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- In the Marabi Dance Martha has the choice of marriage with Sephai, the
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TIM COUZENS
I translated Shakespeare when what was known as the Zulu programme
was steadily growing and I tried to mimic the white broadcast as much
as possible, and I tried to solidify my position as much as possible. I
didn't like my masters to say, 'Uh, well, you can go away now. This
thing you have started here is not worth it,' so I tried as much as possible to make it as good as theirs.
King Edward Masinga1

'country' man, or George, the 'town' man. She also has the opportunity of
becoming a singer in a middle class, 'European' fashion but is tempted by
the shebeen-culture of George. Like Martha, most of the black writers of
the 'thirties and 'forties (who were almost invariably journalists as well)
were aspirant middl; class. There was much intermarriage and close
relationship amongst writers and politicians. Plaatje married into the
Mbelle family, his daughter into the Molema family. There was an MbelleMsimang marriage link. The Dhlomos were related by marriage to the
Dubes and the Vilakazis. The Twalas were related to the Msimangs. The
bitterness (present in undertone even thee, palpable after the late 'forties)
was perhaps due to the frustration of these aspirations, the blocking of
black capitalism, trade unionism, etc. In 1925 H. Selby-Msimang was able
to express this tension:
Bantu intellectuals cow find themselves thrust in a whirlpool created by
two opposing extremes with a powerful cross current which tends to
overwhelm them in their struggle to maintain an appreciable equilibrium
at an era in their life when they are dodging the visissitudes of a transitory stage. As far back as from the time they fust came into close contact
with Western civilization to this day, the State, speaking generally, has
never been solicitous, nor sufficiently generous, in its attitude towards
the regeneration of the Bantu. Missionaries, for the most part, found
themselves isolated in the effort to transform Bantu life by a process of
education and Christianity that it may embrace a higher culture.3

RITTEN in the 'sixties, The Marabi Dance,2 by Modikwe
Dikobe, is an historical novel. The novel ostensibly begins ill
1938, since the heroine, Martha, is 16 years old and was bom
in the year of the 1922 General Strike. The novel ends in the period just
after the Second World War. The earlier date, however, may be only
On the one hand, then, there is the acceptance, at fust missionary-inspired,
impressionistic as the marabi dance was really at its height in the early
of much of 'European civilization' and the values of urban life. In 1934; in
'thirties. The author, born in 1913, is clearly recalling the period of his
an essay competition in the newspaper Umteteli wa Bantu◄ entitled 'What I
early manhood. The world of the book is absolutely authentic; its tone . Expect of Africa', Junietta Maqalika expected 'improvement in agriculcaptures the tone of the period perfectly.
' ture ••• race peace from Africa .•. more schools to be built ... ChrisThe two major themes of the novel seem to be the tensions between
tianity to be encouraged among the Africans'. Furthermore she expected
town and country life on the one hand and between the aspirant middle
'the Bantus not to be discouraged, by seeing the Europeans at a high stage.
class and the working class on the other. And all of this is seen against the
They should remember that it took Europeans centuries and centuries to
background of racial discrimination. The novel is thus a reasonably objecattain their present standards.' In a similar competition in 1924 on the
tive, post facto analysis in novel form of life in Johannesburg, the 'centre'
danger of town life, Douglas C. Zulu, in the winning essay, warned a
of South Africa, in the 'thirties and 'forties. The novel is, in a sense, a hypothetical cousin, coming to Johannesburg for the fust time, to stay in
product of that time; and this paper attempts to show, with The Marabi
the Hostel of The Helping Hand Club:
Dance as a kind of commentary, something of the society which produced
the novel's literary predecessors (the works of such writers as Vilakazi, the , '- An Auntie of mine (a Mrs Molemo) stays at the Club and she will put
you in the way of things .•• join healthy outdoor games . . . Basket
Dhlomo brothers, Solomon Sidzumo, Walter Whlapo, R. V. Selope Thema,
Ball ... or Tennis . . . Good music, educative lectures and pictures,
A. C. Jordan, Peter Abrahams, and many others who succeeded Mofolo,
social and religious gatherings are all good and uplifting, but in attendPlaatje, and Dube), what options were open to them, and where they might
ing these use your common sense and pick your companions carefully
because on this particular point of company might lie your und:oing. 5
derive their inspiration.

W
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R.R. R. Dhlomo's An African Tragedy derives from this kind ofwritingit is by no means an isolated event.
On the other hand, even the middle-class blacks were subjected to strong
pressures from the state and prevailing economic and social conditions. In
1923 a newspaper competition on 'Native Grievances' listed the complaints
and their frequency of occurrence in the submitted essays as follows:
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coming as he pleases. Ifhe visits a strange Native location he must produce a location permi_t-pass. At the railway station or the post office,
when cashing money, he will be asked for his pass, and will produce his
exemption slip like the ordinary Native. So here there is no difference
whatsoever and the whole system is camouflage.10

The frustration of this privileged-class-which-is-not-a-privileged-class of
blacks is reflected in H. I. E. Dhlomo•s unpublished play The Pass (probLand
33
ably based on an incident which actually happened to the author) where
Education
24
the hero's exemption certificate is not accepted by the police and be lands
Colour Bar
22
Franchise
2I
in jail - it is a play where the corruption of the pass system is also exposed.
Pass Law
20
Possibly the Ndlovus of the time had already made the police overTaxation
19
suspicious of 'exempted natives•.
Wages
II
Liquor flows through the pages of The Marabi Dance. The issue is by
Segregation
II
6
no means a simple one. Clearly, many people had a vested interest in the
Injustice
II, etc.
illicit liquor trade. An unofficial commission of the South African TemIn his novel Mhudi, published in 1930,7 Plaatje implicitly but strongly
perance Alliance and the South African Institute of Race Relations found,
attacked land distribution. The land squeeze is strongly implicit in The
in 1935, that Syrians were the chief suppliers of European liquor to blacks.
Marabi Dance. Also, in the later novel Mabongo approaches a policeman
Although most whites could perhaps have rationalized this away as being
and asks where he can get a 'special pass'. 'What special?' is the reply.
the actions of people 'one would expect that sort of thing of', they must
'There is a special for travelling, a special for a visit, a special to go out at
have found the revelations of Sjambok (and the commission) about the
night and a special to seek work' (p. 50). In an article in Sjambok in 1930,
supply of yeast for illicit brewing less palatable. As Sjambok (the magazine
H. D. Tyamzashe (who held a high post in Kadalie's ICU) identi£ed
run by Stephen Black) wrote, 'At present six times as much yeast is being
twelve kinds of passes needed at various times. 'The pass law system', he
made as we need for bread. Roughly speaking, the rest goes into Skokiaan !'
wrote, 'teems with irregularities and anomalies ..• The whole thing is
It went on to say that its 'object was to lay bare the iniquities that are
unjust.'8 In the same year R. V. Selope Thema (who became the first
permitted
by law, the colossal output of yeast and the exploitation of the
editor of Bantu World at its founding eighteen months later) wrote that
native
by
way
of his natural, human craving for alcohol . • . It is our
the main objections to the pass laws are:
unpleasant
duty
to show that some of the men most honoured in South
(1) that they restrict the free movements of the Natives;
African
trade
and
industry are making large fortunes out of the sale of
(2) they make it difficult for them to bargain with their labour to their
yeast
used
for
the
fabrication
of skokiaan', and accuses the family of the
advantage;
(3) they exclude them from the benefits of the Industrial Conciliation
then Chairman of the Public Health Committee of Johannesburg of being
Act and the Wage Act;
directors and .shareholders in one of the most notorious slum properties of
(4) they are to a large extent responsible for the degradation of Native
Newtown, 'a property frequently raided by police in search of "the honey
9
character and for Native crime.
dew of Nigger Heaven".'11 No doubt the 'black spot' of Doornfontein in
Though most of the writers would have had genuine exemption passes like
The Marabi Dance covered up similar vested interests. Of course the
the one the Reverend Ndlovu manages to get by fraud in Dikobe's novd
illegal nature of liquor may have been of some ironic advantage to the
(p. 13)- what Tyamzashe in Umteteli wa Bantu called the 'Big Boss' of all
blacks since, as a 'home industry', it may have allowed for the accumulation
passes - the benefits were nevertheless of dubious value. In the same artick,
, of some capital whereas the municipal beerhalls and the later legalizing of
Tyamzashe wrote:
liquor in the 'sixties could have only let in the dominating influence of the
This in effect means little. Exempted Natives, for example, cannot probig liquor companies, which had few black shareholders.
cure liquor, cannot vote, and cannot board trams. An exempted Natil't
Finally, overshadowing the life of Johannesburg, were the mines. The
can be stopped at any time by a constable and asked for his tax receipt
black
newspaper Umteteli wa Bantu, owned by the Chamber of Mines,
Further, the exemption does not render him immune from going er
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seldom made a point of criticizing the mines and for many years mine
propaganda of an enticing nature appeared in the black newspapers. A
fairly typical one describes 'compound conditions':
You no doubt have often wondered what a Compound is like. You
know that your menfolk live in Compounds, and therefore it will be of
interest to you to hear of what such a place is really like.
Some people when they think of a Compound imagine it to be a
grimy unattractive barrack - but this is far from true. Your menfolk
within the Compound live in rooms each capable of accommodating
twenty persons. They each have their own bunk, and the bunks are
placed around the room. In the centre there is a brazier, on which they
can cook their food if necessary; for instance, raw meat which they get
two or three times a week. This brazier also keeps them warm in the
cold weather, and the coal used is provided free by the mine baases.
When outside of this room, instead of a bleak barrack square you will
find lawns and gardens and trees under which your menfolk can recline
in off-duty hours.
Then there are change-houses dotted about the Compound, where
hot and cold water is provided. There are special places set apart where
clothes can be washed, and in the centre there is the communal kitchen
and beer hall where your menfolk go to draw their rations.
You will see from this brief outline that a Compound is really synonymous with communal living on modern, up-to-date lines - and not a
Victorian barrack room square.12

In The Marabi Dance Martha sees a group of foreign miners on a railway
station, returning home. 'Martha thought of Tiny's father who had
returned from the mines to die. "Are these men also returning to their
homes to die?"' (p. 105). Perhaps Tiny's father bad never read the kind of
descriptions of which the above is one! The tensions created by the labour
system raised such issues as appeared in the 1928 campaign to have 'the
Blantyres' expelled from South Africa because of their competition in the
labour market. H. Selby-Msimang wrote, 'The South African Native is fast
gaining race consciousness . . . After all is said and done, the Blantyre
Natives are more of a nuisance than an asset to the Union. Their chief
occupation is domestic service - work which is the true sphere of women.'"
It is possibly this prejudice which leads R. R. R. Dhlomo to choose 'a]
Blantyre' as the murderer over the card game in An African Tragedy,
published in the same year, 1928. 14 In The Marabi Dance, the Reverend
Ndlovu 'sent his wife and children to Rhodesia during the mass raids
against the "foreign natives'" (p. 13).
Perhaps the most pathetically eloquent plea against all the foregoing
injustice is contained in a letter to Bantu World in 1937 where Phil Matho!c
suggests that an SPCA could be created for Africans :
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Africans, it is time that we demand for a prevention society like animals.
Surely we will find ourselves more free, because today at any time and
anywhere an African is shot, is assaulted, is run over by a car, and the
offender escapes.
What about a dog when run over by a car? What about an African
who hit a cat on the nose and has to pay £5? It is ridiculous; may the
law be repealed! We are thirsty for justice and satisfied with injustice;
we are deprived of everything- so give us freedom and keep everything.15
Perhaps the address he gives of!General Hospital, Pretoria', adds point to
his suggestion.
: In the face of these conditions the intellectual elite - the writers, journalists and politicians - perceived their role as being both educators of their
people to a new life-style and values-system and as voices of protest
against injustice. Opposed to tribal rule which, like 'Enquirer' (Horatio
Mbelle), they found 'reactionary and opposed to general progress',16 they
were nevertheless forced by racial discrimination into nationalistic reassessing of 'black history' and into political opposition. And this nationalist-minded aspirant middle class determined to create a national literature.
In an article entitled 'Towards Our Own Literature' printed in llanga Lase
Natal in 1923, for instance, 'A Special Correspondent', after discussing art
and music, writes:
We must have our own literature here in S. Africa sooner or later, and
the sooner the better. We do not want to force too much the growth of
literary feeling, nor have we a desire to foster any narrow national or
racial spirit. But we want to intensify, through literature, our individual
experience. We want, as it were, to pool our emotions; to identify our
common aspirations; we want mental communication in mediums that
we can understand. We want to establish a brotherhood of the heart.17

In 1933 the great Zulu poet, B. W. Vilakazi, is already assuming the
desirability of a 'national literature' based on 'Euro Bantu civilization'.18
Repeatedly, too, these men would turn certain events, such as Mendi Day
or Dingaan's Day, into triggers for nationalist (though conservative) statements. The war in Abyssinia, for instance, produced poetry like the
following of Stanley Silwana in 1936:
I sing of Afric' my Native land.
Let England hear if she hath ears.
Ethiopia yet shall stretch her hand
To vanquish all who caused her tears.19
The questions next arise as to where African artists obtained their
inspiration, recreation, audience, and outlet. Undoubtedly one of the
aucial institutional attractions for black artists was the Bantu Men's Social
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Centre at the southern end of Eloff Street in Johannesburg (and, later, ita
sister-organization the Bantu Social Centre in Beatrice Street, Durban).
The foundation stone was laid on 20 January 1924; and the centre was, toa
large extent, the idea of the Reverend F. B. Bridgman, an American Board
missionary. It was run jointly by blacks and whites - many well-known
white 'liberals' were connected with it, such as the Reverend Ray Phillips,
Rev. J. Dexter Taylor, Howard Pim, Walter Webber, and Professor R.
Hoernle. As the 1931 Annual Report noted:
'•·
The Bantu Men's Social Centre, was founded in 1924 by public spirited
men, who saw the necessity of helping young Native men to devote their
leisure time to the best advantage in healthful recreation and good
citizenship, the development of worthy character, and the promotion of
real sympathy between Europeans and non-Europeans ..•

In the 'thirties the membership ranged between 350 and 450 and it was
virtually the only institutionalized social meeting-ground for blacks. Its ,
activities were varied: there was a room for the Gamma Sigma Club (a
debating society begun by Ray Phillips); there were concerts and balls;
there was the Glee Club, a choir which gave numerous concerts; there
were night classes; innumerable clubs and societies met there - ranging
from the Mine Clerks Association to the Pathfinders and Wayfarers (scouts
and girl guides); there were lectures, draughts, and ping-pong; there were
also cricket, tennis, and football teams. As the 1928 Annual Report noted,
'A considerable number of Native men practically make the building their
home during their leisure hours.' It was clearly the home of the 'progressive'20 blacks. In The Marabi Dance, one of Martha's objections to
marrying the country boy is that, 'He won't allow me to go to the Social
Centre or bioscope', to which her mother replies, 'My child, marriage is
very hard. But Soshal Senta and baiskopo will give you a baby and no
father' (p. 67). The BMSC plays a prominent part in The Marabi Dance:
'The Bantu Men's Social Centre was the only entertainment place buih
exclusively for African men to join' (p. 71). Its somewhat snobbish values since it was the home of the black elite - are what Martha aspires towards.
All the respectable black writers a~d public figures would be present at
important functions, not of least of which, for instance, was the ball held
at the BMSC in honour of Prince George on 13 March 1934. Amongst the
several hundred guests on that occasion were R. V. Selope-Thema, H. "'
Selby-Msimang, Griffiths Motsieloa (the musical entrepreneur), Dr A. B.
Xuma (President of the A.NC in the 'forties), J. R. Rathebe, A. S. Vil- .-..-v
Nkomo, H. I. E. Dhlomo and D.R. Twala, who was to organize much
black sport for many years to come.21 For a fair idea of the composition of
the black elite and white liberals at this stage there can be few better lists
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than the names of some of the 2,000 mourners who attended the funeral of
Mrs Amanda Xuma on 2 May 1934.22 The array of black dignitaries was
imposing. H. I. E. Dhlomo sent Dr Xuma a copy of Donne's 'Death Be
Not Proud' as condolence.23
· There were other facilities that intellectuals were in dire need of:
libraries, for instance. Jacob Nhlapo (later to become well known as
principal of the Wilberforce Institute) wrote in 1933 that 'the time has
come for our people to awaken to the great value of libraries and to strain
every nerve to have them established in all our locations and townships'. 24
In 1937 the poet and playwright H. I. E. Dhlomo became the first black
Librarian-Organizer of the Carnegie Non-European Library, based in
Germiston, and he helped organize numerous library branches in the
Transvaal until his resignation in 1940. One of these branches was in the
BMSC and it played a crucial part in the development of at least one
writer. Peter Abrahams described his first visit to the BMSC in his book
Tell Freedom:
I moved over to the bookshelves. I wanted to touch the books but held
back. Perhaps it was not permitted. Typed slips showed what each shelf
held; novels, history, sociology, travel, Africana, political science,
American Negro literature . .. I stopped there. American Negro
literature ...
In the months that followed I spent nearly all my spare time in the
library of the Bantu Men's Social Centre. I read every one of the books
on the shelf marked: American Negro literature. I became a nationalist,
a colour nationalist through the writings of men and women who lived
a world away from me.25
These American Negro books would almost certainly have been chosen by
either H. I. E. Dhlomo, the Librarian, or Dr Ray Phillips, the American
Board missionary who often used to write about Negro writers in his
regular column in Umteteli wa Bantu in the 'twenties. It is this Phillips
who is undoubtedly 'Mr Phillip, the organizer' in The Marabi Dance who
'on a certain Friday night' showed Charlie Chaplin in City Lights (p. 72).
Phillips was very pleased with his films which he showed regularly at the
BMSC. The rather ambiguous role of the liberals of the time is also evident
in his film-shows on the mines. He was extremely proud of an incident
which he describes in his first book The Bantu Are Coming where he
managed to defuse a riot:
We got word that the natives in the compound were furious, that they
were forging weapons, and intended to retaliate that night! ... Then the
movies moved in the direction of peace ... We could hear the noise long
before we reached the compound . .. Finally the gate was opened a foot
and we squeezed through with our apparatus. We shivered as we made
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our way to the projection stand and prepared our equipment. The compound had been turned into a munitions plant. A few, comparatively,
gathered around us, and they were silent. Not the usual happy crowd.
The lights went out and the picture flashed on. Sure enough, there was
Si Dakwa ! For a moment only the silence continued, then uproar!
Listeners far outside the compound trembled. Were the natives corning
out? It was an attack, but an attack by the film comedian on the outraged feelings of the New Primrose workers. Soon all the 4000 were
shouting themselves sick with laughter as they watched Charlie, Larry
Semon, Buster Keaton, and others do their funny stuff. Never was there
such a treat; so many laughs. At the end of two hours the compound
was limp and weak from shouting, the vengeful spirit had long since
vanished and the great crowd bade us good night in the usual jovial
way- many still laughing. There was no murder that night at the New
Primrose. 26
Films were thus accessible to writers at the BMSC as well as at black
theatres, though certain films were passed for exhibition to 'Europeans
Only'. In 1936 the names of some of these films banned to black audiences
are intriguing: 'Escape from Devil's Island', 'Jewel Robbery', 'Crime
without Passion', 'Too Much Harmony', etc.27 But Phillips was not the
only pioneer in the movie field for blacks. He was emulated by at least one
well-known black: Sol T. Plaatje.
In 1924, after his return from America, Plaatje brought his 'bioscope' to
Johannesburg 'as he wished the people - and the Native press - to come
and see for themselves the wonderful progress attained by our American
kinsmen at Washington College and other places. Space forbids one to
paint a vivid word picture of the films depicting scenes in and around that
wonderful College founded by the late Dr Booker Washington.'28 Because
of bad publicity, however, less than 100 people attended, in contrast to the
'Bloemfontein Natives' who 'fairly stampeded to see this show'. This did not
deter him, for 'the Plaatje bioscope' made a very successful tour of the
Barkly West district in 1925.29
I have discussed elsewhere the role that newspapers had to play as the
only regular outlet for creative writers - for radio was not available to
blacks as a medium of expression. The first Zulu broadcaster on the SABC,
King Edward Masinga, was appointed on 21 December 1941; and, at first,
he had only five minutes broadcasting-time a day. Furthermore, as implied
in the headnote, he had to imitate the whites in order to prove he was
worthy of more time:
I translated Shakespeare; I dramatized Shakespeare; I called the people,
the artists, I trained them and Shakespeare was heard for the first time
over the air by the Zulus. They were surprised when they heard something like The Comedy of Errors; they were dumbfounded when they
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heard Romeo and Juliet. Really that was something new to their fairy
tales ... just something new.
My time for broadcasting was extended to say 30 minutes. I was very
grateful, well, I had to prove to them again that 30 minutes was still very
little, was still very little; I mimicked them again some more (chuckle).
What they did, I looked at it and then I came to the Zulu programme
and did it too; everything they did I came over and did it. After which
30
I went to the Manager and said 'My time is very short .. .
Masinga went·on to translate and produce for radio nine Shakespeare plays,
some of which may still be preserved on glass records, but the pragmatic
necessity of imitating 'European' models, together with the lack of
informed criticism, clearly plagued radio productions as it did literary
productions of the 'thirties and 'forties.31
Furthermore, the intellectuals of the time could find some outlet for
their creative expression in sport - a field not to be neglected in any social
history of black South African literature. 'The Bantu Sports Ground'
which appears in The Marabi Dance (p. II4) was that of the Bantu Sports
Club located on ground donated by Messrs Pim and Hardy. H. I. E.
Dhlomo played left-half for Pure Vuur ('Pure Fire'), one of the BMSC
football teams, and in Dikobe's novel Mr Samson teaches boxing at the
Social Centre (presumably it was also encouraged there as opposition to the
Amalaita gangs). In view of recent efforts, begun in 1974, to introduce
multi-racial sport into South Africa, it is interesting to note that the Bantu
Sports Club was officially opened in April 1931 by the Mayor of Johannesburg - which opening was followed by a cricket match, attended by 10,000
spectators, between a 'Bantu' and a 'European' side.32 For the record, the
black team scored 155 runs for 7 wickets declared, the white scored 118
for 9 wickets, and the match was hence drawn.
The only question that remains to this paper is to attempt to assess the
artistic response, to try to determine how the artists used what facilities
there were and how they overcame the problem of lack of opportunities.
In all arts there was a constant plea for institutions, clubs, etc. For instance,
"" in 1937, G . F. Khumalo expressed the thoughts of many when he pleaded
for literary clubs:
Many people do not see why they should read any papers at all - they
see no value in reading - they say it is useless. Many also think it is only
a waste of money on abstracts. Some read only to pass time - some to
show off that they are learned. Few read with concentration and interest,
thus they can hardly understand and so get no benefit from their reading. The few intelligent readers quickly lose what they have got - because
they can seldom apply it quickly. Life's worries cause mind wanderings
and soon they forget what they have read, before they use it ... I am
appealing to all our papers to come together in one effort of national
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value - the establishment ofan association of Bantu Literary Clubs under
the Bantu Cultural Society, so that we can be all active in the furtherance
of our national progress. 33
.Various attempts of varying success were made to form such clubs. On
12 May 1934, for instance, there was a meeting of African journalists and
writers with J. G. Coka as the main driving force. They began a Journalists'
and Writers' Union.34 Unfortunately, it does not seem to have lasted very
long, nor to have really achieved its aims for, in 1944, we find, Sgt Hemy
W. Nxumalo writing: 'Deep down memory lane, I recall hard-boiled
Jameson G. Coka broaching up an idea of this sort. Employed journalists,
however, did not give it the support it deserves. That was way back.' 35 It is
interesting to note that Nxumao in the same article, written in the offices of
Bantu World, feels a sense of continuity with earlier writers:
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and the opportunity is being taken to link up this concert with the
Emancipation Centenary celebrations which are reminding readers of
great men like William Wilberforce, Abraham Lincoln, and David
Livingstone ...
The choir numbering 65 voices will render several items. We are able
in this issue to give a picture of the choir members·. The promoter of the
concert is Mr H. I. E. Dhlomo, and other officials are: Elocutionist:
Griffiths Motsieloa; Playwright: R. R. R. Dhlomo; Speakers: R. V.
Selope Thema and Dr Xurna; Accompanists: E. Motsieloa and M. S.
Radebe; Reciters: S. Teyise, R. Mabuellong, and M. Jones; Violinist:
0. Kumalo.38
The programme is a beautiful example of the conflicting cross-currents of
the period:
Speech: Slavery: Mr R. V. S. Thema.
Music and Recitations: (a) Negro's Complaint (Cowper) Motsieloa
Group; (b) Sixoshiwe (Caluza) The Choir; (c) The Witnesses (Longfellow) Motsieloa Group; (d) Mendi (Mphahlela) The Choir.
3. Scene I: Slave Auction Place.
4. Incidental Music and Recitations: (a) Violin Duet (Pleyel) Kumalo Dhlomo; (b) Give a Plea to Africa (Bokwe) The Choir; (c) Ode to
Ethiopia (Dunbar) Motsieloa Group; (d) 0 Rest in the Lord (Mendelssohn) Mrs Radebe; (e) The Slaves Dream (Longfellow) Motsieloa
Group; (f) Violin: Madrigale (Simonetti) Mr 0 . Kurnalo.
5. Scene II: A Cotton Field.
6. Incidental Music: (a) Ave Maria-Violin-(Gounod) Mr H. Dhlomo;
(b) What Are These (Stainer) The Choir.
I.

2.

In this very office were, once, versatile guys like Jameson G. Coka,
author; Guybon Simm, novelist; H. I.E. Dhlomo, playwright and poet;
P. D. Segale, a shrewd political writer, now late - other contributors
being Mweli Skota, auto-biographer; Obed S. Mooki, poet, now in the
Clergy; Peter Abrahams, poet, now in London; S. S. Rhune Mqhayi,
the Xhosa poet and National 'Mbongi'; and H. D. Tyamzashe, the
doyen of Bantu freelance journalists. Godfrey Kuzwayo ('Gossip Pen')
of 'Umteteli's' social page fame was then gossiping like blazes.
,I

This paragraph contains a greater sense of continuity than appears immediately on the surface, since the man who is here acknowledging this feeling
of continuity was, in the 'fifties, to become Mr Drum.
In the field of art the paintings of Pemba and Bhengu are fairly well
known and make an extremely interesting comparison with their contemporary writers. Gerald Sekoto was later to achieve even greater fame. Less
known, however, is 'the famous African landscape painter',36 John Koenakeefe Mohl. Mohl founded an African School of Art which, in 1944,
functioned 'in a little studio behind his home at Sophiatown'. I have, as
yet, not been able to determine the fate of this school.
Much literary activity of the period was associated with the BMSC.
For instance, in the early 'thirties, there was founded the Bantu Dramatic
Society whose first production (to a mixed audience) was Goldsmith's
She Stoops to Conquer, in 1933. A repeat performance was put on one
Friday night, followed on the Saturday night by a kind of pageant of Xhosa
traditional life.37 One of the most interesting of the performances occurred
on 3 June 1934. Umteteli wa Bantu announced the forthcoming event as
follows:
In aid of the Bridgman Memorial Hospital preparations are being made
for a fine concert at the Bantu Men's Social Centre on Sunday, June 3,

Patt II
Music and Recitations: (a) Gettysburg Oration (Lincoln) Motsieloa
Group; (b) I Waited for the Lord (Mendelssohn) The Choir; (c)
Brotherhood Song of Liberty (Lowell) Motsieloa Group; (d) The
Trumpet Shall Sound (Handel) Phillip Molopi.
2. Scene III: The Coming of Freedom. Incidental Music: (a) Spiritual
Music (Thompson) Rose Khurnbane; (b) God so Loved (Stainer) The
Choir; (c) 0 Taste and See (Goss) The Choir; (d) And the Glory of the
Lord (Handel) The Choir; (e) Hallelujah Chorus (Handel) The Choir.
3. Closing Music and Recitations: (a) Selections from Tagore: Motsieloa
Group; (b) Land of Hope and Glory (Elgar) The Choir; (c) I, too
(Hughes) Motsieloa Group; (d) Self-Determination (Hill) Motsieloa
Group; (e) To America (Johnson) Motsieloa Group; (f) Thanks Be to
God (Mendelssohn) The Choir; Speech: Slavery: Dr Xurna.
NATIONAL ANTHEM.
1.

The keynote of Selope Thema's speech was expressed in the following
statement, 'Tonight I want to ask you how we, Africans, can live together
peacefully with the White population of this land of our birth'. There was a
'record attendance', despite short notice.39
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Writers were not wholly isolated either: there were, for instance, two
writers' conferences held in the 'thirties. The first of these took place on
Thursday 15 October 1936, in Florida, Transvaal. Among the writers
present were D. D. T. Jabavu, R. T. Caluza, R. V. Selope Thema, H. I. E.
Dblomo. J. J. R. Jolobe, S. E. K. Mqhayi, T. Mofolo and R.R. R. Dhlomo
tendered their apologies. Several whites attended. Amongst issues discussed were the difficulties of getting published, the establishment of a
'Bantu Academy', the lack of magazines, the problems of orthography and
language media, and the lack of training in literary appreciation and
criticism amongst the writers themselves.40
But The Marabi Dance has, as its main background image, music, and it
seems appropriate to end this paper with a discussion of the variety of
music at the time and how the contrasts throw light on social phenomena.
The first kind was tribal music and dancing and needs little explanation.
Then there was the music of R. T. Caluza who tried to keep an African
flavour in his music. B. W. Vilakazi described his work:
There is no name in music libraries for purely CalU2a music but for lack
of apt word we call it jazz. Jazz music is somewhat inferior to the sort
of music found in Caluza's compositions. In Caluza's own words
found in the Southern Workman published by the Hampton Institute:
'A Zulu singer hums a tune or sings meaningless exclamatory syllables,
such as "ohal oham! oji!" As he sings he makes bodily movements
which thoroughly agree with the tune. He stamps and the women join
with clapping of hands and queer ejaculations of derision.' Caluza's
music which is now heard widely in Zonophone records, has trans·
formed these exclamatory and primitive 'oha, ojis' in refined music that
tells a story of a Zulu tribe in the days of western civilization. There is
no loss of that wonderful drive which puts one's feet into action and
clapping of hands and bodily movements. This is a peculiarity of African
music, to combine physical movement with music. 41
The 'thirties saw the formation of a number of well-known black bands:
there were the Rhythm Kings, the Jazz Maniacs, the African Hellenics,
the Harlem Swingsters, etc. but the most famous of the bands was The
Merry Blackbirds. Founded by Griffiths Motsieloa and his wife, it was led
by Peter Razant and, with a number of changes, survived into the early
'sixties. Elegantly tuxedoed, it was the leading South African band, playing
to both black and white (it was, for instance, engaged by the Schlesingers
and by the Barlows). It concentrated on western-style music. Peter Razant's
explanation of the origin ofthe band is interesting: 'The idea why the band
was really formed was this - that the upper-class, the non-white, didn't
want to associate itself with the type of music that this band was playing
that was in existence (a marabi band). They thought that it was music of
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no significance.'42 Associated with this relatively elitist style were the
expectations raised by the Transvaal African annual Eisteddford, begun in
1931.43 The music of the shebeens was anathema to the aspirant middle
class. In 1933 'Musicus' could triumphantly claim: 'King Jazz is dying!
His syncopating, brothel-born, war-fattened, noise-drunk, is now in a
stage of hectic decline.'44 But the marabi dance was at its height in 1933.
In a further article later in the year, 'Musicus' contrasted the elite with the
shcbeen music:
The problem of African music must eventually be solved by Africans.
The 'Marabi' dances and concerts, and the terrible 'jazz' music banged
and wailed out of the doors of foul-smelling so called halls are far from
representing real African taste. They create wrong impressions. The
Transvaal Bantu is to be complimented in the circumstances on the
annual Eisteddford, which, to a great extent, will help to abolish
the 'Marabi' menace.45
On the one hand, one has the music of the BMSC and Inchcape Hall
(scene of much ballroom dancing); on the other hand, one has the marabi,
the music of Prospect Township, of the shebeens and 'low' halls. The
marabi was responsible for the creation of its own language - the word
'sponono' (girl), for example, was a marabi creation.46 But, according to
Peter Razant, this 'indigenous' music died with the destruction of Prospect
Township and with the removal of its inhabitants.47 By 1941 marabi had
been replaced by Tsaba-Tsaba48 (which in turn has given way to PhathaPhatha, the Hula Hoop, Twist, Mayfair Jive and Hippie Jive). At its
height marabi was played by Sidney Strydom (a trombone player) and his
band The Japanese Express, and George in The Marabi Dance is perhaps
modelled on a pianist by name of Thebajane. 49 The fact that the writers
were mainly aspirant middle class meant that there was little propagation
of music like the marabi in contemporary writings - its acceptance in
literature had to wait thirty years for the necessary detachment. Peter
Razant gives an analogy: 'Just like you would ... if you go into Cape Town
particularly now it's very much abroad now the Carnival of the Coons;
now there the upper-class Coloured thinks that it's degrading to have this.
I think that in time they will come to accept it as their own . . .'50
At the end of the novel, a lone marabi dancer is asked to leave the church
where Martha and George are being married (p. u8); it is only in the
'seventies that The Marabi Dance is allowed in from the cold.
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