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This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey and today I'm introducing a versatile young 
actress to begin this week's "Arts and Africa". 

Part of a monologue from 'Have You Seen Zandile?' read by Gcina Mhlope . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

But because the setting is South Africa we musn't be deceived by the 
sunny voice of the teacher played here by Gcina Mhlope . 

More monologue from 'Have You Seen Zandile?' read by Gcina Mhlope. 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

A scene from 'Have you Seen Zandile?' which was playing to full houses 
earlier this year at the celebrated Johannesburg theatre, the Market 
Theaure. Gcina Mhlope isn't only a performing member of the theatre 
company she's also author of the play. It's her first and in it she 
plays most of the characters including Zandile as an eight year old 
child. Gcina explained to Julian Borger that what happens to Zandile is 
really her own, personal experiences as a child. Through her play she's 
at last been able to speak about a painful though, she insists, not 
abnormal period in her young life . She was being brought up in Durban 
by a much loved grandmother when her mother, whom she hardly knew 
snatched her away to live in the Transkei. 

GCINA MHLOPE 

There was this rumour in the neighbourhood that if you don't want to eat 
your supper the white car will come for you and they are going to kill 
you, take out your eyes, if you don't want to go to school the white 
car will come for you. The white car never existed, but on the day that 
my mother came to take me she came in a white car so lots of children 
believed that the white car actually existed. 

JULIAN BORGER 

Now from the play it seems as if you reserve a lot of your anger and direct 
it against traditional life in the Transkei where you were kidnapped to. 
Is that true? Are you very angry about your up-bringing in Transkei? 
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GCINA MHLOPE 

Most of it comes because at the time I was feeling very trapped. I was 
living in the Transkei physically but in my dreams I always wanted to 
go back to Durban, go back to my grandmother and the other life that 
I knew. So I suppose my anger grew from that feeling of being trapped, 
not exactly because I was totally against everything that was traditional. 
The only thing that I remember being really terrified and annoyed about 
was the forced marriages system. 

JULIAN BORGER 

Were you forced into a marriage in Transkei? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

I was not but it was a narrow escape, it came very close to me . Close 
friends were grabbed in front of me and taken to marry men they didn't 
know - I was terrified. 

JULIAN BORGER 

Now in 'Zandile' you play yourself as an eight year old. Is that hard to 
do? Did you do it just on memory or did you look at other kids and see 
how they behaved? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

A lot of it came from memory, I think, because I was living in another life 
in my mind it stayed so vivid in my mind. It was not a problem at all 
remembering those young years I spent in Durban. 

JULIAN BORGER 

'Zandile' seems to me to be a really intensely personal play, not a politica l 
one at all. Do you think there is still room in South Africa for the 
non-political personal plays, especially in the Market Theatre of which 
you are a member? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

What happened when I decided to do 'Zandile' was that I made a decision 
with myself. Lots of people know me as an actress who has done a lot of 
political work, most of my poetry is political. With this play as my 
first I was nervous and when I did get into doing it I knew that. 
Why can't I talk about myself? Why do I have to always talk about 
national and international issues? I am a person and I have a right to 
exist. There is one thing I believe in: we can write all kinds of 
political theatre, swearing at the white man and criticising the system, 
but let's say we are liberated tomorrow: what are we going to read? 
What songs are we going to sing, what kind of plays are we going to watch? 
We don't have anything. Let me just quote someone who I believe in a lot. 
This guy was doing a workshop with us and he read lots of stories that 
we had written and he pointed out a very important thing. He said that 
we are giving so much of our time to the oppressor that we are left 
with none for ourselves. That was very important. So doing 'Zandile' 
gave me a lot of time to myself. 
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JULIAN BORGER 

What was the reception of the play like in South Africa? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

Amazing. So unexpectedly beautiful. People were writing letters to me -
members of the audience - people were coming to speak to me saying they 
were able to relate to me without guilt for a change, knowing that they 
are talking to another human being now, not to a member of the oppressed, 
which was wonderful. 

JULIAN BORGER 

You are talking about white people? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

As well yes. 

JULIAN BORGER 

How does it feel, though, to have your personal life portrayed out 
there on the stage in front of all those people? It must be a bit painful. 

GCINA MHLOPE 

It is painful but the first kind of fear I had before the opening night 
was that I thought: Why am I exposing myself like this? Why am I 
showing my best pains to the world? After theopening night and after 
meeting all kinds of people, I knew tqat there was no such thing as 
exposing myself. I was sharing what I had gone through, whatever 
feelings and triumphs I had, with the members of the audience which was 
wonderful. 

JULIAN BORGER 

Do you think women playwrights are on the rise in South Africa? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

That is still a problem, particularly from the black point of view 
that is still a problem. 

JULIAN BORGER 

How about women actresses? What us the position of a black woman 
actress now in South Africa? Do you meet a lot of discrimination? 
Is it hard to get on in the theatre world first, as a black and as a 
womrun? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

First of all I think there is a shortage of black women in show-business 
in general whether it is in singing or acting or writing - particularly 
writing. Secondly there is a lot of discrimination, of course, 
particularly because it is male-dominated and that makes it very 
important for whatever woman is involved in theatre to be sure of herself, 
to be assertive, to know why they are there and to stick to it. 



JULIAN BORGER 

What are your plans now? 

GCINA MHLOPE 
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My plans? God, I'm married to a typewriter! (laughter) So I have 
a lot of writing to do. I do a lot of short story writing, particularly 
for children. I have published one story, a poem there and all that 
kind of thing. I have never published a book but I have finished a 
book of traditional African folk tales, that my grandmother told me 
when I was young and I'm planning to publish that . 

ALEX TETTEH- LARTEY 

We ' ve already heard enough, I'd say, to justify my calling Gcina Mhlope 
'versatile' atthe beginning of the programme but there ' s yet another 
artist ic form that she uses for self-expression . She describes it by 
saying she's a praise-poet and, believe me, in Southern Africa this 
is an unusual, perhaps even unique claim for a woman to make. 
Julian Borger asked Gcina to explain ~hat she meant by the term . 

GCINA MHLOPE 

Being a praise poet, traditionally speaking , means to be a very important 
man in the royal family. That person stays very close to the chief or 
whoever is the big person in that area and you sing the praises of that 
particular nation . The poetry that you sing is almost historical. 
It says where this tribe has been and the wars they have fought, what 
they have achieved in their time and the whole number about that 
particular chief as well. The praise- poet is the only person who's got 
the right to criticise the chief openly, but he says it so beautifully 
in poetic language that even the chief takes time to realise that this 
guy is actually criticising. 

JULIAN BORGER 

Now you say a pnaise-poet is a very important man and yet you are very 
obviously a woman. Is that unusual? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

It is unusual, I have never heard of a woman praise-poet in my li f e. 
When I first saw a traditional praise-poet I was so impressed that 
I went back to school telling myself quietly that I am a praise-poet, 
it was a very secret thing for years . 

JULIAN BORGER 

Do people accept you now as being a praise-poet? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

I suppose they do. The first time I was invited to come. ,arid read my 
poetry - it was a big gathering where writers and lots of people were 
coming to read their poetry - because people had heard that I write. 
First of all I was the only woman who was going to read poetry in that 
gathering. 



-5-

Secondly I didn't have the paper to read my poetry from and they were 
wondering what was happening. I started performing and singing and 
dancing with my poetry which was something which really took them by 
surprise . People really seemed to enjoy it. From then I have been 
doing a lot of that. 

JULIAN BORGER 

Do you do praise poems for chiefs and traditional leaders or is it 
purely for audiences in town? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

It is a very modern culture that I am dealing with now , because I am 
not living in that rural situation and I am a self-appointed praise
poet so to speak, so I write lots of poetry that is characteristically 
a woman writing, poetry that is very politically inclined and all those 
kinds of things and that is what I do most. 

JULIAN BORGER 

So who are the people that you praise in your poems? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

It's praises of whatever happens around me and also it is protest as 
well. It is all kinds of things: there is a poem I have written called 
'Say No Black Woman' which I wrote two years ago. When I write, my 
mind is not where I am writing, my mind is imagining myself on stage -
always when I am writing poetry. 

Gcina Mhlope reads her praise-poem: 'Say No Black Woman' 

JULIAN BORGER 

Now most of your praise-poetry is in Xhosa, is that so? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

Yes it is in Xhosa as well. 

JULIAN BORGER 

Can you read one in Xhosa for us? 

GCINA MHLOPE 

This one was writen for a principal who was retiring at the time who 
was going on pension, in fact, who had built that school and it is 
in praise of what he has done for that particular community . 

ALEX TETTEH-LARTEY 

And in a moment we'll be hearing Gcina Mhlope performing her praise poem 
in Xhosa as an end to today's programme. This is Alex Tetteh-Lartey 
saying goodbye until we meet for more of the arts of Africa next week . 


