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Speaking With and Without Words—An Interview with Nomhle Nkonyeni

Lizbeth Goodman

DOI: 10.4324/9780203985762-1



This interview was recorded at the Market Theatre, Johannesburg, after a performance of Athol Fugard's Boesman and Lena, directed by Jerry Mofokeng, with Bill Curry as Boesman and Nomhle Nkonyeni as Lena. This adds the perspective of an ‘actor’ to the voices included in Part 1 of this volume, for while Mhlophe and Dike both perform their own plays and poemdras and poetry, there is a different process involved in taking words written by someone else and finding a way to bring them to life on stage. Nkonyeni faced this challenge in a revival of one of South Africa's best known plays, written by a white Afrikaner male. She was the first black actor to play the part of Fugard's Lena, a black character written to be played by the (white) actor, Yvonne Bryceland. [For more details on Fugard and Boesman and Lena, see Dennis Walder's article, pp. 51–59.]



KEYWORDS: Audiences, Attendance Patterns, Class Divisions, Gender, Performance, Politics, Political Theatre, Racial Considerations in Performance, South African Theatre, Women’s Voices.


GOODMAN

Nomhle Nkonyeni, you are one of South Africa's most respected performers. You are also, at the moment, performing in a potentially controversial role: as Lena in Fugard's play. Of course, the character herself is black, so your portrayal is in many ways more appropriate than the portrayal by Yvonne Bryceland. But that is the ‘Lena’ most people know. Can you tell me first of all: when were you asked to play the part of Lena, were you influenced by Yvonne Bryceland's Lena?

NKONYENI

I did see that first production with Yvonne Bryceland; I saw it in Rhodes University. I saw her playing Lena; she was very, very good, and I remember it was 1975 when the market wanted to do it, and I was approached to play a part. I was excited but the portrayal of Lena by Yvonne Bryceland was still very fresh in my mind, the image was still very fresh because it left an indelible Lena in my head. So I felt I would be doing disservice to the character because I felt I was portraying Yvonne, not the character. So when I was approached twenty years later to do it I was quite excited, I must say.

GOODMAN

How have you approached the character? How did you find your own way of playing Lena?

NKONYENI

I can't remember how Yvonne presented her character, so that was not such a big influence or problem for me. I did my own research. I read the script and studied quite a number of different kinds of Lenas, not in the theatre but in the streets. She is such a character; we can find many of her. There are quite a number of Lenas, so I went out and talked to them, asked who they were and where they came from and how they became what they are. You see I am talking about the characters now, finding characters in people. I was inspired by one woman in particular: I chose a very dominating woman in this case. She dominated her husband, she was quite strong but she gave him a lot of trouble, and I asked her why You know, what she said is true of so many women. She said, if she were to beat this thing, her husband, up, it, or he, would die. So she can not touch it or him, can not fight back. It is not because she is too weak but because she is too strong, too kind maybe. She said, ‘I let him beat me up but he knows one day if I turn my back and say “hey” he will die,’ When I heard that I knew she was most like my Lena, and I chose to be like her: to be a Lena who was strong, who wasn't a wimping woman.

GOODMAN

You do portray Lena as a very strong character, but that is achieved quite subtly at times. Even in the moments when you are silent and Boesman is speaking, attention tends to be focused on you, as Lena. Of course, I don't mean that you are in any way upstaging him, but rather that the character Lena, and her situation, and the situations and interests of the audience, all seem to collide in a concern for and interest in Lena, in you.

NKONYENI

Really. That's hard for me to notice when I am being Lena. But I'm glad, because Lena deserves that kind of attention. I didn't set out to make her be this or that, but to give her the right to be, and what she ends up being is very strong.

GOODMAN

You have certainly succeeded, and so Lena succeeds. There is an energy coming from that character and your portrayal of her; she doesn't ‘miss a trick’; it's not so much a portrayal of a woman who knows instinctively, but rather of a woman with strong instincts. So she seems wise, even in her silences.

NKONYENI

That is what I felt playing her, that she speaks without words at times. Yes, that is how I feel about Lena. Boesman can do anything, say anything, try to put her down, but at the end of the day Lena is his strength, he leans on Lena. Whatever he does, she is there and he can not deny her, can not do without her. He may ignore her, but at the end of the day there are things he picks up from Lena: it is her strength that makes him survive. That's what I felt.

GOODMAN

How do you feel about performing in Fugard's play—a play which deals with issues of race and gender, in South Africa in 1994? Is it an important play for our times?

NKONYENI

Yes it is, because it's worse in this country and it's worse in this town than it has ever been before. Maybe some things in life have improved, but there is so much uncertainty now, so much insecurity, fear, frustration, and also hope. So, we find quite a lot of Lenas in this town. When you, walk down the street and meet a strong woman, a Lena, and you talk to her, you will probably find that she is a very articulate person, a well thinking person, and you might start questioning yourself about where is she from, what made her into a ‘Lena’ of today. So, yes, Boesman and Lena is an important play, and maybe more so for women, for strong women. It offers a kind of hope, though not in any big way. Some reviewers and critics say the play is outdated, but I don't think so. It's a classic, it's beautiful.

GOODMAN

Just to play the Devil's Advocate here: on the one hand, it's easy enough to see why some critics would be hesitant; it is easy to pre-judge this play, even though it is often considered a ‘modern classic’; some may see it (in a very superficial reading) as indulging unwittingly in some racist stereotyping, or sexist stereotyping, or in some dangerous appropriation when a white man writes about black and ‘coloured’ men and women … But of course, the play is much more subtle and more powerful than all that. And it really is amazing that it touches so directly on major issues of race and politics and gender and power. The theme of the silencing of people and the negation of personal experience speaks very loudly, on the eve of elections for a potentially free(er) South Africa.

NKONYENI

Exactly, exactly. And the reviewers have picked up on the excitement of the play too. Quite a number of them have managed to open up some of their perspectives. Everyone now is looking for theatre to say something which might help us all to make sense of politics, the government, life.

GOODMAN

Yvonne Bryceland, the white actor, played Lena, the black character, in the original production. Now you play Lena. How does your status as a black actor affect the way people react to the play?

NKONYENI

Casting me as Lena was a very big change, and it does seem more fitting now, in 1994. I was, as I said, worried at first that the Bryceland impact would be so deep on audiences that my role would be lost. But it didn't work that way. Many audience members did see the original performance done by a white cast, and now they see the same play performed by a coloured and black cast. They see that it is a different play, and yet the same play. Meanings change, different people react at different times, for different reasons.

GOODMAN

The play is very successful in Johannesburg. Do you think it would have the same audience response in different parts of the country?

NKONYENI

The way the play is received around the country will depend partly on the racial issue. Some areas and some theatres draw in more black audiences. And responses always differ with black audiences.

GOODMAN

How?

NKONYENI

I'll tell you: with black audiences we don't tend to get such an attentive listening ear. There is a tendency for a lot of laughing and jokes, enjoying the show and maybe identifying with some of the characters or situations. Maybe this is because it is easy to laugh at things that are foolish or stupid or even cruel. Laughter is a good release, and black audiences do tend to laugh more. This used to worry me sometimes. I would think that audiences hadn't heard me or didn't follow what was happening, because they would laugh at things which white audiences would tend to find sad. But I asked some black students and they said to me: ‘No, Nomhle, we did not miss out; we heard everything and we still laughed because we saw somebody being beaten up we saw somebody suffering’, and then I understood that it was easiest to laugh at that. Maybe it is too real to be sad. But white people find this play sad, mostly.

GOODMAN

Could the quieter white audiences be attributed to some sense of guilt or responsibility, as well as sadness?

NKONYENI

Maybe, but I don't think this play is about pricking somebody's conscience. If it does work that way, it's not our intention, and I don't think it was the author's either. It is a very funny play, because it is so sad, so real. And that's not about guilt, it's just life. Lena doesn't look for anyone to blame, she looks to see how to survive, and how to find humour in it all.
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Two Conversations with Yvonne Banning about Gender and Drama in South African Theatre During and After Apartheid

Lizbeth Goodman

DOI: 10.4324/9780203985762-2



This is an edited version of a series of ‘conversations’ and lengthy correspondence. The first conversation was recorded on 28th August 1993, at Banning's home in Cape Town. Further ‘conversations’ were conducted by post in August, 1994 and August, 1995 and April, 1996. The ‘conversations’ differ from the interviews in Part 1, and the first piece in Part 2, primarily because the issues are of a more general nature. The subject here is not Banning's life and work—except in so far as they are ‘readable’ between the lines—but more her perceptions of the state of play for women in South African theatre, and university drama departments, today.



KEYWORDS: Apartheid (and after), Class Divisions, Cross-cultural Study, Cultural Developments in South Africa 1993–6, Feminism, Gender, Hope, Performance, Politics, Political Theatre, Power Politics, Racial Divisions, Spatial Divisions, South African Theatre, ‘Taboo’ for Women, Teaching of Drama at Universities in South Africa, Theatrical Politics, Township Theatre, Venues (locations of), Violence, Voter Education.

BACKGROUND: Yvonne Banning travelled from South Africa to England for her early theatre work. She trained at The Guildhall School of Drama in London; worked in British repertory theatre and television. When she returned to South Africa in 1965 she did an English BA with a teaching diploma at Natal University in Durban. She worked freelance in acting and radio, before television arrived in South Africa. She taught ‘everything from university to special education’, and then moved to Johannesburg, ‘had babies and finally wound up teaching part-time at the University of Witswatersrand (Wits) School of Dramatic Art’. This was 1984. She did a masters degree and got a permanent post at Wits. In 1992 she moved to a new post in the drama department at the University of Cape Town (UCT), where she was Head of Department from 1993–5.


Conversation I—1993


GOODMAN

Until very recently, South African universities have tended to be classifiable in terms of racial composition of the student body. How would you define the racial composition of the major universities: UCT, UWC (University of the Western Cape), Stellenbosch, Wits, Natal, and other major universities? Also, where do you see UCT (and other universities) going if the political climate truly does shift next year?

BANNING

There are 10 major university drama departments—4 in Natal (Zululand, Natal-Durban and Pietermaritzburg, and DurbanWestville) 2 in the Transvaal (Wits and Pretoria), 2 in the Western Cape (UCT and Stellenbosch), 1 in the Eastern Cape (Rhodes), and 1 in the Orange Free State in Bloemfontein—as well as two ‘technical’ drama departments, in Pretoria and Durban. The University of the Western Cape (UWC) teaches drama through the English Department.

All these universities have distinctive identities—racially based, as a result of apartheid, but also language based. There are the ‘white liberal English’ universities—Wits, UCT, Rhodes, Natal; the ‘white Afrikaans’ ones—Pretoria, OFS and Stellenbosch; Durban-Westville began as an ‘Indian university’ and Zululand was one of the infamous ‘tribal universities’—the ‘bush colleges’. The historically ‘white’ universities have been trying to redress this in their staff and student bodies, but there's still a long way to go. The education system is in such chaos: we've got 14 different educational authorities, so it's hard for students coming through the various ‘black’ and ‘coloured’ systems to meet university entry requirements.

The UCT drama department currently has nearly a 50/50 percentage of black (mostly Xhosa speaking) and white (mostly English speaking) students in first year, but only 5 out of 20 black students in third year. We also have a range of so-called ‘coloured’ students whose home language may be Afrikaans or English or both. So it's complicated. Rural/urban distinctions are also a complicating factor – many of our black students come from rural Transkei and Ciskei.

The UCT drama staff are still totally white; Wits has three black staff members.
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