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Hello, this is Ben Okri with ' Arts and Africa', and we start this week's 
programme with some news from Zimbabwe . The results have at last come 
through for this year's Zimbabwean National Theatre competition. 
For the l ast 27 years this has been an annual event, attracting some 
of the most talented actors, playwrights and directors in the country. 
This year there were 13 entries. ' Arts and Africa' correspondent 
Fiona Lloyd has been following the competition, and she's waiting on 
the telephone in Harare to speak to me now. 

Fiona hello. Tell me who are the winners of this years competition? 

FIONA LLOYD 

Well this year the winning theatre group , which scooped most of the 
major prizes, was Amakhosi productions of Bulawayo , for t heir play 
'Nansi Le Ndoda' which in English means 'Here is the man'. They in f act 

won three awards - they won a special award which went to Cont Mhlanga 
for his work as a playwright and his work in the two languages 
Ndebele and English. Then they won the best actor award which went to 
Mackey Tickeys for his portrayal of Alibaba Ndlovu, who is the main 
character in the play. They, of course , won the best production award 
for the whole festival. 

BEN OKRI 

Fiona can you tell me what the play is about briefly? 

FIONA LLOYD 

Yes , the play concerns an orphan , Alibaba Ndlovu and the way in which he 
is sucked down into this whirl - pool of bet rayal and misfortune. He 
loses his job and eventually is caught up in jail as a murderer. He 
murdered one o f his fellow inmates who's a man who has framed him in f act, 
in the first place. I am making it sound very serious but it is, in f act, 
a very funny play as well as a very dynamic play . 

BEN OKRI 

What were the special things about the play that attracted the atte ntion 
of the board? 
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FIONA LLOYD 

I think really the fact that it was such a Zimbabwean production. It 
was created , written, workshoped by Cont Mhlanga himself who also acted 
in the play - he took two parts . He has real l y been behind the 
Amakhosi theatre group right from t he beginning . It is a very, very 
funny and moving play and I think the way he orchestrates the tragic 
with the comedy is very skilled indeed and quite a new development for 
Zimbabwean theatre . 

BEN OKRI 

I am under the impression that mos t of the other entries were plays 
that were set anywhere else but in Zimbabwe , or were more foreign than 
Zimbabwean. Has this been a problem? 

FIONA LLOYD 

Yes that is quite an accurate impress i on. In fact the adjudicator in his 
final remarks at the end of the festival said that he thought it was 
abnorma l that 6 years after independence we should still be in this kind 
of situation. He did mention one or two groups who have used p l ays 
from out side Zimbabwe , but had adapted them very sucessfully to the 
Zimbabwean setting. One of these interestingly enough was Bernard Shaw's 
St. Joan which was performed by a very small community here ca l led 
Banquet Community Theatre group and the adjudicator felt in this case 
that they had adapt ed something very sucessfully to a Zimbabwean context. 
By and large he d i d feel, and I think it was agreed by many people in 
thi s country , that it ' s time that we had more playwrights working 
like Cont Mhlanga to deal with Zimbabwean problems and Zimbabwean ways 
of life in the festival. What i s happening next year, the organisers 
hope, is that they wi l l merge the popular theatre festival with the 
national theatre festival and make it much more representative of what 
is going on here. 

BEN OKRI 

You have actually spoken to Cont Mhlanga and other members of the cast? 

FIONA LLOYD 

Yes , and of course Cont Mhlanga and the whole group were delighted with 
the awards that they did win , but they stressed to me after the festival 
winners had been announced that in fact t hey had not gone into the 
festival so much with the hope of winning the prizes, as in the hope 
of taking the play around the country and testing its adaptability . 
I think they suceeded in that very well, because on the night I saw 
it they performed it in Eng l ish, normally when they perform it in 
Bulawayo they perform i t in Ndebele or in a kind of ' street Ndebele ', 
they refer to as ' Ndenglish ' , which is what people speak there and I think 
that is also a very special point about it - it is so adaptable and 
flexible. 

BEN OKRI 

Fiona thanks ve ry much we look forward to hearing more of that interview 
in 'Arts and Africa' very soon , and thanks very much for being with us. 
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FIONA LLOYD 

Thank you Ben it has been nice to talk to you. 

BEN OKRI 

One of Zimbabwe's most talented young writers is Dambudzo Marechera. 
His literary reputation was established with his first book of stories 
and a novella 'The House of Hunger', published in 1978 when he was 
22 years old. The book won him The Guardian fiction prize in 1979. 
His personal reputation as Enfant terrible was brought into sharp relief 
when he was briefly detained in 1984. He returned to Zimbabwe in 1 982 
having been variously a student at Oxford University, a writer in 
residence at Sheffield and lived rough in the streets and dossing houses 
of London and Cardiff. His most recent book to be published was 
'Mindblast' in 1984 and it marked his homecoming, at this stage physical 
exile seemed replaced by a sort of exile of the mind. 

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA 

It was a frantic time and I had to move around with my rucksack and 
typewriter, carrying it everywhere and always making sure that I didn't 
lose the typewriter or the manuscript. These were practical circumstances 
forcing my mind into, as it were, the confines of certain basic needs 
which I did not have. I mean like food, I would go hungry for several 
days. Or like clothes, I had nowhere to wash my clothes but some 
friends of mine would say: "hey Darnbudzo you can come round and wash 
your clothes in the bathroom and then we will iron them for you." 
At the same time I had, as it were, a very paranoid response to the new 
reality - I had grown up in Rhodesia, being used to getting out of the 
city when curfew time was there. We were not allowed to be in town after 
7 O'Clock. I had ' before seen all these buildings as being cut off from 
blacks and so the first six months were really horrible. That was the 
time when I started 'Mindblast'. I would be walking down the street 
and if I saw a policeman corning towards me I would react in exactly 
the way I would have done in 1973 - I would immediately turn around and 
run, or at least try to disappear. It took me a long time to stop and 
think, "Hey, stop running those are our people and the system has changed." 

BEN OKRI 

And that chaotic existence reflects a compulsion on 
to explore the personal neurosis of the individual. 
become , in Rimbaud's word , a savant, the individual 
starting point . 

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA 

Marechera's part 
In his desire to 

always has to be the 

You can no longer continue writing historical novels, or writing novels 
based on the combat experience during the struggle here. We have now 
to deal with our own society its foibles , its ecentricities, its 
misacheivernents as well as maybe its progressive and positive fields. 
Since 1980 we have been dragged, not inch by inch but I would say mile 
by mile, into the international mood. In this case our literature can 
no longer continue to be judged on a purely nationalistic basis or 
purely original basis. It has to be able to compete with anything 
published in New York, London , Paris or Tokyo. So this means bringing 
up what has already been achieved to the stage where there will no longer 
be any need to talk aobut Zimbabwean literature or even about African 
writing. I have been writing now for 10 years and that means I started 
long before independence and therefore I was moulded not so much by a sense 
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of community with anyone but actually by the isolation of exile . 
Also there was the exhilarating experience of living in London or at 
Oxford or in Wales with people of different backgrounds on an equal 
level. I find that I am more in touch with say, talking about African 
Literature , with those writers who have broken away from a purely 
nation-based literature. 

FIONA LLOYD 

Given those kinds of limitations that you are talking about would you 
say that Zimbabwean literature has got itself into a kind of 
cul-de-sac at the moment? 

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA 

It has, but I think 'Mindblast' opened a door in the cul-de-sac. 
Everything in 'Mindblast' is based in contemporary Harare nothing to 
do with historical traditions or to do with the struggle but to do 
with exactly the new reality. 

F IONA LLOYD 

So 'Mindblast' takes a look at contemporary life in Harare, it seems 
simplifying it to say that, but through internal states through 
psychological awareness so the internal vision is mixed with the external 
vision - the marrying of the two? 

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA 

Well actually I would say ' Mindblast' as the title suggest is more to 
do with those states of mind now prevalent in the new Zimbabwe in the 
Harare which of course was Salisbury; those states of mind which are 
frankly contradictory or eccentric or down right shallow - there is no 
particular Harare psyche or mentality. After all, this town and this 
nation was totally fragmented, in the sense that we are now all 
Zimbabwean citizens in the independent Zimbabwe, but because we're 
divided into different racial groups it meant that a person growing up 
in Arcadia would grow up in a total ly different environment from say 
a white person's experience of growth and maturity and education in the 
low density areas which is polite for ghettos. In other words we all 
grow up separately and for me that is one of the amazing things about 
Zimbabwe. We have managed not to let our private nightmares continue 
to divide us. 

BEN OKRI 

But the private nightmares are never far beneath his writing. 
For Marechera the journey of self-discovery, no matter how painful or 
humiliating, is what distinguishes him as a compelling, disturbing writer. 

DAMBUDZO MARECHERA 

I believe very strongly that the only way to have access to the hearts 
and minds of all those people out there is to first of all know my own 
humanity, my own failings of emotion, my own inner-most depths of 
exactly what it is I am when I say I am Dambudzo Marechera, a human being. 
In other words the writer is most accessible to the whole international 
community when he knows himself best. The writer who does a marketing 
job on the audience before he writes: well frankly not only does it 
show lack of inner vision but also I think that can res u lt in insincerity 
of artistic vision. 
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BEN OKRI 

That was Zimbabwean writer Dambudzo Marechera. 

Just time now for some news from the arts festival scene. Remember FESTAC? 
That spectacular festival of African talent held in Lagos in 1977? Well 
plans for a follow-up look set to take off in two years time from now 
in the Senegalese capital of Dakar. At a recent press conference in 
London one of the Senegalese organisers has announced that FESPAC , 
as it is now being called, will be put forward to June July 1988, after 
the Parliamentary and presidential elections in February of that year. 
It promises to be the great cultural event of the decade, and 
Arts and Africa will be there to cover it. 

For now this is Ben Okri in London taking my leave of you .. goodbye. 


