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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to Arts and Af.rica. 

GRAMS 

LITTLE MAN YOU'VE HAD A BUSY DAY - SARAH VIUGHAN. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

The time is the 195O's. The place: a deserted, slightly 
decrepid restuarant in South Africa where two black waiters are 
dancing the foxtrot to this music. 

GRAMS 

LITTLE MAN YOU'VE HAD A BUSY DAY - SARAH VAUGHAN. 
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This scene brings to a close "Master Harold and the Boys", 
the latest play by the South African writer Athol Fugard. The play 
has had its premiere in America and response to it so far has been 
quite sensational. After the opening night in New Haven, Conneticut, 
New York theatre owners were literally hammering on the stage doors, 
trying to sign up the play before even seeing it. "Master Harold and 
the Boys" is Fugard's first play in two years. His friends and the 
theatre critics are all agreed it's his ~ost autobiographical work 
to date. The story centres on Hally, a white South African teenager 
who whiles away a rainy afternoon in his parents restuarant with the 
two family servants, Sam and Willy. Though a precocious and at times 
pompous young man, Hally's relationship with the two servants is 
tender and intimate. In the first half of the play Hally chats and 
jokes with the two men as they carry out their menial chores. They 
tell him all about the dance contest they're going to enter, and 
despite Hally's dismissive comments about "dance not being art", 
they · convince him· ... of the joys of the dance floor - "a dream world" 
as Sam puts it "where there are no collisions, no bumps ••• ". Much 
to their delight Hally decided to write a school essay about the 
contest, and excitedly they tell him all about the great occasion. 
But suddenly the phone rings and the mood of the play changes 
instantly. It's Hally's mother ringing to t _ell him that his crippled, -
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alcoholic father is returning home from hospital. Hally becomes 
desperate and he transfers all the pent up guilt and anger he feels 
towards his real father onto Sam, his surrogate father. In the scene 
we're going to hear now - immediately after the mother's phone.call -
Sam tries to comfort Hally, but the young boy lost in his own self 
pity can only respond to this affection with venom. He rips up his 
essay on the dance contest, knowing full well that this will touch 
a raw nerve in Sam. 

TAPE 

EXTRACT - "MASTER HAROLD AND THE BOYS". 
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From this point on Hally's self pity turns to pure racist 
hatred. As his viciousness spews out, Sam with an almost saint-like 
dignity does his best to resist a fight. But the more he turns his 
cheek, the more cruel Hally becomes. Hally insists that Sam calls 
him "Master Harold", thereby destroying the innocence and equality 
upon which their friendship is based. By the end of the play Hally 
has refused to relent. The hope nonetheless remains that he can 
still get his "steps'' right in Sam's dance of life. In an interview 
with Torn Brook in the United States, Fugard spoke about a crucial 
incident in his life which lay at the root of his new play. 

ATHOL FUGARD 

In this play I've tried to deal with a moment in my life, the 
moment in my life in terms of which I am most ashamed which is when 
I spat in the face of a black man. That black man didn't happen to 
be a stranger but was a very close personal friend as in fact the 
play reveals. 

TOM BROOK 

You are, of course, talking about the character of Sam who wa~
a very, very real person in your life. What feelings do you have 
about Sam now after you've written the play and had it performed? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

I feel that I have done Sam justice. I have portrayed a man 
of great dignity, great compassion and I feel proud of what I have 
said about him. 

TOM BROOK 

Would you say that the relationship that you had with Sam was 
the most importart relationship of your adolescence? 

.... 
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Yes I would. Yes my relationship with that man, it took me 
years to realise that he was trying to look after me, was one of the 
most important relationships in my adolescence. I know that what I 
discovered in that black man was the presence of manhood, was 
dignity, was pride, compassion and finally widsom I suppose. 

TOM BROOK 

What role did Willy play in your life? Obviously he wasn't 
as forceful as Sam but he obviously did have, nevertheless, a 
strong influence. 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Oh, he taught me how to laugh. 

TOM BROOK 

What made you decide to premiere this play in the United 
States as opposed to South Africa? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

A lot of personal elements. Firstly I think if it had been 
done in South Africa first there might have been a degree of confusion 
about the personal memoire and the play surviving just as theatre. 
You know it has got to survive as theatre. But then secondly I 
think two decisions in addition to a lot of other personal ones is 
that I thought, and I know now that is true, that here in America I 
would find, because I knew Zakes was here, Zakes Mokae and this is our 
twenty first year together, that I could assemble a better cast in 
America than I could in South Africa or in London. And secondly the 
very real possibility that when I get around to doing it in South 
Africa, the censors will not permit certain things which I have been 
able to do on the stage here. 

TOM BROOK 

What are those things? 

ATHOL FUGARD 

Well I think there are certain textual things which they will 
ask to be edited out, cut out, deleted, jokes, innocent l ittle jokes 
about Jesus Christ, things like that. I don't think they'll allow me 
to do what I do with Zakes inthisproduction which is drop his trousers 
and show his backside to a white boy. I don't think I 1 11 get away 
with that in South Africa simply because the play is important at a 
very personal level I wanted this first shot to be in a situRtion 
where I would be totally without compromise. 
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Athol Fugard speaking to Tom Brook in America. Well here in 
London I turned to Mary Benson, an exiled South African writer who 
has been compiling and editing Fugard's note books. I asked her how 
important she felt the new play was in his overall work. 

MARY BENSON 

I think it's tremendously important because it goes back into 
something that was, for him, a traumatic experience in youth. It 
delves very deeply into the whole question of the psychosis of racism 
as well as being a celebration. I think while it does explore 
family relationships, it again, like many of his plays, is of 
universal importance and reaches people in a very deep way. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well let's talk about the play itself. Critics have pointed 
to certain weaknesses. For example, that it's too literary, there's 
too much use of metaphor. 

MARY BENSON 

I would say that Fugard always has a tendency to slightly over
write but all the critics that I've seen have really raved about it 
while conceding that particular point, feeling that perhaps one metaphor 
is over explored. One of the New York Times critics, for instance, 
described it as a 'sublime memory play' and a 'dance of lif~•. As 
for the metaphor of the dance, I think that brings tremendous 
exhilaration and comedy and delight into the play. The two black 
actors, Zakes Mokae, originally from South Africa and Danny Glover 
from San Francisco, literally have a ball. It's just wonderful. 
That also is part of the plays celebration. The two men are describing 
to this white adolescent boy who's in the middle of doing his homework 
on a wet day in his mother's tea room in Port Elizabeth, they're 
describing to him the annual event of the ballroom dancing competition 
in New Brighton Township in Port Elizabeth. The boy says: "Are there 
penalties?" and they look absolutely astounded and say: 11Penalties1 
Good Heavens, no, nobo~y makes a mistake". And it becomes a metaphor 
for a pefect world where America doesn't bump Russia, parents don't 
bump children and black don't bump white. and the boy says that's 
just a wonderful vision. There's great joy in that. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hally's tortured in his own mind about his relationship with 
his father. He takes out his fury on Sam, his surrogate father. Do 
you think this is a reflection of Athol Fugard's own psychology? Do 
you think he feels a sense of guilt as a white South African? 
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As far as I'm concerned I think most white South Africans have 
that guilt. I certainly do. But I t:t:ink while Fugard is exploring 
something deep in himself, and that surfaced in the past, I think he 's 
also exploring it for all of us and for all races when we do have 
sudden explosions and I think that's really what this New York 
Times man was really getting at. He says that Fugard has forced us 
to face point blank our capacity for hate but others in the audience 
who are cheering are, in fact, doing so because they're left with the 
exultant hope that we may yet get Sam's steps right, his steps in the 
dance of life. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Mary Benson talking about Athol Fugard's very remarkable new 
play "Master Harold and the Boys", and there I'm afraid we must end 
the programme. Till next week this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey in London 
saying goodbye. 

TAPE 

CLOSING SIG. - LIMPOPO. 


