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Hello, this is Alex Tetteh-J....a.rtey with Arts and Africa. This week 
is the second in our two part survey of the recent work of South 
African playwright Athol fugard. Last week we heard from Ross 
Devenish the Director of Marigolds in August, the final film in 
the trilogy scripted by Fugard that includes Boesman and Lena and 
The Guest. Marigolds in August .deals with conflicts that arise when 
a poor but employed black South African is confronted by a jobless 
compatriat who desperately seeks the means for his family's survival. 
His choice is to steal and survive or face the death of his 
children by starvation. Fugard himself plays the part of Paulus a 
'coloured' snake-catcher who acts as a mediator between the two 
Africans, Daan and Melton. Last week we heard how these characters 
were based on real people and when Athol Fugard spoke to Sarah 
Dunant he explained how well he knew the man who he impersonates. 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Paulus used to walk past my little house in the village, we shot the 
film, incidentally on the actual locations where those people lived 
and where the j_ncidents took place. Paulus used to come out of the 
bush and walk past my garden and I'd greet him and ask how things 
had gone and he'd empty his bag of snakes on my lawn and show me what 
his day's catch was. Now I knew Paulus very well. 

SARAH DUNANT 

When you were making the film were you making it for a black audience, 
because it seems to me it is almost more aimed at them than a white 
audience? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Yes, I think very very definitely. I think a very definite sense 
that we wanted, Ross Devenish the director and myself, that we wanted 
to tell a story of pertenance and relevance using a medium that so 
grossly ignores them in terms of a South African context, to tell a 
story of relevance and significance for a black audience. 

~H DUNANT 

You say, ignores them, does that actually mean that the film industrv 
is almost nori-existent for the black population in South Africa? · 
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ATHOL FUGARD 

Yes. Certainly in terms of talking about or telling stories relating 
to any of the realities in their life. I mean, let me just quote 
one fact for you, taking that enormous black complex, that black 
ghetto associated with ,Johannesberg called Soweto, which I think is 
a name that a lot of people outside of South Africa will recognise, 
its certainly been in the news often enough, and that has a population 
I suppose, of about 2 mj1lion black people, there is one cinema. 
So our exercise in giving them a chance to see that film ~s literally 
going to be, to buy or hire a projector, find a power plug and put 
up a sheet on somebody's wall and show it. 

SARAH DUNANT 

And what kind of reaction has it had in South Africa, because it is 
a philisophical film in so far as it takes a philisophical idea, but 
it also does promote a kind of revolution at the end? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Yes, certainly you are absolutely right. It makes a fairly radical 
statement that if there is a system in a society which will not give 
a man a chance to earn a living and feed and clothe his family in a 
civilised way then done of the do 1 s and don'ts of that system operate, 
it is amoral and a man in order to survive is actively told, "break 
the law", you are quite right. Well, to the extent that it does 
that the response to it has been applause from people who share the 
same political convictions as myself and condemnation from those who'd 
like to see that status-quo maintained. 

SARAH DUNANT 

What about writing for John Kane and Winston Ntshona, because you've 
worked with those actors now for a long time. Did you sit down to 
that script wlth them and, j_ndeed, yourself in mind? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

No. I didn't when the thing was written.. Because we made· two 
attempts to make this film~ the first one collapsed on us because 
of finance problems and that first attempt actually had two other 
black actors •. rt wasn't John and Winston. When we got the situation 
together the second time and were then able to make the film, I 
approached John and Winston. 

SARAH DUNA..~T 

Did you mind not directing yourself, because you usually have such 
a firm control over everything you write, this time you had another 
director? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

I find myself-very insecure, simply because I don't know a lot about 
it, very insecure as a director in terms of film. I know what I 
want to do on the stage and I think I understand the nature of the 
living moment in theatre. F'ilm is a highly tech.~ical medium, I 
don't know enough. 
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SARAH DUNANT 

Do you enjoy acting in it as much as the theatre? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

I enjoy it more, I've obviously done .much more acting in the theatre 
than I have in film, but acting in theatre involves a very special 
cycling of energy so that you can go out there night after night 
over a period of, sometimes six months, and give a performance which 
maintains a certain standard, and I'm not very good at that. Whereas 
in film, though a shot might go into 12 takes or something li~e that, 
once the director says: "Right, we've got it, print it", whatever 
it is, its behind you, so that side of me that's an actor actually 
enjoys film, whereas I find the theatre as an actor desperately 
exhausti.ng. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Athol Fugard talking to Sarah Dunant about his latest film Marigolds 
in August. Flowers also figure in the title of Fugard's latest play 
"A Lesson from Aloes" . This has been brought to London by the Market 
Theatre Company of Johannesburg, the group with which Fugard created 
his earlier plays. The lessons to be drawn from Aloes is that they 
survive even in the dryest bush country, a symbol for Fugard's 
belief t~at there is hope for South Africa despite its present 
desperate nnd tragic situation. The characters in the play hardly 
bear this out - Piet, the Afrikaaner, is shu..'1.ned by his own people 
for supporting a black activist group but they, in turn, reject him 
as a suspected police informer . Piet's wife has been driven mad 
through the invasion of her privacy by the Special Branch while 
their closest "coloured11 friend Steve, is abandoning the struggle 
and leaving. Hardly an encouraging vi ew of what South Africa does to 
its peoples but, as the play emphasizes, the Aloes survive, surely 
the people can. Sarah Dunant continued her talk with Fugard by 
asking him if, like Marigolds in August, "A Lesson from Aloes" 
is based on real characters. 

A'T'HOL FUGARD 

You're absolutely right in thinking that. The incidents and 
personalities that provide the basis for that play date back to the 

·year 1963, and I was in Port Elizabeth and! was around and saw what 
had happened to people. B~tween 1963 and, . I think 1972, I I made 
two attempts to write the play and they both aborted , I just tore 
them up, I didn't seem to be able to organise the material coherently 
and dramatically, I thought the play was well and truly out of my 
life and that it would never be written, and then, about three, four 
years ago very ineArplicably the whole complex of central images and 
ideas surfaced again and I started writing and, for better or for 
worse this time I got a play that's on the stage. 

SARP.H DUNANT 

Did you, therefore, have actual people in mind when you wrote your 
characters? 
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ATHOL FUGARD 

Oh yes. There are three characters in my play, there's an 
Afrikaaner called Piet he has got a wife and they have a friend 
called Stephen Daniels, who in terms of the South African racial 
category is a 11coloured11 man, and those three portraits in my play, 
not just the portraits but the actual incidents are based on three 
people I knew intimately. 

SARAH DUNANT 

Your central character, your Afrikaaner Piet who has given up politics 
because of harrassment and has instead taken to tending cacti almost 
as a statement of survival, is actually quite a pessimistic figure, 
if you see that in terms of what is maybe happening in South Africa 
now. Do you feel pessimism? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Well, that's very interesting because I have encountered, both just 
in terms of people reading the script and also in terms of seeing the 
play, that response, which is to say that finally the play is 
pessimistic. I've also encountered the oppositie opinion from people 
and critics who've found a : small affirmative note in it and, . I 
suppose it depends upon the individual actually as to whether you 
read the play and receive it as being pessimistic or as finally having 
a small note of reformation, you are obviously one of those who sees 
it as a pessimistic statement. 

SARAH DUNANT 

I mean I suppose what I am looking for in it is your own personal 
-statement about what's happening in South Africa at the moment. 
Is that hopeful? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

It's hopeful, it's hopeful but in this sense. I do believe that 
that society will finally 011e day be decent, because I would describe 
it as an indecent society and system at the moment. I do believe 
that one day it will be decent, I don't think any evil system has 
survived for ever, history has at least taught us that. What I do 
feel we've lost is the possibility ·of peaceful change. .Just over 
the past four years the price we've already started to pay in terms 
of dead people is going to, I think, escalate still further, so now 
regrettably I think the change is going to be attended by bloodshed 
and violence. 

SARAH DUNANT 

And within that, what do you see your own role as, because I just 
wonder how much effect a play or a piece of work can have on a 
situation which is as politically inflammable as that? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Just a small contribution, by way of my work in the theatre and by 
way of the plays I do, a small contribution towards the survival of 
a few little decencies, a few pockets of decencies that still exist 
in the country. 
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SARAH DUNANT 

.4.nd you've also suffered harrassment yourself when you've been in 
South Africa, you have had trouble with the authorities, how far 
when you sit down to a piece of paper is there an act of self
censorship operating in what yqu write? 

A'T'HOL FUGARD 

I would like to believe it's not there, but you know, the South 
African experience, simply because it's so highly politicised might 
have created a lot of conditioning and maybe there's a degree of 
self-censorship that I'm not aware of. But I would like to believe 
that I do not censor a single thought or line and that my final 
decisions are based purely on my craft as a playwright. 

SARAH DUNANT 

You were very lucky over the last year in that you've had the 
opportunity to leave South Africa and spend quite a long time in the 
States. Does that change your perspective having that much time away 
from the country? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Yes and no. I find that, at a distance obviously I see certain things 
more clearly as opposed to being right in the middle of the situation, 
but then, on the other hand I must qualify that by saying that I've 
only been able to write, to operate creatively in South Africa itself. 
I really need to be i n the middle of that experience before I can 
come to terms with it as a writer. 

SARAH DUNANT 

And if somebody came to watch the play looking for y9u in the play a 
character near to you, do you write about yourself, is there anything 
of Piet, that central character in you? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

I think I've invested quite a lot of myself in the character of Piet, 
my love of my country, the political committment I've made to a 
certain set of political principles, the fact that I have a sense of 
being in the middle of a psychic, spiritual ground there and needing 
survival mechanisms. Yes a lot of myself at one level is invested 
in that character. 

SARAH DUNA!'\JT 

You come here with a film about to open and a play, is this a 
reflection of a very creative phase that you are going through, I 
mean have you suddenly been doing a lot or is it coincidence that 
you arrived here ••••• 
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ATHOL FUGARD 

No, I thi~ you are right. I experienced a period, just after doing 
a play here in London about four years ago I think it was with 
Paul Scofield, a play called "Demitos", I went into a period of 
extreme barreness and for a couple of years which I suppose I would 
describe as the most miserable I've ever lived, I almost had a sense 
of myself as a writer having dried up completely and possible never 
writing anything again. And then, suddenly "A Lesson From Aloes" 
was there in my life to be written and it did mark the start of a 
spell of, hopefully a new wave of creative material, I think when I 
go back to South Africa and find myself there, sooner or later I'll 
want to face the inquj_sition of blank paper again. 

AL.EX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Athol Fugard talking to .Sarah Dunant about his la.test play, "A Lesson 
from Aloes" and that's it from Arts and Africa for this week ·and 
from me Alex Tetteh-Larte·y it's goodbye. 
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