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Hello, and welcome to "Arts and Africa" . This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and I'd like 
to begin by mentioning that at the end of today's programme I ' ll be making an important 
announcement. 

Now, for the programme itself; it ranges from emperors to tramps. The tramps may 
be fictitious but the emperor is real enough - he ' s the late Haile Selassie, the Lion 
of Judah, Emperor of Ethiopia. Haile Selassie became Emperor in 1930, but in 1974 came 
the Revolution and the old Emperor was put in detention by the new government. A year 
later, the Lion of Judah was dead. 

A book - part fiction, but based on fact - called simply "The Emperor" tells the 
story of Haile Selassie's imperial rule and his fall from power. It was written by Ryszar 
Kapuscinski and it's now been turned into a play performed nightly on the state of one 
of London ' s best'·known .. avant- garde theatres. It isn ' t a play in the conventional sense; 
the actors, each taking many parts, tell the story diEec~ly to the audience . 

EXTRACT FROM: I THE EMPEROR I 

ALEX TETIEH-LARTEY 

The voice of Ben Onukwe, one of the cast who's come along to talk about the play. 
Ben, it's about very recent history, ;isn ' t it? 

BEN ONUKWE 

That's right . In fact, for all of us as actors i t was very, very close and in 
a strange way it was quite scary to take on something which dealt with such recent histor1 
i n such a mystical way. 

ALEX TETIEH-LARTEY 

I know you were not the casting director; when you were chosen were you surprised 
t hat there were no Ethiopians in the cast? 
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BEN ONUKWE 

I was surprised to have been called up to audition. But our purpose in the whole 
exercise was to try and distance it as much as possible, although rooting it in the Court 
of Haile Selassie, to distance it as much as possible from the real thing so that all 
the parallels in the entire world can be picked up by an audience , so an audience doesn't 
sit back and think: 'Ah well that is Ethiopia, that's taeir history, it doesn ' t really 
have much relevance to us. ' What we wanted to try and do was to universalise it - the 
cast included two Nigerian actors, two West Indian actors and a Jordanian actor, so it 
was a mixture of nationalities. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You said that it was very recent history, and in fact because it's recent it has 
trodden on a few sore toes and there were protests here by ex-officials of the Emperor's 
Palace about how the Emperor had been depicted. I thought nothing was really complimentary 
about him. Di d you find any relieving traits? 

BEN ONUKWE 

I've got to confess the first time I read the novel I thought to myself: this 
is going to upset the entire black race in this country, simply because it takes a figure 
of veneration and dignity and puts him on the level of mortals. And also, having a 
handicapped actor in the cast playing him at intervals suggests that Selassie was a cripple 
in some way, was a demeaning figure. But in fact what to me comes over strongly was 
that he was a figure of great dignity and sadness, a figure who was caught up in an autocra 
world which he couldn't really get out of because he found himself in this period of 
history. I think what is made clear in the story is, in fact , that he was a great champior 
of progress, a great forward thinker, but the difficulty for him was that in a l and which 
was largely medieval the changes that he visualised from his trips abroad were too difficul 
to even contemplate, really, and with a lot of droughts and worsening conditions in Ethiopi, 
wi th threats from foreign countries, i t just made all these attempts at progress far 
more difficult. And in fact he ends up being a very forlorn figure as opposed to a figure 
of fun. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But in :many ways, in fact, he was the creator of his own destiny wasn't he? 

BEN ONUKWE 

I would say so, yes . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Surrounding himself with t oadies and . ... . . 

BEN ONUKWE 

.. . ... surrounding himself with all these people who would not even dare to question 
and even, as somebody says in one of the testimonies, even though they saw powerlessness 
they had to shout: ' omnipotence! ' 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How about the play itself, telling the story directly to the audience instead of, 
say, acting in the normal way. 

BEN ONUKWE 

The idea of listening to endless monologues and testimonies delivered in a very 
passionate and yet accurate way is difficult for an audience, but I have absolute confider 
that what they are saying is so intricate and powerful that, well you know, you've got 
to listen. It just demands to be listened to just to understand that world that these 

people inhabit. 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

Well Ben Onukwe, thank you very much indeed and good luck for the rest of the run 
of "The Emperor". 

BEN ONUKWE 

Thank you very much. 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

The setting for "Platform Five" is very far indeed from the Emperor's palace in 
Addis Ababa. To start with, this play is based in Harare in Zimbabwe. Now the railway 
station in Harare doesn't have five platforms, there are only four. The fifth is what 
the bit of the station is called where tramps and prostitutes and down-and-outs collect, 
Andrew Whaley's a journalist who investigated the crime centred around the station and 
then wrote a play with that setting, a play that recently won the award for Best Productic 
in Zimbabwe's 1987 National Theatre Festival. And the actors who played the lead parts 
of the two tramps, Dominic Kanaventi and Walter Muparutsa were joint winners of the Best 
Actor Award. 

The story goes like this: the two tramps, Notice and Denga, are involved in all 
sorts of criminal activities; even child prostitution. Notice is fully aware of what 
he's up to but Denga doesn't know where reality ends and where his dreams take over. 
In this scene he is hugging a parcel a prostitute has just handed him. The first gift 
he's received in his life. But when Notice returns , he's very suspicious. 

EXTRACT FROM: "PLATFORM FIVE• 

ALEX TE'ITEH-LARTEY 

And in the parcel was a dead baby. Fiona Lloyd saw the production at the Festival 
and says that it is very often funny, sometimes moving and it gives a vivid picture of 
the day-to-day life of the two tramps. And as the performance took place quite near 
the actual station, it was possible to hear the whistle of the night train, which added 
authenticity to the whole thing. 

When Fiona Lloyd talked to Andrew Whaley about "Platform Five", and remembering 
the play had grown out of his investigations as a journalist, she asked him what he'd 
had in mind when he wrote it. 
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ANDREW WHALEY 

I wanted to challenge myself. I know I can't make a play about African tradition 
because I simply haven't imbibed that culture enough, and I think it's also a novel sort 
of idea to make a play that doesn't specifically deal with black/white tensions. So 
to that extent it was quite a challenge to get under the skin of an ordinary person living 
on the streets, which is what "Platform Five" is about. 

FIONA LLOYD 

Andrew, a lot of the strength of the play for many people lies in the dialogue 
which is very vivid and vibrant, especially between the two tramps. But I wonder how 
difficult it was for you, a white English speaking Zimbabwean, to come to terms with 
the way in which two tramps might speak. There's a lot of Shona intermingled with the 
English. 

ANDREW WHALEY 

Well, for a start the whole company went down to the railway station and talked 
to tramps, just chatted in a fairly informal way, buy them a coke, find out what they're 
doing . Although peoples' lives are very different materially and the language is obviousl~ 
affected by the material conditions I don't believe that we are so totally different 
from the world of tramps , for example, as we might think. I think there is a colTllTlOn 
vocabulary. At any rate I think the peculiarity comes in the characterization, in other 
words, the kinds of obsessions or the kinds of things which would pre-occupy a policeman 
in his normal round of duty, or ·two tramps looking for food, or looking for money, whateve1 
I think it 's those sort of details which actually make up character and language rather 
than a sort of blanket linguistic. I can't really go into all that. 

FIONA LLOYD 

Andrew, the criticism that I ' ve heard about the play has come from people who are 
mostly involved with community theatre which is, of course, very strong in Zimbabwe, 
and they've said to me that they dislike the play, some of them, because they thought 
it was 'airy-fairy' and trendy and a rather unrealistic look at life. How would you 
answer those kind of corranents? 

ANDREW WHALEY 

Well my first answer to that is that the play, as I see it, does show how an 
individual confronted with issues, .social issues which are larger than himself can get 
swamped or washed aside. Now, of course, this is not a play about building bridges or 
instruction on health and it was never intended to be. Some people think it 's intellectua 
well I can't help that. What I do know is that the audiences, the black audiences in 
particular, have laughed heartily, have identified particularly with the struggles of 
an over-zealous policeman to catch his prey. So I think there's identification with 
that. Obviously if we are talking about ideological theatre I would probably be the 
first to agree that "Platform Five" doesn't fit into the ideological mould of so-called 
community theatre and I never intended it to do that. I suppose in many ways my writing 
is still at a nursery stage, so I ' m still exploring ways of getting over to an audience, 
ways of making actors come together, all sorts of things. I don't take that criticism 
very badly I think it's to be expected and I think there's going to be a lot more 
particularly when I have more important things to say, perhaps in the future. 
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ALEX TETI'EH-LARTEY 

Andrew Whaley telling Fiona Lloyd about his new play. 

Now for that announcement I mentioned at the beginning of the programme. It's 
to say that next week "Arts and Africa" comes to an end. It's been part of my life for 
so many years that I find it hard to believe that its long run is nearly over. The good 
news is that a brand new arts prograrrane, and one that will be twice as long, begins on 
Saturday, the 3rd October. It'll be broadcast at 1500 and 1715 every Saturday after 
that. 

But there will be more "Arts and Africa" next Friday. And this is Alex Tetteh
Lartey promising to join you then. So until next Friday, its goodbye. 


