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Welcome to Arts and Africa. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and today 
our guests are both old friends of the programme. They are actors and 
have played together in a great number of plays for many years. Now it 
isn't all that uncommon for a couple of actors to pair up as comics and 
John Kani and Winston Ntshona have often played for laughs. But they 
are serious actors nnd that means they have played many tragic roles as 
well. 

John Kani and Winston Ntshona are South .African and for much of their 
professional lives they have played with the 11Serpent Players" of Port 
Elizabeth. The "Serpent Players 11 have specialized in productions tha.t 
were the outcome of ideas worked out in their theatre worlrnhop. The 
theme 9 more often than not 9 expressed what life for blacks is reaJty 
like in a white-domin~ted nation. The method - improvization by the 
actors, shaped o.nd "vri tten down by the playwright, Athol Fugard, who 
founded the group. 

Life for blncks in South Africa. includes much that is tragic, but..·· 
presented ·.by Kani and Ntshona, the comic isn't forgotten. Before we meet 
them I'd like you to hear a scene from the play that made them internation
ally known. It's c-3.lled "Sizwe Bansi is Deudn and in it Wj_nston Ntshona 
plays the part of a. simple man who comes to the city-slicker, played by 
John Kani, for help. In South Africa there are, of course, many, many 
re.strictions on blo.ck people. Ntshona is new to tovm. How can he find 
work'? 

TAPE -
EXTRACT -~ 11SIZw"E B.ANSI IS DEAD" 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A 'tour de force' from John Kani inn scene from .11Sizwe Bansi is 
Dead". That speech has its O'Wl1. grim humour. But both actors know at 
first hand the bureaucracy of Apnrtheid. In South Africa, the employment 
category of 'artist' wnsn't accepted for blacks and so, John Kani worked 
for Fords of South li..frica and Winston Ntshonn wa.s a laboratory a~.sistant 
long after they joined the Serpent Players in 1966. For some years there 
was no hope of them becoming professional actors. Then came high praise 
from British and then American audiences when "Sizwe Bansi is Deo.d 11 and 
"The Islnnd11

9 a play o.bout Robben Island - South Africa's maximum security 
prison for black political prisoners - were tnl;:en on tour in 197L~. Since 
then, Kani and Ntshona have acted in plays by vr.ci ters from ·,n.rious 
countries. They've been in films and Kani has begun writing his own scripts. 
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Their most recent venture has been in a play by the Irish playwright 
Samuel Beckett. With other members of the University of Cape To'1m I s 
Baxter Theatre, they've taken "Waiting for Godot" to one of London's most 
famous theatres - the Old Vic. It's a strange play. For one thing, 
Godot never arrives, and. the people waiting for him are two tramps, and 
they're the p~rts played by Kani and Ntshona. They wait in a 
desolate landscape for Godot whose arrival is promised each day by a 
messenger, a slender plot and it has been said to typify the futility of 
human existance. Kani and Ntshona don't see it that way. They see it ' 
as a message of hope with a special relevance to South Africa. When .. . . ·· 
Neville Harms went back stage to see them in their theatre dressing room, 
he asked John Kani how it was possible to find social and political hope 
in such a bleaK play. 

WINSTON NTSHONA 

The hope, really, is about the fact that despite the constant news 
relayed by the boy that Godot will not come today but surely he will 
come tomorrow and that we should give up our lives and wait to die. with 
us we felt that there was more hope to continue with life irrespective 
of the despair that. the boy always brings. This is very prevalent in the 
indomitable spirit of the twnety three million blacks in South Africa, 
irrespective of how bleak the situation is of black people in South 
Africa. But the spirit to go on, to look e.t another day with great hope 
thnt Godot will come, that freedom will come, that relief will come, 
that salvation will come, that is what has kept the two tramps going on 
and that is what has kept the blacks in South Africa going on. 

NEVILLE Hil.RMS 

Is it then for you, at least to some extent, a political play? 

JOHN K.ANI 

Oh yes definitely it is and I must say we have been very much elated 
by the critics here who do agree fortunately with us that we have brought 
some racial connotations of South African politics into it. That was our 
intention. Not necessarily to contaminate a pure piece of art but we 
couldn't help but bring in our human experience in our own country 

NEVILLE HARMS 

Now you 1ve been working together now for very many years. Is that 
still importnnt to your work? 

JOHN KANI 

Very, very important. 
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Well we started together, we've grovm. up together, we've lived 
together, now we've been working together for more than ten. years but 
the world has to trust us. Whenever they see us, they must not under
estimate our intellect, we can extend beyond this relationship and this 
commradship 111-henever we take a piece of work. 

NEVILLE HARMS 

From the days when you stnrted working together in the "Serpent 
Pla.yersn and became very famous 1 it must be said, through "Sizwe Bansi is 
Dead11 and "The Island11 , you've gone, to some extent, your own ways making 
films. You've both ta.ken part in some 'blood and thunder' adventure 
films, some of which haven't received a very great critical acclaim but 
have been good. box office. John, have you enjoyed working in those? 

JOHN KA .. NI 

As an actor· one has to realise that one has to learn all the art 
forms involved in your art. The cinema or film-making is also an 
avenue which you as nn actor has to learn. When the chance presents 
its elf, we hnd to take the opportunity to go and lee r.n that medium as · 
well. Just as, when the time presented itself for television, one has 
to take that opportunity because we nre actors of all facets. 

NEVILLE Ht RMS 

Whatever the quality of the film thnt you're being asked to take 
part in or invited to take part in? 

JOHN KJ\NI 

Not necessarily. We've been discussing, for instance, that exactly 
two minutes before you came, w.tth u .friend Hugh Quarshie who wo.s with 
Winston in "Dogs of War". We were talking about the fact tht the stories 
about Africa are written by Western writers, with Western money, Weste1·n 
backing and they· can only represe~t Africa in the way they see Africa and 
in the way they ,11ant t o sell their commercial. Now if we could get Lfrican 
money and s o Lfrican stories and present J~frica from the blacl{ man's 
point of vicn,v9 we would be glad t o take part in such works. We took part 
for instance; in 11 'l'he ·v:ild Geese i, which was o.n adventure, an epic story . 
about somewhere in l frica. 

NEVIL1=,,E.., Hf.:.R.IvLS 

.l~bout mercenaries 

JOHN KANI 

About mercennries. Who.t we have t o s ay on prerequisite is that 
the plo.ce must be a mysterious 9 fictitious area" Llso it must not relate 
to an incident which i s very thorny in !i.fricn. But knowing the f'act that 
it's a new field f or us 9 we cc.nnot dicto.te our terms much until we 
become superstars and wield more influen~e. Then we will be able to 
influence even the script itself, like now in theatre, we are able to say~ 
11Tho.t doesn't he.pp en in A£ricn ~ I will not do it like that n 
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What did you learn from doj_ng those very glossy, very expensive, 
adventure movies f or an international market, particulorly an .American 
market '1 

1tiIN.STON NTSHON _ _A 

Well, ns John puts it, it's like an extension of the craft you're 
involved in, another. facet of it. l'.lso the experience of working with 
fellow artists on another level, it is quite n thing. In '78 I spent 
about six weeks in Kenya filming 111\shanti 1: with :Michael Caine amongst 
others. They did use quite a number of ·block Kenyan artists but you could 
realise .that no opportunity has yet been given to the blacks in Kenya 
to really develop into some of the greatest art1sts in Africa. I just 
wished that was done. 

NEVILLE HAR.MS 

But in Kenya one pe.rticul2r person, Ngugi Wa'Thiongo • . • -

WINSTON NTSHONJ). 

Oh yes that's n very respected \\Titer and theatre director. 

NEVILLE HARJflS 

••••.•• has been encouraging Kenynn theatre in Kenyan languages. 
Now I wanted to n.sl<. you, if you he.d 2.n opportunity to ask any .Afri can 
writer you would like to be writing for you, ~d~o would it be? 

WINSTON NTSHON.\ 

Well, we are very famil iar with Wole Soyinka. You know Wole Soyinka 
is a very familiar name and he sounds very eloquent. He's spent time in• 
prison as much .as everybody else has nnd fortunately we've done his works 
like for instance "The Trials of Brother Jero 11 wns one of our very 
earliest major theatre pieces, the group, 11Serp:ent Players 11

, did. Then 
he had such a marvellous success in South ftfrion. 

NEVILLE HA.RlVIS 

John, ·who would you want to choose as your African writer to wrj te 
a play for you? 

JOHN Ki\.NI 

As Winston says, Wole Soyink:9-. He really stands out as a very 
Africen representative. ·what is very beautiful in him, he infuses the 
African rhythm in his Western style of writing a play and this is what 
we wish for at many times, that an African uctor must understand the 
Western wo.y of acting to use the tools end all the inform~tion he gets. 
But he has to blend with it, hir.:t being African in order to be separate 
in styl e 2nd in everything. He has to take f~om himself, sort of to 
111A.fricanise" the whole 1-t.ind of experience which he got f r om understanding 
the theatre and acting techniques in the Western way. So Wole stands 
out very strongly as havi ng mastered the Western way but does not fail 
t o flavour it with his Africa.n being. 
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Thank you v2ry much indeed, John Kani and Winston Ntshonn. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Talking to John Kani and Winston Ntshona in their dressing room 
at the Old Vic was Neville Harms. 

When we heard John's and Winston's choice of African playwright, 
"Arts and Africa" got in touch with Wole Soyin.l{a by telephone and told 
him that South Africa's two best-known actors would appreciate a play 
written for them. His response? It was: "Sure, I'd be delighted! 11 So, 
who kno-v.rs? It could be the beginning of a new and fruitful association. 

A finaJ. note before I say goodbye. If you've been intrigued by 
hearing about Samuel Beckett's "Waiting for Godot 11 there's the chance to 
listen to the BBC World Service production of the play next month on 
Saturday, 11th April at 1830 GMT and on Sunday, the 12th at 1130 GMT. 

Now, with our South African guests in mind, here's Dudu Pukwana, 
Gwigwi Mrwebi and their friends ·with r;Kweleentongc: 11 to join me, Alex 
Tetteh-Lartey in saying goodby€ 1u1til this time next week. Goodbye. 
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