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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Hello this is Alex Tetteh-Lartey welcoming you to another 
edition• of 11Arts ·and Africa". In today's programme we'll be 
looking at the work and ideas of two playwrights from southern 
Africa. But before we get onto that, settle back and listen to 
music from Mali. 

GRAMS 

"Menebo Nden 11 - Moussa Doumbia. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

You are listening to a track off the recently released Sowids 
D1 Afrique II album. 

GRAMS 

"Menebo Nden11 - Moussa Doumbia. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A rich mixture of kora, balafon, flutes and drums which goes 
under the title of Menebo Nden, from the recently released Sounds 
D1 Afrique II album. 

It seems hardly any time ago that frantic preparations were 
going on in the African Service for the African Theatre season, and 
now the whole business of reading, sorting out and adapting play 
scripts is starting all over again. The deadline this year is 
September 1st. So budding and established playwrights send your 
scripts off to arrive in London by September 1st. Send them to: 
African Theatre, BBC, Bush House, London. 

One man who has had his work broadcast in the African Theat re 
Season is the Malawian playwright,- Christopher Kamlongera; it was 
a play called 11LovePotion", broadcast in 1973. He got the idea 
from a rumour which was doing the rounds in Blantyre, Capital of 
Malawi, that men were turning into snakes because of the love 
potion their wives were giving them. As he explained to Florence 
Akst, the theme of the play he's currently working on is more firmly 
routed in economic reality, exploring as it does the pressures and 
penalties of modern life for a migrant worker from Malawi. 
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CHRISTOPHER KAMLONGERA 

·It's about a man who·went out to work_in South Af'rica, was 
involved in an accident in the mines. He got back withsome 
token compensation. I bumped· into this gentleman who was 
confined to a wheelchair in Malawi. 

FLORENCE AKST 

So he is a real character? 

CHRISTOPHER KAMLONGERA 

Oh yes, he is a real character although in the play.there is 
no attempt to give you the real person except his story. I have 
taken the labour to create a story which perhaps talks about the 
whole experience .of working in the mines under certain conditions. 

FLORENCE AKST 

And did you choose this man's experience as the subject as a 
protest against the use of migrant labour or was it without a 
particular political aim in view? 

CHRISTOPHER KAMLONGERA 

No it wasn't chosen as criticising anything. I was driven to 
pick this particular man's experience because it touched me. I 
just felt that this man deserved better. We use the word compensa
tion or recognition, given that he had chosen to go out to South 
Africa because nobody is .. .t:orced to go out to work in the mines in 
South Africa. At least from Malawi. People choose to go nut the~e. 
Given that he had chosen that, somebody should have recognised that, 
alright this man has worked. and he deserves recognition for these 
services. Particularly at this time I felt this man didn't get a 
fair deal having wor~ed for the mines: he'd been ignored and left 
to rot so to speak. 

FLORENCE AKST 

You said at the beginning that you've been writing but not 
that much because you've had other committments. What have they 
been? They've been drama, they've been part of your work at the 
University have they? 

CHRISTOPHER KAMLONGERA 

Yes. First of all I teach drama and English language. So you 
can imagine I don't have that much time for my own writing. But 
within the drama I was teaching, we had a travelling theatre which 
kind of operated as a laboratory for trying out whatever issues we 
raised in class with the students. And this travelling theatre 
would put up show~, take them out to rural areas as well as urban 
areas and later on in the work of the travelling theatre, you can 
move into creating what we have called theatre for development. 
That is relating theatre work more closely to development needs of 
the country. So we go out into the villages. 
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FLORENCE AKST 

But how far? Do you really leave the capital? 

CHRISTOPHER KAMLONGERA 

Oh yes, Zomba where my college is, is not even in the capital. 
It's two hundred miles away from the capital. We have gone out as 
far as five hundred miles at the most. 

FLORENCE AKST 

And what were you taking there? 

CHRISTOPHER KAMLONGERA 

Oh. they are plays in the vernacular and they are plays dealing 
with development issues. At one level we tackle issues like 
hygiene, agriculture, adult literacy. At another level we work on 
the idea of trying to conscientize the people, we bring the theatre 
so that they become aware of the honours placed upon them as citizens 
to participate fully in the political/social/cultural development 
that the country is going through. 

FLORENCE AKST 

This sounds fairly dry material. Is there an element of 
entertainment? 

CHRISTOPHER KAMLONGERA 

Oh extremely. Actually the plays that work best are t hose 
that incorporate the two. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Malawian playwright, Chrstopher Kamlongera talking there to 
Florence Akst about getting your message across. 

When Peter Dawson set out to write a play about cricket he 
was trying to reach a wider audience than the subject matter 
might suggest. The play 'Baboo and the Weasel' is about the 
morality of British sportsmen playing that very fair game with 
sportsmen from a country which ministers over the very unfair game 
of apartheid. The play's making a political statement, but the 
action sticks closely to the mechanics of the game. The idea of 
the play was prompted by the decision of British cricketers to 
visit South Africa both this year and last year as Peter Dawson 
explained on British television's programme, 'Newsnight'. 

PETER DAWSON 

I am a cricket lover. I play a lot and I was totally bowled 
over, forgive the pun, when they went to South Africa last year out 
of the blue. I think a lot of cricket people in this country were 
surprised and distressed. I had been wanting to write something 
about cricket for some time. The two incidents this year and last 

year seemed to merge and I thought this would make the stronger s t ory. 
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ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

Peter Dawson isn't a South African; the man he's chosen to act 
the part of the vociferous critic, Baboo, is. He's John Matshekiza 
and Florence Akst spoke to him shortly before the play began its 
run at London1 s National Theatre. Coming from South Af'rica John 
Matshekiza knows plenty about apartheid, but when it comes to 
cricket, he's a complete beginner. 

JOHN·MATSHEKIZA 

I am not a cricket fanatic, or expert or even much of a cricket 
fan so all of these things, learning the names of these heroes.that 
shoUld have tripped off my tongue was very hard work. Then learning 
to use a catching cradle and catching the ball on stage while you 
are going through the dialogue is extremely difficult and its an 
additional problem that you have when you're on stage acting. The 
writer gives the main weight of the words to 'Baboo' the character 
that I play. Therefore, the English cricketer is put constantly 
on a defensive position so he's, as we say in cricketing terms, 
he's always on his back foot. 

FLORENCE AKST 

But as somebody who isn't English, did you find that an accurate 
portrait of English people? 

JOHN MATSHEKIZA 

Well of English cricketers who accept those conditions, 
certainly. That's what it's all about, I think. 

FLORENCE AKST 

How committed are you as a South African actor to take part in 
a play which is analysing what's happening in South Africa and 
acting as propaganda to change what's happening in South Africa? 

JOHN' MATSHEKIZA 

I am and, it's almost without thinking, I have to be, involved 
in the question of change in South Africa, for South Africa, and 
there is no difference between what I do in my work and what I do 
outside my work. For example, the fact that I have to work outside 
South Africaa:1d I'm not allowed to work in the manner to which I 
bseive I am capable in South Africa, is very crucial to everything 
I do or everything that is made possible for me. Even though the 
play was very well researched by the author, the author is not a 
South African and cannot put himself into the skin of say someone 
like 1Baboo 1 • He 1 s much closer to the skin of the English 
cricketer in fact, so it has to make that much more of a jump in 
order to get across this play. So what..I'm saying is that being 
involved in a play like this, it is part of my responsibility that 
I have to try, if possible, to make sure that the play really is 
reflected in what I really belive is necessary to achieve change 
in South Afric.a. 

.,, 
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FLORENCE AKST 

And the part of the South African is authentic? 

JOHN MATSHEKIZA 

Exactly. 

FLORENCE AKST 

But it's a strange part because for one thing you are, in 
South African terms, inferior to the white man. When he threatens, 
he has a certain power over any person who isn't white in bis 
company and he does, on occassions, threaten this black man who 
has intruded over the wall of the grounds into his practice.time 
at the nets and starts talking to him. Is it a real person, is 
Baboo a real South African character or is he just created to put 
over these ideas and to make this rather thick headed English 
man·1;filderstand what life is really about? 

JOHN MATSHEKIZA 

Well I think he is created.. Yes I think Baboo is a mouth 
rather than a real person. The original incident, the fact 
that somebody was actually killed in a fight at a cricket ground, 
it actually happened in Durban. 

FLORENCE AKST 

Because they were supporting the non-South African side? 

JOHN-: MATSHEKIZA. ·--·-

Yes. You see.that is one of the fairly amusing things that 
happened in South Africa. Anyone who is playing agli.nst South Africa 
is going to be sup~orted by the black people of South Africa who 
do not have a stakl in.all of this game playing that is going on 
and would therefor~ rather see the usually white South African side 
lose. So this incident did actually happen. An English team was 
there breaking thelboycott indeed. There was an incident at a 
cricket ground as I say in Durban where an Afrikaaner came up to 
a black supporter 6f thej9pposite·side and said "You should be 
supporting South Af'rica,•why aren't you?". An· arguement developed 
and fists flew and:the black man was killed. Apparently also 
the white man who bad actually killed him then got off with a very 
light sentence which is yery normal in South Africa. 

! 

FLORENCE AKST 

Have you ever 1particularly thought yourself of the validity 
of putting over a:wolitical arguement on stage? 

JOHN MATSHEKIZA 
. ' i I don't understand people who feel that you should keep politics 

and art separate; Ci 

I 
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FLORENCE AKST 

Can it be entertaining? 

JOHN MATSHEKIZA 

Yes, indeed it certainly can. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

John Matshekiza .• · We appropriately end this weeks Arts and 
Africa with a South African song, "Sakhila" meaning "we come to 
stay", played by a group ·of the same name, on an album released 
for the first time outside South Africa. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
saying goodbye until the same t:i.me next we-ek. Goodbye. 


