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“ART IS LIFE AND LIFE IS ART"

AN INTERVIEW WITH JOHN KANI AND WINSTON NTSHONA OF
THE SERPENT PLAYERS FROM SOUTH AFRICA*

MODERATOR: Ladies and Gentlemen, here is John Kani and Winston Ntshona
sitting next to me from Port Elizabeth, South Africa. They've been on
the road since 1972. They have appeared in London, other parts of
England, and more recently they played in New York, and now lLos Angeles,
Later they will be going to Washington, D.C. I'm very glad that they
did agree to came out with us today, and meet with everyone. Basically
what we're going to do is have a very free-form discussion with John
and Winston. People can ask questions, or make comments and if you
have questions about the plays they are currently doing, they will be
glad to entertain those. Now the stage is open to anyone who has
camments or questions for both John and Winston.

AFRICAN ACTIVIST ASSOCIATION/UFAHAMU: One of the questions that sort
of comes to my mind, (although I haven't seen the plays yet] is, as

a group of Africans from South Africa, do you feel that you are legit-
imizing the South African government because you are out doing these
plays? Are you accused of doing this? What I'm saying is why are you
out doing the play? Why did they let you come out?

WINSTON: We are just a group of artists with a love for theater.
we every richt to gpen the doors to anycne who wants to take
a look at our play and our work.

AAA/UFAHAMU: You see this as a work of art. You don't see it as a
political play?

WINSTON: No, I don't know what you call a political play. But maybe
I'11 say more on our work. We believe in art. We also believe in
life. We believe that art is life and conversely, life is art. 2and
no sensible man can divorce one from the other. That's it. Other
attributes are merely labels.

JOHN: =-It's a very interesting question especially now that you've
actually raised it. During the late 50's or early 60's to 1964 we
have heard about the gquerrillas and the brave stories that they've
gone to train and to come back and liberate the people. Tt is now
1975; they left us where they left us and they haven't been back, nor
are they threatening to came back. It's very beautiful that when you
do somehow get a chance to get out of the country to continue the work

*This interview was jointly conducted by the African Pm.'.iviat Asscci-
ation and Ufahamu. It took the form of an open discussion before a
full house of other Africanists.
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JOHN(cont): you believe in, the first question you are asked is,
"How did you leave the country?" It is a very beautiful question.
It is a pity you have not seen the play; there is very little we
could do to refer to it relative to what you ask.

AAA/UFAHAMU: --I saw "The Island" Thursday night and I saw a fantast-
ic performance. You, as actors are very superior in the roles. But
there was samething that was bothering me and that was in terms of
content., Like you guys were really the product to sell, to maintain
the performance and to keep people interested in watching you. But
when we go deeper into the content, it didn't really add up into

ing the two characters and their backgrounds. We went to
watch and we discussed in relation to the two characters. If they
were political prisocners, what was their background? There wasn't
too mxch attention to the affection that the pecple had after being
in prison in one place, so I kind of thought content-wise the play
didn't live up to what it could have done. What is your reaction to
this?

WINSTON: Everybody goes to the theater, the movies, and you see them
watch it, and you come out with your own personal views about it and
you are entitled to that. How you interpret it is your own business.

AAA/UFAHAMU: =--He's talking about your cbjective content of the play
itself.

WINSTON: On that score both John, Athol and myself are satisfied with
what we dish out. We are not responsible for somebody who sees it,
watches it and is not satisfied.

AAA/UFARAMU: —No, but its a question of content. You wrote the
play in co ration with Athol Fugard. You assume it's about

Robben Island. He's talking about the actual content, the message
of the play, whether political or what have you.

WINSTON: =--That's it.

AAAJUFARAMU: T think that if there is a book and 100,000 people read
it they will not come up with 100,000 different views of what they
want to make out of the book. The book has its meaning or theme

which nobody can change. The play has its destiny, its clear. There's
not many people being confused as to whether it is abstract. T™wo
shaven-headed people was not the problem. It was tangible. Yet I'm
not saying it should be political or this or that, I'm just saying
content-wise do you think it lived up to where it could have lived?

I'm not talking about the interpretation.

JOHN: You say comtent—mse, did it live up to what it could have been.
Now you have the "could have,"” we have the other part.
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AAA/UPAHAMU: The prison in South Africa, that's what you are present—
ing in this play.

JOBN: You are localizing it. We worked on it, and incidentally, you
heard us collaborating with Athol. Tt was rather the reversal. Be
enlisted his contribution while we were working.

AAA/UFAHANT: You are more responsible for the play?

JOHN: Yes! We selected an issue as artists and used ourselves to
deal with certain issues that affect our lives in a special context,
in our country. But also you must understand that this is a piece
of work, with its own artists surviving under a very special con-
dition. The work was devised to swrvive certain regulations and
conditions and the work was devised to live in that situation. Same-
how or the other, through certain accidents, the work got a chance
to get out of the borders of South Africa. Now, we could rot get
rid of the truth of how the thing was devised and open it up because
now we're in a free country where most of the things we imply, like
in gestures, like in sweat, like in movement of the eyes and ears
like the whole use of the body which is so releyant and has a lang-
uage of its own at home, with the people the work is devised for.

We just said we'll take the chance, but we'll refuse to pros-
titute the work in trying to fit it into different societies we'll
be going through. We will invite the people to come and see into
our lives, the way it is. So, maybe that you failed to get more,
or rather enough in what you call the content at home we did mot
have the problem because it came over the way we wanted it. I
hope I'm trying to reach you. See, the societies have got many
parallels, here in America and at home, a litile bit in England
because there are Black pecple there too. But you must understand
we live in a different kind of regime where it is even... I do mot
want to get into that side of the pnlitics of South Africa because
I do not inwolve myself at this moment. I'm more interested in
what I'm doing as an artist, but I take it that everybody has at
least an idea of what it means to be a Black man in South Africa.
And for us at least to have come up with two pieces of work that
somehow when we did them, we were dealing with the truth. That
is why Winston constantly says whatever you label it, its on your
side, not ours.

AAA/UFPABAMU: 1In other words when Winston talks about art reflecting
life, you as actors and artists of the theater, you d not see your
art as different from how you lead your lives. I think that's where
this guestion of content comes from. When someone says content, its
not a guestion mark on the artistry. It's rather a question of whe-
ther you are satisfied that the content of what you are showing in
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AAA/UFAHAMU (eont) : fact does reflect your lives as artists living
Up to an ideal—your lives as artists living in reality. But we
are getting some hints from what you are trying to explain...

WINSTON: =I'll try and answer him the way I did. Whether you
talk in terms of the content or whether you view the work fram

the artistic point of wview, the three of us, we view both the
artistry and the content. These are the things that incorporate
life as we see it throwh art. And then the three of us, in sweat-
ing it out, working it out, you know picking up situations, because
I believe this is how I believe an artist should do, every sensible
artist. Whenever one is involved in all he is doing, he is select-
ing from life, from his immediate surroundings, the themes that
affect his life, because in the overall end of it all, what you're
guing to see on stage is never no ghosts, no apparitions; those are
human beings talking about their lives, their immediate surroundings.
And then the three of us were satisfied with the output and the in-
put into the work. Now samebody coming along to see the show; sits
there, watches, comes out, either satisfied or dissatisfied, period.

AAL/UFAHAMU: Could you give us brief sumaries of the plays since
many of us are going to see them shortly. And since they are not
published plays we can't get hold of the scripts, otherwise what T
generally do when I go to see a play is I read it first to get an
idea of what it contains so I can grapple with it better on the
stage-level. Is it possible for you to give us a kind of little
run—down of the two plays?

JOHN: ——You remind me cf a very beautiful French ballet dancer,
doing the "Dying Swan" in Paris; a very stremious thing to do.

And at the end of it, a young English jcwnalist rushed to her back-
stage and said, "Madame, could you please tell me in a few words
what you wanted to say or commmicaté with us?" She said, "Young
man, if I had had those few words, I would never have gone thrcugh
those bone-bending exercises on that stage." We find it very diffi-
cult as artists to tell pecple in a few words what the gplays are
about. We leave it to the pecple rather to see the work. If they
never see it that's very unfortunate on their part and on cur side,
but I don't believe we have the few words to tell you what it is
about, not if we're going to do it every night.

AAA/UFAHAMU: --The problem is not one of either wanting to see the
play or not wanting to see the play. The dance is a different medi-
um from the theater. From what I have read about the plays in the
L.A. Times you make use of a lot of theatrical devices, especially
the mime, which means that part of your "words" is in mimes, not
necessarily spoken. But all the same you have a scripted play from
which you're acting and which is difficult for me to reach. In
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AAA/UFAHAMU (cont ) : oﬂ:ermrds,mfyoutnditl’aepumulﬂsay

it is, go and read it." Here it is is not like someone say-
ing "zell me what the play is all about.” I'm a director of the
theater and I don't mind providing clues to a play's story. It
doesn't prevent anvbody coming to see the show. And in most pro—
ﬁmﬂmsteo—-ymmvebillsuhereﬂ:esympsxsoftmplaym
given and people still come in to see the actors on stage. So
we're not trying to pull you by the leg, you know...

WINSTON: BAll our work is about life at home as Blacks. Teave it.

AAA/UPARAMU: John, I'm South Africen as you probably know. I think
you'reusmgafalseamlaqynhenywsﬂeamnactmgm"ﬂymg
Swan" and projecting her role on the stage and somebody asks her
about that role after. You're taking it as an assumption that every-
body knows about South Africa, which is false, and I don't have to
te]lyuuthatyoukmthatmtwyonehmv&at&uthhfrmaxs
like. Ard of course you must have run across a lot of people who
are extremely ignorant, supposedly educated Americans. So I think
he's asking a sort of valid question. He's not asking what inter-
pretation you can give to the play, butvhat;.sthesbo:yofﬂme
La

to ask anybody because I lived in South Africa, but someone who is
external, who is viewing a play from an external perspective, I
think it is valid to ask for motifs.

WINSTON: —But look at it this way. You were saying it's a pity the
work we do is not scripted. For your information it is goripted. We
have it compiled into a book called Statemente, featuring "The Island”

we're doing, we're getting across to whoever is sitting and watching.

AAA/UFAEAMU: Let me ask one thing — I kind of feel already there is
the artist. Okay. And there is the masses. One thing I would like
to tell you is that I admire your acting; there is amazing talent
in the black world that hasn't had a chance to be exposed to the
world. One thing we should not learn from Europe is to make artists
from different human species, as if they are separate from the world,
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AA4/UFAHAMU(cont): and saying "I'm an artist" is an excuse that
from centuries to centuries the world gave. You know, I don't want
to brag I'm an artist; I'm a human being, and you're my brother, I
will not claim I feel your pain., I believe I'm your brother but I
don't claim to feel your pain of how you live in South Africa as

a Black person, I would not claim. But one thing I know is you're
another mman being, another Black human being, who is not just
species of artists vho is diffieult to understand. We have to break
that barrier automatically. Now what I want is, from the day you
landed in America it has been a political landing whether you are
aware of it or not. The press has received you as political artists.
Two guys from South Africa. For South Africa it's a big political
step, if you don't know. If a Black performer goes to South Africa,
there is a political thing that you cannot disassociate from his
art. Even the tennis player Arthur Ashe. He himself is aware of
it, A lot of South Africans confronted him in South Africa and
said, "Why did you come?’ Our govermments are using you for politi-
cal reasons.” And he discussed it. So we don't have to be defensive.
We would like to know if you are at least aware of the political im-
pact of your visit from the day you landed. From the theater press,
from New York down to here, you've been the subject not to be sep-
arated from the political reality of South Africa.

WINSTON: Defensiveness has never been any kind of mechanism we use
for survival. Hence from the very onset I put it clear—-the very
link that has kept us alive—the total belief that art is life.
And I don't know how defensive I can be but I can make that state-
ment. The words you have used; socialism, politics, econamics,
you might use them; those I would call labels, what we're talking
about is art as we see it as life. Period.

AAA/UFAHAMU: —1'd like to jump in there because there's one thing
really that I think you've been skirting. And I think it's the whole
principle of art as life. It's almost like you are saying art is life
that's lived in a dream; not life that is lived in reality. And real-
ity includes what you call labels, Ze, politics, economics, everything.
To turn to my last question, T'm a Nigerian, I haven't lived in South
Africa. Probably I'm as ignorant of South Africa as the American
public is ignorant of what is happening in South Africa. But I hear
stories. Alsoc as a Black man, I have undergone colonialism myself,

I know what it means by going through its yoke, how much more going
through apartheid colonialism. So, the little thing you are doing
here; people are saying "What does it mean?" and you are saying you
don't want to talk about it. You know, if you insist on saying "Iook
at us on the stage and observe life itself", I think you would be
guilty of some falsification because there is a separation between

art and life. What you are doing is acting. Life is somewhere diff-
erent. But I agree with the general umbredla "Art is life." You
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COMMENT: I agree with the general trend of your statement. But I
it totally and completely overlooks the political situation
in Africa, okay? First and foremost, practically none of the Afri-

COMMENT: —Can I just make a comment about that; you see I am South
African myself and these are my brothers. I take the whole context
about the image that one projects. You can learm in Bmerica you

really project a certain image wherever you are. As a Black person

and project an image of people from South Africa, artists, doing this
or that. So art becomes a political issuve, whether you like it or
not. Now, the person behind the art, what does he project? Is it
just a cold artist who says, "Well, I'm an artist”, or "I'm a poli-
tician and art comes behind me?" So what we're discussing now is,
what are Winston & John? Politically motivated artists? For them
to say, our art is politically motivated. But they don't want to
admit it. So, you are putting them in a corner to make them identify



COMMENT (cont): themselves. Bs a poet, and as a politician, I use
my poetry to project my politics., 2And I'm not in a position to say
t.hat they should put themselves in such a position because they would
be unfair to themselves. Iftheycanpmjactartmﬂ'm&;bemqpol-
1t1ca11y aware or politically conscious, I feel that's a piece of

genius.

JOHN: —It'sav&:q'baauta.fulrﬂmkyousay-ldomtbeheveﬂmt
there is a Black man living in South Africa who is not politically

aware of what is happening. I do not believe that there is a Black
man on the face of this earth wherever he is, who is rot in constant
struggle for the liberation of his people, in one form or the other.
I do not believe that there is a Black man in South Africa, whose

sole efforts, be he a painter, an artist, a poet, a street cleaner,
are not dedicated towards changing that country. And I do not know
whether in this little room where we are, we have to stand up and

make those heavy statements. I thought that was understocd by the

fact that we are Black.

AAA/UFAHAMU: Okay, let's return to the play, "The Island’. I want
to deal with it in terms of content. You take the two characters

in prison, okay. Like you say art is life; life is art. Okay, good.
I would prefer to say the artist tries humbly to re-create or to
portray life. I don't think it's 50-50 phenomencn; it's an attempt.
If it were 50-50, there would not be a problem in the world now.

Now, content-wise, in the attempt in "The Island" there is no in-
formation about South Africa. It's like two Iuman beings living in

a capsule on the moon, separate fram the world. This is my inter—
pretation of the content. Not only was the middle class, the upper
class of predominantly white-Fmerica sitting there being entertained,
there is not even a small amount of informative educational process
to that audience because it's the same whisky-drinking people who
don't give a damn about South Africa, who support Gulf Oil and every-
thing that works to suppress Blacks in South Africa. There they sit
being entertained by two South Africans as if they are separate human
beings fram the moon, you know, this is what I'm interested in discuss-

WINSTON: --You believe that art has to be somewhat informative, and
this is the whole basis of your big question in terms of what you
saw in "The Island" because, apparently, I assume you didn't meet
any political statements, in parenthesis, in "The Island." HNow
given that as the basis of your thinking, and you're seeing "The
Island", you know I'm just sitting here listening to you talk, and
ﬂxensc:m-thugdamedmmhead And then a situation; let us
assume its here, let us assume America is a very racist kind of
society; and then racist ocbviously you know is white domination
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WINSTON(cont): and Elack subservience. And let us also assume that
are walking down this street and somewhere around the corner you
two Blacks, manacled and handcuffed; and then not very far from
you ses two whites eating ice cream. Wouldn't that be a com-
statement in terms of the situation here? And this is exactly
we're dealing with in "The Island.” We just give a situation
and we assume as mach as everybody that gets to the theater, kind

of says he's aware of what's happening to blacks in that society.

giis

:

AAA/UFABAMU: But that's your problem in this country, you know be-
camefurﬂ:emst[a:tpeopletlatsaethsplay @ white audience,

WINSTON: Maybe you missed out on the programs; there is a lot of
Information in those programs. You should pick them up, see that
information and read it, then you'll understand.

A4A4/UFAHAMU: Your presence in this country, becomes a political
statament, whether you agree with it or not...

JOAN: —It's not a matter of liking it or rot, it's just a fact.

AAM/UFAHAMU: It is. BAnd it is now, in particular, because of what's
happening in Africa—the liberation armies are just sweeping away old
regimes in Mozambique and Angola. And there's now a lot of pressure
on Rhodesia and on South Africa. So under those circumstances it be—
comes very crucial that we be careful in terms of what we do. Be-

cause whether we're artists or stxeet sweepers it becomes a political
statement itself. 1 think what people are trying to get out of this
is that it is a political statement.

JOHN: The other thing that T would like all of us to be aware of is
that it's fine, we are two South Africans and we are going back to
South Africa, and we function in South Africa where our work is most
relevant, and has a better purpose than entertaining these masses
abroad. We are not dealing with a post-mortem situation. A Black
man in South Africa, at the moment, with what is happening, finds
it very difficult, whenever he gets a chance to get out of that
country, to make statements that would jeapordize his wonderful funct-
ioning within that country. What you want us to do is to hoist the
flag where the play was set and tell you why those prisoners are
there, what they have done. When we called it "The Island", this
we never even had the dream of wanting to get out of that country
[south Africa]. We've been given many other chances before to came
and study theater and do this; we have refused. We were never inter—
ested in this because we believe that our work is centered in that
country. Now in South Africa for us to have called the play "Robben
Island", you would have read in the New York Times one paragraph



=

JOHN{cont): of what had happened to us. And you would only march
from UCLA down to the mayor's office and tamorrow you would be back
in your nice comfortable seat and that's the end of it. And this
mtheuayﬂmeoutsldemrlaavverpaxtmlpatesmﬂnestmgglem
Africa.

AAA/UFARAMU: I'm interested in knowing how you started ioni
as a theater group in the first place, how you came to this point.

JOHN: ——That's beautiful. You can say it started in 1961. Actually,
it started in 1958. Cenerally, the way of life in South Africa is

so clearly defined. We have come across a lot of ignorance even among
people who have been to South Africa for visiting; some of them who
have read volumes about that country and vet who don't know actually
what's happening there. There has been a lot of activities among the
Black people living in conditions equivalent to what is called ghettos
here, although I would not say we live in ghettos in SA, because the
present ghetto would not reflect the township in SA. The word slum,
would reflect where we stay. People have constantly done th.l.ngs-—song
writers, painters, poets; people in all fields try to say

about their lives. But the government has constantly sealed off zall
those avenues, practically almost to make it impossible for these
people to say one line that is not informed with some ambiguity that
they can use to escape the law. This has informed our art in South
Africa at the moment. Serpent Players was a group of men who just got
together and decided to do something about their lives using the stage.
They caught up in 1961 with this man Athol Fugard, a white man from
Johannesburyg, and asked him if he could work with them as he had the
know-how theatrically-—-the tricks, how to use the stage, movements,
everything. So we have worked with him since then, and this is how
Serpent Players got together. Ehztconstantlyhehav'e&memjlyal-
most anything we could lay our hands on in South Africa as we have no
access to any libraries. So we have to smuggle vhatever we do. We
have constantly done from Brecht to Strindbery, Beckett, Shakespeare
and other prolific writers, especially the contemporary ones. But we
have also taken upon ourselves a special responsibility towards our
situation. After every play we make that makes a statewent about
our lives, whoever was the key fiqure in making that, is taken away
and he spends his 5 years or more on the Island, or he is hasseled
and intimidated. We live under such constant confrontation with the
authorities. I wonder when we come here, we do a play and you get a
full house; very few are Black. I just think that the audience has
been selected. Like it's very difficult for us, as samebndy said,

we do not talk to the people--which 'is the people we should talk to.
It's very difficult in theater, especially if you come to another
ocountry. The management, whoewver is responsible, has their own role
defined their own way, and theater has always been a white man's mono-
poly. Z2nd the economic situation in different countries has always
made it somehow miraculously impossible for a certain section of the
people to be able to go to the theater. It becomes a coincidence in
Prerica that the Elacks can't see theater because it's too expensive.
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JOHN(cont): It's a coincidence because I believe this is a "free
society".

So, whenever we come, we will play to an already set-up situ-
ation. We only marvel at being given a chance to be able to talk
about issues that affect our people to same other society. We have
no right or the power to choose that we do this because the people
under whose auspices we are here do not, perhaps, have the drive
that pushes us behind in our work. They see the piece of work as
a morey-making cammodity. People are opportunists. They see the
piece of work and they say that this is very important, that other
people should know about it. But the result is like reading what
happened in America during the early 60's when it was very fashion-
able to hate the Blacks. Thus Governor Wallace got his seat. But
today times have changed. It's very fashionable again to like Blacks,
and so Governor Wallace is getting lots of support. This is why,
this time, the type of work we do sesms to hinge on certain issues
about South Africa that the outside world would like to be exposed
to; not the govermment of course.

COMMENT: I think I'm understanding the plays more now. When we
started talking there were barriers between us.

JOHN: 1If we had started talking about theater it would have led in-
o your question.

COMMENT: This philosophy of the theater explains in fact "The Island"
more. There were barriers because "We're artists" appeared to be a
slogan coming from nowhere.

JOHN: ——You see you must understand; we've been through this thing
for a very long time. Now people sit down and they see these two
actors from South Africa and the first thing they see is a walking
encylopedia of South Africa's race politics. Aand they're not inter-
ested in us as actors, to share some experiences of the devices we
use in theater, of the different theatrical methods we employ. And
sametimes when you come tn a campus like this where you've been intro-
duced to artists—people who are called directors, professors in thea-
trics, directors of underground theater, and all those things, you
marvel at this beautiful chance in your life where we are going to
share some wonderful experiences which we could take home. You know
what I'm talking about? Something new we can feed to our own pecple
through these methods. But what do you come up against? The political
oonditions of South Africa. I find that we cannot rum away from that;
the fact that we are black; that's a heavy political statement itself.
We're being arrested day in and day out just for being black. Penple
have been calling themselves White for life and you'we never

that. And today we're calling ourselves Black and that's a political
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JOEN(cont): statement in South Africa, Now this is what I said -

experiences

AAA/UFAHAMU: 1°'d like to say that I think it was the bravest thing
you did coming here. You showed immense courage. And your perfor—
mance was superb. It was the best artistry that I have seen in
America Arﬂforarnmudblmcmsﬁoul:hnfr}.ca it was the most

and Antigone, to bring cut the bitterness and the conflict was abso-
lute genius. I don't know how anyone could read without feeling that
this was truer than anything ever seen.

JOHN: 1In 1965, we did Antigone. That was the year I joined the

group. On a Thursday (we were just about to open on a Saturday), one
not turn up at rehearsals and we waited. At

i in
They took the quy who ing the lead and he went to the Island.

the prisoners at a concert. Now in '73, when we were devising "The
Island", which started really out of what we call "bullshit" talk,

\dmwesa.tammﬂami&an'tfeelh.kerelmrshg- There is rothing
tndo,wejmtfea‘l.l:.lmtnllu.ng tn.'lJ:mgahul.mﬂ:le;aat and we're

acting exercise that really everybody does, of using the space and
the body, and even the silence itself to commmnicate. And finally
we ended with only a space enough for our four feet to stand, and
that reminded us of a very sacred place in 51 - The Island. When I
talk about post-mortem, I mean Nelson Mandella is on the Island while
I'm talking to you know, serving life. There are others who are not
Nelson Mandela whose names will never get a chance to demonstrate
their anniversaries, who are on the island for life, just for being
black. Now, it's a very sacred thing in our lives. We never even
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JOHN(cont): talk about it. We knew we couldn't in working with this
piece of work; we ocouldn't call it even "The Island™ - it was called
"The Island™ when we reached England. We called it something else
in South Africa. Now, out of working with this movement a lot of
things happened. You come across the word "experimental theater"”
quite often to an extent that I lose the true meaning and the defin-
ition of what the experimental theater means. Not that we do the
exact thing—we've all got so lost intn the meaning, whatever this
means—but we function in the same way we are now—sitting, talking
and sharing experiences. And all we do at the end of it, is to se-
lect the most important things we did talk about, and ask different
people to repeat whatever they said, and see whether we could not
make or mould something out of them. 2And this is how "The Island"
was bom. BAnd we constantly did "The Island,” in fact, the last week
of it was finished 14 miles from Robben Island. We wanted to be as
near as possible.

T

The Antigone bit came when we reached an impasse in our work
vhere it was very difficult to continue with it because we were very
emtionally involved, very difficult sometimes for an actor. It's
nice to do Hamlet as a black man, I don't know about white people.

I wouldn't say it doesn't touch their lives. But for me to do Hamlet
1 would use my talent and acting abilities and past experiences, all
the tools that an actor uses in portraying a particular character to
do the job. But now, we are not going to talk about "The Island",
that I know, today and tomorrow, it becomes very difficult to sep-
arate yourself from the emotional involvement, though you might claim
that I'm able to stand outside and direct myself. So "The Island"
came by chance and accident, out of the remembrance of one of us who
now was doing the same thing in prison.

WINSTON: =——Besides the mere effect that you have these people on
"The Island" as political prisoners spells out the whole

between the people and the state. And this is the whole statement,
wa're trying to get across, the Antigone—Creon theme.

AAA/UFAHAMU: =Do you have any other employment apart from acting?

form over the week-ends too. At the moment it's just John and myself
who have given theater full attention with the idea that

will be drawn into our fold one by cne, dropping their jobs. Then
maybe, this is what we hope to do to end up with a big professional
troupe.
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AAA/UFAEAMU: Do you think you have a chance of forming a big Black
professional theater group?

WINSTON: This is the whole idea behind the operation of the Serpent
m.lﬂmperﬂ?uﬂ:qmﬂnm The idea was to use our—

selves as guinea-—pigs. I was fired from my job because of my con-
stant involvement in theater. Then I

:
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JOHN: What you must understand is that in 5S4 the white establishment

i
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professlm,yommansofeamjmaliving That passbook has a sect-
ion "B" in which you must disclose how you stay alive. You have to

bea‘r.plnyeﬂ. Now, it's very difficult because the whole South African
society, where mhetmmﬂt?emlbepeoplehmkthemey,tbey

the dream, which is to establish the National Theater in S4.

COMMENT: I have so many things to say and I don't know if I can or-
ga_mnT'_ﬂmp:ecjsaty. But I was getting kind of angry at the be—
ginning, as T think both of you were. Maybe I can start off sa
ing I think there are enough black martyrs in the US and the rest
of the world. I don't know what more pecple could expect from you
than what you gave at the performance. You know people, from the
sounds of the accents around the room, come fraom a lot of different
countries, a lot of different political situations. You tzke the
spectrum of everybody on a different spot. We've all been to poli-
tical rallies. A lot of people will contend that nothing less than

-E'
<
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COMMENT (cont): armed revolution will suffice for whatever cause
is, then you get everyone all the way to the right and the left of

that. I know some things about South Africa, although I don't pro-

fess to know exactly what's going on there. I don't have the feel
that I'm sure you have. But I didn't have any expectations when
went to see the play but I left it just breathless. I left it feel-
ing that you presented life as it was there, with a lot of implicat-
ions and things that you did rather than what you said that left me
feeling like I know more about what's happening. I don't know how

§

you said it brill-
iantly.
JOHN: ——This question of how we got out of the country and this sub-
Jject matter of what we're talking about in the plays are highly esx-

instance, you don't know what it means to us in SA. And you'd
prised when I say, that in Sizwe Banzi we with
ions, A and B. There is C,D,E,F,G,H, 96 pages. And each
them describes whether you are alive today or dead tomorrow.

each one of them missing is a hell of an offense. In Bmerica it would
be like you stoned the White House, if one page is off. Perhaps, I'm
not sure, I don't know; you're never sure how the South African govern-
ment thinks and functions. Somebody says they lack logic, you can't

say because they did this, they'll d that. They just do anything; T

mean people operating in a tight comer, really you don't expect any

system and order from them.

We just applied for the passports, then there were so many other
things involved so we never ever concerned ourselves. We were shocked
when the passports arrived. In fact, we already ruled it out, and

be—

cate with other brothers, other people, and tell the stories. May-
be there would be same relevance, same similarities. When we were
in Iondon, the Negro Ensenble Company was there, no
one asked them why they did come to England. As "Why
did you come to America?", I'm very happy no one asked them, because,
as T said, the struggle of the Black people might at the moment be
localized in different spots on the earth, but the ultimate one is
the intermational one, because on the face of the earth, we are in
a constant struggle to regain our dignity. Sometimes even when these
people, like Arthur Ashe, or any other Black diplomat or ordinary
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JOHN(eont): singer, comes to 5S4 the first and overall reaction is
"Out! Because you're diluting the struggle.” MNobody asks, "What
ing about?

is he talking " Pexhaps he's taking a chance to try and comm—
unicate and to to us. Then we get nearer to him, but
it has been unfortunate that all of them that did come had no-

for us. TIt's a pity for instance that at end of this run,

in comnection with our country. We get guestions like "is there any
underground movement in SA7" Now, how do you answer that kind of
question and still expect the underground to be underground?
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AAN/UFARAMU [cont): these stereotype plantation clowns, the negative
image of Blacks throughout the centuries. And, are you at all crit-
ically concerned about that kind of image? BAnd one other thing. Are
you guys comercially exploited. How is the money handled? I'm sorry
if I'm getting too personal. 2N iy

WINSTON: That last question was very persomal. (laughs from the Audience)

JOHEN: —1I don't know really, the poster bit of it. When you're deal-
ing with a piece of work and working on enemy grounds, you learn very

s
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we will not do "There's a Girl in my Soup" or any such thing. But
at the moment we feel we are rather committed to a special form which
we must always take.

AAN/UPABAMU: John, this clowning tradition, this clowning bit, which
part tradition in South Africa do you draw on, what cultural
Because you're from Port Elizabeth there's a large color-

WINSTON: —South Africa is a very cosmopolitan society.

vou go you meet all the sections of the population, whether you're
in Port Elizabeth, you meet whites, you meet Indians, you meet color-
eds. So frum birth, you know you live within that kind of atmosphere.

JOHN: What I like in your question is that constantly we come across
this. Wwhen we were in England, after we had some beautiful reviews

on our opening, the following day a certain guy, ex-white South Afri-
can, who writes for the Financial Times did a review of our work. BHe
opened it in such a beautiful way, rather disputing all the attributes
of theatrical qualities and talent in Africa's actors, he started by
saying "The African by nature is a good story-teller". You know for
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JOEN(contl]: Christ's sake, I'm no racist, I just love my people, in
fact T believe being a racist is very healthy: you're talking about
things you believe and love, not that you o not relate to other

itions you now wish to be part of. AtﬂszmygivamkirﬂocE
advice to you, try to work more on the area of developing your
potentials as African artists first. !cucansﬂllmmwithmw
larger concept of the acting profession but you would have built up
a tradition that can be accepted anywhere. Had the Chinese, Japanese

JOEN: [ think in any nation certainly there are people who are—we
would mot use the word Jester nor the word clown becavse it does
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who yester-
dayaiﬁmkaahughingstnd:ofﬂmmymommgatﬂdofit
fram our lives. We laughed at ourselves.
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AAR/UPATAMU: We're talking about the clown not whether it was the

thedn.smss;mzsmoftakzn;ﬂetlnatﬂ, it's a little tied

to sociology, more into the social; like especially, in history,
from the time the Black man made contact with the Pwropeans, re-

erent guestion. Clowning has its social history, especially since
you quys are brought into America. It has, from the plantation
days, a history. It can be traced down why certain slaves resorted
into clowning. Because of survival. Now, in America where there
;smneedtoresnrtmtoclmung(mfact,;thaﬂbaenaauimadm,

WINSTON: —1I don't think we could spend time txacing this or that,
I think it is rather irrelevant and a waste of time. I mean, here

happened. Just view life as it is now and then just proceed.
COMMENT: No, we can't do it without locking back.

WINSTON: —1I know, its useless to claim whether the blacks did it,
or the vhites. I'm talking more in terms of the impact because of
its pegative values-—clowning within Black society has its negative
areas, it's destroying a lot of little Elack children, growing up

to be..

COMMENT: Okay, this question; there's a tradition of African clown
which has developed socially within the context of Africa. But
taking yourself to America, okay the interpretations that people
will have of that, will be through the perspective of their own de—
velopment of understanding of the clown in the social milieu of the
clown. So for an artist who comes from Africa, it's hard for him
to meke those people break the junction between their history of un=-

ing the clown and actual artistic work from Africa. I mean
it's a problem, how do you break it? I think you're asking too much
for the artist himself to be able to...
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COMMENT: —=I think this is a camplete oversimplification of the Amer—
ican situation. To try and force the whole of society into some idea

-

ing that the reflection of life and ife in
this country is very very diverse, very complex, ard it's not forced
into some dogmatic proposition that somebody had in

came to understand yourself because if it wasn't for the history of
clowning in this country, then the break in the sixties and the re-
definition of ourselves would have been completely umnecessary., I
mean like the whole movement, the whole process of how people see
themselves in society is much more complex than dogmatics went to make
ik.

COMMENT: —1I have two points to make. One comes from the initial quest-
ion and answer period. There are different kinds of artists and you
have to decide wherever you go. I think it's good because you
the kind of artist that relates to your own society. There are, I
sure, other artists in S4 that do not. I'm kind of satisfied as to
what you said—the feeling I got out of it. A pew kind of play is be-
ing tried by you people where there is a lot of silence. In other words,
in a comtry like 84, after you have spoken, it is not so much the words
that say it as much as perhaps the silence. It locks like the trend

in African plays, especially in areas where there is no freedom, seems
to be that the actor must speak not more than ew words to be in comm-
mnication with the people. When you do your plays, I get the feeling
that when you commmicate with two different kinds of groups that your
art possibly commmicates better with the group for which the play is
intended. I'll give you an example; Black Americans in the ghetto and
places like that use certain gestures, certain signs for commmication.
How far do you use these devices to communicate certain messages to your
andiences?

o
"

WINSTON: I seem to understand your point which I assume is based on
comunication between our audiences all over the world. What we have
done is to bring our work as intact as ever. But we know what our

chances are of bringing it nearer to whatever society in which we are
playing. It's like bringing it here, there are certain things that

have to be explained. And you've got to be on quard, cast your eyes
around, putting your ear on the ground, picking up certain subtleties

in terms of the means and ways, the whole thing

in terms of living a life here. We do try to bring the play as near

as possible to our audiences ,a:ﬂhacamemxrsncietyisk:.nﬂ'_ofcnam—m

gestures
and signs and body language. But outside that scciety, whether or mot
we succeed, is, of course, for you to say...
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MODERATOR: You succeeded beautifully. As I said earlier, I didn't
have any expectations when I went to see the play but I left it
breathless, with the feeling that you presented life as it was there,
especially through the things that you did rather than what you
said.

Well, ladies and gentlemen we seem to have run out of time.
You may be surprised but it's true we have spent over two hours
here. Thank you John, thank you Winston for your candour, caution
and patience. We wish you both a safe return to South Africa and
h:pethatymmllmmdmcreatmgthemufe&umalgmtpof
you so much
and we will keep our ears open for news of your progress in fulfill-
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