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Preface
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In such difficult circumstances it is a particular pleasure for both Matsemela and myself to record our debt of gratitude to the many friends and colleagues whose support has made the completion of this project possible. Our thanks thus go out to Ravan Press and Skotaville Publishers in Johannesburg, who survived against all the odds; to the members of Soyikwa and Madimba who made the performances such unforgettable experiences; to the late Barney Simon, Mannie Manim, John Kani, Allan Joseph and all at the Market whose support in mounting performances was crucial; to Ian Steadman, Maishe Maponya and Kathy Wagner at the University of the Witwatersrand for their comments, their criticism and their moral support; to critic Victor Metsoamere at The Sowetan; to Josh Makhene in London, not least for his work on Gorée; to Woodie King in New York; to Don Kinch in Birmingham, the late Rufus Collins in Amsterdam, Luca Gansser in Lugano, Théo Gerber in La Tour d’Aigues and Monique Chajmowiez of L’Harmattan in Paris for their unfailing hospitality; and finally to Anne and Michel Fuchs in Nice for their untiring commitment to South African theatre and for the delights of Colomars.

Geoffrey V. Davis
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Introduction
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Matsemela Manaka was born in Alexandra, a black township just to the north of Johannesburg, on 20th June 1956. After his family moved to Soweto, he attended primary and secondary schools in Diepkloof, one of its constituent townships, and then went on to study commerce part-time at Ithuteng Commercial College, Pretoria North. Since for University entrance he required Afrikaans—which was not offered at Ithuteng—he also registered to take his matriculation (“matric”) examination as an external candidate at Madibane High School in 1976. On June 16 that year the Soweto uprising took place, and Manaka—then just twenty—found himself in the midst of it. Although the immediate cause of the unrest was the imposition of Afrikaans as a language of instruction in schools for black children, the demonstrations also constituted a protest against the whole system of Bantu Education introduced by the National Party government under D. F. Malan in 1953 and devised by the architect of apartheid, Dr. H. F. Verwoerd, the then Minister of Native Affairs, who was later to become Prime Minister.

The conflagration ignited in Soweto spread rapidly to townships throughout the country and was met with brutal police repression, so much so that by the end of the year 618 people had been killed in the disturbances which followed, mainly as a result of police action.1

In the aftermath of June 16 the educational system remained a major focus of black protest. This took the form of boycotts, stay-aways and strikes, and led to major disruption in many students’ careers. Matsemela, in common with other students, boycotted exams in protest against the system and thus found himself without the matriculation exemption necessary for university entrance.

As a student leader Manaka was briefly detained and interrogated by the police. Subsequently released without trial, he soon found himself under considerable psychological pressure, since a close friend of his continued to be held in detention, thus causing some to question the circumstances of his own release. Unlike many of his generation, who felt that passive resistance in the form of peaceful demonstrations had been conclusively shown to be an inadequate means of overthrowing the apartheid regime and therefore left the country in search of military training with the banned liberation movements based abroad, Manaka did not opt for exile. Instead he left Johannesburg for the northern town of Pietersburg, hoping that in the quieter rural areas he would be able to recover from the tumultuous events of Soweto.

It was during this period of absence from Johannesburg and Soweto that he first found the time seriously to develop the artistic talents which had hitherto found expression mainly in student drama. He wrote poetry and plays, composed and performed music, made lithographs and woodcuts, and painted in oils. The astonishing variety of his artistic gifts has been the hallmark of his creative work every since, particularly for the stage where he has increasingly sought to incorporate music, poetry and painting in his productions.

Back in Soweto he returned to his former high school and subsequently to Ithuteng Commercial College—this time in the capacity of teacher, employed, as was common in the educational system imposed on blacks, without having had the benefit of further training at a university. Recognising the contradictions inherent in working within a system he himself rejected, Manaka—in common with many of his colleagues—resigned after only six months in the service.

His educational career was thus typical of his generation: it was disadvantaged due to the inferior system provided for blacks, hindered by the Afrikaans language requirement, disrupted by the Soweto uprising and curtailed without the attainment of a university qualification. The turbulence in the black educational system in South Africa continued for many years.

Of the 1976 events in Soweto Manaka has said: “I was also born out of those flames”2—and certainly there seems to have been a great upsurge in his own creativity and in that of his generation in the years immediately following. With strict state control imposed on the schools and the many constituent organisations of the Black Consciousness Movement soon banned (October 19th, 1977), art seemed to offer an outlet denied elsewhere.

In early 1977 students from Madibane High School founded the Creative Youth Association (C. Y. A.). At its inception there were about sixty members; Manaka was a founder member and became its secretary general. C. Y. A. defined itself as “a cultural group of young people formed…with the aim of promoting and developing the creative talents of young people in all aspects of the arts.”3 It ran creative arts programmes for children, mounted art exhibitions, organised creative writing workshops and, in 1978, set up the Soyikwa Institute of African Theatre. The name “Soyikwa” was intended as an acknowledgement of the influential dramatic work of the Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka; in Xhosa, the word literally means “we shall be feared”, which the group frequently interpreted in the sense of “we shall overcome”—thus stressing both the challenge their theatre represented and the survival situation in which it found itself. The group, which committed itself to “positive art, creative theatre, theatre of purpose, educational theatre, communal theatre, original and relevant indigenous African theatre,”4 sought to realise these ideals by putting on theatre in the urban and rural areas, by running actors’ training programmes and theatre-in-education projects. For the first seven years of its existence, C. Y. A. functioned without a permanent home, first using Manaka’s parents’ garage for its programmes after the schools had been closed down by the state and it no longer had access to their facilities, and then staging its productions first at the Dutch Reformed Church in Diepkloof and later in the makeshift conditions of the church-owned Moravian Hall, their original intention being to transform the building into a theatre. Only with the launching in 1984 of the multipurpose Funda Arts Centre, financed by the Urban Foundation, was this difficulty finally to be overcome.

The framework provided by C. Y. A. was of great importance to the development of Manaka’s multifarious talents: in 1977 he collaborated with other members on the writing and producing of a play entitled The Horn. A year later he held his first one-man art exhibition at Donaldson Orlando Community Centre before joining other members including Kay Hassan, also from Diepkloof and born in Alexandra, in a group show which was later to tour abroad.

In 1977—at the age of 21—Manaka submitted a collection of his poems to one of the few progressive publishers in South Africa, Ravan Press in Johannesburg. Ravan was known to be concerned about literature by black writers and was then beginning to provide a publishing outlet for their work, which had long been neglected by major publishing houses. The reply he received was most encouraging. It came from Mike Kirkwood of the English Department of the University of Natal in Durban, who was soon to be joining Ravan himself. Kirkwood’s letter is an interesting document in the recent history of South African literature, for in it he not only offered to publish eleven of the poems and evinced an interest in interviewing the young writer, he also announced the impending publication of a new literary magazine. Kirkwood wrote:

The collection convinces me that yours is one of the new voices we should be hearing—but I don’t think the poems make a book at this stage.—However one of the Ravan projects for next year is a new nation-wide literary magazine, to appear once every two months. We hope that the magazine will reach a broad spectrum of readers all over the country…The new magazine will aim at introducing the writer, as well as his work, to the public. We would thus like to interview you at some time in the future—again, if you’re agreeable! We are particularly keen to contact writers around the country—and to introduce the groups to each other through the magazine. You could say that ‘writing for liberation’ is to be the theme. So if you’re in touch with other writers, we’d like to hear about them too.

As you can see from the poems I’ve chosen, I was particularly struck by the evocative tributes you pay to musicians in your work. It seems that, in Africa, poetry and music are really going to get together again. If we do get to interview you, this is one of the themes we might pursue.5


The literary magazine referred to was soon to become the most influential cultural publication in South Africa. Under the name Staffrider it first appeared in March 1978 and, as Manaka points out in “Blues Me,” its existence gave a new impetus to the activities of the budding young writers gathered in C. Y. A., since it enabled them to make their endeavours known beyond the confines of their group. For the first time, they and other groups like them were in a position to “make their cultural contribution to the whole struggle inside the country.” The first number of the magazine duly carried four poems by Manaka celebrating the work of musicians, among them “Hope for your return”:

Lefifi Tladi

the lighthouse of poetry music

the dynamic dart of poetry

you could not dree but drift

your poems and music lived on

they never perished in the flames of your departure

they never drooped when you visited your brotherland

they never fell at the foot of your foe

the flames of your fire reared and raged on

your enemy could not douse only daze the blaze

the spirit of your poetry and music lived on in your fatherland

I believe you never fled but went searching for freedom

I hope to see you back in your fatherland

so sojourn and be back

this land is yours.


The selection also included a short poem “For Victor Ndlazilwane”:

The voice that vibrated

the drum of my ear

with the blues of Afrika

mbaqanga blues

to slug freedom

into my sluggardland

with the mort

pitched so high

so loud

so sweet

and harmonious

the voice so versatile

and so visible

voice for victory.


6

Included also were a fine prose tribute to Ndlazilwane as well as contributions by seven other C. Y. A. members. The magazine also printed a symbolic picture by William “Cheeks” Legoale of C. Y. A., which graphically illustrated the notion of its own daringly precarious existence inherent in its title: an intrepid passenger dangerously “riding staff” on the roof of one of the commuter trains which link Soweto and Johannesburg.

Conceived as a communal enterprise, the magazine was run by an editorial collective. Manaka soon found himself making the transition from magazine contributor to its employee; in the years 1979–1981 he worked as co-ordinating editor and thus found himself right at the heart of the new and exciting developments taking place in South African black literature. This had an important effect on his own development for several reasons. Working in a publishing house whose structures were unusually democratic by South African standards proved a valuable experience. His work was partly that of a public relations manager; he developed an informal distribution network based on the notion that writers should involve themselves in the distribution of their work (an idea which finally had to be acknowledged a failure); he conducted writers’ workshops, working together with Ingoapele Madingoane, Mothobi Mutloatse and Jaki Seroke; he helped to establish writers’ groups in Hammanskraal, the Pretoria area and on the East Rand. Staffrider had initiated a dialectical process: it printed work emanating from writers’ groups across the country, but its own very existence was becoming a guiding force in establishing such groups. Manaka saw the starting of such a magazine in a political light too. It was as much a movement as a publication. After the clamp-down on the Black Consciousness Movement in 1977, the Ravan Press initiative represented an attempt to reformulate the movement’s consciousness-raising task, to recreate the Black Peoples’ Convention in another guise. In as far as the magazine was committed to the publication of the work of writers from across the political spectrum (ANC, PAC and BCM) however, it also constituted something of a united front—a theme with which he and others like him remained, as he recently suggested in interview, “obsessed.”

His formidable creative talent coupled with an impressive ability to articulate his artistic intentions soon brought Manaka to prominence, both at home and overseas. Participation in group art shows led in 1980 to his touring Germany, Sweden and Denmark with an exhibition entitled “Flames of Resistance,” described by the three artists—Manaka, Kay Hassan and Philip Malumise—as a consciousness-raising exercise intended to “reflect the living and working conditions of blacks under the apartheid regime.”7 The drawings and paintings Manaka contributed to the show—a blood-drenched representation of the Soweto uprising entitled “We are witnesses”; a haunting portrait of Steve Biko, leader of the B. C. M., and then recently dead in police detention; and his evocations of Shaka’s call for African unity—gave evidence of his mastery of form and colour and his responsiveness to African tradition, while at the same time indicating something of his ideological concerns.

Of more enduring significance for his overseas reputation, however, was the production of the play Egoli—City of Gold, which he took to the Erlangen Festival in West Germany in 1980 and then toured the same year. This play, workshopped with the two actors, John Moalusi Ledwaba and Hamilton Mahonga Silwane, had been performed in a first version in Soweto in early 1979, had then been substantially reworked in collaboration with Rob Amato as the first production at the re-opened People’s Space Theatre in Cape Town before returning in December for a month’s run Upstairs at the Market in Johannesburg. The popular success of the production did not prevent the official Publications Control Board later banning the published script as “undesirable” in terms of Section 47(2) (e) of the Publications Act of 1974, which effectively meant that the authorities deemed it to be “prejudicial to the safety of the state, the general welfare or the peace and good order.” The play went on to be voted “Best Play of the Year” in London in 1982.

Egoli was instrumental in bringing the work of the young South African dramatist to the attention of an international audience—a success confirmed by his second production to tour overseas, a double-bill comprising Imbumba and Pula. Imbumba (the title means “unity”) was written in 1979 and performed under the direction of Ray Hlongwane at the Blackchain Hall in Diepkloof in April 1980. In October of that year it was invited to play venues such as The Nunnery in Johannesburg, the Communikon Theatre in Durban and the Window Theatre in East London. The second item on the bill Pula (“Rain”) employed the same group of young actors as had premiered Imbumba—Ronnie Mkhwanazi, Danny Moetsi, David and Abel Sebe all members of Soyikwa and all in their early twenties. As a double bill the plays crowned a visit to Britain in 1983 with a coveted “Fringe First” award at the Edinburgh Festival before subsequently touring extensively in Denmark, Holland and Germany.

Although many of the performances in Germany were scheduled at “alternative” venues or hosted by church—and university-affiliated groups—including a memorable occasion at a German grammar school when, to the consternation of the cast, the show went on at the decidedly untheatrical hour of 8am!—Soyikwa also played a number of the main houses, among which figured the prestigious Nationaltheater at Mannheim and the Schaubühne am Lehniner Platz in Berlin, then generally regarded as the finest theatre in the country.

As a black writer Manaka often experienced harassment in obtaining permission to travel abroad. The 1980 visit to Germany, which took place after the banning of Egoli, had only been made possible through the intervention of the German Embassy. (Ironically, the group was unaware at the time that Germany still maintained its cultural agreement—”Kulturabkommen”—with South Africa in spite of efforts by the anti-apartheid movement to have it rescinded in terms of the cultural boycott.) In 1984, the authorities had refused Manaka a passport to travel overseas with the Pula and Imbumba tour. The reason for the decision was not stated. His situation was not rendered any easier by a Dutch production of Egoli in 1984 under the direction of Rufus Collins, since the Holland Committee on Southern Africa had incorporated the play in its boycott campaign against the Krugerrand (the play being in the public domain, its author has no power to influence the use performances may be put to). Manaka’s passport was only restored in 1985 after the United States Embassy invited him to visit arts centres, arts educational institutions and theatres across the country.

The success of his European visits began to transform Manaka’s career as the opportunities open to him increased dramatically. Having played the townships and then the alternative venues in South Africa, his theatrical productions could now also be staged at a diverse selection of houses in Europe. He was able to perform his one-man show “Blues Afrika” overseas as well as to participate in arts exhibitions at the Commonwealth Institute (1981) and the Africa Centre (1982) in London. Fund-raising activities in aid of the refurbishment of Moravian Hall were embarked upon; support from foreign embassies inside the country was forthcoming. Most importantly, however, Manaka was exposed to the kind of theatrical and artistic developments overseas which, due to the combined effects of South African control over the flow of cultural work into and out of the country and the cultural boycott imposed from overseas, were largely denied him at home.8

Brecht is a case in point. One of Manaka’s first actions on being issued a passport to visit Germany in 1980 was to go the Brecht’s grave in East Berlin—asking the East German border guards not to stamp his passport since it was then technically illegal for South African citizens to visit Communist countries! Visiting the Bochumer Schauspielhaus for a performance of Alfred Kirchner’s remarkable production of Mutter Courage und ihre Kinder, he was enabled to see something of the possibilities, financial as well as artistic, of a major German house. Not only, he recalls, was the staff canteen larger than Moravian Hall, but the stage itself was vast. One well remembers his astonishment at the sight of a West German airforce jet being lowered onto it during the final scene. Such impressions caused Manaka not least to revise his understanding of Grotowski’s theory of “poor theatre.” Having previously interpreted Grotowski to mean that all theatre, to be effective, must be “poor,” he now saw that in Europe, which unlike Soweto has a choice, “poor theatre” has become a style rather than a necessary reality. It was not a question of a theatre’s work being effective because it was poor; “rich” theatre could be good too, if the resources available to its were used, as in the case of Kirchner’s Brecht in Bochum, to good purpose.

In 1984 the Soyikwa Institute of African Theatre, of which Manaka was by now project director, mounted his latest play Children of Asazi at the Laager in the Market Theatre, he himself taking a small role in this first production. When later that year the Funda Centre was opened in Diepkloof, he became co-ordinator of its Arts Centre and this position was to provide a more solid base for his activities in the coming years.

Children of Asazi is important in the history of the theatre group, since it provided their first opportunity to visit the USA. While overseas on a fund-raising tour for the Funda Centre, Manaka had initiated discussion on a theatre festival which would be designed to raise money for the arts in South Africa. Working with Miles L. Rubin and Richard P. Renell, the Woza Afrika Foundation was established with the aim of linking “American resources, both material and moral, with the urgent needs of the South African dramatic and literary community.”9 The Woza Afrika Festival of South African Theatre, which emerged from this, was presented at the Mitzi Newhouse Theatre at Lincoln Centre, New York in September/October 1986, the South African exile Duma Ndlovu being brought in as executive director. The festival was the first attempt to provide an overview of contemporary South African theatre, mainly by blacks, in the US and it offered Manaka the opportunity to present his work (here represented by the second version of Children) in the context of that of his colleagues. The other productions mounted were Asinamali! by Mbongeni Ngema, Bopha! by Percy Mtwa, Gangsters by Maishe Maponya, and Born in the RSA by Barney Simon and cast.

Since 1986 Manaka’s plays have displayed more formal experimentation and a more pronounced African orientation. At the same time he was concerned to create a forum which would be both politically and artistically unifying. The result was Domba—The Last Dance, a combination of drama, music and dance performed in 1986 and designed to enable all the groups based at the Funda Centre, i.e. the Soyikwa Institute of African Theatre, the Madimba Institute of African Music, the African Institute of Art and the photography and film group “Dynamic Images,” to collaborate on a single project. The performance focussed on dance forms and music associated with the initiation rites by which girls are traditionally prepared for womanhood, setting this in a contemporary urban context.

Siza, also first performed in 1986, scripted through an improvisation process with Alistair Dube, Sipho Buthelezi and Patience Mongwane and with Ray Hlongwane once again directing, was a Soyikwa Rural Theatre production, which, as its title indicates (the word “siza” means “help” or” relief” in Xhosa) was “created with the aim of providing a forum for discussing issues that confront the rural community and how such communities could initiate self-help projects.”10 The play was conceived as a rural theatre project, the student actors participating themselves running workshops in the rural areas where it was performed. This play also toured abroad and was invited to open the Xlth Annual Conference on Commonwealth Literature and Language Studies in German-speaking countries, which began fortuitously on the 12th anniversary of the Soweto uprising.

The next play—Koma—was described as “a musical play on literacy,” and like its predecessor was not only devised for performance in rural areas, but also thematised the cultural divide between urban and rural South Africa. The play, which tells the story of a young woman graduate working on literacy programmes for workers living in migrant hostels, uses texts by major South Africa writers such as Es’kia Mphahlele, Njabulo Ndebele and Don Mattera, includes popular music from jazz to mbaqanga and experimentally incorporates most of the languages spoken in Southern Africa: English, Afrikaans, Xhosa, Zulu, Pedi, Venda, Shangaan, South Sotho, and Shona as well as languages spoken in Malawi and Zambia. The more comprehensive use of indigenous African languages in this play Manaka explains as a partial response to Ngugi wa Thiong ‘o’s call for African writers to turn their backs on English and to write in their own languages. This bold experiment in exploring the relationships between race, class and language met with a strong response from audiences, blacks tending to welcome a text which reflected the linguistic situation in the townships and relishing the humour, while whites felt excluded. One critic writing in the Sunday Times (SA), who felt that the play would have been just as easy to understand had it been performed in Chinese (!), managed to recognise only two of the African languages involved, however.11

In 1987 Manaka also completed his play Toro—The African Dream. Described as “the search for self through a cultural collage of drama, dance, music, mime and poetry”, the production premiered at the Laager on October 26th, 1987. Its two protagonists, sheltering in a house on the eve of their departure from South Africa to seek “fresh air” in the north, finally reject this option and elect to remain in the country in order to contribute to the struggle for freedom from inside. This two-hander, which in some ways is reminiscent of Beckett, was appositely described by one critic as “a work in progress rather than the finished article,” and indeed, Manaka must himself have been aware of its flaws for when the play was revamped for production Upstairs at the Market in April the following year, he noted that it had been revised “in response to some of the criticisms”, so much so that the same critic could enthusiastically describe the result as “transformed”. With greatly increased forces and a pared-down story line, the play incorporated much more music and dance in a memorable celebration of the dream of African independence. It was particularly praised for the rendition of the ostrich dance by Manaka’s wife, Nomsa.

Increasing international discussions on apartheid led in 1986 to an invitation to attend a symposium in Dakar (Sénégal) together with Breyten Breytenbach, Miriam Tlali, Miriam Makeba, Johnny Clegg, and others. (Manaka still recalls with amusement his first encounter with an aspect of the colonial legacy which required a black writer to fly from South to West Africa via Paris!) This first visit to West Africa also enabled him to see Gorée for the first time. The same year he also toured Zimbabwe with a production of the exiled South African Caiphus Semenya’s play Buwa he had directed. The opportunity to direct such eminent South African musicians as Hugh Masekela and Jonas Gwangwa (who wrote the music for the film Cry Freedom) left a profound impression on him. In 1988 the same show was revived for a tour of West Africa, and on this occasion Manaka was not only able to return to Sénégal, but also to visit Burkina Faso, Ghana, Nigeria and Ethiopia. These visits not unexpectedly exercised a considerable influence on Manaka’s own work, since they made it possible for him, a convinced Africanist, to begin to familiarise himself with the cultures and the traditions of the rest of Africa beyond South Africa’s borders. It must be remembered that in the long years of the apartheid régime South Africa was—in cultural no less than in economic terms—largely cut off from the African continent. The combined effects of the cultural boycott, which prevented African artists visiting South Africa, and of censorship within South Africa itself, rendered much of the writing of independent Africa inaccessible to black South Africans. Only recently, for example, has Manaka been able to study such an important text as Ngugi wa Thiong ‘o’s Decolonising the Mind.

The first indication of some West African influence in Manaka’s work was no doubt the incorporation of the kora and the djembe, the instruments of the griôts, in the revised version of Toro. The most striking evidence of an African dimension to his work was, however, the play Gorée, written in 1989. This was directed not by Manaka himself but by one of South Africa’s most renowned actors, John Kani. It opened Upstairs at the Market in February 1989 to well-nigh ecstatic reviews. Barry Ronge, writing in the Sunday Times (SA), claimed that the play had given him “more unadulterated pleasure than almost anything I have ever seen at the Market,” adding—remarkably for a white critic—that “after a life lived in this country this was the first time ever that I grasped with complete comprehension, the sense of what it is to be an African.” Much of the show’s success was due to the skilful musicianship on both European and African instruments and as singer of Sibongile Khumalo and to the dance performances of Nomsa Manaka.12 This production was also seen on tour in France and in the USA, as well as at the Kajoyo Festival of Black Arts and Literature from Africa, the Caribbean and the USA held in Birmingham, England in 1989.

Blues Afrika Café, which was staged in the Warehouse at the Market Theatre in early 1990, was Manaka’s most ambitious experiment to date. It was also very expensive to put on since it called for a 12-piece band, three professional singers, three male dancers (in this production, former Soyikwa students) and two actors (Patrick Shayi and Alistair Dube, as restaurant owner and band manager). Like most of Manaka’s later plays, Blues Afrika Café placed great reliance on music and dance, the actual spoken passages being reduced to some 8–10 pages of text. But its most unusual feature—and one which rendered the Warehouse a particularly appropriate space for this production—was the format of a cabaret taking place in a restaurant. The action of the play, which concerns the return to the country of a black South African woman who has been married to an American and her two Afro-American daughters, takes place in a restaurant where the women tell the story of their lives overseas and sing the blues—to the consternation of the restaurant owner, who demands less politics and more entertainment. Although staged in the centre of Johannesburg the play also sought to remind the audience of the violent reality of the townships beyond its boundaries: at one point a young dancer bursts in, late for the show because he has been shot at in the street; the bouncers seeing his dishevelled appearance refuse him entry.

Manaka here uses food as a way of bringing people together and as an image of unity. The play opens with a village song calling on the people to till the soil and prepare food to strengthen the people for nation-building. Throughout the performance traditional African dishes are served to the audience, while the cabaret format engenders a good deal of inter-action between cast and audience, the singers moving about within the auditorium and improvising scenes with the audience. It is hardly surprising that each performance ended with the audience coming on stage to join in the dancing! Blues Afrika Café, then, is an interesting example of Manaka’s concept of participatory theatre, of his increasing adoption of Africanist themes, and of his concern to go beyond the theatre of political protest to what he terms “theatre for social reconstruction” which will foreground “African cultural values.”13 (These concerns also inform a more recent work Ekhaya. The thematic similarities—particularly the incorporation of the African diaspora and the return of musicians to South Africa, in this case exiles—are particularly striking.)14

The corpus of Manaka’s work up to 1991 consisted of some 14 plays and performances. These were—in chronological order—The Horn; Egoli—City of Gold; Imbumba; Blues Afrika; Vuka; Pula; Children of Asazi; Domba—The Last Dance; Siza; Koma; Toro—The African Dream; Gorée; Blues Afrika Café; and Ekhaya. On average, then, over the period 1977–1991 Manaka wrote—and usually staged—one play per year. There is also a considerable amount of poetry; some early work appeared in Staffrider, but much has remained unpublished. Manaka, however, does continue to write poetry and views it as an essential complement to his work for the theatre. Indeed he often includes it in his plays, as, for instance, with a long poem inspired by David Goldblatt’s photographs of commuting workers in Ekhaya. Some of his poetry he read at commemorations and funerals in the South African townships. Manaka has also written a number of short essays outlining his ideas on theatre, including “Theatre of the Dispossessed,” “The Babalaz People” and “Some Thoughts on Black Theatre.”

As a practising artist himself Manaka was asked by the newly formed, black-run Skotaville Publishers to compile a survey of traditional and contemporary art in South Africa. The resulting volume—Echoes of African Art—ranges widely from Khoisan rock art and the traditional village murals of Venda through the European-influenced work of the pioneers of contemporary black painting to the more politicised work of the Black Consciousness artists of the 1970s. It is an interesting reflection of Manaka’s concern with the influence of European culture on traditional African forms and of his ideas on the role of Black Consciousness in the conceptualisation of more recent African art. As such it provides some insight into his own tastes and priorities.

Consistently with his view of culture as a unifying force and a political forum, Manaka avoided aligning himself with any organised oppositional political movement in South Africa during the apartheid period preferring to relate to them all—through his work. In terms of his own political ideas, however his sympathies clearly lay with Black Consciousness and pan-Africanism, the latter being defined not as a political party but as a philosophy whose import ranges far beyond the borders of South Africa. This concern was evident from the way his later work—Toro, Gorée, Ekhaya—related to the whole continent of Africa and indeed to the diaspora beyond.

The ideas of Black Consciousness exercised a decisive influence in many areas of South African life such as politics, education, social welfare and culture, and they helped to create the social and political climate which culminated in the Soweto uprising of 1976.

They also shaped the ideas of the young Manaka on the theory and practice of theatre—although he has adopted a more Africanist perspective since. As Robert Kavanagh has written:

Essentially the theory of the theatre of Black Consciousness followed the same pattern as the strategy that the movement has evolved for the resistance of cultural domination and liberation in general—withdrawal from association with whites, the creation of new structures and the conscientization of black people.15


Each of these principles can be seen at work to some extent in Manaka’s career. “Withdrawal from association with,” or rather dependence on whites meant insisting upon black self-reliance and committing onself to all-black productions—not an easy task in the circumstances prevailing in South Africa. It was, however, his purpose to explode the myth current in South Africa that “blacks cannot direct or produce”. His plays have thus usually been directed, managed designed and lit by blacks. In the few cases where he has not directed himself, this task has been performed by Ray Hlongwane (Imbumba / Siza) or—most notably—John Kani (Gorée). Only in the People’s Space production of Egoli has a white been involved in the direction of one of his plays.

His plays are of course scripted for all-black casts, too. The few white characters his plots require—who are always negative portraits (Bosswinkel in Pula, for example) and usually representatives of white authority (the mine supervisor in Egoli, the housing official in Children of Asazi, the policeman and pass officer in Vuka)—are mimed by black actors, who sometimes make use of pantomime noses and spectacles.

The “creation of new structures” was an aim fulfilled in Manaka’s case by the establishment of the Soyikwa theatre group. Their artistic profile was wholly black; no plays by white authors were staged and there was no artistic collaboration with whites of the kind associated with the names of Athol Fugard and Barney Simon (although the latter was of course most supportive in matters relating to the Market). Soyikwa’s continuing espousal of the principle of self-reliance was evident in the group’s commitment to art’s education, to the training of black actors, to theatre projects in the rural areas, to playing township venues, and to an “alternative”, non-commercial status, as well as its reluctance to involve externally based cultural brokers in the marketing of its work.

That such a stance was difficult to maintain in the world of contemporary theatre was as true in South Africa as anywhere else, and Manaka was only too well aware of this. He knew that the Market was virtually the only theatre space available to him in Johannesburg; he saw the contradiction involved when a theatre group born of the ideals of Black Consciousness seemingly had to remain financially dependent on support from white-owned business. He realised, too, the implications of accepting funding from companies like Shell whose continued presence in South Africa was itself a subject of contention, but cited practical necessity: “As soon as we start getting into debates about what money is clean and what money is dirty…we are wasting time, because there is no clean money…it is how the money is used that makes the money clean. That is what is more important.”16 Not until the political will existed to redefine priorities and reallocate funding in the arts in a new South Africa would this situation begin to change.

The third tenet mentioned by Kavanagh—”the conscientization of the people”—found expression, of course, in the plays themselves. Manaka elucidated his ideas on black theatre in a number of articles, the most important of which—”The Theatre of the Dispossessed”—appeared in Staffrider in 1980. It was based on conversations with two noted South African theatre practitioners, James Mthoba and Joe Rahube, the Africanist character of whose experience—Mthoba’s participation in experimental productions like Uhlanga which sought to integrate the pre-colonial past, the present and the post-apartheid future, and Rahube’s rootedness in the African oral tradition—Manaka felt to be relevant in formulating a view of the function of black theatre in South Africa. What he understands by conscientization and why he feels it to be so necessary is revealed very clearly in the following passage:

At this point in time, the dispossessed are destitute. They are very desperate for the realisation of their aspirations They are in quest of freedom. They need no entertainment that shall make them oblivious of their state of subservience. They need no entertainment that shall make them submissive to their state of poverty and servitude. They need no entertainment that will be irrelevant to the black man’s bone of contention. They need no entertainment that shall not respond to the call of freedom’s cry. But they need realistic entertainment that will give them courage to survive and forge ahead. Entertainment that will bring hope for freedom in their life-style.17


“Relevance,” “survival,” “freedom”—these are the key-words which define Manaka’s concept of theatre. It is an exhilarating, if unashamedly didactic notion of theatre, this call for plays whose main objective is “educating the dispossessed.”

Manaka’s plays are not “protest” plays in the usual sense. In fact he has gone on record as saying “for a long time I have not had apartheid so much as a theme in my work. What I was always trying to do was deal with the issue of…cultural identity.”18 Nevertheless it is remarkable when one surveys his work—the early work in particular—to note just how comprehensive a dramatisation of the socio-economic conditions of black South Africa he provides.

His plays cover most of the major issues of apartheid society: the poverty of the rural areas; urbanisation and detribalisation; the migrant labour system; forced removals; social disintegration in the townships; crime. His depiction of life in the rural areas is dire in the extreme. In Pula, when the rains do not come, the crops fail, villagers and animals die, mercy killings of newborn children are performed to prevent their starvation. In Egoli transfers of land ownership between white farmers make the wives of absent migrant labourers redundant, their children eat soil and tree leaves, they die of hunger. In Imbumba prisoners are employed as farm workers under appalling conditions of labour.

Rural poverty is seen to be the prime cause of rapid and often disastrous urbanisation. Manaka’s early work contains several examples of the classic theme of South African literature: “Jim comes to Jo’ burg.” In Egoli, John describes the bright hopes of the “amagoduka” (migrant labourers) streaming into Johannesburg in search of work, and recalls the excitement of his own arrival there. In Pula, Izwe goes to seek his fortune in the city knowing he has no prospects at home.19 In Gorée, Nomsa can hardly wait to leave Zeerust for her dream of “the glittering lights and reflective blue buildings of Johannesburg.
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