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This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to Arts and Africa. If 
Christ was to make a return to earth, what would you think about his 
arriving in South Africa? You might think that's a ridiculous even 
blasphemous note to start the programme with, but it's the subject of 
a remarkable new play from South Africa. It's called "Woza Albert" 
and it's the brainchild of three men: Barney Simons a white South 
African director, and the two black actors Mbongeni Ngeme and Percy Mtwa. 
It started as an improvisation and then developed into an extraordinary 
collage of mine, speech, dance and song depicting the reactions in 
South Africa - black and white - to the arrival of "Moreni", the Messiah. 
BBC television is currently making a special film about Woza Albert and 
today in Arts and Africa we're go'ing to have a sneak preview of the play 
and talk to its makers. Now Barney Simons you directed Woza Albert. 
How did this extraordinary idea of Christ returning to South Africa 
develop? 

BARNEY SIMONS 

Well the idea began with Percy and Mbongeni. They were working 
with a black commercial theatre company, a musical which was touring 
the townships and I think when they first met they became friends immed
iately, apparently. They found they had common and more serious 
interests in the play that they were playing in. They thought of doing 
a show together and they began to wonder about a theme. Apparently 
while they were travelling in their bus from township to township and 
listening to dialogues in shabeens and various meeting places, they 
came to the idea of Christ - what Christ would mean to South Africa. I 
mean essentially South Africa is supposed to be a Christian society. I 
mean the Dutch reform church which is the church of the government, in 
fact, is a church that blesses apartheid and they began to wonder about 
the whole meaning of Christ in South Africa. They began improvising on 
the theme of what would happen if" Christ - whom they called Moreni which 
is a Sotho ·name for 'sir', an address of respect - came to South Africa 
and they began working together. In the meantime I was just doing my 
own work at a place called the Market Theatre which is a multi-racial 
theatre in Johannesburg. They came to me in a very busy period and I 
didn't even understand what they were asking me. I thought they were 
asking me for work, not to work with them. Then finally they came to me 
again and when I saw their work, the work was raw. it didn't have a truP 
form yet. But there was something close to genius in the energy of those 
guys. I threw some challanges at them like what would happen to More~i 
under ·this or that circumstance. Then they worked off my challanges 
and we met again and again. Their work was remarkable. So I committed 
myself to working with them very happily. We spent about six weeks 
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BARNEY SIMONS 

developi~g the theme of the consequences of a visit .from- Moreni, Christ, 
to the South Africa of today. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now what are the consequences? What does Moreni actually fjnd? 

BARNEY SIMONS 

The consequences. are very various. Initially the government 1s 
delighted that Moren!, in the face of all boycotting moves lots of 
people of conscience are boycotting South Africa today, but here the 
prime minister who Percy plays, is absolutely radiant because he says out 
of all the countries in the world, he hopes the rest will sit up and take 
notice because Moren! chose us, and that there are rumours going round 
that this is a cheap imposter, but this is not the case. Indeed Moren! 
does arrive and when Moren! comes and walks the streets of Johannesburg, 
he's appalled by what he sees and he calls upon the people to throw away 
their passes. He starts to lead the people to actions of sanity in the 
face of the insanity in which they live. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well Barney, before talking to the actors Mbongeni and Percy, let's 
hear something from the performance. Listeners might think it's impossiblP. 
to listen on radio to a play which mainly consists of mime but we're gotng 
to try nevertheless, it's quite an experience. In this scene a black 
South African talks about what the Afrikaaners will show Christ but it 
begins with a train journey. Imagine two men shaking away in a train as 
it travels at breakneck speed. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

-Mbongeni and Percy welcome to Arts and· Africa. It must be very 
difficult to stand on the stage and pretend to be in a fast train as well 
as to actually make the sound of the train. Did you find that very 
difficult? 

MBONGENI NGEME 

It was not really difficult because that is the way people talk. 
It is the way the people of the township talk. Anywhere in the streets, 
when people talk about the train, already you find that people are 
miming the train and they are not aware that what they are actually doing 
is what we call mime in theatre. Basically all our theatre is based on 
the street like Barney Simon said. So it's not really difficult, it 
was just a matter of remembering what our people do in the streets. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

So when you actually talk, for example, then Percy would be 
probably making the sound of the train. Is that correct Percy? 
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.ffRCY MTWA 

Yes, that is correct, we've been trying to couple these things to
gether. Meanwhile he's talking about something else, we have to keep 
the train in motion and as a result produce the sound the train makes as 
it's in motion. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now is this tradition which you use, the combination of miming 
and sounds and actions, is there a tradition of acting like that in South 
Africa or did you originate this yourselves? 

PERCY MTWA 

No we did originate this ourselves. It's not a tradition in a 
sense. It's, like he says, it's the way people talk, the way people 
always try to visuallze what they are telling you about. Like if they' re 
telling you a story, they always try to make you see what they are talking 
about. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Yes. So in other words this play is really not an act at all, 
it's really the way people talk when narrazing something to the 
audience and along the line you show, by your movements as people 
normally show in talking, how these things happen. 

PERCY MTWA 

Yes, because we are telling a story and we want people to follow 
and visualize what we are talking about. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Now in this next scene you are pretending to be two Afrikaaner 
pilots in a helicopter and you've just spotted Christ walking on the 
sea. H~•s returning from Robin Island Prison. What do you do on the 
stage to show you're in a helicopter? 

PERCY MTWA 

We are sitting on these two boxes and one of us is waving his arm 
above his head and the other one is pretending to be controlling th.ts 
steering wheel. At the same time we are watching Christ, we are 
flying above the sea watching Christ, easily walking across from Robin 
Island to Cape Town. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Well the bombs fall on Christ. What happens to him when the bombs 
fall on him? Does he die or does he somehow escape miraculously? 
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MBONGENI NGEME 

No, he does die. It's like a nuclear bomb. When the bombs drop 
on Christ he just explodes and everything, Cape Town and Table 
Mountain and the helicopter, everything just dies. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But in the Bible Christ resurrects, does he in your play as well? 

MBONGENI NGEME 

Yes, he does resurrect after the third day. He resurrects some
where where a Zulu boy is working. A certain guy by the name of Zulu 
Boy who met Christ before he was unpopular with the government . Then 
this guy's working in a cemetary and then he shows Christ the right 
people to raise today and he resurrects the South African dead heros l ike 
Albert Luthuli , Robert Sebukwe, Steve Biko, Bram Fisher, Neil Hargate, 
Hector Petersen and others. The message of the play I would say is to 
create an awareness especially within our community, within our people 
in South Africa and at the same time what the play does is to bring 
hope to our people. It makes the black have hope for a better future 
in South Ai'rica. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Mbongeni Ngeme, Percy Ntwa, thank you both very much for a most 
remarkable play and lots of luck for the future. 
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