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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to Arts and Africa. 
In today's programme we look at a new book by the South African 
writer, Mbulelo Mzamane. And also from South Africa, an 
exhibition of black art currently on display at the Commonwealth 
Institute here in London. 

Both today's guests are from Soweto, the vast Johannesburg 
township which in 1976 was the scene of bloodshed and violence 
as school children confronted the Government. Today Soweto 
appears a very different place. It's reputation as the powerhouse 
of black politics has faded, but the tid$1 wave of discontent 
unleashed in 1976 continues to find expression in the creative 
arts. Not surprisingly memory of that confrontation still 

· pre-occupies Soweto ' s artists and wri ters. Mbulelo Mzamane' s 
new book is in fact called "Children of Soweto" and it's an 
inside story of the student uprising. 

Mbulelo Mzamane welcome to Arts and Africa. Now although you 
call your book a novel, it's more of an historical than a 
fictional account isn't it? 

MBULELO MZAMANE: 

Yes I would agree, but I think that it is in the nature of the 
historical novel as such. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Now how much did you write this thing from memory? 

MBULELO MZAMANE: 

A lot of it was what I actually exper ienced, what I actually saw 
but a great deal of it is al so what I heard, you know from the 
various student s who wer e coming out i nto exil e . In Botswana 
particularly, where at the time I was stationed as a lecturer at 
the University Col lege of Botswana and-Dean of student affairs 
there. But al so as Chairman of what we call The Soweto Students 
Relief Community, which was set up sort of spont aneously to cater 
for this large influx of new refugee students. So that i n fact 
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these were accounts that I have tried to interweave into some 
kind of coherent form which is identifiably the novel form -
told to me by the students who were themselves involved. And 
of course reinforced by what I myself witnessed during my toing 
and froing between Gaborone and Soweto at the time. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY: 

Did you find any difficulty at all weaving a story around 
historical events, especially as they happended so recently? 

MBULELO MZAMANE: 

That's true. I actually gave myself something like four years, 
in order not to bleed too much on paper, to use an analogy used 
by one of our fellow poets. However, I thought I shouldn't wait 
rather too, too long until the events themselves become too 
blurred. But objectivity of course demands a kind of distancing, 
both in time as well as in emotion perhaps. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well you seem to have been very much impressed by the school 
children's attitude, and the adults to me look like puppets. 
Is that a correct account of what actually happened? 

MBULELO MZAMANE: 

The significant point as far as I'm concerned is this Alex: 
whether we accept this or not and I think there is sufficient 
indication that I am critical at some stage of the students 
themselves. However what is significant about the structure 
of the novel which we must understand very, very clearly is 
that I don't set out to impose my own interpretation. As I 
said earlier I try to project the consciousness of the students 
themselves. Now I think it is true that the students look at 
their parents, at their elders, as puppets or sorts. Now there 
are indications towards the end of the novel that I do view 
their sort of short historical imagination, if you like, as a 
witness in their struggle and so on. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTFY: 

Now I found the ~haracters in, coming to your other book "My 
Cousin Comes to toburg", I found the characters there much 
more life l.tke, :lf you see what I mean. You actually say in 
the book that a lot of them are real characters and if other 
people wrote abol·t you in the s ame way as you have written 
about them, t h~y woul d find themselves ✓before the Magistrate (laughing) 
for defamation of character . Now they' re quite happy in that 
s etti ng i n ~he le "'". -:>f setting in which you ' ve written "My 
Cousi n C0mes to "'oou!'~" beca'.tse these are short stori es. 
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(3) 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now when you come to the "Childr en of Soweto" I find similar characters 
in one or two instances in the same booko Now are they just t ypes or 
do you still quote them as real livi ng characters, friends of yours? 

MBUELO MZAMANE 

To make a confession to you Alex, I am, I think, primarily a short 
story wri t ero You probably gathered as mueho This was my very, very 
first venture in a protracted form, in the novel if you likeo And, 
therefore , I don't myself believe it is as technically accomplished as 
I set out to make the short stories themselves o OK? Now coming to 
characterisation itself, I personally think that art should reflect 1.: f·~ , 
I therefore utilise these characters I have known and try and give, j£ 
you like , in my wor k flesh and bl ood to themo They don't always say 
the things I put into their mouths but they say things very, very 
similaro What is irnpo.ctant, .1 think, is that they might have said 
exactly, they might have been i n t he situations in which I put them 
and extrica t ed themselves from those s i tua tions in the manner i n whi c~ 
I say they do extricat~ the~selves. Now sterotyping really doesn't 
come into my particular perspective of the character. I think t he 
situation in South Afrjca itself t ends to stereotype people. For 
i nstance , take the racial situation, it divides us very, very sharpl y 
i nto racial categories. Now that isn ' t the nature of apartheid Alex , 
and if I s et out to create character s who actually transcended this 
sort of s ituation, ther& is just the r i sk I might be very, very 
unrealistic; operating as I try to do within the realistic type of 
school of l i t eratureo 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Are there people really like 1Mawulawula 1 the police officer in "My 
Cousin Comes to Joburg11 and 'Bra pt in the "Children of Soweto" -
black police officers? 

MBUELO MZAMANE 

There areo What is ironic about apartheid ·is that I think it contains 
the seeds of its own destruction . I think it tends to attract the 
most decadent of characters, the most opportunistic of characters, who, 
at the end , I do believe are going t o be its undoing. There are such 
peopleo Bra Pi~ himself a combi nation of various characters, but I 
think Bra Pis true to life too, as most of t he characters I try to 
create are o 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well Mbuelo although you say this is not an accomplished piece of work , 
this novelo I hc-pe you go on writing novels and hopefully you will 
come out with soriething which is really close to your hearto 

MBUELO MZAMANE 

I'm glad you wish me that type of luck Alex , I deserve it (laughing)o 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Mbuelelo thank you very mueh indeed. Still with Soweto an exhibition 
of South African art has just opened here at the Commonwealth Instituteo 
It's called ARTIMO or Art in Motio~, and it 9 s the work of ·a collective 
of nine young artists many of wnom are from Sowetoo Well I have with 
me in the studio Kay Has.san, a member of the group , and he's brought 
along a selection of his worko Kay before we talk about your work how 
did ARTIMO first start? 

KAY HASSAN 

We started by ta~!ing to artists in Soweto, mainly the young artistso 
So we came together and we feel ·that as artists we 9ve got to do somethingo 
So we arranged exhibitions and symposiums and educational excursionso 
Our main aim is to gather the youth together in Soweto and do art work. 
So ARTIMO, Art in Motion, its art of resistance. As you know the 
situation in South Africa, so we are portraying that. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now from your titles of the works in front of us now, like "Empty Bowl11
, 

"Fear" and "Nowhere to End" its clear that you're mainly concerned in 
your work with social realityo Is that correct? 

KAY HASSAN 

Yes it is correcto 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now let's take two of the works here; we'll 
Messenger". Now in "The Messenger" you find 
message to an old lady in the house. Right? 
is he saying to her? 

KAY HASSAN 

take "The Poor" and "The 
a little boy conveying a 
Is that correct? .Now what 

Yes, well this is a scene which I have seen and is still happening in 
South Africao So this boy, its about arrest and death, so where you find 
this young boy we sort of run and tell our parents what is happening -
so and so has been arrested for not having a pass, or is being arrested 
for not going to school, or is arrested for political reasons. So t his 
young boy is playing an important role, because they do-that and I was 
doing that while I was young, because there its happening, its commono 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yeso And this picture is an example of an etchingo 

KAY HASSAN 

Yes that 's an etchingo Etching is a media for which I use cooper plate 
and a sharp needle. And I draw on top of that copper plate, sort of 
scratching and where I scratch is where the ink will get in. 

•' ✓ 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You mean you pour ink on top of it after you've done that? 

KAY HASSAN 

Yeso After I've done that I sort of clean it, remove this rough, surface 
after scratching it, and I will clean it with brass and then after I will 
take black ink, use black ink, put it there and clean it. It 9s a long 
processo And then put it into a bed which is an etching bed, so from an 
etching bed rv11 come with the paper which is damp and 1 911 lay it on 
top of that copper plate and put a felt on top of that copper place and 
the paper and roll it through, and the image will come out on the paper. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now here on the other art work you have here which you entitled "The Poor" 
there's this head of a woman and she1 s got her hand in a bowl of food, 
I think. Well she wears a very blank stare, she doesn't seem to be 
concentrating on eating. What is actually happening, what is she doing 
then? 

KAY HASSAN 

Yeso She's really deep in thought because as you can see the hand there 
on the bowl, its sort of restlesso And then there is that shade there. 
She's really deep in thought and that shade is a reflection of what 
she's thinking; they have taken someone away from hero 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now what do you intend to do in the future with your art. Are you going 
to do similar things? · I understand you are a painter as well. 

KAY HASSAN 

Yes. I'll continue with painting. I'll really c0ntinue with painting 
but my aim is really to help with the youth in South Africa. Because 
there is a situation where you will find there is a lot of youths who 
sort of loiter around the streetso Right, I'm quite aware that 
conditions force them that they must loiter round the streets. So I 
want to bring them together and work with them but we haven't got studios. 
Myself, I work in the backyardo So there is a church which they have sort 
of agreed to avail it to us, we must use it for this creativity work 
but now its a matter of raising .funds. Now this exhibition, we are 
r,aising funds to renovate the place and buy the material for ourselves 
and start the project. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Kay Hassan thank you very much indeed. And before we end -the programme 
can I remind you of our special "Jubilee Art Competition". We are 
celebrating 50 years of broadcasting to the world and we are inviting 
listeners to submit pictures on the theme of the BBC's motto "Nation 
Shall Speak Peace Unto Nation"o If youtd like to take part you should 
first write for an entryf>rmo The address is Arts and Africa, Jubilee 
Art Competition, BBC Bush House, Londono I would also like to remind you 
that the closing date is August 31st, which is very very near. And I 
hope you will be j oining me again at the same time next weeko From 
Alex Tetteh-Lartey in London its.goodbye. 


