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Hello, this is Ben Okri with 'Arts and Africa ' and to start the 
programme let's go straight to one of the highpoints of Zimbabwe's theatre 
calender. 

ACTUALITY from the opening of 'Nansi Le Ndoda' 

That was the voice of actor, director and master of ceremony Cont Mhlanga 
announcing the beginning of his play 'Nansi Le Ndoda' to an audience 
in Eastern Zimbabwe . That play was also the winner of the annual 
Zimbabwe Theatre competition for this year. It's a powerful story 
of moral weakness, abuse of power and corruption, revolving round a 
central character Alibaba Ndlova who is charged with the murder of a 
fellow prisoner. I found it odd and fascinating to discover that 
Amakosi productions started seven years ago. as a karate class, with 
Cont Mhlanga as teacher . 

Fiona Lloyd talked to him about his work as an actor and director in 
Bulawayo but first she wanted to know about the karate. Does he find 
it relevant to the whole tricky business of acting? 

CONT MHLANGA 

Very much, it helps on what you call . physical control or physical 
discipline as they call it. One other thing is that it puts in all the 
confidence you need in an actor and it puts all the discipline that 
you need to progress. People acquire a oneness and singleness with 
all the discipline, they learn to take instructions. They are taught that 
they can be corrected - so that is what makes our group a little bit 
more different than other theatre organisations .. 

FIONA LLOYD 

So it is a very strong group as a group. 

CONT MHLANGA 

Very, very, very strong. 
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FIONA LLOYD 

Have you had the same individuals with you since Amakhosi productions 
began? 

CONT MHLANGA 

I can count a very few who have left, but the treasurer today is one 
of the boys who trained behind the back-drop. 

FIONA LLOYD 

Is that Tokozani Masha? 

CONT MHLANGA 

Yes it is. 

FIONA LLOYD 

So he is still with you. Let's think then about .Arrokhosi as a group itself. 
What was your first major production? 

CONT MHLANGA 

The first major production was 'The Book of Lies ' in 1982. 

FIONA LLOYD 

There was another play wasn't there? 'Diamond Warriors' was it? 

CONT MHLANGA 

'Diamond Warriors' came in 1983. 

FIONA LLOYD 

That sounds like a karate kind of play. 

CONT MHLANGA 

Yes that was also a karate kind of play. We produced karate plays 
to try to put in as many actors as possible. So I managed to include 
all the people who came for training in the plays, so they all got roles 
and they were happy with that. One more other thing, the audience 
that we have in our community is so much influenced by karate films 
and i f there is karate in a play then we get the audience, and from there 
teach them the discipline of coming to watch drama. 

FIONA LLOYD 

So it was a good way to catch the audience. 

CONT MHLANGA 

Yes we did catch the audience with 'The Book of Lies ' and 'Diamond Warrio r s ' 

FIONA LLOYD 

And then what happened. 
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CONT MHLANGA 

And then from there we switched off to something different. 

FIONA LLOYD 

So now you · had your loyal audiences. 

CONT MHLANGA 

Yes, so now we switched on to traditional dances and different kinds 
of drama which had no karate. 

FIONA LLOYD 

Let's think about the play that you have been performing with great 
success here during the National Theatre Festival in Zimbabwe, it is 
called 'Nansi Le Ndoda'. What does that mean? 

CONT MHLANGA 

It means 'Here is the man'. 

FIONA LLOYD 

'Here is the man' and who is the man in the play? 

CONT MHLANGA 

The man is Mackey Tickeys. He plays Alibaba Ndlova, and he is an 
orphan, one of two orphans here. With those two orphans I explored 
all of the community problems that are foremost in modern Zimbabwe. 

FIONA LLOYD 

What kinds of problems are you looking at in the play? 

CONT MHLANGA 

Corruption, unemployment, sexism and bad management. 

FIONA LLOYD 

These are all quite controversial things: how have your audiences 
responded? 

CONT MHLANGA 

Very well because we are talking about what they see around them. 

FIONA LLOYD 

Do you write the plays yourself; how much help and encouragement do you 
get from the group? 
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CONT MHLANGA 

I have my own ways of making a play and that really is different from 
how other people work. I don't write my play unless I have my characters 
there, for example , when I write about Alibaba I have the very man who is 
going to be p l aying him before me, so that I know his behaviour and the 
way he talks and the words he likes to use. When I write I try to 
observe the actor's daily routine. 

FIONA LLOYD 

So you use real life people as models , living models? And you listen 
to them talk and that is how you get your dialogue? 

CONT MHLANGA 

Yes. 

FIONA LLOYD 

Cont, I would like to ask you about the language that you use for the 
play~, do you work in Ndebele? 

CONT MHLANGA 

Not in Ndebele alone. I work in the language that the people are talking 
in the street. Nowadays you can find Ndebele or Shona or English so 
you have these three things put together and that is the m.fxt.ure that 
I use best. When we put English and Ndebele together, we call that 
Ndenglish because it is a mixture of the two. (laughter) 

FIONA LLOYD 

And you think thatit'simportant to talk the language of the people in 
the streets around you? 

CONT MHLANGA 

It is important because I want to take my messages to those people 
and I have to use their language. If I use strict formal Ndebele, 
they will feel they are watching a play but then if I use their language 
they feel differently - they feel they are watching reality. 

BEN OKRI 

That was Cont Mhlanga whose company Amakhosi productions was winner of 
this year's national theatre competition. Incidentaly they picked 
up two other awards: Mhlanga got one for personal achievement and 
Mackey Tickeys got a best actor award for his portrayal of the leading 
character Alibaba. Meanwhile in neighbouring South Africa, artists 
and writers are finding it increasingly difficult to breath. The effect 
of the state of emergency on the freedom of journalists has been widely 
publicised, but a group of publishers and writers in Johannesburg are 
also feeling the strangulation and they have got together to form 
an Action Committee against censorship. One of its members is 
Achmat Danger, past winner of the Mofolo-Plomer prize for his short 
stories 'Waiting for Leila' . I spoke to him earlier today on the line 
to Johannesburg. 
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I asked him first why they found it necessary to form the Action Committee. 

ACHMAT DANGOR 

Well I think that everyone is aware that censorship has existed in 
South Africa for many years. Not only do we have official censorship 
in the form of secret committees whose identities may not be revealed, 
we also have an attitude in the minds of people that create censorship . 
The government has attempted to create an atmosphere of fear which 
they hope would encourage self-censorship through docility and 
conformity - it has not worked. However, now with the state of 
emergency this aura of fear has been given legal effect. Security 
forces have enormous power that allows them to seize publications for 
printing and distribution. As a result booksellers, for one, for 
fear of financial loss , have removed hundreds of books from their 
shelves. In one major book chain it is almost as though South African 
writers have ceased to exist. The anti-censorship group was formed 
not only to fight this physical aspect of censorship, through direct 
negotiation with the owners of the bookshops, but also by applying 
pressure to fight this all pervading aura of fear. 

BEN OKRI 

You talk of an all pervading aura of fear but what do you intend to 
do in practical terms? 

ACHAMAT DANGOR 

In practical terms we will end up more of a monitoring group. We will, 
for example, attempt to highlight censorship whenever and wherever 
it occurs, whether that is offical censorship or self-censorship by 
printers, publishers , booksellers or distributors. So what we will do 
is highlight whenever it occurs and find more effective ways of making 
a protest against it. We are creating study and action groups 
throughout the country, which we hope will galvanise and create 
cooperation between all people in the arts: writers, artists, musicians 
and publishers so that we can, I wouldn't say coerce, but actually 
apply pressure to major groups like the CNA - the Central News Agency -
not to remove our books, not to act as self- censors. If the 
government wants to ban our books let them do i~ and not under the guise 
of people doin~ it themselves. 

BEN OKRI 

Tell me have your books disappeared from the shelves? 

ACHMAT DANGOR 

All our books. My books have disappeared and every writer who writes 
in South Africa apart from the most prominent writers, like Nadine 
Gordimer. She is probably one of the few people who would be exempt 
because of her stature, the rest have disappeared. 

BEN OKRI 

Have you got all the big publishers behind you as well? 
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ACHMAT DANGOR 

We have what we believe are the major alternative publishers in the 
country, Raven Press, Skotaville, David Phillips - they certainly 
support us and they are part of the anti-censorship group. There are 
some publishing houses who obviously will not participate, they are 
primarily those that publish works and books and material that is 
pro- government. 

BEN OKRI 

If what you are trying to do fails do you see any alternative form for 
the publicity of your books, and their existence? 

ACHMAT DANGOR 

Yes we are very actively looking for alternative forms of publication 
and distribution, almost comparable to the forms used in Eastern Europe, 
where we would literally have to do the work ourselves and distribute 
it ourselves . We already do that on a very small scale, but .if 
our protests do not succeed and the censorship becomes more severe 
I believe that what will flourish in this country is an informal network 
of writing publishing and distribution that will largely take on the 
role of the major bookstalls. 

BEN OKRI 

That was the South African writer Achmat Danger. And for those 
listeners with a keen eye and a love for the photographic image, here's 
news from the Commonwealth Institute. The winner of the African section 
of the Commonwealth Photography Award was R.J. Teede and he comes 
from Zimbabwe. The judges said his photographs showed an affectionate 
intimacy with his subjects which included a defiant herdboy, 
contruction workers, a cobbler in intense concentration, and fishermen. 

And to end this programme here's music from Zimbabwe. It's 
Biggie Tambo and David Scobie with their hit single 'Buda Pachena' 
with a message of racial unity to 'Arts and Africa'. For now this 
is Ben Okri in London saying goodbye. 


