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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello, this is Alex Tetteh- Lartey welcoming you to 'Arts and Africa' 
with a programme that takes us to Africa's Indian Ocean Islands. 
First stop: Zanzibar, but the sound is distinctly North African. 

Tarah music 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That passage of Tarah music recorded there by Paula Park originally 
came to Zanzibar in the nineteenth century from Egypt. One of the 
country's leading exponents of tarab music today is Idi Farhani, 
Chairman of the Council of Music and Arts in Zanzibar. This passionate 
music, which reminds one of mosques, of a searing atmosphere, and 
great longing, is conveyed by instruments of mixed European and 
Egyptian origin, including the lute, violin and drums. Tarah music 
mirrors two different human pre-occupations - love and revolution, 
as Idi Farhani explained to Paula Park. 

IOI FARHANI 

Well before the revolution we used to sing love songs only. The people 
were in love and expressed love to one another. And during 1964, 
during the revolution, we changed, we used to sing revolutionary songs only 

PAULA PARK 

And in fact it was forbidden to sing about love at that time, wasn't it? 

IOI FARHANI 

Well, during the revolution you know, we wanted to mobilize the people. 
We wanted to change their minds, we wanted them to follow, and think 
of revolution. 
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PAULA PARK 

So in a way, Tarab music changed from a music which was an entertainment 
for the Sultan to a music which sang revolutionary songs against the 
Sultan. 

IDI FARHANI 

No, we didn't sing against the Sultan and the people, but we tried 
to help the government. 

PAULA PARK 

The new government of Zanzibar? 

IDI FARHANI 

The new qovernment of Zanzibar. So we helped them by making different 
revolutionary songs. 

PAULA PARK 

And the songs now in Tarab, are they still political - are they still 
to help the revolution and still to help the government mobilize 
people. 

IDI FARHANI 

Yes some - we use not so many. Very little. During special occasions 
we used to sing these revolutionary songs. 

PAULA PARK 

So more frequently the songs are about what? 

IDI FARHANI 

About love . 

PAULA PARK 

But the music doesn't always say the word love or show people on the 
surface that you ' re talking about love. Instead it may talk about 
a flower or a star - why is that? 

IDI FARHANI 

Well because many people don't want really to show their inner feelings, 
they try to put you into flowers into stars and many other things. 

PAULA PARK 

So they're trying to hide their feelings? 

IDI FARHANI 

To hide their feelings, of course, yes. 
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PAULA PARK 

By using a symbol? 

IOI FARHANI 

Symbol, yes right. 

Tarab music 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That was tarab music from Zanzibar. 

If you set off from Zanzibar and travelled 1,800 miles due east 
across the Indian Ocean you would eventually reach the island of 
Mauritius, with its rich fusion of cultures - Asian, Arab, French 
and of course black African. 

MUSIC Sega music. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

That was sega music from Mauritius, performed there by Serge Lebrasse. 
And I'm joined now by Fiona Ledger. 

Fiona, you ' ve been looking at another product of that extraordinary 
fusion of cultures we find in Mauritius. 

FIONA LEDGER 

Yes, I have, I've been to see an exhibition of paintings by a 
Mauritian artist called Karl Vadamatoo. He ' s exhibiting here in London 
for the next month or so. And it's quite interesting that the paintings 
mirror a lot of that colour and gaiety that one was hearing in that 
music we just heard. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And did you find also some semblance or something, some contribution 
from Europe and from other parts of Africa? 

FIONA LEDGER 

Very much so. Karl Vadamatoo actually has lived in this country 
for quite a long time, in Wales in fact. But after I'd looked round 
the exhibition I spoke to him because I was interested to know what kind 
of influences were at play, and he came across as somebody who was a 
Mauritian, yes, but also a very cosmopolitan man. 

KARL VADAMATOO 

My family have always travelled, because I myself was nearly born on 
a plane, but it was rushed to a different island. I was not born in 
Mauritius. I am Mauritian, I was born in Reunion a French colony 
there. But I must say, really what it has fostered in me, my 
upbringing in Mauritius, really is a kind of multi- sensibility really, 
you know. Maybe in my works, maybe there are so many influences, you 
know which I am not aware of, but it's part of me. 
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FIONA LEDGER 

Now your father was a fashion designer, he trained in this country . 
Was he an influence in your artistic career? 

KARL VADAMATOO 

Of course. At an early age he used to discuss with us about his life 
in London, about paintings and writing. But first of all he used 
to discuss with us more of Russian literature and French literature 
and I think started writing really before I started to paint. 

FIONA LEDGER 

But you grew up in a household where shapes and colours and things 
were appreciated. 

KARL VADAMATOO 

It was very passionately appreciated. Then as far as my influence 
immediately in Mauritius .... I remember was a franco-mauritian 
painter, Malcolm de Cesar. He was not trained as an artist but his 
use of design and colours I was very much influenced by him. 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

What sort of paintings does Karl Vadamatoo execute? 

FIONA LEDGER 

They are very bold, very colourful. He paints in oils. Very interesting 
mixture of abstract and figurative. There's a painting , for example, 
called 'In the Studio' which is really in general terms a picture of 
his studio with a view out of the window. Now the view shows a 
landscape which really does follow many of the conventions of 
figurative painting. It's got per spective, it shows a mountain and 
there's a sort of sun . But the studio itself is extremely abstract. 
You can just make out very vaguely the shape of the artist and his 
palate and a vase of flowers, but that is submerged in very definate 
geometrical shapes - a lot of oblongs and lines, and a lot of colour 
and a lot of texture. And I was very interested to find out from him 
how he got that texture - he paints in oils, but everything has 
was amounts to a stippling effect and he explained to me how he did that. 

KARL VADAMATOO 

Of course with a palette knife, I'd never work with a brush because 
it's straight from the tube. I do my design and then I just do it. 
It's very immediate, tangible to me, and yet there's a sort of 
urgency in me wanting to get something out. Like I said before, 
I don't know what I'm getting out but it's there. The texture really 
it suits my personality or what ever it is. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

How much contact has he with his original home, Mauritius? 
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FIONA LEDGER 

Well he does go back to Mauritius and he exhibited there a few 
years ago, but his actual paintings can't really be pinned down to 
any specific geographical location. But to me they give a sort of 
they have a sort of brightness which is definitely not Northern 
European, very closer to the Equator. 

KARL VADAMATOO 

I've taken from Mauritius just the sun. For me the actual sun in 
my paintings may be more symbolic rather than to do with light, 
because I like the round shape. I don't know what it means, but 
I'll do the round shapes complete - it's more balanced than any 
other shape. That's why I think I am attracted to that round shape. 
But I think the whole image is nothing to do with Mauritius. 
I could have been anywhere. It may be more to do with my mental 
state, rather than a particular image from any particular country. 

FIONA LEDGER 

But I found despite what Karl Vadamatoo says about his paintings 
not relating to any particular part of the world there was in them 
a definite African element too. There was a painting called Christ. 
It would have been difficult to recognise it as Christ on the cross 
if you hadn't known that that was the name of it, but when you 
looked at it closely you could see that it was a figure of Christ 
on the cross . But he had played with the actual design of a cross 
and the cross bar of the crucifix was displaced, so you had one 
side slightly lower than the other side and the bits that stuck 
out on either side had holes in them. Then ... my impression was , 
my reaction was, it was almost like the holy spirit which seemed 
to be curving round the cross and Christ's body on the cross. 
Now this painting had such a strong assured feel to it that it 
reminded me very much of some African sculptures . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well now you mention sculptures, does he sculpt? 

FIONA LEDGER 

Yes he does and he did have on show some of his sculptures which 
weren't so much sculptures as very large groups of metal which have 
been welded together into one structure. 

KARL VADAMATOO 

Some gathered from old farms like the chain and the wheels, nineteenth 
century farming tools, machines and bits from scrap yards, sometimes 
pieces made for me. The design their could have been turned into a 
painting like the painting, ' In the Studio'. Originally that was 
meant to be a piece of sculpture, but I did not have the scrap, so I 
did a painting of the theme. When I did the sculptures there was a 
sense of urgency to do them, I was not trying to convey any sense 
of the modern alienation. If it were in my intention maybe it was 
something I carry within me. 
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FIONA LEDGER 

And of course he's not just a sculptor, he's also a poet, he ' s a 
very versatile man altogether. I read some of the poems in between 
looking at the paintings and there again you get these very strong 
images - the poetry is very much more a constellation, a montage 
of images rather than having any kind of narrative, underlying 
narrative quality to it. But I think I enjoyed the paintings that he 
did most of all. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Fiona Ledger , thank you very much indeed. 

FIONA LEDGER 

It's my pleasure . 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

We end this programme with more music from Mauritian musician 
Serge Lebrasse. A song in Creole - Maurice Mo Pays - a song about 
his country. For now, from me, Alex Tetteh- Lartey it's goodbye. 


