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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

The INDIC THEATRE MONOGRAPH SERIES is an attempt to 
publish material on theatre performances and related areas tJ)at 
have their roots in the South African Indian experience. To distin
guish performances from the Indian subcontinent, the term 'lndic' 
is being used, while 'theatre' is used in its widest sense, encom
passing performance acts from rituals to variety concerts. 

This apparent ethnic focus is the direct result of South Africa's 
apartheid legacy, where, as a result of imposed racial segregation, 
an important area of cultural experience has been sorely neglected 
by scholars of South African theatre, mainly through a lack of any 
tangible exposure. This neglect, however, is not only a conse
quence of the forces of apartheid keeping cultural activity, to, & 

large extent, within the narrow confines of race, but also the result 
of an academic tradition with a Western cultural bias. This over
sight is also compounded by the fact that lndic theatre is mainly 
confined to the KwaZulu-Natal geographic region, the original area 
of settlement of the Indian people. 

More difficult to prove, but nevertheless sensed, is the suspicion 
that lndic theatre is also perceived to be irrelevant to our evolving 
cultural identity, and that its main expressions are its exotic, but 
culture-specific, dances with overt religious themes that are not 
perhaps consonant with a materialist ethos. 

Research will show, however, that lndic theatre spans many dec
ades of vibrant activity in the various Indian languages and in 
English, with forms of presentation not limited to what originally 
came with the Indian settlers, but showing the influences of other 
cultures in a way that makes lndic theatre a unique contribution to 
the changing South African cultural experience. 

This monograph series seeks to redress the current imbalance in 
research undertaken in the field by providing students of theatre 
with a springboard for a more in-depth investigation into this ne
glected area. 

Kriben Pillay 
General Editor 



FOREWARD 

22 February 1994 

May I congratulate your department on the launch of the In
die Theatre Monograph Series, I am sure that it will fill a 
gap in the field of performance studies and make a much 
needed contribution to the historical and contemporary vi
sion of theatre in South Africa. 

Dr Muthal Naidoo's The Search for Cultural Identity both in
formed me of theatrical events of which I had no kno'Nledge 
and reminded me of historical occasions such as Krishna 
Shah's production of King of the Dark Chamber, which I vvas 
privileged to see at the ML Sultan. Bashkar's performance 
and his opening dance are still vivid memories. 

Muthal's closing remarks of 'rejecting the notion of a fixed 
culture and identity' and yet being caught in 'the contradic
tion of having to assert an ethnicity' are germane, not only to 
an apartheid history, but are also the issues that face all of 
us as we forge new identities under a democratic constitu-
tion. · 

Once again congratulations and I look forvvard to future is
sues. 

Yours truly 

Fred Hageman 
School of Dramatic Art 
Wits University 
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Fitting the Word to the Action: 

An Ethnographic Journey into Theatre 

NEILESH BOSE 

The practice of theatre and the practice of anthropology have. many 
commonalities. Actors, directors, designers, and all such 'theatre peo
ple' collaborate to tell someone else's story through their own eyes. 
Likewise, anthropologists gather infonnation and interpret it in order to 
tell someone else's story through their own perspective. The lines be
tween theatre people and their audiences, and the lines between anthro
pologists and the r~aders of ethnographies, are similar. The actions, 
words, and reasons for the activity of theatre are often a foreign and al
ienated event as perceived by an audience. An anthropologist, as has 
been well documented, also has to fight off the 'foreignness' when telling 
stories about 'other' people. Most importantly, both theatre people and 
anthropologists are trying to gain an understanding of how the people 
they are studying, interpreting, and embodying in their writing or per
forming live. I have attempted, through my writing of monologues enti
tled Fitting the Word to the Action, to gain an insight into understanding 
the community of Indian (or lndic, as Dennis Schauffer and Kriben Pit
lay have referred to them) theatre workers in KwaZulu-Natal, South Af
rica. The lndic contribution to South African theatre has, until recently, 
been neglected in theatre scholarship. Rather than being 'ex
otic ... culture-specific dances with overt religious themes that are ... not 
consonant with a materialist ethos' (Pillay, iii), lndic theatre has been of 
significance to the cultural struggle against apartheid and to the devel
oping sense of a South African identity. 



With the exception of the lndic Theatre Monograph Series, there is little 
scholarly writing on the topic, although Indians comprise a major seg
ment of KwaZulu-Natal's population. As a researcher interested in the 
theatre arts, J am always interested in how different contexts create dif
ferent conceptions of theatre. Indeed, the situation of lndic theatre 
workers in South Africa brings with it a peculiar context. AJthough 
many Indians inhabiting KwaZulu-Natal today bring a rather strong 
cultural identity from Jndia, the majority of the Indian population de
scends from cane-field workers who are Tamil-speaking and constitute a 
rather displaced diaspora of 'Jndians', many of whom have little connec
tion to Jndia, except varying forms of adherence to certain traditions· 
religious festivals like Diwali or staple foods like breyani or curries'. 
Since theatre has often been an indicator of a community or societal 
mindset, the Jndic theatre community has often been very useful in dis
playing the issues and problems and feelings that many Jndians in South 
Africa have. But, as an anthropologist, I am interested in trying to un
derstand what a South African Jndic theatre worker goes through. I 
wouldn't call my research anthropology, nor would I call it theatre re
search. Rather, I used anthropological, sociological, and historiographic 
techniques to gain an insight into 'understanding' what it means to be a 
South African Jndic theatre person. I am not analysing and theorising 
about the performances, nor am I examining the anthropological role of 
ritual in the meaning of performance; rather I am trying to gain an in
sight into the community of Jndic theatre workers in KwaZulu-Natal. 

Creating knowledge about other people, especially in anthropological 
circles, often lends itself to a good bit of marginalization when people 
are studied in groups or communities or organisations that are conceptu
alised by or relevant to the very people being studied. I chose to study 
Jndic theatre workers because their community lies in their active par
ticipation in an artistic process, not because a foreign anthropologist has 
conceptualised it as such.. The study of what makes them a community, 
i.e. the theatre, will, I believe, lead to a greater understanding since at 
least there is an attempt to lessen and reject the kind of objectification 
that occurs with detached conclusions based on observations. I entitled 
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my piece 'an ethnographic journey into theatre' because I essentially 
used ethnography ( conducted formal and informal interviews, read many 
historical accounts, stories, and plays, actively observed theatre groups, 
saw performances, etc.) to get a picture, an active image into my mind 
of what South African lndic theatre people are doing and how tl}ey feel, 
and how they live. Transmitting that image to the readers of my piece is 
the fundamental problem of anthropology, but I feel that the best way to 
do it is the way I've observed it - through the theatre. 

Before I discuss my research methods and my findings, I will briefly in
vestigate the growing field of 'theatre anthropology' and how it can and 
cannot relate to a South African lndic context. 

THEATRE ANTHROPOLOGY IN A SOUTH AFRICAN INDIC 
CONTEXT . 

Performance and cultural scholars like Richard Schechner, Eugenio 
Barba, Victor Turner, and others have long been theorising about per
formance, ritual, social drama and the like. Schechner, in his landmark 
work Between Theatre and Anthropology, discerned six salient points of 
contact between the two fields including; a transformation of conscious
ness, intensity of performance, audience-performer interaction, whole 
performance sequence, transmission of performance knowledge, and 
evaluation of performance (Schechner, 1985:5). Schechner's contempo
rary, Eugenio Barba, created the International School for Theatre An
thropology that trains actors from various traditions and tries to transmit · 
the techniques of differing traditions to each other. And even in Western 
theatre scholarship, Antonin Artaud was obsessed with Balinese dancing 
as Grotowski was with yogic breathing techniques and Kathakali dance
drama forms. These events and scholarly ideas have served my research 
purposes well because I have learned not to follow or incorporate them 
into my work. Rustom Barucha has vociferously attacked the 'estab-

. lishment' of theatre/anthropology scholars like Schechner, Grotowski, 
and Artaud. AJl of them, according to Barucha, have decontextualized 
and over-mythologized the traditions that they were trying to learn from. 
As he states in Theatre and the.World: Performance and the Politics of 
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Culture: 

Artaud's writing on the Balinese and Cambodian dances are among 
the most alluring fictions of the 'oriental theatre· that have ever been 
written. Fictions, I emphasise, because Artaud's essays are neither 
historical nor systematic descriptions of what he saw - they are his vi
sions ofan 'impossible' theatre that slumbered in his depths. 

(Barucha, 1993: 15) 

Similarly, about Schechner, he states that he 

presumes to represent other cultures by placing them in his own 
'map' of post-modern performance ... the preoccupation with the 'self 
overpowers the representation of 'other' cultures ... which is the case 
with Schechner' s writing ... then all one has is a glorification of the 
self and a co-option· of other cultures in the name of representation. 

(Ibid., 28) 

The kind of criticism that Barucha applies to Schechner can be used to
wards anthropology in general. Whereas all anthropologists have to 
grapple with the ethics of representation, I think we can learn a great deal 
from the Schechners and the Grotowskis in that any communication, any 
reference, any metaphor, and any allusion will always be in the self's 
perspective. My work with the South African lndic theatre community 
presented an even more pressing ethical dilemma. Although I have expe
rienced a decidedly American acculturation, I am of Indian origin and 
identified with and shared many orientations and traditions that the peo
ple I studied observe. I am, in a strange way, a part of the 'other' that I 
studied. 

What does all this academicizing have to do with the South African lndic 
theatre context? A great deal when considering that South Africans and, 
specifically Indians, have had ethnicity, language, and 'culture' forced 
onto them for the past 50 years. With discourse in the South African 
context, as Martin Orkin writes, 

we presuppose a certain typical social pmview toward which the 
ideological creativity of our own social group and time is oriented, 

4 

i.e. we assume as our addressee a contemporary of our own literature, 
our science, our moral and legal codes. (Orkin, 1991:5) 

Indeed, Indians have been conditioned to write, create, and speak for 
and to Indians. The looming problem is that the Nationalist Party gov
ernment decided exactly what was Indian, what language to learn, where 
and around whom to live, what newspaper was 'theirs' - The Leader, 
etc. It is therefore clear to see how decontextualization and a confusion 
- or even a conflation of identity and a fixed meta-ethnicity - can occur.· 

The work that has been done with theatre in anthropological circles is 
not completely unvaluable for my purposes. Victor Turner has written 
widely on the subject of social drama and drawn many conclusions on 
ritual and performance. He has eruditely recognised that 'the anthropo
logical monograph is itself a rather rigid literary genre which grew out of 
the notion that in the human sciences reports must be modelled rather 
abjectly on those of the natural sciences' (Turner, 1982:89). He created 
the idea of 'performative' ethnography, or using the techniques of theatre 
to transmit the esoteric, and often boring, stories about people's organ
isational and social lives. While Turner's theories on social dramas and 
performance ritual are not necessarily relevant here, he keenly recognises 
the significance of reflexivity in performance and how it can help in the 
lines of communication. As he says that 'the movement from ethnogra
phy to performance is a process of pragmatic reflexivity' (ibid.. 10 I), it 
is incumbent upon the ethnographer/performer to feel, respond, and dy
namically react to what his subject feels. The subject/object distinction 
fades away as 'to be reflexive is to be at once one's own subject and di
rect object' (ibid.). In an area like South Africa where people have been 
trained to live, think, and breathe in discrete cultural terms like 'white' 
or 'coloured' or 'Indian', it is· very important to keep the reflexive mind 
open and willing to get a true grasp of 'understanding'. 

RESEARCH AND REFLECTION 

Any account of fieldwork is bound to be fraught with logistical com
plaints, time constraints, difficult informants, and the general problems 
of trying to obtain information from people. I had some such problems, 
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but overcame some of the problems mentioned above because I didn't 
invade a residential community or try to investigate deep, pressing issues 
about the human condition. Instead, I simply talked to several people in 
and about the community and spent some time with a group in rehearsal 
for a show. I also saw a few shows, read many plays and archival ac
counts, and tried to get that picture in my mind of what it means to be a 
South African lndic theatre worker. The overall goal was to process 
enough information to be able to communicate it creatively, through the 
stage. Without discussing the creative process, I would speculate that my 
work was a bit less tiresome and hassled than the task of the traditional 
anthropologist, who tries to 'feel' what the 'native' feels and write about 
that feeling. There were many issues that I thought about and talked 
about; like Indian ethnocentricity, the role of Indian religion on the In
dian community, and of course, the conditions of a working artist during 
apartheid. AH of this, and much more that happened to appear during 
my fieldwork, provided for a very interesting foray into South African 
lndic theatre research. 

I talked to many, many lndic performing artists during my fieldwork, but 
people like Ronnie Govender, Vivian Moodley, Kriben Pillay, Logan 
Shunmugam, Kessie Govender, and Rajesh Gopie figured prominently. I 
also saw two shows that catered to and utilised the lndic theatre commu
nity - Your Own Dog Won't Bite You, a topical, ethnic farce, and Too 
Muckin Futch, a base, vulgar stand-up comedy/dance show. A group of 
young actors that were rehearsing a show called The Balls To (fwo) 
Tackle Marriage also figured in my research as I spent a great deal of 
time with them during their rehearsal process. By reading plays like The 
lahnee 's Pleasure, f.:ookingfor Muruga, We 3 Kings, Beyond Calvary, 
and stories like At the Edge, I gained somewhat of an introduction into 
the subject. 

The very first relevant conversation I had was with Kriben Pillay. Pillay 
is a drama lecturer at the University of Durban-Westville and has been a 
part of the lndic theatre scene in Durban for many years. Most people 
know him from the play that he wrote called Looking for Muruga, which 
deals with issues like Indian-African conflict, Indian snobbishness, and 
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breaking the 4th wall storytelling mode in theatre. He is seen as a kind 
of lofty academic, having also written a prose and poetry collection, es
says, and scholarly articl$;ls. The kind of perspective that I was shown 
through talking with him is, as I have said, one of an academic, and 
even, bourgeois way of approaching the world, and of approaching 
theatre. l don't hesitate to use the term 'bourgeois' because Pillay him
self would freely associate himself with that term. I would as well. I 
think that honestly confronting our own social and economic positions 
can greatly help our attempts at understanding. He was the first to de
stroy my initial, idealistic idea of studying the Indian classics, and trying 
to investigate classical forms in an attempt to understand lndic theatre. 
Be<;;ause what exists today in lndic theatre is mainly ethnic farce, base 
comedy, and dance routines. If I wanted to see anything classical, or 
with serious artistic intent, I was not going to see much of it in Durban. 
I asked Pillay about this very issue. He responded by talking of things 
like Indian insularity and even, ethnocentricity. Also the 'new South Af
rica' has imposed a rather confounding situation on today's cultural 
workers and artists. For the lndic community, most people have turned 
to things like the ethnic farce or the silly comedy rather than the socially 
aware play, or artist~cally challenging forms, because of money and ac
cessibility. People today aren't generally passionately concerned about 
the political or social state of affairs - instead they want simply to be· 
entertained. They want to be able to identify with the players on stage 
and have a good time. Unfortunately for the theatre artist who exists 
within the bounds of capitalist markets, he must dictate his affairs ac
cording to 'market concerns' as it were. A situation is engendered where 
socially powerful artists like Vivian Moodley, who is well-known for his 
powerful piece on Indian/ African relations Hamba Kahle Mr. Moodley, 
and talented actors like Yugan Naidoo, are touring with Too Muckin 
Futch, a show that appeals to the lowest common denominators. 

Pillay's Lookingjor Muruga deals with issues like how an audience can 
relate to what they see on stage and why they go and see it. In one of 
the more pressing scenes, one of the actors tries to recreate a scene from 
Waiting for Godot, which is the pinnacle of 'alienation' from the stage 
activity for the audience. Another character in the play, an Indian 
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waiter, enters the audience and asks about what is going on on-stage -
how do people relate? · This is exactly the problem - how does an artist 
who is playing to a group of Indians who relate (or perhaps want to re
late) to things like sex, dancing, and other such entertainments, commu
nicate? As to that state of affairs, Pillay said that most of the work that 
directly deals with issues like lndo-African conflicts and Indian insular
ity lies in university theatre, where plays like Looking for Muruga have 
been produced. Still, that omnipresent distance crops up again, because 
the communities themselves generally have no interest or gumption to 
trek to universities and see things that 'educated intellectuals' are doing. 1 

I conjecture that much, or at least some of the backlash against the 
spread of substantial forms lies in an Indian ethnocentric mindset. Indi
ans tend to stick to their own communities and see shows that include 
their 'own people'~ this idea was confirmed by most of the people that I 
have interviewed. Rajesh Gopie, a yomg lndic actor, went even further 
and said that Indian and African conflicts are still present and come from 
a sort of Indian snobbery about their own culture. He indicated that In
dians would see a show at the Playhouse, but they generally wouldn't see 
a 'Black' show. Pillay has also written about this subject in Muruga; 
when the character Sherwin mimics an Indian lady and exposes her 
prejudices against blacks, or when Muruga talks about how Indians 
think that Africans are animals and only useful for work, he confronts 
these issues head on. From talking to several people and spending sev
eral nights with the cast of The Balls To (Two) Tackle Marriage, there 
seems to be an inner conflict about that issue revolving in most Indians' 
heads. The idea that Indians stay together and perform shows for one 
another is one that definitely affects the lndic actor's artistic life. 

As opposed to Pillay's scholarly work and academic perspective, I spent 
some time discussing these same issues with Kessie Govender, a well
known man in 1ndic theatre circles. Govender is credited as being a true 
working class member of the cultural struggle, holding jobs like a 

1 Looking for Muruga proved the exception and was a popular success be
cause of its integration of a variety of presentational fonns from the European, 
Indian and African theatre traditions; it played for a year in both formal and 
infonnal theatres. 
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plumber and a builder. But, just from talking to him for an odd two 
hours, 1 could see the passion for performing in his eyes. 

He has a dedication to the theatre, not due to 'classical' or artistic moti
vations, but to educate his community. He wrote and performed in a fa
mous play, Working Class Hero, which toured the community halls and 
received some critical recognition. The play is about Indian and African 
sensibilities and conflicts in a working class setting, a construction site. 
As far as I can glean from our conversations, he is rather frustrated at 
the small amount of change in the theatre since the end of the apartheid 
era. Fundamental, structural change has not occurred, according to 
Govender. It does seem quite strange to see Annie headlining at the Na
tal Playhouse in the midst of so much talk of structural change. He 
maintains that faces may have changed at managerial levels, but the kind 
of bureaucracy that existed years ago still exists. When I asked about 
this current trend of trash in the lndic theatre circuit, he said that people 
simply don't care about things that they used to care deeply about. In 
terms of communities, the event of going to the theatre used to be a re
spected thing, something people cared about. Now they just want to see 
trash. The kind of change in social moods and sensibilities is. also re
flected in the Playhouse crowds - Kessie Govender said that the audi
ence at a perfom1ance of Annie was spellbomd by the hanging sets, the 
complex lighting, and flying scenery. They clapped at the opening set 
being flown in. · If that will catch people's minds and hold their attention, 
then it is easy to understand how a few jokes about sex will sell tickets. 

The idea of having respect for art forms is something I chatted about in 
great depth with Logan Shunmugam, senior lighting designer at the Uni
versity of Durban-:Westville's drama department. Shunmugam is a viva
cious person - he is always ready to talk at length about the theatre,. a 
subject he is ardently passionate about. He is a specialist in technical 
theatre and has been granted a scholarship to do Master's level work in 
the famous Krannert Center for Performing Arts at the University of 
Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. He was very excited to describe his work 
and most of the work done by South African Indians as being full of 
soul. 'They are not formally educated, they just do it and they do it with 
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passion.' When I asked him about the classics, he energetically re
sponded by affirming that they did Shakespeare, they did it all. It's just 
that now the kind of touring shows that feature vulgar comedy are what 
people want to see. People aren't going to want to see a production of 
Henry IV, nor are they going to want to see a production of Shakuntala. 
They want to see an actor like Yugan Naidoo do an impression of Gat
sha Buthelezi advocating condom use (which I have to admit was very 
funny). But as far as the classics go, Logan told me about his experi
ences in India touring with sh,ows. 'People have real respect for the clas.: 
sics in India,' Shunmugam affirmed to me, 'they can sit and watch a 
Kathakali dance-drama the way they did thousands of years ago.' The 
Indian classical traditions have a rather pertinent pull on the Indian arts, 
as Bharati, thought to be the world's first actor said, 

Acting and dancing yield the fruit of righteousness to those who fol
low the moral law, pleasure to those who follow lust; restraint for the 
unruly; discipline for the followers of a rule creating vigour to the 
impotent...profit to those seeking advantage; courage to the broken
willed; replete with diverse moods according to the varying passions 
of the soul. (Kuppusami, 1983: 106) 

Does that have anything to do with Indians in South Africa today? It's 
such a confusing collusion of culture in this context. Many Indians do 
retain those traditions and indeed, many people know Bharata Natyam 
and Kathak dance, or the dance-dramas of the fast-disappearing Theru
koothu folk dance tradition. But the important point is that these tradi
tions are imported from an entirely different context Indians in South 
Africa know about these traditions, but they know about them from a 
decidedly different way, a South African way. Insofar as it relates to the 
dynamics of a performer-audience relationship, I daresay that these clas
sical forms are displaced into whatever ecological or environmental 
pressUFes, or 'structures of feeling' (Steadman, 1994:16), as Ian Stead
man has written, that the South African context affords. For example, 
many artists know Bharata Natyam dance, but they dance in a show like 
Your Own Dog Won't Bite You, a silly farce with a time-filling slot for 
an 'ethnic' dance. The South African context of seeing dance forms in a 
popular manner, at least in 1996, has filtered to this medium. It has 
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filtered to this medium partly because the way of life of the Indian com
munity in South Africa now is not truly concerned with an appreciation 
of classical forms in any traditional manner, but simply concerned with 
consuming entertainment. 

Entertainment as the riding platform of Indic theatre today has largely 
ridden on the shoulders of Ronnie Govender, a respected Indic play
wright. Ronnie, who is distantly related to Kessie, has a long history that 
includes being a co-founder of the Shah Theatre Academy in the 60's, a 
company that prided itself on doing socially relevant works by people 
like Arthur Miller, Tennessee Williams and Bertolt Brecht. He coines 
from a tradition of being a staunch activist in support of the cultural 
boycott and being a member of the Natal Indian Congress. His play The 
Lahnee 's Pleasure, about working class Indian issues combined with the 
'educated' social activist Indian perspective, was an enormous success in 
the mid 70's. One of the first things he said to me was how he hated his 
name Ronnie, as it represented to him how the 'fucking bourgeois' al
ways has a hold over things. When I mentioned that my full Indian 
name is Neilesh, but I usually go by Neil, he responded in similar fash
ion. Ronnie Govenders plays, like 1949, and At the Edge, which are 
about the riots of 1949 in the turbulent Cato Manor area, display a deep
seated commitment to exposing to the public significant social and po
litical events. 

Today, however, Ronnie Govender is the managing director of the Natal 
Playhouse and also produces many of the commercially successful tour
ing shows like Your Own Dog Won't Bite You and Too Muckin Futch. 
Indeed, it has been commented in many circles that a show simply with 
the name Ronnie Govender on it will sell. This Govender is seen as a 
master businessman, who knows how to put together a show that will be 
a commercial success. But when I asked about the artist's responsibil
ity, in reference to Albie Sachs' famous essay 'Preparing Ourselves for 
Cultural Freedom', he responded in a rather philosophical and humble 
way. He said that it is arrogant for an artist to assume that he can teach 
somebody something. Rather, it is the responsibility of the artist to keep 
infonned of his surroundings and communicate his feelings about it to 
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his audience. He sees his work like 1949 as simply his reflections of 
things around him and nothing more. Thinking about Sachs' ideas, he 
said that yes he definitely agrees that being forced to write about apart
heid is one of the worst consequences of apartheid, but it's simply a part 
of everybody's mind at this point. If one were to write a love story, it 
would be impossible to not consider the 'races' of the people in love. A 
story about beauty or truth or anything in South Africa will always be 
coloured by the sociological reality of things like race, colour, and cul
ture. Similarly, when Kessie Govender was asked that question, he said 
that he understands Sachs' position but there is simply too much change 
that needs to occur. Kessie indicated that an artist has a responsibility to 
not only reflect the societal situation but be an active part in changing it. 

Vivian Moodley of Too Muckin Futch fame has played his part in being 
a theatre person/political activist. He doesn't define his work as protest 
theatre or straight theatre, rather he just does it, like Shlllllnugam does. 
As has been mentioned before, he wrote and sta~-red in Hambe Kahle 
Mr. Moodley and performed in various one-man shows that could be 
classified as political, or socially relevant. His interest in theatre comes 
more from a need to communicate to his community and keep them in
formed of how things are happening. I asked him what he thought of 
Shak~speare and he said that he hates it. He can't understand a damn 
thing 'the Bard' was saying and more importantly, he doesn't relate to it. 
He also feels that the communities don't relate to it and that they need to 
see something to which they relate. He said this period of transition in 
the 'new' South Africa brings many problems to the Indian community. 
'Indians simply don't want to think about things anymore,' Moodley 
said, 'they just want to sit and be entertained.' In part this is because to 
identify anything as a struggle would a confusing thing to do. Who is 
the struggle against at this point? It would seem to be, according to 
many artists, a struggle against mediocrity and low standards in terms of 
what is acceptable. 

Standards are something that Rajesh Gopie, the author of and lead actor 
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in The Balls To (Two) Tackle Marriage2 hopes to change. The play is 
about contemporary issues dealing with South African Indian men and 
their wives. It is an investigation into how men treat women in South 
African Indian communities, and it was once commented in rehearsal 
that it was akin to a South African A Dolls House, only in an Indian 
context. This play will tour to the community halls much like every 
show that is out there at the present moment. Rajesh hopes to affect the 
standards the Indian community is used to when dealing with theatre and 
wants to change the trend of the theatre being a place for trashy jokes 
and dancing. The play is a hybrid of drama and comedy, but he wants. to 
get theatre audiences to start thinking about themselves and their com
munities rather than 'ingest mindless shit.' He referred to an 'inner si
lence' that exists within a community that is theatrically active and des
perately desiring to break out of the mould that has formed over the ar
tistic activity of late. 'This silence has painted the lives of the commu
~ty,' he said, 'and it is precisely this that needs to be changed.' 

In order to learn more about the process of that change I spent several 
nights with the cast of the play during their rehearsals. I describe my 
time with them more as active observation, rather than P?rticipant
observation, except for one rehearsal in which I led a group warm-up. I 
aimed to get that 'image', or that 'picture' of a South African Indic ac
tor. A South African lndic actor today does work that is relentlessly 
topical, usualty farcical, and has the pressing task of working with that 
confusing cultural situation of dealing with 'Indianness' and 'South Af
ricanness' and perhaps even 'Africanness'. I mention cultural situations 
because, as I said before, the actor needs to tell someone else's story 
through his own eyes, and when his own perspective includes such con
fusing phenomena like 'Indianness' and 'South Africanness' it can be-
come a very complex issue. · · 

2 This play eventually flopped, partly because it's Eurocentric presentational 
style alienated community audiences, and partly because it subject-matter was 
seen as too serious, if no~ taboo. The name was changed to Marital Blitz be
cause sections of the South African Indian media found the original title of
fensive. 

13 



By talking to the cast, talking to the director - a 'white' South African 
theatre person - and simply spending time in their space while they were 
working, I received many inlets into forming that 'picture'. Patrick, a 
drama graduate and a semi-professional actor, humorously commented 
once that 'we are South Africans, so we are confused.' This confusion, 
which I resist to analyse any further, is what being a South African lndic 
actor is largely about. To figure out one's own role in life, one must be 
clear about many things. How one talks, how one walks, how one re
acts, how one feels, are things that an actor must realize for himself be
fore he undertakes the task of projecting another person's talking, an
other person's walking, etc. Roles and positions have been for so long 
forced upon the people by the past government, that today, people are, 
for a lack of a better term, confused. Some people have learned Tamil in 
vernacular school, but haven't been raised in a religious tradition. Some 
have been raised in a very religious tradition and participate in rituals 
with an intensity that Tamils in lndia would, but cannot speak Tamil. 
Some are more anglophilic and Eurocentric than their European coun
terparts. These are questions that a South African lndic actor must 
grapple with on an artistic level. Rajesh once said, as many others have, 
that lndiari people identify with lndia first, and South Africa second. 
But Daiveshan, another actor in the show, strongly identifies with South 
Africa. The way South African Indians speak their own peculiar South 
Afri~n English vernacular (mainly in the province of KwaZulu-Natal), 
is very distinct from anything from the lndian sub-continent. AH the 

. issues that I have discussed here have played differing roles in forming 
the 'picture' I have created through the medium of the stage. 

. THE CREATIVE ANTHROPOLOGICAL PROCESS 

The creative process of writing and creating and performing is a rather 
complex one even witho~ all these cultural and philosophical questions. 
I have created two characters that display the 'picture' I have fonned on 
the stage. They are, as all artistic creations are, mixes of imagination, of 
experi~ce, of fact, of emotion, and whatever else contributes to that 
mysterious thing called art. I acknowledge that anthropology is rather 
limited in communicating the experience of others; whether I spend three 
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weeks or three years with a group of people, I still won't be able to ac
curately portray how they feel, how they experience, or how they live. I 
shall only portray my response to how I intuit they feel. As long as that 
is acknowledged from the start, I think that representation need not be a 
necessarily negative event. 

I see myself as a reflexive, perfonnative ethnographer borrowing ideas 
and methods from people like Victor Turner and Eugenio Barba, but 
using them only for my ethnographic purposes, not for perfonnance 
theory purposes. Representation is always a touchy issue, but the lines 
of representation are rather blurred when the very people I am trying to 
represmt are theatre people themselves. Unlike Turner's dramatic rep
resentations of cultural social dramas or Artaud's fascination with Bali
nese dancers, I am representing South African lndic theatre people - it is 
clear that I am trying to communicate their experience through their ex
perience, as it were, i.e. the stage. As Jeff Guy from the University of 
Natal has written: 'How can writing ... a story ever really truly represent 
the extraordinary complexity of real life?' (Guy, 1996:24). Since I only 
'select[ed] a minute number of facts from a vastness of interwoven real
ity' (Ibid), I realise that the task of understanding a group of people is 
never truly complete, and it will never be possible to thoroughly commu
nicate the full picture. 

But since I have documented and explained those minute facts, I feel that 
my audimce will get as honest and direct a picture as possible, and 
hopefully, will be able to see the image that I have fonned of South Af
rican lndic theatre workers . 
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Fitting the Word to the Action 

Two Monologues 

SUREN: (warming up. preparing for an audition) Be bold, bloody, 
and resolute ... Fuck, fuck. . .l know I won't get this, I know I won't! 
(Responding to stage hand.) Alright, thanks man, sharp ... You know 
what fucking gets me is that I can audition for the Playhouse and I 
can fit my action to the word -but I won't get the part because I'm a 
char-ou. Fuck I know my English is better than these ous... I don't 
want to get involved in fucking politics, man. I'm an artist! I belong 
on the stage but because the government saysl'm an Indian the only 
shows I can do are those stupid fucking farces at the Odeon in 
Chatsworth. I don't know a damn thing about India except that we 
eat breyani and samoosas and dahl. What makes me any different 
from the next ou who has an Edgar, a Faustus, a Hamlet inside of 
him?· You know that pulse you feel when you see a woman on the 
street and you make eye contact and you both feel the attraction for a 
split second? That split second of being alive is how I feel every time 
I'm on stage. And because I'm an Indian and I live in an Indian 
community, I have to perform in these idiotic shows in front of 
howling audiences that only want to hear things like condom, sex, 
balas, Gatsha and see a half-naked woman do a Bharata Natyam 
dance. It's shit, it's damn shit. And for all my 'Indian' brothers that 
say I'm a dark-skinned vet-ou, fuck off. Is it my fault that my father is 
a doctor and that we live in Asherville? My father was in the Natal 
Indian Congress, he fought for us! He was banned for two years and 
·he still had time to run his medical practice. But, shit, the new South 
Africa.-what does it do for me? What does it do for an artist like me? 
It's still the same. I don't see any Indians on TV. I don't see Indians 
in shows at the Playhouse. I mean, shit, at least under apartheid there 
was something to do. When Ronnie and Muthal3 did their stuff in the 

3 Reference to playwright and academic, Dr Muthal Naidoo. 
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60's, they did real stuff! They did Tennessee Williams, Brecht, Arthur 
Miller not Let's Joke About Sex to Make Money. You know if I was , . 
around then I would have been proud to have been a South African , . 

Indian actor. But now it's just shit. And fuck all that shit about 
culture and all that bloody crap. Yeah, I'm a Tamil and I go to 
temple like a good Hindu, but does that mean that I am obliged to 
know Therukoothu? Or Kathakali? The fact that my family descends 
from people who used to live in India 150 years ago doeso 't mean 
shit to me. And what about these kaapris? _I mean I'm not racist or 
anything, but now there is a Black government, the Indians are 
screwed. I mean it's fine to have an African director in the Playhouse 
Company, but in a show like Asinamali !4, what is an Indian actor 
going to do? Or in a show like Annie? (Responding again to stage 
hand.) Oh, alright, sure. (Walking onto stage.) Let's see if they can fit 
their word to the action. 

4 Acclaimed piece of protest theatre by Mbongeni Ngema, one of the co
creators of the South African classic Woza Albert! 
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SA THIE: Hey bru, heybru, howzit? (Paces waiting/or the rest of 
the cast.) Hey, where are these freak.in' char-ous, ekse? I want to go 
jolting tonight. .. Oh yeah I got some zoi lekka ... Oh! Yes, Ronnie, yes; 
thank you ... Shit, man, I didn't know that we off book today ... Wbat's 
that, bru? Oh. Down right center, yaah, right, sluup.(Afier some 
play.fa/ deliberation.) An actor! (Sarcastically.) Wouldn't Ma be 
proud of me if she knew I was an actor! I mean this is where it's at, 
man! You call this graaf? I don't know play-acting, really. My uncle 
took me to see Lahnee 's Pleasure when I was small and I didn't 
really understand it but everyone liked it. Shit, they got all dressed up 
and wore suits and dresses and all that crap. And then I saw that play, 
that play about the ballies, We 3 Kings. It was weird, man, lots ofvet
ous in the audience, and lots of slum-ous too. I didn't really 
understand it either. But this shit that I'm doing, man, it's lekka! I get 
to sing and dance and crack dirty jokes. People love it, but what's 
really important is that I'm getting some mache- out of this man. No 
joke. And all these ous who went to technikon and got jobs. With my 
little business on the side, I'm doing better than they are! And who's 
having more fun, eh? I wish my parents could see me, man. I got a 
flat in, Overport. It's not too much but it's nicer than the shack we all 
grew up in in Mayville. It was bad, but my grandfather told me 
about Cato Manor, he said it was even worse. He said the vet-ous 
would make them pay more taxes than they did and that's when 
people really had nothing. Shit man, history is history and its all over, 
so why does everyone keep talking about it, eh? We all just jolling, 
looking for a good time, we don't need to be big shots and work in 
the government and shit like thaL.Sony, are we starting? ... Oooh I 
love it when Sonali does her dance, ooh! Oh, yes, Ronnie, sony .. .l've 
got to get back to world 
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BALAS 

BALLIS 

BHARATA NATYAM 

BREYANI 

BRU 

CHAR-OU/S 

DAHL 

EKSE 

GATSHA 

GRAAF 

HOWZIT 

JOLLING 

KAAPRIS 

GLOSSARY 

South African Indian slang for testicles 

Men. 

South Indian classical dance form 

A dish of rice, vegetables and/or meat 
cooked with lentils and spices. 

A brother, a friend. 

Indians. Not usually derogatory, except 
when used by some Whites. Often 
jocular in South African Indian Eng
lish. 

Split lentil soup. 

Vocative for a young man, boy; mode 
of address among young males. 

South African politician, Gatsha Bu
thelesi. 

Work 

'How is it?'; 'How are you doing?' 

Having fun. 

Corruption of Tamil word meaning of 
dark hue, and used in a derogatory 
manner to refer to Black people. 
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KATHAK 

KATHA.KALI 

LEKKA 

MACHE 

ous 

SAMOOSAS 

SHARP 

SLUM-OUS 

THERUKOOTHU 

VET-OU 

ZOL 

North Indian classical dance fonn. 

Elaborate classical dance-dramas from 
South India, especially Kerala. 

Pleasant, tasty, agreeable. 

Money. 

Men, young men. 

Small, crispy triangular pie, containing 
mine.eel meat or vegetables and fried in 
oil. 

'It's alright'; 'it's cool'. 

Muslim males. Not related to English 
slum. 

A long, dramatic recital of tales from 
Tamil scriptures, mingled with local 
comedy, song and dance, culminating 
in a divine dance on a raised platfonn. 
This folk dance from South India is 
known for its dazzling footwork, hence 
the colloquial name six-foot dance. It is 
a dying tradition in KwaZulu-Natal. 

A white-man. 

Dagga, Cannabis saliva, a measure of 
dagga, a cigarette containing dagga. 

Note: This Glossary was prepared with the aid of A Lexicon of Soulh African 
Indian English by Rajend Mesthrie (Yorkshire, England: Peepal Tree Press, 
1992) 
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