ersey s 
and from that day I started painting. 

OFEIBEA QUJST-ARCTON 

And you haven ' t looked back have you? 

NJOGU TOURAY 

No , I didn't look back because I think thi s is something which was 
in me and I just had the determinat ion to persue it, which I did. 

OFEIBEA QUIST-ARCTON 

Njogu, looking at your paintings, they are marvellous - J have to 
say that immediately. Strong, vibrant colours, very big canvasses 
and telling a whole lot of stories. The first word that comes to 
mind, rightly or wrongly, is 'surrealism'. 



NJOGU TOURAY 

Yes, people call it surrealism , but I didn ' t know surrealism. I 
started doing these things and afterwards I heard of the word 
surrealism, but I disagree . Surrealism is foreign and my works are 
local. Because of the fact that there are no art galleries in The 
Gambia, or museums , just like the old masters I have no place t o 
go and watch al l the paintings to influence my style. So I turn 
t o nature and the local things that we have i n our env i ronment and 
use them to send a message across. 

OFEIBEA QUIST-ARCTON 

Let ' s take, at random, this first picture I'm look i ng at. You called 
i t Chaital l ah. Can you tell us what that means? 

NJOGU TOURAY 

Yes, it means "wedding" or "nuptia l day " in Wolof. Here you 
can see there is a bride in the centre of the painting , the 
bridesmaid behind, and you can see the bride's train heading 
directly to the bridegroom's hut. That ' s the only hut lit i n the 
village. 

OFEIBEA QUIST-ARCTON 

And in the picture itself it ' s obviously twilight somewhere in 1:h e 
Gambia because the stars are twinkling , there ' s a sort of dark ness 
coming up. You say that tradit i onal values which is something that 
you've depicted in the picture, and which has been l ost in Th e Gambia . 

NJ OGU TOURAY 

Yes, i t 's t rue. These things used to happen in villages and these 
were the only programmes the only events that peopl e had so they made 
i t something big and I think people will learn from these paintings 
i n order to bring back the good old days . 

OFEIBEA QUIST- ARCTON 

Now i f we can talk a little about your method of painting, if 
you can describe them, because they ' re mainly oils and , as I've said 
earlier on, very bright colours . What makes you choose such br i ght 
co l ours and such large canvasses? 

NJOGU TOURAY 

Yes. The Gambia is a very, very nice country . You have beautiful 
scenes and the place is a l ways bright, different from London. So I 
t hink that influenced me to use these bright colours; and making t he 
canvass big makes the pictures and the message bolder. Let's move 
on to the next picture. Th i s one is "The Invisible Gambian Woman in 
The Compound". You see, when you travel up river, being a foreigner, 
you see few women. Their invisibility is due to the work that they 
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do. Most of the women in the provinces in The Gambia do their domestic 
work and at the same time work in the fields when they are less busy 
in the compound. They do the washing, the cooking, etc. 
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OFEIBEA QUIST-ARCTON 

Indeed, I must describe to our listeners that the women in the painting 
are not women, human women as sue~, they're made up of kitchen 
utensils: for example, serving spoons as the arms, calabashes for the 
neck. Describe a little more, because it's quite pictorial. 

NJOGU TOURAY 

Yes. These things , I used these symbols because these are t he symbols 
that women use. This is part of their life. You can see that most 
women work in the fields in groups, so they invite drummers who use 
t hese drums , you can see a drum here in the painting depicting a woman 
just hoeing, working in the fields. 

OFEIBEA QUIST- ARCTON 

So what's the message in these pictures? 

NJOGU TOURAY 

Depicting this will show how hard working these women are. And this 
will also persuade men who sit in banter bars to work harder. 

OFEIBEA QUIST- ARCTON 
The 

Gambia ' s Njogu Touray who, in my opinion, is an exciting new addition 
to the ranks of African artists. 

And now we turn to the cultural and historical Italian capital Rome. 
Because it ' s in Rome that an imaginative new training scheme for 
Africa's ar t curators is currently underway. It's organised by a 
small offshoot of UNESCO called "The Centre for the Preservation 
of Cultural Property " or ICCROM for short. Twelve museum technicians 
from francophone Africa are completing a year's course in how to preserve 
the ir countries' own ethnographical collections. And the course will 
continue next year, but with twelve curators from Anglophone Africa 
spending the year in Rome. 

David Willey (the BBC's Rome correspondent) went along to Italy's 
Ethnographical Museum, where the twelve African curators are practising 
their skills on a valuable African collection brought over to Rome i n 
the colonial days and that ' s been suffering from neglect and decay . 

DAVID WILLEY 

Thi s is a unique scheme for building cultural bridges between Europe 
and Africa. The problem i s not the familiar one of preserving the 
solid, ancient monuments of Rome of the ancient world , but of 
preserving the much more ~erishable artefacts of Africa. Few African 
countries have the cash or the available skills to look after their 
national collections - the sculpture, the masks, the musica l instruments , 
the textiles and ceramics which are their unique cultural wealth. 
Some museums have tens of thousands of objects on show, others jus t 
a few dusty showcases. Alessand~a Antinori is the curator of the 
country's leading Ethnographical Museum in Rome. The collection, 
frankly in a very poor state, consists of objects brought back by 
Italian travellers over the past hundred years. 
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ALESSANDRA ANTINORI 

They came to Italy through the first voyages of the missionaries and 
Italian travellers and explorers for geograph i cal research . 

DAVID WILLEY 

Particularly from Africa? 

ALESSANDRA ANTINORI 

Particularly from Africa. We have things corning from the Congo 
basin and South Africa and quite an important part coming from the 
Horn of Africa, Ethiopia and Somalia and a little from Libya as 
well . 

DAVID WILLEY 

The arrival of twelve highly motivated African curators has clearly 
been a big stimulus to the Italian museum. 

ALESSANDRA ANTINORI 

The ethnographic collections are mostly made of very perishable 
materials - you know - skins, furs and horn, things like tha t and 
t he main danger is from insects , and of course humidity and temperature, 
all these things . This is what they are really looking for today. 
It ' s not restoration i tse l f that they're learning , but the climat i c 
condition of conservation. 

DAVID WILLEY 

Baba Keita from Mali, the Ch nef Res t orer at the National Museum 
i n Bamako for the past three years, told me he intends to pass on as 
rapidly as he can the new skills he ' s acquiring here in Rome . 

BABA KEITA 

When I go back I will work with what I learnt here but I must also 
teach to anothec person who doesn't have the chance to come here to 
l earn . We have many young people in my museum who don't have much 
experience and I will also teach other museums what we are making 
j ust now in Mali. We have many wooden objects , I think about ha l f 
of the collection is of wood, and after wood is textiles and so on, 
so the other objects are perishable like that also . 

DAVID WILLEY 

The organiser of the cour s e is a french chemical engineer, Gael de 
Guichen, who's also Depu ty Director of the small and highly cost-effect i ve 
United Nations team . The i r total staff is only 25. 

GAEL DE GUICHEN 

We hope to establish a network of colleagues in Africa with whom we 
will be able to ensure better conservation of the moveable cultural 
heritage collections which are found in museum objects. 
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GAEL DE GUICHEN 

That ' s our ma in idea and to do so we need to have people, so 
we train the colleagues who are here now and we do hope very much 
that later on in a second phase they will train their colleagues 
when they go back to their museum and probably later on also we will 
be able to organise courses in their own museum. 

DAVID WILLEY 

The art objects in Africa tend to be rather different from those 
in Europe. How would you catagorize the difference between the 
problems of conservation in Africa and here in Europe? 

GAEL DE GUICHEN 

The r e are lots of organic objects which have very different materials. 
You see, you can have objects which at the same time have wood , fur , 
hair, leather and each material itself is complicated. But when 
they are a1together it is even more complicate d . It can be a musical 
instrument, it can be statues, it can be ceremonial objects which are 
very mixed. 

That ' s one thing that we don't have in Eu r ope and that needed special 
care . But generally speaking the largest problem they have is insects 
and humidity. When you have an attack of insects in Europe in a 
collection it will be a few wood-worms . If you have an attack of 
insects in Africa it could be some kind of termite, and termites 
attack 20,000 at a time and I ' ve seen storage in Africa where the 
whole hold , it must be a thousand objects which were simply fall i ng 
into powder . There is no hope to resto r e them, they are destroye~ 
they are lost. It was a national museum , which means that the national 
collection in a national museum is lost, there is no hope to save 
anything. 

DAVID WILLEY 

Gael de Guichen. 

In some ways African art in which appa r ently frag i le and humble objects 
take on enormous cultural importance is the exact opposite of the 
art for which Rome ' s famous with its great architectural set pieces . 
But all the nationalities involved in this new ma rriage between 
Western technology and African creativity are clearly learning a lot 
from each other as this unique course proceeds . 

OFEIBEA QUIST-ARCTON 

That report from David Willey in Rome ends this week's edition of 
Arts and Africa. So it's goodbye from me, Ofeibea Quist-Arcton and 
thank you - for joining us. We ' ll leave you with this wonderful Gambian 
kora music .... The players, Dembo Konte and Kausu Kuyateh , the song 
"Solo" from their album TANANTE. 


