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SUMMARY 

 

This study of Zakes Mda’s life and sixteen of his plays and seven novels, written 

from 1966 to the present day, set in South Africa, Lesotho and the United States 

of America, shows how his life and works interweave, and how his 

defamiliarisation mode, his magic realism and his juxtaposed timeframes 

stimulate reader response and self-realisation, bringing about change.  

 

Experiences of marginalisation due to early childhood sexual abuse, exile, 

and being banished from church, and his involvement in political movements 

outside the mainstream, have caused him to be an astute observer of life. He is 

sceptical of authority and power, and is as critical of those who seek power, 

becoming intoxicated thereby, as of those who give away their power and so 

perpetuate unacceptable institutions and their own victimisation. At all times 

though, his writing style is creative and entertaining, rooted in the African oral 

tradition from which he springs, but also portraying international influences to 

which he has been exposed over the years. 
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Dance of the ghosts 

by 

Zanemvula Mda 

 

I dream 
And my dreams 
Are dreams of ghosts. 
I see them prancing 
And gambolling 
In the moonlight. 
Their eyes glow 
With impish pride 
And their feet dance 
To the rhythm 
Of no music. 
 
I fear the ghosts 
With great love. 
I see them 
In changing forms 
Making idle explorations 
Into the graceful steps 
Of past ages. 
They run among the trees 
Now and then hiding 
Behind the gleaming web 
As the light of the moon 
Hits against it. 
 
I watch the dance 
With relish 
Standing alone 
At a distance 
Praying for remission 
From the world of mankind. 
 

                         In New South African Writing 1977 
            Lorton Publications,  

                                                   Hillbrow, South Africa, p 12. 
 
 
 
 

      Overleaf: Zakes Mda and two self-portraits 
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FOREWORD 

 

 

The effects of terror are temporary phenomena. 

Force produces neither real nor lasting effects. 

Rather, the only lasting impact 

is produced by contemplation and understanding from within, 

and precisely, therefore, it can act in clarity  

upon the inner life of others.
1
 

– Richard Wilhelm – 

 

 

 

Zakes Mda’s words about himself and his art, his forebears and his history 

and his analysis of the social, cultural and political conditions that form the 

discourse in society at large at a particular time, are captured in notes and 

tapes and documents. These form an enriching gloss of commentary and 

autobiography in this biography. I have a rare insight now into how 

imaginatively and poetically Mda interprets what he feels and translates what 

he sees into material for his plays and novels. 

 

My span as a researcher – I first entered Mda’s sphere on 12 November 

1999 in his home in Weltevreden Park, Johannesburg – is measured not as 

eight years in ‘real’ time but as eons in magic realism time. Yet Mda remains 

an enigma. I study one hundred photographs and see one hundred facets of 

his multi-dimensionality.  

 

Mda’s life intertwines, DNA-like, with his storytelling gift. This plaiting-into-

one is a theme throughout this biography. As a powerful sub-text, Mda 

engages the mind, provokes awareness, stirs agreement or contention, and, 

by a design of oscillation, exerts an influence and becomes a subtle change-

agent. I take my own experience as an example. Through his writings, I 

celebrate the rich heritage of Africa – my Africanness – taking hold of life with 



 

 2 

a more urgent grasp, and crossing borders with a wider measure of 

appreciative love.2  Thus, I find my ‘place’, my balance within history. 

 

 

Sources 

 

For this literary biography, besides data gathered from Mda’s writings, I have 

selected material from numerous taped interviews, e-mail correspondence 

and encounters with family members and acquaintances. A rich source of 

information is Mda’s own short unpublished autobiographical work, Personal 

History.3 

 

In addition, with due acknowledgement, I have drawn general and 

autobiographical comment from Mda’s interviews with other people as 

published in dissertations, forewords, newspapers, magazines and the 

Internet, all duly referenced in Endnotes and the General Bibliography. Of 

special mention is the two-day interview that Julie Wark conducted with Mda 

in the course of preparing a monograph for an edition of Studia Africana for 

the Centre for African Studies, Barcelona, Spain.4 Wark met Mda in London 

on 15 and 16 October 2004, and then sent a transcript of their discussion to 

me with permission to make use of extracts as appropriate.5  

 

This generous sharing is, in a manner of speaking, quid quo pro for sight 

of a draft biographical essay I had e-mailed to Mda in September 2003, which 

he had forwarded to her as background for their talk. Mda commented to me 

that in his opinion, this work-in-progress was “quite brilliant”.6 The essay, 

entitled Zakes Mda: South Africa’s Literary Great, had been prepared at the 

request of Pretoria-based Dr Bul Lombard.7 He is gathering a collection of 

writings on selected South Africans who could be considered ‘great’ in the 

fields of medicine, politics, literature, painting, industry and sport and had 

singled Mda out for the literature slot. The director of his publishing company, 

Aktua Press, had found my name on the Internet as someone preparing a 

Master’s dissertation on Mda’s life and works. 
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Because Mda’s texts have engendered thoughtful consideration and 

creative response, numerous analytical essays have found their way into print, 

copies of which are now in my possession. These inform this biography but do 

not dictate its style or thrust. 

 

 

Research journeys 

 

I started to plan and then to execute a series of research visits around the 

country in 2002. I told Mda about my proposed itineraries and he was ready, 

as always, to contact his relatives and facilitate my ventures. 

 

My first research journey began in Durban, in June 2002. I was there to 

participate in the Jimmy Carter Habitat for Humanity Blitz-Build – ‘One-

Hundred-Houses-in-One-Week’ – in Sherwood. From Durban, it was easy to 

take the Greyhound bus to Kokstad in the Kwa-Zulu Natal Midlands to 

interview Mda’s younger brother, Monwabisi. He is Chief Magistrate, so my 

visit took place at the end of his busy week on the Bench. He had studied law 

in Edinburgh, Scotland, and then his articles in South Africa. After my 

interview session, I met Mda’s cousin, Nondyebo, who joined us for the 

evening meal. Arising from the warmth and trust generated in this encounter, I 

was given a clan name, “Dosie-Mda”. Monwabisi’s story forms part of Chapter 

Two.  

 

My second research journey in September 2002 was to Lesotho. Ruth 

Hendey was my companion on this venture. We entered the Mountain 

Kingdom through the Peka Gate so that I could see the high school that young 

Zanemvula had attended, and the mountains of the Leribe Distict that had 

filled his view and shaped his senses in his youth. Then we proceeded via 

Maseru to Mafeteng where we received the generous hospitality of a pastoral 

couple, Tsepo and Thato Ramokoena. Pastor Tsepo became our guide.  
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An important segment of Mda’s life had been enacted in the environment 

of the National University of Lesotho. Our guide took us to a viewpoint high 

above the horseshoe valley from where we could see the campus and the 

adjacent town of Roma. There, I picked up two intershaped pieces of shale 

lying at my feet, and I have them among my ornaments as a tangible reminder 

of my Lesotho experience. Then our guide took the winding road down into 

Roma, on through the imposing university gates and along a circular drive so 

that I could study the buildings and the network of pathways that, in term time, 

would vibrate with student life.  

 

Driving through Mafeteng, our guide knew the point at which a bumpy 

sidetrack, skirting several properties and an aloe-clad hill, led off left to the 

first Mda home-in-exile. The house, built of ochre-coloured chiselled rock in an 

architecturally pleasing style, has a small pillared verandah and jutting eves. 

 

Alighting from the car, I walked around the building to a communal 

courtyard at the rear, flanked by rows of single rooms and shaded by bluegum 

trees. I could imagine Mda and his siblings playing in the tree-shaded area, 

and darting among the aloes on the hill nearby. With a shock of recognition, I 

saw that a great wild fig tree was growing at the back door, weaverbirds’ nests 

hanging from its many branches. Mda brings such a symbolic tree into the 

environment of Qolorha-by-Sea in his fourth novel, The Heart of Redness. 

The amahobohobo weaverbirds represent the ever-present beneficence of 

ancestral spirits communing with Believer, Zim (2000: 10).  

 

On my travels, I had found that The Heart of Redness served as a type of 

‘passport’, so I had brought a copy in my red backpack. I showed Mda’s flyleaf 

photograph to the people who were gathering around. Some of the elders 

remembered young Zanemvula from years gone by. On its cover, this first 

edition has a depiction of a Xhosa woman outlined against a cream 

background. She has her baby on her back and is draped in her traditional red 

blanket. She wears an intricately twirled turban on her head, and is smoking a 

long pipe. A stocky aloe plant like those on the nearby hill, but with its flowers 

of red and yellow flame now withered, is intriguingly half-depicted on the front 
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cover and half-mirrored again on the outside back cover. With exclamations 

and bursts of praise, the neighbours celebrated the fact that they could 

admire, and actually handle, Zanemvula's published writings. This they did 

with great respect and awe. 

 

Mda’s youngest brother Zwelakhe, now recognised as one of the leading 

advocates at law in Lesotho,8 had converted this first house into legal 

chambers. He had built a new, more spacious modern home for use by his 

ailing father, his mother, his widowed sister, her son and his own household in 

a quiet suburb on the outskirts of Mafeteng. Mda’s father died some time after 

the move took place. 

 

I visited this new home and spoke for a while with Mda’s bedridden 

mother, Rose Nompumelelo, then stood under the arches of the front 

verandah with Mda’s sister, Thami. She pointed to where a small, 

sequestered graveyard could be seen at some distance across the fields. Mda 

had told me that when the gravestone had been unveiled, these fields had 

been filled with hundreds of mourners. Touched by the moving shade of the 

bluegum trees, I stood reading the inscription, musing on the critical changes 

that had taken place in South African history since A P Mda had died. I was 

inspired by the call to remember. I, too, am African:  

 

In loving memory of A P of AFRICA 

comrade 

ASHBEY PETER SOLOMZI MDA 

A freedom fighter and father of revolutionary AFRICAN NATIONALISM 

15 April 1916 

22 July 1993 

May his spirit of the AFRICAN CAUSE triumph 

REMEMBER AFRIKA!!! 

 

My third research journey was to Qoboshane, at the Telle Bridge 

Customs Post in the Eastern Cape. With Nondyebo as my interpreter, 

companion and guide, I spent four days in and around Qoboshane – 12 to 17 
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December 2002 – each filled with unforgettable experiences. I wanted to see 

the foundation stones of the Mda ancestral home in Lower Telle where 

Charles Zenzile Gxumekelana and Mildred had shaped the characters of their 

five children: Nontsokolo Ngcahgca, Solomzi Peter Ashby, Joliswa Ella 

Kwinana, my companion Nondyebo’s mother Nakiwe Theodora Mhaka and 

Sititi Owen. I wanted to see the graves, the cave still so vivid in Mda’s memory 

and the apiary he has established as a Trust for the local community. 

 

It had been a tortuous journey. I flew from Cape Town to East London, 

then travelled by Greyhound bus to Aliwal North and stayed overnight at the 

Aliwal Hotel, expecting someone to arrive next day to conduct me on the 

remainder of my journey ... but that was not to be. After breakfast I received a 

short phone call from Nondyebo, on an indistinct, fading line, instructing me: 

“Take a taxi to the computer-telephone container hut in Sterkspruit.” Travelling 

light with my sparse needs stowed in my red backpack, I discussed my 

requirements with the hotel manager, only to be told: “No taxis are running 

today!” He pointed to a crossing several streets away and said: “Stand on that 

corner and thumb a lift. Any car heading down that road is likely to be going to 

Sterkspruit.” I did this with great aplomb.  

 

Soon I had a companion, a young man going to Lady Grey to take part in 

a road-run. After a while a private vehicle, a white Toyota Corolla, drew into 

the kerb. We negotiated our respective shares of a proposed charge for the 

ride and took our seats, the young man in front and me enjoying the luxurious 

space at the back. But this was not to last. Our driver received a cell phone 

call to pick up two passengers in Herschel village.9 A well-known medicine 

woman and her acolyte, living in Sterkspruit, were out on Herschel Mountain 

gathering plant material for herbal remedies and needed transport back to 

Sterkspruit.  

 

When the extra passengers eventually arrived at the rendezvous point I 

was impressed. The medicine woman looked the part in her magnificent attire, 

glowing with triumph at the success of her mission on the mountain. The 

young acolyte, thin as a lath, dressed in an ankle-length white cotton tunic 
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with a black tasseled sash, was tired and hot and somewhat subdued. He was 

carrying several plastic bags bulging with plant materials. We squeezed 

together in the back seat and soon became friends.  

 

The medicine woman discerned that waiting for her to come down from 

the mountain could have jeopardised my plan for meeting Uncle Owen and 

Nondyebo in Sterkspruit. She said with traditional warmth: “You must just 

come home with me, and I will find your people.” I thanked her and believed 

she could accomplish this difficult task. She had that kind of presence. 

Besides, wouldn’t it be interesting to spend the night with a medicine woman?  

 

At last we were driving through the teeming streets of Sterkspruit – and 

found the rendezvous. It was a brightly painted converted cargo container, 

now linked to municipal power, rendering telephone, fax, computer and cell 

phone services to the townspeople. And there was Nondyebo, sheltering 

under a colourful sunshade as she marched up and down the street. I would 

have missed her if she had waited under the shadow of the shops’ awnings. 

Uncle Owen, seated on the steps leading up to the supermarket store, looked 

dapper in a cream-coloured cotton safari suit. After joyous hugs and 

introductions – and farewells to the driver, my new friend the medicine woman 

and her acolyte – Nondyebo and I climbed thankfully into the back of the truck 

belonging to the Lower Telle Beekeepers Collective Trust. Sitting like queen 

bees on fat cushions, we set off along the winding track to Qoboshane. 

 

Nondyebo told me that out of sight of the arterial road, but running parallel 

to it, was the secret route that exiles had taken to escape the inquisitions and 

torture of the apartheid system. Of legendary fame, it was called the Paqane 

Gate. In its purpose it was like the Underground Railroad for escaping slaves 

that features in Mda’s new novel Cion. 

 

From the age of thirteen Nondyebo had operated in the ANC underground 

along this secret route, conveying important materials and messages in the 

innocent-looking bundles on her head. She would scramble between the 
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reeds, slip under the wire, swim across the Telle River and climb up among 

the rocks on the far side to meet other ANC operatives from Lesotho.  

 

A widower after forty-two years of marriage with Nokaya Patricia Mda and 

several years on his own extending his home and developing his garden, 

Uncle Owen told me that in true African style he had “gone around the 

mountain” to woo Wali, a beautiful woman half his age. Their home, painted a 

mellow yellow colour, is situated at a strategic elevation on the gentle slope 

below Qoboshane Mountain. It commands a view of the valley, the Telle River 

and the Lesotho Highlands beyond.  

 

After exchanging greetings and enjoying refreshments, Nondyebo and I 

clambered back into the truck, this time to visit the beekeeping site. We met 

some of the beekeepers in their all-enveloping gear and watched them at 

work with their smoke puffers, bringing calm among the bees as they replaced 

comb-and-honey-bearing frame segments with new frames. The honey is dark 

and mysterious and fills the senses with its smell and taste. Kept temporarily 

in tightly sealed vats in the Trust’s storeroom, on Tuesday 17 December 2002 

the honey was to be dispatched to a factory up country for processing and 

bottling. Foundations had been dug and materials were on hand for the 

beekeepers’ own factory and processing plant to be built during the 

forthcoming year. Following his nephew’s instructions, Uncle Owen had 

negotiated for builders to move onto the site after the Christmas break. 

 

On my computer desk in front of me I have a piece of Mda Africana, a six-

sided 515g container of richly dark Telle honey with a tightly sealed lid of 

bright red – a new redness in this story. The label on one facet, written in 

script, bears the bold declaration: “Telle Honey Ubisi Base Telle” and is 

displayed within a golden frame decorated with minute flowers and leaves. On 

another facet, written in blue outlined in white, is the claim: “Choice Grade 

Honey From The Pollution-Free Mountains of the Eastern Cape”. On a further 

facet, most attractive of all, is the cheery caricature of a busy bee set against 

a backdrop of soaring green mountains. This label design is carried forward 

on the Trust’s letterhead and information leaflets. Ubisi Base Telle is now 
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widely distributed in the Eastern Cape. At the time of our visit there were sixty-

seven hives in operation. In order to become fully productive in the three 

camps on this ancestral site, many new hives were being added. As 

production is increased, so the distribution network will expand. The 

beekeeping community in Qoboshane is the beneficiary.10  

 

After the evening meal, Uncle Owen became the storyteller. He sat at his 

end of the small kitchen table ready to review his family history for the benefit 

of his nephew Zanemvula’s biographer. His glowing skin blended with the 

shadows. All I could see were the whites of his eyes and his shining white 

teeth. While he talked I made scrappy notes by the light of a single wavering 

candle flame. 

 

Then suddenly, a whirling downpour of rain thundered on the zinc roof 

and we had to wait for it to pass before we could pick up the threads of our 

conversation. Wali came in from the bedroom next door, and knelt beside 

Uncle Owen’s chair to receive her instructions. After a brief discussion, she 

sat on a bench near the back door, then, after a few minutes, stepped out into 

the downpour. Uncle Owen explained: “We were waiting for the rain to wash 

the roof clean. Now it is time for Wali to direct the downpipe from the roof 

gutters so that we can catch the clean rain in our water barrel.” Though 

soaked to the skin, Wali came back indoors, exultant. Rain is pure gold. 

Zanemvula means ‘The-One-Who-Brings-Rain’. Uncle Owen and Wali 

believed that uttering Mda’s given name in our discussions that night had 

triggered the rain to fall. 

 

Next morning, Nondyebo and I joined the stream of cheerful, brightly clad 

people in holiday mood, calling across the valley to one another, moving along 

the lacing of footpaths down to the taxi rank near the Customs Post. They 

filled the taxis to bursting point, off to visit friends and relatives on the winding 

road down to Sterkspruit. We took a taxi and alighted at Reuben Mkhwentla’s 

extensive residential settlement in KwaGcina. The Mda family had lived in a 

mission house nearby when Zanemvula was a small child of five and the 

twins, Monwabisi and Sonwabo were eighteen months old. A P Mda was a 
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teacher at St Theresa’s Anglican School at the time, and Rose Nompumelelo 

was a nurse at St Thomas’s in Dulciesnek. At a certain stage, however, A P 

Mda had changed the direction of his career, studying to be a lawyer. Once he 

qualified, he gathered his family into a spacious house in the suburbs of 

Sterkspruit and began developing a legal practice. 

 

Reuben Mkhwentla and I spent a long time in conversation while he 

recalled many memories of his days as an underground agent for the ANC in 

the apartheid years. Mkhwentla’s role in the struggle was to safeguard ‘hot’ 

documentation, and facilitate the passage of vital activist information in and 

out of Lesotho, via the Paqane Gate. His home was the gathering place for 

secret meetings, facilitated by A P Mda if he happened to be in that area ‘on 

business’. Playing his double role, in his legal capacity A P Mda acted for 

clients all over the Herschel District, but under cover, he met with the elders of 

the District, secretly, on matters to do with the struggle. With his measured, 

logical system of thinking, and his lawyer’s mode of debate, he imparted the 

vision of liberation to his fellow comrades, discussing with them how to build 

the nation of the future. Mkhwentla reported: “That was when we started to 

believe what A P said, that the time would come for a one-man-one-vote in 

South Africa.”  

 

Mkhwentla posed for a photograph with two of his daughters outside a 

garden rondawel built near the entrance to the family home. This had been 

the venue for those clandestine meetings. Nelson Mandela had slept in that 

rondawel on one occasion when he had come down from Johannesburg as 

advocate for A P Mda. At that time he and Oliver Tambo had only just opened 

their legal partnership in Johannesburg, and neither had as yet become 

famous. The issue at stake was to oppose an indictment by a local headman 

accusing A P Mda of being a communist. Mandela won the case. The court 

found that A P Mda was not a communist – he was an anti-apartheid 

activist.11 

 

At the end of the day at KwaGcina, Nondyebo and I waited in vain at the 

appointed spot for a taxi to take us the return leg of the journey to Qoboshane. 
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Each one passed us in a cloud of dust, full of holiday-makers returning after a 

fruitful day of visiting and shopping. So Nondyebo and I hitched a lift from a 

passing Ellerines Furniture flat-bed van, squeezing into the cab with the 

driver. Conveniently, he was making the through trip into Lesotho so was 

heading for the Customs Post.  

 

Once back in Qoboshane, after extricating our cramped limbs from the 

cab and calling out our thanks and farewells, we walked the winding pathway 

back up to Uncle Owen’s home. In the fresh aftermath of a distant storm, I 

saw that a perfect rainbow arch, with magical, shimmering iridescence, was 

setting fire at one end to a magnificent candelabrum aloe in full flower at 

Uncle Owen’s gate. The other foot, where the legendary ‘crock o’ gold’ is to be 

found, was touching the Mda ancestral land further up the Telle River. This 

‘crock o’ gold’, I know, is not measured in material wealth but in the goodwill 

and the collective self-help effort of the community. 

 

Uncle Owen died in 2003, but on that memorable visit he was still 

amazingly spry and vivacious. He was active in a way not seen in a man 

much younger than seventy-seven-years. He stood at his back door and 

waved a hand over his fruitful garden plot and said: “All my own work!” His 

action in doing gardening was in defiance of the convention that this was 

woman’s work, and is in line with the Mda resistance strain. He had slipped 

over the border into Lesotho in 1970, and, after training, had taught English 

literature and history at the Mafeteng High School from 1975 until his working 

‘retirement’ under the lee of the Qoboshane Mountain. Sadly, he suffered from 

a stomach ulcer. Had I not taken that winding journey I would have missed 

meeting this remarkable Mda elder.  

 

In December 2004, through Mda’s good offices, I had the privilege of 

interviewing another Mda elder, his aging aunt, Ella Kwinana then living in 

Orlando West in Soweto.12 We were in the company of Professor Robert 

Edgar of Howard University, Washington DC, United States of America. Edgar 

was in South Africa on a research sabbatical. He was immersed in finalising a 

book on Mda’s father, A P Mda, having pursued this and other African-based 
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research projects on cyclic visits for over a quarter of a century. We both 

hoped that Aunt Ella, now well into her eighties, would provide us with a 

further glimpse into her brother’s childhood and youth spent at Lower Telle.13  

 

Our expectations were fulfilled. I took photographs of her, alert and 

communicative. She told us that their father, Charles Zenzile Gxumekelana, 

though a chief, was a peasant farmer and a shoe maker. The young A P Mda 

had been the scholar of the household. From the age of nine years, he had 

made himself responsible for selecting, then reading a portion of Scripture 

before each evening meal. The family had expected him to become a priest 

but he chose first to become a teacher, then a lawyer – but was always a 

resistance activist.  

 

Our research visit, and the reinforcement of my heart-bond towards the 

Mda clan, was timeous. We all live on the edge of the beyond. Sadly, I 

received a telegram to say Aunt Ella had died on 27 December 2005. The 

family’s most recent bereavement is the passing of the matriarch, Rose 

Nompumelelo Mda, in her home in Mafeteng on 19 September 2006. Mda is 

the head of his clan now. 

 

 

Names have meanings 

 

I asked Mda the meaning of the names of those I had met in the course of my 

journeys. “In our culture all names have meanings,” he said. The meaning of 

Nondyebo, my companion on my Qoboshane research journey, is to be rich, 

and, indeed, she is rich in character, generosity and kindness. I learned a 

great deal as I pondered the power of naming and convey the information 

Mda sent me by e-mail on 1 September 2002.14  

 

Mda’s mother’s name, Nompumelelo, means “Mother of success”; his 

father is Ashby Peter Solomzi: “The ‘eye’ or guardian of the family or the 

village.” His own name is Zanemvula Kizito Gatyeni. Zanemvula means “He 
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who is brought by the rain; or the rain-bringer; or he who brings the rain”. 

Kizito is the name of a Ugandan Roman Catholic saint, meaning “It is heavy”. 

Gatyeni means “At, or on, the branch of a tree, or a family tree”.  

 

His twin brothers are Monwabisi: “He who creates joy and pleasure,” and 

Sonwabo: “Father (and therefore Giver) of happiness, joy and pleasure.” His 

sister was Nomathamsanqa (Thami): “Mother of good fortune.” She married 

into the Nhlapho family, then was widowed so resumed the Mda name. Her 

son is Dumisani Nhlapho. Dumisani means “Praise the Lord”. Sadly, Thami 

died, and I honour her memory. Mda’s youngest brother is Zwelakhe: “The 

owner of the country or even the world.” Mda explains: “‘Izwe’ [from which the 

first syllable of his name is derived] means both country and world.” 

 

Mpho was Mda’s first wife – they are now divorced. Her family comes 

from the Leribe District in Lesotho. Her name means “Gift”. The eldest of their 

children is Ndukumfa, which means “The stick”, so named by A P Mda after 

an ancestor. Neo is Nduku’s Sesotho name, meaning “Gift”, named after 

Mda’s childhood friend and not in correlation with the meaning of his mother’s 

name. He also carries his grandfather’s name Salomzi. Their second child is 

Thandiwe (Thandi): “The loved one.” She is also called Nomso: “Mother of 

Dawn.” Mpho’s third child, a son, is Wandile Dini. Wandile means “The family 

has increased”, and Dini means “Sacrifice”. 

 

Mda’s second marriage was with Adele Mavuso – they are also now 

divorced. Mda writes in an e-mail to me, following an enquiry:  

 

Adele’s maiden surname is Mavuso. Her family comes from Ficksburg in the 

Free State. Some members of the Mavuso family went to Lesotho for business 

purposes. In Lesotho their name was corrupted to Mafoso, the Sesotho 

pronunciation of Mavuso. Adele was born in Ficksburg. Her father and mother 

live in Leribe, Lesotho, where they are farmers. Her brother, William Mafoso, 

lives in Mohale’s Hoek. He inherited the house and the business of the Mafoso 

family and runs a butchery shop there. I lived in this Mofoso house with William 
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– Willie as we still call him – and completed my primary school education at the 

Mohale’s Hoek Government Controlled Primary School.
15 

 

The two children from this marriage are Zukile: “He who is full of 

calmness, tranquility and gracefulness,” and Zenzile: “The self-creator or the 

self-made person.” Mda explains in his e-mail: “She is named after my 

grandfather who was the chief of Qoboshane village.” 

 

 

Tailpiece 

 

As a tailpiece, I tell about serendipity – a confluence of histories. In mid-

December 1973, our family joined with others on holiday near Ngcizele on the 

Eastern Cape Wild Coast. We were staying at Joe’s Rest, an enclave of 

holiday houses clustered above a sweeping sand dune leading to a stretch of 

beach where a trampsteamer, the Jacaranda, had foundered. 

 

The wreck was accessible at low tide, so several of the youngsters 

scrambled on board. I took photographs of them struggling to stand on the 

sloping deck. The adventurous ones made their way down the rusty iron stairs 

and found the ship’s log in the captain’s cabin. It was warped and smudged 

with damp but they brought it back to Joe’s Rest in triumph. I still have it 

among my memorabilia.  

 

Next day, my husband John helped the youngsters drag a short length of 

the steamer’s anchor-chain up over the dunes from its half-submerged 

resting-place at the edge of the sea. We carried it home in our trailer. It is a 

feature in my garden now, and is considered Mda Africana because twenty-

seven years later, this shipwreck features in Mda’s fourth novel, The Heart of 

Redness.16  

 

Qukeswa had conceived a child one silvery night by the amazing goal-

directed activity of a non-penetration, stray-seed-happening. She had been 
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singing in colours to Camagu while they were riding her horse, Gxagxa, 

barebacked and stark naked. Some months later they play out a wooing 

scene at the now rusted railing of the Jacaranda’s sloping deck: 

 

Qukeswa leads Camagu down to the sea, the shortest route between Qolorha 

and Ngcizele. But what she wants him to see is a shipwreck, the Jacaranda. 

She tells him that it got lost at sea many years before she was born, and 

crashed against the rocks of the wild coast. All the white people from the boat 

were saved. But they spoke no English, nor any other language known to the 

people of Ngcizele. Her father believed it was a Russian ship, which was more 

than a century late. It was during the sufferings of the Middle Generations, 

when people were looking to be saved.  

 

Qukeswa clambers up the skeleton of the wreck, and perches herself on what 

remains of the railings of the deck. The wind catches hold of her red blanket 

and it floats away. She says: ‘Come here and kiss me. Don’t be such a 

coward.’ He gathers courage. He might as well be reckless. He joins her on the 

railings. He kisses her. Just a shy peck. She takes his hand and places it on her 

belly. Blood pumps fast and hot in his body. ‘What do you feel?’ she asks. 

‘It’s kicking like there is no tomorrow’
 
(2000: 254, 255).  
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 Irene Visser cites the extract from Hellmut and Richard Wilhelm’s ‘Understanding the I Ching: The 

Wilhelm Lectures on the Book of Changes’ (1995), page 168, in her article ‘How to Live in Post-

Apartheid South Africa: Reading Zakes Mda’s Ways of Dying’ in Wasafiri (2002), pages 39-43. 
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I experienced a moment of deep recognition at the Second Steve Biko Memorial Lecture on 12 

September 2001 in the Jameson Hall, University of Cape Town. Zakes Mda was the speaker and the 

title of his message was Biko’s Children. (See 

http://www.sbf.org.za/index.htm?sbf_prog_1_txt2b.htm~main for a copy of his lecture. Accessed on 5 

August 2007.) I claim to be progeny of Steve Biko on the terms Mda presented: to “give something 

back” to the community. I cite my work with Habitat for Humanity as an example. I had attended an 

International Habitat for Humanity Conference in Indianapolis, Indiana, United States of America in 

September 1983. I met founders Millard and Wendy Fuller and the Habitat for Humanity International 

Board, and, after due consideration, wrote a covenant letter to Millard Fuller, pledging action to bring 

Habitat for Humanity to South Africa. The first self-help Habitat for Humanity home in South Africa 

was constructed in 12
th

 Avenue, Alexandra, near Johannesburg, and was opened by Clive Rainey on 

Saturday 26 November 1988. In a telephone conversation with Ms Asanda Solokwe, Communications 
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Co-ordinator for Habitat for Humanity Head Office in Pretoria on 18 October 2007, she told me there 

are now 1 920 Habitat for Humanity houses all over South Africa. (Contact 012-430 9200.) 

 
3
 This is the first appearance in the public sphere of extracts from Zakes Mda’s Personal History (1994) 

written for Voices of Liberation, intended for publication by Kagiso Press but unpublished, pages 1-15. 

 
4 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim material, pages 1-34. Now 

published as ‘Entrevista amb Zakes Mda’ in Studia Africana, 2005. Also accessible at: 

http://www.zakesmda.com/pages/JWarkinterview.html#Anchor-38219. Accessed on 3 December 2006. 

 
5 E-mail correspondence between Julie Wark and myself (29 May 2004:10:49PM; 2 June 

2004:09:57PM; 7 June 2004:8.55AM). 

 
6
 E-mail correspondence from Zakes Mda to me on 6 September 2003:06:32PM. 

 
7
 My essay, Zakes Mda: South Africa’s Literary Great was submitted to Dr Bul Lombard on 25 

November 2003. I keep in contact with him and in a telephone conversation on 17 October 2007, I was 

told that his collection is ready now for publication.  

 
8
 According to ‘So This is Democracy? State of Media Freedom in Southern Africa’, Annual 

Publication of The Media Institute of Southern Africa 2004, Advocate Mda is the substantive president 

of the Law Society of Lesotho, “which has been a vocal critic of the judiciary, sometimes questioning 

its independence from the Executive.” Available: http://www.misa.org/documents/stid04.pdf. Accessed 

on 5 August 2007.  

 
9
 Herschel village is a small enclave, nestling at the foot of Herschel Mountain. The entire area from 

that point across many kilometres to the Telle Bridge Border Post and then north and south, is called 

the Herschel District. In the early days of A P Mda’s involvement with the ANC Youth League he had 

created a Herschel Branch of the Movement. In my first interview in November 1999, Zakes Mda said 

that the introductory biographical sketches in several of his works give incorrect information, saying he 

had been born in Herschel. Mda’s mother, Rose Nompumelelo, had told him: “You were born in the 

Umlumli Hospital outside Sterkspruit, in the Herschel District, Eastern Cape.” 
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 The Sterkspruit Tourism website includes this recommendation: “While in Lower Telle visit the 

Lower Telle Beekeeper's Collective and enjoy a taste of the mouth-watering honey. This community 

based project was initiated and is supported by Zakes Mda, one of South Africa's leading authors, who 

grew up in this area.” http://www.sterkspruittourism.co.za/ Accessed 5 August 2007.  

 
11 The newspaper cutting reporting this trial and outcome is amongst Zakes Mda’s personal papers. 
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 On the journey to Soweto Zakes Mda took us to see the children’s library housed in a converted 

transport container at the Zamimpilo Child Development Centre on the outskirts of the Zamimpilo 

informal settlement in Riverlea. The library, run by the Joburg Metro Council, is stocked with more 

than 3 000 books donated by Exclusive Books Reading Trust. Launched in 2002 under the trusteeships 

of Sicelo Dhadla, Mandla Langa, Zakes Mda and Brian Wafawarowa, the Trust aims to encourage a 

strong reading culture in previously disadvantaged communities. Mda says: “It is crucial for children to 

see themselves through stories from their own cultures and environments” (Interview, December 2004). 
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 Robert Edgar’s Changing the Old Guard: A P Mda and the African National Congress Youth League 

1944-1949 (unpublished to date) follows a ‘paper trail’ of A P Mda’s development from a journalist-

teacher to becoming a significant anti-apartheid activist leader. Edgar is a professor in the Department 

of History, Howard University, Washington DC, United States of America, 
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 E-mail from Zakes Mda on 1 September 2002: 09:14AM on the meaning of names. 
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 E-mail from Zakes Mda on 1 September 2002: 09:28AM on the subject of Adele’s surname. 
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 Zakes Mda sent an e-mail to me from Ohio, United States of America, on 15 November 2000 at 

01:01AM: “The Heart of Redness is in print!” It was launched in Johannesburg in November 2000. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTERPRETING REDNESS 

 

 

I want to be free.  

Part of my freedom is that I don’t owe anybody anything.  

I am not beholden to anybody.  

I got no favours from anyone.  

I am able to be critical when I feel like it.  

This decision was made by me, was made for me by the nature 

of the person that I am.
1
 

– Zakes Mda – 

 

 

 

In his infinite variety and complexity, the internationally acclaimed playwright, 

novelist, political commentator, university professor, lecturer, artist, musician, 

poet, son, husband and parent, Zakes Mda, is the subject of this literary 

biography. Winner of many literary awards, in 2000 this charismatic writer, 

and his book The Heart of Redness, won the highest accolade in Africa: the 

Commonwealth Prize for Fiction Writing.  

 

He has written more than thirty plays and his seventh novel, Cion, was 

published in April 2007.2 He has taken part in numerous seminars, travelled 

extensively on world lecture tours, made oral and written statements on 

literature and politics in the media and appeared on television, yet he still 

demonstrates a spirit of forward striving. He repeats what he said to me in an 

early interview: “To date, I have not achieved the place in my writing to which I 

strive. The best still lies in the future.”3 

 

Mda writes out of the core redness of his being, his mind, his heart, his 
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spirituality, and the rich heritage of his African storytelling tradition. He writes 

for scholars and critics who analyse his works, and for those who do not yet 

know the inside story that they may come to know. He writes for his public, the 

ordinary people, even those who may never read his books but to whom he 

holds himself accountable. He intends their benefit. He speaks for them out of 

his understanding of the human condition, his knowledge of life, his gift of 

discernment, his tolerance, his compassion, his hope and his love. 

 

In many of his works, these ordinary people are his all-seeing narrators. 

In Ways of Dying, Mda addresses his readers directly through their voice:  

 

We are the all-seeing eye of the village gossip. When in our orature the 

storyteller begins the story, ‘They say it once happened …’ we are the ‘they’. 

No individual owns any story. The community is the owner of the story, and it 

can tell it the way it deems it fit. We would not be needing to justify the 

communal voice that tells this story if you had not wondered how we became 

so omniscient in the affairs of Toloki and Noria …. (1995: 8). 

 

I perceive that my subject is in triple jeopardy. He is continually exposed 

to his own gaze, self-reflexively; to the gaze of the biographer, searchingly; 

and to the gaze of readers, critically, as they reinvent his story – and his 

stories – into their own mind-texts.4  

 

As I interpret Mda’s accounts of his early childhood, youth and manhood 

gathered in his document Personal History, I take cognizance of Hans-Georg 

Gadamer’s warning to biographers: “The light of the present conditions the 

choices of memory.”5 Mda’s material was written for Voices of Liberation and 

submitted for publication on his return to South Africa in 1994. He had been in 

exile since 1964. Judged in the light of Gadamer’s warning, Mda’s accounts 

may appear narrativised, even dramatised, and his “choices of memory”, 

drawn from those intervening thirty years, though clearly evoked, may have 

been “conditioned” in the glow of his re-entry to his homeland. Their power, 

however, lies in the fact that they contain the truth of his perception of himself. 
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The presence of the biographer 

 

I have chosen to entitle this dissertation Interpreting Redness. The idea was 

first sparked by Mda’s fourth novel, The Heart of Redness, but the concepts of 

‘heart’ and ‘redness’ are now extrapolated in a new way for a new purpose.  

 

The biographer’s role is a subject of lively theoretical debate. Theorists 

Gordon W Allport and Henry A Murray inveigh against the danger of the 

biographer becoming intrusive.6 In response I say that to insist on the 

seeming non-presence of the biographer is to revert to the idea of the 

objective scientific observer of a bygone age. In taking a biased, passionate, 

interested stance, I cannot conform to the conventional mode that may expect 

an academic-style biography to be produced along ‘unbiased’, ‘dispassionate’, 

‘disinterested’ lines. Any such stance would betray my personality.  

 

I am more intimately engaged, therefore, than is usual in a task of this 

nature. Though the focus remains fixed on the specific, idiosyncratic subject of 

choice, as protagonist-interpreter this biography is also my own ‘small story’.7 

In this style I follow the model of Susan Horton’s Difficult Women, Artful Lives: 

Olive Schreiner and Izak Dinesen, In and Out of Africa.8 She is dynamically 

present as she reads the life-texts of Olive Schreiner and Isak Dinesen 

against various theoretical matrices. I ask that this biography be read on 

similar terms. 

 

Mda’s multi-layered life has come to me with many voices, and I respond 

with passion. Its startling inter-relevance of detail has surfaced in glimpses, 

veilities and mobile fragments. Its mystic presence has vibrated, exerting its 

life-force from an ancestral past into a generational future.9 Mda is as the 

person Virginia Woolf describes: “… having 2 052 selves lodged in a single 

human spirit; 76 different times all ticking in the mind at once, one second, or 

fifty, or one hundred times clock length.”10 There is an affinity between my 

subject and myself. I find affirmation in his works, and respond to the 

challenges they fling at me. Yet I am free to hold my own position.  
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The act of writing a biography is kinetic: energy is sparked when 

discoveries touch off a vision. Its art is like an alchemy. As Herbert Asquith 

declares: “Biography brings history to life; brings soul to philosophy; 

expression to poetry; enlarges sympathy and quickens aspiration.”11 It is a 

formulation, an articulation, a re-making into a text “which takes its place in 

the system of signs, subject to the vicissitudes of language”.12  

 

As I tap on my keyboard, so I tap into a segment of Mda’s life experience, 

and he taps into mine. I celebrate this informing, transforming transmission. 

 

So rests my case for interpreting. 

 

I adopt a wide-ranging, non-imposed connotation for redness. As a 

compelling motif it wields power and life. It is the dynamic that thrusts the 

author, the text, the context and the committed biographer forward into a 

performative and transformative literary experience: a ‘rite of passage’.13 As 

Mda changes and expands his inner being to meet the exigencies of his task, 

so I travel with him and am changed. He breaks boundaries; I break 

boundaries. His creativity enhances my creativity. While I write his story, I 

write my own. I express my choice of being African, discovering Africanness. I 

write ‘heart’ and I write ‘redness’. 

 

Redness is the heartbeat, the blood that reveres and nurtures the nation’s 

roots. It weighs values of modernism and tradition, belief and unbelief, love 

and meaning. It celebrates the spirit that transcended colonial incursion and 

apartheid’s oppression. It lives in hope, strives for reconciliation, and applauds 

resistance and survival. Redness is at the core of being. It is the centre of 

growth and connotes throbbing passion, fire, heat, shacks burning, 

necklacing, sparks, flashes, sunrises, sunsets, cloth dyed in red ochre, the 

glow at the end of a Xhosa woman’s long traditional pipe. It is the redness of 

controversy14 with rednecks, red coats, red gore dripping from sabre and 

spear, a map painted red from Cape to Cairo, the redness of apartheid, the 

redness of life and the redness of death.  
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The red thread of South Africa’s history involves migration and conquest; 

colonialism and apartheid; resistance and the liberation struggle; democracy 

and freedom. Significantly, migration and incursion is part of Mda’s 

generational history, too, as his ancestral line, the Nguni people, travelled 

from the far north through a land already occupied by abaThwa and the 

Khoikhoi. One Nguni strand colonised what is now known as the Eastern 

Cape.15  

 

So rests my case for redness. 

 

 

Four births 

 

As a Standard Eight scholar at the Pretoria High School for Girls, I was 

shocked into political awareness when Prime Minister General Jan Christiaan 

Smuts lost his ‘safe seat’ in Standerton to the National Party, and the United 

Party was sidelined in the whites-only 1948 General Elections. My own 

alternative, resistant style of living and thinking was born in that moment and 

continued to develop in the face of apartheid phobias and strictures.  

 

In that significant year, on 6 October 1948, a baby was born at the 

Umlumli Hospital just outside Sterkspruit in the Herschel District of the 

Eastern Cape, and named Zanemvula Kizito Gatyeni Mda. The birth had 

taken place at this hospital rather than up north in Soweto where the couple 

was staying so that, traditionally, the Mda and the Mei grandparents could be 

on hand.  

 

Zanemvula’s mother, Nonpumelelo Rose, came from the Mei bloodline. At 

this time she was a nursing sister in Dobsonville. His father, Ashby Peter 

Solomzi, more widely known as A P Mda, was a teacher at the St John 

Birchman Primary School in Orlando. As a resistance activist of long standing, 

A P Mda played a key role in the establishment of the ANC African National 
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Congress Youth League in 1944. He was a member of the first National 

Executive, which consisted of Anton Lembede (president), Oliver Tambo 

(secretary), Walter Sisulu (treasurer), A P Mda (organiser) and Nelson 

Mandela and David Bopape as additional members.16 A P Mda was elected 

president in 1947, a year before Zanemvula was born. Due to excessive hard 

work developing Youth League branches in many parts of the country, his 

health was threatened so he chose a new career pathway. Leaving his wife 

and children in Dobsonville, he went to Qamata, in the Eastern Cape to 

undertake legal studies, doing his articles with George Matanzima.17  

 

The exciting yet pain-fraught power play of Southern African history 

provides the backdrop to narratives surrounding Mda’s royal ancestral line 

and the birth of an ongoing dynamic resistance. Mda’s great-great-grandfather 

Mhlontlo,18 his great grandfather Feyiya, his grandfather Charles Zenzile 

Gxumekelana, and his father, Ashby Peter Solomzi, were responsible for 

passing this spirit to Zanemvula in the following generation. In 1963, at fifteen 

years of age, while being interrogated in a police station in Sterkspruit about 

his father’s escape into Lesotho, Mda senses that his gift as a writer was born. 

Thirty years later, writing his Personal History, he relives the experience: 

 

They would pick me up from Tapoleng Primary School where I was a pupil, 

load me in the back of a pick-up van, and put me in front of an impressive 

array of uniformed white officers who sat there and bombarded me with 

questions about my father and the people who visited my home. Sergeant 

April was the only black African in the room, and he translated their questions 

and my answers. When I hesitated, or said something they did not like, they 

barked in unison: ‘Jy sal begin om te lieg! Jy sal begin om te lieg!’ They said 

it in such a rhythmic manner, which was both beautiful and menacing, that 

instead of being scared I admired the way they delivered that line with such 

dramatic impact. This was the scene that inspired me to write.
19

 

 

The four births, therefore, encompass the coming of the Mda scion, 

Zanemvula, in 1948; the burgeoning of my own political awareness in that 

same significant year; the publication of Zanemvula’s first short story ‘Igqira 
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lase Mvubase’ in a youth magazine called Wamba, in 1963, marking the 

emergence of his writing talent – sadly, no copies have come to hand in the 

present day – and finally, the country’s long travail culminated in the birth of a 

new South Africa on 27 April 1994. Now Mda could return from exile. The 

vision of one-person-one-vote had become a reality, but with it the real 

liberation struggle began – the striving for truth and reconciliation, repentance 

and forgiveness, justice and equality.  

 

 

Journey into Africanness 

 

In 1997 I attended a function at the University of the Witwatersrand, where 

Zakes Mda was to receive the English Academy’s Olive Schreiner Award for 

Prose for his first novel Ways of Dying. Wearing an interesting African style 

tunic in tones of blue, the author’s well-modelled, lively face was shining with 

an iridescent joy – there was no mistaking his charisma. As I watched from 

the sidelines I witnessed the very heart of ubuntu being demonstrated in the 

way the guest of honour mingled with the crowd. He was being a person 

through other people. He was bestowing a priceless gift on others as he 

passed among them, sharing his passion for the universal experience of 

creative writing. His pleasure lay in listening attentively to their stories as they 

gathered to celebrate his award-winning work. 

 

Sean Burke has a theoretical explanation for my awakening as I 

resonated with the Africanness of Mda’s Ways of Dying. In that literary 

moment, I entered into my inheritance, and claimed the African world in which 

I have a stake. Burke says:  

 

The text becomes Text whenever ‘the literary Text’ (the Book) transmigrates 

into our life, whenever another writing (the Other’s writing) succeeds in 

writing fragments of our own daily lives, in short, whenever a co-existence 

occurs.
20
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Ways of Dying speaks to my own experience, especially so during the ten 

years of my social concern work in Alexandra from 1980 to 1990, helping the 

community build Habitat for Humanity homes. This poverty-stricken warren is 

generally considered to be the most densely populated non-high-rise square 

kilometre in the Southern Hemisphere. My involvement brought me into many 

situations like those depicted in Mda’s novel. This was the era of People’s 

Power. As in Ways of Dying (1995: 172), particularly towards the end of the 

1980s, I would encounter Young Tigers on my way to the building site. I had 

to display a car sticker they had supplied, naming me a ‘Friend of Alexandra’, 

in order to win my way through their community roadblocks. 

 

Early in 1990, a large piece of unoccupied land in Sixth Street, Alexandra, 

was allocated to the Habitat for Humanity project. I discovered that the area 

was called ‘Beirut’ – like the war zone in Lebanon – because it had a history of 

disruption bordering on war. The inhabitants round about suffered from 

onslaughts by migrants housed in the hostels nearby. In Mda’s Ways of 

Dying, fearful deaths occur in a similar environment, put to the account of 

hostel-dwelling ‘black-on-black’ violence. Mda’s writings show forth some of 

the bitter fruit of over forty years of apartheid. To a small degree, I, too, was 

experiencing this violence. 

 

With several structures completed and others at various stages of 

construction, the ‘Beirut’ building site was closing down for the 1990 

Christmas break when there was an incursion from the hostels. Every 

structure and shack in the area was flattened except for the Habitat for 

Humanity houses. It was recognised that this was a People’s Project and so 

was immune. However, two women, busy on the site, came into the line of 

cross-fire and were severely wounded. I visited them in hospital and found 

them swathed in bandages but determined to continue with their building 

work. They inspired me on my journey into Africanness. In 1991 they 

completed their homes and at a moving ceremony, received the keys to their 

front doors, and their traditional Homeowners’ Bibles.  

 

Through my research, social concern activities and lived experience, I 
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grew in my Africanness.21 This journey was affirmed to me as I worked with 

Joseph Mokgoko at the Portland Cement Institute Black Development 

Department in Soweto. And as I assisted an erst-while gangster Stephen 

Muhlanga and his family build an extension to their home in Meadowlands, 

and as I participated with Mary Ncube and her daughters, helping them build 

the Habitat for Humanity Memory House in Alexandra.22  

 

Elizabeth Grosz uses the concept of the Möbius Strip23 – adapted from 

Lacan – in describing the way in which, through a kind of ‘twisting’ and 

‘inversion’, one side becomes the other, “… the torsion of one into the other, 

the passage, the vector, or uncontrollable drift of the inside into the outside, 

and the outside into the inside” between the reader, the text and the context.24 

Through Mda’s Ways of Dying and this community work, I was entering into 

the life of the other, as they were entering into mine. I found comfort in their 

tears, and in their love-collection when my husband ‘was laid’.25 

 

 

Chronology or the avant-garde? 

 

The pattern of this literary biography is multi-layered: it observes the surface 

but searches the deeps. Mda’s life flows forward, capacities broaden and new 

writings achieve recognition – that is the surface, public story. The factor that 

fascinates, however, lies in Mda’s I AM,26 the bedrock of who he is, not 

always shaped by generational, environmental, social, political and cultural 

factors. It is his imagination that soars. He resists categorisation and 

stereotyping. He is sure to turn a given situation on its head.  

 

Interviews and note-taking proceeded apace but instead of pure analysis 

of facts, I did as prescribed by Rob Amato: “Be unlikely to come quickly to one 

or even to two or three conclusions. Seek to be a newcomer to your own city, 

just starting the games that must be played there.” Then he adds: “Play!” 27 

 

After having read Mda’s texts from several points of view, and equipping 
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myself with the tools, concepts, and theories with which to think, the next step 

was to discover a method of approach appropriate to his universally-modern-

cum-African style of thinking and writing. I could follow a traditional 

chronological, reportage pathway, or an issues-based, fragmented avant-

garde mode that favours new and unusual ideas. 

 

By following the chronological mode I reasoned that I would become 

merely a foot-print follower of my author. My task would be to research data, 

make selections, decode, translate, analyse and identify meanings, fulfilling 

my part by summarizing my findings for a passive consumer. This route was 

tempting because, though now reinvented within the ramifications of 

Structuralism, Deconstruction and Post-Modern Theory, my original analytical 

formation was within the New Criticism era. I would recreate the narrative of 

Mda’s experience, untangling his story as though a life is cohesive, knowable, 

patterned and determined by cause and effect. But the traditional approach 

would raise traditional questions, soliciting traditional responses. It seemed I, 

too, would become a passive consumer, awaiting my subject’s input.  

 

I preferred Harold Nicolson’s idea of “interpreting jumbled lives not by 

consecutive reasoning but by flashes of intuition and imagination … the 

product of intellect not emotion … the genius of guesswork.” He urges 

biographers to seek the high spots in the adventure of the personality, not 

only the marked and dated incidents of birth, marriage, death.28  

 

When I asked at my first interview in November 1999: “Who are you?” 

expecting a flow of philosophical concepts, Mda’s answer was simple: “I am a 

storyteller.” How, then, to discover the depth beyond this direct but significant 

statement? How to derive benefit from each contact session?  

 

Faced with the daunting task of capturing Mda’s feelings, his intentions, 

the trajectories of his thinking and the implications of each creative move, I 

was overwhelmed. Would a traditional capture of the facts be possible, or 

even desirable? Would the ‘life’ I so described be authentic? Was I 

constructing an idea of a person and not the thing itself? Surely it borders on 
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‘mythmaking’ to pronounce on findings plumbed from the unfathomable 

depths of a person’s psychological make-up.  

 

On the other hand, following the avant-garde route, I could think through 

and interpret new ideas. But, I reasoned, life is a journey and inevitably 

involves a certain amount of chronology in order to make sense of experience. 

I came to a decision: I would meld both modes. I would be a reporter of fact, 

but also a synthesizer bent on producing sounds before unheard.  

 

The Mda project has the added richness of being a literary biography. I 

found there is no ‘window on the world’. The author does not have access to 

some transcendent, trans-textual reality. Mda’s characters create their own 

reality, their ‘mythmaking’, through what they choose to believe and what the 

reader chooses to believe about them and the power of the themes they 

exemplify. I had asked myself: “How will Mda help me discover the self that 

imbues his works?” I need not have been concerned. The works make their 

own intricate, deeply experienced disclosure of their creator’s soul: I found 

that exploring the works was a coming-to-know the life.  

 

A literary biographer, following a purely chronological approach, could be 

tempted to fill gaps and prove points, but, with the melding of chronology with 

the avant-garde, I was free to leave such matters as doubt, ambiguity, 

contention, crux to be weighed and evaluated by an involved, intelligent and 

responsive reader. Gaps become triggers for interrogation and the opening of 

a new gyre. The art of biographical writing, therefore, is to arrive at the inner 

life, the hidden mind of the subject, identifying but not explaining any 

slippages or silences. T S Eliot urges that biographers use intuition and 

invention “to arrive at the truth of impression extracted from the available fact”. 

Such a truth of impression is more representational, more revealing than 

literal truth. He uses the instance of deductions made about William 

Shakespeare: “Every biographer is free to create him anew,” validated by the 

context of the age.29  

 

In much the same vein, Virginia Woolf claims: 
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The bare statement of facts has an indisputable power if we have reason to 

think them true. The knowledge that they are true, it may be, leads us to 

connect them with other ideas. They cause reader awareness to make their own 

connections, their own more distinct experience.
30

 

 

Charles K Trueblood and André Maurois write:  

 

Nothing is more characteristic of personality than the persistence and 

continuity of its feeling-life, its temperament. By some kind of poetic 

divination, a biographer must give a lifelike sense of the subject’s 

temperament, the ‘timbre’ of his feelings, his thoughts, his acts.
31

 

 

Notwithstanding the demands of a full professorship at Ohio University, 

Athens, United States of America, when in South Africa on his Summer-

Vacations-in-Winter and at Christmas time, Mda created time for interviews. 

He was even more ready to respond to e-mails than I was to send them and 

answered queries patiently – or impatiently – inducting me to the mores of his 

core lectureship subject, creative writing, from his deep and wide personal 

resource and experience. During an interview in July 2001, however, Mda 

warned me not to misquote or misrepresent him. He said: “Do it your own 

way, but if you get it wrong, it’s on your own head, not mine. I’m too busy to 

do any correcting of manuscripts.” I welcomed the freedom this allowed so 

that I could proceed with my task without his ‘super’-vision.  

 

Mda will not be pinned, pegged or mapped. He does not conform to any 

structure unless it is of his own choosing. He does not negotiate any right to 

be free. He just is free, even though this freedom is “always contingent, in 

danger, endangering itself”.32 Mda is continually creating himself anew. It has 

been my task to interpret each such moment against the backdrop of that 

perilous age of apartheid … resistance … exile … democracy … freedom. 
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Reader as meaning-proliferator 

 

Sean Burke in Birth of the Reader pronounces that as a reader, I am co-

inhabitant, co-author, and re-maker of text “that becomes Text through the 

instance of the reader … awesome materiality”. The reader is a generator of 

meaning, a lifegiver, and a meaning-proliferator: “Every text exceeds the 

author,” he says. The text is malleable, transformable; its meaning is always 

already provisional and momentary yet it resists inappropriate use.33 With this 

approach, it is not appropriate to ‘summarise and retell’. Rather, the text of the 

life and the text of the work intermingle – and speak. Biographical theorists 

predicted that I would experience the significance, discern the nuance, sense 

the resonance and hear the sounds I so desired to interpret. 

 

In The Author’s Function, Michel Foucault presents the theory that there 

is no controlling consciousness: authors do not even know their own work 

after the moment of annunciation. They are too immersed in the flow of the life 

force they are bringing forth to take up a readerly position and see it whole 

within a significant matrix. Their task is to set the perspective on the human 

condition, present a notion and develop others in tension, then manifest these 

through the actions and reactions of protagonists.34 Indeed, like Foucault, 

Mda’s focus is on his protagonists whose interactions with one another and 

the environment create the situations that shape their roles.35  

 

Authors relinquish power, and give their work away, not having known it 

themselves. In Roland Barthe’s theoretical terms, this constitutes the ‘death of 

the author’.36 The coming-to-know rests with the reader and now with the 

biographer-interpreter, so reader awareness is paramount at this point. Then, 

having been erased, the authors come back, but not in control. Instead, they 

co-habit and re-create the text with their readers. The person, ‘Zakes Mda’, 

remains as the one who ‘signs’, a unifying principle, but he is no more the 

central figure.  

 

In my first interview in November 1999, I discerned that Mda willingly 
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relinquishes his work. He had placed his final punctuation at the end of The 

Heart of Redness three days previously. Spontaneously, he proposed sending 

a copy of the manuscript, for comment, directly from his computer to mine. I 

did a basic read from a printing of the manuscript and was transported into its 

musical gyre. I edited the material as Mda had invited me to do and sent the 

marked manuscript to him by courier in February 2000. Mda responded: 

 

Yes, I did receive the manuscript with your corrections and comments. Thank 

you. Unfortunately, when it was delivered I was not here …. I have not yet 

had the time to look at it. As soon as I have done so I’ll send it to my OUP 

[Oxford University Press] editor who will decide what to do with it. The book 

is no longer in my hands.
37

 

 

The Heart of Redness – a millennial work – was launched in 

Johannesburg in November 2000 and belongs in the public sphere. Already 

three new novels were vibrating, resonating at the threshold of Mda’s mind, 

gathered in fragments in his notebooks, waiting to emerge.38 His fifth novel, 

The Madonna of Excelsior, was launched in Johannesburg in October 2002. 

His sixth novel, The Whale Caller, was launched in Johannesburg and in 

Cape Town in June 2005. I have the manuscript of his seventh novel, Cion, on 

hand, and when it became available in the public sphere as a published book 

in April 2007, I received a complimentary copy from the publishers. No doubt, 

there will be other novels. As Sean Burke says: “Awesome materiality.” 

 

 

Seeking the individual authentic note 

 

The biographer touches lightly, therefore, entering the pre-disposed field of 

the life and the oeuvre skillfully, selectively, imaginatively, seeking a leitmotif – 

a constantly repeated idea – that twists and curls with a redness. According to 

Elizabeth Grosz, this generative life-force is the author’s ‘signature’: 

 

While there is a signature of one kind or other, and while the reader 
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countersigns, the signature never ties the text to its origin or provides it with a 

definite destination, a fixed and settled context or a controllable audience …. 

The signature is the condition for a text’s endless repeatability, its perpetual 

openness to repositioning, its capacity to be continuously re-read, rewritten … 

its fundamental plasticity and its material contingency regarding its own 

political status and effectiveness.
39

  

 

A leitmotif derives from a pattern established in music. Virginia Woolf 

discusses the “confused medley of actions, thoughts, feelings, often 

contradictory, yet possessing a certain unity which is, as it were, a sort of 

musical tone.” She recommends: “The biographer must reproduce the sound 

of that individual authentic note.”40  

 

I discern nine patterns that can be considered to be leitmotifs in Mda’s 

works, and there are many more. I suggest that the first is Mda’s flowing, 

musical, English-cum-African word combination, presented in a circular 

structure, layered within time frames with backward and forward referencing in 

the narrative text. This style is similar to that adopted in indigenous split-tone 

singing.41 Mda has experienced such singing from his visits in many rural 

villages in South Africa and Lesotho and his encounter with griots, the praise 

singers of Mali in West Africa (1993: ix, x). ‘GR’, reporting on the translation of 

The Heart of Redness into Swedish, says:  

 

Rarely have I read a more inviting voice of a storyteller than that of Zakes 

Mda. It is as though the softness of the Xhosa language goes right through the 

English he uses straight into the Swedish translation … magical.
42

 

 

Mda made this take-over bid for the English language when he had to 

devise the best way to fill the communication gap after he had escaped into 

exile from isiXhosa-speaking Sterkspruit in the Herschel District to Sesotho-

speaking Mafeteng in Lesotho in 1964.43 There, he started to develop his 

English usage to the fine cadence impressive in his spoken theatricals and 

expressive in his written material. C R Duggan, commenting about Mda’s 

language in his article entitled ‘Gabbling Like a Thing Most Brutish: The 
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Postcolonial Writer and Language’, points out that Mda’s style is “not 

unconsciously, but deliberately adopted”. He discusses Mda’s ‘literary 

compound’:  

 

We find that Zakes Mda presents us with his own version of English … in his 

use of ethnic words, ethno-rhythmic prose … none of the dialogue would 

normally be carried out in English …. [It is] a literary compound using 

elements of real speech, but formed by literary intentions and purposes.
44

 

 

In 1992, Dr Helen Moffett of the Oxford University Press was appointed 

Copy Editor for Ways of Dying. The book was launched in 1995 and a year 

later Dr Moffett explained to the press: “Mda crafts multilingualism out of 

English,” and reminiscences: “Mda resisted any editorial intervention that 

risked flattening a highly individual African English voice.” She conceded: “It is 

vital to retain his practice of transliteration.”45  

 

The lilt and rhythm of Mda’s style derives in great part from the fact that 

he is a maker of music, a poet and an artist. One of his paintings – in modern 

impressionistic mode – depicts his multi-coloured, rounded self, playing the 

flute. Ultimately, though, it is because he is a master of English as well as of 

several African languages that his word usage moves the senses as well as 

the mind.46 He invokes “that individual authentic note” described by Virginia 

Woolf. Qukeswa’s split-toned singing and her whistling with the spirits – in 

colours – in The Heart of Redness twist at a ‘visceral’ as well as an audible 

level (2000: 312). Susan Horton refers to the strange-yet-true sense of a 

‘visceral’ impact when she writes about her experience as she listened to 

Balkan women singing across the valley: “That harmonic is not just heard: it is 

visceral as much as audible. It is felt in the gut.”47  

 

The second leitmotif is the way Mda writes about women, and their right 

to gender equality. An Eritrean reader, attending a seminar in London in 1998, 

approached Mda after the presentation and asked him not to be angry at her 

comment, but she felt urged to tell him: “You write like a woman!” The 

exquisite celebration of that moment lingers. He spoke with fervour about it on 
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our way back from Hermanus on 12 December 2001: “You can take away any 

of my awards, even the Commonwealth Prize … just leave me this.” 

 

The third leitmotif is love and sexuality. Mda has learned, from his own 

life, what he calls “the poetry of sex”.48 The most obvious canvas on which 

this is explored is The Whale Caller, in which the triangle of Saluni, the village 

drunk, the Whale Caller lover, and Sharisha, the responsive southern right 

whale, manifest the complexity of overt contrasted with repressed love and 

sexuality. The Whale Caller communicates with rhythms on his horn and 

develops a passionate, sensual relationship with the whale. The horn 

connects him to Sharisha and brings him orgasm (2005: 57-59), but it cuts 

him off from his human lover, Saluni. When it brings Sharisha to her death, 

the Whale Caller smashes the horn on the rocks and, as a penitent, searches 

for other ways of connecting.  

 

The fourth leitmotif is the strong impulse of Mda’s spiritual being/Being 

that he experiences as the norm in his everyday life. The natural way he 

incorporates this dual state into his life and works is translated in the 

academic world as magic realism. Generally, it moves the reader to a willing 

suspension of disbelief. In his first novel, Ways of Dying, Noria has two 

pregnancies of fifteen months each, and the second is in the nature of an 

immaculate conception. Vutha the Second is a replicated image of Vutha the 

First. In Mda’s second novel, She Plays With the Darkness, neither Dikosha’s 

beauty, nor her red dress fade. In Mda’s sixth novel, The Whale Caller, the 

lead protagonist is able to call the southern right whale, Sharisha, to him as he 

stands on the rocky peninsular at the Hermanus waterfront. In his seventh 

novel, Cion, ghost trees are his narrators. His magic realism is real. The 

reader who maintains a subject position of disbelief would miss experiencing 

this magical gloss that overlays Mda’s writings. 

 

I claim that Mda’s imaginative writing gift, with its African participative 

style and its legend, symbol and myth, is expanded to receive impressions 

from his international training, his prolific reading, his exposure to the cultures 

of the world arising from lectureships, and his wide-ranging travels. Moving in 
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this unique dimension beyond hybridity, he opens himself – whether 

consciously or unconsciously – to such influences as suit his purpose. Bertolt 

Brecht has a wise thing to say about receiving impulses from whatever ‘field of 

force’ may be operative at any one time: 

 

Copying is not despicable …. It isn’t ‘the easy way out’. It is an art. Or rather 

it needs to be developed into an art, to the point were there is no question of 

routine and rigidity. Let me put forward my own experiences as a copyist: as 

playwright I have copied the Japanese, Greek and Elizabethan drama; as 

producer the music-hall comedian …. Yet I have never felt my freedom 

restricted …. After all, we have nothing to offer the theatre but copies of 

human behaviour.
49

 

 

Responding to a question about external forces and influences on his 

writings, Mda says his work is “marked” by isiXhosa (and other) oral traditions:  

 

That is why critics have referred to my work as ‘magic realism’. I have been 

writing this so-called magic realism ever since I first started, even before I 

read the works of the South American writers and heard about their magic 

realism. I didn’t even know what it was. I was drawing from the oral tradition, 

which is very magical by nature and using that in my contemporary fiction. 

My mode of theatre and my mode of storytelling are generally informed more 

by the oral tradition than by those of European and American (North and 

South) writers and scholars, although, of course, one cannot claim that one 

hasn’t had any other influences beyond that. I live in this modern world. I also 

engage with the literatures of the world when I have the opportunity. Some of 

this I find very exciting. Some of those influences will slip into my work, 

whether I like it or not. My work has been referred to as Brechtian and 

sometimes as being like Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s. I can’t dispute that 

because they are among the writers I’ve read and liked. There’s no way that I 

won’t be influenced by their work but I draw my inspiration from the African 

oral tradition, and not only inspiration, but the actual mode of storytelling, the 

participatory mode of storytelling.
50
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In a note to his publisher, with regard to his commissioned play The Bells 

of Amersfoort, Mda explains his African participative mode as exemplified in 

Intsomi storytelling.51 The Intsomi is discussed in Chapter Five. He had 

learned to participate in this mode as a young child, sitting with others around 

the fire in the evenings. In a more simplified form, Mda uses the African 

participative style of writing as early as 1966 in his first published play, Dead 

End, when his protagonist Charlie enlists the sympathies of the audience 

across the footlights. He uses this mode, forcefully, in The Nun’s Romantic 

Story, when the entire audience becomes the play’s fourth play environment.   

 

By contrast, although not formally acknowledged by Mda, his play You 

Fool, How Can The Sky Fall shows distinct elements of the Theatre of the 

Absurd.52 The play is discussed in Chapter Seven. Rob Amato observes:  

 

Mda works theatre in a way that reflects the usually invisible or inarticulated 

obscurities of the black southern African sensibility. His plays may be 

informed by European surrealist techniques and styles (like Dadaism) but they 

are minute-to-minute African, in fusions which are accessible to modern 

blacks.
53

 

 

A fifth leitmotif is Mda’s critique of institutionalized religion. This is an 

example of where his life and storytelling intertwine. Anathema was 

pronounced on him as a boy in Lesotho when he attended a Catholic mass 

dressed in his Protestant school blazer. The priest publicly chastised him and 

made him leave the building. In this case, religious prejudice was amplified by 

political alliances in Lesotho – the Catholic churches supported the ruling 

party, and the Protestant churches the opposition.54 The trauma of this 

experience is projected through the character of Pampiri in The Nun’s 

Romantic Story (1996: 102). This play is discussed in Chapter Five. 

 

A sixth leitmotif is Mda’s design of oscillation: he challenges assumptions 

and preconceived ideas. He deliberately oscillates in his authorial subject 

position, evinced through the perspectives he adopts in the persons of his 

narrators and his characters. The swings experienced by Lady and Missy in 
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The Dying Screams of the Moon are typical of this design of oscillation. The 

play is discussed in Chapter Five. 

 

As a result of this oscillation, Mda engenders a pendulum swing of subject 

positions in his readers – and makes them think. Mda’s contrapuntal texts 

arise out of the complexities of his discourse that is sometimes in congruence 

but more often in satiric counter-point to the discourse of others around him. 

As Rob Amato comments: “His best playwriting is unavoidably provocative, 

and often works through forcing an improbable set of assumptions upon the 

audience.”55 

 

Entering into African identity is the seventh leitmotif. Mda perceives the 

value in the action being taken in South Africa to “recognise multiple 

identities”. He points out that the motto of the country’s coat-of-arms is “!ke e: 

/xarra //ke”. These words (from the /Xam language) mean: “Unity in 

Diversity”.56 Mda brings sameness-within-difference to the surface in his 

works through his particular capacity for compassion and insight. He lives his 

Africanness.  

 

In an early interview I asked Mda: “How can I be assured that I am 

African?” He said: “You are because you claim it. You are because you care, 

you are committed, and you work at communality …”57 Mda is generous in his 

capacity to facilitate mindshifts so that seekers need no longer be on the 

outside looking in: “Africa belongs to its people”. I find my ‘place’, my 

Africanness, within this belonging. 

 

So it was with Camagu, Doctor of Communications, lead protagonist in 

Mda’s The Heart of Redness, who discovers his ‘place’ of belonging, thereby 

rediscovering his Africanness – a turning point in the novel. With a high level 

of post-graduate education gained while in exile in the United States of 

America, he comes back to cast his vote in the country’s first legitimate 

elections in 1994. He becomes disillusioned and plans a second exile, but, by 

chance, encounters the beautiful NomaRussia. She is singing at a wake on 

top of a highrise building in Hillbrow, Johannesburg. Immensely attracted, 
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Camagu follows her to the rural village of Qolorha-by-Sea in the Eastern 

Cape. There, he is radically changed. In conducting his simple village life – 

‘the ordinary’ – Camagu attains ‘extraordinary’ validation.  

 

Mda’s eighth leitmotif is ubuntu, connectedness, being a person through 

other people. There are many instances of ubuntu throughout Mda’s works 

such as the behaviour of his lead protagonist Thabang in Melville 67. Among 

other acts, he is courteous to a drunk and helps her alight from the bus every 

day, so building the relationship (1997: 40). 

 

The ninth leitmotif is contra-ubuntu: the overbearing cruelty and deluded 

condescension of categorization. In her theoretical writings, Refiguring 

Bodies, Elizabeth Grosz sees any mastery and exteriority as undesirable. She 

advocates refusing reductionism, resisting dualism, and being suspicious of 

anything that generates ‘it’. Grosz states flatly: “No race is to take on the 

burden of being a category of another.” She cites the ‘white man’s burden’, 

and ‘female bodies’ as examples of objectification, thus demonstrating the 

mindset that links factors of racial and sexual oppression. Grosz completes 

her thought about the objectification of ‘it’ by warning that such thinking 

generates a gap “… for the counterpart to freely create and impose values, 

moralities, even knowledges.” No one is to set a norm for another.58 J M 

Coetzee shares Grosz’s aversion to ‘it’, noting that the coloniser’s perception 

of ‘African bodies’ falls within the dehumanised category of labour-as-

commodity.59 

 

Western powers generated ‘it’ as representing the unknown mysterious 

‘savage’ thus justifying their historic ‘Scramble for Africa’ in 1884. Through 

their disastrous delusion – Enlightenment – they were confident that they were 

bringing light and civilization to the ‘Dark Continent’. Instead, they brought the 

incursion, the appropriation and the oppression of colonialism to a people 

already rich in their own history, knowledge and culture. Through his 

protagonists, Mda brings this culture to life and amply demonstrates “being 

suspicious of anything that generates ‘it’”. In She Plays with the Darkness, 

Mda presents Sorry My Darlie – incontinent and smelly – as worthy of being 
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recognised in a special way. Grandma ‘Maselina unearths her bridal china 

and uses it when they have tea together (1995: 206).  

 

It would seem to me that Mda demonstrates the steps to be taken in order 

to develop into the “highly conscious, sensitive new person” that Njabulo S 

Ndebele describes in his article ‘Redefining Relevance’. Writing in 1989, 

Ndebele suggests ways in which people can be inspired to emerge from the 

syndrome of their oppression and, using their imagination, find freedom ahead 

of liberation. Even in the midst of the limits imposed by their material 

condition, people need ‘the ordinary’ to be presented in ways that will 

generate new pathways of thought. Mda writes in this fashion, and his 

material effectively extends “the range of personal and social experience”.60  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

ORIGINS AND INFLUENCES 

 

 

What I seek to do is reach into history  

to show how it shapes the present.
1
 

– Zakes Mda – 

 

Zakes Mda is one of the most exciting  

and original playwrights on the 

southern African scene of the last decade.  

He makes the stage his property.
2
 

– Myles Holloway – 

 

 

 

During interviews with Zakes Mda, I posed questions and delved into works, 

seeking to comprehend the generational, environmental, social, cultural and 

political factors that have honed his experience. Both his parents were erudite, 

so he grew up in an environment of books and learning. He was given every 

opportunity to scribble and draw and paint, then to develop his imagination 

and write stories, poetry, and plays.  

 

It makes sense, therefore, to listen to his voice as, with hindsight, he 

relates his own story and that of his clan. There are wild sides and serious 

sides to his tales that take on a pattern, the one mirroring and reflecting the 

other until fiction and reality interweave. Brought alive by his imagination, 

some aspects of his clan’s history will form the storyline of his eighth novel, 

Moroesi. “Hmm, yes, the one about my great grandfather’s shenanigans. On 

Christmas Day, I’ll start.”3  
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The clan’s story 

 

It would appear that the young Zanemvula had been a wild child. From the 

viewpoint of the mature Mda, writing his Personal History in 1994, he 

reminisces about his childhood transgressions:  

 

I was a very difficult child. I played truant at school, and joined street gangs. 

When my mother thought I was at Nakhile or at Enkolweni Schools I was 

either selling sweets in the trains, or fighting against other gangs in Zondi and 

in Meadowlands. Or I would be sitting in some backyard with my friend – 

who later died in one of the gang warfares – painting pictures of such Zulu 

warriors as Phoshozwayo. I was rescued from this life of benzine-sniffing, 

crime and art by my parents who forcibly took me away to live with my 

grandparents in Lower Telle, Herschel District, in the Eastern Cape.
4
 

 

In telling his story, Mda demonstrates how his life and his works 

interweave: 

 

I have many memories of my grandfather, Charles Zenzile Gxumekelana Mda. 

My beautiful daughter Zenzile was named after him. I remember attending his 

inkundla near a big boulder just outside his yard where he sat with his 

councillors sorting out the problems of the village and presiding over cases. I 

remember the song he used to sing for his favourite horse, Gobongwana ….
5
 

 

Mda’s protagonists, Twin and the first Qukeswa in The Heart of Redness, 

have a favourite horse named Gxagxa, patterned on Gobongwana. With the 

deliberate intent to confuse and delight, Mda introduces a mirror image of 

Gxagxa one hundred and fifty years later, this time taking Camagu and the 

second Qukeswa, barebacked and stark naked, for a ride in the moonlight. 

The second Heitsi is conceived. Camagu pleads: “I want to repeat the ride of 

that night. Maybe I’ll understand how that conception happened” (1995: 235). 

 

Mda continues his tale about his grandfather and the clan’s adventures: 
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I remember the stories my grandfather used to tell us about how we got to be 

there, at that part of the Eastern Cape near the Lesotho border. My clan 

originally came from Qumbu, in the deeper Eastern Cape, the part that was 

known as the Transkei …. Then one day Mhlontlo, our ancestor who was a 

paramount chief in that area, killed a white magistrate, a British resident 

magistrate. It happened in 1880, the very year my grandfather was born.
6
 

 

One hundred and twenty years later, Rufus Zingqi, a journalist with the 

East London Daily Dispatch, reporting in the newspaper of 25 August 2000, 

writes about an important new development arising from this event long ago. 

Under the provocative headline ‘Last warrior chief gets recognition’, he says:  

 

King Mhlontlo Matiwane of the Mpondomise, of Qumbu and Tsolo, the last 

warrior chief who stood his ground fighting against colonial oppression, is to 

be honoured soon at his erstwhile Sulenkama great palace and at his grave at 

Gqukunqa near here. 

 

Zingqi tells his readers that it was the regional manager of the South 

African Heritage Resources Agency, Tanduxolo Lungile, who had made this 

promise to honour the memory of King Mhlontlo. He was addressing chiefs, 

counsellors and the local community on the importance of recognising the 

roles played by leaders among their people, especially during the hard times 

of colonial rule: 

 

King Mhlontlo was not recognised by the British colonial government for 

what he was and still is in the minds of the people from this area. His only 

crime was to resist oppression – and the death, in 1880, of the then Qumbu 

magistrate, Mr Hamilton Hope.
7
  

 

Mda takes up his version of the tale: 

 

First Mhlontlo invited the magistrate to a ceremony at Sulenkama, the seat of 

the amaMpondomise kingdom. The magistrate – Hamilton Hope was his name 
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– went in all pomp (he was well known for his arrogance and violence), 

thinking that he was going to be the centre of the ceremony, only to discover 

too late that the ceremony was about his own ritual murder. My ancestor, who 

was also a reputable medicine man, conducted the ritual in which parts of 

Hope’s body were to be used as medicine to strengthen his armies.  

 

The whole ceremony involved a theatrical performance where Mhlontlo and 

his people rode back to Qumbu, thirty kilometres away, took over the 

magistracy and improvised a play with Mhlontlo in the role of Hamilton Hope. 

Turning over the pages of the big book on the magistrate’s bench he mimicked 

Hope sentencing people. Well, that theatre didn’t last forever.
8
 

 

Mda tells that the British forces came to arrest Mhlontlo but he and his 

followers escaped to Lesotho where Chief Moroesi of the Baphuthi clan gave 

them refuge. After some time Mhlontlo was recaptured, taken to the Cape for 

trial, and won the case. Many of his followers decided not to go back to 

Qumbu:  

 

There is a whole village of the Mdas up in the Lesotho mountains of 

Malibamatso and another one in Taung in the Mohale’s Hoek Distict. My 

great-grandfather, Charles’ father, who went by the name of Feyiya Mda, 

decided to cross the Lesotho border back to South Africa and settle at Lower 

Telle. So you see, my family has been involved in the struggle for liberation of 

South Africa for many generations.
9
 

 

 

The place of the ancestors 

 

The exiles who returned to the South African side of the Telle River with 

Feyiya Mda built their groups of houses on the breast of a mountain that A P 

Mda’s father, Charles Zenzile Gxumekelana Mda, later called Goodwell. 

Dwelling places covered the slopes, each family deriving sustenance from 

their section of the homeland. Feyiya Mda planted spikes of aloes along the 
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perimeter of the portion he claimed for the Mda clan. He also planted aloes in 

a sacred circle near the homestead to mark the ‘place of the ancestors’. On 

my third research journey in December 2002 I went to explore this sacred 

‘place’. Nondyebo was my companion and interpreter. She had grown up with 

a succession of cousins at this Mda ancestral village at Lower Telle. Mda’s 

grandmother had been Mildren Mei. Nondeybo was a walking encyclopaedia 

on the intricate inter-marriages of Mdas and Meis in the area. 

 

We stayed with Uncle Owen Mda, Project Manager for the Lower Telle 

Beekeepers Collective Trust, and visited the apiary established on the 

ancestral site. Many years before, Mda had spoken to Michael Vlismas, a 

journalist from Expressions, about the origins of the apiary: 

 

The area is rich in beauty but the people are poor. The land was useless for 

agriculture, but aware of the quality of aloe honey, I decided to attend 

beekeeping school and began a successful beekeeping co-operative with the 

local villagers.
10

  

 

I gazed up the slopes of Goodwell mountain on the west and across the 

Telle River to the purple ranges of the Lesotho mountains on the east. This 

was the view that Mda’s grandparents had seen every day. These rugged, 

enduring mountains had shaped the outlook of Mda’s father as a boy. I took 

photographs of what had been an octagonal family home built of chiselled 

rock, now overgrown with flowering bushes. Only a scant portion of the 

foundation was still to be seen. Circles of fresh, smooth green grass showed 

where several rondawels had once stood. I could imagined the Mda village, 

alive with life and laughter, hens pecking around the door and herdboys 

calling to their goats and cattle.  

 

Uncle Owen explained to me that by government fiat, all the families on 

the Lower Telle mountain slopes were forced to abandon their houses and 

crops, and move further down the Telle River valley to Trust lands in 

Qoboshane village. Government officials acted in this harsh manner, in 

compliance with new apartheid legislation aimed at controlling the scattered 
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residents in the area. This measure was euphemistically called ‘betterment’, 

but in reality it simplified the collection of hut-tax for each establishment.  

 

Mda accounted for why his grandfather had involved himself in the 

delicate and painful negotiations of the forced removal of the Lower Telle 

population and how the new apartheid laws had affected his grandparents’ 

lives:  

 

All chiefs, just like civil servants, had to enforce those laws. Everyone was 

affected one way or another by them. People who lived then had to obey them. 

It is not as if his whole job was to enforce apartheid laws. He was a leader of 

his people but then he was living in an apartheid state and therefore, as chief, 

he had to enforce laws that were made by the apartheid government. Like most 

black people, he was against those laws. He was against apartheid. Generally, 

that is why he encouraged his son, my father, to be an activist against 

apartheid.
11 

 

Mda brings his story up-to-date, and what he tells exemplifies his peace-

loving nature and desire for reconciliation and hope: 

 

Actually, my grandfather had to pay a very high price for his job. There was 

an assassination attempt on him. A man called Gazi stabbed him on the head 

with a knife. He had to retire from his chieftainship and he gave it back to his 

in-laws, the Mei family, to whom it originally belonged. Today, Gazi’s 

children and I are working together to develop Lower Telle.
12

 

 

Obviously, Mda’s forebears could not take the carefully chiseled stone of 

their four-roomed ancestral house to Qoboshane. Over the years, stone by 

stone, it was demolished and carted away by casual passers-by. Individual 

building stones lived again, however, as part of numerous smaller structures 

in Qoboshane. The concept of this death and the rising to new life is captured 

in the myth of the phoenix, a symbol Mda uses in his early plays. Mda bought 

back the ancestral site from the government, and on it he established the 

Lower Telle Beekeepers Collective Trust – the phoenix myth translated into 
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real terms. After the upheaval of the removal and the searing history of the 

Middle Generations that had intervened,13 it seems fitting that healing honey 

should flow now at the Mda ancestral site.  

 

Looking across the property, I could see the flowering candelabra of the 

fully matured aloes that had been a circle of spikes several decades ago. 

Uncle Owen preceded me into the ‘place of the ancestors’, stepping over the 

entwined roots and between the enormous leafy aloe prongs at the entrance. 

The air was filled with aloe blossom fragrance. I found there were several flat 

gravestones in this sacred ‘place’, but only two had engraved headstones, the 

larger of which was marked with the name of Mda’s grandfather, Charles 

Zenzile Gxumekelana. The smaller headstone was for Uncle Owen’s first wife, 

Nokaya Patricia Mda.  

 

Hives had been placed on the smooth, level grave slabs. As I stepped 

forward to read the inscriptions, I could hear the harmonious but intense 

humming of many bees, and watched as they wedged themselves in and out 

under the lip of the hives at my feet. Uncle Owen whispered: “Bees sting!” But 

I knew they would not sting me.  

 

Just as the aloe spikes had grown and flowered over the generations, and 

would seem to live forever, so bees symbolise continuity. I felt wrapped 

around by the presence of the ancestors and the song of the bees, privileged 

to align myself with a clan whose successive generations had embodied the 

qualities of courage … fortitude … resistance … integrity. 

 

Mda had asked Uncle Owen to take me to a cave far up Goodwell 

mountain to see the Bushman paintings. Mda had memories of how he and 

his cousins, spending time with their grandparents, used to catch small 

rodents and birds and roast them on smoky fires in the cave. With adult 

hindsight and his now highly developed sense of environmental preservation, 

he regrets that the smoke from those fires had created a veil of gray over the 

finely drawn, delicately tinctured Bushman paintings on the walls.14 
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It was an afternoon of long shadows by the time Nondyebo, Uncle Owen 

and I had completed our inspection of the apiary and our meditation on things 

past, things present and things to come, so we agreed not to scramble up to 

Zanemvula’s cave. Uncle Owen pointed to the overhanging rock high above 

us. People come and go but those ridges, caves and outcroppings had not 

changed. They are as they had been since ages past.  

 

 

Political consciousness 

 

Mda told me that important political figures had been part of his scene as he 

grew up.15 In contrast to his youthful turbulence, under the tutelage of his 

father he gained the capacity for analysis that he later demonstrates in his 

writings. He relates: 

 

I became politically aware at a very young age because my father used to 

discuss issues with us when I was a kid. He liked to say ‘We’re going to have 

a conference’. We hated these conferences but now I see that we benefited a 

lot from them. He would sit down with us and analyse the situation, the 

current events …. People like the Sisulus … the Mandelas … were close to my 

father. There was a time when my two brothers and I lived at Nelson 

Mandela’s house when my father was doing some work elsewhere. Mandela 

was still married to Evelyn … and she treated us like her own children. Yes, 

Mandela had a great influence on us kids.
16 

 

Mda’s father, A P Mda, played a central role in the revitalization of the 

ANC which, by the early 1940s, was weak and poorly organised. The 

momentum for this revitalization came in 1942 when a resolution was passed 

at the ANC annual conference to “institute a Youth League of the African 

National Congress”.17 The two key players who prepared the launch of the 

Youth League, and wrote the Manifesto upon which the League was founded 

in 1944, were A P Mda and Anton Lembede. Inevitably, its words, ideas and 

aspirations were assimilated by young Zanemvula as he listened to 
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discussions around the dinner table. The words in which the Manifesto’s three 

key themes are couched convey its paradigm-shifting power: 

 

Africanism: 

 

Africanism must be promoted i.e. Africans must struggle for development, 

progress and national liberation so as to occupy their rightful and honourable 

place among nations of the world.
18

 

 

Criticism of elitism: 

 

The critics of Congress attribute the inability of Congress in the last twenty 

years to advance the national cause in a manner commensurate with the 

demands of the times, to weaknesses in its organisation and constitution, to its 

erratic policy of yielding to oppression, regarding itself as a body of gentlemen 

with clean hands, and to failing to see the problems of the African through the 

proper perspective. 

 

Those critics further allege that in that period Congress declined and became 

an organisation of the privileged few – some Professionals, Small Traders, a 

sprinkling of Intellectuals and Conservatives of all grades. This, it is said, 

imparted to the Congress character taints of reactionism and conservatism 

which made Congress a movement out of actual touch with the needs of the 

rank and file of our people.
19

 

 

Commitment to action: 

 

But it does no good to stop at being noisy in condemning African leaders who 

went before us. Defects in the organisation of the people against oppression 

cannot be cured by mouthing criticisms and not putting our heads together to 

build what has been damaged and to find a way out of the present suffering. 

 

The formation of the African National Congress Youth League is an answer 

and assurance to the critics of the national movement that African Youth will 
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not allow the struggles and sacrifices of their fathers to have been in vain. Our 

fathers fought so that we, better equipped when our time came, should start 

and continue from where they stopped.
20

 

 

A prophetic voice can be heard in this founding Manifesto as African 

Youth commit themselves to action, seeking change. Thirty years later a new 

generation of African Youth, also seeking change, took to the streets in the 16 

June 1976 uprising.  

 

The prophetic voice pronounces against the decline in the effective power 

of Congress, and perceives that it has become “an organisation of the 

privileged few” with a double entendre in the phrase “a body of gentlemen with 

clean hands”. In his novel, The Heart of Redness, Mda sets his Later 

Generation in a time frame four years after the birth of the new South Africa. 

The situation generates the question: “Has an African elite emerged in 

modern South African politics in spite of good intentions to the contrary?” Mda 

satirically dubs these elites in this first phase of a liberated government the 

“Aristocrats of the Revolution” (2000:36).  

 

Anton Lembede, first President of the Youth League, looked for freedom 

in his lifetime, but this was not to be.21 When he died in 1947, A P Mda was 

elected as his successor and the quest for freedom continued. Nelson 

Mandela compares the two characters in his autobiography, Long Walk to 

Freedom:  

 

Lembede’s friend and partner was Peter Mda, better known as A P. While 

Lembede tended to imprecision and was inclined to be verbose, Mda was 

controlled and exact. Lembede could be vague and mystical; Mda was specific 

and scientific. Mda’s practicality was a perfect foil for Lembede’s idealism …. 

[Mda’s] analytical approach, ability to express himself clearly and simply and 

tactical experience made him an excellent politician and an outstanding leader 

of the Youth League. Mda was a lean fellow with no excess weight, just as he 

used no excess words. In his broad-minded tolerance of different views, his 

own thinking was more mature and advanced than that of Lembede.
22
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While A P Mda continued within the Africanist tradition, he was not as 

extreme as Lembede had been. The ANC Youth League Basic Policy 

Document, which he had helped to author, was published in 1948 while he 

was president. It refers to two streams of African Nationalism: 

 

One centres round Marcus Garvey’s slogan – ‘Africa for the Africans’. It is 

based on the ‘Quit Africa’ slogan and on the cry ‘Hurl the White man into the 

sea.’ This brand of African Nationalism is extreme and ultra revolutionary. 

 

There is another stream of African Nationalism (Africanism) which is 

moderate, and which the Congress Youth League professes. We of the Youth 

League take account of the concrete situation in South Africa, and realise that 

the different racial groups have come to stay. But we insist that a condition for 

inter-racial peace and progress is the abandonment of white domination, and 

such a change in the basic structure of South African society that those 

relations which breed exploitation and human misery will disappear. Therefore 

our goal is the winning of national freedom for African people, and the 

inauguration of a people’s free society where racial oppression and persecution 

will be outlawed.
23

 

 

It is clear that the Garveyist stream of African Nationalism was strong 

within the ANC, leading in due course to that stream splitting from the ANC to 

form the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) in 1959. Although A P Mda was 

opposed to the split because of his alignment with the second stream of 

African Nationalism, he is still regarded as a major intellectual root of the 

PAC.24 This is confirmed by Mda’s memory of his father’s role, and by what 

was written by other role players at that time.25 Mda comments: 

 

First of all I must correct the notion that my father was a member of the Pan 

Africanist Congress. He never was. Not that he did not believe in their 

philosophy. He did. In fact the PAC’s philosophy was largely based on his 

philosophy. But he was opposed to their breaking away from the African 

National Congress. He thought they were committing political suicide. He 

rather believed that they should stay within the ANC and change it from 
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within. But then these Africanists, who were young radicals, insisted on 

breaking away and forming their own party. Although he never joined their 

party they rightly regarded him as ‘the founding spirit’ of the Pan Africanist 

movement in South Africa …. The fact that my father was opposed to the 

break-away can also be found in Oliver Tambo’s biography.
26

 But then, even 

Walter Sisulu told me as much before he died. His daughter-in-law, Elinor, 

arranged for me to visit Walter and Albertina Sisulu at their home in 

Johannesburg where he told me a few interesting anecdotes about my father. 

Walter and Albertina have in fact been to my house in Johannesburg to visit 

my mother. So I have this information from primary sources.
27

 

 

In his Personal History, Mda writes: 

 

It was from my father that I learnt political tolerance, and accommodating 

people of different views. Although he was rightly regarded as a guiding spirit 

by the Africanists, and to his death in 1993 he believed strongly in the tenets 

of African nationalism that he first espoused in the forties in the ANC Youth 

League, he remained open and broadminded. His ‘nationalism’ was never 

narrow and exclusive. Did my father’s political evolution shape me? Of course 

it did. He was a great thinker, although he never liked to come to the forefront. 

He shaped things in the background. They called him the backroom boy and 

politicians right across the political spectrum consulted him.
28

 

 

Nelson Mandela corroborates this assessment of A P Mda’s attitude. He 

says: “Indeed, he was so tolerant of political differences that people of 

different political orientation … sought his counsel.”29  

 

 

Life as adventure 

 

The final stage of my third research journey in December 2002 was to visit the 

debonair, elderly Khaya Mei in Sterkspruit. He had been a close friend of A P 

Mda and his family in the early 1960s. Mei corroborated the details I had 



 

 

 
54 

heard from Reuben Mkhwentla the previous day, 16 December 2002, when 

Nondyebo and I had visited him at KwaGcina. On the surface, A P Mda was 

building his practice as a lawyer, conferring with clients in many parts of the 

Herschel District. At the same time, he was an active undercover resistance 

agent promoting radical change – a take-over bid – in the country’s 

government.  

 

A P Mda had heard the news on 5 August 1962 that Nelson Mandela, 

posing as a chauffeur, had been recognised and arrested at Cedara in Natal, 

and was awaiting trial in the Pretoria high security prison.30 He had heard that 

on 11 July 1963 there had been a swoop on other ANC leaders while they 

were holding a secret meeting at Liliesleaf Farm in Rivonia, Johannesburg, so 

A P Mda knew he would need to be astute to remain a free man himself.  

 

It was Khaya Mei who told Nondyebo and me the details of A P Mda’s 

escape over the border into the British Protectorate of Basotholand. He 

described this little-known sequence of events to us with dramatic immediacy. 

A P Mda, dressed for a day in court in dark suit, subdued tie, white shirt, 

carefully polished shoes and carrying his briefcase, was bidding his wife and 

children farewell. They were grouped in the driveway of their upmarket 

Sterkspruit suburban home, when, as A P Mda was turning to step into his 

motor car, a police pick-up truck drew into the driveway with a flourish and he 

was unceremoniously bundled inside.  

 

Sitting on the narrow bench in the scruffy, dim interior, he had an 

anguished last view of his family through the imprisoning mesh. He knew he 

was being taken to the police station in town for an identity parade. Once 

charged, he would be put into prison indefinitely, possibly in Pretoria, to await 

trial and sentencing, and hence even to Robben Island. On the way into 

Sterkspruit’s town centre several other citizens were hauled into the pick-up 

truck to make up a six-person identity parade. A P Mda was on tenterhooks – 

he knew he had to find a way to escape. Khaya Mei filled in the fascinating 

details of how his friend’s theatrical instinct took over in this crisis – he was 

manifesting the trickster pattern inevitable in that era of apartheid. His son, 
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Zanemvula, later adapted this style of theatrical trickster oscillation for his 

writings. Mei takes up his tale:  

 

A P had noticed that one of the stand-ins for the identification parade crowded 

into the pick-up van with him was wearing a dark jacket very like his own, 

though ancient and rather tatty, and with a pin stripe. Quick at thought, A P 

traded his more tailored dark jacket for that of the other. He discarded his tie 

and dirtied his open-necked shirt with dust from the floor. Then he scuffed his 

highly polished shoes, and, with these few simple measures, took on a 

completely new personality. He became that other rather down-at-the-heel 

stand-in. In the meantime, the real stand-in had straightened his stance and 

taken on the air of a lawyer. In these few moments of changing roles A P 

assured himself of a future. Of course, he had to abandon his brief-case! 

 

When the identification parade took place, the other, wearing his newly 

acquired, neatly tailored jacket and ‘looking the part’ was mistakenly 

identified as the person the police had been ordered to apprehend. The stand-

ins, including the round-shouldered, scruffy-looking A P, were released and 

the real ‘wanted man’ quickly melted into the Sterkspruit crowds thronging the 

pavements. When it was clear that a mistake had been made and the stand-in’s 

Identification Documents had disclosed a total nonentity, he was released, but 

A P was nowhere to be found.
31 

 

Kheya Mei finished his tale by relating that, without even returning home 

to say farewell to his family, A P Mda had taken a local taxi to a spot where he 

could hide, then had made his way via the Paqane Gate through the Telle 

River to safety. At no point had he been arraigned, or a case opened against 

him, or even seen the inside of a jail cell. Any reference to a court or of his 

securing bail is also a misrepresentation.32 All he did that fateful morning was 

to slouch into the identification room with the other stand-ins, look furtive and 

down-at-heel, and obey the sharp order ‘Weg met julle!’.  

 

In his Personal History Mda relates what happened when the authorities 

discovered that they had allowed A P Mda to slip through their fingers: “In 
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1963, when my father escaped to Lesotho, the police consoled themselves by 

harassing me.”33 Even though manhandled into a police pick-up truck in front 

of his schoolmates, in his unabashed approach to the harassment, the young 

student was neither self-conscious nor embarrassed. Nelson Mandela and 

other heroes of the struggle were not embarrassed to be in the dock in 1963. 

It was the apartheid system that was on trial.34 

 

 

Creativity in exile 

 

The generational pattern of resistance and escape – told in the narratives of 

Mhlontlo and A P Mda – comes full circle when young Zanemvula follows the 

secret route of the Paqane Gate into the British Protectorate of Basotholand. 

Mda describes his journey “into chilling exile” in a poem titled A Song to 

Keneiloe.
35

 Thirty years later, Mda describes the event: 

 

In January 1964, after completing Standard Six in the Eastern Cape, I packed 

my clothes in a tin trunk and crossed the Telle River into Lesotho. On the 

other side of the river my father A P Mda was waiting for me. I was sad to 

leave my family and friends but I understood very clearly that we were 

involved in something greater than cherished relationships, and it was 

necessary to leave the country of our birth in order to continue with our 

struggle.
 
After joining my father in exile I continued with my writing in 

Lesotho, but now in English since I was gradually losing touch with Xhosa 

and had not gained enough proficiency in Sesotho to write in that language. I 

owe a lot of my creativity to exile …. I trained myself to use my 

imagination.
36

  

 

Mda remembers early encounters with political figures whom he had met 

at his grandparents’ village in Lower Telle, and in the restaurant that belonged 

to Chris Hani’s father in Mafeteng. The restaurant was later gutted by fire in 

1989, when South Africa invaded Lesotho: 
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It must be said that although my father never joined the PAC, PAC members 

continued to respect him and to seek his counsel. For instance Sabelo Phama, 

the late commander of the Azanian People’s Liberation Army (APLA), the 

military wing of the PAC, would sneak into Lesotho from the guerilla camps 

in Tanzania to consult with him. During those times Phama became just like 

one of us kids at home there, and would be sent out on errands, just like us …. 

My father used to do his chamber work as a lawyer at a restaurant [in 

Mafeteng], owned and operated by Chris Hani’s father – Chris Hani was the 

commander of Umkhonto we Sizwe, the ANC military wing. It was here that 

my father made a meeting possible between Sabelo Phama and Chris Hani.
37

 

 

Standing among the ruins, Mda makes notes for the Mail & Guardian: 

 

I remember all the interesting people who used to gather here …. The 

restaurant used to be a rendezvous of South African exiles of all political 

shades. They came, and drank tea, and talked of the developments ‘back 

home’. Refugees from different political parties all lived together in harmony 

in Mafeteng …. Now the whole town is smouldering …. Ninety-seven percent 

of the jobs have been lost.
38

 

 

When I had met Mda’s younger brother Monwabisi in Kokstad on my First 

Research Journey in June 2002, he had shed light on what had happened 

after first his father, then a year later his older brother Zanemvula had 

disappeared into exile. He told me that with his father’s absence, his legal 

practice had been closed and the family in Sterkspruit had fallen on hard 

times. Of necessity, Rose Nompumelelo and the younger children moved to a 

much smaller house in a crowded part of town. Monwabisi had been heartsore 

to forfeit his friends, the sons of doctors, lawyers and businessmen – the 

redness of a child’s pain.  

 

When the remainder of the family went into exile via the Paqane Gate, 

Monwabisi had a recollection of finding it exceedingly difficult to fit in with the 

new environment in Mafeteng: 
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Of course I was proud of my father and his work to bring a change of 

government in South Africa, but the even tenor of our lives as children was 

completely disrupted.
39

 

 

From what Monwabisi could piece together, however, Zanemvula had 

acclimatised: 

 

He had flair and had found a niche for himself. He had developed a circle of 

friends, and was learning the language. I took the change to a new country 

much more soberly than did my elder brother .… My father expected his sons 

to become lawyers and I followed this career pathway, and, in due course, so 

did my youngest brother Zwelakhe. I know that Zanemvula put in a few 

months as an articled clerk at some stage, but gave it up for a life in the arts.
40

  

 

Zanemvula writes in his Personal History:  

 

For me exile in Lesotho was not a bad experience at all. Unlike other young 

exiles, mostly from the PAC’s Poqo Movement in the Eastern Cape,
41

 and in 

later years from the 1976 youth resistance who were suffering all sorts of 

hardships in foreign lands, I was with my father who was one of the only two 

lawyers in the whole of Lesotho in those days. He was receiving great support 

from the people of southern Lesotho who embraced him as one of their own.
42

  

 

According to Monwabisi, it would appear that young Zanemvula was 

swinging his way through life with zest and courage whereas in truth he was 

experiencing a strange psychological disassociation, alienation, and 

marginalisation. He had spent some time in Mohale’s Hoek with Willie 

Mafoso43 but when he returned to Mafeteng he fell into bad company once 

again and was sent on a second semi-exile to finish his schooling at Peka 

High School in the Leribe District.  

 

The insouciance with which Mda outlines the next part of his history 

reveals an important facet in his character – he refuses to be a victim. I match 

this wild young high school student with Walter Benjamin’s Mut from The 
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Storyteller in Illuminations.
44

 On the surface he had seemed to revel in the 

‘polarised dialectic’ of Untermut (cunning) and Ubermut (high spirits), 

exemplified in his rebellious behaviour as a small child. Now it surfaces again 

in his attitude to his studies:  

 

I never took high school seriously, really. I was there only because I was 

required to be there. Instead of studying I ran around with such South African 

bands as Harari and the All Rounders who came to play at our high school. I 

paid more attention to the school orchestra though, where I played the flute. 

Often I played duets with maestro M M Moerane on the piano. He was my 

Latin and Music teacher. At this time I was predominantly a painter, although 

once in a while I would write a poem …. I imagined myself a great painter 

who did not need to be bothered with Algebra, History and Latin, even with 

Literature, although to a lesser extent I regarded myself as a writer!
45

  

 

I wonder if at that time, young Zanemvula fully recognised his privileged 

position as he played duets with M M Moerane. In writing about the 

experience ten years later it is clear that he had come to know because he 

calls him ‘maestro’. Thoraya Panday, preparing information for singer 

Sibongile Khumalo’s new album in 2005, wrote about Mda’s teacher because 

he had composed ‘Della’, one of the songs Sibongile sings. Panday writes: 

“Composer, classical pianist and choral director, Michael Mosoeu Moerane 

received his schooling at the Lovedale Institute, then studied at Fort Hare, 

after which he taught music in various parts of the Transkei and Lesotho while 

studying for his music degree via correspondence with Unisa. His symphonic 

poem ‘Fatse la Heso’ (My Country), was submitted as an exercise in 

composition in order to complete the requirements for his BMus degree, which 

he obtained in 1941, becoming the first black South African to achieve this.”46  

 

It was in this high school period that Mda began writing for the stage in 

what could be termed his apprenticeship. His output included several musical 

plays such as the jazz operas A Hectic Weekend and Zighos, with scores 

composed jointly with his music teacher. Unfortunately, these and other 

compositions from those early high school days have been lost.47 He took his 
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writing more seriously when he was doing his Junior Certificate: 

 

I saw a play called Sikalo by Gibson Kente. A few years earlier, before I went 

into exile, I had seen Manana the Jazz Prophet by the same author
48

 … this 

was the first live theatre I’d seen in my life. I was highly impressed by the 

music and the dances but I thought the storyline was rather thin. It was flimsy, 

in fact. I decided to write my own plays.
49

  

 

The young Mda now had a purpose. He says:  

 

I went to the high school library and introduced myself to the farces of Joe 

Orton, and to the early comedies of Wole Soyinka, and the work of Harold 

Pinter and Tennessee Williams. But the plays I wrote attempted to capture the 

Kente-esque elements of melodrama, and of song and dance in what I thought 

was a stronger storyline .… After I had introduced myself to the work of Athol 

Fugard, I did away with melodrama, song and dance.
50

  

 

As ‘Zanemvula’, the scion of the clan, there were expectations that the 

youth would become a lawyer like his father. In a self-assertive action, 

however, he started to use a personal identification from his childhood, linking 

it with his public self. In his artistic world he became generally known as 

‘Zakes Mda’ – a ringing, theatrical name that comes trippingly off the tongue. 

He tells the origin of this nomenclature: 

 

It has been like that since I was a little boy. It is a name I got in the streets of 

Soweto. I was named after a jazz musician, Zakes Nkosi. He was current at the 

time. He died many years ago. In my books I’m still Zakes Mda. I tried to 

switch back to my original name – African pride and all that – but people 

insisted on calling me Zakes. So I had to be Zakes again. I’m Zakes now. On 

my passport, my ticket for coming here and everything else – it’s 

Zanemvula.
51
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First extant play : Dead End 

 

Mda’s earliest extant play is Dead End, written in 1966 while he was still at 

high school. The young playwright pours out the pain of the human condition 

as he perceived it in his imagination as a Senior Certificate, Grade Ten 

student. He was seventeen years of age. He shocks audiences with his 

melodramatic themes of alienation, isolation, betrayal, non-love, graceless 

violence, pimping, prostitution, abortion and racism. 

 

Although Dead End is an early play, youthful and flawed, Mda was 

demonstrating a skill and developing constituents that would inform his later 

writing. The vital interaction of his protagonists in negative and positive 

connections, the flashback devices, the symbolism and metaphoric 

reinforcement, the surrealism, the humour that “adds human contours to 

Mda’s socio-political indictment”, have a precedent in this first play.52  

 

Facing the reality of a ‘dead end’ may be a strange theme with which to 

launch a dynamic play writing career. Only by cutting through delusions, 

however, can an imaginative leap be made into the future. In my opinion, each 

of Mda’s plays except his 2002 commissioned work, The Bells of Amersfoort, 

seem inevitably to come to a ‘dead end’. 

 

Though written as early as 1966, Dead End anticipates the Black 

Consciousness concerns of the 1970s regarding the dangers for blacks to 

cooperate with whites,53 and the need for total social transformation. These 

concerns arise naturally from Mda’s historical alignment with black 

consciousness tradition reaching back to his original membership of the Pan 

African Congress and on to his being invited to deliver the Second Steve Biko 

Memorial lecture in 2001.  

 

In his article ‘Redefining Relevance’, Njabulo Ndebele identified 

powerlessness as the ultimate ‘dead end’. When appeals to the white 

oppressor for constitutional reform and right thinking on moral grounds are 
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ignored – even repelled – and the hopeless appeal is repeated endlessly … 

helplessly … the victims have arrived at their ‘dead end’. Neither Mda nor 

Ndebele believe in victims. Ndebele advocates a leap whereby the intellectual 

imagination is brought to bear on a desired future state as though it had 

already been accomplished.54 Black Consciousness is based on such self-

assertion, self-realization and an imagining of ‘the ordinary’ into the future.  

 

The form in Dead End is interesting. There are two flashback scenes of 

argument and rough treatment between Charley and his girl Tšeli that is acted 

out in her poverty-stricken place of residence in the township, flanked by three 

prison confrontations between the Voice – thought to be God – and the self-

justifying Charley. These debates in the prison cell form the serious core of 

the play. Charley puts his own slant on incidents from the previous day as he 

acts them out. The disembodied Voice would appear to be the tugging of 

Charley’s own conscience. In Scene Three, Charley offers the Voice his last 

cigarette: “Rothmans Kingsize – best tobacco money can buy” (1990: 11). 

Then he strikes a match, lights the cigarette and smokes it himself.  

 

Mda enriches even this early play by incorporating the African 

participatory mode of storytelling. Journalist K Rutter remarks that Mda “draws 

the reader in as a participant, accorded not observer status but an invitation to 

get intimately involved in the narrative.”55 Charley says to the Voice “I don’t 

care about you in any case ….” and the Voice replies: “Ha, that is not going to 

pay off. You know you are in a muddle. I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes.” 

Charley replies: “I wouldn’t like to be in my shoes either” (1990: 11). In the 

course of these interchanges, Charley analyses his moral position and speaks 

directly across the footlights, accusing the playgoers of judging him, even 

taking sides against him. The Voice asks: “Why did you do it?” (1990: 5) and 

later: “I always wondered where you took the wrong turning,” (1990: 11) and 

then the most pertinent question of all: “But did you love her?” (1990: 5).  

 

In the end, commitments are abrogated: Charley and Tšeli are isolated, 

one in death and the other in incarceration.56 This is sombre material coming 

from a youth of seventeen years of age. 
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The title of the play, Dead End connotes a severely out-of-balance status: 

black people betrayed in a white-dominated, oppressive society. The 

overarching motif is betrayal versus commitment, a cameo of apartheid’s 

ultimate betrayal of universal humanity.57  

 

Charley betrays Tšeli’s innocence:  

 

She was a beautiful girl. And she loved me. When I met her she had never 

known a man before. What I know for sure is that she gave herself to me 

(1990: 5).  

 

Charley betrays Tšeli by using her as a commodity. He fails to keep his 

promise of marriage, and betrays the new life in her by insisting she takes 

concoctions from Dr Zuma to cause an abortion. Mda reveals his twist of 

humour as he describes how Charley, thinking he had killed Tšeli, babbles his 

pseudo-declarations of love, a sop to his conscience. Then he accuses her of 

‘eavesdropping’ when, regaining consciousness, she takes him at his word: 

 

TšELI: I don’t have to drink that now .... Cause you are going to marry me. 

CHARLEY: I thought we agreed, Tšeli. We can’t marry. 

TšELI: But you promised. 

CHARLEY: Me? Not me. 

TšELI: We are going to marry and raise a brood of brats. 

CHARLEY: You mean you heard me say that? 

TšELI: And you will do anything I want, take me anywhere, and buy me 

anything. 

CHARLEY: You were eavesdropping. That’s not fair. You were supposed to 

be dead (1990: 15). 

 

In this first play, Mda promotes the spirit of ambition, progress and ‘getting 

ahead’, but there are situational and sociological barriers. Charley has a 

Matriculation Certificate yet is only offered the position of teaboy at the bank 

whereas Frikkie du Toit, who had not even completed his primary education, 

is appointed to a staff position. With subtle control of irony, Mda writes:  
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CHARLEY: The stupid manager … could have made me an Assistant 

Something. Anything. At least it shows you are almost at the top …. It sounds 

nice too – mh, it does sound nice. Assistant Manager, Assistant Teller, or 

Assistant Teaboy. I mean with my brains I could make it (1990: 16).  

 

When Charley thrusts to ‘get ahead’ he suffers unjust discrimination in the 

application of the law. He is imprisoned twice on the untrue, unverified 

accusations of white perpetrators for felonies he had not committed. Mda 

presents an interesting echo of a racist stereotype.58 The highly-sexed white 

woman, desiring the black man, cries “Rape!” to escape her husband’s wrath 

(1990: 13).  

 

In another instance, Frikkie, who is a procurer of prostitutes, accosts 

Charley’s girl, Tšeli, in Western Avenue thinking she is ‘available’ to him. 

Charley intervenes and in the scuffle, Tšeli is injured. When the black 

policeman arrives on the scene, Frikkie accuses Charley of perpetrating the 

violence. In prison, Charley acts out the scene to the Voice:  

 

VOICE: You should have told them, Charley. It was all in self-defence. 

CHARLEY: I tried …. ‘It’s not me, sir, it’s Frikkie. Frikkie du Toit …. He did 

that to the girl’ …. And there is Frikkie arms akimbo with a big grin hollering 

to the police ‘Vang hom!’. What are you waiting for? I will report you to the 

big baas at the station. You see, he was in the right. 

VOICE: In the right? 

CHARLEY: In the right. He is white … (1990: 20). 

 

Andrew Horn assesses this early play as being “still largely sensational, 

with a tendency to blurred character motivation and an inconsistent tone ... 

and social observation at moments reduced to facile moralizing”, but adds: 

 

In a comparison between the text’s original typescript and the final published 

version it shows that in the excisions made, Mda is already moving away from 

the explicit, towards the suggestive, and trusting his audience more.
59
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Neo-colonialism : We Shall Sing for the Fatherland 

 

In his final high school year, preparing for the Cambridge Overseas School 

Certificate – the equivalent of the South African Joint Matriculation Board 

Examination – Mda’s theatrical talent burgeons. With prescience and 

imaginative flair that may seem far beyond conventional student design, he 

creates an accomplished play with a message about neo-colonialism that was 

unusual for its time. The play is titled: We Shall Sing for the Fatherland,60 and 

is set in an unnamed, newly independent African state. As Jan Gorak says, 

“Mda audaciously opens his play with a revolution situated in the past, not 

emerging from the world of mythology but already receding into it.”61 

 

Dead End and We Shall Sing for the Fatherland were first produced as a 

double bill on 14 February 1979, directed by Benjy Francis at the Diepkloof 

Hall in Soweto by the Federated Union of Black Arts (FUBA) in association 

with the Amstel Playwright of the Year Society. Nicholas Ellenbogen was the 

director when again as a double bill, they were presented at the Market 

Theatre, Johannesburg on 22 March 1979. We Shall Sing for the Fatherland 

was produced in Cape Town’s Space Theatre later in 1979. Nomhle Nkonyeni 

and Roland Stafford were co-directors on this occasion. In 1989, Soyikwa 

Institute of African Theatre produced the play with director, Walter Chakela. 

Performances were staged at both the Market Theatre, Johannesburg, and at 

the Grahamstown Standard Bank Arts Festival. This is the first of Mda’s plays 

to gain recognition, winning the Amstel Merit Award in 1978.62 Significantly, 

We Shall Sing for the Fatherland is still enjoying a return to the boards up to 

the present time, and played at the Standard Bank National Arts Festival in 

Grahamstown and the Wits Theatre Complex in Johannesburg in 2006.63  

 

Myles Holloway writes that We Shall Sing for the Fatherland is unique for 

its time as it demonstrates the ongoing struggle for emancipation from neo-

colonial interests. Peasants and workers are sacrificed in the liberation 

struggle and independence is “hi-jacked by international capital through the 

new national elites or their surrogates”.64 He points out that the play’s political 
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message is that “the source of oppression is located at the juncture of class, 

race and capital”, an analysis which stems from the principles of Marxist-

Leninism. This denotes “an important distinction at the time between his social 

criticism and the more or less monolithic nationalism of the Black 

Consciousness Practitioners”.65  

 

Even in his high school days Mda had discerned that black regimes could 

be as rotten as white. Rob Amato points out that while other writers were 

producing protest rather than revolutionary theatre, Mda was demonstrating 

his stance as “the mocking disbeliever in revolutions in the real world.”66 By a 

strategic design of oscillation, Mda shows why the citizenry at large would not 

be able to sing of liberation: the play’s title is a subtle jibe at history.  

 

The Banker in the play is “an executive-type white man”. In the interests 

of Africanization, he promises Mr Mafutha full support from white business in 

his chairmanship of the Stock Exchange. The confederates talk disparagingly 

about the power that foreign investors are wielding in the Chamber of 

Commerce – a type of neo-colonialism:  

 

BANKER: I had to threaten not to give them any more loans and overdrafts. 

That brought them to their senses. The only thing you have to do is to listen to 

our advice ….  

BUSINESSMAN: Africanization seems to be failing when it comes to 

commerce and industry, eh. Look at the Chamber of Commerce – it’s all in the 

hands of the Twiddles and their friends…. 

BANKER: You are the emerging capitalist in the emergent Africa (1990: 34). 

 

When the play was in production in November 1980, Mda suggested 

emendations which led to the replacement of ‘white’ by ‘multinational’ and 

‘international’, and an interposition by the Banker, who states: “We must teach 

them that the only colour that counts is the colour of money.”67 The question 

arises, therefore, whether it is race or class – or even just money – that has 

become the primary determinant in human society. 
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Occupying a precarious park bench ‘homeland’ in mid-winter – and that 

only on sufferance and by dint of bribes to Ofisiri – poverty-stricken but 

victorious veteran freedom fighter ‘true believers’ are the lead protagonists in 

We Shall Sing for the Fatherland. Peg-leg Sergeant-Major, the one who 

believes in what he thinks he sees because he wants to see it, is presented as 

the idealist in contrast with his subordinate, the astute practical realist soldier-

at-arms Janabari.  

 

The critic Eric Hoffer suggests that in Sergeant-Major the young 

playwright is creating an archetypal portraiture of a severely self-deluded ‘true 

believer’, but in humorous vein. The device is repeated in the form of an 

aberrational self-defensive dissonant in the Woman in Dark Voices Ring and 

as an immature materialist in the Young Man in The Hill.68 

 

The protagonists are tricked because they need the security of belief. To 

‘unbelieve’ in the new government would be to undermine the foundation of 

their ‘belief’ in themselves and their purpose in life. They are drawn into the 

mode of accepting the type of dominance rhetoric that is identified by Hoffer 

as “… any economic structure that is set up in order to preserve its stability 

and to persuade even its victims of both its validity and resilience.”69 

Sergeant-Major clings to precepts and judgments long after they have been 

discredited by empirical evidence. Not so Janabari, the realist. He knows as 

Mr Mafutha passes by in conversation with the Banker, that he is not 

preoccupied with his financial affairs but is snubbing them, his ‘fellow-

liberators’ in the struggle. However, the two tramps share the illusion that they 

are “the architects” of the new state and the class of beautiful young women:  

 

JANABARI: She would have been more beautiful had she shown a little bit 

more of her teeth …. 

SERGEANT: Why, we never used to see girls like her a few years back – 

before the great Wars of Freedom. 

JANABARI: I am proud, Serge. 

SERGEANT: Good, Janabari, I am proud too. 

JANABARI: For we are the architects (1990: 41). 
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Mda establishes the importance of the human nexus of connection. He 

“will not sacrifice human character and interactions for programmatic designs” 

as is usually the case in overt protest material.70 Now using this nexus in the 

positive sense in contrast to the negative sense in Dead End, Janabari 

preserves his connection with his leader, established during the Wars of 

Freedom, by remaining in hierarchical submission, giving regular “Yes, Serge” 

responses to commands – but he knows better.  

 

At last, Sergeant-Major is roused by the injustice of Ofisiri stamping out 

their fire on the coldest night of the year. He voices his rebellion. Janabari’s 

response sums up the serious core of the play. Something must be done – 

even “another war of freedom” – and this borders on a call to revolution:  

 

SERGEANT: Janabari, that trampled fire made me realize that it’s high time 

we asserted ourselves, and fought for what is by right ours …. 

JANABARI: That is what I have been saying all along, Serge. And you 

thought I was being rebellious … we are not getting our share of whatever 

there is to be shared. This is what the learned ones call capitalism, Serge. It 

has no place for us … only for the likes of Mr Mafutha and the other fat ones 

in the Chamber of Commerce and the Stock Exchange. Serge, I have been 

trying to tell you that our wars were not merely to replace a white face with a 

black one, but to change a system which exploits us …. What we need is 

another war of freedom, Serge – a war which will put this land back into the 

hands of the people. 

SERGEANT: I agree, Janabari (1990: 43-44). 

 

Even though they try, they are not able to sing for the fatherland, as they 

have been betrayed. They freeze to death on their park bench: “Quite a 

ticklish sensation,” says Janabari. Sergeant-Major, with his peg-leg restored, 

comments with humour: “Mortals can’t see us now that we are dead. We can 

even move among them and inspect if they are doing a proper job digging our 

graves …. We have the last laugh …” (1990: 46). 
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Locale – somewhere in the human spirit? 

 

Mda comments that he has deliberately left the location of the park in We 

Shall Sing for the Fatherland indeterminate although references in the play 

indicate that it is set in a state which has been ‘independent for ten years’. In 

the play, Banker is in conversation with Businessman: 

 

BANKER: All this opposition to your taking up the chairmanship is based on 

mistrust. No African has ever been chairman of the Stock Exchange in this 

country, you know. And you have been independent for the last ten years. 

Teach our incompetent socialist neighbours the art of running the economy of 

a state without making a mess of it all (1990: 34-35). 

 

Taking the history of decolonization in Africa into consideration, if Mda 

means ten years in real time, his dating for his play can be questioned. Mda 

says he wrote We Shall Sing for the Fatherland in 1969, but that makes the 

play’s ‘ten years of independence’ relevant to only two countries: Ghana, 

freed from British colonial rule in 1952, and the Gold Coast, which became 

independent in 1957. Other countries in Africa gained their independence 

several years later: Tanzania in 1961, Uganda in 1962, Kenya in 1963, 

Zambia in 1964.The ten year time span, therefore, is an anomaly as these 

countries are outside the demarcation Mda sets for his play. On the other 

hand, the time span could simply be a device. Mda may be intending to 

demonstrate how it is possible for idealism and high political goals to 

disappear within a short span of time, trampled out of existence by the 

leadership class who leave the foot-soldier-working-class out in the cold.  

 

This device would be particularly effective if the play was presented to an 

audience who were still experiencing fervent idealism about their own 

upcoming ‘independence’. Many may not have had previous exposure to 

reports on non-successful histories of independence as a standard of 

comparison.  
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In an interview with the British Broadcasting Corporation, Mda declares: 

 

Here I’m looking at a black state after the revolution, a state which has opted 

for a capitalist type of government …. We have two veterans of the freedom 

wars who were actually fighting in the bush to overthrow the old order. And 

now, after independence, these guys have to resort to begging. They have 

nothing to live on because those big guys are busy making money.
71

  

 

Then Mda adds a rider, and discloses an intention that is typical of his 

design of oscillation: “The Wars of Freedom need not necessarily be physical, 

violent wars …. They represent the struggles of the people in general for 

liberation.” Richard Steele suggests that the playwright is demonstrating a 

profound insight into the nature of liberation. To see the ‘Wars of Liberation’ in 

literal terms misses the point: Mda is not only considering physicality and 

violence aimed at changing those who rule and how they rule in government 

systems. The struggle is ongoing, at all levels. Without radical alteration of the 

underlying structures of power and the economic privilege that had given rise 

to the ‘War’ in the first place, one may end up with a ‘rearrangement of the 

deck chairs’ instead of true liberation. And the masses who suffered under the 

old regime, and who had been mobilised in order to overthrow it, remain on 

the outside looking in.72  

 

In his theatre-for-development doctoral studies, reworked to produce 

When People Play People: Development Communication Through Theatre,73
 

Mda emphasizes the need to seek out root causes for sociological situations 

through development of awareness and training in analysis. Following the 

theoretical line of argument that Elizabeth Grosz puts forward against 

categorization in ‘Refiguring Bodies’, it is injurious to make the assumption 

that ‘this person/position is wrong, therefore they/it must be eliminated’.74 War 

comes into being because of such categorization. For this reason, Mda treats 

war – this ‘War of Liberation’ in the instance of the play – with utmost 

sceptism. He is exposing contra-ubuntu.  

 

It may be that Mda’s words to the BBC encompass the struggle of the 



 

 

 
71 

human mind, soul, spirit and being to achieve balance. Such a wrestling 

entails self-doubt, self-reflexion and voluntary change. If this were the case, 

the battleground would be located in the psyche. Because of free will, it is 

possible to choose a third way: to calm and overcome inherent fight or flight 

reactions to power-plays, and deal with weaknesses and pride that allow such 

situations to exist. I suggest, therefore, that Mda’s intention, and the thrust of 

his play, has to do with love, compassion and caring, without which any ‘War 

of Liberation’ is pointless, and with which no actual war would occur.75  

 

In seeming contradiction, or as a design of oscillation, however, Mda 

takes an overtly revolutionary stance in his next play, Dark Voices Ring, 

written in the context of the triumphant yet tragic events of 16 June 1976. In 

his art, Mda is deliberately out of step with the powerful, though costly new 

direction that had been initiated by the youth in Soweto. They had led a new 

thrust of resistance against the apartheid government, and paid dearly with 

their lives. Yet, through his new play, Mda implores the reader to deal with 

issues that lie deeper than a revolt against the oppressor’s language and the 

inadequacy of the educational system. To the mix of his play he adds the 

issue of co-option and the coercion of prisoner labour, taken from Henry 

Nxumalo article in Drum twenty years earlier.76 It is Mda’s practice to 

intertwine ‘fact’ with fiction, thereby forcing readers to re-align their subject 

position.  
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total conscientious objector, a proponent of peace, and a non-violent activist, and also from the ideas 

propounded in Mennonite J H Yoder’s book The Politics of Jesus (1972). 
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 On Nxumalo’s ‘Mr Drum’ report, see Anthony Sampson, Drum (1957), Houghton Mifflin, Boston, 

pages 37-54, cited by Andrew Horn in ‘Introduction’ in The Plays of Zakes Mda, page li. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

HAPPENINGS SHAPE A LIFE 

 

 

Our art is not for its own sake, it serves a function in society … not a 

theatre of protest at all, but a theatre of resistance. It mobilised the people 

to fight against the system.
1 

– Zakes Mda – 

 

Zakes Mda has a fiercely independent critical mind, always shifting  

its perspectives, always ready for a more-than-real theatricality.
2
 

– Rob Amato – 

 

Zakes Mda’s dramatic output stands out amongst that of his 

contemporaries for the extraordinary quality of the writing, the variety of 

theatrical devices employed and the cogency of thought which the plays 

evidence.
3
  

– Andrew Horn – 

 

 

 

New vistas opened in Zakes Mda’s experience in the early 1970s as his life-road 

changed direction so swiftly that it took on the nature of dreaming. He writes: 

“After completing high school – with a third class pass – I taught at a rural school 

and promptly fell in love with identical twins who were students there. I ended up 

marrying one of them.”4
  

 

Very soon Mda became a family man, and in responding to the needs of the 

children, Nduku Neo Solomzi, Thandi Nomso and Wandile Dini, he discovered in 

himself a core of deep caring. With expanding parental and household 
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responsibilities came the need for an improved income. He writes about the 

thrust of his activities in 1971 and 1972: 

 

I then joined a bank as a clerk, resigned after two years and established my own 

sales promotions and marketing agency in Leribe. In the meantime I was studying 

to be a lawyer, and preparing for what was then known as the Attorney’s 

Admission examination. I joined a law firm in Maseru as an articled clerk. But the 

call of the arts was too strong. I gave up my law studies and concentrated on 

painting and writing.
5
 

 
Mda took a step forward in the academic field of his choice when from 1973 

to 1976 he followed a course with the International Academy of Arts and Letters 

in Zurich, Switzerland, adding the degree of Bachelor Fine Arts (Visual Arts and 

Literature) to his Cambridge Overseas School Certificate. He had opted to study 

with this Swiss academy as it specialized in distance education. As a stepping-

stone, the degree served a purpose but gave him no sense of satisfaction. In his 

Personal History he calls it “an utterly hopeless fine arts degree – but esteemed 

at least among artists. Mercifully, it closed down in the early eighties”.6 

 

Mda had kept himself abreast of the powerful psychological discovery of 

identity and self-valuing coming alive among students at South Africa’s 

segregated universities, following the lead of Steve Biko and the Black 

Consciousness Movement. By the mid-1970s, Black Consciousness concepts 

and practices, assisting the development of self-enhancement and cultural 

liberation, spread to many schools in South Africa. A graphic art and literary 

Renaissance was taking place that “raised social awareness”.7 

 

Protest poetry and play writing, as an overt design, were aimed at training 

and directing ideas towards socio-political commitment and the “dialogue of 

confrontation”. Writing about Black Theatre, Saths Cooper, however, perceived 

that a new depth was being plumbed: “Black theatre goes deeper than reaction 
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to the system. It has to do with self-respect and asserting our dignity as human 

beings.”8 In an interview with K Ngwenya for Drum, April 1985, Mda says: “As I 

grew up I read a lot and discovered that theatre was deeper than I thought. It’s as 

deep as a bottomless pit.”9 As audiences participate in scenes on the stage, they 

have to make choices, either to face the consequences of commitment to issues 

relevant to bringing about change, or to live a life in limbo. It is in this pedagogical 

thrust to make theatre a dialectical, sociological and political teaching tool as well 

as an artistic pleasure that Mda is most like Bertold Brecht: “Once one has a 

wind one can naturally sail against it,” Brecht writes.10 

 

Students from segregated seats of learning such as the University of the 

North (now called the University of Limpopo) became immersed in Black 

Consciousness tenets and ideology through their membership of the South 

African Students’ Organisation (SASO).11 When they graduated, they took up 

teaching positions, many in high schools in Soweto.12 By the mid-1970s, the 

speed and intensity with which Black Consciousness flashed from point to point 

around the country and the way it sparked a new spirit of resistance among the 

youth was in the nature of a veld fire driven before the wind.  

 

The years 1976 and 1977 mark a peak in South Africa’s long travail. They 

also mark the birth, amidst gunfire and gore, of a new redness – a resistance 

force in which children took the lead and parents followed. Disaffected Soweto 

scholars pressed forward against tear gas and bullets in insurrection against the 

use of Afrikaans as a medium of teaching and in protest against the second-class 

education being thrust upon them by the Bantu Education Authorities of the 

apartheid government. The Soweto uprising of 16 June 1976 spread nationwide. 

Many students fled into exile. By the end of 1977, the ANC’s ‘June 16th 

Detachment’ gathered in Angola for training and were melded into a fighting 

force.13 Nadine Gordimer responded to these events in a mood of outrage, horror 

and impotence. She expresses the heartache of many of like-mind: 

 



 

 

 

80 

We whites do not know how to deal with the fact of this death when children, in 

full knowledge of what can happen to them, continue to go out to meet it at the 

hands of the law for which we are solely responsible, whether we support white 

supremacy, or, opposing, have failed to unseat it.
14

 

 

This was also the period in which Steve Biko died and the government 

cracked down on numerous Black Consciousness organisations, newspapers 

and individuals. Steve Biko was arrested on 18 August 1977 for violating his 

banning order. He was beaten so badly while in police cells in Port Elizabeth that 

the decision was made to transfer him to Pretoria for medical attention. He was 

transported naked in the back of a police vehicle, and died in a police cell shortly 

after arrival on 12 September. The inquest abrogated the police and health 

officials from responsibility.”15 However, his wrongful death was acknowledged by 

the police officers involved in his detention when they applied for amnesty to the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1997. Amnesty was refused. One of the 

four reasons for refusal was that the Commission was not satisfied that the 

applicants testified truthfully to the events leading to the injury of Biko. They 

further concluded that the applicants’ version of how Biko sustained the fatal 

head injury was “so improbable and contradictory that it had to be rejected as 

false.”16  

 

The Black Consciousness movement was dealt another blow on 19 October 

1977 when SASO and several other organisations and individuals were banned, 

and The World newspaper closed. But Steve Biko and his influence lives on. His 

son Nkosinathi Biko established the Steve Biko Foundation in 1998 with a vision 

to “strengthen democracy by promoting a culture where South Africans become 

architects of change and occupants of her liberated spaces.”17 One of its 

activities is to host an annual lecture. Mda’s support of Black Consciousness 

tenets was recognised when he was invited to present the Second Steve Biko 

Memorial Lecture at the University of Cape Town on 12 September 2001.18 
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The United Party in South Africa dissolved itself and in a snap, whites-only 

general election in November 1977, the National Party enlarged its majority. One 

lone voice, that of Helen Suzman of the Progressive Party, continued speaking 

out in Parliament against injustice.  

 

Issues of collusion and resistance were undoubtedly in the forefront of Mda’s 

mind as he prepared himself to work on his next play. Though to some extent in 

a sheltered environment as an exile in Lesotho, the pain of injustices and 

oppression in the country of his birth seared his innermost being.  

 

At this time he was constantly on the move, improving his position and 

developing his career. In 1972 the Ministry of Education in Lesotho appointed 

him to a post at ‘Mabathoana High School in Maseru teaching Literature in 

English, and then from 1972 to 1979 to various other high schools.19 During this 

time he encountered many of the thousands of South African students who had 

filtered into his country of exile, fleeing apartheid and the police. They knew that 

their world had been changed forever. 

 

When I asked Mda about ‘writing politics’ at my first interview on 12 

November 1999, he said that humans are political animals – after all, the 

smallest political entity is the family: “I have my own discourse. I take up a 

position, and deal with the positions taken up by my protagonists in their 

situations, and inevitably the result is a political work.” He would agree with 

Matsemela Manaka who, in 1982, said: “Culture is one of the last weapons we 

have to mobilize society for change.”20 Mda speaks with fervour on what he 

believes was his own contribution to such change: 

 

Even as a playwright I was a storyteller. My theatre did not just shout slogans 

against apartheid. It placed its primacy on storytelling. In apartheid the dominant 

genres were poetry and theatre, and where prose was concerned, it was the short 

story that prevailed because a lot of us during apartheid didn’t have the time, the 
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space or inclination to sit down in some little room somewhere and work on one 

piece of writing that would take months, even years to complete. We had an 

immediate situation to deal with. We wrote plays …. We wrote poems …. These 

were means of communicating immediately with an audience and that gave you, 

as an artist, immediate feedback. There was that immediate communication 

between you and the audience because culture was also a weapon for the 

struggle.
21

  

 

Mda places himself firmly in the Black Consciousness tradition when he 

states: “[D]uring the 1970s, we changed from protest theater to a much more 

militant theater, a theater of resistance. And this was a kind of theater directed at 

the oppressed, with a view of mobilizing people.” He goes on to explain: 

 

You see, the distinction between protest art – theater in this case – and a theater of 

resistance is mainly that. You see, in protest theater, the message, the mode of 

communication, and the art itself is directed toward the oppressor. You see, 

because to whom do you protest? You protest to the person who is oppressing. 

With a view to appeal to the oppressor to stop. But sooner or later we realized that 

the oppressor knew exactly what he was doing. The best thing that we could do 

was direct our theater toward the oppressed, with a view of mobilizing the 

oppressed to fight against the government. You see this became a much more 

radical kind of theater. Rather than the public theater, which was mostly a theater 

of self-pity: ‘Oh look how we are suffering, your laws and all that’, the new 

theater, rather than a theater of weeping and self-pity, was mobilizing people.
22

 

 

 

Co-option in Dark Voices Ring 

 

Scripted in 1976 in response to the upheavals of the 16 June 1976 student 

uprising, Mda produces Dark Voices Ring, a skilfully styled one-act play. It was 

originally published in the ‘Winter’ issue of the Johannesburg theatre magazine 
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Sk’etch in 1979. When the play was first presented at the People’s Space 

Theatre, Cape Town, on 9 October 1979, directed by Nomhle Nkonyeni and Rob 

Amato, Nkonyeni played the role of Woman, Nkos’omzi Ngcukana the role of 

Man and Sam Phillips played the silent, staring, huddled Old Man.23 

 

At the culmination of the play, Man leaves Woman and Old Man to join the 

liberation forces in the North. During an interview with Mda on 8 February 1987 

Myles Holloway refers to this action: “Thus the play seems to advocate direct 

political intervention in a way that your other works do not. Do you think 

playwrights have a responsibility to point toward such action?” Mda responds: 

“My personal belief is in an armed struggle and the use of other pressure. If a 

playwright can point to such action he must do so.”24 This comment is interesting, 

considering his own experiences as a member of Poqo (the armed wing of the 

PAC), where he withdrew from an assignment to assassinate a fellow activist 

accused of being a spy,25 and refused to obey a command to “kidnap Afrikaner 

babies from Free State farms”.26 His scepticism of war is clearly conveyed 

through They Shall Sing for the Fatherland.  

 

Bhekizizwe Peterson, writing the Introduction to a collection of Mda’s plays 

published in 1993, presents a clear perspective on the value, or otherwise, of 

participation in armed insurrection: 

 

Far from creating the ‘new man and woman’ as numerous simplifications of 

Fanon’s thesis on violence suggest, the participation in armed insurrection has no 

straightforward redemptive benefits for the individuals or communities 

concerned, especially on the level of ideology. The implications of violence and 

war for the psychological makeup of individuals – a significant number of whom 

are children in the Southern African context – is of course deeply complicated.
27

 

 

Ravan Press published We Shall Sing for the Fatherland and Other Plays in 

1980. Dark Voices Ring and Dead End are included in the collection. A ruling 
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came down from the censors: Dark Voices Ring was banned in South Africa 

under section 47 (2)(e) of the Publications Act of 1974 (Government Gazette 

1974).28 Printed and ready for distribution to the public, the collection was 

confiscated.  

 

The Publications Act empowered the National Party government to restrict 

any publication that, in its view, was “prejudicial to the safety of the State, the 

general welfare or peace and good-will”. The Directorate of Publications referred 

the matter to the Publications Appeal Board and Case No 53/81 was opened. A 

Committee of Experts, meeting to read, discuss and report on Dark Voices Ring, 

decided that “the old black man is the villain of the piece”. In their opinion, as he 

has been punished for his treatment of the prisoners by being rendered silent, he 

is now only an object of contempt. They decided the play was about dreams – 

those of the old woman living in the past, and the young man, living in the future.  

 

Although certain passages “constitute incitement to join freedom fighters … 

against the Republic of South Africa, this is the language of protest with which 

the Appeal Board has become familiar”. The Experts refer to earlier decisions 

related to publications such as Forced Landing and Staffrider – both Ravan 

publications – “which the Board has found … to be a typical feature of the South 

African political scene”. They decided, therefore, to pass down the 

recommendation that the play in question “does not constitute direct political 

incitement” – and the collection was released for distribution.  

 

Mda’s practice is not to specifically name protagonists who play 

representative types: Woman, Man, Old Man. On the other hand, Nontobeko, 

Jan van Wyk, Silas, Duiker, Janfek are named, but they only feature as personae 

in plays-within-the-play. Dark Voices Ring speaks with dramatic impact, moving 

readers and audiences to review their own slippages into co-option and baas-boy 

style actions of superiority or paternalism – a negative connection.  
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In re-enacting incidents from the past, Woman is led by Man to relive the 

cycle of guilt and betrayal that she and her husband had perpetrated against their 

own people on the potato farm eighteen years before, and she is made to face 

the fact: “Nontobeko is dead …. Nontobeko was burnt to cinders in the hut Jan 

van Wyk built us” (1990: 63). Now she understands that her husband “was one of 

them”: 

 

WOMAN: He was only doing his work, my child. 

MAN: They always say that. Every one of them. Black officials of this regime … 

civil servants who carry out the repressive laws … chiefs … policemen … in 

Soweto … Langa … New Brighton … throughout the land …. They are doing 

their duty, whilst they mow down peaceful children marching down the streets, 

voicing their hatred of the evils done to us by those who have given themselves 

the divine right to decide our destiny. That is why I am going, ma. Because now I 

know that our salvation lies only in ourselves ... in our guns (1990: 64). 

 

Anyone can thoughtlessly, carelessly, permit or even seek co-option – and 

become a ‘villain’. In Dark Voices Ring it is something more than the whipping of 

workers, more than the cheering of the warders, more than the slave-like service 

of the Woman, more than the violence of the prisoners. Institutionally, the ‘villain’ 

is the insidious, enveloping, stifling and deadening oppression, first of the 

colonial then of the apartheid systems, brought to life by fear, and kept alive by 

vested interests.  

 

I contend that in the apartheid years of 1948 to 1994, as a multitude of 

contingent Acts were promulgated to safeguard white privilege, no one who drew 

breath escaped the binary of ‘victim’ and ‘oppressor’. But these are constructed 

roles and it is possible to rewrite the script – to opt out and become a real human 

being under the law of ubuntu, realizing Njabulo Ndebele’s dream of “a sensitive 

new person in a new society”.29 
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The System and labour 

 

Contra-ubuntu, as discussed in Chapter One, is that overbearing cruelty and 

deluded condescension of categorization that reduces the human to a nonentity, 

and, ultimately, to Elizabeth Grosz’s ‘it’. On a large scale, Mda’s plays Dark 

Voices Ring, The Hill and The Road demonstrate such reduction in the use and 

abuse of contract and convict labour. Niki’s husband, Pule, in Mda’s sixth novel 

The Madonna of Excelsior, spends many years away from Mahlatswetsa 

Location near Excelsior, working as a migrant at a Free State mine. Although the 

exile sends gifts, the relationship is shattered. In this fictionalised example of a 

family that disintegrates, it is not only people who suffer but a society and an 

economy, and, ultimately, it is the well-being of a nation that is undermined.  

 

J M Coetzee is one of several South African writers who has commented on 

the dearth of black figures in early colonial art. They were placed in paintings, 

individually, but as exotic entities not as inhabitants belonging to the landscape 

and the landscape belonging to them. He writes:  

 

In more ways than one the logic of the pastoral mode itself thus makes the 

incorporation of the black man – that is, of the black serf, man, woman, or child – 

into the larger picture embarrassing and difficult. For how can the farm become 

the pastoral retreat of the black man when it was his pastoral home only a 

generation or two ago? …. They were extracted from the South African scene, 

their indigenous home, then inserted again as labour.
30

  

 

In 1959, Ben Turok made an observation about the social engineering 

surrounding the issue of labour in South Africa. He says: “[T]he real reason for 

the pass laws – the direction of labour to the farms – is rarely acknowledged.” 

Pass Laws were imposed initially in the Cape in 1809 to curtail the movement of 

the Khoikhoi. Eventually, the restriction became general for all Africans and the 

smallest infraction “could present a man with the unequal option of either ‘parole’ 
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as a forced farm worker or, if one refused, a harsh term in prison.”31  

 

Francis Wilson speaks about the ‘Sixpenny Scheme’ introduced in 1934 

whereby short-term prisoners could be compelled to spend their sentences 

working for farmers who paid the Department of Prisons sixpence a day for each 

labourer. By 1947 the scheme was replaced by a ‘Volunteer Scheme’ whereby 

petty offenders might choose to work, on parole, as farm labourers. Privately 

financed farm jails were established, costing anything up to R25 000. Wilson 

argues that the system led to “a vested interest in crime” so that these premises 

did not stand empty.32 This issue is highlighted in Mda’s play, The Road. 

 

Following the First-Scott investigation of labour exploitation in the Bethal 

District,33 Henry Nxumalo’s Drum article in March 1952 exposed what could be 

termed a hot-bed of oppressive practice. Persuaded to ‘touch the pencil’, men 

eager to earn an honest wage ‘signed’ contracts that took them far from the 

attractive jobs to which they thought they had committed their labour. Cosmas 

Desmond reports that farmers came a long way “to collect labourers for the 

harvesting season”34. 

 

That was the system. But there is a third way. Mda’s play demonstrates that 

under whatever circumstances, individuals can make choices. They can either 

betray their heritage and ‘sell out’ to the system as did Old Man and Woman, or, 

as was Man’s choice, join a revolution and overthrow the system. Any resistance 

against an unjust or oppressive status quo, to however small a degree, is in the 

nature of a ‘revolution’.  

 

In the final scene in Dark Voices Ring, Woman faces the consequences of 

her collusion and Old Man comes out of his catatonic state and takes part in life 

once again. Now Man is free to follow his resolve: 

 

MAN [suddenly]: I must go, ma. I must go to the north. 
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WOMAN: Do you know what you are saying …what you are up against? 

MAN: A war of freedom is never lost. It is a just war and when people fight for 

the cause of justice their will to continue is indestructible (1990: 64). 

 

As was seen in We Shall Sing for the Fatherland, any residue of 

discrimination and oppression has to be eradicated from the colonial, the 

apartheid and the neo-colonial systems before liberation can be actualised. As 

Tami expresses it in The Bells of Amersfoort, the tumour has to be ripped out 

(2002: 160). Now, in Dark Voices Ring, only once this painful, extended process 

of facing and eschewing collusion has been accomplished can dark voices ring in 

freedom.  

 

 

Migrant exploitation in The Hill 

 

Mda’s life-road took a new direction when he was employed as a Cultural Affairs 

Specialist at the American Cultural Center in Maseru, Lesotho from 1980 to 

1981. He was becoming known. His radio play Banned! had featured in the 

BBC’s World Service African Theatre on 28 November 1982, and he had been 

admitted as a member of the South African Writers’ Association.  

 

‘Place’ remains of prime importance to Mda. Resident as he was in Maseru, 

he was in a prime position to note the comings and goings of men who were 

camping in the open on Qoatseneng Hill, a granite outcropping above Maseru’s 

luxury Hilton Hotel.35 Day after day they stood in queues at the Native Recruiting 

Corporation (NRC)36 hoping for a contract to work in a South African mine. In 

inclement weather he knew they were forced to seek the protection of the 

crowded Mpokho Caves. Mda retells this story in The Hill.  

 

As is Mda’s practice, the protagonists are not specifically named as they 

represent the hundreds of thousands caught in the mesh of migrancy, betrayal, 
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human destitution, moral degradation and the destruction of the land. The 

skilfully interwoven dialogue and actions of Man, Young Man and Veteran throw 

their situation on the hill into comic relief. Mda is known for his tip-tilted humour. 

 

Neither Man nor Young Man will listen to the advice of Veteran, thinking him 

to be untrustworthy, though experienced. On his return from the mines, Veteran 

had been inveigled by prostitutes, then, when engaged, had been stripped of all 

his possessions, even his trousers. Though he arrives on the hill with his shirt-tail 

flapping, dragging his empty suitcase, he has brought a rogue’s cunning with 

him. In the final scene, it is Man who is without his pants: 

 

YOUNG MAN [excitedly]: I saw him, child of my mother! I saw him at the NRC! 

MAN: And my pants? Where are they? 

YOUNG MAN: He was wearing them. He was standing in the queue of the 

people who already have contracts. He is going back to the land of gold …. I told 

you he was up to no good, child of my mother. First time I saw him I knew he 

was bringing us nothing but trouble. Look what he has done to you. Don’t expect 

me to sympathize. You are too big to take advice from the likes of me, aren’t you. 

He is our visitor. That’s what you said. Trying to buy his face at my expense. 

What a good visitor he turned out to be (1990: 111). 

 

All three desperately desire the contract from the NRC that will mark their 

freedom from want. The irony, as played out in a play-within-a-play, is that the 

contract is like a life sentence, relegating miners to dangerous and difficult 

conditions under the ground, and to unpalatable food and crowded, single-sex 

accommodation above the ground. As the play unfolds, it is seen that not much 

of the financial benefit gained in the mines finds its way back to bring relief to 

abandoned families. 

 

At last Man and Young Man listen to advice and Veteran initiates them into 

the intricacies of ‘how things are done’. They will be doomed to stand in the 
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recruiting queues indefinitely unless they can add a ‘green page’ – a South 

African Ten Rand note – to their identity books. Corruption proliferates wherever 

need exceeds demand. 

 

“Two mouthfuls of samp as against nothing of nothing,” sneers Young Man, 

addressing himself to Man (1990: 73). They are calculating what they have been 

eating recently, gathered from rubbish bins in the richer suburbs in Maseru. The 

competition was to see who passed the largest faeces, proving him to be the 

best scavenger. For one, the bin had yielded a scoop of discarded samp, but for 

the other – nothing. This nadir of despair is extrapolated to devastating poverty 

and deprivation in most of Lesotho.  

 

The play, ironically, is framed by the presence of a nun who comes and goes 

in total disregard for the dire physical as well as spiritual needs of the men on the 

hill. In the first dim sepulchral stage lighting of Scene One, rocks are gravestones 

– the “nothing of nothing” after death. A nun sits on a headstone, a rosary and a 

rose in her clasped hands. The playwright directs that the rose be plastic and the 

rosary just glass beads. The symbols that represent love (the rose), and faith (the 

cross on the rosary), are illusions, myths, seductively presented in plays, on 

television and even in church rituals for the purpose of manipulation and 

exploitation – a visual and tangible “nothing of nothing”.  

 

The nun is reciting the rosary “Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa” (1990: 71) 

According to Catholic theology, ‘self’ must be blamed for conditions in the world, 

brought about through the general sin of humankind. In the context of the play, 

expiation must be made particularly for the ‘sin’ of those on the hill who have 

“nothing of nothing”. The nun disregards Man when he asks for cleansing. She 

drops the rosary and the rose and leaves the stage. The lights brighten and the 

graveyard is revealed as a rocky mountainside.  

 

Mda comments about religious illusion and betrayal in his writings:  
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I see the role of the church here and elsewhere as negative – perpetuating the 

system. I’m thinking particularly of the so-called faith mission churches, many of 

which are under the influence of bible-thumping money-mongers from the 

conservative bible belt of the United States. It’s that kind of church as depicted in 

the mine scenes of The Hill. Some churches, though, have played a positive role 

in the struggle.
37

 

 

When the play was first presented at the People’s Space Theatre in Cape 

Town in February 1980, Nomhle Nkonyeni was assistant director with Rob 

Amato. Significantly, she played the parts of both the nun and the prostitute, First 

Woman.38 This incongruous duality of roles infers that the church is failing to fulfill 

its calling to protect ordinary people from the depredations of double standards in 

modern life – in fact, may even perpetuate such double standards. In the 

playwright’s view, coupled with illusory ideologies, it is innate greed, inept social 

and political structures and overweening dependence on the South African 

economy that brings about the wretched conditions prevailing in the small, land-

locked country of Lesotho.39 In their destitution, Man and Young Man had found a 

source of wealth – they will sell their blood, their redness: 

 

MAN: Did you count the days well, child of my mother? You know that they 

won’t take our blood if the two weeks are not over … we have tried to cheat 

before, but when they look in their books they always find us out. 

YOUNG MAN: I have counted the days well. Today is the day we sell our blood 

to Trans-Africa Biologicals and they pay us lots of crisp rands, tins of fish and 

milk. 

MAN: This is the day we become kings …. [addressing the audience] Yes, my 

fellow countrymen, today we are going to eat and drink our own blood (1990: 85). 

 

In Scene Two the stage lighting changes and Young Man and Man are left 

on the hill that once again reverts to being a graveyard. Young Man retrieves the 
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rosary and rose and gives them to Man as a farewell gesture – he is leaving for 

the mines. It is ‘belief’ in illusion that makes such symbols ‘real-for-you’. Man is 

despairing of ever attaining the stamp from the NRC recruiter’s hand that will 

open the door of promise to him. Young Man promises to write to him: “What is 

your address? Never mind. I’ll write to the hill ….” (1990: 115). 

 

Young Man expresses what is ‘real-for-Mda’: love and compassion. He gives 

Man a ‘green page’, one of several he had received in secret from the youngest 

prostitute who did not want it to be disclosed that she was his sister. This proved 

to be a positive connection:  

 

YOUNG MAN: I remember, after the naked man had taught us how things are 

done, you said you’d sell your blood for at least three fortnights and save the 

money for the extra green page of the passport. 

MAN: Yes, child of my mother. That is what I’ll do. 

YOUNG MAN [giving him money]: Take this, child of my mother. It is my 

contribution towards your saving for the extra green page (1990: 115). 

 

It is significant that Trans-Africa Biologicals had to shut down their trade in blood 

in Lesotho in 1980 after an outcry. Would-be migrants who relied on this source 

of income never realised they were being exploited. The change came in direct 

response to Mda’s The Hill.40 

 

 

Conditions in the mines 

 

In June 1976, a group of twenty-three students from the theological seminaries of 

Morija and Roma in Lesotho investigated aspects of the migrant labour system, 

writing accounts of their “moving and shocking” experiences in their diaries. 

Subsequently a report – Another Blanket: Report of a Vacation Seminar for 

Students of the Theological Seminaries in Morija and Roma – was compiled with 
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Professor Dunbar Moodie as the advising sociologist. I remember Moodie visiting 

in my family home in Pretoria while he was still a student. Exceedingly shy and 

quiet, he was tall, slender and slightly round-shouldered, with a high intellectual 

brow. My parents used to visit his ailing mother in hospital, then bring the young 

man back with them to our home for a meal. Moodie endorsed the reports as 

being authentic:  

 

Although not objective in any ultimate sense … they represented the ‘true voices 

of black miners’. They speak of the concrete realities of migrancy – broken 

homes, loneliness, infanticide, illegitimacy at home; prostitution, corruption, 

drunkenness, homosexuality in the compound. They uncover the human 

dimension of migrancy statistics.
41

 

 

Mda drew examples from this study. Myles Holloway points out that “the 

most cursory examination … reveals strong parallels in scene and situation”: 

 

Almost all the sequences in The Hill are grounded in actual experience, and on 

several occasions Mda’s dialogue is derived directly from the words of the 

students and their versions of conversations with migrants, or with those who 

have personally felt the impact of migrancy …. The Hill reveals Mda’s skill in 

presenting the various and often discordant ‘voices’ of a lived reality.
42

 

 

Mda creates The Hill to express hurt and anger at a system that leaches 

men, a primary resource of wealth, from a victim country to enrich an affluent 

one. Husbands disappear for years – or for life – into what has become known as 

‘the mining diaspora’. “Only in the case of war does migration on this scale take 

place – and, strangely, it happens only in Lesotho,” Andrew Horn writes.43  

 

It is this ‘chemical’ of manhood, this blood, this redness, which is drained 

from the population by migrancy, leaving a colourless residue, the ‘migrant 

widows’ as needy and pathetic in their despair as the protagonists in The Hill. 
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The cash nexus, a creation of wage labour, has replaced the erstwhile 

agrarian lifestyle in Lesotho and caused a disintegration of the conventional 

family network. To ‘leaching’ of blood, moreover, add ‘seduction’. Young Man in 

The Hill represents the type who is seduced into becoming a miner by the vision 

of riches. Traditional values are cast aside and commodities become more 

important than building an economy. Young Man is absurd with his steering 

wheel and battery representing his selfish and materialistic dream of a car and a 

gumba-gumba to create music at parties. To him these acquisitions are far more 

relevant to a modern lifestyle than building a herd of cattle, or providing school 

fees for the education of a family member.  

 

The migrant miners cannot be real ‘men’ as they are in their homes back in 

Lesotho: mores and traditions are affronted when father and son stand naked 

together in the showers. Producing progeny of a known bloodline builds the Clan 

and hence the nation. But many migrant men start a second family in another 

country, and sometimes the abandoned wife finds she has produced an 

illegitimate child. The less convoluted seduction, of course, is the Fifth Column 

attack on morals and family values exemplified by the greedy prostitutes who 

proliferate in Maseru.  

 

When I visited Mda’s family in Mafeteng on my second research journey in 

September 2002, I found his gifted, sparkling young sister, Thami, busy with 

exquisite tailoring. Years before, her husband had been killed in a robbery in their 

home. Supporting both herself and her son, Dumisani Nhlapho, then a student at 

a university in Germany, she was self-employed but had to take her finished 

products by taxi to Johannesburg to find a market. There were no local openings 

for employment, even for this modern, well presented, and educated young 

widow. How much more difficult, therefore, for rural women, widowed by 

migrancy, to find financially rewarding work. Soon they reach a point of total 

destitution. Sadly, I only have photographs now of gifted, vivacious Thami. 
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Masefinela Anne Mphuthing followed an important line of inquiry in 1981 in a 

research project for the Department of Sociology and Social Anthropology at the 

National University of Lesotho entitled: Do females become prostitutes because 

of backgrounds?
44 She identifies three main reasons why prostitution becomes a 

way of life. The first is that Lesotho is in a downward economic spiral because of 

a decrease in international investment in business and industry – even Trans-

Africa Biologicals have moved to another continent to prey on other sources of 

cheap blood.  

 

With unemployment already rife, there are few if any ready-made jobs 

waiting for the influx of ‘migrant widows’. In the second place, coming from rural 

areas, they lack the type of education and experience needed for positions in 

commerce and industry. Some of the young women who become prostitutes are 

“the illegitimate offspring of adulterous relationships, with men who have stayed 

behind ….” Through her study, Mphuthing knows that “the robbing of returning 

miners by prostitutes is a frequent phenomenon in Maseru.” The prostitutes in 

The Hill terrorize returning miners, not only divesting them of their possessions, 

but also depriving their families of the little they have gained in those far-away 

places.  

 

 

Play rocks in Roma 

 

To director Rob Amato, the playwright Mda is the storyteller – the dream 

merchant – “who carries forward the mythical world, so that it passes the present 

world and implies the future world.”45 He coins the term ‘Mdada-ism’ as being 

“elusive black theatrical satire in the old and new Southern Africa.”46  

 

Amato describes the Mdada experience as an interlinked circle: 
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There is the playwright, as servant of the people of the play and yet as arbiter of 

society. He has two primary roles – to transmit the human into lines and action for 

actors, and to create, by selection and the logic of design, the ‘magic box’, which 

allows everyone – directors, actors, musicians, dancers, audience, to play with the 

characters and their interactions.
47

  

 

He has a flashback to a larger-than-life, whirligig, colour-drenched 

experience in Lesotho when he was directing The Hill in Roma Hall in 1980. It 

played for thirty minutes longer in Roma than in Johannesburg or Cape Town. He 

makes a powerful discovery: 

 

The freshness that the all-black Lesotho audience brought to Mda’s form of 

satirical musical comedy, combined with the intensely recognisable action, 

created what I describe as Mdada theatre. ‘Truthful exaggeration’ is a phrase that 

comes to mind.  

 

It was a music-filled romp, in the garish colours of a fantasy-cum-nightmare …. 

The whores sang sweet Beatles songs between terrorising the men. The local 

audience rocked about so long and so loudly at so many lines that the actors could 

only stand there, waiting.
48

 

 

Amato observed a happening that involved a farmer visiting from over the 

border, who, like Mda’s protagonist Farmer in The Road, had travelled to Maseru 

for sexual excitements. He tells his tale:  

 

One bright morning coming down in the lift in the Holiday Inn, Maseru, I became 

aware that the woman on my left was projecting silent fury at the safari-suited, 

navel-showing white farmer on my right, whose emotions were less clear, but just 

as intense. The lift door opened and they went out into the car park dotted with 

bushes and trees. She whistled once and in a moment the farmer was surrounded 

by women of undoubted strength who wielded their high stiletto heels to good 
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purpose. He emptied his wallet, leaped into his Merc, and roared off back to the 

Orange Free State.
49

 

 

Attending to setting up for the play at Roma Hall, Amato came out to his car 

to fetch some stage lights:  

 

It was occupied by four women who made me several offers in remarkably 

imperious tones. They refused to emerge. I had to leave them in the car. I don’t 

know if they saw the show. My car was still there when the onstage reproduction 

of these women was over.
50

  

 

Mda received his first major recognition, the 1979 Amstel Playwright of the 

Year Award, for The Hill. In 1981 it was printed as a full-length play in two issues 

of Scenaria, Johannesburg. In 1990, it was published as one of five plays in the 

1990 Ravan Press edition of The Plays of Zakes Mda, with an Introduction by 

Andrew Horn. In 1992, The Hill was revived under the direction of Jerry 

Mofokeng and performed by the University of the Witwatersrand Drama 

Department, and revived again in 1995.  

 

When in1980, Raven Press had gathered Mda’s first three plays and 

published them under the title We Shall Sing for the Fatherland and Other Plays, 

Mda took a quantum leap. On the strength of this published work, in 1981 he 

applied and was granted a waiver of study fees to do post-graduate courses of 

his choice at Ohio University, in Athens, United States of America. He raised a 

loan for a one-way ticket, flew overseas and immediately registered for a Master 

of Fine Arts Degree (Theatre). He not only completed this first degree but in 

1983, proceeded to do a second, this time a Master of Arts (Mass 

Communication, Radio and Television). 

 

Starting this next phase of his life with a negative bank balance and without 

regular financial resources, he was demonstrating Walter Benjamin’s Mut in his 
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capacity to overcome every obstacle. “I sold my own blood,” he says, his drive to 

survive – his redness – matching that of the migrant workers he writes about in 

The Hill:  

 

I survived by selling my paintings. When that did not work – Athens, Ohio was a 

small college town and the number of art collectors was not limitless – I sold my 

blood in order to buy food. In 1983, my final year, I received a Fulbright-Hayes 

Fellowship. This was the first and only scholarship that I ever received. I have 

always prided myself on the fact that I paid for all my needs from my own pocket, 

working and peddling blood.
51  

 

 

The Final Dance – Banned! – At Dawn we Sang  

 

Putting his new theatrical and television communication skills to the test, Mda 

experimented with a cinematic perspective, writing directions and the storyline for 

a narrated cinepoem entitled The Final Dance. 52 This is material from the heart. 

Mda may well be gesturing towards distinct historical periods, or the dichotomy of 

colour differences, but shows these can blend in new “states of actuality and 

consciousness.”53 

 

Old Man earns a pittance by collecting empty cans in his wheelbarrow. This 

contrasts with the well-to-do – but monotonous – situation of a fanciful ten-year-

old, Little Girl, in her grand house. The two become friends on the strength of her 

smile from her window, and his wave as he trundles the wheelbarrow passed her 

gate. Within the shifting focus of the camera’s angles, they live out the joyous 

innocence of their affectionate human connection, his poverty and her exotic 

wealth blending into the one-ness of a “poetic dance”.54 

 

During a party, Little Girl copies the Strauss waltz steps demonstrated by the 

adults in the ballroom, teaching them to Old Man, and they dance together 
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among the guests, he ragged, she dressed in Victorian mode. When Old Man 

hears of the Little Girl’s death, he sells his only possessions, his stereo and his 

wheelbarrow, to hire a tuxedo to attend her funeral. He makes the only 

contribution he can – he dances: 

 

[Follow OLD Man to the cemetery] The OLD MAN joins the crowd of mourners. 

They look at him uneasily. He steps forward and starts dancing to the rhythm of 

the hymn. There is consternation in the crowd, and the PRIEST signals to the 

choir to stop singing. There is complete silence, but the OLD MAN continues his 

waltz, gracefully holding his imaginary little partner …. There is ecstasy in his 

face as he dances in the absolute silence …. The OLD MAN dances on …. 

[Dissolve to the evening of the ball] The OLD MAN is dancing with the LITTLE 

GIRL, and the horrified crowd is looking on from the sides.  

[Dissolve to the cemetery] The OLD MAN continues his dance, expertly 

executed, after which he takes a bow …. He takes another bow. There is an 

outburst of applause …. All are applauding, albeit with placid, almost stone cold 

faces …. They applaud for a long, long time [ Fade] (1993: 44). 

 

Drawing on his knowledge of living conditions in Alexandra, the densely 

populated, neglected living area outside Johannesburg, Mda next wrote a screen 

play, Smouldering, that was renamed Banned! when adapted for radio. Produced 

and directed by Nick Barker, it was broadcast by African Theatre, BBC’s World 

Service, on 28 November 1982: 

 

Here Mda is dealing with issues such as forced relocation, urban criminality, race 

relations amongst middle-class professionals, police surveillance and harassment, 

class tensions within the black community, the legal institution of banning, and 

the debate over the choice between passive resistance and the armed struggle.
55

 

 

The word ‘band’ – the same in English or Afrikaans – is incorporated in the 

terminology for a short or medium wave ‘2-band-radio’. But there is a further 



 

 

 

100 

subtly significant linguistic double entendre in the new title. The power to ban 

‘undesirables’, exerted by the Afrikaner apartheid regime, also points to the 

twisting, tortuous bondage of legalities imposed like a band across the mouths of 

resisters, reducing them to silence. Banned! is one of the plays included in the 

collection And the Girls in their Sunday Dresses: Four Works. 

 

Although short, there are twelve scenes, each with its own development. The 

wasted effort of self-aggrandisement and power-play in gang warfare is 

contrasted with the struggle for liberation. Cynthia, a black social worker with 

Cripple Care, is the narrator. Much of her story is told in retrospect. In her work 

capacity, she had been drawn into the life of a crippled former tsotsi named Bra 

Zet and the militant dwellers in an informal settlement in South Africa:  

 

CYNTHIA: Then one day it happened. Gang warfare broke out. And he was shot 

right on the spinal cord, paralysed from the waist down. That’s how he became 

one of my cases. It was my job to counsel cripples. I used to go to his dingy room 

… a long dark corridor with rooms opening upon it. Huge families living in each 

room …. The stench of beer and urine …. His small room was at the end of the 

tunnel, and it always dark, with yellowing newspapers plastered on the only 

window (1993: 53, 57). 

 

Bra Zet clamours for a motorised wheelchair so that, once mobile, he can 

maintain his leadership of the gang: “Ek is ou Bra Zet ek, jy verstaan?”56  

 

CYNTHIA: I have told you a number of times that Cripple Care will not give you 

a motorised wheelchair unless …. Why don’t you take one of the jobs the society 

found for you? 

BRA ZET [Laughs mockingly]: Look at me proper, my girl. Do I look like 

anybody who allows the likes of you to push me around? ….  

CYNTHIA: I pieced the whole thing together later. Bra Zet had been smoking and 

drinking as usual, with his gang of hero-worshippers. One of the girls teased him 
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about not being as brave as he used to be. He took a knife and slashed his knees. 

Bra Zet had dangerous impulses …. How could they know that because of his 

paralysis he felt no pain? I went to Baragwanath Hospital to see him …. His 

wounds began to rot …. The doctors had to amputate without his permission. He 

was discharged from hospital and I resumed ‘caseworking’ him …. You know, 

Bra Zet was not my only client …. I had hundreds of others …. Young boys and 

girls …. Cut down by bullets, paralysed for ever. Casualties of the June ’76 riots. 

Riots? They call them riots! Calling a people’s struggle for freedom a riot! You 

will remember that many died. Others were crippled and became my clients. Of 

course that was an open invitation to the police. From time to time I was dragged 

to the police station for interrogation …. Let me go! I am a social worker! I am 

only doing my job! (1993: 66). 

 

Cynthia resigned from her work with Cripple Care but fell prey again to police 

surveillance, and then was banned for her involvement with community workers 

who were helping the squatters in Alexandra. With immediacy, Mda involves the 

audience as Cynthia directs her challenge-to-conscience towards them:  

 

CYNTHIA: You have seen bulldozers flattening their shelters, and you have seen 

them rise again like a phoenix …. You have seen those women and children 

determined to live together as families, stand up in defiance of the police and 

government officials who are eager to send them to their so-called homelands 

(1993: 71).  

 

Under the banning order, Cynthia may not leave her house, nor receive 

visitors. She has only her daughter for company, and agonizes in her loneliness. 

She acts out a play-within-a-play of dressing up and going to Orlando Stadium to 

watch Pirates thrash Kaiser Chiefs, then recollects her state of semi-

imprisonment: 

 

CYNTHIA [She laughs deliriously for a long time]: Rip the stupid dress. Tear it 
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to pieces. Dishevel the hair. You know you can’t go out …. [She resumes her 

normal tone] Well, you can get used to anything …. Then one day I got a surprise 

visit. Guess who? Bra Zet of course. He came driving his motorised wheelchair 

right up to my door. He was so changed, and that dazed look was gone …. But 

what was he doing visiting a banned person? Why take such a risk? (1993: 77). 

 

Bra Zet visited her often. He is a supervisor at a factory. He declares his love 

for Cynthia, but she is planning to leave her daughter with her mother and ‘skip 

the country’ to join in the liberation struggle: 

 

CYNTHIA: Listen …. For people to achieve liberation someone has to make the 

sacrifice, Bra Zet …. I realise that peace has failed. We tried to change things 

through peaceful means. But somehow we have always ended behind bars, or 

banned or house arrested, or killed. In spite of our peace. That is why I have to go, 

Bra Zet (1993: 80). 

 

A mass rally of students march down the street, singing, shouting: “Free 

Mandela! Release all political prisoners!” The police arrive on the scene, and 

demand that they disperse … then there are gun-shots … screams … people 

running in the street: 

 

CYNTHIA [As a narrator]: Bra Zet suddenly drove his wheelchair out of the 

door into the street, screaming …. What shall I do! He’s gone mad. They are 

going to kill him …. He’s heading straight for them! [Hysterical laughter] A 

cripple charging the police in a wheelchair! Come back, Bra Zet! Come back! 

[Loud gun shot. Crazy laughter] They shot him … I saw his lifeless body 

sprawling on the bloody ground, his motorised wheelchair upturned. Its wheels 

running round and round. Running round like mad (1993: 81). 

 

Next, Mda explores the role of an artist in a capitalist economy in At Dawn 

We Sang.57 Written in 1983 against the backdrop of a major capitalist regime, the 
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play demonstrates that when the products of the artist’s imagination are reduced 

to mere commodities, the spirit that imbues the work fades. The play is presented 

with “the proto-absurdist elements” of We Shall Sing for the Fatherland but with 

an abstract stage setting and shifting personae.58 

 

These are only a few of the presentations Mda created in the course of his 

Master’s studies. At the same time, however, his social life was growing by leaps 

and bounds. Irrepressible and ever observant, Mda had widened his circle of 

acquaintances in the ‘U.S. of A.’ to include movie actress Jane Fonda. She 

recognised that Mda has an intense sense for the rhythm and flow of dialogue so 

invited him to become her script consultant. He continued to fulfill his side of the 

arrangement as best he could, even after returning to South Africa.59 On the 

other hand, he “deliberately let the opportunity of working with luminaries like 

Paul Newman slip through his fingers like a cake of soap”. He declined because 

the Hollywood scene “disgusts him … it is too commercial.”60 

 

 

Explicated logic of design : The Road 

 

Mda does not write to amuse although he entrances his audiences through his 

dialogue and the devices he uses to convey his message. He writes to provoke 

new patterns of thought, induce action, and help bring about social change.  

 

Mda scripted The Road as a teaching tool directed to a new kind of audience 

to demonstrate the absurdity of white rule in South Africa under the apartheid 

government. Mda acknowledges that The Road does not have the power and 

resonance of his other plays.61 Its general thrust had been planned whilst he was 

still in Lesotho, but it was completed in 1982 in snatched moments at his desk in 

his student digs in his new country of domicile. In my opinion, however, it shows 

a distinct affinity with the manner in which Bertold Brecht’s plays combine 

teaching vital lessons of social concern under the guise of ‘amusement’.62  
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To Andrew Horn’s discerning mind: 

 

…. The Road remains one of Mda’s most searching and tightly constructed stage 

pieces …. The parable never overwhelms the characters’ humanity and 

credibility, or conflicts with its extra-textual referents.
63

 

 

In the American environment, Mda could not use the Brechtian style of 

intimate audience-player rapport that had scooped the audience into the heart of 

The Hill to whoop and dance with the protagonists at the presentation in Roma in 

1980. The Lesotho audience involved themselves in this way because they were 

reliving what they recognised as true to their own experience. In the United 

States of America, however, the playwright had to draw the audience into his 

‘magic box’ by the clearly explicated logic of his design.64 

 

They must see Labourer, who had been the first to settle for a rest under the 

tree (symbolising his right to the land), being banished by Farmer (the invasive 

colonial intruder), to the opposite side of the road (a symbolic Bantustan). They 

must participate in the confusion of non-communication in the parallel duologues 

between Farmer and Labourer, and feel the impact as plays-within-the-play are 

enacted. They must be “pulled along by the actor-embodied comedy and 

anguish” to the moment of crisis.65 

 

In the course of direct dialogue exchange, Labourer discovers that the 

female the Farmer had seduced in Maseru was his wife Lucy, his love, his life, 

and his reason for being. The Farmer had robbed him of this ‘life’ so he would 

take the law of retribution into his own hands – a life for a life: 

 

There is a long uneasy silence, during which the LABOURER furtively sizes the 

FARMER up. Then coolly .… You know what, Johannes Koekemoer? I am going 

to kill you. 

FARMER [in disbelief]: What’s that you said? 
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LABOURER [still cool]: I said I am going to kill you. 

FARMER [laughing with great relish]: Hey, that’s not a nice joke to make to 

your good old friend! 

LABOURER suddenly leaps on him, and the gun falls away. They grapple for a 

moment, each trying to get hold of the gun. LABOURER finally succeeds …. They 

grapple …. Gunshot simultaneously with sudden black (1990: 156). 

 

In March 1982 The Road was presented at The Little Theatre, Ohio 

University, in Athens. It was directed by Seabury Quinn Junior; Marcus Maurice 

Davis was Labourer; Alan McClintock was Farmer. On the road again, the 

playwright gave a lecture on Political Theater in 1983, to coincide with his play 

being performed at the Loeb Experimental Theatre at Harvard University, this 

time directed by Gerard Fox. 

 

In 1984, The Road was taken to the American West Coast. A staged reading 

was given by the American Theatre Association at their Convention held at the 

Hilton Hotel in San Francisco. At that select event, with due ceremony, Mda was 

proclaimed the Christina Crawford Award Winner of the American Theatre 

Association and awarded Honorary Membership of the International 

Understanding Honor Society in America. Christina Crawford made the 

presentation in person. 

 

 

Disinvestment and boycotts 

 

A page of Mda photographs in a multitude of poses under the headline The faces 

of Zakes Mda, was prepared by journalist K Ngwenya for Drum, April 1985. 

Commenting on his unusual photographic study, Ngwenya says: “A top South 

African-born playwright has a burning ambition to get the art of Africa across to 

the American public.”66 A sense of this passion is found in Mda’s reminiscences 

about his disinvestment and boycott campaign in the United States of America: 
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In the early eighties, Americans were generally ignorant of the situation in South 

Africa. The popular media were silent on the subject. As a result vague notions of 

what apartheid was all about existed in that country. It was during this period that 

I got involved in the disinvestment and divestment campaign. My role was mostly 

in educating students at campuses about the struggle in South Africa. They in turn 

would pressurise their universities to divest from corporations that were doing 

business with, or had investments in South Africa. One of the most effective ways 

this campaign was carried out was through theatre. In many cases our 

disinvestment, cultural and sports boycott campaigns in the campuses of the USA 

were frustrated by the pro-investment and anti-cultural boycott lobby which was 

gaining momentum and was supported by the conservative establishment.
67

 

 

As arbiter of his society, the playwright’s stance brought him into 

confrontation with the ‘constructive engagement’ message of South African 

playwright Athol Fugard, active in America at that time. Fugard was forcefully 

campaigning against the cultural boycott. For instance, when the Harvard 

University students performed The Road at the Loeb, Athol Fugard had been 

there the previous week with his own ‘constructive engagement’ message. “I got 

a note to that effect from Denis Brutus, who, in turn, was campaigning against 

Athol Fugard,” writes Mda.68 Because of the acceptance given to Fugard’s plays, 

especially by the American liberal establishment, this playwright was regarded as 

“the spokesperson of oppressed South Africans”: 

 

His anti-disinvestment voice carried weight – at least at that time …. I have 

always enjoyed Athol Fugard’s work …. But at the same time I have vehemently 

disagreed with him in almost everything he has written. My South Africa is 

different from Athol Fugard’s South Africa. That’s the crux of the matter.
69

 

 

Although in a distant land, Mda had been keeping up to date with the whirl of 

events on the political, social and cultural scene in South Africa. Being in a 



 

 

 

107 

university environment, he had access to material written by South Africans, 

whether published there or elsewhere in the world. He studied trends with great 

interest and, in 1984, prepared and submitted material for a chapter in 

Momentum: On Recent South African Writing, and it was duly published.70 

 

Another vista opened in Mda’s life-road when in 1984 he graduated and 

turned his face towards the African continent once more. It is significant that as a 

South African he had held a Lesotho resident’s visa for over two decades – a 

heart in exile. Accounted as a ‘visitor’, he was granted a brief visa into South 

Africa to conduct playwriting workshops at the University of the Witwatersrand for 

the African Writers’ Association before returning over the border. 

 

The Lesibe Players of Lesotho performed The Road at the Victoria Hotel in 

Maseru, Lesotho as a welcome home to the wanderer. But the human spirit is set 

on pilgrimage: 

 

“The road can’t wait. It’s impatient. It calls” (1990: 153). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

MULTIPLE VOICES 

 

 

Life piled on life … 

Yet all experience is an arch wherethro’ 

Gleams that untravell’d world, whose margin fades 

For ever and for ever when I move.
1
 

– Alfred Lord Tennyson – 

 

 

 

Like Ulysses in Tennyson’s poem, Zakes Mda’s life-thrust – his redness – had 

led him forth to the United States of America in 1981, seeking what lay beyond 

the horizon. His assets were many. His generational blood, his vibrant 

personality, his intellectual gifts, his imaginative writings, his poetry, his paintings, 

and his thirst for experience can be summed up in the ‘cheeky daring’ of Walter 

Benjamin’s Mut. Now he had at his disposal the added value of his back-to-back 

Masters Degrees in theatre, television and communications. Before settling to the 

discipline and responsibility of regular employment, however, he needed inner 

space in which to re-orientate and explore the dimension of the person he had 

become. He writes:  

 

When I came back from the United States in 1984, I lived for six months in the 

mountain village of Sehonghong in Lesotho, where I collected data on folk media. 

There I participated in the production and enjoyment of traditional performance 

modes (1993: x). 
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During these months of ‘own time’ in the mountains, Mda’s philosophical 

hierarchy of values became moulded in a unique and powerful form. When he 

was appointed Controller of Programs and Consultant to the Lesotho National 

Broadcasting Corporation’s Television Project in Maseru, these values became 

the weft and warp of an enriched life-way.  

 

As a sideline to his Television Project, Mda became director of the 

Screenwriters’ Institute, members being consultants and producers of films and 

videos on a range of subjects including that in which he was particularly 

interested: Development Communication. He retained this position from 1984 to 

1992.  

 

 

Accession to academia 

 

Mda had been in the United States of America when Andrew Horn and Gregory 

G Davenport had initiated their Theatre in Community Development program in 

Lesotho in the early 1980s. He returned in time, however, to be a delegate at the 

Conference on Community Development they organised at the Maseru Sun 

Hotel, 24 February to 2 March 1984. He was a member of the audience when, in 

September 1984, the community development play on co-operatives, Kopano ke 

Matla! (Unity is Strength), facilitated by Horn and Davenport, was performed 

before a spectacular gathering of over one thousand people at the Royal Village 

of Matsieng.2 

 

In an interview with Horn for New Africa, journalist F Mwanza was told that 

the Theatre in Community Development Project of the National University of 

Lesotho had been in operation since 1982, set up with funding from the Ford 

Foundation. In that interview, Horn expressed a vision that was in the nature of a 

prophecy: 
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It is hoped, eventually, that a permanent unit will be established within the 

university to engage in development theatre activity, touring even the most remote 

mountain villages in Lesotho.
3
  

 

Horn’s heartfelt desire was fulfilled when Mda was appointed as a Lecturer in 

the English Department of the National University of Lesotho in 1985, becoming 

a Senior Lecturer in 1988. As an innovation, he offered a one-semester Practical 

Theatre course, this in addition to full courses in African Literature, African 

Poetry, Creative Writing, Practical Theatre, European Drama and Playwriting.  

 

 

The Marotholi Travelling Theatre 

 

Theory and practice came together when, under Mda’s direction, in January 1986 

the performing group of the Theatre-for-Development Project became a 

permanent company based at the university. The Project was named the 

Marotholi Travelling Theatre; the promise of new growth being embodied in the 

naming as marotholi-a-pula means ‘raindrops’.  

 

Though operating independently, the Marotholi Travelling Theatre enhanced 

what was being taught in the lecture hall as it provided opportunities for field-

work: those who had successfully completed the university’s Practical Theatre 

course participated with the Travelling Theatre on their excursions. After 

discussion with participants on findings and outcomes, Mda prepared the 

Marotholi Travelling Theatre (MTT) Reports and kept these on record in the 

university’s archives after each such venture (1987: 106). 

 

The constituency for the fieldwork lay in rural villages off the beaten track. In 

some cases, participants would travel to their destinations in four-wheel-drive 

vehicles, or even on horseback. In a bid to rally them into action, the goal was for 

the villagers to produce their own theatre. These plays handled issues such as 
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migrancy, poverty, drunkenness, insufficient medical facilities and political 

tensions. Mda describes the experience in his Personal History: 

 

In the long winter breaks we worked with the peasants in the mountains of 

Lesotho, using theatre to create community dialogue, and to critically examine 

rural problems from the peasants’ own perspective.
4
  

 

I met Dr Cina Mosito in Cape Town in 2006, in the Faculty of Education, 

Cape Peninsula University of Technology. She had been a student member of 

the Theatre-for-Development Project at the National University of Lesotho and 

had accompanied the Marotholi Travelling Theatre into the mountains. She says:  

 

Those were exciting days and Professor Zakes Mda was a gifted lecturer, bringing 

his subject matter alive through his imagination. The trips into the mountains 

were like adventures and what we achieved with the village people was a great 

reward … we were changing people’s ways of thinking.
5
  

 

Mda had registered to undertake doctoral studies with the Department of 

Drama, Faculty of Arts, at the University of Cape Town, studying part-time until 

he presented his thesis for assessment on 8 December 1987. The material he 

had gathered in the MTT Reports was of practical value to him as a case study. 

His thesis was entitled: The Utilization of Theatre as a Medium for Development 

Communication: An Examination of the Lesotho Experience. On his graduation 

as a Doctor of Philosophy in 1989, he became a Member of the Library Board, 

was made Head of the English Department, held a Chair as Professor, and 

joined the University Senate.  

 

In 1992 Mda contrived to redesign his doctoral thesis in the form of an 

academic Training Guide, incorporating his newly-devised models and, with due 

acknowledgment, five scripts of theatre-for-development plays as ready-made 

tools for future trainers. The Training Guide, now given an interesting, 
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provocative new title – When People Play People: Development Communication 

Through Theatre – was published in 1993.6 Greatly impressed by the work, the 

Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA) ordered an extra run of 300 

copies for distribution at Mda’s discretion.  

 

Mda explains the methodology he adopted for his thesis:  

 

I did not engage in any formal methods or procedures. My main data sources were 

fellow theatre-for-development practitioners in various countries, and personal 

impressions and observations. I have travelled to many countries where I 

observed at first hand the work that theatre practitioners are doing in development 

(1993: ix). 

 

Mda found that the top-down approach with one party talking and the other 

listening was the mode adopted by the majority of development workers in the 

field. There was a lack of analysis as regards the nature and function of theatre-

for-development: “The studies are prescriptive, and the research is undertaken 

from the perspective of theatre practitioners and extension workers,” he said. 

“Theatre is not a self-generative communication medium that automatically 

becomes effective” (1987: 317). 

 

Although authors claimed that theatre was being used as a communication 

medium, the literature that Mda examined in his research failed to say exactly 

how communication functioned in order to achieve that aim: 

 

What emerges is that theatre-for-development research has been the domain of 

theatre scholars and practitioners and of non-formal educators, and not of 

communicologists …. The goal is to examine how theatre functions as 

communication, and, therefore, to arrive at a new model of theatrical 

communication in theatre-for-development (1993: 3). 
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In researching his new model, he isolated the variable that would change the 

level at which villagers would comprehend that the ‘villain’ in their situation was 

not some factor of weakness in themselves like poverty or alcoholism – these 

were outcomes – but a lack within the social, economic, and political systems 

that controlled their lives. For this to happen, it needed “intervention by catalysts 

who had a high level of critical awareness” (1987: 297). Such intervention, 

“combined with audience participation … resulted in distinct change” (1993: 172).  

 

Until 1986 the Travelling Theatre used the agitprop method in their theatre.7 

Following a five step process – information gathering in target communities, 

informative analysis, story improvisation, rehearsal and community performances 

– this method provided usefully pre-packaged, deterministic material for radio 

and television, from the perspective of the development agency. Because the 

audience did not participate in producing and distributing the messages, the 

theatre that was performed did not demonstrate the villagers’ own perspective, 

so “engenders little conscientization” (1987: 312).  

 

After 1986, however, the Marotholi Travelling Theatre changed from agitprop 

to participatory theatre and theatre for conscientization, thus dealing with what 

Paulo Freire calls the ‘culture of silence’. The villagers themselves became 

“instruments of liberation” (1987: 301): 

 

All forms of exploitation and domination have been heaped on the peasants, first 

by colonialists and then by the African ruling classes who took over from 

colonialists and perpetrated the structure of domination …. Intervention helps 

extract peasants from a ‘culture of silence’ (1987: 317).
8
 

 

Mda’s new model was Brechtian in that it “deconstructs the illusionism of 

conventional theatre” (1987: 245). Its performance mode needed no lighting, no 

costumes, no stage, no ‘fourth wall’, no proscenium arch, no set script, no décor 

other than a stone or an upturned pail. The resource and power lay within the 
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village people themselves. Mda’s Theatre-for-Development aimed to become a 

“medium to democratize communication systems, and to give the periphery 

access to the production and distribution of messages” (1987: 107). Thus, the 

people could become critically aware of the underlying factors that resulted in 

their poverty and powerlessness, and could become empowered to solve their 

own problems and take effective control of their situations in practical ways. In 

his thesis, Mda points out: “Peasants identify their problems but solutions elude 

them so the intervention of a catalyst is essential” (1987: 315). 

 

Catalysts were “trained in their capacity to analyse and find root causes” 

(1987: 297). They lived with communities, helping them to create plays that 

centered on their own felt needs. The spectators became involved. Mda explains: 

“[T]he multiplication of communicational factors, the multiple sources of theatrical 

information, are both the actor and the spectator” (1987: 245).The direction the 

play would take was never pre-planned. The village people controlled the 

process:  

 

The catalysts would present strongly conflicting views, or halt the action at a 

crisis point, provoking villagers to participate. Any spectator is invited to replace 

any actor and lead the action in the direction that seemed most appropriate to him 

or her …. Players and audience have become one …. Spectators lose their ‘safe’ 

seats (1993: 188). 

 

The aim of the Marotholi Travelling Theatre was to have theatre activity 

established in all the villages in Lesotho. A process was initiated whereby health 

workers were trained in theatre and in-depth analysis of local issues so that they 

could go back and train the people in their villagers, who in turn would become 

catalysts. Forming action groups, they would go out to other villages to create 

theatre on the basis of “each one teach one” (1987: 316). Theatre became a 

stimulus for cultural activities and developed community and inter-village 

solidarity. The villagers were dealing with common concerns, so came to 
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solutions, made resolutions and took action as sharing communities (1987: 303-

304). 

 

Mda acknowledges that theatre can never replace mass radio as it needs the 

interpersonal element if it is to be democratized. Radio and even television is still 

structured on the dominance model with the communicator as propagandist, and 

the audience as the target market (1987: 311-312). He makes the suggestion, 

therefore, that forums be established in which people discuss issues. The story, 

revolving around a common problem, could be left unfinished, then forum 

participants and audience listeners would discuss how the story should be 

completed. The follow-up in the series would reflect these endings. Once again, 

Mda was demonstrating his African participatory mode of storytelling. 

 

In 1988 The Marotholi Travelling Theatre was registered as a national 

collective composed not only of university students but also of teachers in rural 

schools, adult educators who worked for agencies other than the university, film 

makers and community-based groups such as village health workers and 

women’s organizations (1987: 106). Mda comments that in the process of 

developing theatre for conscientization, the experience of the Marotholi Travelling 

Theatre achieved such deep levels of analysis that the resultant activity in the 

villages “would undoubtedly open up the proverbial can of worms” (1987: 321).  

 

Mda did not hesitate to use the experience he had gained among the rural 

people in the mountains to underpin the plays he was writing in this period of his 

literary development. When in 1987, he was commissioned by the Lesotho 

government’s Ministry of Information and Broadcasting to create a film to mark 

the 20th Anniversary of Lesotho’s independence, he cuts to the bone. The 

concept of ‘celebration’ in the script was not at all what the Ministry had 

anticipated. Directed by Mda, it had become a one-handed satire entitled In 

Celebration of our National Arrogance.9 Gonzalez Mosiuoa Scout played the 

solitary protagonist, The Man. Acting out plays-within-a-play, Scout demonstrates 
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how public servants change from being ‘care-full’ to act in the interests of the 

nation’s well-being, to becoming ‘care-less’ once they lose sight of those whom 

they serve.10 “He is at his best when he unsettles the world, not when he argues 

a case,” is Rob Amato’s assessment of Mda at work.11
  

 

Mda makes it clear that when he is critical of a government – the South 

African government for instance – this is not ‘unpatriotic’: “The willingness to be 

critical shows a deep love for country. Anyway, my view of patriotism is not love 

for politicians but love of a country.”12 He adds:  

 

All nationalisms make me uncomfortable. I have seen terrible things happen in 

the name of nationalism. It is like patriotism. I love my country and my people as 

well as any man, but there is a very thin line between a healthy dose of patriotism 

and jingoism.
13

  

 

 

The chair of patience: And the Girls in Their Sunday Dresses 

 

The English Department at the National University of Lesotho was enriched in 

1986 when theatre director Teresa Devant moved from Botswana to Lesotho. 

She had been head of the Theatre Unit of Medu Art Ensemble – founded in 

Botswana by South African exiles in 1978 – and had become interested in Mda’s 

work after reading reviews of We Shall Sing for the Fatherland. On arriving in 

Maseru, she was impressed that Mda was already “well-established as one of 

the most important playwrights in Southern Africa”.14  

 

Once settled in her new environment, Devant founded the Meso Theatre 

Group. Her well-defined working line on social and political issues drew Mda’s 

attention. Enjoying common interests, the families became friends. Mda invited 

Devant to hold weekly sessions in dramatic skills training at the National 

University of Lesotho, and she did this for a year. She reports: 
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In 1987 Mda came to my home one afternoon and gave me two manuscripts to 

read and comment upon. They were Dankie Auntie, a play for a relatively large 

cast, and a two-hander, And the Girls in their Sunday Dresses. He offered to let 

me direct the latter. The manuscript gave me a new insight into Mda’s work .... I 

was captivated by the scintillating quality of the dialogue in which endemic social 

traumas were treated with piercing satire. I found in the play the Brechtian vein 

which is one of the strengths of Mda’s work …. I am attracted to his frankness, 

his warm personality and his sense of humour as well as his inquisitiveness and 

his interest in people, art and the environment.
15

 

 

As when working with his students and the Marotholi Travelling Theatre, 

overtly promoting analysis and conscientization among the village people, so in 

writing his new play Mda follows his own rules with subtlety and humour. Lady 

and Woman are his sole protagonists. They are representative figures shown by 

their type naming. In the course of the play, as they analyse their situation, they 

change, develop and make choices. Lady, an educated city-dweller, has the 

widest spectrum of possibilities compared with Woman, who is largely unskilled 

coming as she does from a rural background.  

 

They meet while waiting to buy rice at a government food aid depot. Woman 

has the wherewithal to buy a small amount of basic food at a local store, and 

Lady has brought her chair, so they become dependent one on the other:  

 

WOMAN: For me it is the fourth. 

LADY: And you managed without the chair. The first day, I mean. Before I came. 

WOMAN: It had not rained then. I sat on the ground. 

LADY: Yeah. It’s wet all over now, so you need my chair. We need each other 

because I also need the food that you buy for both of us (1993: 5). 

 

Lady, a prostitute, who in her forties is failing to attract a following, is 
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constantly renewing her make-up: “You remember the skin lightening creams we 

used? All we wanted was to have white skins. Hydroquinone, sister woman, it 

destroys your skin” (1993: 8). During the period of waiting, Lady becomes as 

darkened with despair on the inside as she is caked with creams – and when it 

rains, with mud – on the outside. She regains her self-respect, however, as she 

becomes conscientized to resist the patronization of the office girls, parading to 

and from work in their beautiful Sunday dresses.  

 

Woman is a neat and respectable mother, a domestic worker in Cape Town 

but now on leave in Lesotho. Lady accuses her: “You are a flat cleaner in Cape 

Town. All sorts of men go there with their mistresses and with the likes of us. You 

clean their filth! You are no better off!” (1993: 30). But Woman has developed 

modern ideas about Unions and ‘rights’, and inspires her companion to resist: 

 

WOMAN: It is now time for us to change things. To liberate not only ourselves, 

but the men themselves, for we are all in bondage! 

LADY: Look, I think all these things you say are making me uncomfortable. 

People don’t just say things like these in public places …. But what I don’t 

understand is you say you don’t take any abuse, but you have been waiting here 

with the rest of us (1993: 27).  

 

The play demonstrates large-scale betrayal as, through corruption and 

exploitation, the aid aimed at the destitute is being resold for another’s gain. The 

poor are in double jeopardy: aid structures re-inforce dependency, and leaders, 

through their nefarious dealings, become enemies, ‘care-less’ of the public in 

their care, un-caring that the poorest of the poor may not survive.  

 

Mda’s forked-tongued satire against corruption on a large scale sharpens as 

he turns the spotlight inward on the double standards that individuals 

unconsciously practise. Lady and Woman are angry that the rice is being carted 

off in truckloads: 
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WOMAN: You see all those trucks? They have the names of different companies 

written on them. Wholesalers, general dealers and jobbers. They’re buying all this 

rice here because it’s cheap. They’re going to sell it in their shops. At a very high 

price. 

LADY: So what? They’re in business ….  

WOMAN: If it’s food aid it must be given to the poor for free …. 

LADY: The poor, yes, and you and I don’t qualify. Let’s face it, you came 

because you heard it’s a bargain. You knew before you came that the countries 

that donated it meant for it to be distributed among the poor for free. But you 

came to buy it still. You shout at those big guys, but you are no different from 

them.  

WOMAN: Do you have to bundle me with them? (1993: 14). 

 

Lady’s chair becomes a symbol of the moral, physical and mental abuse 

experienced by ordinary people who are forced to wait … and wait … and wait .... 

They are reduced to a state very like Estragon and Vladimir in Samuel Beckett’s 

Waiting for Godot as they experience pain, distraction, ennui, disorientation, 

irresolution, bewilderment, scepticism:16  

 

WOMAN: I think I am beginning to know about the waiting game. 

LADY: You don’t know half the story. Let me tell you. When I go the post office 

to buy a stamp, I take my chair …. When I go to the bank to draw money … I 

take my chair with me. Why, because I know there is going to be a lot of waiting 

there. When I go to government offices for any service whatsoever I know I have 

to wait while bureaucrats have endless conversations about their lovers … the 

particular person who has been assigned to deal with your particular case has 

gone out. No one knows where. So you wait. Or they can’t locate the file. Or 

perhaps the person who has to sign something has gone to a meeting somewhere. 

They always go to meetings. So you wait. I tell you, sister woman, all of us spend 

ninety-five percent of our waking hours waiting .… (1993: 10). 
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At first, Lady and Woman demonstrate an attitude of powerlessness, 

kowtowing as they call out greetings, ingratiatingly, to the office girls as they 

arrive for work – and depart for lunch – and leave for home, wearing their 

beautiful Sunday dresses with careless indifference. Lady explains: “Sunday 

dresses are not only worn on Sundays. They are worn on any day when one 

wants to look beautiful. That is why you see the office girls in their Sunday 

dresses” (1993: 34). This stereotypical stance changes to indifference, however, 

then to pity as Lady and Woman analyse their respective situations. This is the 

turning-point in the play. They are not victims. They can choose their attitude: 

 

LADY: What’s the difference? Many of them have to sleep with someone to get 

their jobs …. We are in the same profession, sister woman. Only I do it openly 

and on my terms as a free agent. They get laid and still have to sit behind office 

desks and typewriters before they can get their porridge …. 

WOMAN: We are all victims of a social order that allows this to happen (1993: 

19-20). 

 

In their despair at having to wait day after day, the two women quarrel. Lady 

calls Woman a hypocrite – “a wishy-washy liberal” – in order to provoke a 

personal attack so that she can defend herself, but Mda takes the issue to a 

wider sphere: 

 

WOMAN: You talk about defending oneself. You don’t know a thing about that. 

Otherwise you’d not be carrying your chair with you everywhere you go. 

LADY: What’s my chair got to do with it? 

WOMAN: Everything. When they violate you, you wait. You patiently wait until 

such time that they come around to doing something about it .... 

LADY: I get the satisfaction of making them pay, draining their blood and 

money. 

WOMAN: And presto! The world has changed …. Bureaucratic red tape has been 
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eliminated and nobody has to stand in the queue for days on end any more! 

LADY: What do you want me to do then, Miss Politician? What have you done 

yourself? 

WOMAN: Not much. But we should demand a change and be willing to suffer for 

it, rather than suffer in silence as we have been doing here …. We are even 

fighting over the use of the chair. Because we are waiting …. We are like the 

sedated who slept through a revolution …. 

LADY: … I am still waiting for it, and when it comes …. 

WOMAN: You don’t wait for a revolution. You make it happen (1993: 33). 

 

At last, something is happening. Lady has caught the gist of an instruction 

bellowed by a man with a megaphone. She reports to Woman: “We must ‘move 

in an orderly manner’ to the window over there” (1993: 34).  

 

This is the high point of the play. The two women do not move. Instead they 

enact a ‘play-within-a-play’ about the tedious, humiliating procedures that await 

them before they can buy their rice.  

 

Earlier, it had been Woman who had seen the futility of waiting and had said 

they should leave, and Lady who had persuaded her to stay. Now, after these 

further nights and days of waiting, it is Lady who takes decisive action. With Mda 

there is always the possibility of change, of hope: 

 

LADY: I am not going through with it. 

WOMAN: You are not? 

LADY: No, I am not. I am going home now, and I am not taking the chair. 

WOMAN: What about the rice? 

LADY: … I am going home, and I know that never again will I need the food-aid 

rice, and my chair of patience. Are you coming or not? 

WOMAN [Excitedly]: You know what? I love you. I think you are a great human 

being. Of course I am coming. I am coming (1993: 37). 
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At this point, the significance of the play’s title strikes home: And the Girls in 

their Sunday Dresses. Not used as a connective, the ‘And’ could mean that the 

girls in their pretty Sunday dresses, unaware that their lives are monotonous, 

shallow and limited, will mindlessly repeat a routine that is torture, and endure a 

kind of ‘waiting for something to happen’ that is imprisonment. Lady and Woman 

on the other hand, muddy and hungry though they may be, are free. In their final 

speech, they assert a new sense of self-sufficiency, and demonstrate the 

courage to strike out into the unknown. Director Teresa Devant notes that neither 

Tokoluho Khutsoane who played Lady nor Gertrude Mothibe who played Woman 

had received previous formal training in theatre or had performance experience. 

One was a journalist, the other a pharmacist.17 The protagonists, like the women 

playing their roles, are creating an extended sphere of exploration for 

themselves. This is freedom. 

 

It is important to Mda that women receive respect and ‘place’ in the world on 

a footing equal with men. He responds in serious mien in an interview with 

Sandra Martin in Toronto prior to the launch of And The Girls in Their Sunday 

Dresses in Canada. He speaks about the cultural situation of women and the 

need for gender equality. In all humility he acknowledges his own collusion “… as 

a social commentator and also as a male who was complicit in their subjugation”. 

He points out how the play expresses these concerns:  

 

The play is visionary because it concentrates on gender rather than race. Back 

then, everybody’s focus – that of women as well as men – was on the struggle for 

national liberation at the expense of women’s own liberation. [The women] were 

oppressed by the apartheid system, but they were also oppressed by the culture 

itself and by us – the men. The women believed with liberation ‘things would fall 

into place and we would all be free’…. Of course, that didn’t happen. Gender-

based equality remains a Utopian dream in the new South Africa.
18  
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And the Girls in Their Sunday Dresses was first performed under the 

direction of Teresa Devant by the Meso Theatre Group during the Edinburgh 

Fringe Festival at Springwell House, Edinburgh, Scotland on 14 August 1988, 

and then at the West Indian Centre, Leeds, England on 23 August 1988.  

 

 

Intricacies in Joys of War 

 

Within days of the Meso Theatre Group returning to Africa, Teresa Devant 

started to rehearse them in a second Mda play, Joys of War. This was first 

performed at the University of Zimbabwe, Harare on 26 August 1989. Gertrude 

Mothibe, who had been Woman in And the Girls in Their Sunday Dresses, is now 

Mama, grandmother to a twelve-year-old girl, Nana, played by Letlamoreng 

Mosenene. The rest of the cast performs as shadowy figures from the past. 

 

The stage is constructed on three distinct levels, yet with accessibility one to 

the other. Changes in lighting help the audience follow the subtle thrust of the 

tale within cyclic time frames. When the play opens, two soldiers are sitting, 

immobilised, on the highest level, holding their guns at an angle so that they form 

a statue. They are backlit, so are in silhouette. They take no notice of the child, 

wearily dragging her rag doll, stumbling behind her grandmother across the 

lowest level. The two, Mama and Nana, are on a quest. Their dialogue discloses 

that they are seeking Mama’s son, suspected of deserting his comrades back at 

the informal settlement. Mama resists the charge of desertion, believing him to 

be in police custody. She is determined to find him in order to clear his name.  

 

The ill-sorted pair travel for several days. This passage of time is shown by 

their coming and going across the lowest level. They invoke the myth of the 

phoenix when they speak about “building from the ashes” on their return to their 

informal settlement shack: 
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MAMA: When we are done with wandering. Then we’ll go back to help those we 

have left behind to rebuild from the ashes, as we have done in the past. Over and 

over again. Like the bird of old Egypt that your teacher taught you about at the 

school. 

NANA: It’s called a phoenix, Mama …. It lived for five hundred years …. Then it 

built a big nest, and set itself on fire. From the ashes a worm came out, from 

which the bird grew – young with beautiful red and gold feathers …. Are we like 

the bird, Mama? 

MAMA: Yes. Only we don’t set ourselves on fire. They do it for us, but from the 

ashes we rise and grow …. Gold – maybe with black and green. Maybe like the 

little flags the people were waving when your papa led them against the raids … 

against the burnings (1993: 88). 

 

In contrast to this movement, Soldier One, Francis Rangoajane, and Soldier 

Two, Kefuoe Malapo, are like Samuel Beckett’s characters, Estragon and 

Vladimir, in Waiting for Godot. They are waiting for a sign, and then they will take 

part in a special assignment:  

 

SOLDIER ONE: When the sign comes we will detonate and destroy their 

munitions dump. Some of their soldiers who guard it will die. Perhaps some 

civilian passers-by too. That’s how things happen in a war. It’s not murder (1993: 

105). 

 

The technical skill of the playwright is demonstrated in the way players on 

their own level speak on interrelated themes while remaining unaware of players 

on the other levels: In Scene One, Nana’s doll ‘dies’: 

 

NANA [screaming]: Mama! She is dead! She died in her sleep! 

MAMA runs to her, and holds her in her arms. She is trying to comfort her. In the 

meantime lights dim on them and rise on the TWO SOLDIERS. We see their 

features for the first time. 



 129 

SOLDIER ONE: She died. You hear that? My little baby died. And all I could do 

was sit there and watch her die. 

SOLDIER TWO: It is a sad story. But soldiers don’t think about those things. All 

we have to think about is the war. 

SOLDIER ONE: And you know what? We could have saved her. But they could 

do nothing, they said. We had no rights over the land, they said. We belonged to 

some barren place they designated us, they said. If they afforded us any facilities 

– even to save lives – we would be deceived into thinking that we belonged, that 

we were there to stay, that they recognised our presence, that we were not 

squatters, they said (1993: 91). 

 

In the course of the play, shrouded figures from the past, bathed in a misty 

light, enact plays-within-a-play on the middle level. One group appears as 

Mourners around a grave, but because the land is under the curse of apartheid, 

they do not weep. They burst into a freedom song. Soldier One comes down 

from the top level to become a speaker at the wake, calling for resistance and 

action.  

 

On another occasion, a group of Interrogators file onto this hazy second 

level, “the secret police of the old movies – hats almost to the eyes, raincoats, 

and dark glasses” (1993: 112). Soldier Two bumps against his comrade, who 

tumbles down to level two and lands among the group. He is put through 

excruciating torture to disclose what his fellow ‘agitators’ are planning but he 

does not break down. Soldier One had been in a torture chamber once, with a 

large map on one wall, filled with red pins showing where ‘agitators’ were training 

their cadres. Instead of instilling fear, the interrogation inspired resistance: 

 

SOLDIER ONE: I kept on thinking, maybe the red pins have the right idea, I 

mean the solution to our problems. I am going to join them, I kept on thinking. 

That’s the only way I can remedy the situation. I am going to join the red pins on 

the map on the wall of the interrogation centre. 
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NANA: Maybe that’s the time he was planning to desert us. Maybe that’s what he 

was brooding about. 

SOLDIER TWO: So that’s how you came to join the cadres? 

MAMA: How many times will I tell you that he did not desert us. He was taken 

by the police during the raid. 

SOLDIER ONE: And as usual they arrested me, together with all the people they 

call agitators. This time they held me for a few hours and let me go … when they 

set me free, I ‘skipped the country’ and went to join the cadres …. Here I am, 

back in the country again on a special assignment of sabotage (1993: 116). 

 

Soldier One will do what is needed to change the system: 

 

SOLDIER ONE: There is no mysterious reason for my coming … for my joining 

in this war. To change things … to make a difference, as I said … to overthrow 

them and bring about a new system that will have regard for us working people. I 

tell you, man, any time of the day. At night even, while we slept … bulldozers 

would come and flatten our dwellings. Why? Because we are squatters in our own 

land. Soon as they left we would rummage among the heaps of debris and rebuild. 

Somebody must have suggested to them that fire would be a greater remedy and 

they came with gallons of petrol and set our dwellings on fire. But somehow we 

managed to rebuild. Again and again …. But we can’t just go on rebuilding, don’t 

you think? We got to do something to stop the destruction permanently. I care for 

those people I left behind, and for my family, that’s why I want to make a 

difference. You know, I have a little girl. About twelve or thirteen …. My mama 

looks after her because her mama died at the birth of my second child … who also 

died …. Babies are dying every day. Especially when it was winter and the 

bulldozers came. Or when it was summer … no water for miles around. 

SOLDIER TWO: The whole country is a squatter camp. We are all squatters …. 

SOLDIER ONE: You know, I never thought of it that way. You are right man …. 

We are squatters in our own land. I guess that’s why we are here waiting for a 

sign (1993: 95, 104, 109). 
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In another re-enactment from the past, in the hazy light of level two, the story 

unfolds of Man, played by Juda Monare, owner of a Mercedes Benz, a fish and 

chip shop, a filling station, and a fleet of taxis, who had won his way with Woman, 

played by Maseabata Ramoeletsi, and they were to be married although she was 

Soldier Two’s girlfriend. Shrouded figures celebrating the nuptials subtly change 

into Mourners. Soldier Two and Woman speak from their respective levels:  

 

SOLDIER TWO: I had everything. I had you. 

WOMAN: I wanted more than that. 

SOLDIER TWO slowly and painfully walks to the second level…. He kneels 

before her and holds her hands. 

We hid in each other …. 

WOMAN: That was yesterday. Today we have a different story to tell. 

SOLDIER TWO: Somehow we shall survive. Like all our people, we have always 

survived. 

WOMAN: I have survived long enough. Now I want to live (1993: 129). 

 

Soldier Two confesses to Soldier One that he had been instrumental in the 

secret police arresting Woman and Man. He had joined the cadres to make 

restitution for taking such a dastardly revenge on them. He had called the secret 

police. In the hazy light of a by-gone time, a play-within-a-play is enacted on the 

second level. Shrouded figures, the erstwhile Interrogators, are now the Police: 

 

POLICE ONE: You called us? 

SOLDIER TWO: Yes, I am the one who called you …. [he starts to walk down to 

the second level] …. It’s about a man …. He owns a fish and chips shop. And a 

fleet of taxicabs. He drives a Mercedes Benz. 

POLICE TWO: Yeah, that’s the man who was getting married last week. 

SOLDIER TWO: I was at the wedding. I know the man through his wife. So I 

overheard everything. The man has connections with the guerillas …. I mean, the 

terrorists …. Donations to finance acts of sabotage against our beloved fatherland 
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…. She knows about it too …. I mean his wife. She is involved in the whole 

business …. He has been recruiting young men and women to join the war …. 

POLICE THREE: You will be rewarded for this – immediately after giving 

evidence in court against the man and his wife. 

SOLDIER TWO [scared]: Evidence? I thought we agreed that no one will ever 

know that I sang. 

POLICE THREE: Don’t you worry … your face will be covered with a mask. 

They march out to the anthem. Lights rise on the second level and from now on all 

the levels belong to the same space and time. SOLDIER TWO attempts to climb 

back to the highest level. 

SOLDIER ONE [pointing the gun at him]: You stop right there! 

SOLDIER TWO: The man was not involved in anything. 

SOLDIER ONE: So you lied because he stole your woman …. What happened to 

the man? 

SOLDIER TWO: He died …. They took him to their torture chambers and 

demanded a full confession. 

SOLDIER ONE: He could not sing because he knew nothing (1993: 137, 138). 

 

Soldier One is disgusted and intends telling the Commander about the sell-

out. Soldier Two appeals: “You know that to accomplish this mission there’s got 

to be two of us here. There is no other way out” (1993: 140). Soldier One leaves 

the scene above as Nana and Mama emerge from below, seeking a place to rest 

for the night. They are accosted by Soldier Two, wielding his gun, but he is soon 

won over by Mama. Soldier One returns and is astonished to discover his mother 

and his daughter have come to his hilltop. With the exhilaration of finding that her 

papa is a person of worth, Nana suddenly matures out of her childish state, 

discards her doll and declares: “I want to be a soldier too, Mama” (1993: 143). 

Off-stage, Soldier Two, who now knows Nana will take his place and the mission 

will still be accomplished, kills himself in remorse over his betrayal of Woman and 

Man. In the final moments of the play, Nana takes the gun and sits next to 

Soldier One: 
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Lighting gradually changes and the two soldiers become silhouettes of statues in 

some war memorial. When MAMA gets to the second level, she is joined by the 

Mourners, now holding candles. A plaintive voice leads them in a song whilst they 

hum in the background. They slowly lead MAMA to the lowest level and all go out 

(1993: 145). 

 

A collection of Mda’s plays under the title And the Girls in Their Sunday 

Dresses : Four Works, with an ‘Introduction’ by Bhekizizwe Peterson, was 

published in 1993, and include Joys of War, And the Girls in Their Sunday 

Dresses, Banned!, and The Final Dance. Teresa Devant comes to the 

conclusion: 

 

Where many African playwrights in South Africa have, since the mid-seventies, 

preferred to address themselves to the more commercially viable task of cleansing 

‘liberal guilt’ through replicating stereotypes and superficial critiques of conflict, 

Mda has settled for committed writing that is experimental and strikingly 

multifarious in its theatricality.
19

 

 

 

Disillusionment in Dankie Auntie 

 

Mda, the ‘dream merchant’, continued to link the mythical with the real world. His 

fifth play in this period is Dankie Auntie, harsh and surrealistic, expressing his 

pain in the betrayal, this time, of the honesty and imagination of young children.  

 

In 1988 when the play was written, detention and torture had become 

endemic under successive States of Emergency in South Africa and Mda was 

observing the situation from over the border in Lesotho. Dankie Auntie is a 

musical, and was performed by twelve children, the Umanyano Players of Cape 

Town, directed by Mavis Taylor, at the July 1989 Grahamstown Standard Bank 

Festival. When it was published in a special edition of Matatu on children’s 
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literature in Africa, it was mistakenly categorised as “a play for children”.20 

Certainly, the play is about children and their fairy stories, but it is a night-mare-

day-mare, death-throe, tail-lashing interpretation of the final thrust from the 

flailing monster that was P W Botha’s apartheid government.  

 

The set is Hazel, an isolated and desolate Karoo town, with a small 

population of poverty-stricken Coloured people. The theme of alienation is 

developed around the cruel action of State bully-boys and black mercenaries. 

Passing trains are an event and a source of possible sustenance and human 

warmth to the children, depending on fickle chance rather than charity. They wait 

alongside the rails, telling stories at the instigation of their friend, the Grand Ou 

Dame, in the participatory style of Africa. On good days, when the Blue Train21 

passes, the rich may discard bits of food, and the children, desperate for 

sustenance, call out: “Dankie Auntie!”  

 

More often though, conventional trains are taking soldiers and migrant 

workers to destinations up north. There is a war on. Mercenaries are needed. 

And there is wealth to be dug from the mines, real gold, so miners are needed. 

For the children, although there may not be food, there is black gold: they gather 

lumps of coal from the lines after the trains have smoked their way over the 

horizon.  

 

A train passes carrying black mercenaries of a different race. Their concept 

of a treat is to roll hand-grenades among the children’s skipping feet and they 

laugh as they cause maiming and death. The wounded children have become 

the scapegoat for another’s hate and disconnection. They have been betrayed by 

those who, though with a dark skin like their own, act as heartless aliens. 

 

The power of a Shadow, or a Voice-Presence, is used as an effective device 

in many of Mda’s plays. As Dankie Auntie unfolds, so does its horror. Nine-year-

old Pearly Heavens has been taken into custody and is being interrogated in a 
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prison cell by a shadowy, sadistic State-bully-boy-Voice-Presence. Pearly’s 

torturer represents the psyche of all oppressors who exercise their power and 

institute bullying tactics to deliberately invoke fear, and, through fear, to exert 

control.  

 

Pearly’s torturer will not believe that her hopscotch games are harmless or 

that her make-believe dreaming about finding a diamond in a discarded apple 

thrown from the train is not some subtle subversion. The Voice-Presence deems 

she is scheming to overthrow the State so inflicts electric shocks on her small 

body to make her betray the names of her ‘fellow-activists’ in the ‘underground’. 

She does not know what to confess as ‘politics’, ‘activism’ and the ‘underground’ 

are not her reality. All she knows is the dream Presence of GOD – the Grand Ou 

Dame – a counter-Power that helps her sustain life in her predicament of near-

death. In Rob Amato’s opinion, “GOD is a fairy-story-witch-cum-spirit-of-Mother-

Africa”.22  

 

Mda effectively employs his device of flashbacks, bringing GOD’s fairy 

stories to Pearly’s bemused memory when the electric shocks become too 

painful. Waiting for the trains to appear on the horizon, in the participatory mode 

of Mother Africa, it had been Pearly’s turn to supply the ending to the Grand Ou 

Dame’s fairy story. It tells about the King’s flies … feasting on excrement in the 

King’s piggery … off-loading the germs on the children’s eyes … causing 

blindness. The ‘germs’ causing blindness are the ills of apartheid.  

 

The fairy story tells how the King demands proof: “‘Catch me just one fly,’ he 

said ‘that has blue blood. Then only then will I agree they are the King’s flies.’”23 

 

In her ‘make-believe’, Pearly supplies the solution. Ply the King and his 

courtiers with drink – symbolic of guerrilla action. Then kill all the pigs and 

chickens – symbolic of a revolution. The outcome: no more source of excrement, 

therefore no more illness, “and no-one died in the land”. She chants a strange, 
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meaningless song reminiscent of the absurdities voiced by Queen Marie 

Antoinette on the eve of the French Revolution. Pearly Heaven’s song, however, 

has a prophetic ending:  

 

I could say, Let them eat ice cream, Let them eat candy.  

But listen, it is true, From their sweat …  

came the King’s birds and beasts … and the cabbages.  

From their sweat … their own will come.
24  

 
The ‘King’s birds and beasts’ are the oppressors in the South African 

government who, through their corruption and double-dealing, ‘eat ice cream’; 

‘the cabbages’ are the oppressors in commerce and industry. The ‘sweat’ in the 

first instance is the exertion of interrogation and oppression by the State, and in 

the second instance represents the effort of those participating in the liberation 

struggle. The prophecy of ‘their own will come’ was fulfilled on 27 April 1994 with 

the accession of Nelson Mandela as President of South Africa. 

 

A new collection, The Plays of Zakes Mda, with a comprehensive critical and 

analytical Introduction by Andrew Horn, was published by Ravan Press in 1990. 

The plays in the collection are Dead End, We Shall Sing for the Fatherland, Dark 

Voices Ring, The Hill and The Road. In 2003 the five plays were translated into 

nine of South Africa’s indigenous languages and published in separate editions 

by Unisa Press.25  

 

In an e-mail from Ohio dated 19 September 2003 at 11.28AM Mda writes:  

 

One thing I forgot to tell you, Dorothy, is that a collection of my plays … was 

translated into nine of the African languages of South Africa …. A big occasion 

was organised to launch these books and scholars, poets and the Rector of Unisa 

gave speeches …. My son, Nduku, and my daughter, Thandi, represented me ….
26
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Then an important happening took place: Mda was appointed Visiting 

Research Fellow in the Southern African Research Program with Yale University 

in New Haven, Connecticut, United States of America, to commence duties in 

1992. This pre-empted an appointment he had accepted in Cape Town as 

Director of Cape Town’s Community Arts Project (CAP).27 The excitement of 

having such an eminent playwright and author in the Mother City was short-lived. 

The appointment to Yale took precedence as a prime academic career choice.  

 

The knowledge of a new vista opening before him sparked off a further 

creative period in Mda’s theatrical art. It would seem, however, that he 

‘grandstands’ his contribution, possibly exaggerating the role he played when he 

recounts his activities in this waiting period in his Personal History:  

 

I continued to write plays and have them performed in Lesotho and in Britain. 

Most of these plays, and much of my other writings were on the South African 

situation and served to put South Africa on the agenda in the countries where they 

were performed and to reinforce the efforts of the anti-apartheid movement. When 

my plays were produced in Malawi, directed by a Chancellor College lecturer 

[David Kerr], they took on the nature of ‘guerilla theatre’ against the Banda 

regime.
28

  

 

 

No redemption : The Mother of all Eating 

 

Mda uses a stream-of-consciousness technique in his one-handed satire The 

Mother of All Eating. He directed the play himself when it was first performed at 

the Sechaba Hall, Victoria Hotel, Maseru, Lesotho on 12 March 1992, with 

Gonzalez Mosiuoa Scout playing The Man. Then in 1993 it was staged at the 

Edinburgh Fringe Festival, Scotland, at St Mark, Castle Terrace. It is one of three 

satires collected in Fools, Bells and the Habit of Eating, published in 2002. 
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The Man is a representative type of all who have ‘eaten’ nefariously: 

 

THE MAN: I’ll tell you what they are doing. They are eating. Yes, that’s our 

national pastime, eating! We say the spout of the kettle is facing us, so let us eat! 

Our engineers, our town planners, our bureaucrats of all sorts, have gained 

expertise in a new field altogether, that of eating! Everyone is eating left and 

right. Yes, the mother of all eating is happening right here in this country at this 

moment in history (2002: 10). 

 

The Man challenges the audience: 

 

THE MAN: I hear whispers and your snide remarks. Who of you here can claim 

to have clean hands? Now, you tell me! Did you buy those BMs and Benzes that 

you drive with your meagre salaries? I am no different from any one of you 

(2002: 10). 

 

In a play-within-a-play in Scene Three, The Man caricatures his friend Joe 

who lives next door, ridiculing his honesty. Joe had lost his job with the Power 

Supply Corporation – because he refused to ‘eat’: 

 

THE MAN: So through a combination of sweat and tears he diligently worked 

himself up – climbing the rungs of the corporate ladder …. Until he became 

counterpart to the Managing Director …. A European guy who had followed his 

country’s aid which was funding the Power Supply Corporation. [The Man is now 

Joe who is with the Managing Director. They are discussing the scandal of the 

meter readers] Oh, so you still insist that I must be fired …. You say I have 

caused a lot of trouble since joining this corporation. But I am only trying to do 

my job …. A lot of important people in this city bribed meter readers to make 

electricity meters reverse instead of going forward in relation to the consumption 

of electricity …. Rich people! Directors, lawyers, businessmen, even ministers!  

When I took over as your Deputy MD I became suspicious when some real big 
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businesses were having electricity bills of one rand a month …. Suddenly there 

was a contract on my head … even though I was trying to root out corruption and 

make this corporation run at a profit .… Look, right now the people who were 

discovered to be involved in the scam are paying back thousands of rands, and the 

corporation is really getting its money back …. Are you not happy? …. You 

threatened to withdraw your country’s aid from Lesotho if I was not sacked .… 

Oh, so you still insist that I must be fired?  

[Then back in his own persona] The MD withdrew his country’s aid and left the 

country (2002: 21, 22, 23). 

 

Towards the end of the play, there are two situations in which The Man’s 

“unctuous justification of his selfish roguery” is overtaken by something bordering 

on sincerity. Though he has mistresses, he loves his wife and unborn baby, but 

even this love is forked-tongued. He plans that when the child inherits his father’s 

millions, having been psychologically conditioned in ‘the habit of eating’, he 

would maintain the system, thus justifying The Man’s corrupt practices.  

 

In the second instance, an over-excited, upstart messenger is carried away 

at the possibility of political change. He tries to convey this radical new political 

viewpoint even while beating his superior over the head and shoulders, 

demanding a larger share in the ‘eating’ spoils. Momentarily, The Man believes in 

‘the power of the people’ and that a different future is imminent: 

 

THE MAN: Yes, there is talk of a new democratic order .… Okay, okay, I admit. 

One day the people shall rise. The people have the capacity to rise! The people are 

not blind! They may seem to be docile now, but it will take a very small thing to 

spark action in them, and to arouse them to an anger that has not been seen before 

.… But please let me go … my wife … (2002: 35). 

 

Rob Amato, director of the play, cannot find a single redeeming feature in 

The Man. He calls him immoral and “a defender of a thoroughly utilitarian 
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pragmatism”. He finds that for the first time, the dreams of this Mda character 

“are those of an indecent sensibility”.29 

 

The Man’s final despair and disintegration calls to mind the pathos and 

tragedy of Christopher Marlowe’s Dr Faustus.”30 The Man sells himself to the 

devil of unbridled greed. He relinquishes his capacity for right thinking and his 

power of choice between good and evil. He betrays his position of trust towards 

his wife and unborn child and to the fledgling independent government he is 

supposed to be serving. In his monologue on stage, absurdly, The Man sets 

himself to justify himself to the audience. 

 

With poetic justice, however, major situations of jeopardy arise, and the 

audience observes how retribution strikes because The Man ‘eats’ a large portion 

of the International Aid received by the Lesotho government intended to mend 

and build roads. And then he ‘eats’ what should have been used to supply 

equipment and pharmaceuticals to hospitals to improve health care.31  

 

The Man’s pregnant wife goes into labour prematurely, and, responding to 

this humanitarian crisis, honest, jobless Joe from next door takes her to the 

Victoria Hospital nearby. Ironically, a hole in the roadway at the gate has not 

been repaired and causes a problem. The Man acts out his conversation with 

Joe’s wife, Jane:  

 

THE MAN: Yes, one of our famous trenches that are all over the roads 

throughout the city. The big hole at the gate which is now almost always filled 

with water, where you will find poor women bathing their babies …” (2002: 33). 

 

The Man performs plays-within-a-play as he listens on the telephone to 

details of an accident to Joe’s car. Joe, not knowing about the hole at the gate, 

swerves into it and the mother-to-be is badly jolted. The Victoria Hospital is run 

down because funds that should have been allocated to upgrading its services 
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had been ‘eaten’. Even though the mother-to-be is in dire need, the nurses scold 

her, knowing it is her husband who has ‘eaten’ the funds. She insists that she be 

taken to Morija Hospital, forty miles away. This less frequented road is also in 

need of repair but the funds have been ‘eaten’. Typically, The Man blames all 

and sundry rather than himself. He tells the audience: 

 

THE MAN: I hate that road. Oh, how I hate that road! It is costing me more than 

it is really worth. It was one of the smallest contracts that I have handled, a mere 

forty million rand, and I got a mere four million …. I told you how the contractor 

paid me four million rands to get the contract. He resurfaced the road, but did a 

very cheap job, very shoddy, with a very very thin layer of tar. After a month 

there were potholes all over the road. And then it rained. The potholes became 

worse. People were beginning to ask questions …. It was embarrassing the 

government, particularly because the money for resurfacing the road came from 

one of our friendly overseas donors (2002: 28). 

 

The Man relays news to the audience that Joe has been killed; the baby has 

died having “fought his way out of his mother’s womb without anyone’s help”; the 

new mother has sustained a broken neck … all consequences of The Man’s 

greed. Even in a crisis of this magnitude The Man will not face his guilt. Talking 

on the telephone to Jane he says:  

 

THE MAN: That road has given me so many problems, and now it has killed the 

people I love .… What are these problems that I say have been caused by the 

road? Never mind. You won’t understand … (2002: 34).  

 

With inordinate skill, Mda has his protagonist act out his own demise on 

stage. Between gasps he says he is trying to make arrangements to go to his 

injured wife … but the messenger, and now furious Heads of Departments have 

descended on him … and are beating him unmercifully. Twisting to escape their 

blows, he explains to the audience that they had expected far larger gulps from 
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the road repair aid funds and are angry with the paltry thousands – the “meagre 

pickings” – he had allocated to them. Breathing his last gasp, The Man warns 

them: “Your day will dawn … you can beat me up now, but your time will come” 

(2002: 37). 

 

From when he created We Shall Sing for the Fatherland in 1969, to his most 

recent play, The Bells of Amersfoort, Mda has commented scathingly on 

corruption in general, and on corruption in a liberated society in particular. The 

corruption he critiques is not only related to international aid from richer to poorer 

countries, but also to the multiple layers which exist within society, even one as 

democratic and human rights orientated as the new South Africa.32 Sizathu 

Tosca Cwati points out that corruption is rife, but goes on to say: 

 

This is not because there was no corruption in the apartheid era, but because in the 

context of our democracy there is a greater awareness of the need for 

accountability and transparency.
33 

 

It is partly as a result of the contributions made by writers and activists like 

Mda that the present level of awareness about corruption has been considerably 

heightened. The ‘culture of silence’ has been transformed into a public outcry. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

WIDENING THE GYRE 

 

 
We have a storyteller  

but, by and by,  

the audience becomes part of the whole process  

of contributing to creating that story.1 

 – Zakes Mda –  

 

 

 

With a person of Zakes Mda’s complexity, a straight-line journey metaphor for 

this biography would create difficulties. The pathway would not lie clear and 

open. There would be obscuring mists, rough-hewn rocky outcrops and 

frustrating bends in the road to force the viewer off track. A life like this cannot be 

apprehended whole: the story must be told in fragments. 

 

Such writing suits the style that Mda adopts for his own material – he is my 

mentor. As Writer-in-Residence at the University of Cape Town, on 30 May 2002 

he demonstrated his fragment technique to his Post-graduate creative writing 

tutorial group, urging them to keep a journal. Flourishing his well-thumbed 

foolscap pad he says: “See, here I have my fragments.” He tells how each entry 

will find its logical position in one or other of the books that he is still going to 

write.2 Like operating the shutter of a camera, he is constantly capturing 

impressions. He makes notes in his journal of places, people, dialogue and 

interesting situations, and these, fleshed out, create his fragments. 
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Inspired by ‘place’, a new novel burgeons in his mind. He builds characters 

brick by brick, and enters their world as they wrestle with interpersonal, 

emotional, political, social, economic and cultural factors. Before commencing 

any serious storytelling he prepares his continuity plan. The chosen fragments 

create a gloss of reality, shot through with the iridescence of his imagination. The 

plot arises out of this amalgam. With an expressive wave of his hand he 

pronounces: “And the book takes shape.”  

 

Seated in comfortable chairs arranged in a circle, students find it easy to 

question their lecturer. One makes the perceptive comment: “You’ve told us your 

secrets of how you write your novels!” Mda responds: “But you don’t have my 

imagination!” Another poses a series of anxious questions about discarding 

pages, changing direction, and even of “abandoning the whole project,” and he 

says: “No, I don’t rewrite. Each evening I review the day’s work, correcting the 

spelling and the grammar, and go on with the creative process.”3 

 

As demonstrated in these creative writing tutorials, I gather the fragments of 

Mda’s manifold activities and make my selections for this biography. I could see 

that in the late 1980s, Mda had become involved in concerns far beyond his play- 

writing and his responsibilities as Department Head at the National University of 

Lesotho. He travelled a great deal, sometimes with other South African writers, 

other times on his own, presenting lectures overseas.4  

 

He gave his time and talent as consultant to the United Nations Children’s 

Fund, participating in that organization’s Second Pan-African Symposium of 

Artists and Intellectuals for African Children held in 1988 in Harare, Zimbabwe. In 

typical ironic style, he comments: “Among the participants were some Hollywood 

celebrities of all types from Africa, Europe and the Americas. Glamour, pomp and 

ceremony characterized the whole conference. We dined like the ‘stars’ we were, 

and drank imported wines at numerous mayoral and presidential cocktail parties 
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– all in the name of the poor.” He hastens to add: “I do not mean to be an 

ungracious guest. I would welcome further invitations” (1993: x).  

 

The Third Pan-African Symposium was held in Bamako, Mali, West Africa in 

1989.5 This time the theme was Community Participation in Sustaining Child 

Survival and Development, and “had a different tone.” Mda speaks with 

admiration: “People like Julius Nyerere not only engaged in the usual ceremonies 

of opening or closing the conference, but actually participated in workshops in 

the villages” (1993: x). Then, cursorily, he says: “Somewhere in all these 

activities I managed to fit in a second marriage, the first one having ended in 

divorce after a ten-year separation.”6  

 

 

Second marriage – differences lay a snare 

 

Mda narrates the circumstances of his second marriage to me, dramatically, 

recalling the moment of his awareness of a young student who, with swinging 

gait and upright carriage, moved swiftly ahead of him across the campus.7 He 

tells me about an intuition, even a dream that entered his mind in that instant: “I 

knew that this was the woman I was going to marry!”  

 

Mda had almost forgotten the incident when, three months later, two 

students came to his office to make an enquiry. As they conversed, always 

conservatively in the style of a Senior Lecturer discussing matters of classes and 

studies with senior students, he discerned from stance and body movement that 

one of his visitors was the unknown-now-known young person he had seen 

momentarily on campus three months before. He discovered she was the 

youngest daughter of the family who had befriended him when he had first 

arrived as an exile in Lesotho. She was Adele Mafoso.  
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At fifteen years of age, Mda had been forced to abandon the points of 

reference that had held his life in balance when he had left his home and his 

school in Sterkspruit, and escaped secretly, via the Paqane Gate, to follow his 

father into exile in Lesotho. Adrift in an untried environment, and silenced 

because of adjusting to a new language, through the generosity and hospitality of 

the Mafoso family and his friendship with their son Willie, he had been able to 

surface beyond his stormy confusion and regain perspective on his life. 

 

Over the years he had lost contact with Willie and had not known that a 

sister had been born, or that this sister was Adele. His love for the Mafoso family 

was rekindled and he came to link his life with that of Adele within the ambit of 

this wider, more communal devotion. The Voice – the playwright’s conscience as 

expressed by Charley in his student play Dead End – now resonates afresh: “But 

did you love her?” (1990: 5). 

 

From the beginning there were sparks in Mda’s relationship with Adele as 

she evinced dominance and a force of character that had been shaped in her 

psyche from her earliest years. The populace of the magnificent but tiny land-

locked country desired their independence; they wanted their own Kingdom of 

Lesotho not the ‘protection’ of the British Protectorate of Basotholand. The 

seeming unity aimed towards that end, however, was an illusion. Disparate 

parties rose up against one another, wrestling by any means to gain ascendancy 

in politics. Adele was a ‘Daughter of the Revolution’8 in an age when boys and 

girls joined with adults in supporting whatever party, in their opinion, would best 

serve their own and their country’s interests. 

 

In contrast to Adele’s passionate ownership of the land and her involvement 

in the Youth League of her chosen party, Mda was only a sojourner in the 

Mountain Kingdom. He sensed himself marginalised as a person, always aware 

of his exile status, labelled as a ‘visitor’ when granted a twenty-four-hour pass to 

cross the border into the land of his birth. He could not attend the performances 
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of his plays in Diepkloof, Soweto, or at the Market Theatre in Johannesburg, nor 

yet at the Space Theatre in Cape Town without this necessary document. 

 

Moreover, Mda was too busy with his own ever-effervescing activities to 

achieve more than a cursory wooing and, as a result, his relationship with Adele 

was more often ‘off’ than ‘on’. He took neither the time to know himself nor yet to 

come to a full knowledge of the feisty, self-assertive, self-assured young woman 

he was dating. She was a highly intelligent individual, developing her under- and 

post-graduate studies assiduously and starting to feel her way forward in her 

social science career. 

 

Mda was invited to present a paper on ‘Orality and the Narrative: The Art of 

Storytelling’ at the New Nation Writers’ Conference in Johannesburg in 1991. 

With Adele as his partner, and with the necessary twenty-four-hour pass in hand, 

he undertook a whirlwind jaunt to lecture on the subject of his choice. Shortly 

thereafter, Adele found she was pregnant, so a marriage was arranged and the 

couple set up house together.9 Adele stayed with her family in Thaba’Nchu 

during this first pregnancy while Mda travelled on his own to England. Under the 

auspices of the Lesotho-Durham Link and Recreation Chaplaincy, he had been 

appointed as Writer-in-Residence at the Northern Arts St Chad’s College for the 

1991 academic year. In his ‘own time’ in the evenings, besides reading 

voraciously, he wrote two plays, The Dying Screams of the Moon and The Nun’s 

Romantic Story. 

 

Arising, too, from the professional contacts he had made, he was 

commissioned to create a play to be performed in the Durham Cathedral in 

celebration of its 900th anniversary. By Way of the Rock was presented in this 

awe-inspiring environment in 1993, directed by Cliff Burnett, Artistic Director of 

Durham Theatre Company. The lead went to Gonzales Mosiuoa Scout who had 

just completed his tour as The Man in Mda’s The Habit of Eating at the 

Edinburgh Festival. 
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Reconciliation: The Dying Screams of the Moon 

 

As I re-read a typed copy of The Dying Screams of the Moon in 2004,10 I could 

recognise character traits in the protagonist Lady, as being somewhat similar to 

those I had discerned in Adele. In a Writer’s Note on the inside cover of the 

playscript, Mda explains that the women, Lady and Missy, are from opposing 

military backgrounds and both are “trying to forget and mend the mistakes of the 

past”. Reconciliation is effected when they find common ground as women, 

rather than as they boast of their prowess as soldiers. 

 

Lady had been a commander of a freedom fighting guerilla unit. She is 

named in this representative way for all black women fighting not only political 

but also social and cultural wars. She had been trained in weapons combat, 

sabotage and survival in as gruelling a manner as had the men, and had been 

accepted as an equal. Equality is important to Mda’s thinking. In an interview with 

E Harrington, Mda outlines his position on gender: “I do not see the liberation of 

the people in general as being separate from the struggle of women.”11  

 

In the course of the play, Lady identifies a problem: she had endured 

hardship on an equal basis with the men in her unit, but had not found a 

satisfying human connection: 

 

LADY: I am a soldier. Why did I join the guerrilla forces, she wants to know. 

Because I am a mother, I tell her. I felt that as a woman who gave birth to life, I 

could not stand by while children were getting killed. I had a responsibility to 

preserve life …. I ran away from the country when I was doing matric. I was 

frustrated by the violent response to our peaceful demonstrations. Beatings and 

shootings! We were like hunted animals, and death stalked us relentlessly. So I 

escaped from the country, and went for military training …. In my army there was 

no difference between the training received by men and by women …. (1991: 36, 

37). 
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Missy is much younger than Lady. She still holds the commission of Colonel 

in the South African Defence Force of that day, but she has won neither equality 

with the men in her militarist world nor with the man in her domestic sphere. She 

is a representative type of those women who are publicly successful yet privately 

oppressed. Here Mda is prophetically shaping minds, hearts and convictions 

towards supporting constitutional equality and the tenet of women’s rights which, 

it was hoped, would be incorporated in the law of a future liberated South 

Africa.12  

 

It was not chance that brought the two women together in The Church of the 

Broken Christ. Lady and her family had been forcibly removed to a distant 

locality, and now she had returned to claim ownership of the Valley of the 

Dancing Moon by right of ancestral communality although evidence of the graves 

of her ancestors had been swept away by the modernisation programme 

introduced by the new white owner, Baas Tommy. Missy is Tommy’s daughter 

and she stands firm on her ownership of the Valley of the Dancing Moon by right 

of acquisition and development.  

 

Missy is suspicious of the newcomer who is exploring the renovated church, 

and pronounces: “She’s a city type this one. The Soweto type” (1991: 2). The old 

black organist, practising hymns of peace, love and forgiveness, refuses to be 

part of the contention: 

 

LADY: What do they call this church? 

ORGANIST [stops playing]: I don’t hear nothing. I just mind my own business 

…. Okay! Okay! The Chapel of the Broken Christ. 

LADY: At least they have kept the name. That’s what we used to call it too. The 

Church of the Broken Christ. 

ORGANIST: Baas Tommy insists it’s a chapel. 

LADY: Church …. Chapel …. What’s the difference? …. It was named after the 

broken crucifix at the altar. It has been replaced with this giant new one …. It 
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never used to be like this. Mud floor and broken benches. Now it’s all painted …. 

It smells like heaven with all this incense …. I was born here in the Valley of the 

Dancing Moon. I was baptized in this church. I was confirmed by the bishop in 

this church …. Do the wolves still howl when the moon is full? …. 

MISSY: It is called Victory Farms now. 

ORGANIST: When Baas Tommy and members of his family are not there the 

workers continue to call it the Valley of the Dancing Moon (1991: 1, 2, 3, 8).  

 

Baas Tommy’s father, ironically named Ramohau (‘Father of Mercy’) by the 

villagers, had been a trader in the Valley of the Dancing Moon. He had beguiled 

the village people to sell their produce to him, at his prices. He paid them with 

slips that they could exchange for goods at his shop. They were trapped. Lady 

remembers: “My own father was a migrant, and my mother was a gold widow. So 

she worked the land, and sold her produce to Ramohau” (1991: 9). The trader’s 

son, Baas Tommy, had been able to buy the Valley of the Dancing Moon for a 

song after it had been ‘cleared’ of its ‘black spot’ under the apartheid law.13  

 

Lady’s family had struggled to survive in the place to which they had been 

removed:  

 

LADY: This strong woman, my mother, who used to farm the land, got a job as a 

domestic, working for a white woman. She had to wash her underwear …. At the 

end of the month the money was enough only to buy a bag of mielie meal, and a 

few bits that wouldn’t even last for a month …. I asked about her employer …. 

She would only answer, “It is our lot, my child.” …. One night she came home 

much later than usual, all bloodied, soiled, and tattered …. “Ndidlwengulwe, 

mntan’am …. I was walking home when I saw a Hippo following me. Two 

soldiers came out … young boys, my child. Maybe your age or even younger …. 

They took me into the Hippo … after some kilometres the Hippo stopped, and the 

two soldiers dragged me down … raped me … pointed their guns at me …. ‘Will 
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you recognize us?’ I said, ‘No, I will not know you.’ They walked away to the 

Hippo …. I pulled my dress down and slowly walked home” (1991: 19). 

 

Lady remembers that she and her mother had reported the situation to the 

police but instead of instituting a case against the rapists, they were suspicious. 

They questioned her mother why she had been “walking the streets at that time 

of night” (1991: 19). 

 

As Lady and Missy develop their debate in the church it is interesting to note 

the source of Mda’s material. He had written explanatory notes on the inside 

cover of the playscript: 

 

Although the story and the characters are fictional, this play is based on true 

events and incidents, some of which are recorded in Jacklyn Cock’s Colonels & 

Cadres and in a number of South African newspapers. The author also spoke with 

some of the people who fought on both sides of the South African liberation 

struggle, and some of those who have just returned from exile.
14 

 

The two women discover they had been opponents in what could be deemed 

the South African war of independence. Separate spotlights focus on them, 

standing far apart, speaking past each other as they argue their radically different 

points of view: 

 

MISSY: You wait now! No woman saw combat anywhere in the South African 

army. And inside the country the only war is in the townships … in Soweto. 

LADY: My war was everywhere. And in my army women saw combat. To us, 

when we went underground reconnoitering potential military targets, or planting 

bombs and limpet mines, that was combat. 

MISSY [shocked]: You are a terrorist then? 

LADY: Calm down, miss. You said the war was over, didn’t you? 
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ORGANIST [excited]: You are a guerilla, Lady? …. A guerilla on Baas Tommy’s 

farm! This new South Africa is coming with its wonders .… Lady, can I have 

your autograph?  

MISSY: And you say you saw combat. That’s not combat planting bombs …. 

Combat is facing your enemy, hey, face to face! Fighting it out in the trenches! 

LADY: Your combat was not so squeaky face to face clean either. You bombed 

villages, killing men, women and children who had nothing to do with this war. 

You destroyed forests and animals with napalm. 

MISSY: That’s where the terrorists were hiding … in those villages ….  

LADY: A remote way of killing. You don’t see your victim, so you sleep with a 

clear conscience (1991: 13, 14). 

 

Missy describes her background. She had attended a deportment school 

where, in the Youth Preparedness Programme, she had learned about military 

discipline, and this had led to her desire to be a soldier: 

 

MISSY: I wanted to see myself in combat. I told you how I used to play Tactical 

War Games …. Even before then, when I was a toddler, my toys were toys of 

war. Of course that was the case with all the kids. We had toy guns and toy 

handgrenades. We even had models of Casspirs …. So I became a soldier …. I 

went for cadet training …. I was taught that in National Socialist Germany the 

physical preparedness of the whole nation was a good thing, and that my people 

could learn valuable lessons from the Nazis …. After each day’s lesson the 

teacher would shout: “Vasbyt, my children, vasbyt. Victory over the communist 

plot!” (1991: 15, 16). 

 

Missy despised her first boyfriend, “a wimp who hated the army”. He wrote a 

letter to her from the border: “I cannot cope with life here.” But she hoped he 

would learn from others and be strong (1991: 20). She quotes from his letter: 
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MISSY [giggling]: “Darling, yesterday we invaded a village which we suspected 

of supplying food to the terrorists. We killed a few people, burnt down their huts, 

and destroyed their crops. It was terrible. I cry every night thinking of the things 

we are forced to do in this war.” That was disgusting … so I dumped him. I heard 

that he committed suicide by hanging himself …. (1991: 20). 

 

She ponders: 

 

MISSY: I have Cornelius now. I have been having Cornelius for many years, 

from the puppy love days of Tactical War Games in Soweto …. Then there was 

the coward, and now there is the more serious business with Cornelius. Perhaps 

one day we’ll marry …. But sometimes I ask myself if marriage is really for me. 

After being saluted by men at work, I don’t think I’ll stand a man walking all over 

me at home …. You were in the townships because the police couldn’t cope with 

the violence. And you brought peace. Of course you had to shoot a few of them to 

maintain peace. You have always loved kids. And then they came to urinate 

against your Buffel! And that hurt you. That made you very angry … killing some 

of them …. Cornelius, your anger scares me …. You say you have gone bundu-

bashing, captured a terrorist and tied him onto the front of your Ratel. He died in 

the first day ….What have they done to you, Cornelius, up there on the border? It 

is over now, my skat.  

LADY: You must love him, miss. He rapes and pillages, yet he finds a special 

place in your heart …. 

MISSY: What a mess we are in! (1991: 38, 45). 

 

The Women move towards each other and share productive dialogue, even 

tears. A single spotlight now encompasses them both. Each had experienced ill 

usage. Both had been abandoned. In their pain they find common ground. 

Reconciliation is possible: 
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LADY: The Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in from this time 

forth, and even for evermore. 

MISSY [shocked]: Come off it, Lady! We all know that communists don’t believe 

in God …. You are serious, aren’t you? You are serious. 

LADY: I have seen a lot of that preservation: when I went out and when I came 

back. It is just the preservation and nothing more. I would like to see more than 

just preservation! 

MISSY: All of a sudden your guard is off … all of a sudden you are human. 

LADY: But then they say God doesn’t answer prayers in a single day. He puts 

you to the test first. I am a battle-scarred woman, miss. I have trudged a rough 

road. If I were you, miss, I would forget that Cornelius ever lived, and start living. 

You are young and beautiful, miss. You have a life ahead of you …. Of course we 

sacrificed. But our leaders are not rulers yet …. Blame them, yes, but only when 

they have the power to change things (1991: 57, 58, 70). 

 

Rob Amato discerns: “One Mdada-ist rule: the psychic self-reliance of the 

artist means he cannot be in the swim of things, doing what’s been done before. 

He must walk – or swim – ahead. Another rule: Be elusive.”15 The waxing and 

waning of the moon, accompanied by the howls of the wolves echoing in the 

Valley are the elusive elements in Mda’s play. Storytelling of myths and legends 

around the fireside in the evening is an African tradition: ‘The Dying Screams of 

the Moon’ is one such legend. By ancestral right, the one who can interpret the 

legend owns the land. Lady can interpret it: 

 

MISSY: You know, of course, that we are going to fight to death to keep what we 

have? 

LADY: Yes, I know. And you know, of course, that as long as justice has not 

been served there will never be peace in the land? 

MISSY: Is that supposed to be a threat of violence .… Are you going to come 

with your terrorist gang and shoot everyone at Victory Farms? 

[Lady’s silence and her enigmatic smile wears her opponent down]  
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LADY [distantly]: The moon is full. But there is silence …. The sounds become 

louder as the moon rises, and fall with it as it sets, until they are not heard 

anymore. Then echoes of silence fill the Valley of the Dancing Moon … Someone 

told me that it was not the same animal that howled all the time. They howl in 

turns, each group relaying the scream to the other. 

MISSY: It is strangely quiet tonight. I have heard those blood-curdling screams 

that fill the night, and I have wondered what they were all about. 

LADY [smiles fondly]: The dying screams of the moon (2002: 74, 78). 

 

The play, directed by Siphiwe Khumalo, was presented by The North West 

Drama Company16 at the North-West Arts Council, Mmabatho. It went on tour to 

various towns in the north-west province, then returned to the Windybrow Arts 

Festival in Johannesburg in 1995. The themes of justice, reconciliation and land 

restitution in this play, written in 1991, were especially relevant to the radical 

inversion of political circumstances that took place in the new South Africa from 

1994, and in the run-up to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of 1996. 

This transition play is an example of what I call Mda’s ‘futures perception’.  

 

 

Revenge or mania? The Nun’s Romantic Story 

 

The power in Mda’s second Durham play, The Nun’s Romantic Story, lies in its 

skilful staging, its carefully manipulated lighting, its sweep of history, its joy in 

laughter, and its pain in gore and death. Writing in the Introduction to Four 

Works, Mda explains that the play is set in an unspecified Third World country: 

 

In fact, the play was influenced by events in Lesotho when the state of emergency 

was declared in 1970.
17

 It is a loose composite of real-life events that happened 

there during that period, and people who actually lived then. Many readers have 

commented that these events are very similar to events that happened in a number 

of Latin American countries.
18
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There are four clearly delineated acting – and re-acting – areas and the only 

sets are one bench in the First Space, and two chairs in the Second Space. The 

bench is given over to the laughing, beautiful, twenty-nine-year-old, guitar-playing 

nun, Anna-Maria. She is the much-loved mathematics teacher at the Catholic 

high school – but now she is in detention, awaiting trial. From her position in the 

First Space, Anna-Maria can see – and eavesdrop – on the other protagonists.  

 

When she moves to other spaces, she is participating in adroitly staged 

plays-within-a-play, such as organizing singing games with the young girl 

students in the Third Space. Father Villa, who often uses the Third Space for his 

meditations, remains her champion to the end. He is the saintly elderly priest-in-

charge at Our Lady of Fatima Cathedral. Because he knows the inside story of 

old histories, he has compiled a statement about atrocities pertinent to Anna-

Maria’s court case. The fourth ‘acting and re-acting space’ is the sweep of the 

audience. Villa speaks about the love the people feel towards Anna-Maria: 

 

VILLA [speaking to the audience]: I have heard the lawyers talk about Anna-

Maria’s state of mind. There is nothing wrong with her state of mind. She 

frolicked with the little girls, not because of any immaturity on her part, but 

because like all saints she loved children … one thing we all agreed about: we all 

loved her (1996: 98). 

 

One of the two chairs on the Second Level is occupied by a middle-aged 

local lawyer, Attorney A C Malibu, and the second by Senior Counsel, an elderly, 

unnamed, former professor and army general from abroad. Though a barrister, 

he wears a judge’s robe and wig, so poses as prosecutor, defence and judge, all 

in one. The two men are debating their involvement in aspects of past history:  

 

MALIBU: Twenty years ago when we refused to hand over power to the 

opposition party after they had won the elections, it was to save this country from 

communism …. 
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S.C.: You had lost the elections, so you declared a state of emergency instead of 

handing over power …. 

MALIBU: We had wanted to hand over. I was the President’s legal adviser …. He 

was quite willing to hand over, but was advised against it. 

S.C.: You advised him against it then? 

MALIBU: You cannot put your guilt on me, Prof. You did. I, as the President’s 

adviser, merely advised him to take your advice. 

S.C.: So I did, did I? You understand, of course, that the advice I gave at the time 

was given in good faith on behalf of my principals, namely West Germany, the 

United Kingdom and the United States. We felt very strongly that the opposition 

party was under the influence of the eastern bloc … it was crucial for us, western 

democracies, to maintain our spheres of influence in the developing world (1996: 

82, 83). 

 

Through his protagonists, Mda expresses his chagrin and hurt at bully-boy 

incursions by leading world powers aimed at maintaining such spheres of 

influence whether at home or abroad: 

 

S.C.: When the United States mines the harbours of Nicaragua it is terrorism to 

you, but to me it is an act of protecting the freedom of the western hemisphere …. 

Well, we did espouse – and believe it or not, practised – democracy in our 

countries, but in the Third World we were quite prepared to subvert democracy to 

safeguard our interests …. The western governments instructed me to strongly 

urge your President not to hand over power. When he seemed to weaken I was 

quite prepared to shoot him. 

MALIBU: Well, you can’t blame him. We were amateurs at coups. We still had 

the notions of democracy that we were taught throughout our education …. That 

was the first coup of its kind. We have had many others after that. All the 

opposition party leaders were locked up, and we began a nationwide campaign 

against all prominent opposition supporters ….  

S.C.: There were atrocities.  
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MALIBU: The news was told from village to village, but the radio never reported 

these.  

S.C.: You know, A C. 

MALIBU: In this instance, Prof, you were the Supreme Commander of our armed 

forces, seconded by your government to teach us how to be good soldiers. When 

these things happened you were in the middle of it all …. You planned the terror 

in the safety of your office …. 

S.C.: After all it is all in the past. Now the world is a different place. The Soviet 

might has been crushed. The evil empire is no more, so there is no more 

competition for spheres of influence in the developing world. You can no longer 

play one super power against the other in order to get maximum benefits from aid 

packages. Well, it is a fact that the Catholic church openly supported your ruling 

party. 

MALIBU: Whereas the Protestant churches were more in line with the opposition 

party.
19

 The villagers, of course, were active participants in this hot mixture of 

state and church politics …. (1996: 83, 84, 89, 90, 91). 

 

The play’s Second Space is used from time to time by the atheistic, flute-

playing Lawrence Pampiri. He is in his late thirties and is a geography teacher at 

the Catholic high school. As indicated in the title of the play, the nun has a 

romantic story to tell: she and Pampiri are friends – or more than friends. The 

nun slips cookies to him, wrapped in powder-blue tissue paper, and gives him the 

dregs of the communion wine. He longs to slide his hand under her habit, but she 

checks his gesture by calling on the Blessed Virgin. So Pampiri makes do with 

the wine: 

 

PAMPIRI [to the audience]: It always tasted flat, but since it was from her it was 

alright …. I don’t know how to tell you this … I mean in a way that you won’t 

misinterpret it, but a special friendship developed between Sister Anna-Maria and 

myself. A very special relationship. Okay, let me admit it at once. I was falling 

hopelessly in love with her …. To her everything was a joke. That’s one other 
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thing that made her so attractive. She had the gift of laughter …. Take the 

question of my atheism ….  

As he walks to the Third Space, lights fall to black on the Second Space. Anna-

Maria has seen him walk to the Third Space, so she takes her guitar, and goes to 

join him there [a play-within-a-play]. Lights fall to black on the space she has left. 

PAMPIRI: I am an atheist. 

ANNA-MARIA: What religion is that? 

PAMPIRI: It’s no religion. I don’t believe in the existence of God …. 

ANNA-MARIA: Then how come you teach here, in a Catholic school? 

PAMOIRI: This is a good school, and I am a good teacher …. Sister Mary-Ellen 

knows very well. We talk about it sometimes …. She herself is a socialist, and 

believes in liberation theology. Got converted into liberation theology when she 

worked in Nicaragua …. Father Villa who is in charge of Our Lady of Fatima 

Cathedral … thinks I should have been kicked out of this school. After a thorough 

flogging, of course …. All religion is comedy (1996: 81, 95, 96, 98, 100). 

 

True to his practice of interweaving his own life experiences with those of his 

protagonists, Mda had told me about his moment of turning away from religion. 

As a youngster, he had been a choirboy in a Catholic church. Then, as a 

teenager, he had experienced an intense level of shock and humiliation at his 

public clerical rejection, based solely on the fact that, of necessity, he was 

wearing the blazer of his Protestant high school when attending Mass. Ever 

since, he has been impatient with religious hypocrisy.20 Mda re-interprets this 

personal negative encounter into an element in his play. His protagonist, 

Lawrence Pampiri, is made to experience exactly the same situation.  

 

Pampiri describes the event to Anna-Maria. In his youth, though a Catholic, 

he had been a boarder at a Protestant school. Church attendance was the rule 

so he attended High Mass at the Catholic church, of necessity wearing his green 

school blazer. The cleric, Father Hamel, was incensed and whispered 

instructions to the verger that he should be made to leave:  
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PAMPIRI: … I refused to leave …. Well, the mass was over, and Father Hamel 

flew out in a most unceremonious fashion. He was waiting for me outside the 

main door of the church …. In the presence of everyone he shouted at me: ‘What 

do you want here?’ ‘Same thing that everyone else wants. To pray so that I may 

go to heaven when I die.’ ‘What does a communist know about heaven? I don’t 

want to see you here …. I do not want to talk to you. In fact I am giving you an 

anathema!’ I was getting real angry, but I mockingly laughed at his face, and 

shouted: ‘And I am giving it back to you, man! I am giving you a thousand 

anathemas …’ (1996: 96, 101, 102). 

 

To the perception of the Catholic priest, the young penitent Pampiri had 

become ‘the enemy’, because of his Protestant green blazer and badge: 

 

PAMPIRI: Our school was well known for being pro-opposition party, while the 

Catholic church was actively campaigning for the ruling party. And of course the 

elections, the very elections that changed your life, were just around the corner. 

People like Father Hamel were in the centre of all the mess …. Those elections, 

my dear Sister Anna-Maria. The only post-independence elections we have ever 

had. And they ended in a coup.  

ANNA-MARIA [after a pause]: Do you think the church was wrong to get 

involved in politics? 

PAMPIRI: Here in our country we have seen the bitter results of the church’s 

negative involvement in national politics. We are living examples of that. Your 

family was wiped out, and I became an atheist …. Church interference in politics 

really depends on which side of the fence you stand. In a country like South 

Africa, for instance, clergymen such as Tutu, Mkhatshwa, Chikane and many 

others – not forgetting Trevor Huddleston before them – have played a great role 

in the liberation struggle of that country …. I am sure to the regime of that 

country these church people were interfering in politics, whereas to the oppressed 

majority they were regarded as freedom fighters. (1996: 102, 104). 
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Mda uses the Fourth Stage Level, the sweep of the audience, in a dynamic 

manner. He has his protagonists address comments and call for judgements 

across the footlights in his typically African participatory mode. By their very 

attendance the audience becomes involved in issues of good versus evil, 

communism versus Western ideology, and the collaboration of church and state. 

They witness the first halting, often perilous steps towards democracy in the 

newly independent state as presented on the stage.21 The general injustice of the 

coup and its outcome, as discussed by Senior Counsel and Malibu earlier, is now 

recreated in the reality of Anna-Maria’s experience. She tells some part of her 

family’s tragic story directly to the audience, some she tells to Pampiri, some she 

acts out in court, some Father Villa tells as he is the keeper of histories. The 

technique Mda adopts of swinging between periods of time and place requires 

concentration from the audience so that his intention can be fully realised and 

appreciated: 

 

Lights rise on Anna-Maria on the First Space. 

ANNA-MARIA [addressing the audience]: “Your father was a communist,” 

that’s what the sisters at the village mission station used to tell me. “But we pray 

for his soul every day. May it rest in peace.” They told me this every day. Until I 

believed that there was something terribly wrong that my father had done, and 

therefore he deserved to die …. When I was a kid I had nightmares. Well, 

personally I don’t remember any of that. But Mother Superior told me that I used 

to have nightmares. I outgrew that, though (1996: 98, 99). 

 

When Anna-Maria is upset, she resorts to playing her guitar:  

 

ANNA-MARIA: We are taught to forgive those who have wronged us. I prayed 

very hard to the Blessed Virgin, to give me strength, and I forgave. Then I saw the 

man. Although I never really understood the political struggles that led to my 

family’s death, I realised that I never forgave the people who brought it about …. 
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MALIBU [excitedly]: I told you Prof! I told you! She never forgave them! …. 

S.C.: You mean, Anna-Maria, it is something that was in your mind all the time, 

for the last twenty years? ….  

MALIBU: It was eating you away. This is just good, Anna-Maria. You stick to 

that story and you will be saved. 

ANNA-MARIA: It was not there in my mind. I told you I don’t want to be saved. 

I told you I am not innocent. I told you I want to stay here until my time comes. 

MALIBU [softly to S.C.]: It is the time when the Blessed Virgin comes to fetch 

her, Prof …. Miracles … 

S.C.: … have been known to happen [laughs] (1996: 106, 107). 

 

Herein lies the core of Mda’s poetic irony. Sister Anna-Maria had recognised 

Father Hamel, now filling the role of retired priest in her congregation, as having 

been that cruel military leader responsible for the horrible atrocities perpetrated 

against her family. He and his soldiers were responsible for the 1970 coup, and 

the child’s father was a supporter of the party that had won the election but which 

was now being suppressed. In a play-within-a-play, Pampiri had listened to 

Anna-Maria’s plan to kill this man, and had jokingly said he thought Father Villa 

had a gun. Now, in court: 

 

ANNA-MARIA: I was talking with the Blessed Virgin last night …. As to 

whether I should kill the General or not …. He knelt before the altar, and like the 

young of a bird opened his mouth to receive the Holy Communion from Father 

Villa …. The mouth that was receiving the body of Christ was the same mouth 

that gave the orders to destroy my family …. It is not vengeance …. I merely 

want to clean the world of such filth ….  

S.C.: It was in the evening, you say, and you were sitting at table having supper? 

ANNA-MARIA [smiles]: It was my father, and my mother, and my little brother, 

and myself. We were having supper, yes ….. 

S.C.: And your father was the village school teacher …. Then what happened? 

The evidence, Anna-Maria! The evidence! (1996: 87). 
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As is her wont, when Anna-Maria is upset, she retires and plays her guitar, 

so Father Villa – the keeper of histories – takes up the tale: 

 

VILLA: The soldiers kicked the door open and walked into the room. No 

questions. Nothing. They lined the family against the wall. And they ate all the 

food in the house …. After the feast, the school teacher and the two little children 

were forced, at gun point, to watch as the soldiers took turns to rape the woman of 

the home …. This agony lasted for hours, the man a powerless spectator, and the 

children screaming …. In the early hours of the morning the soldiers were tired of 

their game. The commander ordered that the whole family be shot …. Bodies fell. 

S.C.: Oh, my God, what have we done! 

VILLA: By some miracle of the Holy Ghost, Anna-Maria survived …. She ran to 

the nearest place where she hoped she would get sanctuary, the Catholic mission 

station not far from her home. The nuns took her in (1996: 87-88). 

PAMPIRI: Who would have believed she would do it? She stole the gun from 

Father Villa’s room. The next Sunday the General solemnly stands up and walks 

to the altar to receive the body of Christ. Anna-Maria follows him to the altar. She 

looks at him and smiles. He congenially smiles back. She takes out the gun and 

shoots him. There is great commotion. The General dies on the spot. Anna-Maria 

triumphantly hands herself to the police …. 

MALIBU [reverently]: She says she gets her instructions from the Virgin Mary. 

She hears the Virgin’s voice …. She says the Virgin will send her angels to rescue 

her. She will fly with them through the barred window then through the clouds 

into heaven …. 

S.C. This truly is the stuff that melodramas are made of! 

MALIBU: Premeditated murder is a capital offence …. 

S.C.[breathlessly addressing the audience]: A murder in the Cathedral! You can’t 

get more romantic than that (1996: 106, 111, 112, 114, 115). 

 

The lawyers are puzzled as to how they should handle the case: 
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S.C.: Was this a political act, or was she driven by other passions? Are we at one 

stage going to be required to advance political arguments in our defence? In short, 

are we characters in a political play? 

MALIBU: Our defence is obsession. 

S.C.: Obsession? What kind of defence is that? Insanity. That’s the only defence I 

can see here …. 

Lights rise on Father Villa on the Third Space. He addresses the audience. 

VILLA: You might not understand this, but I think God used her hand to save this 

country. I may even go as far to say she is incapable of sin …. A priest, anointed 

as a disciple of Christ, always knows. After all it is the priests of this world who 

determine who goes to heaven or not … who should go through all the process 

from beautification to canonization. We officially decide who God should accept 

into his Kingdom as saints. I do not see why my declaration on Anna-Maria 

should amaze anybody, when saints are created by us here on earth (1996: 97). 

 

The play comes to a powerful finale. With its bars and its bench still in place, 

Anne-Maria’s cell in the First Stage Space is empty. Her habit is there, lying 

discarded on the bench, but she has taken her guitar with her as they can hear 

its strains afar off. Pampiri and Father Villa interpret this ‘translation’ to be in line 

with their expedient planning: 

 

PAMPIRI: The trial was exposing too much of the past … opening old wounds … 

not good for the government, especially now that they have gained some measure 

of respectability in the international community .… 

VILLA: God’s ways are not the ways of evidence. 

MALIBU: The clothes! She left all her clothes in the cell. That means something. 

You need evidence … that’s your evidence …. All her clothes are left behind. But 

her guitar is gone .… 

VILLA: She truly was a saint (1996: 122, 123). 
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South African audiences could see their own country in mirror-image, a 

metaphor of the South African situation. From 1991, when it had been written in 

Durham, to when it was first performed in South Africa in 1995, the freedom 

struggle had flared into mass resistance on the one hand, and what was 

generally termed internecine ‘black on black’ violence on the other.22 The Nun’s 

Romantic Story triggers the conscience: “There are no safe seats” (1993: 188).  

 

Media response was spontaneous. M Jordan, writing for Business Day, says: 

“Jerry Mofokeng directs a cast fully conscious of mystery and paradox, and 

gently bends them all in their search for honesty.”23 A Moolman, writing for 

Randburg Sun, discerns: “The audience is left with the decision of whether the 

beloved nun is just an insane little woman or a saint personally protected by the 

Virgin Mary … miracles have been known to happen.”24  

 

In 1996, the playwright received the ultimate accolade of the English 

Academy of Southern Africa: the Olive Schreiner Prize for Drama. The 

adjudicators for the award, Ian Ferguson, Jerry Mofokeng and Myles Holloway, 

“singled out The Nun’s Romantic Story as a text of particular quality”: 

 

The adjudicators were unanimous in their decision that the award should be 

presented to Zakes Mda whose contribution to South African theatre in the last 

three years has been particularly noteworthy. His output has shown a highly 

sensitive response to the demands of theatre and … to South African concerns. 

His plays, furthermore, are very individualistic and are finely attuned to the 

variety of registers that are essential if performers are to create characters that 

have specific and recognizable personalities. In addition, Zakes Mda’s plays are 

poetically evocative. This quality marks them as having originality and literary 

merit as well as theatrical relevance.
25

 

 

Directed by Fiona Ledger, The Nun’s Romantic Story was produced by the 

BBC World Service and broadcast in December 1992. It was first performed live 



 

 

 

168 

at the Civic Theatre, Johannesburg, on 23 March 1995, under the direction of 

Jerry Mofokeng, with music by Tu Nokwe. It found its published form in Four 

Plays, compiled and introduced by Mda.26 

 

 

Justice and reconnection: The Bells of Amersfoort 

 

Mda’s most recent play, The Bells of Amersfoort, is a musical piece with its focus 

on reconnection and healing. The De Nieuw Amsterdam Theatergroep 

commissioned it in 2001 as a joint production with the Sibikwa Community 

Theatre from South Africa, aimed at publicising the Dutch-South Africa Solidarity 

Movement. One of the protagonists, Katja, a beautiful Dutch girl, works for the 

Movement so the link is overt.  

 

The play opened at Theatre De Balie, Kleine Gartmanplantsoen 10, 

Amsterdam, Netherlands, on 29 March 2002. Then it went on a two-month tour in 

Europe before its premiere in South Africa at the 2002 Standard Bank Arts 

Festival in Grahamstown. It then came to the Market Theatre in Johannesburg 

and the Baxter Theatre in Cape Town. In an in-depth interview with the 

playwright at the Market Theatre Laboratory in Johannesburg, G Willoughby 

writes: 

 

Mda had spent two weeks in the Netherlands as a Writer-in-Residence and took 

the title of his play from the looming ever-present Lang Jan church tower and its 

bells ringing in the small Dutch village. He told me: ‘I decided to write a play that 

is current, strongly influenced by South Africans’ experiences there .… Tami has 

lived in Amersfoort for twenty years.’
27

  

 

Mda uses the device of the bells to bridge time (pre- and post-liberation 

situations) and space (what has happened and is still happening in South Africa, 

and what is happening in Amersfoort). In a note to his publisher, quoted by Rob 



 

 

 

169 

Amato in the Introduction to the play, Mda provides a key to understanding the 

style he adopts:  

 

The story in this play is told in the manner of the Xhosa traditional theatre known 

as Intsomi. In Scene Twelve, especially, I use Intsomi storytelling devices, with 

the woman asking grotesque figures questions about her lover, and the figures 

punctuating their responses with an Intsomi song in the same manner as it would 

be told by storytellers around the fire in the evenings” (2002: xviii).  

 

In a paper on the nature of the Intsomi, Gay Morris examines “traditional 

circumstances and manner of performance, aesthetic characteristics, and how 

these define the Intsomi as drama as well as oral literature”. She says: 

 

In rural Transkei or Zululand, when two or more adults and children have 

collected together, someone may commence performance of an Intsomi. With the 

words sukela Ingantsomi …the performer, by means of verbal narrative, gesture, 

mime, dance, song and chant, will rhythmically start to build up the world of the 

Intsomi, and draw all listeners into sharing that world with her … the community 

gathered around the artist are her chief resource. They are her fellow artists, 

participants in the action, audience, and critics. The inherited tradition is learnt as 

it is enjoyed and so it is passed down from skillful granny to young child …. The 

Intsomi performer … draws upon the resources of her audience and her own 

imagination, and builds new Intsomi images each time.
 28

 

 

Morris quotes research done by Harold Scheub (1975: 87), who says: 
 

The performer creates the community at the heart of the Intsomi … she gives the 

community shape and form. She creates it and introduces the forces of 

fragmentation, as an aesthetic tension into the developing Ntsomi image, much as 

the actual forces of change and disorder threaten to fragment the actual society …. 

The performer, during the production of the Ntsomi images, seeks to control the 

forces of the audience that are potentially destructive to her work of art, and to 
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mould and channel them into useful aesthetic functions within the work.
29

  

 

At the end of Scene Eleven, with seven of the cast enjoying a farewell gig for 

Tami to mark her return to her beloved Qoboshane Valley, the playwright gives 

the stage direction: “It will help if the songs combine the best of South African 

and Dutch traditional music.” The drumming of Africa’s heartbeat, composed by 

Mda, develops a dramatically new rhythm as the theatrical art and musical 

accompaniment of two continents is fused.30 

 

Mda’s on-stage ingenuity and experimentation is richly demonstrated too, in 

his directive to create three ‘worlds’ on three stage levels, linking two continents, 

the room where Tami lives, and the over-the-street Amersfoort neighbours. The 

cast lives out the processes of their intimate lives under this panopticon-like 

surveillance.31  

 

Katja befriends Tami and puzzles over her complex psychological bondage: 

free but not free. Tami is ‘free’ to return to South Africa, but ‘not free’ because of 

her disillusionment. As the situation on the stage unfolds audiences find 

themselves looking inward, quantifying the integrity of their own freedoms in the 

new South Africa. Tami is disillusioned because the high ideals upheld by her 

lover, Luthando, and others in the struggle in her homeland, have vanished 

under the onslaught of  “… the twin diseases of the democratic South Africa: 

instant gratification and conspicuous consumption …” (2002: 160). She says: 

“The erstwhile political and trade union leaders now all have their snouts buried 

in the trough, trying very hard to outdo one another in piggishness” (2002: 159).  

 

Providing further insight into the dynamic he is portraying in this play, Mda 

writes to his publisher:  

 

The Bells of Amersfoort … tries to rehabilitate the Afrikaner in the imagination of 

South Africa. An Afrikaner man, who was the oppressor and the torturer in the 
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old South Africa becomes the key element in the development of the country and 

in rebuilding it in the new South Africa. When the former ‘comrade’[Luthando] 

decides to take the route of unbridled accumulation of wealth in the so-called 

black empowerment frenzy, the black woman and the Afrikaner man go to ‘heal 

the land’ (2002: xvii, xviii). 

 

The need for reconciliation – an ongoing process rather than a goal – is 

woven like a silver thread in Mda’s tapestry of works. He perceives that a unique 

and important work of healing and release was initiated under the aegis of the 

country’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission in 1996. “For South Africa to 

survive and prosper, reconciliation is absolutely essential. But true reconciliation 

will only happen when we are able to confront what happened yesterday without 

bitterness,” Mda says: 

 

For those of us who are survivors of the past it is important that we do not forget. 

We owe it to future generations that what happened to us must never happen 

again. It must never be repeated by those who oppressed us before.  

 

Then he adds the corollary:  

 

But most importantly, we ourselves must never assume the new role of oppressor. 

And only history can teach us those lessons, provided, of course, we are capable 

of learning from history .... We only look back in the past in order to have a better 

understanding of our present. And it is a present that is informed by our strong 

commitment to reconciliation.  

 

Contrary to what many people think, the era of reconciliation did not pass with 

the presidency of Nelson Mandela from 1994 to 1999. Reconciliation was, indeed, 

the dominant discourse in South African society during his presidency. He went 

out of his way to reach out to various communities, assuring them that there was a 

place for everyone in a liberated South Africa. At the same time he tried to 
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rehabilitate the Afrikaner in the imagination of a South Africa that was still 

bleeding from the wounds inflicted during the divisive reign of the members of 

that white African ethnic group.
32

 

 

By chance Tami meets the person who had been her torturer long ago in the 

South African jail. Now with a new persona, Dominee Johan Van der Bijl is living 

in Amersfoort, studying to be a clergyperson. He betrays his calling and his 

friendship with Tami when he seduces her. His nature needs to be redeemed.  

 

Mda uses his device of staging a play-within-a-play to enact the roles of 

Church and State in a Truth and Reconciliation style presentation. Dominee 

Johan confesses: “I am sorry … it is all my fault …. I accept the guilt …. I confess 

…. I ask for amnesty.” Tami wants justice, not an ‘easy’ penitence: “At the very 

least I must be compensated for what I went through” (2002: 151). 

 

Many victims whose stories were re-enacted in South Africa’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission hearings forgave their torturers. Tami forgives past 

ills and accepts the offer made by the repentant and now transformed Dominee 

Johan to accompany her to Qoboshane to help her “rebuild the scarred land …. 

Heal the wounds that still ache, that history has imposed on my people” (2002: 

160).  

 

On my third research jurney to Mda’s ancestral environment in Lower Telle 

and to the village of Qoboshane at the Telle Bridge, I saw the cruel scarring of 

the land through soil erosion and neglect. I recognise how Mda uses the concept 

and image of these gashes and bleeding streams as an allegory of apartheid’s 

reign and its aftermath. With her vision to heal the land, Tami becomes Mda’s 

change-agent and so fulfils his theme of reconciliation. 
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Dramaturge at the Market Theatre Laboratory 

 

Mda is a playwright who is termed a post-modernist, post-structuralist, post-

deconstructionist satirical magical realist by Rob Amato.33 Myles Holloway says: 

“Mda has remained committed to exploring the complex interaction of human and 

ideological forces in the southern African terrain … his art is never an end in 

itself.”34 Mda’s dramatic skill, therefore, is too valuable to be overtaken 

completely by his increasingly recognised and lauded novel-writing gift. 

 

Fortunately, he became Dramaturge and Writer-in-Residence at the Market 

Theatre in Johannesburg in 1995 and holds that position to the present day. The 

celebrated actor Dr John Kani was Executive Director of the Market Theatre and 

signed as one of three referees when Mda prepared his Curriculum Vitae.35 Mda 

conducts play-writing sessions with Award Winning Young Playwrights when he 

returns to South Africa from Ohio University in the United States of America for 

his Summer-Vacations-In-Winter in June, July and August each year. I had the 

privilege of being in attendance on several occasions.  

 

I witnessed the delicacy of Mda’s coaching methods, and watched as he 

brought participants to believe fully in their own capacities. He set them to aspire 

towards extraordinary goals and helped them as they surged forward on the flow 

of his powerful personality, backed by over forty years of experience in dramatic 

art. Tactics, structure, style, form, dialogue, display of personality, rounded 

characters, devices for interest and patterns for achieving goals all have their 

place. Monologues are not just scattered thoughts, not an easy way out, but a 

dynamic part of the whole. “Show the inner person through the outer behavior so 

that characters are authentic,” he urged. “Live their thoughts and actions with 

them.” Often he asked, sharply: “What’s at stake here?” 
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Mda placed all his skill at the disposal of the young Playwrights, his eyes 

shining with vision. If they chose to do so, the participants were free to adapt or 

adopt any pattern or device from his plays. Mda has the generous spirit of the 

true pedagogue: he wants others to succeed and even exceed his own 

achievements. He was assisting at the birth of new talent at these laboratory 

sessions. He directed his attention to the task with intensity and dedication, 

insisting on as rigorous and as self-reflexive an analysis from the participants as 

that which he uses on his own material. He set high goals for them, working 

tirelessly to help them generate increasing levels of perception, vision, 

imagination and understanding aimed at the creation of an outstanding finished 

product. The Award Winning Young Playwrights became play-creators right 

before my eyes. 

 

 

Criticism and approbation: On The Small Screen 

 

Mda’s earliest foray into writing regularly for the media was his appointment in 

1988 to contribute to the Weekly Mail on a freelance basis. In 1996 he wrote 

several articles on mass communication and culture in New Nation, The Sunday 

Independent, City Press, Sunday Times, The Star and Insig. Then for three 

years, from 1997 to 2000, he became a regular guest writer for Mail & Guardian.  

 

In 1998, Mda received the FNB Vita and the English Academy of Southern 

Africa Thomas Pringle Award for his year-long contributions to the feature: ‘On 

The Small Screen’ in the Sunday Times. Even in his acceptance speech he 

‘made waves’, touching on such matters as the scourge of patronage: 

 

When Anthea Bristowe, then features editor of the Sunday Times, approached me 

to write a television column for her newspaper, I accepted reluctantly. I knew it 

would be impossible to write honestly about South African television without 

addressing the question of patronage. Corruption was everywhere at the South 
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African Broadcasting Corporation and was openly spoken about by independent 

producers and commissioning structures. It was the norm. And it affected what 

the viewer ultimately saw on the screen. It was impossible to review television 

programmes without addressing the source of their lamentable state. I knew I was 

going to tread on people’s toes, and create enemies. But I vowed that I would be 

as honest as possible in my assessment of South African television. 

 

While most TV reviewers were being satirical and clever, and were rejoicing in 

their smarty-pants turn of phrase, I wanted to write something that would bring 

serious debate about the role of television in South Africa without being academic 

about it. Something that would give praise where it was due, and chastise when it 

was necessary. But most importantly, something that would point out the rot, the 

decay, the patronage and the corruption in a ruthless and unflinching manner …. 

The fact that the editor of the Sunday Times received letters from lawyers 

threatening litigation – which never took place – tells me that I was in the right 

direction.  

 

I must move on. I must focus on my novels and plays now; I must also move on 

to produce television programmes instead of merely commenting on them …. I 

cannot be a player and a referee at the same time. Indeed, I am now on the other 

side ….
36

 

 

 

Quality of mercy 

 

Mda’s quality of generosity, his integrity, his sincerity of purpose and his concern 

for ordinary people has continued to draw me into this research task. Sensing his 

own marginalisation, alienation and frustration during his years in exile, Mda is 

quick to observe such marginalisation when directed towards ‘outcasts of the 

system’ in his environment. He responds to them in real life, and incorporates 

their pain in his characters. 
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I was witness when he expressed kindness and generosity towards an 

elderly blind woman one morning in July 2003 – an ‘outcast of the system’. We 

were returning to his home in Weltevreden Park, Johannesburg after a training 

session at the Market Theatre Laboratory. Swinging his gate open with his 

remote control, Mda was driving his car into his garage when the blind woman, 

finding access, tapped her way into the garden. She stood humbly, obviously 

used to waiting, familiar with rejection. First Mda conversed with her in true 

ubuntu style, then met her need with respect, grace and generosity. The way he 

gave his alms was an act of sacrament, and made the receiving an act of grace. 

He helped her believe in herself, and in human nature. She held the note up 

towards the sun so that, with her minimal sight, she could see as well as feel the 

value of the note. She wept with gratitude and saluted him as a son. It was a One 

Hundred Rand note.  

 

This quality of compassion towards the marginalised has drawn Mda into his 

HIV and AIDS activism for over twenty years. He initiated the Southern African 

Aids Multimedia Trust with a core of fifteen HIV-positive people when he returned 

from his First Exile in 1994.37 Each year he holds workshops and is continuing to 

train this group to write their own stories, adapting them as radio dramas for 

distribution to community radio stations, and then as video dramas: 

 

I stress video drama rather than television drama because our aim in the last phase 

is that these dramas should be taken to the rural areas through a mobile video 

screening unit. They’ll be shown there, after which there’ll be discussions ….
38

 

 

Other ‘outcasts of the system’ are migrants from over the borders of South 

Africa who suffer under the strain of xenophobia. Mda is sensitive to their 

situation so introduces the topic in his novella for youth, Melville 67. Fourteen-

year-old Thabang defends his friend Zandile against the taunts of C-to-C who 

calls her lekwerekwere, a derogatory term levelled at migrants, who, because of 
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their darker skin tone, are thought to originate from ‘somewhere up north’ in Sub-

Saharan Africa (1998: 5, 6, 26-28). Mda emphasises that “ignorance contributes 

to the negative impact of xenophobia”.  

 

Steve Biko, though dearly loved as a Black Consciousness activist, was an 

outcast of the apartheid system. The Steve Biko Memorial Lecture, held each 

year on 12 September in the Jameson Hall, University of Cape Town, 

commemorates the day and month of Biko’s martyrdom in prison in 1977. Mda 

was Guest Speaker for the Second Steve Biko Memorial Lecture on 12 

September 2001 and he spoke about Biko’s Children.
39 He referred to Biko’s 

involvement in community service rather than about his Black Consciousness 

politics. He averred that Biko’s progeny of any nation are those who, like Biko, 

move beyond their material condition to act back into their environment “to the 

good of the people”.  

 

Mda told about the Lower Telle Beekeepers Collective Trust established at 

Lower Telle as an example of his own dedication to community development, 

and his inspiring words entered the minds and hearts of two young men in the 

audience: Thando Tiyo and Thamsanqa Hombana. Both had been born in 

Kirkwood near Port Elizabeth and then had graduated as students from the 

University of Cape Town. Acting within the vision of Biko’s Children they resolved 

to establish an education trust to enable promising Kirkwood matriculants to 

become teachers and trainers. Mda welcomed their plan, and accepted their 

invitation to act as Patron when the Inqweba Education Trust was constituted in 

2002.40  

 

He invited them to attend the Grand Opening of the Lower Telle Beekeepers 

Collective Trust factory and production unit on 6 December 2003. They accepted 

and asked permission to bring additional guests from the Trust “to do honour to 

Zakes Mda who is our Patron”. Mda’s reply was an emphatic “Yes!” 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

DISCLOSURE AND INTEGRATION 

 

 

It is not the perfect 

but the imperfect who have the 

greatest need of love.
1
 

– Oscar Wilde – 

 

Down pour’d the heavy rain 

Over the new reap’d grain… 

And Miseries’ increase 

Is Mercy, Pity, Peace.
2
 

– William Blake – 

 

 

 

In late November 2003, Zakes Mda returned to South Africa from the United 

States of America during the Ohio University Christmas holiday break. One of his 

tasks as his public self was to arrange the Grand Opening of the Lower Telle 

Beekeepers Collective Trust factory and production works, now extracting and 

bottling honey on the Lower Telle Mda ancestral site near Qoboshane in the 

Herschel District of the Eastern Cape. The celebration was scheduled for 6 

December, 2003.  

 

But he had set himself an even more important task as his private self. On 

16 November 2003 I received an e-mail, dispatched from Ohio University at 6.34 

in the evening: 
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Dorothy –  

I am calling a very urgent and important meeting of my adult children and two 

other people where I will make shocking revelations about my life to my children. 

The things I’ll be talking about are not things that fathers normally share with 

their children, but I feel it is imperative that they hear these things from me 

directly. It is important that you attend this meeting, firstly because of your 

scholarly interest in the Mda family and particularly because you plan to write a 

literary biography of my work. After you have heard what I have to say in this 

meeting you will begin to understand where some of the things in my novels come 

from. I would like that this meeting should be before the launch of the beekeeping 

project. The meeting can be in Johannesburg or anywhere. However it would be 

impactful if the meeting is held at the village of KwaGcina (where you met 

Reuben Mkhwentla). Let me know before I leave for South Africa if you are 

interested in attending this meeting. 

 

My response was immediate: 

 

As your biographer it is distinctly my duty and desire to be present. If the family 

meeting is to be in Johannesburg I would stay with my sister Beryl and borrow 

her car to bring me to the place where the meeting is to be held. If it is to be in 

KwaGcina, would it be an imposition to ask you to let me travel with you? 

 

Mda made his choice: the meeting took place in a rented garden flat in 

Sandton, Johannesburg on 27 November 2003. On my arrival in the midst of a 

rainstorm, with the wind lashing the trees to frenzy, I hopped between puddles to 

where Mda was waiting for me. He was wearing a loose white African-style shirt 

over white cotton longs as the mid-summer afternoon was palpitatingly warm in 

spite of the rain. He was sombre, introspective, and yet considerate as always of 

my well-being. He conducted me into the flat. His daughter Thandi and son Neo 

were present, and a pleasant-faced young woman who offered tea and biscuits 

on a tray.  
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As I re-tell the details of the disclosure Mda made that afternoon I take 

careful note of David Novarr’s dictum to biographers. He reminds us that we are 

answerable to the pattern of personal history laid bare by their subjects. He says: 

 

When their subject is a person of genius, one who lives by his own lights, in 

accord with his own emotions and intellect, or one who has a new view of man’s 

existential situation and predicament, they must have the empathy and 

understanding to recognize a pattern that is new and different and the skill to 

represent that pattern effectively. Their ability must be answerable to that of their 

subject.
3
 

 

 

An autobiographical forthtelling 

 

With all my heart, I desired to represent the pattern of Mda’s history effectively. 

My conventional tape recording was disallowed, but permission was granted to 

take notes, which I did throughout the afternoon.4 Fortunately, with my training as 

a journalist and an editor, this is my forte. What follows, therefore, is a retelling of 

Mda’s story. The sentences are short and choppy, with pauses for the ordering of 

thoughts, and silences for pain to subside. He starts his story in narrative mode: 

 

I spent most of my childhood in Johannesburg where my parents lived. I was only 

sent back to the Eastern Cape when I became a problem. I had become a 

delinquent there. My parents decided to get me out of that environment and they 

sent me to live with my grandmother and grandfather. I lived with my 

grandparents in a happy environment … ‘happy’ is in quotes because when you 

are separated from your parents, you are not very happy about it. I lived there 

with other grandchildren and my aunts and uncles.  

 

Then his tone deepens and his delivery is slower. He is in the inward mode 

of self-reflexion: 
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I am a human being with flaws …. I am going to talk about things fathers don’t 

talk about; they usually die with such issues still hidden. I am under no obligation 

to make this disclosure. I have been debating it. But you two are children of a 

public figure. I want my life to be an open book. It is important that children hear 

things from their father.  

 

He leans forward in his armchair and addresses Thandi and Neo directly, 

searchingly, appealing to them: 

 

You will experience shock but do not judge: when anyone points a finger it is as 

much at self as at others. So be strong. Give credit. Know I am speaking in 

honesty. It is better to know. I tell about these events because you two children 

are involved. I will be talking about my life. I cannot talk without explicit 

language on sexuality … on sexual matters. 

 

Mda pauses to gather his thoughts: 

 

My story starts when I was five years old. I had two brothers, twins, Monwabisi 

and Sonwabo, eighteen months old. My father was a teacher at St Theresa’s 

Secondary School and my mother was a nurse. The family stayed in a mission 

house on the campus of the school. The school was ten kilometres from Lower 

Telle and the Mda ancestral home.  

 

I have memories of being an only child, happy, with two loving parents. I 

remember that the twins were born, as I was, in Umlumli Hospital outside 

Sterkspruit. When they were brought home, on one occasion I opened their eyes 

with my fingers because I wanted to find out what made them tick! 

 

This moment of ‘the ordinary’ breaks the tension. A picture is invoked: the 

five-year-old innocent marvelling at a new phenomenon …. 
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Then my parents moved to KwaGcina. My father had taken up farming.  

He had Jersey cows, selling milk, and he had an incubator.  

He put in the eggs and sold the day-old chicks, or pullets for meat.  

He was still teaching at St Theresa’s and my mother was nursing at Dulciesnek.  

The three children were placed in the care of Nontonje. Do you know the meaning 

of ‘intonje’?  

 

The adult children move in their seats and murmer: “A nothing … a thing ….” 

 

Yes, it means a ‘thing’, ‘nothing of importance’, a ‘throw-away nothing’. I 

wonder at parents naming a baby in this way .… I had not started school yet so we 

were placed in the care of Nontonje for the whole day, all week.  

 

I had wanted to tell this story in Reuben Mkhwentla’s house in KwaGcina. He 

will be at the launch of the Lower Telle Beekeepers Trust project and so will my 

younger brother Monwabisi. These are people who know my story. You will be at 

the launch too. That is why you adult children must know it from me, not from 

some other party. As a public figure I have nowhere to hide .... I must live with it. 

Yet it is not my fault …. 

 

He gathers his thoughts, then uses his right hand in circular gestures: 

 

There was a row of rooms some way away from our own home. Nontonje would 

take the three of us to the row of rooms. She would take us into the first door. 

Two beds, one on each side of the room. She would strip the children naked. 

Sometimes she was alone sometimes she brought friends in to watch. Then she 

would play with my penis until I had an erection. Then she put me on top of her 

and put it into her vagina.  

 

I had a burning sensation. I screamed, then all that day I could not urinate. 

Perhaps she had a disease? This went on for a long time. She tried to do the same 
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with the twins. They did not erect so she left them alone. This happened over 

many days, always the burning sensation, painful. 

 

I did not speak to my parents but buried the memory in some deep, dark place.  

I did not see it as sexual abuse. It was just a thing that happened. With hindsight I 

know that what happened when I was five years old affected me for the rest of my 

life. 

 

I see shock, then a fellowship of suffering in Thandi’s and Neo’s eyes, then a 

degree of bewilderment, a growing understanding, and a fervour of love: 

 

My family moved to Johannesburg, to Orlando East, then Dobsonville. My father 

went to Qamatu to take up legal studies, articled to George Matanzima. My 

mother was a nurse. Her job was in Dobsonville. There were five children by this 

time: myself, Monwabisi, Sonwabo, Thami and Zwelakhe.  

 

I was a thug, playing truant, making music on a penny whistle, swinging on the 

railings of shop verandahs instead of going to school. I sold sweets on the train 

instead of turning up at class. At an age when boys and girls experiment, I was 

afraid … afraid of girls. Afraid of the sexual act, of sexuality in general.  

 

Mda pauses and moves slightly to the front of his armchair. Hands are thrust 

forwards, palms turned upwards as he speaks again: 

 

I was involved in street gangs, ragamuffins from Dobsonville, Meadowlands, and 

Zondi fighting each other. I became famous at throwing stones, and ducking, and 

pressing forward to get close up in the fights. Looking back, I know I was not 

sexually active while growing up.  

 

Because of this street gang fighting and thuggery, I was sent to my grandparents.  

I stayed for a year or two in Lower Telle, near Qoboshane. My father completed 
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his articles and started practising as a lawyer in Sterkspruit. At last we could stay 

together as a family. My parents bought a house in a good suburb. I attended the 

Tapoleng Primary School. At my age, my friends were sexually active, but I was 

afraid. I avoided relationships and chose not to experiment or associate with girls. 

 

Each time his narrative takes a new turn, he pauses, then gathers the 

thread: 

 

In 1963, my father went into exile and as a boy of fifteen in 1964 I followed him 

into Lesotho. We stayed for a while with Willie Mafoso and I became friends 

with the son in the family. I came back to Mafeteng in about 1965. My father 

made provision for my mother, brothers and sister to join us in Lesotho. In 

Mafeteng I got in with a wild set so my father sent me to Peka High School in the 

south. I had to repeat Standard Six although I had passed this grade in South 

Africa with flying colours.  

 

Now Mda uses a severe tone for the next part of his story:  

 

Looking back on my political experience I can say: ‘God blessed me with 

cowardice!’ Politicians used me and other young students at Peka High School in 

their fight for power when Basotholand gained its independence. The youth 

stayed in the Pan-Africanist Congress Centre, a camp in the mountains.  

 

Politics is dirty – and it still is dirty! At that time I thought of myself as a great 

soldier. An older woman in high command, Talani, brought boxes of guns to the 

PAC Camp. She gave them to the followers with instructions to kill Mirabi 

Mafegha, ‘a spy of the Communist’s Party’. It turned out that she was the spy!  

Two of my friends and I were issued with guns and told to hide in a certain donga 

near the path where Mirabi Mafegha would pass. It was the dead of night. We 

could hear Mafegha singing as he walked along: ‘Boys of Afrika, rise and fight, in 

the name of Great Afrika!’ I stood up out of the donga and confessed that the PAC 
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had sent me and my fellows to kill him. I was frightened – but also I knew I was 

unwilling to kill. 

 

Mda pauses, remembering those early experiences: 

 

We belonged to POQO. That was the military arm of the PAC before the 

formation of APLA. I heard that others were instructed to take white children 

from farms in the Orange Free State and hold them hostage. But I refused.  

I was not willing to take action against children even if they were Boer children.  

I was saved by cowardice, but it was really compassion.  

 

I was accused of being too compassionate to be a soldier. My father had 

withdrawn from politics and was doing legal work. The PAC vilified him and 

accused both father and son of cowardice. We both turned away from the PAC …. 

Away from politics. 

 

Mda pauses again, deep in thought, and then he speaks in pain: 

 

Looking back now, I know I was psychologically hurt. Still I was never sexually 

active. When I tried or experimented, I always had premature ejaculation, never 

any penetration. I would ejaculate quickly … and die … then not be required to 

continue into the terrible place of burning pain. This was a sub-conscious 

withdrawal from involvement … a defence mechanism. 

 

After a pause, the narrative continues: 

 

After completing my Cambridge Certificate, the equivalent of Matric, I took up 

various teaching jobs in high schools in Mafeteng. Then I took a teaching post in 

Ikageng, in the Leribe District. It was a distant place, not accessible because it 

was among mountains and rivers. It was rare to see a vehicle there.  
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Ikageng was just a small village and I was teaching in the only high school. I was 

twenty-three years old and fell in love with like twins. They were called Mpho 

and Mphonyana. The girls said they always did everything together ‘take one, 

take both’. We three had good outings together. We were almost the same age 

although I was the teacher and they were my pupils. 

 

Premarital sex is the norm in this society and I became the ‘lover’ of them both.  

I tried it out with one, then the other. They arranged the schedule who should stay 

over and sleep with me. But I still experienced premature ejaculation. I did not 

‘have sex’, as there was no penetration.  

 

Mda sighs, then picks up the thread of his story: 

 

It is known that even if no penetration occurs, where sperm is ejaculated even at 

the entrance, pregnancy can occur. Female fluids draw the sperm into the womb. 

Mpho became pregnant. The twins decided it was time for them both to marry me. 

I took them to Mafeteng and my father welcomed them, but he pointed out to me 

that I was young. I should be going on with my studies, and eventually go to 

university. I insisted I wanted to marry the twins in a customary marriage. 

 

Suddenly, Mpho did not want to share me with her sister any longer. She would 

be the only one to marry me. Mphonyana saw this as a betrayal. The twins were 

exactly the same in every feature and mannerism, but now they had to sever that 

bond. Mphonyana was upset, and she cut herself off from her twin and from me. 

 

I did not go and negotiate with Mpho’s father for the marriage. We were not 

prepared to wait for the long-drawn-out process of a traditional marriage. We 

wanted to be married by the time the child was born, so we eloped!  

We celebrated a customary marriage and set up house together in Ikageng.  

Then Neo was born.  
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Thandi and Neo are sitting immobilised, listening. Then Neo moves his 

position. Thandi turns towards him. They glance at one another. They are part of 

the story now. 

 

We went through a civil marriage several years later. But there was no change in 

the sex act. I always pre-ejaculated, and there was no penetration. I thought I was 

having sex. I had relief with ejaculation but it left Mpho unsatisfied, unfulfilled. 

Once again pregnancy occurred even without penetration and Thandi was born.  

 

Mda speaks directly to his children, leaning forward, and says with a degree 

of humour: 

 

Stray sperm was enthusiastic enough to find its own way, my children. You both 

insisted on coming into being in spite of my limited sexual behaviour! Mpho had 

her greatest desire fulfilled, to be married and to have children. But I could tell 

she was frustrated. I could not do anything to change the process. As soon as the 

erect penis touched the pubic hair, there was ejaculation. I experienced relief and 

did not think of Mpho’s situation. The culture dictated that a man’s needs were 

supreme. Women were not even supposed to have an orgasm. To me, life was 

fine. I had no idea of going to a doctor so Mpho continued to be sexually 

frustrated. 

 

Mda sits in silence for a short while then takes up the thread of his narrative: 

 

Years passed and we moved to Maseru. I had a teaching post at ‘Mabathoana 

High School. We hired living space in Thlaba. Mpho became reconciled with her 

sister who came to visit with her boyfriend. Mpho went away with them and I 

stayed looking after the babies. This happened again and again. Mpho would go 

away with Mphonyana and her friends, even over-night. I was becoming very 

angry. There was no sex at all, not even pre-ejaculation. 

 



 191 

Now Mda speaks gently, leaning forward, speaking directly to his two adult 

children …. This is a deep moment of painful disclosure. Thandi and Neo move 

in their seats again and glance across at one another. They sense the tension: 

 

Mpho fell pregnant with a child biologically not mine. She went to Morija by taxi 

for the birth of Dini. I accepted this child as mine. The fact that Dini is not my 

child biologically is irrelevant. Only when we were divorced were DNA tests 

taken and proof of parentage exposed. The divorce, however, was not because of 

this one mistake but for many other reasons.  

 

Thandi and Neo are clearly moved. Mda falls into narrative mode again … 

his voice is strained … the forthtelling is painful for him: 

 

There was very little money coming in at the time. On one occasion when Mpho 

had gone away in the car with Mphonyana’s boyfriends there was nothing in the 

house. I had to borrow twenty-five cents to buy bread for the children and for 

myself. I was angry at Mpho continuing to be unfaithful even after the birth of 

Dini. But I did not analyse the problem. People who came to visit commented that 

Dini was different from you, Neo, and you, Thandi. 

 

Mpho made sexual approaches to my friends, and they would tell me about her 

promiscuous behaviour. Relations degenerated and even when we tried for sex 

there was only pre-ejaculation and frustration. And frequent quarrels. I did not 

know the source of this problem nor did I think it important. When I talked to my 

friends they told me of their sexual pleasures. To me all that was just not 

necessary. I acknowledge I was not experiencing any special pleasure. But it did 

not worry me. I was restless, lacking in purpose so once again I moved schools …  

 

Using both hands in a gesture of parting, Mda speaks with a resigned air: 

 

At this point Mpho went her separate way and took the children to her parents in 
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the mountains. But I procured a Court Order from the Magistrate for the release of 

my children from Mpho’s parents in Leribe. I wanted to place them in the care of 

my own parents in Mafeteng. Mpho’s father tore the Court Order into pieces in 

his rage. But the Messenger of the Court threatened an action against him of 

‘Contempt of Court’. He released the three children to the care of my mother. She 

was nursing at the Holy Cross at the time but had others in the household to help 

her deal with the children’s needs. I took this action to secure a good environment 

for my children with my parents in Mafeteng. I did this because I was preparing to 

go to the United States of America to do my Masters studies at Ohio University. 

 

With an air of reminiscence, Mda relates: 

 

I accomplished a Masters Degree in Theatre in 1982 and another Masters Degree 

in Communication and Television in 1983. On my return in 1984, I joined the 

Lesotho government as a consultant in setting up a television station in Maseru. 

But the job lasted only one year. Now I realized there was no going back to 

Mpho. We had grown apart and developed in different directions. All these years 

we had been separated … now we were divorced. The children stayed with my 

parents and attended St Gerard’s Primary School.  

 

I joined the National University of Lesotho as a lecturer in 1985. Within eight 

years I was Senior, then Head, then Professor of English. 

 

Mda straightens in his armchair … his face comes alight: 

 

In 1995, I was asked by the Market Theatre, Johannesburg, to create a play on 

issues to do with AIDS. Then we added a dimension to do with TB. Glaxo was 

the sponsor and they had brought out a new TB remedy. The play was called 

Broken Dreams. Then one of the circle of actors and actresses developing and 

workshopping the play who was a nurse, wanted the issue of child abuse included 

in the spectrum of themes covered by the play, with emphasis on child sexual 
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abuse. The method adopted by Rosetta, Viki, Kente and others was to go to the 

townships and find out about child sexual abuse. They would then come back and 

tell their stories, incorporating them into the play. Then they started to tell their 

own stories of such experiences.  

 

Suddenly my own experience as a child of five came to the surface. As I told this 

story in the circle I became aware for the first time that this had been child sexual 

abuse. I became aware that the happenings of that long ago time had affected my 

life and broken my marriage. In the discussion with the cast of Broken Dreams I 

recognized that my organ was driven to vomit out the sperm … and immediately 

withdraw … not wanting to be required to go into the painful, ugly place …. This 

was a self-defence act against the terrible burning from whatever was inside. This 

awareness changed my understanding of my life’s pathway. 

 

Mda speaks directly to his children again, with an earnest appeal: 

 

Mpho is a good person with high values. She would not have done what she did if 

she had not been constantly frustrated in our marriage relationship. She was 

unfaithful because she was frustrated. Time came when I just let it happen.  

She went away for weekends ‘visiting relatives’ and I was left at home, holding 

the babies. With hindsight, I can see that the sexual abuse of my five-year-old self 

had led to this instability in my marriage with Mpho. When Dini arrived I did not 

even raise the issue of the paternity. When my mother saw Dini, she insisted: 

“This new baby is Zani’s child.” The belonging of caring is part of my nature and 

I continue to this day to say: “This is my child.” 

 

Every line and movement of Mda’s face and body, and the changing timbre 

and resonance of his voice tells of his pain and his passion.  

 

At that point I was teaching at ‘Mabathoana High School in Maseru. But when I 

went to teach in Morija I took the three children with me. Mpho stayed on 
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teaching at the kindergarten at Mbatwana. This move established that we would 

eventually separate. I tried again, taking rooms behind where Mpho was teaching 

so that we could stay together but there was no happiness in the relationship. 

Mpho went away with Mphonyana, this time staying from Friday to Sunday. 

Suddenly it was too much. There was a real fight and Mpho left permanently. She 

took the children to her parents in Leribe.  

 

I returned to Mbatwana and met and fell in love with Tholoana. She found me 

incapable of sex. She lovingly guided my mind to hold back … to expect to enjoy 

the act … to avoid immediate ejaculation and distancing …. For the first time I 

discovered sex … and pleasure …. I was cured of fear.  

 

I acknowledge to you, my children, that my time with Tholoana was adulterous. 

Although separated from Mpho, we were still married. However, I look back on it 

as a time of healing from the hurts of long ago. Tholoana did not mock me for 

being incapable. She helped me achieve true manhood. I acknowledge that in 

those years with Mpho I did not see that the fault lay with me. I blamed her for 

her unfaithfulness and betrayal.  

 

When you get older you see life in a different way. You analyse your actions and 

your attitude and can acknowledge you were wrong. With hindsight you can learn 

and not repeat errors. Being contrite does not bring back the past, but it serves to 

give wisdom for the future …. But it may not always work that way! 

 

There is a long pause then Mda takes up his tale again: 

 

One day I was leaving the BTM building, when, walking across the campus, I 

noticed a young girl running ahead of me. I did not see her face, but I had a total 

moment of awareness of her. I told myself: ‘That is the woman I am going to 

marry!’ It was not in my control for us to meet so I forgot about her. 
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Many months later, when I was developing a theatre group on campus called the 

Marotholi Players one student from this group came for a consultation, and 

brought a friend with her. With instant recognition I recalled that this was the 

woman I had promised myself to marry! Her name was Adele Mafoso. Now I 

discovered that she was the youngest daughter in the household of Willie Mafoso 

who had given me a roof over my head when I had come out of South Africa as 

an exile in 1964. Adele had not been born yet, of course. I had maintained my 

friendship with Willie Mafoso but had never before met his youngest sister, 

Adele, before that day in my office. A strange coincidence! 

 

Mda paused, marvelling but subdued: 

 

Because of the close family tie I had with the Mafoso family from years before, 

an attachment now developed into a relationship with Willie’s sister. We became 

boyfriend and girlfriend although again it was as lecturer and student. By this time 

I was divorced from Mpho, but I was still maintaining a fatherly relationship with 

my three children and providing financial support.  

 

There were clashes with Adele over this supportive role. Adele was a serious 

young woman, no jokes or laughter. She had militancy from her upbringing and 

participation in the country’s coming into independence. She was short-tempered 

and self-assertive, just like I was myself! I thought the bad relations would pass 

and I could change her. I had not learned from my mistakes! By this time I was in 

my 30s. God gives gifts – but not everything! I did not have the ability to judge 

character, or to learn from the past.  

 

During this period when I was expecting to attach myself to the Mafoso family, 

whom I loved dearly, through a relationship of marriage with Adele, I had not 

considered that Adele and I would have to set up our own separate household. We 

would have to live amicably on our own. I had taxing, severe thoughts that I 

would not be happy with Adele. Yet I felt committed to her and to her family for 
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their kindness in the past, and for my friendship with her older brother Willie. 

 

There is another long pause. Mda’s voice takes on a deep and tender note: 

 

Then it was that a new friendship came into my life, with a final year student. I 

met Gugu Nkosi from Soweto and immediately the two of us clicked. We shared 

values and had the same outlook …. And there was laughter. I tried to propose to 

Gugu but as she had returned to Soweto it had to be long distance, and there was 

no response.  

 

I recognized I was falling in love with Gugu. I was only happy when I was with 

her, but Gugu had a boyfriend in the United Kingdom and there was no future for 

a close relationship. At this point I seriously considered pulling out of any 

obligation to a relationship with Adele.  

 

She had found out about my feelings for Gugu. She phoned Gugu’s mother in 

Soweto and accused Gugu of stealing her husband. Gugu had no opportunity to 

explain that I was not married to Adele and was free to marry according to my 

own choice. Instead, Gugu was intimidated by her mother who was very angry, 

threatening to do serious bodily harm to her daughter for disgracing the clan.  

Gugu and Adele had clan links. This gave Gugu’s mother a terrible hold over her. 

So Gugu withdrew from our friendship. 

 

There is the sound of laboured breathing in the silence … then Mda picks up 

the thread of his narrative: 

 

I was due to attend a Writers’ Conference in Johannesburg. I phoned Gugu to 

come as a delegate because we shared a common interest in literature. But Gugu 

refused. I had finally lost her. My ego was hurt and I needed consolation. So I 

phoned Adele to come instead. All the delegates were accommodated at The 

Hotel Johannesburger. Now I know ‘how to have sex’ and Zukile is conceived .…  
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I married Adele as I knew I had a responsibility towards the child. A child must 

know his father. This was a marriage of obligation in the face of quarrels and 

verbal abuse. Adele was like a fishwife with her shouting. Zukile is born in 

Thaba’Nchu. He is four months old in 1992 when I accept a lecturing position at 

Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut, in the United States of America. We 

had been married for one year. I insisted that we take Dini with us, to give this 

child the opportunity of an overseas education. I wanted to reassure Dini, who 

was not my biological child, that he was my child. I was leaning over in my desire 

to give him reassurance.  

 

On Christmas Day, with the four-month-old Zukile on my knee, sitting in front of 

an old IBM computer in the flat in New Haven while Adele is away at the 

Christmas service at the Catholic Church, I type the first page of my first novel, 

starting with the words ‘There are many ways of dying’. That first paragraph in 

Ways of Dying has not been changed. It is now a superstition with me to start a 

new novel on Christmas Day.  

 

With a sigh, Mda starts on a new aspect of his tale: 

 

The Swedish International Development Agency were impressed with When 

People Play People, my book on theatre for development based on my doctoral 

studies. It had been published in 1993. They ordered an extra run. These were to 

be sent to any addresses in Africa that I would like to submit. All I had to do was 

compile a list of institutions, organizations and individuals.  

Gugu’s name was on one of the old contact lists I had kept from the Roma days. 

Adele saw the list. She became abusively insulting even in front of Dini. Life was 

sour. The shouting went on and on. Life was bitter. I wrote out my pain and 

frustration in my new novel, She Plays with the Darkness. The violently abusive 

character of Tompololo is taken from my life with Adele …. 

 

Mda is thoughtful. A new phase of his life is unfolding: 
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When I finished my contract at Yale University, the Head of English at the 

University of Vermont, who was leaving to become the principal at the University 

of Fort Hare in South Africa, recruited me to fill his post. We moved to new 

quarters at Vermont .… A situation of dictatorship developed: insults and 

wounding words. I could not have any opinion, not even on the colour of our 

curtains, and I live for painting and art! I take the punishment.  

 

Adele enrolls for a Master of Education at St Michaels. The University of 

Vermont wants to renew my contract but I can’t take any more punishment. The 

burden of psychological abuse is piling up. Adele makes an enormous issue about 

anything where she thinks her will is being crossed. 

 

Now Adele refuses to leave Vermont because of her studies. It is 1994. I’m 

returning to a lectureship at the University of the Witwatersrand in South Africa. 

So I bring Zukile home with me. I would be able to care for him as much of his 

daily routine had been left to me anyway. Now I’m determined to divorce Adele. 

However much I’ve tried to nurse the situation, however much abuse I’ve taken, 

however much show of temper I’ve tolerated it had all not been enough. The 

situation was at breaking point. I’d become a novelist in my public self, but my 

personal life was in ruins. 

 

There is a pause. Mda’s thoughts are far away: 

 

I find my note book and I write a letter to Gugu at the box number I had from 

long ago in Swaziland. Gugu writes back! She says: ‘Do not divorce. Try to work 

things out especially as you have a child.’ I am no longer in the fire of Adele’s 

wrath so I believe what Gugu says, that things will work out.  

 

In 1995 Adele comes back from overseas and we stay in a rented home in 

Melville. While Adele takes Zukile to visit her parents, I procure a lectureship for 

her at Vista University in Johannesburg, but this is not fine. There are insults and 
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verbal abuse and accusations: ‘It’s all your fault’ .… ‘You’re not good at 

relationships.’ The two of us see things in such a different light. We cannot agree 

unless I submit.  

 

I buy a lovely home in Weltevreden Park, but there are endless fights. Adele gets 

herself a job in Bloemfontein. But I want to be with my children. I’m a doting 

father and I render service such that few other husbands would do …. But it’s 

never good enough … every action is heaped with insults .… I had redirected my 

focus completely towards Adele to make our marriage work. But to no avail.  

 

Mda sighs again … it is painful to go on, but he must. 

 

I wrote out this pain in my novels. I’m now a full-time writer. I’d given up my 

post at the University of the Witwatersrand. I write by way of therapy, exorcising 

the past. When I write, my hurt psyche feels better … I am strong enough to try 

again. 

 

I’m sure the future will be better ... but Adele comes back from Bloemfontein 

from time to time, still shouting insults .… And now she is considering divorce. 

By this time Zenzi has been born and becomes the love of my life. I can sit down 

and talk sense with her. I write a letter to Adele appealing that the children need 

their father. I pack up and go to Bloemfontein .… And we enjoy three years of the 

greatest happiness, with no quarrelling. 

 

Mda is thoughtful about what might have been possible. 

 

Then Adele loses her job in Bloemfontein. Back in Johannesburg she is under 

pressure and reverts to her old self. She was adamant that she did not want 

anything to do with the children of my first marriage. I was just as adamant that I 

had a responsibility as their father. Sonwabo, my younger brother, twin to 

Monwabisi, had gone into exile overseas and had not returned. So I had taken on 
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the responsibility of his wife and children back in Lesotho. Adele confronted 

Sonwabo’s wife with abuse over school fees that I was paying. And when I stand 

surety for her house, Adele wages war! Life is sour .… Life is bitter ….  

 

I wondered why Adele does not want to share our home and substance with others 

in need. Adele’s relatives stay at the Weltevreden Park home whenever they need 

to do so. I’m not happy. Adele and I are not even friends any more. All I want is 

‘non-quarrelling’. I go through a time of self-examination, facing my faults, and 

coming to know my strengths and weaknesses. 

 

Mda’s voice becomes deep and reminiscent once again, then he exclaims: “I 

am living this narrative as though I am writing a play or a novel!”  

 

I longed for Gugu’s laughter. I re-read the poems I had written for her. I wonder 

about her. I’d lost touch completely, even put her out of my mind so that I could 

concentrate my whole being on my two small children. Now I came to realize that 

I’m provoking something by admitting Gugu into my thoughts again.  

 

I start looking for traces of old correspondence .… I didn’t think she would be 

there .… But I wrote to an old box number in Swaziland, and I received a reply. It 

was a friendly, innocent letter. But she ended with three special words: ‘I still 

care.’ I’m aware that a train smash is coming but I can’t stop. Perhaps I should 

have, but memories come. 

 

I entered into correspondence with Gugu. I telephoned her. I meet her and it is as 

though there was no gap of years between … as though we had grown up 

together. It all felt familiar, in every detail.  

 

We shared the same outlook. We agreed ‘don’t litter’ whereas Adele throws 

discarded food parcels out of the car window and sneers ‘others will clean it up’. 

Gugu opposed children receiving toy weapons as gifts .… Adele gives Zukile 
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plastic guns in the face of my opposition. Adele is a gun person, from her 

upbringing … she was in the BNP Youth League in Lesotho. I like Zenzi to play 

with traditional dolls .… Adele doesn’t see that choosing a black doll for her child 

demonstrates consciousness of worth, self-value, self-esteem. Gugu greatly 

approved of supporting the values of Black Consciousness. I came to the 

realization that Gugu was my soul mate .… But we didn’t find each other soon 

enough.  

 

Mda is stirred again by painful memories: 

 

At that psychological moment, Adele urged me to take up a position I’d been 

offered at Ohio University, in Athens, United States of America, even just for one 

year. I agreed we needed the extra money. I’m supporting my own household, the 

three children of my first marriage, and the wife and children of my younger 

brother Sonwabo.  

 

But I’m reluctant to go far away. I’ve just discovered the dimension of my love 

for Gugu …. Yet I acceded to Adele’s demands and we went overseas. Adele 

enrolled for a PhD in Social Science, and the fees would be free as I was on the 

staff of the Ohio University. The tension between us was such that Adele 

suggested we divorce and I agreed, with a consensual settlement. In Athens, I set 

up a separate home for myself, with visits from my children. They settled into 

schools and started making friends. But Zenzi was distraught at the separation. 

Zukile was not too badly affected. Many of his friends are from divorced homes. 

 

Adele forbade me to speak to my children. She was full of anger and shouted at 

the children. I’m adamant now that the divorce must go through, with custody and 

visitation rights, plus a clear division of assets, not consensual as before.  

Adele misrepresents me to the children, telling them I’m deserting them … that 

I’m divorcing them too .… 
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Mda sits silent for a while … recovering … then resumes his narrative: 

 

After the year’s contract draws to a close I was offered a permanent professorship 

at Ohio University. I was reluctant to go into exile again, but this would be 

necessary until Adele completed her doctoral degree and is earning. The children 

are settled in schools there and want to stay on in Athens.  

I returned to South Africa for the Summer Vacation of June, July and August 

2003. I needed to work as dramaturge at the Market Theatre Laboratory .… Also 

to supervise the Lower Telle Beekeekers Trust project in Qoboshane .… Also the 

HIV/AIDS project in Braamfontein and my new project with migrants.  

 

I wrote to the children back in the United States of America …. And Adele wrote 

back insultingly, saying that the older Mda children are ‘failures’ .… When I 

spoke to the children on the phone, Zenzi was emotional, upset, calling for me. 

 

There is infinite pain in his voice: 

 

When I returned to Athens in September 2003, I explained to Zukile and Zenzi 

that shouting between a father and a mother is painful for children. It is 

dysfunctional.  

I am not a person who deals through violence. It is my theory that Adele would 

not behave so badly if she was not confronted with opportunities for quarrelling. 

Two homes are expensive but that is the only solution. I reassured the children: ‘I 

will always continue to love you ....’ 

 

 

The process of healing 

 

In the deep silence in the room Mda’s mind comes back to the present. His 

hands reach out: 
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I’m writing my novels out of this accumulated pain, as therapy. It’s like a tide 

bursting through the protective banks damming my feelings, and my writings pour 

out … like a slime …a stink … translated into a story. After the writing, the 

reader takes up the hateful burden and I am relieved.  

 

Nontonje does not know the damage she has done. I have carried the burden of 

that child sexual abuse for fifty years … but now I am in the process of healing.  

 

He thinks, deeply inward, then poses a question to himself: 

 

Will I still write when I am happy one day? 

 

Thandi and Neo are shaken by the disclosures. Tears are shed. They come 

forward and embrace their father. I had not been introduced to the fifth person in 

the group. She had sat quietly by my side on the couch throughout the whole 

tempestuous afternoon. I go into the kitchen and find her quietly proceeding with 

the small domestic task of rinsing the tea cups. She is Gugu Nkosi, serious in 

view of the painful nature of the disclosures, but a person of laughter and new 

possibilities. I felt her tears on my cheek … and then I see her smile …. 

 

 

National and international domain 

 

In an extensive interview with Julie Wark in October 2004, in London, Mda 

commented on how different genres deal with issues in order to achieve certain 

effects: “We still create immediate art. We still create theatre and poetry about 

AIDS and things like that. We have some wonderful young poets who perform to 

huge crowds. We still have some immediate problems so that kind of theatre and 

poetry continue. These art forms didn’t come to a full-stop.” With no hesitation, 

he tells her how he and his young playwrights had conducted research in the 

townships and then had created the play, Broken Dreams in 1995.5  
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What we discovered out there shocked us … the level of child sexual abuse in all 

sectors of the community and in all race groups … and the silence about it. It was 

at this point that it dawned on me that I myself was sexually abused as a five year 

old by a nanny. You see what theatre can do? A lot of personal problems that I 

have had in my adult life emanated from this abuse. Well, Broken Dreams is still 

running today .… It tours the townships not only in the Gauteng province but in 

many other provinces as well. It’s been running for ten years now. 

 

In a newspaper interview with Maureen Isaacson apropos his new novel The 

Whale Caller in June 2005, again he touches on this sexual abuse by his nanny:  

 

I was damaged by a woman and later healed by another woman …. I am in love. 

As you will notice, my approach to sex in my novels is poetic and not graphic …. 

I have learnt the poetry of sex.
6
 

 

He had spoken haltingly to us on the afternoon of 27 November 2003. Six 

months later he was able to speak freely about the early childhood rape to Julie 

Wark in London. When he speaks to journalist Maureen Isaacson, the 

experience appears to have taken on the nature of a life happening. Healing was 

taking place. 

 

Mda had promised in his e-mail to me, inviting me to attend this important 

meeting that “… after you have heard what I have to say in this meeting you will 

begin to understand where some of the things in my novels come from”. Indeed, I 

do now have a greater understanding, and have sought to allow this insight to 

organically permeate what I have written in this dissertation. I can see now that 

the source of his creative thrust over the years has not been any conventional 

rainbow muse but a brooding pain. But he has had the capacity and courage to 

harness this force and use it as a dynamic to create great art.7  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

A NEW WAY OF WRITING 

 

 
The magic in the stories that we tell is taken for granted  

as if it is a natural thing that has happened, as it is.  

It does not contradict reality.  

There is nothing fantastic about it.  

It is something that comes from that world.1 
– Zakes Mda – 

 

 

 

After eight years in the Department of English, National University of Lesotho, 

in 1992 Mda left to take up an appointment at Yale University as a Visiting 

Research Fellow, Southern African Research Program.2 With Adele and their 

baby son Zukile, he travelled from Lesotho to New Haven, Connecticut, 

United States of America.3 I part the curtains of the ‘magic box’ on a scene in 

their apartment on Christmas morning. Mda portrayed the event dramatically 

to me at our first taped encounter in November 1999.  

 

“There are many ways of dying!” Mda taps out these six words with one 

finger on an ancient IBM computer he had just acquired, and a change in his 

life-way takes place. During his time in Durham, England the previous year, 

he had created a new character, Toloki, intended for his next play.4 However, 

The Dying Screams of the Moon is about Lady and Missy so there had been 

no role for his doleful-eyed protagonist-in-waiting. The play manuscript lay on 

the desk in front of him and it was time for him to write another to incorporate 

Toloki. He types these significant first six words, then exclaims out loud to his 

baby son: “Fascinating sentence! This isn’t the first line of a play! It’s the first 

line of a novel!”  
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Four-month-old Zukile was nestled in the crook of his knee, watching his 

father’s fingers move over the keys. Mda was baby-sitting while Adele 

attended the Christmas service in the Catholic Church nearby. He told me that 

he had completed two pages of this first novel before his wife returned home. 

And Toloki fits in as the lead protagonist – a Professional Mourner. He 

incorporates the pealing of the bells and taps out: “The distant bells of the 

cathedral toll ‘Silent Night’ as Toloki prepares to sleep for the night. The 

strikes are slow and painful” (1995: 9). 

 

 

Ways of Dying – Ways of living 

 

Those initial six words launched Mda on a new way of living, this time as a 

novelist. Naming follows the thrust of the words: his work-in-progress 

becomes Ways of Dying.
5 He went to the New Haven library to read 

newspaper articles and editorial comment in the Sunday Times, the City 

Press, the Mail & Guardian and other sources on the dying that was 

happening in South Africa. “All this dying wrote the story for me,” he said. 

“Every mention or description of a death in the book is from real life!”6 He 

adds: “The story of the mix-up of corpses involved my own cousin, who died in 

Soweto” (1995: 17). Mda’s life and work interweave.  

 

As a result of typing those six words on that Christmas morning in 1992, a 

superstition has taken root that has developed into a tradition. He must type 

the first line of each new novel on Christmas Day.7 

 

Inevitably, sombre apartheid history shaped this phase of Mda’s life and 

work. Yet he has remained his own person, developing his discourse within 

the sway and fragility of the human condition rather than with the oscillation of 

power politics. Even in his early writings, when the absurdity of apartheid was 

the issue with which his characters wrestled, Mda remained a storyteller.8 His 

protagonists are rounded characters caught up in the intricacies of their 

situation as well as the society in which their lives unfold. So it is in Ways of 
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Dying. The Nurse at the graveside, revered because he or she is the last to 

see the deceased alive, is “a fountain about ways of dying” (1995: 3): 

 

‘There are many ways of dying!’ the Nurse shouts at us. Pain is etched in his 

voice, and rage has mapped his face. We listen in silence. ‘This our brother’s 

way is a way that has left us without words …. This little brother was our own 

child, and his death is more painful because it is of our own creation. It is not 

the first time that we bury little children. We bury them every day. But they 

are killed by the enemy … those we are fighting against. This our little brother 

was killed by those who are fighting to free us!’(1995: 3). 

 

With his first paragraph, Mda introduces the controversy surrounding 

exactly how “this our little brother” had died, and he delays telling the 

intricacies of this death until the final chapters. From the beginning, he 

relinquishes the storyline to his omnipresent narrators. They are the “us” and 

the “we” in the text. They address the reader: 

 

We are the all-seeing eye of the village gossip. When in our orature the 

storyteller begins the story, ‘They say it once happened … ‘, we are the ‘they’. 

No individual owns any story. The community is the owner of the story, and it 

can tell it the way it deems it fit. We would not be needing to justify the 

communal voice that tells this story if you had not wondered how we became 

so omniscient in the affairs of Toloki and Noria (1995: 8). 

 

The narrators had followed Noria and Toloki when they parted, going their 

separate ways after growing up together in a rural village. Toloki was the 

unwanted, stupid, ugly boy, and Noria, the cherished one who laughed, the 

Singer of the Aloes, of poppy-seed beauty. They had been pursuing their 

separate quests for eighteen years when they meet at the graveside of “this 

our little brother”. It was her child who was being buried. 

 

Noria has been mellowed by anguish, and chooses to serve the needs of 

marginalised children at Madimbhaza’s ‘dumping ground’ rather than to exploit 

the power of her sexuality as in days gone by. Toloki has become like a monk 
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in the tradition of the Eastern aghori sadhu9 and, although not taking this 

position to its extreme, he eschewed association with women and 

concentrated on his unique calling as Professional Mourner. The story spans 

just seven days – Christmas Day to New Year’s Eve – and the interest 

develops around the way the characters change as their lives flow together.  

 

Mda’s skill with words and metaphors is demonstrated in such similes as 

“like children of one person – all rude” (1995: 14), “the closeness of saliva to 

the tongue” (1995: 56) and “Napu – a little piece of human waste” (1995: 83). 

He is lyrical as be describes elements in the environment of Toloki and Noria’s 

rural village: 

 

Pale herdboys, with mucus hanging from the nostrils, looking after cattle 

whose ribs you could count, on barren hills with patches of sparse grass and 

shrubs. Streams that flowed reluctantly in summer and happily died in winter 

(1995: 23). 

 

Toloki’s nature as a peacemaker and the response he wins from people 

with his unusual appearance is established within the first few pages. For 

example, he ‘makes peace’ between the funeral procession returning from the 

cemetery, and a wedding procession “of many cars and buses, all 

embellished with colourful ribbons and balloons” challenging their right of way 

in the narrow township street (1995: 6). With Toloki’s intervention, the funeral 

procession is given precedence: 

 

Toloki smiles. He has this effect on people sometimes. Perhaps it is his 

fragrance. And the black costume and top hat of his profession. It cannot be 

that the driver of the convertible is intimidated by his size. He is quite short … 

stockily built …. His yellow face is broad and almost flat, his pointed nose 

hovers over and dwarfs his small child-like mouth. His eyes are small, and 

have a permanently sorrowful look …. Above his eyes rest thick eyebrows, 

like the hairy thithiboya caterpillar (1995: 7).  

 

Not only had Noria lost her child, her shack had been demolished. Toloki 
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uses his contacts at the harbour where he works, to procure poles and 

coloured plastic. They restructure Noria’s burnt-out shack, companionably, 

throughout a long moonlit night. Trusting her homeboy, she invites Toloki to 

share her space, and to spread his donkey blanket on the floor in his own part 

of her domain. She teaches him how to re-enter the world of the 

commonplace. Noria recognises Toloki’s generosity of spirit: “They trudge the 

ground with their cracked feet in the same tired rhythm. Toloki decided that 

since Noria had no shoes, he was not going to wear any shoes either” (1995: 

165). Mutually, they find the wealth of a new way of living. 

 

The reader is drawn into the force of Mda’s magic realism. Over the 

years, Noria’s facial features do not age nor does her red and white polka dot 

dress fade. She is convinced her first son Vutha, who had died a horrible 

death, will come back to her. She has no sexual contact but becomes 

pregnant – an immaculate conception. When the baby is born, he is seen to 

be a duplicate of her first child even as regards a certain birthmark. She calls 

him Vutha; others call him The Second, or even just Second. While telling 

Toloki the means although not the manner of Vutha’s dying, Noria expresses 

her anger that at the funeral feast, the street committee and the leaders of the 

political movement had failed to make a public apology for her child’s death, 

or even for the torching of her shack.  

 

She states the ‘facts’ about her long pregnancies as she talks the matter 

over with Toloki:  

 

‘Do you understand how I feel, Tokoki, to be told that my child deserved to 

die like that, after I carried him in my womb for thirty months?’ 

‘Thirty months, Noria?’ 

‘I am not making a mistake, Toloki. The first time I carried him for fifteen 

months, which is a long time for any woman to carry a baby. He was born, and 

Napu fed him to the dogs. I carried him again for another fifteen months. He 

died for the second time when the Young Tigers set him on fire’ (1995: 178). 

 

Now Noria finds she can confide to him the details of how Vutha had died. 
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The five-year-old, being an avid political activist in his own right, was praised 

as a budding ‘Young Tiger’, but had been denounced as a ‘sell-out’ by the 

older Young Tigers. This was because he and an older companion had been 

bribed with meat, steamed bread and sweets by hostel dwellers. This 

seduction led them to disclose details of an attack the Young Tigers were 

planning on a busload of hostel migrants due to travel a certain route to a rally 

called by their tribal chief. Sentenced to death by a kangaroo court, both 

children were summarily executed by the cruel method of necklacing. Car 

tyres were hung around their necks, soaked in petrol, then set alight.  

 

In contrast to this shocking violence, Mda demonstrates his 

understanding of “the poetry of love”10 in his tender depiction of the silent, 

sacramental ceremony enacted once Toloki knew the manner of Vutha’s 

death. Noria “wipes Toloki’s tears with the back of her hand” (1995 :179), and 

decides that taking a bath will make them both feel better: 

 

She pours water into a washing basin, and mixes it with the juice of aloes. She 

asks Toloki to take his clothes off. Toloki is taken aback. He thought that each 

one of them was going to bathe outside the shack in turn, as they had done in 

the morning. She meanwhile takes off all her clothes, unveiling her 

womanhood to him …. He also takes off his clothes and unveils his maleness. 

They both kneel over the basin and with their washing rags, they bathe each 

other with the aloed water. They dazedly rub each other’s backs, and slowly 

move down to other parts of their bodies. It is as though they are responding to 

rhythms that are silent for the rest of the world …. They take turns to stand in 

the basin, and splash water on each other’s bodies. All this they do in absolute 

silence, and their movements are slow and deliberate. They are in a dream-like 

state, their thoughts concentrated only on what they are doing to each other. 

Nothing else matters. Nothing else exists …. Without saying a word to each 

other, they spread their blankets on the floor, and doss down – in their separate 

kingdoms (1995: 179-189). 

 

Mda’s skill in swinging from bygone days to the present and back again is 

seen in his linkages. There is always a pick-up word or phrase connecting the 



 

 

 

212 

one with the other. Toloki papered Noria’s new shack with pictures from 

furniture sales leaflets and Home and Garden magazines, and the couple 

imaginatively wander in all this magnificence together. He had done the same 

to his own shack in a different informal settlement eighteen years before, 

using only black and white pictures from discarded newspapers: 

 

Sleeping here in Noria’s shack, it is as if the clock has been turned back. He 

can see himself vividly, eighteen or so years ago …. When Toloki arrived in 

the city, he had nowhere to stay. He had no job either. But he was determined 

not to be reduced to begging …. The people decided that they were going to 

move en masse, and unilaterally take this land on the outskirts of the city, and 

build their shacks there. This was Toloki’s opportunity to get himself a house 

(1995: 112, 113). 

 

Tense is also an indicator of time change. Mda varies this technique of 

swinging from one era to another in each of his novels. His most skilful 

rendering to date is the technique he adopts in his seventh novel, Cion, where 

a key concept or situation is embedded in the final paragraph of a chapter, 

and re-emerges as the title of the next chapter, and the story unfolds in a 

different time span. 

 

Back in the rural village, one day by chance, Noria had sung a simple ditty 

while playing with Toloki in the sand outside his father’s smithy. Hearing the 

music, Toloki’s father, Jwara, was instantly inspired to beat his red-hot metal 

rods into figurines instead of horseshoes. Now, on New Year’s Eve in the 

settlement, as Noria sings the same ditty among the mingle of celebrating 

people and roistering children outside her shack, the magic works again: 

 

Noria sings her meaningless song of old. All of a sudden, Toloki finds himself 

drawing pictures of the children playing. Children stop their games and gather 

around him. They watch him draw colourful pictures of children’s faces, and 

of children playing merry-go-round in the clouds. The children … are able to 

identify some of the faces. These are faces they know, faces of their friends, 

their own faces. They laugh and make fun of the strange expressions that 
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Toloki has sketched on their purple and yellow and red and blue faces …. The 

drawing becomes frenzied as Noria’s voice rises. Passers-by stop to watch, 

and are overcome by warm feelings …. As usual, they cannot say what the 

meaning is. It is not even necessary to say, or even to know …. It is enough 

only to know that there is a meaning, and it is a profound one (1995: 187). 

 

Brut’Shaddy had been injured by policemen in what taxi-drivers cynically 

call “the hell-ride” and is now in a wheelchair. His companion pushes the 

wheelchair among the crowd watching Toloki draw. He had long hoped Noria 

would choose him as her partner as he thought he had the most to give her: 

he owns a spaza shop and a taxi business. But now he realises that there is 

more to life than possessions. For the first time he looks directly at Toloki and 

says: “I saw you work. It was a moving experience …. I cannot spoil things 

between you two. Yours is a creative partnership” (1995: 187). Without further 

discussion, his assistant pushes the wheelchair back to his vehicle. 

 

Having expressed the infinite mystery of love in the bathing scene, Mda 

now deals with the sexual aspect of their relationship. Noria smiles:  

 

‘He is right, you know, Toloki …. And Toloki, don’t be ashamed to have 

dreams about me. It is not dirty to have dreams. It is beautiful. It shows that 

you are human. We are both human’ (1995: 188). 

 

Once again, there is a swing, back to the rural village and the dilapidated 

smithy. Over the years since Jwara’s decline and demise, the figurines have 

gathered an archaeological layer of debris. In a scrawled Last Will and 

Testament, Jwara had left the figurines to Toloki and his spirit had haunted 

the wealthy funeral undertaker Nefolovhodwe, Jwara’s homeboy in days gone 

by, until he went back to the village and had them loaded in a truck, 

supervising their delivery to the settlement. The workers pack the boxes next 

to Noria’s shack. His duty done, he leaves in his limousine without anyone 

taking any further notice of him.  

 

Toloki opens one of the boxes and he and Noria are nonplussed: “The 
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figurines are so strange and sinister-looking that they are afraid that they 

might scare the children … but they look at them and laugh” (1995: 197). He 

and Noria plan to keep one in their shack and perhaps sell the others, and 

give the proceeds to Madanbhaza’s ‘dumping ground’ – or just leave them to 

bring laughter to the children. 

 

At midnight, bells from the churches in the city ring … hooters blare … the 

settlement people beat pots and pans together and shout:  “Happe-e-e New 

Year!” Tyres are burning (1995: 198). The final words gather up the pain but 

also the accomplishment of the novel: 

 

Somehow the shack seems to glow in the light of the moon, as if the plastic 

colours are fluorescent …. Tyres are still burning …. The smell of burning 

rubber fills the air. But this time it is not mingled with the sickly stench of 

roasting human flesh. Just pure wholesome rubber (1995: 199). 

 

The novel took just over three months to complete: it was started on 

Christmas Day and was finished on 1 April 1993. Mda told his lunch-time 

audience at the University of the Witwatersrand on 12 August 2004: “When I 

had written plays in the past, it had been agony … not at all a pleasure until I 

had the fulfilment of a task completed. Now I found that it had been fun writing 

this first novel …. Writing a novel is my thing now! I only write plays when I’m 

commissioned to do so.”11  

 

“Was it hard to get Ways of Dying published?” Chris Barron asked this 

salient question in an interview for the Sunday Times. Mda replied: “I was 

teaching at Yale when Oxford University Press wrote to me looking for plays 

to publish for schools .… I told them I had a novel … they fell in love with it.”12 

Published in 1995, Ways of Dying won ‘Special Mention’ in the CNA Awards 

as well as ‘Honourable Mention’ in the Noma Awards in 1996. In 1997 it won 

the M-Net Book Prize. The highest accolade of all was the 1997 Olive 

Schreiner Prize for Prose, awarded to “an emerging new talent”: 

 

The novel is refreshingly innovative, especially in the post independence 
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context where a fairly predictive mode has tended to emerge in African 

writing. Mda’s inimitable voice captures the nuances and rhythms of Africa 

and, at once, fuses magic realism with local habitation. This latter aspect 

serves to bring together African and occidental structures forming the 

foundation for a new ‘music’ in African writing.
13

  

 

In Mda’s acceptance speech at the University of the Witwatersrand on 2 

December 1997, following his design of oscillation, he turns a situation on its 

head: 

 

I am particularly proud of this prize because it is awarded by peers in the 

academic field …. They deal with literature every day of their professional 

lives. I am grateful to my publishers, Oxford University Press, who had faith 

in this book. Thank you, Hanri Pieterse and Daphne Paizee, Mary Reynolds 

and Kate McCallum ….  

But I must also thank another publisher, Heinemann Educational Books 

(African Writer Series). When I wrote this book I was a research professor at 

Yale University in the United States, so I obviously considered publishers who 

were around there. I sent the manuscript to Heinemann because I grew up 

reading the African Writers Series. After a long report where they wrote that 

the book was a jewel, it rang strong and true, it was full of magic, it was 

memorable and it had terrific dialogue, Heinemann refused to publish it on the 

basis that it was, among other things, ‘feminist diatribe’. The series editor 

pompously wrote to me that they may reconsider the manuscript if I made 

drastic changes in it. I refused. Feminist diatribe?  

But after Oxford University Press – which is run by a bunch of feminists I 

support – had published it, and it got special mention from the sponsors of the 

Noma Award, I felt vindicated. And do you know who was the judge of the 

Noma Awards that year? Adewale MajaPearce, the very series editor of the 

Heinemann African Writers Series who had turned it down. Here he was, 

declaring the very ‘feminist diatribe’ that he had rejected two years before, 

was now ‘the best novel published in the English language in the whole of 

Africa that year’. The winner of the Noma Award was a French language 

novel from Côte d’Ivoire.
14
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In an interview with S P Molakeng, Mda said that over the three months 

while he wrote the book he was convinced it would receive accolades: “I knew 

it was a great novel, different from what was previously written about South 

Africa.” The British film company Skreba planned to adapt Ways of Dying for 

the big screen. Mda said: “It will have an all-South-African cast …. Last week 

[June 1997] a director and producer from the film company were in the 

country to find a location for the feature film. The plot does not necessitate an 

elaborate set for screen dramatisation.”15 They went as far as having a 

screenplay prepared by the Nigerian writer Biyi Bandele in 2001,16 but the 

project never materialized. Now a special company has been formed by Ross 

Devenish and Ross Garland called Ways of Living Productions with the 

particular purpose of producing a film version of Ways of Dying. Devenish has 

written a script, but is still looking for funding.17  

 

Five years later Mda gave book club members in Pretoria an up-date 

about the filming. He said that Ross Devenish, the film producer, plans to 

shoot the film in Xhosa “because it immediately elevates the film into an art 

category – and gives it a longer life, with wider distribution”. Mda adds: “I don’t 

want to be involved in the screenwriting. I enjoy seeing others’ interpretation. 

It’s a work of art. It belongs to everybody. Different readers will get different 

things from this book.”18 

 

The qualities of open-hearted giving and unflinching integrity, found in 

Toloki, are repeated in the youthful Thabang from Melville 67 and again in 

Camagu, the lead protagonist of Mda’s fourth novel, The Heart of Redness. I 

claim they have their origin in the heart and nature of their creator. But if that 

holds good, then the same claim applies to certain scheming and 

prevarication by Radisene in Mda’s second novel, She Plays With the 

Darkness. Mda acknowledges: “Radisene is me!”19 I match these ‘trickster’ 

aspects of character with the cunning displayed in the Mut that I find so 

attractive and humorous in Walter Benjamin’s The Storyteller.20  
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Bad news … good news 

 

Mda writes in his Personal History:  

 

1993 was the year my second marriage went on the rocks … and my father 

died. I could not even attend his funeral in Lesotho. Not only was I 

unemployed at the time, having finished my contract at Yale University two 

months before and was waiting to join the University of Vermont in another 

two months, but my whole body was almost crippled with osteoarthritis. All 

my joints were racked with pain so much that even if, by some miracle, I could 

have afforded the plane ticket to Lesotho, I wouldn’t have survived the 

journey.
21

 

 

Good news was that Mda took a step into international academia by his 

appointment as Visiting Professor in the English Department at the University 

of Vermont. The incumbent, Professor Mbulelo Mzamane, had recommended 

Mda for the position. Mzamane was returning to South Africa to take up a 

professorship in the English Department at the University of Fort Hare, in Alice 

in the Eastern Cape, the centre where many South African resistance leaders 

had received their education.  

 

When Mda moved to Vermont, he designed a new course for the English 

Department on African Theatre, in addition to Pan-African, Caribbean, African-

American and Latin American literature. He also completed a movie script he 

had been working on for some time entitled Kalamazoo,22 about South African 

soccer star Steve ‘Kalamazoo’ Makone who, in real life, became famous in 

English and European teams in the 1950s and 1960s. Dr Makone went on to 

gain a doctorate in psychology at Rutgers University, New Brunswick, New 

Jersey – then served twelve years as an inmate of Attica Correctional Facility 

for a crime he claimed he did not commit.23 The fact that Kalamazoo had lived 

these various lives gripped Mda’s imagination.24 A colleague at the University 

of Vermont, Professor Anthony Bradley, praised Mda’s “very warm and 

intelligent presence in the department”: 
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He’s a person of such manifold talents that it’s staggering. And he’s so modest 

that it takes a while to figure out that he is a ranking artist and painter as well 

as a distinguished playwright.
25

 

 

South Africa’s first democratic election took place while Mda was based in 

Vermont. In this regard, journalist E Harrington says:  

 

As South Africa slowly worked its way towards democracy this past year – 

culminating in last week’s first-ever biracial elections – students at the 

University of Vermont were learning from Zakes Mda, one of that country’s 

most able playwrights. Mda spoke of his return to South Africa …and ‘about 

the divisions facing his country and his eagerness to experience the new 

political and artistic atmosphere that is being created’.
26

 

 

Mda’s engagement with the election is an example of his non-dogmatism: 

 

When our first elections came I was teaching in Vermont. On April 27 1994 I 

was in a train on my way to Montreal, Canada, which was the nearest city 

where I could cast my vote. I was in my forties, yet I was going to vote for the 

first time in my life. And, of course, I was going to vote ANC, which I saw as 

the only viable party to lead the government of national unity. What was it to 

be? As the train got closer to Montreal I thought of my father. He had died the 

previous year at the age of 77 without ever casting a vote, while white boys 

and girls younger than all his children voted on a regular basis. I decided there 

and then that I was going to cast my national vote for him. If he were alive, 

and decided to vote – and knowing him he might as well have decided not to 

vote – he would have voted PAC. So, in Montreal, at the Ukranian Centre, I 

cast my national vote for the PAC on behalf of my father, and my provincial 

vote for the KwaZulu Natal ANC on my own behalf.
27 

 

Mda speaks with emotion about his return to his homeland in 1994 after 

thirty years in exile. He had been appointed as Visiting Professor, School of 

Dramatic Art, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg: 
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Finally, it was time to come home. I had received an invitation from Professor 

Ian Steadman of the University of the Witwatersrand to join his staff .… This 

was an opportunity to return to South Africa and contribute my penny’s worth 

in the development of a new society by engaging in new projects after the 

Wits contract. Pushing my two-year-old son, Zukile, in a stroller – having left 

another high school going son, Dini, in the United States – I was met at Jan 

Smuts Airport by theatre practitioners Maishe Maponya and Jerry Mofokeng, 

and by my eldest visual artist son, Nduku. It was my greatest joy to meet these 

great artists in a different South Africa. And later to meet my lovely daughter, 

Thandi; my mother Rose; my sister Thami; and my lawyer brothers Zwelakhe 

and Monwabisi. My wanderings were over …. I had come home to stay.
28

 

 

 

Invoking legends: She Plays With The Darkness  

 

While Oxford University Press was preparing Mda’s first novel, Ways of Dying, 

for its launch early in 1995, his second novel, She Plays With The Darkness, 

was in the hands of Vivlia Publishers in Florida Hills, Johannesburg.29 It was 

launched later that same year and was immediately acclaimed by winning the 

1995 Sanlam Literary Award. 

 

The title of the novel has an interesting link with Mda’s son Zukile – who 

loved the darkness. He used to beg for the bathroom door to be closed as he 

took his bath, so that he could “play with the darkness”, snatching the sparkles 

created by the ripples on the surface of the water.30 

 

Mda adapts his son’s fun-play to his protagonist, Dikosha, but gives her 

‘play’ a sensuous dimension: 

 

She played with the absolute darkness that she created. She devised games to 

amuse herself, tickled herself with a feather – shivery currents danced up and 

down her spine, her body tingled. With closed eyes in the darkness she created 

stars, rings of different colours. They float before her eyes. She catches the 
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sparkles – the darkness snatches them away …. She dances only with the 

darkness …. She plays with the darkness … (1995: 170). 

 

The novel, contrasting the peaceful, rural, mountainous setting of Ha 

Semane with the politically turbulent, modern setting of Maseru in the 

Kingdom of Lesotho, is the first story Mda wrote on African soil. He had 

gathered his fragments and done the necessary research, however, before he 

had gone abroad. When he autographed my copy of She Plays With The 

Darkness on 27 November 2003 he lingered for quite some time looking at the 

cover illustration created, designed and painted by his son Ndukumfa Neo 

Solomzi. It is a brilliantly coloured but mystical impression of the monster-

woman-dancer in the Cave of the Barwa.31 She is holding a severed head on 

her hand, and there are other part figures in the background, one with a 

dagger thrust into its back, oozing blood.  

 

Dikosha is enthralled by the Cave “so harrowing in its beauty that it made 

her cry” (1995: 50). She goes to the cave every day and even stays overnight. 

The dancers endow her with the power to see songs. She belongs to their 

family (1995: 52). She experiences their ideal world: “No voice was ever 

raised in anger … not any form of violence directed at other human beings. 

Men did not deem themselves to be more important than women” (1995: 52). 

She senses a dimension in herself that “she is the keeper of memories … a 

child of the head of the ancestors” (1994: 199). She sees herself as the 

monster-woman-dancer, full of energy, devouring all the other dancers, 

“imbued with their strength and stamina, dancing for ever” (1995: 16).  

 

Besides honey and spices, the monster-woman-dancer gives Dikosha a 

necklace made of ostrich shell beads. She was “part of a chain of generosity – 

she must give something back” so she makes clay pots and decorates them 

with dithema patterns (1995: 53). Ostriches are not found in the mountains of 

Lesotho so for ostrich shells to appear in the Cave of the Barwa is an instance 

of Mda’s magic realism. Sadly, as tourists do, people had written their names 

over the paintings on the walls, intruding on the life of the hunter-dancers: 
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Dikosha tried to clean away the vandalism but it made it worse. Dikosha had 

difficulty conjuring them for company. The monster-woman dancer had 

warned her: ‘The dance is dying’. That was why she consoled herself with 

Shana’s music. She sang in her mind using her own words, putting the blame 

of the world on men (1995: 101). 

 

Dikosha created a world of sadness for herself, but she is not in limbo. 

She just did not want to be bothered with people. She interprets herself 

through her dancing; only song and dance “led her back among them” (1995: 

4). She gained a reputation in the village that when she “wailed like a banshee 

people would die” (1995: 69). People of the village would say: 

 

Well, Dikosha is Dikosha. She does what she likes, even if it is against 

custom. …. We never force Dikosha to do anything she does not want to do. It 

is because she was conceived at a night dance (1995: 117). 

 

Mda contrasts Dikosha’s lifestyle with that of her half-brother, Radisene, 

working as a clerk for a Maseru lawyer called A C Malibu.32 Radisene 

develops a materialistic lifestyle, totally devoted to the pursuit of wealth. He 

buys his first suit, and even when he has many smart clothes it remains 

hanging in his cupboard as a talisman. Now he wears “Bang-Bang jeans, an 

Afro-shirt, and Roman sandals, handmade by Rose of Bedco” (1995:79), but 

his crowning glory was his hair: 

 

He greased his permed hair and combed it. He took great pride in his perm. It 

made him look like the rich Johannesburg socialites he had seen in Pace and 

Drum (1995:80). 

 

Mda had entered a law firm for a short while after leaving Peka High 

School in 1970, and had been appointed as one of many articled clerks in the 

pool. He told me he had been disgusted at one aspect of their work, that of 

ambulance chasing. The purpose was to procure business for the firm from 

victims of accidents, submitting Third Party Insurance claims on their behalf.33 

With his design of oscillation mode, Mda uses this practical knowledge from 
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his own experience to create an acquisitive greed in his protagonist, 

Radisene, who succumbs to the temptation to ‘eat’ slices of the claim income 

before handing the remainder to the victim.34 

 

Having ‘learned the ropes’ while working for A C Malibu, Radisene 

resigns and sets up his own business in competition. He builds a tight-knit 

team, all benefiting from his aggressive ‘eating’ programme. For instance he 

has a doctor who ‘doctors’ the reports about the extent of the victim’s injuries 

in order to boost the amount of the claim, and hence the commission.  

 

Caught in the toils of his own greed, Radisene is an easy prey to a scam-

within-a-scam proposed to him by two prosperous looking Nigerians who fly to 

meet him in Ha Semane. They promise him over a million dollars in payment if 

he helps them create wealth from fraudulent, self-generated ‘mail-order’ Third 

Party Insurance claims. Flying back with them to Maseru, Radisene orders a 

sheaf of reports on hoaxed injuries from his doctor colleague. Delighted at his 

co-operation, Radisene pays the doctor a substantial sum in advance.  

 

In order to facilitate the flow of funds from the pseudo ‘mail order’ claims 

into his Maseru bank account, Radisene gives the Nigerians his banking 

details and a specimen signature on a letterhead. He knows what he is doing 

is illegal but he has no qualms. The Nigerians, however, had planned a scam-

within-a-scam-within-a-scam. They use Radisene’s data to convince the bank 

manager to “transfer all the funds in his accounts to Switzerland for the 

purchase of irrigation equipment for a farm that he intended to start at Ha 

Semane”(1995: 189). The rascals promptly transfer all that Radisene owns 

out of his bank into their own Swiss account – and vanish from the scene.35  

 

Radisene’s private life is also questionable. He knew that Tampololo was 

married to “poor pitiful Trooper Motsohi, his beautiful face marred by 

Tampololo’s fists” (1995: 112), but he is taken with her robust beauty and 

lively manner. “She had the smooth, plump features of her mother back in the 

mountain village of Ha Semane, the Mother-of-the-Daughters” (1995: 26):  
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Radisene had bumped into her earlier that week, and she really did not strike 

him as such a bad person. He had gone to the CNA to buy some stationery, 

and there was Tampololo admiring the cuddly toys …. Radisene joined her. 

She seemed genuinely happy to see him. She smiled, and talked very close to 

his face, her body almost touching his. Her perfume was intoxicating. She 

constantly touched his hand …. She burst out laughing. It was a throaty, full-

bodied laugh, and Radisene fell in love with it …(1995: 113). 

 

Then she is with child. When a baby girl is born Tampololo raves at him in 

anger, her voice no longer husky – it is raspy: “You are useless, Radisene! 

Useless! Useless! Useless! You can’t even make a boy!” (1995: 150). She is 

insecure and wreaks her crazy jealousies in vicious physical abuse on both 

Radisene and the baby: 

 

Radisene picked up the screaming baby from the floor. ‘You are going to kill 

this child, Tampololo!’ They struggle over the child, until Tampololo sinks her 

teeth into Radisene’s cheek, to make him let go …. Next morning Tamplolo 

packed her suitcase and left …. He was alone. He was free at last (1995: 192). 

 

The patterning of Mda’s second novel can be traced by reading the titles 

of his chapters, of particular interest being the cyclic political unrest that forms 

the backdrop to the story: “The Coup – 1970”, “The Coup – 1986” and “The 

Coup – 1994”.36  

 

Mda had just completed his final high school year in the Leribe District 

when the first coup occurred. He tells about it in graphic fictionalised detail, 

coloured by his own experience: 

 

Since the previous day, when the government had suspended the constitution 

and declared a state of emergency, the radio had played nothing but this song, 

[the Mahotella Queens’ Leabua ke] which defiantly proclaimed that whether 

one liked it or not Leabua was the government …. The ruling National Party 

had lost the elections to the opposition Congress Party. But instead of handing 

over power, the National Party had instructed the Police Mobile Unit to round 
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up the Congress Party leaders and lock them up at the maximum security 

prison in Maseru. They nullified the elections and continued to rule by decree 

(1995: 22). 

 

In the second coup, in 1986, Mda’s description is again taken from life: 

“Leabua’s government had been overthrown by his own soldiers …. And down 

on Kingsway people were singing songs in praise of the military” (1995: 79). 

Mda was lecturer in the Department of English at the National University of 

Lesotho at the time. Cina Mosito was one of his students and she remembers 

soldiers entering the classroom, intimidating the students.37 Teresa Devant, a 

teacher at the University, noted Mda’s action on behalf of his students: 

 

While I was teaching at Roma University there was a student protest during 

which the army closed the university and students were barred from the 

campus. I telephoned Mda to tell him what was happening. His response was 

to drive immediately to Roma and help his students out of trouble.
38

 

 

The third coup was in 1994 – the year South Africa achieved its new 

democracy. Mda provides information about the event in the dialogue 

between Trooper Motsohi and the Thibella shebeen queen: 

 

The main topic of conversation in the whole country was the announcement by 

King Letsie the Third that he was suspending both the constitution and the 

one-year-old Congress Party government of prime minister Ntsu Mokhehle. 

He had chosen a new ruling council composed of politicians who had lost to 

the Congress Party …. The chairman of the council, and therefore the de facto 

Prime Minister, was a young ex-convict who referred to himself as a human 

rights lawyer.  

‘This is a coup, gents,’ said Trooper Motsohi to his drinking comrades. ‘This 

guy has made a coup against a government that was elected by the 

overwhelming majority of the people.’  

‘His coup will fail,’ said the shebeen queen. ‘We want Mokhehle back. The 

Congress Party swept all sixty-five constituencies in the elections last year. 

Now this young king wants to put the National Party, which lost every single 
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constituency, back in power through the back door’ (1995: 174). 

 

This litany of coups is essential contextual background for She Plays With 

The Darkness, but is also applicable to many of Mda’s other works. He looked 

back on ten years of ‘independence’ in his high school play, We Shall Sing for 

the Fatherland. He may have had Lesotho’s politically fermenting unrest in 

mind. He certainly used such a context with its spiraling poverty, its family 

disruption, its political incursions, its rape of women, its scarring of children, its 

violence, and its death, in The Hill, The Road, And the Girls in their Summer 

Dresses, The Nun’s Romantic Story and The Mother of all Eating. He had 

explored how the after-shocks of the 1970 and 1986 coups had affected the 

villages in the high mountains in his doctoral thesis in 1987: The Utilization of 

Theatre as a Medium for Development Communication: An Examination of the 

Lesotho Experience. He calls for ordinary people to analyse, and dig deeper, 

to discover the root causes of their ills and find a way to overcome them. 

 

Besides these contra-ubuntu onslaughts by human beings on other 

human beings, in four of the novel’s chapter headings Mda commemorates 

the onslaughts of nature: “The Great Drought”; “The Great Snow”; “The Great 

Rains” and “The Great Mist”. In his opening lines Mda grants the ultimate 

force, the mist, a personality and a voice. He writes: 

 

Don’t be fooled by the sunshine in their faces. They are a sad people inside, 

tormented by the knowledge that one day the great mist will rise and suffocate 

them all to death. And no one can do anything about it. The mist has a mind of 

its own (1995: 1).  

 

Mists in the Lesotho Highlands are mysterious, dangerous, swirling. They 

serve as an allegory for the unpredictability of life, events forever changing 

and re-landscaping the terrain of experience. The people of the mountains are 

different from city people. They are survivors, strengthened by the forces of 

nature with which they have to contend. Most of all, they are different because 

of the isolation of these high places. Mda writes about ordinary people so he 

re-imagines the devastating effects of both political and natural disruptions on 
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their daily lives. He spent his later high school years and early manhood 

among the high mountains in the Leribe District of Lesotho so he, too, has 

been landscaped by high places.  

 

Shana, a waif in a grey blanket, plays the sekgankula, a homemade 

single-stringed instrument with a sound like angels (1995: 99). He is adopted 

by Dikosha. She has a gift to see rather than hear music. Shana’s sekgankula 

produces beautiful images so was essential for Dikosha to create her songs. 

But Shana knew that a peril was lying in wait for him up in the mountains: 

 

Herdboys, driving cattle to rich Lesotho pasture plateaux, develop courage and 

fortitude as they live alone with their beasts, fending for themselves for 

months on end. But Shana is different from the other boys. He is reluctant to 

go up the mountain and when he is ordered to do so by his master, the mist 

engulfs him and he falls to his death. Dikosha dances her last tribute to him, 

then retires to her cottage. She speaks now only as necessary (1995: 69, 110). 

 

The village people consider Dikosha and Radisene twins. They were born 

nine months apart but were the children of the same mother. In a design of 

oscillation typical of Mda’s skill at turning an expectation on its head, we are 

not sure of this relationship. When Dikosha lies with her head in Radisene’s 

lap, wearing the red dress he had given her, with her toes in the embers of the 

fire at the mouth of her Cave of Barwa, she is more lover than sister: 

 

There was no doubt that he missed her. He could not imagine her now, as a 

woman of thirty-five. His most vivid memory was of her feet playing in the 

hearth of the Cave of Barwa. He remembered only the feet, and the red dress 

rolling in the warm ash (1995: 86). 

 

At the end of the book, Radisene, overcome by frustration, forcibly 

detaches Dikosha from her withdrawn mindset, and takes her away from her 

safe environment in Ha Semane. He dumps her into the limbo that rules his 

own life – a dangerous environment – in a place far from her safe, familiar 

haunts. They sit on a rise above a group of buildings where a funeral is taking 
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place. Radisene wanted the Third Party Insurance business from the widow 

but she had sent him packing:  

 

They sat in limbo. Darkness fell. Clouds gathered. 

‘I want to go home, Radisene …. I have confessions to hear’. 

‘Home!’ Radisene laughed hysterically. ‘Has it ever occurred to you that I also 

might have confessions to make?’ 

Dikosha was alarmed. ‘No,’ she whimpered, ‘you can’t confess to me. You are 

my brother. We are from the same womb.’ 

‘Why did you refuse to see me for more than twenty years if I am your 

brother?’ he asked. Then he adds, with all the viciousness he could muster in 

his voice, ‘No. You are not my sister. You merely visited my mother’s womb. 

You are the child of the night dance!’ (1995: 205). 

 

This waiting in limbo is an echo of Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot 

because the two people are uncertain of their identity, their relationship with 

each other, and their place in any ordinary world. Dikosha is anguished: 

 

‘What’s going to become of us, Radisene?’  

‘I don’t know. We’ll sit here for ever; until the marwana ants finish us.’  

Then it rained. A relentless downpour.  

It drenched them to the marrow of their bones (1995: 206).  

 

In the process of autographing my copy of She Plays With The Darkness, 

Mda paged casually through the novel, and affirmed that in its final fragment 

he was describing an observation he remembered from his childhood.39 As a 

boy, he had watched his Grandma Mildred throw crushed maize to her hens, 

and had perceived that she was showing partiality to her favourites.  

 

Thirty-five years later, he uses this glimpse of ‘the ordinary’ as an ending: 

 

Granma ‘Maselina and Sorry My Darlie sat on a bench outside the rondavel 

and watched a hen scratching the ground for her brood of chicks. Grandma 

‘Maselina threw crushed maize to them. They were soon joined by another hen 
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and a cock, which furiously pecked at the maize. These were Grandma 

‘Maselina’s friends. They slept in the house with her. She said they were just 

like people. The two hens had fought over the cock, and the hen with the 

chicks had won. She was always with the cock now (1995: 207). 

 

 

Overt messages: Melville 67 and Penny and Puffy 

 

As Mda travelled from his home in Westdene to his lecture and research 

sessions in Braamfontein, Johannesburg in 1995, using the local Melville 67 

bus, he observed the people with whom he travelled, gathering fragments. 

Then he wrote his novella for youth, Melville 67 as an allegory of life in post-

apartheid South Africa. His teenage protagonists, Thabang, Zandile and 

Samantha, watch with interest as their fellow passengers adjust to living in the 

‘new South Africa’. Life and work intertwine. 

 

Mda’s son, Ndukumfa Neo Solomzi Mda, affirmed to me: “I have always 

loved and believed in my father, and I always will. He is a great man!” We had 

met by appointment in Rondebosch, Cape Town, in October 2004. He runs 

his own flourishing business now, using his artistic gift in creating art printing 

and doing publishing design.40 He had created the striking pattern of 

impressions used on the cover of Melville 67. I had brought the novella with 

me to discuss his concepts.  

 

The central motif is a double-decker Melville 67 bus, painted all over as 

an enormous ‘Yellow Pages’ advertisement. Thabang, Samantha and Zandile 

are in their school uniforms and have just alighted – there is movement there, 

and immediacy. The backdrop is an amalgam of recognisable yet artistically 

swirling Johannesburg building outlines, complete with a hint of smog. 

 

The ‘real’ story of Thabang’s journeys by bus interleave with a ‘dream’ 

story, set in the Kingdom of Ghana in West Africa, one thousand years ago. 

The area, skirted by the Niger River, is what is now known as Mali, familiar to 
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Mda from his research in West Africa. True to his pedagogical thrust, Mda 

requires students to study an atlas and find Mali, and then follow the 

guidelines he sets as interstices between each chapter of the novella. 

 

In his ‘dream’ story, as in the epic Gassire’s Lute, Thabang is a noble 

Soninke warrior, vanquishing the desert Tuareg alongside Prince Gassire. 

When he is more confident about the direction his ‘real’ life is taking, the 

‘dream’ story disappears. His ‘real’ story is as exciting as anything he had 

formulated in his imagination. In his ‘real’ story, Thabang behaves with 

princely grace: he offers his seat to an elderly white man, and helps a tippling-

toppling drunk old pensioner woman to alight at the end of each journey. 

 

Thabang wins awards through his prodigious study efforts, gaining top 

position in a national science competition. He leaves his old life forever, to live 

in the new. In the old, he had attended school at the second-rate Arcadia 

Academy in Johannesburg, and had lived with his mother in the servant’s 

quarters in Pottie’s garden. In the new he can visit any place of his choice in 

the world, so he chooses Mali because of its link to the epic of Gassire’s Lute. 

His second award is to attend a high school as a boarder. Mda is familiar with 

Tweespruit in the Free State, so that is where Thabang’s high school is 

located. His ultimate award is to attend university. He chooses to study civil 

engineering so that he can invest value back into the needs of his homeland. 

 

I conducted a practical study of Mda’s novella with five volunteer 

students, Eric Chowles, Jeanet Goci, Sibongile Rani, Sarah Gould and Fatima 

Fumbalele, in ages ranging from twelve to sixteen, from Table View, 

Khyalitsha and Pinelands in Cape Town. They completed the tasks set 

between the chapters in Melville 67 over a period of six months. Eric is my 

grandson and was the youngest candidate. He was with me when he read the 

novella for the first time, immobilised, riveted, throughout one long evening. 

He did his tasks meticulously. Of special significance was the way Jeanet 

Goci responded to the message of the novella: from being totally inarticulate 

and self-conscious she is now open and self-assertive. She plans to become 

a social worker and invest something back into her community.  



 

 

 

230 

 

A question arose: “Had the white students entered into their Africanness?” 

I prepared an essay on Pedagogy in Zakes Mda’s Melville 67,41 in which I 

address this issue, steps to such enrichment having been suggested in Henry 

Giroux’s seminal work on border crossings entitled Post-Colonial Ruptures 

and Democratic Possibilities: Multi-culturalism as Anti-Racist Pedagogy.
 42 

 

Mda’s message is overt in Penny and Puffy, his story for little children.43 

He illustrated the book himself with caricatured pictures that convey a sense 

of fun. An egg drifts in on the tide from Heimaey, a small island off the coast of 

Iceland. It is rescued by Mother Penguin who is brooding on her solitary egg 

among the rocks of Robben Island, South Africa. She adopts and nurtures the 

stray egg along with her own: a representation of non-discriminatory equality. 

 

When Puffy the Puffin hatches at the same time as Penny the Penguin, 

Mother Penguin behaves with grace and kindness: she perceives no 

difference, they are both dearly loved. Father Penguin, however, is confused 

and resists change. Because Puffy is different, with a strangely shaped red 

beak and large red feet, he rejects him and wants to chase him away. Young 

readers experience Mda’s design of oscillation intended to open their minds to 

these two models. They must choose to show kindness to the ‘other’ and 

accept differences, or reject the ‘other’ with unkind prejudice. Eventually, 

Father Penguin ‘sees’ Puffy as beautiful. He becomes interested in his stories 

of the far away country of Iceland and starts to enjoy Puffy’s entrancing 

dancing and singing. And Puffy can fly. Joyously, he calls out: “You must be 

born to it!” In spite of their differences, Father and Mother Penguin, sister 

Penny Penguin, and brother Puffy Puffin become a family. 

 

 

Multi-dimensionality  

 

Having completed his year as Visiting Professor at the University of the 

Witwatersrand, Mda refused an invitation to make his position in the School of 
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Dramatic Art permanent, but accepted the task of becoming their External 

Examiner. From 1995 he became a full time writer, painter and filmmaker.  

 

Mda has demonstrated the multi-dimensionality of his art in his writings 

yet from deep within his soul and being, the necessity to express his art by 

painting remains a driving force. “My work hangs in a number of galleries and 

private collections worldwide,” he writes in Personal History.
44

 His paintings 

had been exhibited in Bristol in the United Kingdom in 1976, and at the 1978 

Commonwealth Games at Edmonton, Canada. In 1982, his work, entitled 

Intaglio, had been exhibited in Athens, Ohio.  

 

In 1993, there was an exhibition of his paintings at the Birdsall Gallery, 

Whalley Avenue, New Haven, Connecticut, USA, and in 1994 an exhibition 

with Kwabena Ampofo-Anti, at the Continuing Education Conference Center, 

Rutgers University, New Jersey. He participated with other artists in many 

group exhibitions in Lesotho before and after his spell in America. 

 

I came to admire the paintings hanging in his Weltevreden home and had 

photographed two new works – self-portraits in modernist-expressionist mode 

These are now incorporated in this dissertation, along with a photograph I 

took during our first interview in November 1999. Having been hanging in the 

Randpark Ridge townhouse for a while, in September 2007 they were packed 

and transported to Athens, Ohio, US, and are now in Mda’s new home there. 

 

Mda formed his own company, Thapama Productions CC in Melville, 

Johannesburg, in 1995, and launched into film and television production. The 

company’s aim was to produce programmes for the SABC and e.tv, and to 

take part in a number of international co-productions. One of their main 

projects was the South African contribution to the Big Treasure Chest for 

Future Kids in 1999. The treasure chest is a shack painted in traditional 

Ndebele colours and patterns. In cooperation with the Windybrow Center for 

the Arts, Johannesburg, the chest travelled to different regions of the country 

on a large truck, which then served as a stage for local events. At each stop, 

children were encouraged to prepare a message expressing their hopes and 
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values, to be read by children in 2050. They could do this through any creative 

means. The messages were collected in the treasure chest, now housed in 

the National Museum of Cultural History, in Pretoria.  

 

A video and DVD was made and sent to the coordinating body ‘FAUST 

Film+Projekt Cultural Projects International’ in Germany. In 2050, a travelling 

exhibition of the messages will be created, and taken around the world.45 

 

Within the span of one year – 1995 – Mda had the satisfaction of seeing 

eight of his plays presented on the boards. First, a revival of We Shall Sing for 

the Fatherland featured at the Windybrow Arts Festival, directed by Kefuoe 

Molapo. Second, The Dying Screams of the Moon was performed at the same 

venue, directed by Siphiwe Khumalo. Third, Dead End was revived at the Wits 

University Theatre, directed by Jojo Mei. Fourth, The Hill was revived at the 

Market Theatre, Johannesburg, directed by Philiswa Biko. Fifth, The Nun’s 

Romantic Story premiered at the Civic Theatre, Johannesburg, directed by 

Jerry Mofokeng, with music composed and arranged by Tu Nokwe. Sixth, 

Broken Dreams, Mda’s play on child sexual abuse, AIDS and TB, so 

significant in the integration of his conscious and sub-conscious self, was 

starting its first year touring schools in Gauteng townships. The seventh was 

Love Letters, and the eighth, You Fool, How Can The Sky Fall?  

 

 

Language of the beads: Love Letters 

 

Mda presented the keynote address, Learning from the Wisdom of Africa in 

the Production and Distribution of Messages, at a Conference in 

Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu Natal, arranged by the Natal Association of Drama 

Departments of South Africa in 1995.46 As a spin-off from this exposure, Mda 

was commissioned to write a new play by the Windybrow Centre for the Arts 

on behalf of the National Cultural History Museum. He scripted an intriguing 

play-for-youth, Love Letters, and directed its premiere presentation in 1995 “in 

an open truck … with songs and dances, backed by a marimba band” (1998: 
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ii). For that whole year it toured schools as mobile theatre, and then, in 1998, 

was published in Let Us Play.47 Mda, ever the pedagogue, selected the plays 

and wrote the introduction in such a manner as to facilitate its use by teachers 

in the classroom.  

 

As has become Mda’s swinging and defamiliarising device, the play has 

two settings, the first in a township in present-day South Africa and the 

second a century ago in a village in KwaZulu Natal: “It is meant to teach 

young students how art functioned in traditional African society” (1998: ii). 

Beadwork was created and worn not merely for decoration but because the 

intricate patterns contained messages, even love letters, and the code had to 

be learned like an alphabet. Using his ‘trickster’ mode, Mda brings the lead 

protagonist Thabisile into a situation of heartbreak over her love for Simphiwe. 

Her beads had been tampered with by a jealous fellow student: 

 

SIBONGILE: Oh, I didn’t know that this was going to be so serious, Lindiwe. 

I am the cause of all this. First I gave Simphiwe beads of rejection and 

pretended that they were from Thabisile. Then I convinced Simphiwe to send 

her his own rejection beads. I am very sorry … (1998: 21). 

 

The language of the beads becomes the language of ultimate redness – a 

wedding – so that the love story can have a happy ending: 

 

MOTHER: Only in fairytales do people live happily ever after. In real life as 

we know it, in the days of Simphiwe and Thabisile, and in our days, there are 

moments of great happiness, and there are moments in-between. During 

courtship these were expressed in beads, but after marriage there was very 

little beadwork, for there was no longer any need to write letters (1998: 23). 

 

The aim of the play is to create appreciation of pre-colonial culture and 

values transmitted to contemporary times: Mother says: “We can only know 

about our cultural heritage if we visit museums. At the National Cultural 

History Museum in Pretoria there are exhibitions that will take you into a world 

of experiences that represent all the ethnic groups of South Africa” (1998: 24). 
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Grotesquerie: You Fool, How Can the Sky Fall? 

 

Mda presented a paper entitled The Role of Culture in the Process of 

Reconciliation in South Africa at the Seminar of the Center for Study of 

Violence and Reconciliation, Braamfontein, Johannesburg in February 1995. It 

was later published in Theatre, the mouthpiece for the Yale School of Drama 

and Yale Repertory Theatre.48 The themes of this academic presentation 

reflect, in theory, what Mda was dramatising in theatre in You Fool, How Can 

the Sky Fall?  

 

Directed by Peter Se-Puma, the play premiered at the Windybrow Theatre 

Centre for the Arts in January 1995. Se Puma is quoted as saying that it took 

him three readings to realise that it was a refreshingly new type of play for 

South Africa.49 “Some moments appear quite normal, but then the next 

moment abnormal things occur so the deliberate absurdity makes it easier for 

audiences to relate to what’s in the play in a realistic way.”50 

 

The play takes a sharply perceptive sideswipe at the elites in any 

government newly won from colonial settlers by revolutionary means. The 

vulnerability and instability in any institution established by violence is implied 

in the title from the children’s rhyme. Chicken Little coerces Henny-Penny and 

the other farm animals to join his parade, running away from the threatened 

‘force’ of the sky falling on their heads – but they find no place to hide. 

 

In like manner, the President and Cabinet in the play cannot run and hide. 

They are locked together in a cell – the stage. The few props include pseudo, 

unemptied chamber pots, inducing the idea to the senses of the audience of 

an unpleasant smell. Certainly, the environment is unprepossessing. Arrogant, 

demanding, fault-finding and party-politicking, the Cabinet Members ironically 

jockey for power for their individual ministries and behave with mutual distrust 

and non-love as though their words and actions could have any lasting effect 

on the world outside. 
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In his review, D Raeford uses the headline Draconian … satirical, and 

points out that the play was written some time before the new dispensation 

came about in South Africa: “The society he creates [is] as corrupt and 

farcically misguided as any conceived by Swift or Orwell.”51 G MacLiam writes 

under the headline Be back soon. Wait: Godot. He describes the play as “part 

satire, part parable” with links to Samuel Beckett and Harold Pinter. He 

praises Shuping Shuping’s innovative set design: “You Fool was performed 

with audiences on either side of an ellipse and the result is that none of the 

play’s characters can hide from the penetrating gaze of the collective.”52 M 

Jordan suggests: “The audience becomes the seeing, listening walls around 

the subversive on-stage cast, planning treachery.”53  

 

Writing in the ‘Introduction’ to the collection of Mda’s three satires, Fools, 

Bells and the Habit of Eating, Rob Amato calls You Fool, How Can the Sky 

Fall? “an uninhibited study in grotesquerie” and urges that the reader should 

“see beyond the reading to the alternative readings”.54 He comments: 

 

The great refreshment that Zakes Mda gives to South African theatre is 

precisely in this area. There is always space for the mysterious play-mind, the 

play’s mind, beyond Zakes Mda’s mind. This play’s mind (an essential part of 

Mdada) is always ready to be influenced by all the subtle variants, as 

numerous – and as easily processable by the directorial mind – as pixels in a 

digital photograph. The process of manipulating the theatrical pixels is 

analogous to playing with an image in Photoshop. Each unified distortion 

gives each moment a different meaning controlled by an overall formula … 

they arise out of its demands when conceived by the playwright at the desk: its 

wonderful nonsense, its organic, amoral being.
55

  

 

The President wields seemingly benevolent though dictatorial and 

totalitarian powers. He has been loaded – even overloaded – with flattering 

names, but generally calls himself ‘the Wise One’. He responds better to 

flattery than to the teasing of Young Man, a dandy who arrives with aplomb 

from the Shadows of the free outside world to paint his portrait. 
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Someone has been ‘selling out’ the Cabinet Members to an Unseen 

Power outside. When Young Man encourages the Cabinet Members to sniff 

out the traitor in their midst, even the unbending Minister of Justice is nervous. 

The President speaks to him sternly: 

 

PRESIDENT: Are you beginning to snap? Be strong, man. You are a member 

of the Wise One’s benevolent government. Stand straight. Be proud and 

strong! (Then in answer to Health who declares: “The sky is falling on our 

heads”) …. You fool, how can the sky fall? Have we not contained greater 

threats before? Have we not consistently triumphed over those bent on 

destroying us? Have we not stopped a thousand skies from falling on our 

heads? (2002: 87). 

 

A bell tolls and, one after another, the Cabinet Ministers exit to be 

punished by the Unseen Power. This ‘force’ could be that of discontented 

revolutionaries taking revenge for being neglected now that power is in the 

hands of the elite. The playwright satirically infers dissatisfaction at politicians 

who maintain their distance from their constituencies until the time for 

electioneering draws near.  

 

The seemingly free-off-stage Daughters of the Revolution are not really 

free as their destiny is being decided, strangely, by the President and Cabinet 

locked in the prison-cell-on-stage. These Daughters of the Revolution have 

the effrontery to campaign in the nude. They are suffering from a singular lack 

of confidence about their own achievements in the liberation struggle shown in 

their competitive self-display and the jealous counting and comparing of their 

shrapnel scars. They ‘act out’ to gain attention, subversively cutting across 

cultural mores by performing the private pitiki and the ditolobonya theatre-of-

rebirth dances, in public. Traditionally, it is believed that any man, looking on 

an elder woman’s nudity, would turn blind, so those who happened to be in 

the vicinity of the Square when the parade takes place, flee from the scene.  

 

Young Man cannot escape. He cowers in his cardboard-box-living-

quarters set up in a corner of the Parade Square, and is tempted to peep. He 
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is not blinded, so later he is able to convey news of the parade and the 

subversive dancing to the President in the prison-cell-stage. In rage and fear, 

the President sets aside his own decree of a new “National Policy of 

Benevolence” and issues orders to the Minister of Culture to use violent 

tactics to regain control: “Bludgeon them into silence ... mow them down … 

that’s what a good Minister of Culture does” (2002: 61, 63). Of course, his 

orders are futile. 

 

In the end, it is the President, the ‘Wise One’, who is found to be the 

traitor, telling tales on his Ministers thus leading to their periods of torture. He 

is unrepentant. The whole debacle was their own fault, he says. His Ministers 

had set him up as a god – for their own advancement – then they bring ruin on 

themselves and the whole country by disbelieving in his total power. Mda’s 

plea for integrity and good governance is a cry from the heart: 

 

JUSTICE: How did he send messages to our torturers? 

YOUNG MAN: It may have been through his thoughts. 

PRESIDENT: Not just crude thoughts, fool. I am much more advanced than 

that. It was through my dreams. I conjured the torturers up in my dreams …. I 

interacted with them in my dreams, and gave them the information …. 

HEALTH: This man is nothing but a dump of toxic waste! [She spits at him.] 

PRESIDENT: You spit at me now. But I am your own creation. 

[All the others join in the spitting.] 

PRESIDENT: What you enjoy doing is building gods, putting them on a 

pedestal, worshipping them for a day, and then throwing stones at them and 

knocking them down. You have a very short attention span in the admiration 

of the gods that you create! (2002: 107, 108). 

 

These final words in the play point to what seems inevitable: that the 

ideals of those who ascend to political power become corrupted. These 

erstwhile idealists eventually manifest authoritarianism, even violence. Mda 

neatly turns the responsibility for this state of affairs over to the populace: “I 

am your own creation”. He shows us that “building gods” is escapist: we do 

not need to think for ourselves, and we have someone else to blame if 
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something goes wrong. History has shown that almost without exception, 

something does ‘go wrong’ and power corrupts those to whom it is granted.56 

This scepticism in the play is reworked in Mda’s fourth novel, The Heart of 

Redness, this time directed at the ‘new’ South Africa. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

 

THE HEART OF THE ART 

 

 

Your entry into the world of Change  

comes through a question.  

This begins the creative process  

of talking with the spirit  

and experiencing its effects  

on what the sages call the heart-mind.  

This spirit can act as an inner voice, a guide and healer.
1  

– Stephen Karcher – 

 

 

 

After his year as Visiting Professor with the University of the Witwatersrand’s 

School of Dramatic Art, Zakes Mda’s first commission in his new, free persona 

in 1996 was to research the site, on the Wild Coast of the Eastern Cape, 

where Strangers had called on the young girl, Nongqawuse, to convey an 

instruction that the Xhosa people must kill all their cattle – and new herds 

would arise from the sea. Mda was to script Episode 3 for the South African 

Broadcasting Corporation’s serial, Saints Sinners and Settlers in which “key 

figures from South African history are placed on trial before a modern day 

court” and “crucial events are portrayed and analysed”.2 Mda entitled the 

episode: The Day of the Two Suns: Trial of Nongqawuse. 

 

I watched this video with care and attention, and was disappointed at how 

Nongqawuse was portrayed as a frightened, bewildered girl, bereft of her 

senses, crouching on the floor against the witness podium.3 Although 

influenced by ‘belief’ or ‘unbelief’ in the prophecy, as a string of witnesses 

loomed out of history to give testimony in the dock, I was intrigued at the 
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multitude of factors that seemed to have contributed to the millennial Xhosa 

Cattle-Killing Movement of 1856 and 1857. The episode was directed by John 

Matshikiza and produced by Mark Newman of Phakathi Films.4 

 

 

Weighing values in The Heart of Redness 

 

A far more important outcome of Mda’s research was that he became deeply 

impressed by the beauty of the Wild Coast. “This ‘place’ deserves a novel!” he 

exclaimed.5 On Christmas Day 1997 he commenced work on his fourth novel. 

A first chapter, called Ululants, was published in Spanish in 1998 as a ‘work-

in-progress’ by El Mercurio Revista De Libros, Santiago, Chile, and was 

included in a collection called Escribiendo el Sur Profundo.6 Now officially re-

named The Heart of Redness, the ‘work-in-progress’ was published in the 

same year as a chapter in a collection by Viking, Johannesburg.7  

 

On 14 May 2000, the Sunday Times published Mda’s lyrical piece entitled 

Valley of the Believers, embodying core concepts from The Heart of Redness: 

 

In the Eastern Cape, in Qolorha, in this ‘Valley of the Believers’, the teenage 

prophetess Nongqawuse all but brought about mass suicide among the Xhosas. 

The people who live there today would rather the story was buried. Whether 

Sir George Grey was responsible for this catastrophe or not, the biggest culprit 

here was belief, the same kind of belief that has guided millennial movements 

with apocalyptic revelations throughout the ages. 

 

The Heart of Redness was published by Oxford University Press 

Southern African Fiction and launched at the Market Theatre in November 

2000. It brought Mda the highest recognition in the land: the Commonwealth 

Writers’ Prize, Africa Region in 2001.  

 

That same year he won the Sunday Times Fiction Prize8 and, with wry 

humour, said in his acceptance speech that “he’d only come for the wine and 
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to get into the society column”.9 In the United States of America, The Heart of 

Redness was nominated for the International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in 

200210 and won the Hurston/Wright Legacy Award in 2003.11  

 

Writing for The Citizen, C Kennedy provides the following insight:  

 

Perhaps the best recommendation one can give the novel is that at the time of 

my interview Mda was re-reading it himself. ‘I’m my own all-time favourite 

author,’ he says. ‘I’m reading my novel for fun .… I enjoy the work I create. 

My focus is not on the protection and preservation of culture .… Culture is 

dynamic and moves forward … but we should preserve our natural heritage, 

like indigenous trees.’ Mda does find it bizarre, though, that the French have 

caught on to his work. A positive reception greeted Ways of Dying, and then 

the rights to The Heart of Redness were bought before he’d even started 

writing it. When he did, each completed chapter was immediately translated 

into French … ‘yet in South Africa local writers are relegated to a small shelf 

in the corner of bookshops’, he says.
12

 

 

Mda acknowledges that Camagu, his lead protagonist in The Heart of 

Redness, is closest in manner, experience and history to himself “consciously 

and overtly done.”13 Mda is the son of Cesane so he uses his own clan 

surname for Camagu (2000: 65). Mda’s grandparents had experienced the 

trauma of being moved from their ancestral site on the slopes of Goodwell 

mountain in Lower Telle. Mda mirrors this background for his protagonist:  

 

He has vague memories of his home village, up in the mountains in the distant 

inland parts of the country. He remembers the fruit trees and the graves of 

long-departed relatives. He can see dimly through the mist of decades all the 

lush plants that grew in his grandfather’s garden, including aloes of different 

types. There are beautiful houses too: the four-walled tin-roofed ixande, the 

rondavels, the cattle kraal, the fowl-run, the tool shed. Then the government 

came and moved the people down to the flatlands, giving them only small 

plots and no compensation (2000: 65).  
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On his visits to his grandparents as a boy, Mda had been accustomed to 

seeing the harmless brown mole snake in and around their rural dwellings:  

 

The totem of my clan is the brown mole snake … the majola in our language. 

It is a real snake, but it isn’t venomous. It lives on rats and mice and things 

like that. It is believed that when a child from that clan is born, or maybe 

afterwards, at some stage it will be visited by the majola. We never kill that 

snake. That’s what the people believe.
14

 

 

As the mirror image of Mda, the majola is Camagu’s totem too, and when 

one morning he finds it curled in his bedclothes, he responds to the encounter 

with reverence and awe (2000: 185). This visitation serves as the turning point 

in the novel. “Camagu’s fortunes of life came together because of the visit by 

the majola” (2000: 183). He sees it as a sign from the ancestors that he is a 

“chosen one” (2000: 112), and that his destiny lies in Qolorha-on-Sea and not 

in a second exile to ‘the U.S. of A.’ 

 

He settles in the village, finds a mate in split-tone singer and whistler 

Qukeswa,15 fathers a son called by the heraldic name of Heitsi, and helps to 

create a co-operative isiXhosa garment and sea-harvest industry. He brings 

his acumen to bear in guiding the community to build a back-packers lodge 

and develop a flourishing eco-tourism business centred around the historic 

Lagoon of the prophetess Nongqawuse. This place of mystery has now 

become a National Heritage Site (2000: 231). The prophetess has ‘saved’ the 

village, and redeemed the redness of the past.  

 

Camagu, too, had redeemed himself, acting as a spokesperson for the 

village in opposing outsider Lefa Leballo’s ‘black empowerment’, government 

sponsored plan to build a casino and town-houses on the banks of the sacred 

Lagoon (2000: 228). Camagu’s prime achievement was in finding a middle 

way between Believers and Unbelievers (2000: 234). Furthermore, through 

his protagonist, Mda is following the rules he had laid down in developing the 

Lower Telle Beekeeping Collective Trust on Mda ancestral land: the village 

owns, directs and benefits from all Camagu’s projects. 
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Interspersed with this Present Generation storyline are Mda’s graphic 

descriptions of how, in the Past Generation, one hundred and fifty years ago, 

the high expectation among thousands of Believers awaiting new cattle and 

fresh corn were dashed by three Great Disappointments. Believers are 

convinced that the prophetic promises failed to materialise because 

Unbelievers had not killed their cattle – and civil war erupts. Families are 

divided and “stare at each other with eyes full of blood” (2000: 98). 

 

 

History as storyline 

 
In his dedication in The Heart of Redness, Mda gives an honest assessment 

of his indebtedness to Jeffrey Peires: “…whose research – wonderfully 

recorded in The Dead Will Arise and in a number of academic papers – 

informed the historical events in my fiction.” In Mda’s inimitable fashion, the 

historic facts become shot through with the pulsing redness of his 

imagination.16  

 

The One Hundred Years Frontier War, the broad setting of this novel, 

took place in the decimating years between the 1750s and the 1850s.17 

Spears were pitted against guns as impinging white settlers continued to 

expand their borders and the amaXhosa nation acted to protect their ancestral 

rights. With the purloining of their land, the people’s cultural practices were in 

jeopardy. Access to their sacred caves, the source of the red and yellow ochre 

used from time immemorial in traditional dying, tincturing and painting, 

became impossible (2000: 61). This ochre was the heart of their redness. With 

every ‘inclusion’ for the settlers came an ‘exclusion’ for the amaXhosa.  

 

By a swing in the design of oscillation, however, it must be borne in mind 

that the Nguni tribes had come from further north, and in the process of 

colonising this area, had wrestled for the land with the indigenous abaThwa 

(also known as the Bushmen).18 In The Heart of Redness, the Unbelievers 

borrow the trance dance from the abaThwa, but on sufferance. At a point in 
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time the abaThwa claim it back and the mysterious forces – “a world filled with 

essential pain and suffering” – that connect the Unbelievers to the world of 

their forbears, was lost (2000: 300). 

 

The buffer-zone between the Fish and the Kei, peopled by the imported 

English 1820 Settlers, became an area of conflict.19 The powers of indigenous 

chiefs in the area, whose responsibility it was to serve the interests of the 

amaXhosa, were given over to British resident magistrates “whose ears 

reflected the light of the sun” (2000: 83). Their responsibility was to serve the 

interests of the Cape Colonial government.20 Sir Harry Smith was succeeded 

by Sir George Cathcart, then by Sir George Grey.21 These Governors become 

characters in The Heart of Redness. 

 

Mda’s protagonists dub Sir George Grey ‘The-Man-Who-Named-Ten-

Rivers’ (2000: 298). Naming means claiming. While Governor of New 

Zealand, his “reputed successes were achieved by a lethal combination of 

brute force and barefaced lies …. All these little tricks – conspiracy theory, 

false accusation, court-martial and wholesale transportation – became part of 

Grey’s stock-in-trade, and were utilized by him in South Africa”.22 Grey’s talk 

was always of spreading ‘civilisation’, by which he meant more than just the 

conquest of new territories: “[He] meant the amalgamation of the disparate 

Boer and African societies into a single integrated whole, modelled on 

Victorian Britain ... starting with British Kaffraria.”23 

 

In this period of malaise, with their cattle dying of lungsickness and their 

crops becoming mildewed, the battle against Grey and his campaign of 

‘civilisation’ became untenable. Many of the amaXhosa people, the Believers, 

lose their confidence in their chiefs and turn to the promises of the newly risen 

prophetess Nongqawuse: “The Strangers said I must tell the nation that all 

cattle now living must be slaughtered … their fields must not be cultivated …” 

(2000: 60). Old heroes would arise from the dead and bring new cattle and 

new corn. The message was from Naphakade, He-Who-Is-Forever, the 

descendant of Sifuba-Sibanzi, the Broad-Chested-One. The new names 



 

 248 

cause confusion. Where is Qamata, sometimes known as Mvelingqangi, or 

the one whom the Prophet Nxele had called Mdalidephu (2000: 59)? 

 

Ironically, one of the leading Unbelievers was Mjuza, son of Prophet 

Nxele. The Prophet had been known as a great anti-colonial militant “who 

prophesied the resurrection of the dead in 1818” (2000: 268). Mjuza was 

troubled and resentful to find himself aligned, now, with the despised, white, 

high-ranking Eastern Cape government officials who had co-opted him as 

their lackey because he had chosen not to obey Nongqawuse’s prophecies.  

 

The three great burdens to the amaXhosa at this time were the military, 

the magistrates and the missionaries. Mda’s Believing protagonists discuss 

the strangeness of missionary endeavour. Converts to the Christian religion 

had been taught that without trousers and skirts they would not go to heaven 

(2000: 54). I smile at the absurdity that clothing should be considered on a par 

with the entire sweep of God’s Plan of Redemption and Grace. I deduct it was 

for the sake of a missionary’s own sensibilities that the semi-naked body of 

the convert should be clothed. Or was it an exercise of power? Or was it the 

convert’s voluntary mimicry? Or was it, in fact, an agonism in which the 

subject lends himself or herself – in innocence or in experience – to the 

process of co-option? 

 

 

Agonisms 

 

In Civilising Barbarians: Missionary Narrative and African Textual Response in 

Nineteenth-Century South Africa, Leon de Kock utilizes Michel Foucault’s 

concept of agonism to highlight the self-afflicted, voluntary co-option 

perpetrated by early converts as they abandoned their indigenous culture as 

seemingly incompatible with what the Victorian Age missionaries were 

teaching. He describes the making, in the nineteenth century, of a discursive 

orthodoxy in English “as a basis upon which colonial identity was negotiated 

and reformulated in ongoing cultural exchanges between Africans and 
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Europeans”. He points out that some African subjects themselves “subverted, 

internalised, or rewrote imposed narratives of proper identity.” 24 

 

De Kock asks the leading question, embodied in themes at the core of 

The Heart of Redness
25 of tradition versus modernity and the ‘savage’ versus 

the ‘civilised’: 

 

Were the barbarians in need of civilising, or were the civilisers the true 

barbarians? As the paradoxical semantic irresolution of the title [Civilising 

Barbarians: Missionary Narrative and African Textual Response in 

Nineteenth-Century South Africa] implies, this question deconstructs itself 

because it relies on an unsustainable polarity. Yet it is just such a dualism 

which provided the context for the tortuous labours of the mission fields, and 

set the constraints for an emerging African solidarity in the face of European 

imperialism in southern Africa.
26

  

 

J M Coetzee, too, defines what was happening historically with the 

suffering body in South Africa: “It is not that one grants the authority of the 

suffering body; the suffering body takes this authority.”27 Three changes 

occur. First, the new teachings of the missionaries make a paradigm-changing 

impression. Second, the convert strives to adopt ‘civilised’ English modes 

aimed at winning an acceptance on a par with Europeans. Third, as the 

parties experiencing the ‘conversions’ set aside their intrinsic, traditional 

cultural norms, they enter a limbo. A combination of these three factors sets 

the stage for the ‘agonism’ to occur. In many cases, the suffering body 

accepts and collaborates with the coercion. This is the tension, the challenge, 

and the design of oscillation that Mda explores in The Heart of Redness. 

 

The origination and manifestation of scars feature as an ongoing motif in 

the novel. Scars of flagellation were first inflicted on Twin-Twin in the Early 

Generations. He was whipped when he protested the verdict of witchcraft 

being pronounced on his First Wife. From that time, the scars appear on the 

body of every firstborn son in Unbeliever Twin-Twin’s bloodline. In the Present 

Generation, when he is angry or stressed, Unbeliever Bhonco’s scars itch. He 
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expects the trauma of the scars will eventually die out as he has a daughter, 

Xoliswa Ximiya, but no son. Because of his great love for his wife, 

NoPetticoat, he had not taken a Second or a Third wife as his ancestor Twin-

Twin had done long ago to raise sons at his hearth.  

 

In Mda’s design of oscillation, however, NoPetticoat, who should have 

been in the Unbeliever’s camp with Bhonco, abandons the smart modern 

clothing her daughter had bought for her and returns to her traditional 

practices: “Since her rebellion she has gone back to smoking her long pipe. 

And to wearing her traditional isiXhosa costumes.” In her co-operative society 

“she is the best sewer of umbhaco, the decorations of black strips sewn on 

isikhakha skirts” (2000: 300).  

 

Xoliswa Ximiya is beautiful, but aloof. She is the principal of the local 

secondary school and wears suits and high heeled shoes inappropriate to the 

rough terrain of Qolorha. She despises the traditional practices that she calls 

‘redness’ and is angry that her mother reverts to her isiXhosa clothing. She 

hates Nonqgwase and calls the legends surrounding the Great Xhosa Cattle-

Killing Movement “a myth, a disgrace that did not happen” (2000: 110, 157).  

 

She has to “defend herself constantly, even to people she does not 

regard as deserving to walk the same earth with her …. She is a man in a 

woman’s body; no man can tame her” (2000: 301, 302). One such was 

Believer Zim’s artistic son Twin who had wanted to marry her, thus bridging 

the chasm between Believers and Unbelievers in the Present Generation, but 

Xoliswa Ximiya had rejected him. After his rejection, Twin had lost himself in 

the mazes of Johannesburg’s Hillbrow, and it was at his wake that Camagu 

had heard the beautiful NomaRussia singing her lament, and had followed her 

to Qolorha-by-Sea. The knowledge that his son is in the Otherworld enables 

Zim to succumb to his illness, and follow him hence. Mda’s control of the 

intricately woven storyline is masterly. 

 

Opposing every manifestation of ‘backward redness’, however, is not 

sufficient to preserve Xoliswa Ximiya from the scars in her bloodline:  
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She wakes up one day and finds that the scars of history have erupted on her 

body. All of a sudden her ancestor’s flagellation has become her flagellation. 

She rebels against these heathen scars .…  

She curses her father for resuscitating the Cult of the Unbelievers.  

He replies: ‘Even if I had not started the cult, the scars would still have come 

when they wanted to come …. It is the burden that a first child of Twin-

Twin’s line has to carry’ (2000: 301, 302). 

 
In his dedication, Mda makes a second specific acknowledgement on the 

flyleaf of The Heart of Redness: “There is a real-life trader in Qolorha whose 

name is Rufus Hulley, who took me to places of miracles and untold beauty. 

He must not be mistaken for John Dalton, the trader in The Heart of 

Redness.” Although adhering more closely to amaXhosa custom and 

speaking the language better than some of the indigenous people themselves 

(2000: 169), Mda’s protagonist trader Dalton comes from a line of those who 

cannot be trusted: it must be remembered that the white people murdered the 

Son of their God (2000: 125). Moreover, Dalton’s son is a missionary, so it is 

his task to beguile indigenous people from their culture.  

 

Moreover, a legend has arisen around an incident involving trader 

Dalton’s red-coated British soldier-grandfather. During a campaign one 

hundred and fifty years earlier, Major John Dalton was bivouacking with his 

unit after a sortie in the Amatola Mountains. The soldiers had chopped off the 

head of one of the amaXhosa slain. They were boiling it in a pot to procure a 

‘clean’ skull for the sake of Victorian Age scientific inquiry. Guerilla fighters 

Twin and Twin-Twin observe the barbaric act from their hiding place. They are 

distraught that it is the head of their father Xikixa being desecrated in this 

strange manner. Are the British cannibals? Are they wizards? Will they use 

the skull in some British witchcraft ritual? They explode into the enemy camp, 

take Major Dalton and his soldiers captive, and rescue their Headless 

Ancestor.  

 

Much of the contention between Zim and Bhonco, lineage from these 
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twins in the Later Generations, was blamed on the dilemma of this Headless 

Ancestor. He had become an unreliable witness on their behalf in the 

Heavenlies. In the end, Bhonco attacks John Dalton with a panga and a 

knobkierrie – outpoured redness – intending to kill him. Bhonco insists that 

Dalton must become a messenger to the Otherworld: “I want you to ask your 

forefather to restore the head of my forefather” (2000: 316).  

 
National and international media response to The Heart of Redness was 

overwhelming. Writing for Beeld, C van Rensburg says: 

 

Mda kies, soos Camagu, nie tussen die gelowiges en die ongelowiges nie, 

maar bring alles in ‘n soort ewewig. Hy weeg dinge teen mekaar op, en 

moenie dink dat die huidige regering altyd met van sy beweringe gaan 

saamstem nie! Inteendeel, hy deel ‘n paar houe uit .…’n Mens besef egter gou 

dat dit die regte soort roman op die regte tyd is.
28

  

 

The reviewer for the San Diego Union-Tribune declares it to be: “At once 

legend and historical document …. Mda’s novel is the next Things Fall 

Apart.”29 C Slabber, journalist for Rapport, writes: “Wanneer die mense wat 

boeke vir die nuwe skoolleerplanne keur dit eendag ontdek, kan The Heart of 

Redness dalk ‘n nuwe klassieke voorgeskrewe roman word.”30 Writing with a 

strong sense of Mda’s wry humour, N Barrett reports on the novel for Books in 

Canada – Review: “Grasp the heart of this playful, wily and evocative novel 

where scepticism itself is taken to the heights of religion.”31 T Eprile, writing in 

The New York Times Book Review, calls it “… a brilliant critique of [South 

Africa’s] cult of newness.”32 Sonja Loots writes at length for Beeld and 

develops an argument why Mda had named his novel The Heart of Redness:  

 

Met die titel wil hy wys op die spanning tussen tradisie en progressie. Dit is 

nié ‘n verwysing na Joseph Conrad se Heart of Darkness nie .… As hy geweet 

het dat kritici dié gevolgtrekking gaan maak, het hy dalk 'n ander titel gekies. 

Hy het nog nooit eers vir Conrad gelees nie. ‘My titel verwys na 'n Xhosa-

uitdrukking. Wanneer gesê word iemand is ubombu (rooi), word verwys na die 

rooi oker waarmee tradisionele drag gekleur word, en word bedoel dat daardie 
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persoon teen moderniteit skop. Dit kom uit die dae toe Britse sendelinge die 

amaXhosa geleer om hul tradisionele drag vir Westerse drag te verruil. 

Diegene wat dit nie wou doen nie, is as agterlik bestempel.’
33

 

 

As regards the argument of Mda’s The Heart of Redness apropos Joseph 

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, I suggest that Mda as author is an ‘insider’ and in 

his book, black protagonists are central. They belong to Africa and look on 

British redcoats as incursive barbarians. On the other hand, Conrad as author 

is an ‘outsider’ and in his book, white protagonists are central. They conduct a 

journey of ‘exploration’ into unknown territory travelling up the Congo River, 

and, as ‘outsiders’, look on Africa and regard its inhabitants as savage. The 

perspective and level of authority in the respective novels is quite different.34 

 

Hope for the future is encompassed in the ambivalent and intriguing 

ending to The Heart of Redness. In the Early Generation’s storyline, Twin was 

one of thousands who died of starvation, but to the end he continued to 

Believe in Nongqawuse’s predictions. Qukeswa gravitated back to “ where the 

Egyptian geese fly … to where the sea breathlessly meets the sky” (2000: 

120). She walks in the mist with “bony eyes bulging out of her skull” (2000: 

317), and becomes a Strandloper, combing the rocks for sustenance for 

herself and the emaciated Heitsi. The child must learn to harvest the sea or 

how will he survive?  

 

His namesake, Heitsi-Eibib, son of Tsiqwa, the earliest prophet of the 

Khoi-Khoi, “had parted the waters of the Great River so that his people could 

escape their enemies. The Great River closed over them” (2000: 287). This 

story had been part of the Khoi-Khoi mythical tradition long before anyone had 

put forward the Biblical forthtelling of Moses and the Red Sea. Heitsi is afraid 

of the sea (2000: 317). He resists the mythic, primordial environment into 

which his mother is drawing him. He does not want to become a prophet but 

rather to remain within ‘the ordinary’. He exclaims: “No! I belong in the man 

village!” (2000: 320). Mda told me that this incident had been enacted in the 

‘real’ world during a family holiday on the Wild Coast. His young son, Zukile, 

had shouted out these words and had struggled to be released when his 
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mother, Adele, tried to draw him into the sea, exactly as told about Heitsi and 

Qukeswa.35 Mda re-images personal experiences in his writings.  

 

That childish Zukile is now a 14-year-old youth living in Athens, Ohio, in 

the United States of America. More than ever before, he is required to make 

choices as he finds his way in the world as an adolescent. If he remains true 

to the choice he made on the beach long ago, he will enrich his life. Mda’s 

fictionalised incident is an analogue, and the child Heitsi calls out with a 

representative voice. He was confronted by a choice and instinctively, instead 

of giving in under the pressure of compulsion and, therefore, entering into the 

watery waste of illusion, ‘diminished being’, even death, he resisted, desiring 

to participate in ‘the ordinary’, to be free to act back, to connect and to do 

good. In the same manner, in his ‘real’ environment in Ohio, enriched in his 

African solidarity, his Africanness, Zukile will be true to his early childhood 

stance. He knows where he belongs. With ‘enhanced being’ he will choose 

life.36  

 

 

Family business 

 

Over a period of three years, as I wrote my dissertation in innocence, Mda 

was seemingly open with me about what I considered ‘family business’. Mda 

acknowledged to me that his relationship with Adele "was not easy", and I 

appreciated his trust.37  

 

I had been received in a true spirit of ubuntu in Mda’s Weltevreden home 

in Johannesburg from the moment of my first interview in November 1999 and 

again with warm kindness at all subsequent meetings. But it was only at one 

of my several interviews in July 2000 in Johannesburg that I met the beautiful, 

imperious, ‘away-from-home’ Master-of-Social-Science-businesswoman, 

Adele. At that time she held a post with the Human Sciences Research 

Council in Pretoria. 
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To my perception of the situation, looking on from the outside, Adele 

showed a sincere interest in the achievements of her husband. I understood 

that she had made herself responsible for gathering the newspaper cuttings, 

articles and book reviews that I was consulting for my research. This 

appreciation became the basis of a mutual regard between Adele and myself. 

I had interesting encounters with the two children and found Zukile to be more 

inward and remote, already a writer, and Kukiswa Zenzile Moroesi, vivacious 

and friendly, already an artist.  

 

Many hours, days, even weeks were spent in the Weltevreden home, 

doing research among Mda’s records. On one occasion, I carefully removed 

the files on which I was working to another location in order to release the 

dining room table for a special luncheon Adele had arranged for her friends. I 

was invited to join in the meal and I remember her as being an animated 

hostess. Mda, seated at the head of the table, however, was silent throughout 

the repast. He had much on his mind.  

 

Adele and Zenzi spent a morning with me in my home in Table View while 

Mda was conducting tutorials in creative writing for students at the University 

of Cape Town in May 2002. She was a stimulating visitor with opinions to offer 

on a range of matters to do with her work – and her chosen mate. It had been 

an arduous, seven-year-long courtship, she told me: "I held out on certain 

issues to do with the responsibility Zakes felt then, and still feels, towards the 

children of an earlier marriage, and even the wife and children of a brother in 

the States." Sonwabo had fled into exile during the apartheid years and had 

never returned. 

 

She had taken a lively interest in my research work for this biography. 

When the family moved to Athens, Ohio in early October 2002, for a while 

Adele sent me photocopies of reviews that had appeared in overseas 

newspapers, and copies of articles her husband had written. Gathering, filing 

and using such material is part of Mda’s fragment method intrinsic to his 

creative art.  
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Paintings tell a story: The Madonna of Excelsior 

 

Watching Mda at work, he appears to have a photographic memory; he knows 

where to find an appropriate newspaper cutting at any time to speed the 

processes of his imaginative writing. His sixth novel, The Madonna of 

Excelsior, originated in a series of such cuttings that he had kept in his files 

about a miscegenation scandal published in The Friend in February 1971.38 

He describes the novel’s setting in the Free State in lyrical prose:  

 

The land that lies flat on its back for kilometre after relentless kilometre. The 

black roads that run across it in different directions, slicing through one-street 

platteland towns. The cosmos flowers that form a guard of honour for the lone 

motorist. White, pink and purple petals. The sunflower fields that stretch as far 

as the eye can see. The land that is awash with yellowness. And the brownness 

of the qokwa grass (2002: 1). 

 

Almost thirty years later, passing through Excelsior on his meandering 

route to Bloemfontein, Mda remembered the news reports in The Friend and 

searched in Excelsior’s magisterial records and found progeny of those 

women who had been linked with the scandal. They were still living in 

Mahlatswetsa. It is not easy to distinguish where the truth of newspaper 

stories ends and where Mda’s fictionalised reflections begin so vividly does he 

bring his characters to life. The story unfolds how Johannes Smit deflowers 

Niki, raping her in the sunflower fields near her home in Mahlatswetsa: “It was 

a tradition of Afrikaner boys of the Free State platteland to go through 

devirgination rites by capturing and consuming forbidden quarry” (2002: 41).  

 

Then Niki is exposed to further severe trauma. She is an employee in 

Stephanus Cronje’s Excelsior Slaghuis. Cornelia Cronje strips her naked in 

public on the suspicion that she is hiding cuts of meat in her clothing (2002: 

41). Besides Stephanus and his son Tjaart, several customers witness Niki’s 

shame. This cruel exercise of power ignited a sex-obsession in Stephanus’s 
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senses, and a flame of vengeance in Niki’s heart. Using her sexual allure, she 

is avenged on Cornelia:  

 

Stephanus saw Niki as only body parts .… Niki’s anger simmers under her 

serenity … she had dark motives for vengeance … she was nursing an ungodly 

grudge …. She did not see Stephanus Cronje, owner of Excelsior Slaghuis. 

She did not see a boss or a lover. She saw Madam Cornelia’s husband, with 

the emphasis on Madam. And she had him entirely in her power. Chewing him 

to pieces …. Ag, shame, Madam Cornelia’s husband ... slaughtered … She 

who had the power of life and death over her (2002: 50). 

 

Popi’s birth – both tragic and fulfilling – was the outcome of the “barnful of 

moans” when Stephanus Cronje and four others, all men of consequence in 

Excelsior, became regular “partakers of stolen delicacies” among the hay in 

Johannes Smit’s barn (2002:52). Many coloured babies were born.  

 

Mda remembered how Excelsior had become “the best known town in the 

world” (2002: 72) when the scandal became public.39 Newswriters from the 

British Broadcasting Corporation radio and television units, encamped in its 

dusty environs, attended sessions in the Excelsior Magistrates Court, and 

wired lurid news stories back to their newscasters in London. Reporters from 

South African newspapers, writing headlines about leading Afrikaners 

breaking the Immorality Act,40 scorned claims by Adam De Vries that the men 

involved in the scandal “were innocent … they had been framed … the State 

has no case against my clients” (2002: 77). De Vries was building a reputation 

for himself as advocate for the five men appearing in court alongside the 

fourteen women. The group became known as the “Excelsior 19”. The media 

pointed to the newly emerged coloured segment of the population: “Surely 

babies come from somewhere … the children are proof” (2002: 79). 

  

Mda quotes from news reports, the ‘real’ world of actuality interweaving 

once again with the imagined world of his novel. The Coloured population of 

the Free State village of Excelsior has more than doubled over the past 10 

years (from The Friend of 10 February 1971) and a follow-up report: The 
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newspaper could also have noted increases in the Coloured population of 

towns like Boshof, Jagersfontein, Harrismith, Philippolis and Welkom (from 

The Friend of 18 February 1971).  

 

Niki was unaware that “a whole government was under threat because of 

her body parts” (2002: 103). The Minister of Justice, Mr P.C. Pelser, had to 

reply to a question in the Assembly, posed by Mrs H. Suzman: Asked by Mrs 

Suzman whether any of the police witnesses were found by the Attorney-

General to be unwilling to give evidence, the Minister said: ‘No’. Asked 

whether any of the other witnesses were found by the Attorney-General to be 

unwilling to give evidence, the Minister replied: ‘Yes’ (from The Friend of 16 

February 1971). The Attorney-General of the Free State, Dr Percy Yutar, said 

yesterday that he was aware that prosecution witnesses in the Excelsior 

immorality trials could have been compelled to give evidence or face 

imprisonment …. Then later in an interview, he said: …. But we felt that in this 

case it would not have resolved our difficulties (from The Friend 28 February 

1971). The witnesses – the fourteen women in prison – had been bought off.  

 

Messages from a “faceless source” repeated the injunction: Do not give 

evidence against the white men. Do not give evidence against the white men. 

Do not give evidence against the white men (2002: 106). The women 

complied because they were promised a reward. But the promises were 

broken. Niki, carrying her multi-hued baby Popi, found herself free – but 

hungry (2002: 106). Popi grew up with flat, straight hair. Her greatest curse: 

her hairy legs. 

 

Although the opening and closing statements in Mda’s novel ostensibly 

place the responsibility for miscegenation with the women … “From the sins of 

our mothers all these things flow” (2002: 1, 268), the life, the redness, and 

hence the bloodline of the nation, is traced through the blood of the fathers. 

Mda explains the reason for these opening and closing statements: 

 

It’s irony and sarcasm, as the story tells you something different. It’s actually 

the sins of the white man and the black man – including Niki’s father and 
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husband. People tend to see things in black and white – as in ‘who’s to 

blame?’ But in reality there’s a lot of good in us, and bad. It depends on which 

side is dominant. I didn’t want to take a position on it.
41

 

  

There were inevitable repercussions for the men involved in the scandal. 

When it became apparent that Stephanus Cronje is the father of Niki’s 

beautiful Popi, he shoots himself. “Groot-Jan Lombard had died about 

eighteen months before. He had never really been the same since the 

Excelsior 19 case” (2002: 147). As the law had required, Captain Klein-Jan 

Lombard and Johannes Smit were among those present with the women in 

court. Although Adam De Vries defended them vigorously, all stood accused 

in the public eye – and by a Higher Tribunal. Reverend Francois Bornman had 

failed in his attempt to shoot himself and “his empty eye-socket was a 

constant reminder that they had once been committed …. They had once 

been written in the Big Book where all sins are recorded .…” (2002: 143).  

 

Mda’s antipathy for clerics and religions is set aside in the case of Father 

Frans Claerhout. As a fellow painter, he admires Claerhout’s work and often, 

on his trips to Bloemfontein, he visited the mission in Tweespruit and spent 

time enjoying the paintings.42 In The Madonna of Excelsior, his simple 

peasant parishioners name Father Claerhout ‘the trinity’ – priest, painter, 

person. They conceive of him as being a human version of the Blessed Trinity 

– God in Three Persons. Mda sums up Father Claerhout’s role in the novel: 

“His work was to paint the subjects, and not to poke his nose into their lives 

beyond the canvas” (2002: 268). 

 

What places this fifth novel in a category of its own is Mda’s striking new 

storytelling device. At the commencement of each chapter, he describes one 

of Claerhout’s vivid Flemish Impressionist works in sweeping strokes of 

words. The static Madonna figures spill out into the storytext in a flood of 

brilliant colour. They are multi-hued, thus reducing to nil the power of the 

conventional white/black South African dichotomy in the1970s era of 

apartheid.  
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Niki and Popi have become the trinity’s models for ‘Madonna and Child’: 

 

As the rickety bus worked its way along the dirt road to Mahlatswetsa 

Location, she closed her eyes and silently prayed for the trinity’s long life. For 

his hands that must stay strong. For his vision that must continue to find joy in 

cosmos, donkeys, women and sunflowers. For his passion for colour that must 

never fade. And for his muse that occasionally flung him into a mother-and-

child mode. She pleaded with whatever spirits drove his passions to immerse 

him in more madonna moods before Popi grew too big to model as the child 

(2002: 112). 

 

In a discussion with Mda on the distinct writing style he adopts in each of 

his novels, he told me he had chosen to write The Madonna of Excelsior in 

short, simple sentences – as a young person would express a train of thought 

– because this matched the language mode used by the young women who 

are his protagonists.43 This very simplicity enables the reader to absorb the 

storyline while studying and analysing the multitude of dense and carefully 

structured dimensions and forceful themes in the book. These include rape, 

betrayal, oppression and alienation, the wielding of sexual power and the 

cruelty of migrant labour that resulted, as in the case of Pule and Niki, in the 

break-up of family life. Alicja Minda, a Master’s Degree student from the 

University of Warsaw, Poland, writing on aspects of Mda’s The Madonna of 

Excelsior for her dissertation, points out that Marc Duchateau makes a 

comment, relevant to Mda’s mode, about the painting style of Gustave de 

Smet, one of the Flemish Expressionists: 

 

Rudimentary and densely packed, his composition brings to mind the essay of 

a schoolboy who describes his impressions by stringing together short 

sentences without conjunctions.
44

 

 

Graphic insight regarding the ‘word painting’ that results from the 

Mda/Claerhout combination of arts in this novel, and the liberating 

transgression that accompanies Claerhout’s use of a black Madonna45 and a 

coloured Child as models, was discussed in correspondence with Minda. The 
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title of her dissertation is apt: ‘Literature fed on painting fed on Scripture – 

Zakes Mda’s The Madonna of Excelsior as a Post-Colonial hybrid’. She says: 

 

Africa as a continent with its own history, geopolitical conditions and culture, 

inhabited by indigenous black peoples, is shown to demand a ‘black’ Christ 

and a ‘black’ Madonna. Christian theology needs to be created from an 

African perspective if the religion is to hold attraction for its people. It must 

not promulgate the discriminatory elements exemplified by the descendants-

of-Ham myth but stress God’s love to all mankind and His special concern for 

the underdog. Niki’s adultery, planned and committed with deliberation, is, 

paradoxically, what makes her a Madonna, as it results in the birth of Popi. 

Thus, the transgression of a God-given law – extended by Afrikaner theology 

to proscribe intercourse between different races – is presented as God’s plan 

devised to liberate black people from white oppression.
46

 

 

 

Forgiveness and self-forgiveness 

 

In The Madonna of Excelsior, Mda presents the psychological necessity for 

self-forgiveness as well as forgiveness. He assesses the burden of guilt and 

weighs the quality of penitence. True repentance becomes a source of 

healing.  

 

It would appear that the psychological act of moving on from anger – 

forgiving a happening not because forgiveness is sought but because it is part 

of personal health and growth – is at the initiative of the victim.47 The 

capacities to take this route, embedded in the nature of certain protagonists, 

manifest as they move from hopelessness to victory – an upward spiral. The 

victim becomes an overcomer.  

 

In The Madonna of Excelsior Johannes Smit displays an ‘easy’ penitence 

and seeks a ritual ‘forgiveness’ for his act in raping the young Niki in the 

sunflower fields long ago (2002: 261). Many years later, he is driving Niki and 
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Popi to the Cronje home at Tjaart Cronje’s behest. On the way, he pleads with 

Niki: “I think we must declare a truce .… Bygones should be allowed to be 

bygones.” Niki replies: “This is a strange way of asking for forgiveness …. I do 

not understand all this nonsense about a truce. I don’t remember any war 

between us. You, Johannes Smit, wronged me. You stole my girlhood. And 

now you talk of a truce?” (2002: 261). He is silenced. His punishment is to 

carry his unredeemed guilt in an endless downward spiral. 

 

In Tjaart’s sickroom, Popi gazes at the portrait of the late Stephanus 

Cronje. Although he had committed suicide on the exposure of his nefarious 

activities with Niki (2002: 73), yet his picture was kept, hanging in state on the 

wall (2002: 262). In false pride, his widow Cornelia refuses to acknowledge 

her own part in the scandal. Now Tjaart is sick unto death and wants to ‘make 

peace’ with his half-sister. But he does not go far enough; he seeks an ‘easy’ 

penitence. Without true repentance, even vicariously by the son for the 

father’s guilt, there can be no remission of sin. 

 

Tjaart says weakly: “I wish you had known him, Popi … our father … not a 

bad man.” Popi remonstrates: “Your father.” He answers: “Our father. Surely 

you know that by now”(2002: 262). Once out of the sickroom, Popi says to 

Niki: “I wonder what is eating him,” and Niki whispers back: “Anger .… It is as I 

told you, Popi. Anger does eat the owner” (2002: 263). 

 

Mda moves his protagonists towards victory through the wasteland of 

purposeless negativity.48 The adult Popi makes a pilgrimage to the trinity’s 

studio. In silence she ponders his impassioned Madonna paintings (2002: 

238).49 Her anger falls away. “She felt she had been healed of a deadly 

ailment …. She is enjoying her own beauty and celebrating it” (2002: 266). 

Popi jokes: “At least as a coloured person I can complain that in the old 

apartheid days I was not white enough, and now in the new dispensation I am 

not black enough.” Niki laughs: “I am so happy that at last you are so free of 

shame about being coloured that you can even make a joke about it.” Popi 

answers: “My shame went away with my anger, Niki” (2002: 260).  
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My interview with Mda in July 2002, in his home in Weltevreden Park, 

coincided with the printing of this fifth novel.50 That morning he had read 

extracts from his manuscript on the SABC radio programme Women Today 

and had the structure outline of his thirty-five chapters on hand. Two foolscap 

pieces of paper were all he had used to encompass the pattern of character 

interaction and impasto paintings set out in chapter blocks, each art piece and 

protagonist picked out in finely scripted coloured inks.  

 

Mda answers a question posed by Chris Barron of the Sunday Times: “Do 

your stories take on a life of their own?” He replies: “Only to some extent. 

Even before I write a novel I know how many chapters it’s going to be and 

what will happen in each.”51 

 

In September 2004, South African library staff voted The Madonna of 

Excelsior to be one of the country’s “Top Ten Novels for Ten Years of 

Democracy.”52 On 18 November 2004 I received an e-mail from Mda saying: 

“I am on my way to France now to receive an award for The Madonna of 

Excelsior.” The novel was nominated in 2004 for the International IMPAC 

Literary Award.53 The Madonna of Excelsior was chosen for the 2005 Notable 

Books List of the American Library Association. The twenty-five titles 

(including fiction, non-fiction, and poetry) are selected for their significant 

contribution to the expansion of knowledge and for the pleasure they can 

provide to adult readers.54 It was included in Booklist, a journal directed at 

libraries and booksellers in March 2005. “The interaction of characters creates 

the story,” Mda says.55 

 

 

Psychologising a love triangle: The Whale Caller 

 

Looking back over the first seven years of being a novelist – 1995 to 2002 – 

Mda says about himself: “It is not often the case that a newly established 

novelist can sustain himself purely from his writings.”56 His daughter Zenzi is 

his inspiration. He writes a tribute to her on the fly-leaf of his sixth novel, The 
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Whale Caller, and calls her one of his blessings: “…If my then four-year-old 

daughter Zenzi had not invented the names Saluni, Sharisha and Mr Yodd, 

there would be no story to tell.” 

 

Bringing actuality to the Whale Caller, to Mr Yodd, to Sharisha, to Saluni, 

and to the Bored Twins57 is Mda’s magical gift. They inhabit the world of his 

shimmering imagination, and leap into his written words. Mda writes a love 

story dedicated to Gugu Nomcebo Nkosi – “the one who is afraid of the dark”.  

 

I was able to study a new dimension in Mda as a person, and as a writer, 

when I accompanied him on a day’s exploration to Hermanus on the Cape 

South coast on 12 December 2001. Some years previously he had watched a 

documentary about that interesting stretch of the South African coastline 

where whales forgather each year. He was determined to visit Hermanus and 

assess for himself the method, the manner and the personality of the well-

known, real-life whale crier, William Salukazi. 

 

Unbeknownst to me, Mda had come to Cape Town to take part in a three-

day seminar on ‘The State of Identity: Cultural Genocide, Political Pluralism 

and Citizenship in South Africa’ arranged by the University of the Western 

Cape.58 On 11 December 2001 he telephoned from his hotel in Pinelands, 

needing advice regarding locating a taxi service as he wanted to pay an 

exploratory visit to Hermanus. Immediately, I offered to be his chauffeuse and 

companion for the day. Knowing the congestion that can develop on the N2 

highway heading to the Cape South coast, I suggested an early start. Nothing 

loath, he opted for five-thirty.59 

 

True to his word he was ready, his face shining at the prospect of doing 

some informal research for his new book. Soon we were in the country and I 

was silent as he absorbed impressions, dipping into valleys and drifting 

through the early morning mists of the mountains, down to the pretty coastal 

town. At the Old Harbour, he cast a discerning glance over the lichen and the 

rock rabbits, the kelp and the craggy promontories, developing ideas, his eye 
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creating a new backdrop. He had his pocket-book ready to jot notes: I was 

observing an artist at work:  

 

I don’t do any formal research. I know it’ll be set in Hermanus. I’ll go there 

and just hang around the town – walk around, go to the beach …. I just soak in 

the environment. While I’m driving, ideas come and I’ll say: ‘Aah, that rock – 

I can use that rock!’ I stop the car immediately and note it down …. I call this 

the incubation period …. I just make notes as they come to me and they’ll take 

shape on their own. The place is always very strong in my works. More than 

anything else, a place brings out the story. A place always has a story to tell. I 

don’t start writing a novel with the aim of writing about a particular culture. If 

there is one conscious thought I have during the writing of my novels, then it’s 

to tell a story. But the characters I’m writing about live in a particular cultural 

context, which has to come out in the storytelling …. It’s the ordinary, day-by-

day things that made great literature.
60

  

 

A radio station had rigged a temporary recording studio on stilts at one 

side of the parking lot at the Hermanus waterfront, and we scrambled up the 

rickety steps to meet the announcer. He was preparing the studio in readiness 

for the early Christmas crowds that would flock to Hermanus within the next 

few days. There would not be any whales to watch, but the Hermanus 

Publicity Bureau had set a trend in Cape coastal towns to turn the long 

weekend that includes the public holiday on 16 December, the Day of 

Reconciliation, into a Summer Fair each year. This recording studio features 

in his novel. 

 

Once again I remained quietly in the background, leaving him space to 

absorb any data valuable for his research. Minutiae are important to set the 

scene. I was in Mda’s company all day, and saw what he was seeing, but 

now, when I read The Whale Caller, each particular has been touched with 

magic into something rich and strange.  

 

We left the town and took a drive up the coastline, expecting to encounter 

the local whale crier at every turn, but there was no sign. We stopped to ask 
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passers-by, but they, too, had not seen William Salukazi that day. 

Disappointed, we made one more stop, this time at a petrol station. The 

attendants suggested we go to the Information Bureau, and gave us 

directions. We found to our dismay that, as it was Wednesday, William 

Salukazi would not be on duty. Apparently, as he ‘worked’ over the week-

ends, Wednesday was his ‘day off’. We were startled to be told that the whale 

crier called people, not whales to himself. In that case, Mda said, it was just as 

well that we had not met him because he did not need a crier.  

 

We both purchased picture postcards showing William Salukazi in his 

strange headgear, wearing his sandwich board displaying a system of colour 

coding linked with a certain style of horn blowing. Tourists could match the 

code to the volume, the pitch and the pattern of his horn blasts, and this would 

tell them the most likely spot from which whales could be viewed, that is, if 

any were in the vicinity that day – but, of course, not on Wednesdays. 

 

Somewhat nonplussed, we drifted back to the vehicle parked in the shade 

of the trees, and ate the meal I had brought from home. Then we decided to 

go back to the whale-viewing circle near the Memorial cannon at the Old 

Harbour before heading home. I sat apart, waiting. Mda was conversing with a 

youth, who, weighed down by his shopping bags, had by force of habit 

lingered at the Memorial to look out to sea although it was not the time for 

whale-watching. As we travelled back through the mountains to Cape Town 

that afternoon, after a long silence Mda spoke to me: “I have found my Whale 

Caller. That youth blows a kelp horn in church … he will call whales to himself 

with his horn!”61 

 

 

Be a sceptic 

 

As demonstrated in Mda’s texts, it is important to maintain a ‘healthy 

scepticism’ towards politics and religion. History demonstrates that the 

agendas of both these ideologies are not beyond reproach. The National 
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Party used religion for its own politically expedient ends to sustain apartheid; 

the new government has its Religious Affairs Department to co-operate with – 

or to co-opt – the church. 

 

Mda is an overt but a non-embittered sceptic. It is part of his mature 

tolerance that he can ‘unbelieve’ yet not nail readers with harsh questions 

when he points out ambiguities and fault lines. Because of various 

marginalisations – his early childhood sexual abuse and psychic injury, his 

exile, his ejection from the church, his broken relationships – I can see that 

Mda feels empathy towards outcasts. He chooses to write about simple 

people. They become his narrators.62 He is angry when the marginalised are 

exploited. He encourages them, and all people to stand up for themselves and 

be critically aware and suspicious of institutions in whatever form. 

 

Mda directs his searching gaze to assess and challenge exploitative 

power in government and commercial institutions in the Continent of Africa in 

We Shall Sing for the Fatherland; in Lesotho in The Nun’s Romantic Story and 

She Plays With the Darkness; in South Africa and Lesotho in The Hill and in 

South Africa in The Dying Screams of the Moon and The Heart of Redness. 

Then, in The Whale Caller, against the backdrop of South African practices, 

he questions religious institutions that twist a person’s inherent seeking after 

spiritual being/Being into superficial ritual.  

 

Mda is mocking as he portrays His Eminence63, and describes the schism 

that arose in The Church over the simple issue of music (2005: 5). The Elders 

wish to continue the practice of incorporating drums, tambourines and harps 

in their rituals but His Eminence desires only the pure, natural music of the 

horn. He leads a break-away group that names itself The Church of the 

Sacred Kelp Horn, meeting at Hoy’s Koppie and enlivening its gatherings with 

ballroom dance, foxtrots, rumbas, waltzes and tangoes. Where is the mystic 

attainment of God-worship in all this movement? These Western-style dances 

are included in the text in sharp contrast with the array of meaningful 

traditional dances that are part of Dikosha’s repertoire in She Plays With the 

Darkness (1995: 170).  
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His Eminence appoints the one who has learned to play the horn (he has 

not yet been named the Whale Caller), as Chief Horn Player:64 He had made 

his horns out of fronds of kelp, brought to the shoreline during a stormy night: 

 

He placed the wet fronds on the roof of his house in the crooked and twisted 

shapes suited to producing the deep and hollow sounds of the whales. The 

seaweed dried up to become pipes (2005: 5). 

 

The Chief Horn Player comes into his own when congregants are 

baptised in the sea and are dunked under the waves in time to bellows from 

his horn “that caused tremors on the land under the water” (2005: 7). As a 

result of these tremors, a southern right whale is roused. She lobs with her tail 

and he blows his sacred horn to this new rhythm … there is communication … 

and desire. 

 

Mda’s horn blower names his responsive southern right Sharisha, and he 

becomes known as the Whale Caller. He blows his horn into her every 

crevice. As the love relationship deepens, there is dancing, lobbing, twisting, 

whirling – a whirlwind – ejaculation (2005: 59). The Whale Caller “lives inside 

the song of the whales. It is soothing inside the song, with fresh aromas that 

heal … it is never night inside a song” (2005: 129). Being a musician himself, 

Mda is moved by music and singing and these elements thread their way 

through his novels. In The Heart of Redness, Qukeswa’s split-tone singing 

changes into a spectrum of colours – “colours of gore” (2000: 312). She sings 

Camagu into a sexual frenzy. In Ways of Dying, Noria’s singing helps Jwara to 

create his strange metal images, and Toloki to draw his fantastic portraits of 

smiling children. In The Whale Caller the Bored Twins sing like angels, but, 

because their hearts are evil, they waste their gift. 

 

Mda uses the village drunk, Saluni, as a mouthpiece to comment on the 

common pool of energy shared by religion and sexuality, and the way in which 

religion can exploit sexuality. She attends evangelical tent meetings 

conducted by visiting pastors from America – and even God is exploited. She 
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decides that “the message being propagated here is not the kind she would 

like to entertain” (2005: 113). A young charismatic preacher “is speaking 

vehemently against the sins of the flesh, fornication, incest, sodomy and the 

like”, squeezing “salacious juices” from them (2005: 112). She is well aware of 

what will soon happen in that tent. “Pairs in the congregation are gravitating 

into each other’s arms, aroused by the sacred texts” (2005: 113). A self-

appointed mouthpiece, supposedly proclaiming the Good News of God’s 

Kingdom, in his carnality, co-opts God’s omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent 

Power to himself, drumming up that aspect of the psyche that is not agape but 

eros.
65 Saluni is bored, and walks out. 

 

It is not hard to imagine the intoxication generated by standing in front of 

a packed congregation and proclaiming: ‘I am God’s representative.’ It is not 

only the spirit that gets stirred: “Religious ecstasy is not very different from 

sexual ecstasy. Sexual ecstasy is a religious experience. Both involve a 

disappearing of boundaries – a letting go, and a joining with .…”66 

 

 

The love-triangle 

 

Mda experiments with a new mode of ‘psychologising his characters’ in The 

Whale Caller.67 True to the structure he adopts in his writing, the interaction of 

his protagonists with each other and the environment creates the flow and he 

is committed to its patterns.  

 

Saluni moves into the Wendy house with the Whale Caller, and, with 

much instruction and ritual performance, they become lovers. As happens in a 

love-triangle, Saluni becomes jealous of the Whale Caller’s devotion to 

Sharisha, and she gravitates to the Bored Twins for comfort. With shrill, 

repetitive, non-repentant penitence, the Bored Twins cry “Sorry auntie! Sorry 

auntie!” when they tease Saluni, and hurt her physically and emotionally. They 

are satisfied their apology will rectify their wrongs. But their “Sorry auntie!” is 

not sincere, and only confirms them in their folly. They fail to transform.  
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Saluni and the Whale Caller take a long walk of atonement, following 

ritual patterns, then return to Hermanus determined to be patient with one 

another, but they fail to transform. Both the Whale Caller and Saluni follow 

rituals in propitiating the unseen Mr Yodd in the grotto under the harbour rocks 

– but it is never enough. Rituals become an analogy for the ineffectual self-

striving in which participants always fall short of repentance, and fail to 

change in any intrinsic way. 

 

Mda explains to Diane Awerbuck: “Compassion is a virus. It spreads from 

writer to reader.” Conducting an interview for the Sunday Times to mark the 

launch of the novel in October 2005, Awerbuck discerns that the more 

ridiculous the characters become, the more tragic is their effect on the reader. 

She waxes lyrical about Mda’s language: “In a world where nothing is fair and 

nothing makes sense, why should language be any different? Mda narrates in 

a hundred different voices, flashes back and foreshadows, wallows in words. 

The dialogue itself is language at low tide: it protrudes like rusted girders from 

the conversational waters.”68 

 

As is conventional in the conflicting emotions arising in a love-triangle, the 

Whale Caller is forced to choose between his two loves. A mini-tsunami 

devastates Hermanus, tip-tilting the Whale Caller’s Wendy house, and leaving 

the sea opaque and restless. Longing for a return of the exciting days and 

nights of wooing his southern right, the Whale Caller climbs precariously to his 

favourite rocky promontory. In Sharisha’s honour he wears his mud-drenched 

tuxedo, and he plays his horn ”until it saps the life out of him” (2005: 196,197), 

and, ironically, it saps the life out of Sharisha: 

 

The sea is still black in its rage, although the winds have simmered down. The 

whole peninsular is covered with mud and seaweed and other flotsam coughed 

up by the water when it finally receded ” (2005: 196). 

 

The southern right, avid in her response to her lover’s horn, fails to sound 

the depths in the spume-laden water, and swims too close to shore. “He has 
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never seen her this close. The black waves recede and she is left lying on the 

rocky sand. She has beached herself” (2005: 198). In desperate anxiety, he 

touches her for the first time.  

 

Officialdom takes over the task of saving Sharisha, and the lover is 

categorized as being yet another gawking voyeur, and is told to move away. 

“People who know nothing about Sharisha have taken over” (2005: 199). Her 

life, then her death, is in their hands: 

 

The Whale Caller prays for the powers of the Ramindjeri Strong Man
69

 and 

tries to sing Sharisha away from the danger. His voice cannot be heard for the 

plea for her life is uttered only inside him …. He can’t reach her. He can never 

acquire the powers of those whose totem is Kondoli nga:tji (2005: 200).  

 

The Whale Caller’s neglected lover, Saluni, watching from the bushes, 

longs to make amends … to ask forgiveness … to promise to love 

unconditionally. But once again, Sharisha holds the Whale Caller’s attention. 

Saluni feels a burden of guilt at the mammal’s death: “She wished it. She 

willed it” (2005: 205). She heaps guilt and more guilt on herself, but guilt does 

not bring repentance. 

 

Not able to move the huge mammal back into the sea, the authorities 

decide she has to meet her end by being dynamited. The Whale Caller, “like a 

raw clay statue …. sits still as blubber rains on him” (2005: 209). It was the 

first ritual murder.  

 

Overwhelmed with guilt, Saluni seeks oblivion in alcohol and in the 

compensatory love of the irresponsible, selfish Bored Twins. The children take 

advantage of her drunken state and scare her by locking her in the basement 

of their rambling mansion, knowing she dreads the dark. When she escapes, 

they stone her to death, chanting their litany: “Sorry auntie, sorry auntie” 

(2005: 209) … the second ritual murder.  
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The Whale Caller seeks a means of self-flagellation for his guilt in love-

calling Sharisha to her death, so longs to pour his self-accusatory litany into 

the ear of the unseen Mr Yodd. But the grotto under the cliff is filled with 

debris from the storm … a third ritual murder … the death of belief … of 

superstition? Mda is demonstrating how people ‘believe’ and create ‘gods’ to 

meet their own needs – but there is no ultimate reality in illusion. 

 
Mda’s protagonist moves from penitence to repentance, from atonement 

to redemption. In self-abnegation, he journeys inland from town to town, 

wearing a sandwich board with the notice: I am the Hermanus Penitent (2005: 

210). Taking action instead of wallowing in despair is a kind of optimism, 

acclaiming the redness of life. The Whale Caller’s need-love that had called 

Sharisha to her death changes to selfless love for Sharisha’s baby. He vows 

never again to blow his horn. He smashes it to smithereens … another death, 

this time to the instrument of reck-less art.  

 

Media comment was prolific and wide-ranging. Beverley Roos, writing in 

the Cape Argus, comments that Mda’s novel is “written with absolutely no 

sentimentality in his handling of those who are doomed by love ….”70 Salomé 

Snyman, writing for Rapport, says: “Mda stel egter eksistensiële vrae … waar 

is die mens se plek in die kosmos … is daar hoop op vergifnis en ’n tweede 

kans?”71 Jacqui L’Ange, writing for the Oprah Magazine, writes: 

 

A work of surreal beauty … magical and strange …. Sharisha becomes the 

Whale Caller’s ‘familiar’, his ‘anima’ in animal form. The sub-liminal ebb and 

flow of jealousy, passion, manipulation, childish conceit and the search for 

mature love play out amidst a wonderland of flora and marine fauna that 

endure, oblivious to human folly .… 
72

 

 

A singular honour was conferred on Mda when The Whale Caller was 

nominated for the 2007 International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award.73 
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Mda respects his protagonists and interprets their actions as being 

shaped by their ‘human’ condition and the circumstances of their lives, much 

as he responds to the everyday people in his world:  

 

Even in a novel like The Whale Caller where my protagonist loses everything, 

he regains his dignity by going on a journey of atonement. There is victory in 

atonement …. Although my characters begin with hopelessness and 

purposelessness, by the end of the drama (or novel) they would be on their 

way to victory. In other words there is always optimism.
74

 

 

The devastating situation in The Whale Caller, therefore, developed as a 

necessary condition of the way he writes. He told me that when he had tapped 

out the final sentence, he had put his head down on his computer keyboard 

and wept at the necessity of its tragic ending. He could not prevent the 

multiplying tragedies because his characters live in a certain way. Their 

choices bear painful consequences just as happens in real life.75  

 

Yet optimism surfaces in The Whale Caller because of the philosophical 

nuances embedded in its tragic ending. The heart of the art is to be an “inner 

voice … a guide … a healer”.76 

 

 

 
Endnotes 

                                            
 
1 Stephen Karcher (2003) Total I Ching. Myths for Change, page 65. 

 
2
 Wording from the dust jacket of Episode 3 from the video collection ‘Saints, Sinners and Settlers’. 

 
3 At my interview with Zakes Mda, February 2000 in Johannesburg, he said he, too, was not satisfied 

with the portrayal.  

 
4 Episode Three directed by John Matshikiza and produced by Mark Newman of Phakathi Films. 

SABC2, 1999. ‘Saints, Sinners and Settlers’ (5 episodes about 45 mins each on two video cassettes) in 

the online catalogue Audiovisual Material in the African Studies Library at the University of Cape 

Town 2007. Available: http://www.lib.uct.ac.za/asl/video.htm. Accessed on 10 June 2007. 

 
5 I was present when Zakes Mda told his lunch time audience at the University of the Witwatersrand on 

12 August 2004 how The Heart of Redness originated in the Eastern Cape Wild Coast environment. He 

was guest of Professor David Attwell, Head of the Department of English: 

attwell@languages.wits.ac.za. 



 

 274 

                                                                                                                             
 
6
 Published in an anthology of narrative pieces by the participating writers in ‘Writing the Deep South’, 

an International Conference of Writers. Referred to by Cathy Maree in her report on the conference 

entitled ‘Creating a new Gondwana’ which appeared in Scrutiny 2, 4 (1), 1999. Available: 

http://www.unisa.ac.za/default.asp?Cmd=ViewContent&ContentID=7202. Accessed on 10 June 2007. 

 
7
 Details from Zakes Mda’s Curriculum Vitae, a copy of which is in my possession. 

 
8
 For list of winners, see ‘Previous winners of the Alan Paton Award and the Sunday Times Fiction 

Prize’ 4 June 2007. Available: 

http://www.sundaytimes.co.za/SpecialReports/BookAwards/Article.aspx?id=482608. Accessed on 

August 14 2007. 

 
9
 Gillian Anstey writes under the headline ‘Winners named at our books bash’ in Sunday Times 19 

August 2001: “Zakes Mda won the R50 000 Sunday Times Fiction Award for The Heart of Redness 

(Oxford University Press), which weaves the historical event of Nongqawuse’s mid-19th century 

predictions into present-day SA …. The judges for the fiction award found Mda’s The Heart of 

Redness to be absorbing and majestical.”  

 
10 The International IMPAC Dublin Literary Award is the largest and most international prize of its 

kind. It involves libraries from all corners of the globe, and is open to books written in any language. 

The Award, an initiative of Dublin City Council, is a partnership between Dublin City Council, the 

Municipal Government of Dublin City, and IMPAC, a productivity improvement company which 

operates in over 50 countries. The Award is administered by Dublin City Public Libraries. Available: 

http://www.impacdublinaward.ie/index.htm. Accessed on 16 September 2007. The Heart of Redness 

was nominated by Cape Town City Libraries, Cape Town. Available: 

http://www.impacdublinaward.ie/2002/titles/Mda.htm. Accessed on 16 September 2007. 

 
11

 The Zora Neale Hurston/Richard Wright Foundation serves as a resource centre for writers, readers, 

and supporters of Black literature. ‘2003 Hurston/Wright LEGACY Award™ Winners’, The Zora 

Neale Hurston/Richard Wright Foundation. Available: http://www.hurston-

wright.org/legacy_winners2003.shtml. Accessed on 26 September 2007. 

 
12

 C Kennedy, writing under the headline ‘Blending fact with fiction – an interview with Zakes Mda 

and a review of The Heart of Redness’ in The Citizen, 19 December 2000, recounts: ‘Zakes Mda says: 

“I’m my own all-time favourite author … I enjoy the work I create.”’  

 
13

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 18. 

 
14 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 9. 

 
15

 I was present when Zakes Mda told his lunch time audience at the University of the Witwatersrand 

on 12 August 2004 how he had encountered a shapely young woman sweeping the courtyard between 

Rufus Hulley’s trading store and his residence at Qolorha, Eastern Cape. She had offered that Mda 

could labola her. Other than politely refusing the offer, he did not converse with her or meet her again, 

but in his imagination, and then in actuality, she becomes Qukeswa in The Heart of Redness. 

 
16 I read Jeffrey Peires’s The Dead Will Arise: Nongqawuse and the Great Xhosa Cattle-Killing 

Movement of 1856-1857 (1989) and Noël Mostert’s Frontiers: The Epic of South Africa’s Creation and 

the Tragedy of the Xhosa People (1992) as background for assimilating the multi-layered dimension of 

Zakes Mda’s The Heart of Redness (2000).  

 
17

 M Wilson and L Thompson (1969) The Oxford History of South Africa: Volume 1 (1969), page 244. 

 
18

 M Wilson and L Thompson (1969) The Oxford History of South Africa: Volume 1 (1969), page 236. 

 
19

 M Wilson and L Thompson (1969) The Oxford History of South Africa: Volume 1 (1969), page 244.  

 



 

 275 

                                                                                                                             
20

 Wilson and Thompson write: “The concern of Sir Harry Smith, after the annexation of ‘Kaffraria’ in 

1848, and of his successors, was to bridle the power of the chiefs and use them as ‘agents’, ‘advised’ by 

white magistrates. The shift from the rule of hereditary chiefs to rule through paid headmen was largely 

achieved west of the Kei by 1858.” M Wilson and L Thompson (1969), The Oxford History of South 

Africa: Volume 1(1969), page 243. 

 
21

 M Wilson and L Thompson The Oxford History of South Africa: Volume 1 (1969), page 260.  

 
22

 Jeffrey B. Peires. The Dead Will Arise: Nongqawuse and the Great Xhosa Cattle-Killing Movement 

of 1856-1857 (1989), pages 50-51. 

 
23 Jeffrey B. Peires. The Dead Will Arise: Nongqawuse and the Great Xhosa Cattle-Killing Movement 

of 1856-1857 (1989), page 53. 

 
24

 Leon de Kock’s Civilising Barbarians: Missionary Narrative and African Textual Response in 

Nineteenth-Century South Africa (1996a), page 4. 

 
25

 In my interview with Zakes Mda, February 2000 in Johannesburg, he disavowed that he writes to set 

themes: “People make of my books what they are looking for .… I am a storyteller and think in terms 

of people – human stories – not themes and issues.” 

 
26

 Leon de Kock’s Civilising Barbarians: Missionary Narrative and African Textual Response in 

Nineteenth-Century South Africa (1996a), page 4. 

 
27

 David Attwell’s J M Coetzee: South Africa and the Politics of Writing (1993), page 248. 

 
28 C van Rensburg writes under the headline: ‘'n Stem om na te luister. Mda werk die regte roman op 

die regte tyd’ in Beeld, 22 January 2001. In translation, like his protagonist Camagu, Mda chooses a 

middle way. He weighs issues one against the other. And do not think the current government will 

always agree with him! He hands out some sharp criticism. But the reader quickly realises that this is a 

voice worth listening to, and The Heart of Redness is the right novel at the right time. 

 
29

 The San Diego Union-Tribune review is quoted on the publisher Picador’s web page ‘The Heart of 

Redness. A Novel’. Available: http://www.picadorusa.com/product/product.aspx?isbn=0312421745. 

Accessed on 12 September 2007. 

 
30

 C Slabber writes under the headline: ‘Dié werk kan ‘n klassieke roman word: Zakes Mda se The 

Heart of Redness’ in Rapport, 18 March 2001. In translation, Slabber maintains that when the people 

who structure the curriculum for schools discover this novel, it could be prescribed for schools and 

could become a classic. 

 
31

 N Barrett writes under the headline ‘The Red Divide – Zakes Mda’s The Heart of Redness’ for Books 

in Canada - Review, Winter, 2002. 

 
32

 T Eprile’s headline in The New York Times Book Review, 11 August 2002: ‘The shock of the new’. 

 
33

 Under the headline ‘Spanning tussen tradisie en progressie’, Sonja Loots writes about The Heart of 

Redness in Beeld Bylae, 28 March 2001, and reports that Zakes Mda is adamant that the name of his 

novel has nothing to do with Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. It refers to a Xhosa expression. When it is 

said that a person is ubombu (red), this points to the red ochre used to dye their traditional garb, and 

shows that the person is resisting modernism. The saying arose at the time that British missionaries 

were teaching the Xhosas to exchange their traditional clothing for clothing in the Western style. Those 

who did not want to comply were labelled as backward. In lighter vein, Sonja Loots goes on to report 

that Mda had something he wanted to say to the British Queen. In translation: ‘The fact that your 

ancestors cooked my ancestor in a pot helped me to win the Commonwealth Prize for Fiction Writing 

(Africa) in 2001.’ In an interview with Mda, July 2001 in Johannesburg, he said to me that he had 

found a certain ‘coolness’ prevailing at some of his lectures in Great Britain when this episode of 

Xikixa’s head being boiled in a pot was discussed. Was this a possible shrugging off of responsibility 

for what the British soldiers had done to the Xhosas in the Hundred Years War?  



 

 276 

                                                                                                                             
 
34

 Relevant material includes H Sewlall’s ‘Deconstructing Empire in Joseph Conrad and Zakes Mda’ in 

Journal of Literary Studies 19 (3/4) December, (2003), pages 331-344 and F B Singh’s ‘The 

Colonialistic Bias of Heart of Darkness’ (Ed) R Kimbrough in Joseph Conrad: Heart of Darkness. 

(1988) pages 268-80. 

 
35

 My interview with Zakes Mda, July 2001 in Johannesburg  

 
36

 The concepts of ‘diminished being’ and ‘enhanced being’ from Jean-François Lyotard’s ‘The 

Postmodern’ in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (1984), page 79. 

 
37

 My interview with Zakes Mda, February 2000 in Johannesburg. 

 
38

 My interview with Zakes Mda, February 2000 in Johannesburg. 

 
39 The story is still known locally, and was featured in an address by the Free State Premier, W I 

Direko, at the launch of Women's Month, Winburg, 1 August 2003. She said: “Women in our province 

have had to suffer a great deal as a result of the apartheid laws. In 1971 in Excelsior 14 African women 

were charged along with 5 white men for breaking the infamous Immorality Act though they were 

forced into this act. Despite being the victims of abuse at the hands of these white men, these women, 

12 of whom had children fathered by these very white men, were kept in the dark cells here in Winburg 

whilst the perpetrators of this evil deed were enjoying brandy and coke in the comfort of their homes 

and with their families. It is incidents like these that have to encourage us as women to stand up and 

fight for our rights. We have to be firm and determined in order to overcome the occurrence of sexual 

abuse, domestic violence and abuse in general against women.” See ‘Direko: Launch of Women's 

Month in the Free State’. Available: http://www.polity.org.za/article.php?a_id=39672. Accessed on 14 

August 2007. 

 
40

 The article ‘Apartheid: Mixed marriages and the immorality act’ states that “In 1949 mixed 

marriages were banned and the Immorality Act (1957) become the first major piece of apartheid 

legislation. In 1950 the act was followed up with a ban on sexual relations between white and black. 

One of the first people convicted of the immorality act was a Cape Dutch reformed minister; he was 

caught having sex with a domestic worker in his garage. He was given a suspended sentence and the 

parishioners bulldozed the garage to the ground. The police tracked down mixed couples suspected of 

having a relationship. Homes were invaded and doors were smashed down in the process. Mixed 

couples caught in bed, were arrested. Underwear was used as forensic evidence in court. Most couples 

found guilty were sent to jail. Blacks were often given harsher sentences.” Available: 

http://www.rebirth.co.za/apartheid_and_immorality2.htm. Accessed on 16 August 2007. 

 
41

 Zakes Mda speaking to N Temkin in an interview report in Mail & Guardian 18-24 October 2002 on 

The Madonna of Excelsior, published under the headline ‘Imagining the past’. 

 
42

 Father Claerhout retired, and until his death in Bloemfontein in 2006, continued to produce his art in 

Tweespruit. He once said: "Why paint landscapes when you can empty a paintbrush with women, 

donkeys and sunflowers?" From ‘Father Frans Claerhout – Priest & Artist ... who also cooks ....’, 

Archdiocese of Bloemfontein (n.d.). Available: 

http://mysite.mweb.co.za/residents/bfnarch/Fr%20Claerhout.html. Accessed on 14 August 2007. 

 
43

 My interview with Zakes Mda, July 2002 in Johannesburg. 

 
44

 Marc Duchateau cites Boudaille (1976:138), regarding an elementary writing style being patterned in 

a painting style, in Alicja Minda’s Master’s dissertation Literature fed on painting fed on Scripture – 

Zakes Mda’s The Madonna of Excelsior as a post-colonial hybrid. Minda discusses Murray Krieger’s 

idea of ekphrasis as “freezing time and space”, and Wendy Steiner’s sense of “stopped-action painting” 

(cited in Heffernan 1991:301). 

 
45

 There is a long tradition of Black Madonnas in European Christian history. Michael Duricy describes 

these as “a type of Marian statue or painting of mainly medieval origin (12th-15th century), of dark or 

black features whose exact origins are not always easy to determine and most important, are of 



 

 277 

                                                                                                                             
particular prominence. The latter, the prominence of the Black Madonna, is mostly due to the allegedly 

miraculous character of the image.” For example, the statue of the Madonna and Child known as La 

Moreneta, that is: the dark little one at Our Lady of Montserrat near Barcelona, Spain. Michael P 

Duricy ‘Black Madonnas: Our Lady of Montserrat’ (2002), with photograph. Available: 

http://campus.udayton.edu/mary//meditations/olmont.html. Accessed on 16 August 2007. Larry Duricy 

also discusses black Madonnas, which term “applies generically to any dark skin colored representation 

of Mary. Falling into this category is Larry Scully's Madonna and Child of Soweto [Regina Mundi 

Church, Soweto]. The term used frequently to designate these images is inculturated Madonnas, 

meaning artwork by African or African-American artists (sometimes also by artists of a different racial 

background) for people of the same or similar cultures. These representations may convey a critical 

message inasmuch as they highlight the universal and thus trans-racial significance of the Christ event 

(including Mary). Most of these images are of recent origin, others came to prominence only recently. 

In the latter case we are dealing with sometimes century-old artwork of Africa whose artistic and 

spiritual values have been ignored for a long time.” Larry P Duricy ‘Black Madonnas’ (2005), 

including a photograph of Scully’s painting. Available: 

http://campus.udayton.edu/mary/meditations/blackmdn.html. Accessed on 16 August 2007.  

 
46

 From Alicja Minda’s concluding remarks in her Master’s dissertation Literature fed on painting fed 

on Scripture – Zakes Mda’s The Madonna of Excelsior as a post-colonial hybrid. Minda graduated in 

June 2007 (e-mail 9 August 2007:12:47PM), and is now co-editor of the news bulletin of the 

Department of English at the University of Warsaw, Poland (available at alicja.minda@gmail.com ) I 

came into contact with her through Julie Wark. 

 
47 The necessity for the victim to take the initiative to forgive is found in the Bible, Ephesians 4: 32. 

See also Leland R. Beaumont ‘Forgiveness – Choosing to Overcome Your Desire for Revenge’. Under 

the subheading ‘The Paradox of Forgiveness’ he writes: “The truth is that forgiveness is an act of 

courage and not an act of weakness. Forgiveness is correlated with better physical health, reduced 

anxiety, reduced anger, and increased self-esteem. Forgiving may elicit a sincere apology which can 

provide additional comfort. As we reach out to the ones who hurt us, we are the ones who heal.” 

Available: http://www.emotionalcompetency.com/forgiveness.htm. Accessed on 16 August 2007. 

 
48 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 25.  

 
49

 This is reminiscent of the tradition of religious icons i.e. images which function as a sign or likeness 

that stands for an object by signifying or representing it (Wikipedia). “To this day, among conservative 

Eastern Orthodox Christians there are reports of particular, miraculous icons that exude fragrant, 

healing oils, or perform miracles upon petition by the believers. When these reports are verified by 

Orthodox clergy, they are explained as miracles performed by God through the prayers of the saint, 

rather than being magical properties of the painted wood itself. However, it is not uncommon for 

specific icons to be characterised as ‘miraculous’, given particular names (especially those of the 

Virgin Mary), and even toured from city to city where believers amass to venerate them”. ‘Available: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Icon. Accessed on 16 August 2007. 

 
50 Zakes Mda’s The Madonna of Excelsior (2002) was published by Oxford University Press Southern 

African Fiction in October 2002.  

 
51

 Zakes Mda discussed his technique in mapping out his chapters with Chris Barron. ‘So Many 

Questions’ in the Sunday Times 13 October, 2002.  

 
52

 ‘Top Ten Novels for Ten Years of Democracy’: information in an e-mail from Zakes Mda on 9 

September 2004:2:51PM. I also received a poster from Catherine Dubbeld, Subject Librarian at the 

University of Kwa-Zulu Natal, Durban, showing book covers of the chosen “Top Ten”, including one 

for Zakes Mda’s The Madonna of Excelsior. 

 
53

 Nominated by Cape Town City Libraries, Cape Town. Available: 

http://www.impacdublinaward.ie/2004%20Award/Titles/Mda.htm. Accessed on 16 September 2007. 

 
54

 ‘ALA's Notable Books Council announces 2005 top picks’, American Library Association (18 

January, 2005). Available: 



 

 278 

                                                                                                                             
http://www.ala.org/ala/pressreleases2005/january2005a/2005notablebooks.htm. Accessed on 16 

September 2007. 

 
55 I was present when Zakes Mda made the comment at his lunch-time public lecture at the University 

of the Witwatersrand on 12 August 2004 that “the interaction of characters creates the story”. 

 
56

 My interview with Zakes Mda, July 2002 in Johannesburg. 

 
57

 Zakes Mda tells journalist Angelique Serrao that he had read a news article “about two children who 

killed a village drunk because they were bored … and I recreated this event for the purpose of my own 

fiction.”. ‘Conveyer of Magic’ in Saturday Star Insight, 24 June, 2006. 
 
58 

Zakes Mda made an academic contribution regarding identity with the title What it Means to be an 

African: Shifting Identities in the South African Context, presented at a Conference on The State of 

Identity: Cultural Genocide, Political Pluralism and Citizenship in South Africa at the University of the 

Western Cape’s Library Auditorium on 11 December, 2001. A copy of the lecture is in my possession. 

 
59

 Zakes Mda, in autographing my copy of The Whale Caller on 23 June 2005, wrote: “Dorothy – 

Great meeting you again in Cape Town. And thank you very much for driving me to Hermanus on my 

very first trip there!” 

 
60

 Zakes Mda explained the importance of ‘place’ relevant to his new novel The Whale Caller to 

journalist M Vlismas. ‘The Story Catcher’ in Expressions 2002. 

 
61

 My interview with Zakes Mda, December 2001 in Johannesburg. 

 
62

 In I Grabë’s presentation ‘Telling the “Truth”: Collective memory of South Africa’s Apartheid 

Heritage in Oral Testimony of Fictional Narrative’ (in Proceedings at the XVth ICLA Conference in 

Leiden, The Netherlands, in August 1997), the speaker compares factual and fictional confessional 

stories with reference to Zakes Mda’s Ways of Dying, pages 156-157, drawing attention to the 

“experiencing ‘I’ … the narrator .…” as being the focaliser in Mda’s self-reflexive writing. 

 
63

 Representative perhaps, of the typical founding of many new evangelical churches, Rhema Ministries 

serves as an example in the South African setting. Founded by Ray McCauley in 1979, he is still the 

leading personality associated with the church. The church internet home page is dominated by his 

name and photographs. The information on the page is entirely about him: “Ps Ray McCauley is 

celebrating 28 years in fulltime ministry this year. It all started in 1979 when he completed his Bible 

school studies and held his first Church meeting in his parent’s home. It’s been a long and exciting 

journey for Pastor Ray and Rhema church. From humble beginnings Pastor Ray has risen to impact 

many lives throughout our nation. The Rhema congregation has now reached 41 000 members, with the 

figure of 100 000 set as the next major milestone in the journey of faith, courage and faithfulness of 

Pastor Ray McCauley.” Available: http://www.rhema.co.za/. Accessed on 31 May 2007. 

 
64 Considering the sexual energy generated by playing the horn, and the sexual imagery of the horn as 

the erect penis (see American Dialect Society Mailing List at: http://listserv.linguistlist.org/cgi-

bin/wa?A2=ind0111d&L=ads-l&D=1&P=2708. Accessed on 31 May 2007), it is ironic that it is the 

church leader himself who raises the horn to be a central instrument in worship, thereby setting the 

Whale Caller on his oscillating path of indulgent and repressed sexuality. The horn symbolism is even 

more complex, if one considers its allusion to paganism, where the male aspect of deity is called the 

Horned God. According to an entry in The Llewellyn Encyclopaedia “The horns represent fertility, 

wildness, and male sexuality. Often seen as a form of the Greek Pan or the Celtic Cernunnos. Although 

the Christian Bible does not describe Satan or the Devil other than saying he was beautiful and a bearer 

or bringer of light (Lucifer), various Christians later gave the Devil characteristics of the Horned God. 

Some people believe this was done to encourage Pagans to worship Jesus, as the worship of their 

beloved Horned One, in the Christian view, would actually be the worship of Satan.” Glossary entry 

‘Horned God’ in The Llewellyn Encyclopaedia (2007) Available: 

http://www.llewellynencyclopedia.com/term/Horned+God. Accessed on 31 May 2007.  

 



 

 279 

                                                                                                                             
65

 Greek words for love (agape) as in God’s love, and love (eros) as in passionate, sensual love. 

Available: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Greek_words_for_love. Accessed on 31 May 2007.  

 
66 Comment from Richard Steele during our interview, January 2006 in Table View, Cape. 

 
67

 Interview Zakes Mda and Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 9. 

 
68 Diane Awerbuck interviewed Zakes Mda for Sunday Times Lifestyle, 3 July 2005. ‘Compassion is a 

virus. It spreads from writer to reader’. 

 
69

 In The Whale Caller Zakes Mda writes about the shark callers of New Ireland, and the Dreamtime of 

the Australian Aborigines and the magical skill of the Khoikhoi whose Strong Men used to attract 

whales to the shore with songs and rattles and medicines because these creatures represented food for 

them. “However, in the Ramindjeri clan whose totem was the whale, Kondoli nga:tji, there was one 

Strong Man who could sing to make a female whale and her calf escape the shallow waters …. The 

Ramindjeri … loved and respected the Strong Man for his power to save the female of the species and 

the future generations that would replenish the seas” (2005: 200). 

 
70

 Beverley Roos Muller writing about Zakes Mda’s The Whale Caller for Cape Argus, 21 July 2005: 

‘Author calls with a unique voice’. 

 
71

 Salomé Snyman writing about Zakes Mda’s The Whale Caller for Rapport, 10 July 2005 under the 

headline ‘Walvis laat Mda wonder’, and says Mda poses existential questions: ‘Is there a place for 

humankind in the cosmos … is there hope of forgiveness and a second chance?’  

 
72

 Jacqui L’Ange writes in the July 2005 O,The Oprah Magazine (South Africa) under the headline 

‘Call to the wild – Zakes Mda’s new book is a work of surreal beauty’. 

 
73

 Nominated by Tshwane Library & Information Service, Pretoria, and City of Johannesburg Library 

& Information Services, Johannesburg. Available: 

http://www.impacdublinaward.ie/2007/Titles/Mda.htm. Accessed on 16 September 2007. 

 
74

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 25. 

 
75

 My interview with Zakes Mda, July 2004 in Johannesburg. 

 
76

 Stephen Karcher (2003) Total I Ching. Myths for Change, page 65. 



 

 

 

280 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE  

 

THE ULTIMATE REDNESS  

 

 

We are all from stories …. All humanity.
1
 

– Zakes Mda – 

 

Memory is what you make of it.  

We all construct our past as we go along.
2
 

– Zakes Mda – 

 

 

 

The six novels that Zakes Mda wrote between 1992 and 2005 are imprinted 

and enriched with his African participatory storytelling style. As he 

commenced to research, then to write his first American novel Cion, published 

in South Africa in April 2007, it is interesting to observe the extent to which he 

has opened himself to new influences in this distinctly different segment of the 

globe. Since the date of its publication in the USA on 21 August 20073, this 

seventh novel has been hailed as “a work of meta-fiction”,4 “an artistic tour de 

force”5 and “a daring, well-executed attempt by an African to unravel and 

make sense of the US”.6 

 

Mda sets out his dictum in an on-line ‘Author’s Note’: 

 

The most important thing is that for fiction to be any good it must entertain. 

For some readers it may set the agenda on issues, it may be spiritually 

uplifting, it may shed new insights on political, social and cultural problems, it 

may celebrate life, it may examine the human condition, it may even rally 

people around a cause. But … for it to have any impact it must entertain, 

otherwise one may as well just write a political treatise or a pamphlet.
7
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Mda acquires his measure of Americanness not from the hurly-burly of 

the parade of Halloween creatures in Athens described in his opening 

chapter, nor from the personalities of his students attending his creative 

writing classes at Ohio University, but from the picturesque minutiae of ‘the 

ordinary’, experienced by the Quigley family. Through his imagination, these 

present-day protagonists live out their lives in the poverty stricken real-life 

hamlet of Kilvert.8 Each is a distinct personality. The silent Mahlon and the 

talkative Ruth are the affectionate parents of son Obed and daughter Orpah,9 

both of whom seem somewhat immature. They cling to their parents, and, as 

a result, are absurdly homebound. Mda places himself on trial. The South 

African, writing in the manner of his adopted country, changes his mode, as 

he focuses on their speech, their folklore and their culture. 

 

In a new development of redness, Mda traces their origins along the 

interwoven bloodlines of their forebears – and more protagonists appear. The 

scarlet stream from the Quigleys (Irish), and the Corbetts (Indigenous 

American), and the Fairfields (African), arising in three continents more than 

one hundred and fifty years ago, finds its confluence in these family members. 

Mda accounts for this intermingling of bloodlines in that specific village of 

Kilvert: 

 

Many of the Africans, all former slaves, intermarried with the Native 

Americans and with the Irish immigrants who had also received sanctuary 

there … and a new race of people was founded (2007: 113).  

 

Cion has been nominated for the 2007 Exclusive Books Homebru literary 

prize. Sharon Jacobs of LitNet asked Mda: “What do you think your book 

brings to the 2007 collection of South African Homebru books?” He answered: 

“I don’t make any judgements on my books. The readers will tell me what it 

brings to the world. I can only tell the story.”10 

 

Mda has remained true to what I had discovered in early interviews: he 

does not theorize about his work but presents it whole and grants total 

freedom for readers to ‘own’ it and to exercise their analytical powers in their 
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interpretations. As a result, he enjoys the multiplicity of responses in published 

interviews, reviews and essays.11 In a global-wide telephone interview with 

Mda from Johannesburg, SA, to Athens, US, shortly after the release of Cion 

to the American reading public, Nadine Rubin, writing for Sunday Times 

Lifestyle, identifies his signature style as “mixing characters, historical fact and 

current affairs with the imagined”. She quotes Mda in what he calls the secret 

of his success: “I steal from real life.”12 

 

In the intertwining of his life with that of his protagonists as he develops 

their characters, and in his choice of ‘place’, and the segments of history that 

form the context of each tale, Mda, therefore, stands in counterpoint to an 

author like J M Coetzee who appears to withhold himself in his own space, 

aloof, keeping his protagonists at arm’s length. Mda embraces even the most 

off-putting of his characters: the incontinent Sorry My Darlie in She Plays With 

the Darkness, the smelly Toloki in Ways of Dying, the drunken, musky Saluni 

in The Whale Caller and now the obese, vociferous Ruth Quigley in Cion.  

 

As he has done all his literary life, Mda continues to observe the quaint 

but often painful manifestation of the human condition, now in juxtaposition on 

both sides of the globe. His power in expression arises from his perspective. 

Because he is personally familiar with unhappiness and loss, yet also with 

exhilarating happiness and fulfilment, he writes from ‘inside’ the world of his 

own experience, shot through with the power, the redness of his imagination. 

 

I had recorded an ambivalent rhetorical question in my interview notes, 

posed by Mda on 27 November 2003 at the end of a significant afternoon of 

disclosure and integration. He had asked: “Will I still write when I am happy 

one day?”13 In my heart I had responded: “Yes! You will still write!” The 

seventh novel I hold in my hand is proof that the wellspring of his storytelling 

has not run dry.  

 

Fittingly, Cion’s official USA release was held in the Kilvert Community 

Center on 14 September 2007, followed by a 19-city tour across the country.14 

He shows respect for the people and the community who inspired his novel.  
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In his happiness with Gugu as his wife, Mda is experiencing what I term 

the high tide of his inspiration. On the flyleaf of Cion he writes: “More 

inspiration comes from all my children, old and new: Nduku, Thandi, Dini, 

Zukile, Zenzile, Luthando, Gcinile, Simphiwe and Nonkuleleko.”  

 

 

Finding lasting love at last 

 

Mda draws the curtain aside and allows a glimpse of a real-life love story as 

he expresses his gratitude towards his beloved Gugu Nkosi. Through their 

relationship he has found new ways of living. His story was published in The 

Oprah Magazine, February 2006, and I recount it here as an autobiographical 

forthtelling. 

 

Mda speaks first of the “desolate” period in his life in a marriage of 

fourteen years’ duration with Adele “that had become dysfunctional in its very 

first year”. They had been separated, then divorced. He says:  

 

I felt I was giving all of myself without receiving appreciation, or anything 

else, in return …. I had survived and prospered in this relationship by 

channeling all the negative vibes it generated into my fiction – an effective 

therapy ….  

At the worst of times, I used to imagine how life would have been had I 

married a woman I had met in Lesotho sixteen years before. Gugu Nkosi came 

from Orlando West and was a student at the university at Roma in Lesotho 

when I first met her.  

We fell in love and she filled my life with laughter. We spent wonderful 

moments together … under our tree just outside a dilapidated church (which 

we had christened Jerusalema because of its architecture), at a ski resort deep 

in the mountains, at her 21
st
 birthday dinner attended by just the two of us .…  
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Mda tells how tragically their “roads took different directions”. He married 

and became a father, and went overseas, and she married and became a 

mother and went to live in Swaziland: 

 
Gugu and I thought we would live happily ever after in our respective 

marriages and, as a result, lost all contact with each other. We focused on 

building our families, raising our children and making our respective spouses 

happy. Our encounter soon became a distant memory  

 

I am familiar with the way Mda draws an external experience into the 

depths of his being and becomes nurtured thereby. In his love story he 

expresses this transmigration in lyrical terms: 

 

Then three years ago fate played another trick. Suffice it to say the world has 

now become a village. We met again, like two soldiers wounded from battles.  

We were struck by the fact that we had similar and shared experiences. Even 

though Gugu is much younger than me, our worlds have so many similarities. 

It was as though we had been raised by the same mother …. 

To be loved the way I am is a new experience for me. Because I am bathing in 

so much affection I am able to transfer it to others even more than ever before.  

It is such joy to be with someone with whom I am on the same wavelength, 

where my compassion and generosity to others who are less fortunate than me 

is not ridiculed as self-indulgence, but is appreciated for the genuine altruism 

that has always been part of my life. It is liberating to have in my life a person 

with whom I share the same values, particularly the ideal of tolerance and 

openness to those who may be different from us.  

It is a situation that nourishes my creativity in unimaginable ways.
15

 

 

Robyn Cohen, in an interview for the Cape Times, observed that Mda and 

Gugu finish each other’s sentences, switching from English to Xhosa to Sotho. 

They use words in whichever language suits what they are saying: “English 

has many shortcomings. You will find the exact word in Sotho or Xhosa, so 

you use that one,” says Mda. Then all three agree that the concept ‘muse’ is 

best expressed in English:  
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“Are you his muse?” Cohen asks Nkosi. 

“Yes,” answers Nkosi. 

“Yes, she is,” beams Mda.16  

 

Just short of midnight on 3 September 2006, I received a message on my 

cell phone: “Dorothy – This is just to let you know that Gugu and I are getting 

married tomorrow at the Roodepoort Home Affairs office. Love Zakes.” I 

responded immediately with heartfelt congratulations and received another 

message from Zakes: “Thank you for your kind words. God bless. Love from 

us both.” Then on 4 September I received a message from the glowing bride: 

“Dorothy – We’re happy. Gugu Mda.”  

 

Though newly married, Mda had to return to Athens to take up his 

teaching tasks at Ohio University. He termed himself “a migrant worker”, 

travelling between continents because Gugu would remain in Johannesburg 

until early September 2007, when the whole family would leave South Africa 

and migrate to America in time for the commencement of the Athens school 

year. Gugu had confided a dream to me some years earlier. She pictured a 

rambling home, “somewhere, anywhere”, where they could gather as a family 

under one roof.17 At the time of her marriage, Gugu had not yet visited 

Athens: “She is joining me towards the end of the year,” Mda said.18 In 

October 2006 she flew overseas to absorb the environment that had shaped 

her husband for so many years and that now forms the backdrop to Cion. 

Together, they would look for their future home.19  

 

In an exchange of e-mail correspondence, I asked her many questions: 

“Did you see the streets and the highways, the rivers and the mountains, the 

Safe House in Athens, the get-away routes, and the ghost trees?” She replied: 

“Yes! You know, I was surprised … when we drove down to Kilvert. The 

descriptions given by Zakes are exactly the same. I couldn’t believe it! I saw 

Cion alive! We crossed the Ohio River – that’s the river the two brothers cross 

– and I could just see them skating since it was winter. We went to Halloween. 

It is such a big thing in Athens. I was overwhelmed by it all! Unbelievably 

wonderful stuff!”20 
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Gugu made another pilgrimage in July 2007, this time “to see the home of 

my dreams” that Mda had purchased in a quiet suburb of Athens. Mda is 

settled there now, with his children, Zukile and Zenzi. Gugu returned to South 

Africa at the end of July to bring their affairs in this country to finality. Then, on 

12 September 2007, with Nonkululeko, Simphiwe and Gcinile in tow, she took 

flight for her ‘brave new world’.21 

 

 

History comes alive: Cion 

 

True to the tradition Mda had established with his first novel, Ways of Dying, 

he must type the first line of each new book on Christmas Day.22 He did this 

for The Heart of Redness, The Madonna of Excelsior and The Whale Caller. 

In my New Year’s greeting, sent by e-mail at the beginning of 2005, I asked 

Mda if he had followed his self-imposed ritual for Cion, and his response came 

by return: “I didn’t type only the first line on Christmas Day … I typed the first 

three pages! It is moving very fast.”23 The new book’s fascinating genesis, its 

interesting setting and fluent creativity augur well for this, his first American 

novel.  

 

In the early 1980s during his student years at Ohio University, he had 

‘listened’ to hear the story of Cion in his imagination …. “A ‘place’ always has 

a story to tell,” he avers.24 He told me that one day, as he journeyed towards 

West Virginia from the university town of Athens, he experienced a creative 

stirring for a new play possibility – he had not yet entered his novel-writing 

dimension. He caught sight of a Hooverville,25 the name given to shanty 

enclaves built during the Great Depression. On their precarious perch against 

the towering mountains, the dilapidated homes had the appearance of being 

painted as a stage backdrop. He exclaimed to himself: “Man, I would like to 

write a play set here!”26  

 

But those were the lean years of 1982 to 1984. He was following two 

Master’s Degree courses at Ohio University, back-to-back, so he was too 
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busy studying and surviving to be creative at the intense level needed to 

produce a literary work. Inevitably, the impulse to write the play was set aside. 

Mda’s return in 2002, however, this time as a Visiting Professor at the 

university and no longer under the double-degree pressure as a student, gave 

him the opportunity to go back to the Hooverville that had captured his 

imagination twenty years before. This time he would write a novel rather than 

a play.  

 

He found the area changed. Roadworks had re-landscaped the scene still 

etched so clearly in his mind, and the inhabitants had been scattered. Mda 

knows about lost homelands, displacement, forced removals, disorientation 

and roots being torn from rocky soil, but he also knows about survival 

because life’s springing redness cannot be denied. 

 

Mda’s instinct drew him to another close-knit enclave this time in Kilvert, 

near Athens, established among the trees of the Wayne National Park. Mda 

told me:  

 

Slaves were escaping from the rest of the United States and taking the route 

called the Underground Railroad.
27

 It runs through near Athens where I live 

and teach. Many of the escaping slaves found refuge in these mountains, the 

Appalachians, and, of course, they found the Native Americans. Here they call 

them ‘Red Indians’ …. They are not ‘Indians’ and they are not ‘Red’. They are 

Native Americans. Then, of course, there were the Irish, the white people. 

Also despised by the American whites, sometimes disparagingly referred to as 

‘white niggers’, exiles from the poverty and famines in their own country.
28

  

 

Interviewed by Rebecca L Weber at Ohio University, Mda explains that he 

is “already jotting down notes for the Athens novel”. He tells her that the novel 

has the WIN people at its heart, and immediately, she wanted to know: “What 

does that mean, WIN?”: 

 

Like The Heart of Redness, it’s set in the historical past, in the 1800s during 

the days of slavery, when there are slaves escaping. It’s also set today, looking 
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at the generations of the WIN people, as they are called. WIN stands for 

White-Indian-Negro.
29

 In sociology they call them tri-racial isolates.
30

 It’s a 

community that got isolated and evolved on its own, with its own culture and 

dialect. They came from merging and mixing amongst those different cultures 

and emerged as a new community a hundred and something years ago. You do 

have those pockets of communities around this part of Appalachia. They have 

a very, very strong oral tradition. So that’s what I’m writing about.
31

 

 

Just as the heritage and habits of a southern African way of life had 

moulded him in his youth and manhood, now Mda’s mature heart and mind 

absorbs the sense, the patterns and the thrust of a variety of American 

modes. With a freedom that remains rooted in his Africanness, he opens 

himself to Americanness, building on many of the same purposeful 

“participatory dramatic intentions” as in his South African novels:  

 

In my tradition, the audience is transformed into actors. This is part of our 

storytelling mode. We have a storyteller but by and by the audience [the 

reader] becomes part of the whole process of contributing to creating that 

story.
32

 

 

In comparing conventional literature – “important to justify characters 

because we are very much interested in causality” – and his own storytelling 

mode, he explains: “Motivation would spoil things in some instances .... The 

poetry of the event, emanating from its strangeness, must speak for itself. It is 

part of defamiliarization.”33  

 

I see this alienation effect as being in a Brechtian vein. In a conversation 

with Bernard Guillemin, Brecht describes his defamiliarization as “dislocating 

our stock associations as a preparation for change”. Then he adds: 

 

The audience [the reader] has got to be a good enough psychologist to make 

its own sense of the material I put before it. All I can guarantee is the absolute 

correctness and authenticity of what happens …. I’m prepared to bank on my 
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knowledge of human beings. But I leave the maximum freedom of 

interpretation. The sense is immanent … you have to fish it out for yourself.
34

 

 

 

Magic realism  

 

The journalistic conventions of asking ‘who’, ‘what’, ‘where’, ‘when’, and ‘how’ 

do not always explain the ‘why’ in Mda’s stories. Things just happen. “We may 

never know why characters do what they do or are what they are.”35 

 

In my mode of storytelling, it is part of the magic that in some instances, there 

would be no justification for those actions. Sometimes there won’t be any 

motivation. I may experiment and take a mode that normally does not justify 

its characters and that does not psychologize them, and I try to redefine it by 

psychologizing the characters.
36

  

 

Mda explains the difference between magic realism and fantasy:  
 

In fantasy you find that something strange or the supernatural happens and the 

characters are aware that something strange or supernatural is happening and 

deal with it accordingly. In our stories the supernatural and the strange are 

accepted in a deadpan manner. The magic in the stories that we tell is taken for 

granted as if it is a natural thing that has happened, as it is, and it does not 

contradict reality …. It is something that comes from that world and then the 

rest of the characters and, of course, the audience takes it for granted. So that 

was the nature of their stories. And that is what I use in my literature.
37

 

 

In adapting his African storytelling mode to the needs of his American 

characters in Cion, Mda retains his signature mode of interweaving histories 

and periods of time, swinging cyclically between the present in Kilvert, and 

happenings in different parts of America one hundred and fifty years ago. 

After the legal abolition of the importation of slaves in 1808,38 a slave ‘product’ 

was still needed for profit at auction, and for labour on the plantations in the 
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South, so ‘it’ had to be generated locally on stud farms and breeding 

plantations like Fairfield Farms.39  

 

Mda introduces his mode of magic realism in the storytelling and play-

acting of the Abyssinian Queen “of poppyseed beauty”, the matriarch of his 

long ago tale. She “swoops from the branch of the ghost tree and floats with 

the ghost orchid” (2007: 45). The ghost tree is the sycamore growing outside 

her cabin in the slave quarters of the Fairfield Farms’ slave breeding 

production unit in Putnam County, Virginia.  

 

The Abyssinian Queen had been captured from her village “at the mouth 

of the Kongo River in Africa” (2007: 33), and brought to America in a slave 

ship. She was sold at auction, and David Fairfield had bought her and made 

her his concubine. She was more than a survivor – she was an overcomer. 

She would not allow herself to develop a slave mentality and, despite her 

circumstances, she remained in control of every situation, even exploiting 

them to her advantage. Mda’s design of oscillation is in play when David 

Fairfield, owner, becomes a laughing stock of the slave community when he 

becomes the Abyssinian Queen’s slave. Fairfield had become addicted to the 

“shenanigans” that took place in her quarters at night, and, following the scent 

of her body in the daytime, he pants beneath a tree where, with deliberate 

intent, her clothing was enticingly displayed (2007: 38).  

 

The Abyssinian Queen invokes dreamtime as she tells her folktales from 

the old country: 

 

Soon word of her wonderful stories spread and children from neighbouring 

cabins came to listen. Even white children from the big house came some 

evenings. They gathered around bonfires of fall leaves to hear of Ananse, the 

wily spider who came with the ancestors from the old continent and whose bag 

was always full of tricks.  

She developed a performance where she played all the parts, and incorporated 

the shadows and the flames and the smoke as characters .… She draped herself 

in layers of quilts and donned masks of feathers and leaves and woven grass 
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and frayed seed sacks. She pranced around and walked on air; becoming a 

demonic monster in one story … and a kindly spirit that guided the children 

from the world of the unborn through the maze of birth in yet another. 

She climbed the sycamore tree in front of the cabin, stood on the highest 

branch and flapped her wings like a hawk. Then she swooped down in a 

spinning flight and landed in the midst of the open-mouthed children ….  

She became the sun as she narrated the story of The Sun. The Sun was very 

lonely because she was the only living thing in the whole wide world …. 

The sharper children noted that the sun was now female whereas it was usually 

the moon that gloried in that gender ….  

A big tear dropped on the ground. It rolled on and on down the hill, gathering 

dust until it hit a boulder and divided into many tears that became children as 

they continued to roll. They were Children of the Tear. They lived in peace in 

a dust bowl and did not have any need for food, clothing or labour. Then one 

day The Sun farted. Instead of the bad wind coming out a giraffe and Divided 

came out. A giraffe is a long-necked animal from the old continent, whereas 

Divided was a creature with the head and torso of a man and the body of a 

lion …. 

She challenged the children to complete the story themselves. They came with 

their various versions of how the giraffe and Divided conspired to spoil the 

peace of the Children of the Tear, and how later the giraffe and Divided fell 

out between themselves and then fell into a crevice that the Sun had opened on 

the earth to save the Children of the Tear … (2007: 45-46). 

 

Mda lives his magic realism in his everyday life. What he imagines – and 

then images – has its origin in what he thinks and dreams and envisions: 

 

I’ve always been fascinated by the magic in … traditional stories, and also by 

the facts. The supernatural, the strange and the unusual exist in the same 

context as what you would call objective reality.
40

  

 

The Abyssinian Queen had a child by David Fairfield whom she named 

Abednego and another by a field slave whom she named Nicodemus. Both 

children, born into slavery, were considered product of the slave-breeding 
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programme. The brothers, playing under the table while their mother mended 

the slave community’s clothing and sewed bits of spare cloth into quilts, 

learned the meaning of the secret codes and symbols she devised. The idea 

of freedom was instilled into all the slaves in the community through their 

spirituals – “Swing low, sweet chariot, coming for to carry me home” – and 

through these quilted designs and maps:41 

 

She spent her nights sewing the quilts …. The matriarchs taught her that the 

quilts her people made carried secret messages … its meaning rested only with 

those who knew the code hidden in the colours and the designs …. Before 

learning the language of the quilts she used to specialise in crazy patchwork, at 

least four decades before these constructions of odd pieces of randomly 

arranged fabric became a fad in that part of Virginia …. It was in the 1830s, 

and she did not know she was founding a tradition (2007: 44). 

 

The field hand who had fathered Nicodemus was sold down the river, but 

as he left Fairfield Farms, shackled and under the whip, he had the courage 

and conviction to shout a prophetic message to those gathered to bid him 

farewell: “You will be free!” Later, news filtered back to the Abyssinian Queen 

that he had bought his freedom and had settled at Berlin Crossroads in Ohio 

State. She envisioned and schemed for Abednego and Nicodemus to escape 

and join him there. 

 

The Abyssinian Queen and her sons were custodians of a cow on the 

slave farm. When the boys went to feed it one evening, something happens: 

 

As they caressed the cow, bidding it farewell and asking it to pass the message 

to their mother that they meant her no disrespect by escaping without her 

knowledge, it egested a big lump on the ground. A fluorescent blue fly, almost 

as big as Abednego’s pinkie, appeared from nowhere. A fly in the middle of 

winter was an unusual sight, let alone its size and colour …. Nicodemus got 

the bright idea that perhaps the fly was their guardian angel, the Spirit that 

would lead them to safety …. They named it Massa Blue Fly (2007: 96). 
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The story of the boys’ escape to freedom is told as a tale of adventure, full 

of courage and cunning, fortitude and frolic. The boys had slipped away from 

Fairfield Farms one night in the depths of winter although escapes were 

usually attempted in spring. This more appropriate timing was incorporated in 

the quilt designs as the Flying Geese.42 In readiness for their escape, 

whatever time they chose, the Abyssinian Queen had gathered food and a 

flint. She wrapped the provision (represented by the Monkey Wrench in the 

designs) in Abednego’s quilt and Nicodemus’ sampler, and hidden the 

bundles in the hollow of the sycamore tree. When the boys’ escape was 

reported next day, she was cowhided for this collusion; it was thought she 

would die from her beating. But she refused to give in to her pain. She was in 

control. She was determined that she would live until she received a message 

about their fate. 

 

As the boys trudged on their fearful zigzag escape journey through the 

deep snow, their mother’s scent on the coded quilt and sampler were their 

consolation, the ghost trees their refuge, and the Spirit-cum-Massa Blue Fly, 

their helpers: 

 

On one occasion the Spirit placed on their path a dead deer covered in snow 

and nicely preserved …. The boys roasted the meat on an open fire on the 

spot, and then took some of it with them as they trudged the breadth of Meigs 

County (2007: 106). 

 

They met a young white boy escaping from an unhappy home. By 

teaching them to look for moss growing on the north side of trees, the white 

boy helped guide them on their journey northwards away from Fairfield Farms. 

Abednego and Nicodemus knew that the symbols of the Underground 

Railroad were incorporated in the blocks and wheels – the escape transport 

wagons – worked as motifs into Abednego’s quilt. Authenticated Underground 

Railroad Conductors, from the South, conducted escaping slaves along the 

Underground Railroad routes where slavery was still legal, to the North, into 

states that had outlawed slavery, and on to the Promised Land in Canada.43 

Some unscrupulous entrepreneurs, however, captured freed or escaping 
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slaves in the free states, selling them for bounty up or down the Ohio River. 

On their journey, the boys met such a slave catcher. With his beguiling wiles, 

he was almost successful in leading them back into slavery until they noticed 

that the moss was growing on the wrong side of the trees they were passing. 

They were being led southward, not northward. Though weak from lack of 

food, they grabbed their captor’s musket and battered him to death.  

 

After many setbacks, the boys arrived at a river too wide for them to wade 

across: 

 

Abednego expressed surprise that they had reached the River Jordan but there 

were no chariots coming to carry them home … no water flowing either.  

‘It’s a good thing the water is frozen,’ said the younger brother. ‘We gonna 

walk across the River Jordan.’ That winter of 1838 the Ohio River was frozen 

solid for two weeks …. Soon they were sliding on the ice … they became boys 

again and played on the ice … tracing the figure of eight (2007: 104). 

 

As it happened, an Underground Railroad Conductor called Birdman, 

following the lilt of music from Nicodemus’s flute, found the boys crouching in 

a hollow sycamore tree. Birdman was a free black person who risked the 

ambiguous anti-slavery laws of Ohio to help others to be free. After winning 

their trust, Birdman tucks Nicodemus into the hidden compartment under the 

seat of his wagon, then, playing out a charade, he dresses Abednego in 

voluminous skirts and shawls, seats him on the driver’s seat as his mistress, 

and acts out the role of a slave. In this guise, Birdman brings the boys to the 

Underground Railroad’s Safe House in Athens.  

 

Satisfied that the boys were on their way to freedom, “Massa Blue Fly 

buzzed around with much ceremony, mocking the man’s attempts at swatting 

it off, and then flew away never to be seen again” (2007: 106). Massa Blue Fly 

flies across country to Fairfield Farms and buzzed his message to the 

Abyssinian Queen that her boys were safe: “She died laughing and praising 

the Lord” (2007: 173).  
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Acting his role as mistress, Abednego whispers questions to Birdman, his 

‘slave’, about why he could not see quilts hanging from the windows of the 

Safe House, their designs showing the codes of the Drunkard’s Path, the Log 

Cabin, the Monkey Wrench, the North Star, the Flying Geese and the 

Crossroads. Birdman explained that bounty hunters had learned the secret of 

the codes so it was a danger rather than an aid for quilts to be displayed. 

Having remade English into the rhythms and cadence of Africa, in this first 

American novel Mda tunes his musical ear to the nuances of a different type 

of dialogue, especially to the double, treble even four-fold negative of their 

speech. Abednego responds mournfully to Birdman’s explanation: “Quilts 

aren’t no use to no one no more” (2007: 109). 

 

Sadly, although hidden in the Underground Railroad’s Safe House, the 

boys were still in danger. William Tobias, a notorious slave-chaser, had been 

on the prowl and had spotted them when they had arrived that evening. He 

demanded admission and, when refused, had broken down the door of the 

Safe House. He and his henchmen searched the premises and found the 

boys in the basement. One of the party shot Nicodemus. Tobias was angry. 

This unthinking action had robbed him of the bounty he coveted.  

 

Deeply distressed at his brother’s murder, Abednego escapes, but 

instead of following the secret Underground Railroad northward, to win safety 

in the ‘Promised Land’ of Canada, he finds refuge among fellow Africans who 

had established themselves in Tabler Town nearby. As Massa Blue Fly had 

reported to the Abyssinian Queen, verily, both the boys were safe, Abednego 

in the earthly refuge of Tabler Town, and Nicodemus in the heavenly 

Promised Land.  

 

Tabler Town had been named for its founders. Michael Tabler had fallen 

in love with Hannah, a slave on his father’s plantation. When the emotional 

attachment was discovered, Hannah had been sold down the river but 

Michael sought and found her. He bought her freedom and married her. 

Together they had established Tabler Town on a piece of land in Rome 

Township, in southeast Ohio.  
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Settling in Tabler Town, Abednego fell in love with a Native American 

woman, daughter of Harry Corbett, “a Powhatan gentleman with vast 

orchards”. He had been a Civil War hero. Abednego married his beloved, thus 

introducing the indigenous American bloodline to the Quigley family. It is a 

grief to Mda and readers alike that the striking names of Native Americans 

have been changed to conform to a Western style nomenclature, an American 

version of the agonism that took place among many indigenous South 

Africans:44 

 

They are no longer sure what their tribe is because they hankered for and 

lionised whiteness to the suppression of their Indianness and Africanness 

during the days of oppression. Many of them could only sing genealogies of 

their white ancestors. Today they are keen to reclaim all three heritages since 

they are a source of pride and make them a unique people (2007: 238). 

 

Tabler Town was renamed Kilvert in modern times when a seam of coal 

was discovered and the town prospered. When the coal petered out, so did 

the wealth. The population diminished and now only about seventy families 

remain, eking out a living in this unit of the Wayne National Forest. 

 

Mda tells about his involvement in the life of the community:  

 

Kilvert is only a half-hour journey by car from my apartment in Athens. I’m a 

regular donor for their food security efforts. They are very poor and depend on 

donations. They have a vibrant Community Center in the village, run for many 

years by Barbara Parsons and Irene Flowers. Food donations from the region 

are collected at this Center and distributed.
45

  

 

Mda spent much of his free time coming to know the people at the Center, 

learning about their culture and their quilt-making. In a new-found freedom, he 

purchased his own second-hand sewing machine and stretcher board to 

match the equipment used by his new friends, and adopted quilting as his 

hobby.46 The people of Kilvert appealed to Mda’s storytelling vision:  
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The story of the WIN people has been there all their lives, for decades and 

decades and no one has written a novel set there. The writers didn’t feel like 

writing about them because nothing appealed to them in that story. I come 

along and something appeals to me in that story and I write it. Nobody can say 

‘This guy should not be telling that story. He should be telling the story of 

South Africa or Africa.’ Writers should tell any story they want to tell. For 

whom do I write? For anybody who wants to read my stories. The kind of 

novel you write will define its own audience.
47

  

 

 

Enigmas 

 

There are two major enigmas in Mda’s Cion. The first is its naming. Reading 

the manuscript sent to me by Mda in November 2006 as well as a 

complimentary copy of the published work from Penguin Books (South Africa) 

in April 2007, I searched in vain to find the origin of the novel’s title, or a 

protagonist called Cion. I have come to the conclusion that ‘Cion’ must 

represent a concept. Its dictionary meaning is derived from ‘scion’, first born of 

a royal line – like Mda himself. His great, great grandfather is given the title 

“King Mhlontlo Matiwane of the Mpondomise” in Rufus Zingqi’s report in the 

East London Daily Dispatch.48 The term is used in relation to Jesus, a ‘scion’ 

of the house of David.49 It also means a segment of a plant cut off from the 

main stem, which, when replanted elsewhere, burgeons into newness of life.50 

 

As a boy, Mda had been cut off from his homeland when he escaped from 

apartheid South Africa to Lesotho in 1964. Thirty years later he returned to the 

new South Africa as a Doctor of Philosophy, heaped with awards as a 

playwright and novelist – newness of life. Again he was cut off when in 2002 

he accepted a Visiting Professorship for a year at Ohio University, Athens, 

then a Chair in 2003. His literary productivity in those years, and now the 

production of his first American novel, is a further example of newness of life. 
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The second enigma is the absence-presence of the sciolist, a coined 

noun, about whom Mda, as the author, says in his opening line: “The sciolist 

has delusions of Godness”(2007: 1). With these weighted words the reader is 

thrust forward, eager to unravel the mystery: “Who is the sciolist?” His 

intermittent presence is an emanation of Mda himself, a persona, occupying a 

place in the story as a brooding, slightly overbearing, omniscient constructed 

semi-protagonist. It is fitting, therefore, that the final words in the novel should 

expand on the enigma of this opening idea. Now, in framing his sciolist 

concept, Mda as author, ticks off the qualities – and the absurdities – of this, 

his own creation. By inference, the words apply to all those we raise to 

eminence by our ‘beliefs’:51 

 

The sciolist is in the God business. And like all Gods he lives his life 

vicariously through his creations. Like all Gods he demands love from his 

creations. That’s why he creates them in the first place … so that they can 

shower him with love … so that they can worship him and praise him … so 

that they can bribe him with offerings. Creation is therefore a self-centred act 

(2007: 286). 

 

In speaking about his persona as the sciolist in this manner, Mda is 

rendering himself vulnerable. According to Greek legend, the Oracle of Delphi 

repeats the same answer – ‘Know thyself’ – to every pleading question its 

votaries may put to it.52 Such knowledge is difficult to attain. It requires a 

three-fold conscious ritual, first of self-reflexion; second, a degree of humility 

and grace to expose self to judgement and criticism; and, third, the maturity 

gained from wisdom to refrain from self-justification, arrogance and pride. Mda 

is aware of the need for self-reflexion: he told me once that on occasions he 

drives his vehicle to a place of beauty and tranquility, and there he 

meditates.53 

 

In addition, I offer a more literal interpretation of the sciolist’s claim of 

being “in the God business”. Intermittently, I had observed Mda in situations 

over a period of eight years, speaking to a group or lecturing to a class with 

great authority and wisdom – a “Godness”. When he read a portion of his 
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work out loud, however, it was with a breathy, awe-filled voice, in a register 

considerably lower than his ringing, public voice. Mda seemed struck with 

wonder at the words, imbued by the magic of the work, revelling in the 

mysterious “Godness” of the creative imagination that had brought it to life. In 

that moment, Mda transcends his author role, and becomes a persona. As the 

sciolist, he lives his work. 

 

But there is a design of oscillation here. I can detect parody in the words: 

“Creation is therefore a self-centred act” (2007: 286). Mda is mocking the 

sciolist. Readers know that those who set themselves up as ‘God’ are prime 

targets for Mda’s special brand of scepticism. By inference in his works, he 

warns audiences and readers alike to treat such arrogance with suspicion. On 

the other hand, Mda appreciates being showered with love. I visualise him 

seated in the circle of post-graduate creative writers in his May 2002 sessions 

at the University of Cape Town, the students clearly admiring his presentation 

of himself, and his works, as he entered into his sciolist persona. Then he 

reverts to his pedagogical role as he emphasises: “Keep a journal!” and 

“Gather fragments!” Many lingered, hanging onto his words long after the 

class was over.  

 

 

Unfolding miracles 

 

Imperturbably, therefore, Mda performs his next “Godness” miracle. He 

conveys Toloki, the beloved Professional Mourner in Ways of Dying, from 

some seaside city in South Africa, via Durham in England, to Athens in the 

United States of America, to become his narrator and also a character in Cion:  

 

Toloki becomes the focaliser … he has helped me look at this community 

from my perspective, rather than theirs. How did Toloki get to Kilvert? He just 

gets there. When you read the novel, you’ll believe he is there. Remember, I 

always create magic. As long as you believe he is there, he is there …. He is in 

Kilvert to mourn …. A colleague at Ohio University asked me if I had ever 
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thought of taking Toloki and putting him in another culture. I thought that was 

a brilliant idea.
54

  

 

Through Toloki’s search for new meaning in mourning, Mda invests this 

practice with an added value. Bertolt Brecht says:  

 

A man’s stature is shown by what he mourns and in what way he mourns it. 

To raise mourning to a high plane, to make it into an element of social 

progress: that is an artistic task.
55

 

 

In the Cion storyline, Toloki, dressed in his Professional Mourner outfit, 

arrives among numbered but unnamed grave slabs in a cemetery called The 

Ridges, just outside Athens. The date is 30 October 2004, imprinted on his 

memory because three days later the American people went to the polls – and 

George W Bush was returned as President. Toloki carries a small suitcase of 

all his worldly possessions “including clean underwear” (2007: 7). He 

addresses the reader:  

 

The mention of fresh underwear may alert you to the fact that many things 

have changed in my life since we last met. For instance, I used to stink like 

death. It was a sign of respect for the dead … my trademark, so to speak …. 

Noria changed all that. She taught me that there were other ways of honouring 

the dead without necessarily smelling like the corpse of a dog left to rot by the 

roadside. She brought cleanliness into my life. One will do anything for the 

woman one loves, even take a regular bath (2007: 7). 

 

Orientating himself in his new environment, Toloki is puzzled to see 

“votaries of some necromantic order” (2007: 6) dancing a ghostly ritual among 

the numbered gravestones. He follows them over the Hocking River, via 

Richland Avenue, into Court Street, and discovers that Halloween is in full 

blast. The Feast of Halloween has Celtic roots, celebrated in such a way as 

“to frighten away the disembodied spirits so that they would not take 

possession of the living” (2007: 250). Ironically, the Athens parade of 

creatures is really a parade of death, as if, by their blood-daubed costumes, 
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they are deliberately invoking such an invasion. Though striking, Toloki is not 

out of place in his Professional Mourner costume of black top hat, black cloak 

and black tights. He sees the sciolist in the crowd, dressed in a hooded robe, 

“complexion decidedly brown, otherwise he could pass as one of the Durham 

saints … and avoids him, but he may need him one day” (2007: 8). 

 

Toloki falls into conversation with one of the ‘creatures’ who explains he is 

impersonating the ghost of the murdered runaway slave, Nicodemus. Fulfilling 

a legend, he had been hiding in the basement of the sorority house in 

Washington Street, occupied by some of the university’s women. This building 

used to be the Athens Safe House in the network called the Underground 

Railroad, established to assist runaway slaves. 

 

The legendary ‘ghost’ had acted in too human a manner when ‘feeling up’ 

one of the residents called Beth Eddy. ‘Nicodemus’ makes his escape when 

she screams. He mingles with the Halloween crowd to avoid detection. While 

the two were chatting, Beth Eddy spots ‘Nicodemus’ and demands that he be 

arrested for sexual harassment. Toloki becomes involved in the redemptive 

act of paying bail so that the legendary ‘runaway slave’ can regain his 

‘freedom’. The ghost of murdered ‘Nicodemus’ of one hundred and fifty years 

ago is Obed Quigley of the present day. In gratitude for his temporary 

reprieve, Obed invites Toloki to come back with him to Kilvert. It is a sign of 

trust that the son does not need to ask permission from his parents to bring 

his new friend home. 

 

In the year that Toloki remains in Kilvert, each member of the Quigley 

family finds greater self-fulfilment. Toloki is becoming a subtle change-agent. 

The protagonists – Mahlon, the silent, brooding father of the bloodline; Ruth, 

loquacious mother and provider; son Obed, who is erratic; and daughter 

Orpah, who is withdrawn – all start to think, and to learn, and to act more 

productively, using their own initiative to achieve their goals. They each come 

to a degree of self-knowledge. 

 

Gloriously obese, Ruth has a strident personality. Providing food is her 
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solution to every problem (2007: 124). She is fascinated with ways to make 

relish and ketchup to bring a dash of interest to the family’s meagre, rather 

bland fare. Where possible, she uses ingredients from her back garden. She 

says to Toloki: “I’m gonna make something so hot them men gonna say ‘Man, 

this is hot!’” (2007: 26). 

 

Mda is concerned at the history of dire poverty still in evidence among the 

Kilvert children, many of whom suffer from rickets. A custom Ruth and others 

have adopted from their slave forebears is to chew hardbaked slivers of red 

soil – as sweetmeats. Ruth keeps a supply of these delicacies in the pocket of 

her apron. Chewing them makes her mouth blood red – a strange further 

redness in this tale.  

 

At the Kilvert Community Center, the villagers have given Toloki a ‘pet’ 

name. Although he says repeatedly: ‘My name is Toloki …. Toloki from South 

Africa,’ explaining that Africa is a continent made up of many countries with 

different people in each country, they insist on calling him ‘Ruth’s African’ 

(2007: 116). Obed calls him his African shaman (2007: 119) and Mahlon calls 

him ‘Son of Egypt’: “It sounds like a term of endearment when it comes from 

Mahlon” (2007: 264). 

 

In Ways of Dying Toloki had been known for his skill in intervention and 

peacemaking. Now in Cion, he becomes the go-between in a mediation to 

negotiate forgiveness and restitution between his new friend Obed, and Beth 

Eddy. Toloki wins her trust because of his sincerity and wisdom. Admitting she 

had opened the door to give the ‘ghost’ access to the sorority house, and had 

deliberately gone to the basement hoping for an intimate encounter, she 

proved an unreliable witness, so the case was dropped. Obed paints the 

sorority house as a form of restitution – and falls in love with Beth Eddy.  

 

Whereas Obed had previously adopted a whiney tone with his mother and 

seemed to clamour for her attention, now he matures, claiming his right to 

independence. He moves into an apartment with Beth Eddy, starts to earn a 

living and studies for the ministry. He will occupy the chocolate church in 



 

 

 

303 

Kilvert in due course, preaching about the healing power to be found in plant 

materials. But in the meantime, he spins around the town in Beth Eddy’s 

motorcar, delivering pizzas.  

 

Toloki is impressed that Obed speaks with reverence and awe about 

‘living with the ancestors’. He had thought this style of thinking belonged only 

to Africa. Obed believes Kilvert people always return:  

 

It’s the pull of the ancestors …. We don’t move from here even those who 

work in Chicago or Columbus – they come back. This is the place where our 

race of people was molded (2007: 20, 283). 

 

Through legend and story, it was known in real life that some of the 

enormous hollowed sycamore trees had been places of refuge for an entire 

family – and their animals. Mda’s magic realism induces readers to believe 

that the giant sycamores in the Wayne National Forest are ghost trees that 

have a history, with veins and arteries that convey life, and a voice to utter 

wonders. They store memories and tell tales of daring escapes. Mahlon is the 

‘Medium Man’ who finds white orchids – the stories to be told – clinging to 

sycamore trees in the forest. In a rare burst of speech, he says: “Ghost trees 

are the carriers of memory” (2007: 220). Orpah clings childishly to the 

enactments of legends from slave history that Mahlon performs. They inspire 

her to create modern quilt designs so that the “magical memories of the 

ancestors will speak”. Her orchids are symbols of heroic past deeds, and float 

“like snowflakes, among the naked branches of ghost trees” (2007: 245).  

 

Ruth, however, reveres the old way of quilting. She is so angry at Orpah’s 

departure from the skilfully coded quilting traditions initiated by their black 

slave forebear, the Abyssinian Queen, that she tears her daughter’s delicately 

tinctured, modern designs to shreds. Yet through their designs, both Orpah 

and the Abyssinian Queen are expressing a desire for liberation, the one for 

artistic fulfilment, and the other for freedom from slavery. 
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Toloki is shocked: “But this is wonderful art. Only the Taliban destroy 

works of art”. Obed takes up the refrain in rap style: “Mama is da Taliban in da 

house!”(2007: 126). Toloki recognises he has been disrespectful, so, out of 

his inherent nature as a peacemaker, he appeals to Ruth: “Let Orpah be the 

founder of her own tradition. Orpah has something to say to the world … give 

her an unhampered voice” (2007: 130). Mda had learnt to quilt at the 

Community Center in Kilvert, and his narrator protagonist Toloki does the 

same. Toloki sets himself to interpret Orpah’s designs into quilts so that the 

Medium Man’s re-enacting of the sacred memories will not be lost.  

 

Toloki develops a personality far removed from his aghori sadhu days in 

Ways of Dying. In the South African settlement with Noria, when not attired in 

his Professional Mourner outfit, he had worn ragged khakis. Needing to 

preserve his professional mourner outfit in his new persona in Kilvert, Toloki 

acquires jeans and a black and red checked shirt from among the second-

hand clothing made available free of charge at the Kilvert Community Center 

(2007: 117). He confides: “Those who know me from way back will remember 

how impossible it was for me to take alms even at the worst of times” (2007: 

61). To ‘pay back’, he becomes the handyman at the Center (2007: 119). 

 

Toloki relates Irene Flowers’ story about the Kilvert Community Center: 

 

It was founded by her son James, who died from polio in 1978. She’d kept the 

Center running for the past forty or so years. She promised James that she 

would continue to work at the Center after his death. Although she was now a 

senior citizen – albeit a sprightly one – the community, especially the senior 

citizens and indigent of Kilvert depended on her for the food and clothes 

distributions, and for the dinners that were held at the Center to celebrate such 

special days as Halloween, Thanksgiving and Christmas, and for the 

commemoration and observance of important occasions such as Black History 

Month and Martin Luther King Day. In recent years she had the assistance of 

the formidable Barbara [Parsons] who was also a fund-raiser and food bank 

manager (2007: 118). 
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The mark of the Irishman 

 

Toloki is impressed that the grass in the cemetery in Kilvert is so well trimmed: 

“People here care for their dead” (2007: 22). His body longs for mourning. As 

he seeks to fulfil his need, he is led to an ancient grave, deep in the Wayne 

National Forest … the burial place of the first Niall Quigley. The wording on 

the headstone is disturbing. Niall Quigley had been a slave owner, a slave, a 

slave trader, a slave stealer and, eventually, a professional witness. The script 

on the gravestone showed that he had died in 1875. 

 

A conventional narrator enters the scene, and speaks directly to the 

reader, telling the story of this Irish ancestor. Niall Quigley had been an 

inveterate gambler. He had lost everything he owned in County Tipperary and, 

sailing in steerage “to the new world”, had promptly recommenced his scams:  

 

We met him in the gaming dens in New York and he had a slave, an African, 

although New York was not a slave holding state. He had won him in a card 

game, held him on a leash …. Quigley got the idea to collect abandoned 

children as slaves and stray Irish and German girls in slums .… Took them to 

Richmond, Virginia, and fed and clothed them …. Specific plantation owners 

had placed an order for the slaves so they were not auctioned …. (2007: 147). 

 

Abandoning his role as slave dealer, Niall Quigley devises a potent potion 

that he claims will accelerate slave breeding, hence ensuring greater profits, 

and he becomes a snake-oil-salesman. A problem arises when Niall Quigley 

sells the potion to Mrs Fairfield at Fairfield Farms. She soon discovers she 

has been duped and sends her husband, David Fairfield, on the false quack’s 

trail. Trying to hide his identity, Niall Quigley pretends the African is the master 

and he the slave in bonds. The African slave tells the truth, and sells his 

master to Fairfield. Satirically baptising the African ‘John Tyler’, Fairfield sets 

him free, but holds the erst-while master captive as his new ‘property’. 
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Niall Quigley was put to work in the fields at Fairfield Farms – a white 

slave but allocated an African slave’s status. He escapes – and was white for 

a while – but was captured and became an African slave again. A slave’s 

status was not judged by skin colour but by whatever category would best 

serve the Owner’s interests. When Niall Quigley’s next attempt at escape was 

successful, he becomes a white slave stealer and then, because even 

manumitted slaves were not allowed to stand up for themselves in court, he 

becomes a professional court witness, then an Underground Railroad 

Conductor.  

 

Discovering Niall Quigley’s grave in the forest and deciphering this newly 

discovered ancestor’s history from the etchings on the gravestone had 

transformed the self-deprecating Toloki into a hero. Toloki had translated 

Orpah’s patterns into quilts, and now these festoon the railings that he had 

erected around Niall Quigley’s grave. Gathering at the graveside, Toloki 

initiates the Quigley family into the mystical manner of how to mourn. He 

demonstrates his finesse with weeping, groaning and even dancing. Orpah 

contributes to the dignity of the event with the elegiac strains of her sitar.  

 

With Mda’s typical design of oscillation, he gives a double twist to the Niall 

Quigley tale. While a slave at Fairfield Farms he had been told about the 

daring escape by Nicodemus and Abednego, and how the Abyssinian Queen 

was refusing to die until she knew her sons were safe in the Promised Land. 

He also knew good news had come by whatever means, and the Abyssinian 

Queen had died, smiling. He was able to convey this news about his mother 

to Abednego Fairfield when he met him in the course of fulfilling his  

commission as an Underground Railroad Conductor. Abednego joined him in 

this dangerous occupation but at the same time continued to search for the 

slave catcher, William Tobias, to avenge himself for his brother’s murder. He 

and Niall Quigley find the slave catcher, now a penitent because he had found 

the Lord. He was on his knees, praying. But Abednego kills him all the same, 

and Niall Quigley puts a bullet into the corpse in solidarity. It was because he 

was brooding on this sin, perpetrated by his ancestor, that Mahlon Quigley 

has fallen into such a deep melancholy. He rarely speaks now.  
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In this negative state of mind, he had developed a garden of gnomes in 

the front, leaving the productive back garden to his wife for her vegetable 

patch. In the past he and his wife had been able to milk a cow, raise their 

children on milk and milk products, and had grown most of their own food. 

They had been removed to Kilvert where ‘the law’ forbad such practices. 

When Ruth says “Todoloo!” it means she has a pronouncement to make: 

 

Todoloo! …. We ain’t doing no harm to nobody. Our people have always 

grown their own food …. We don’t belong to nobody. Our race of people is 

different from any race of people that ever lived on earth (2007: 28). 

 

Toloki sets himself to find the grave of Mahlon’s mother in the cemetery at 

The Ridges. He is convinced that if Mahlon could grieve and mourn at his 

mother’s graveside, he would be healed of his melancholy. Strangely, the 

gravestones, though numbered, carry no names. It is a cemetery set apart for 

burying the dead from the asylum nearby. In an interesting new departure, 

Mda identifies the source from whom Toloki gathers information: “Terry Gilkey 

who keeps the records, he is an expert on the city’s cemeteries” (2007: 242).  

 

It was discovered that Mahlon’s mother had not been interred under her 

married name but under Margaret Tobias, her maiden name. She had been 

committed to the asylum as insane because, she, a Caucasian living in 

Stewart, had married a man of mixed lineage, living in Kilvert. She had died in 

1943. Her story highlights the entrenched racism of that era.56 Indeed, there 

had been cross-burnings as recently as the 1950s (2007: 135).  

 

Margaret’s line is traced to that notorious bounty hunter, William Tobias, 

who had been instrumental in the murder of Nicodemus. This was the painful 

history about which Mahlon broods as he sits on the porch, or on the veranda 

at the Center with his buddies. When once Mahlon faces the facts, and 

confesses that his forebear Niall Quigley had been party to shooting a man 

while he was at prayer, Mahlon is released in his spirit to grow roses among 

his concrete figures in the front garden. Discovering history is painful, but the 

journey brings healing.  
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But there is a further twist to the Niall Quigley tale. 

 

Having admired Toloki for his excellent qualities in Ways of Dying, as the 

itinerant mourner in Cion readers may expect him to behave in a similarly wise 

and discreet manner when he settled as a guest in the Quigley household. 

True to the author’s design of oscillation, however, Toloki undergoes a radical 

change of nature. Before he had met Obed’s sister Orpah, he had responded 

to the strains of her sitar with a strange nostalgia. Then he meets her and, 

when next he hears the plaintive music, he is roused. Soon he knows that he 

is falling in love with her.  

 

Through the scarlet stream of his generational bloodline, the blond Niall 

Quigley has passed ‘The mark of the Irishman’ to Orpah. This secret is 

revealed when delicately, tentatively, tenderly, she and Toloki start to discover 

their love for each other. Toloki speaks to the reader: 

 

I sit on the bed. For a while we don’t know what to do with each other. Then, 

as if on cue, we simultaneously reach for each other and kiss …. I have not 

been with a woman in the biblical sense since the death of Noria almost two 

years ago. She is still very much in my mind because I never mourned her. My 

people have a saying that a doctor cannot heal himself …. Likewise a 

professional mourner cannot mourn his own loss …. Until she has been 

mourned she will continue to be very much part of me …. Or so I thought …. 

And there in front of me stands the most beautiful thing in the world. But what 

strikes me about the pubic hair is that it is blond. Almost golden. And it is 

gleaming in the light. She notices my astonishment and turns away as if in 

shame. ‘It’s the mark of the Irishman and I’ve to live with it,’ she says 

vehemently. ‘It’s beautiful,’ I assure her …. She rolls herself in a foetal 

position. I hold her in my arms …. Nothing happens beyond that (2007: 217). 

 

Toloki buys a secondhand RV mobile home and, parking it nearby, he 

takes back his independence from the Quigley household. “When Orpah visits 

we just sit and talk. Nothing happens.” But the gossips think otherwise: “My 

life has become the village’s soap opera” (2007: 235). Then Toloki reflects: 
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We eased each other into intimacy …. It was different with Noria. She had 

been experienced by many men before me and that made her even more 

desirable. Orpah, on the other hand, was not only an emotional virgin. She was 

a virgin virgin …. Tonight is the fourth night and our bodies are beginning to 

find each other …. (2007: 255). 

 

Orpah comes to full maturity when she moves out of her close-knit home 

circle in Kilvert to accompany Toloki in search of Virginian mourners. Toloki 

knows that  “humans were inept in handling grief. Professional mourners bring 

aplomb and dignity to the art of grieving” (2007: 253). A sociologist named 

William Edwards, who had read Ways of Dying, wrote to the sciolist 

suggesting that mourning was a kind of legitimisation … a transitional act. The 

“ceremonial rituals [are] performed to anoint the deceased with the respect he 

or she may not have received in their lifetime … [with] a worth which may not 

have been acknowledged in the ordinary patterns of social relations” (2007: 

254). This gives Toloki a starting point for his mission, this time with Orpah as 

his companion and support. Edwards had said in his letter: “I can understand 

why most [professional] mourners were women since traditionally, they have 

been more expressive than men,” but Toloki comments: 

 

As for the observation that women were more expressive, in our case I was the 

more expressive. After all I perfected the art of mourning over the years. 

Orpah’s expressiveness came through her sitar and the quilts that we hung on 

rails next to Niall Quigley’s grave. Although the quilts were sewn by me they 

were an interpretation of her designs. Sometimes we worked on them together 

at the Center. I sewed bits of discarded cloths together and she decided where 

the found objects – such as shells and beads and mirrors – should be placed in 

the collage … the ghost orchid was the theme … (2007: 270-271). 

 

Besides his overwhelming love for Orpah, the change in Toloki manifests 

as a swing away from seeking the sciolist’s direction and guidance, and even 

in his feelings of rebellion at such control. Toloki senses the sciolist’s 

impatience at the attention he is giving to Orpah, but, reflecting on his year in 

Kilvert, he says defiantly: 
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Before I came to Kilvert I lived only in the past and in the future. I therefore 

found the present a very lonely place to be. A very boring place. Orpah is a 

kindred spirit in this respect. Hopefully together we’ll discover how to live in 

the present. And we’ll do so without the aid of the sciolist. We have left him 

and his rambling narratives in Athens …. I need my independence from him 

(2007: 286). 

 

 

Storytelling is mnemonic 

 

As an ‘outsider’ in Lesotho, Mda had observed the effect apartheid was 

having on the suppressed and oppressed South African people, but he also 

saw how their national spirit and solidarity was developing around songs and 

chants, poetry and theatre. Mda made his contribution to this paradigm shift 

through the plays he wrote from 1966 to 2002. Now he responds to the same 

sense of solidarity that the slaves had developed in their spirituals and their 

coded quilts, all of which served an important function: 

 

They bound the individuals into a cohesive force, and reminded them of their 

duty to freedom …. Quilts were like adages and proverbs learnt from the 

elders and were effective in jolting the people’s memory and in recording the 

values of the community for present and future generations .… Like the stories 

the storytellers and the griots of the old continent told, the patterns and colours 

and designs and ties and stitches of quilts were mnemonic (2007: 109-110). 

 

Mda is such a storyteller, and his “rambling narratives” have given the 

reader a densely structured insight into the American way of life – and death. 

Nadine Rubin, choosing Cion for the Sunday Times Book of the Week, 

discerns that this seventh novel “scours the underbelly of US society”.57 Mda’s 

stories, too, are mnemonic. They are a reminder that life is a construct, a 

scenario, and we can choose to change the storyline, and thus the outcome. 
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Through Toloki’s psyche, Mda ponders the daily radio and television 

broadcasts on the war in Iraq. Dubbed Operation Thunderbolt, highly emotive 

reports are capturing the nation’s attention. A serial is being re-enacted “just 

like in the movies” (2007: 80). In despair, Toloki asks the reader directly: “Who 

am I to right America’s wrongs?” (2007: 14): 

 

Kapow! Boom! There are the good guys and the bad guys …. The good guys 

are sure to triumph. Just like in the superhero comic books. Only here real 

people die. Mothers and their children. Young beautiful soldiers who are only 

children themselves …. We shall never see them …. Only the depersonalised 

collateral damage …. Bombs plough the lands of ancient civilisations 

cultivating new crops of terrorists (2007: 80). 

 

In Cion, Mda pleads for good governance and human rights at home and 

abroad. He longs for relationships to be on an open palm. He exposes the rot 

in the moral fibre of any nation when one person can ‘own’ another as 

property. These issues are thought-provoking. Mda has been an ‘outsider’ 

most of his life as seen in this biography. His experience has honed his 

perception regarding ‘the evil that men do’,58 but, because of his optimistic 

nature, this pain is interwoven with his humour, his love and his compassion. 

 

During question time following the public lecture Mda had given at the 

University of the Witwatersrand on 12 August 2004, he was asked: “What is 

the most profound influence on the way you write?” His answer was 

unequivocal: “Women!” A reviewer who writes for Booklist, the publication 

directed to libraries and booksellers in South Africa, declares: “It’s the strong 

women characters – bereft, wild, funny, nurturing – who make the stories ring 

with hope.”59  

 

Even when rendered ‘less’ by their circumstances, Mda’s women 

protagonists are ‘more’ because they are in control: Noria in Ways of Dying, 

Dikosha in She Plays with the Darkness, Qukeswa in The Heart of Redness, 

Niki in The Madonna of Excelsior, and now the Abyssinian Queen in Cion. 

Deep within her sense of herself, though a slave, the Abyssinian Queen 
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refuses to be a victim. She is an overcomer. She makes the ultimate sacrifice 

in giving her life for Abednego and Nicodemus so that they can gain their 

freedom, but she also demonstrates a significant control over that life. She 

refuses to die until Massa Blue Fly hovers over her at Fairfield Farms. Then 

she abandons herself to death, smiling, knowing that her boys are safe. 

 

Mda is like the Abyssinian Queen, swooping from the topmost branches 

of his imagination to tell his stories. In reviewing sixteen of Mda’s thirty plays, 

and all seven of his novels, the leitmotiefs presented in Chapter One have 

come alive: the language, the love, the magic, the ubuntu and the counter-

ubuntu have threaded each recounting with the drumming timbre of his word-

music. In his inimitable design of oscillation, Mda’s gleam of satiric-comic 

depiction of the human condition lightens the gloom arising from the bitter 

struggle for liberty that necessarily forms the historic backdrop to his tales. 

Reminiscent of the Abyssinian Queen’s Children of the Tear, people live in a 

dust bowl of disillusion and cynicism, yet they can choose to remain creative, 

bringing about their own Kingdom of Peace – the ultimate redness. Katleho 

Khoaele speaks with a representative voice when she says: “Zakes Mda’s 

literature makes my heart smile.”60  

 

 

 

Endnotes  

                                            
1
 Zakes Mda in Cion (2007), Penguin Books (South Africa), page 12. 

 
2
 Zakes Mda in Cion (2007), Penguin Books (South Africa), page 236. 

 
3
 Published by Picador for the American market. ‘Cion. A Novel. Zakes Mda.’ Available: 

http://www.picadorusa.com/product/product.aspx?isbn=0312427069. Accessed on 18 September 2007. 

 
4
 Comment by Nadine Rubin for Sunday Times Lifestyle, 5 August 2007: headline ‘The lion in Cion’. 

She interviewed Zakes Mda long-distance from Johannesburg to Athens, Ohio, USA on a weekday 

morning. He tells her he is with his two children – Zukile now 14 years of age, and Zenzi who is 10 – 

and “he’s just finished ironing their things”. He adds: “I bought a new house recently so I intend to be 

here for quite some time. For as long as it takes.” 

 
5 Sam Radithalo reviews Cion for LitNet Boeke/Books. ‘Sam Raditlhalo hails Cion as Zakes Mda’s 

finest artistic achievement. Read why.’ Available: 

http://www.litnet.co.za/cgi-

bin/giga.cgi?cmd=cause_dir_news_item&cause_id=1270&news_id=18332&cat_id=558. Accessed on 

2 September 2007. 



 

 

 

313 

                                                                                                                             
6
 Review by Percy Zvomuya in Mail & Guardian 11-17 May 2007 and in ZA@Play Mail and 

Guardian Online 11 May, 2007. Zvomuya adds “Cion is a Homebru 2007 selection.” ‘Ways of 

Belonging’. Available: http://www.chico.mweb.co.za/art/2007/2007may/070511-cion.html. Accessed 

on 2 September 2007. 

 
7
 ‘Author’s notes – Zakes Mda speaks to ZA@Play about his new novel Cion’ Mail and Guardian 

Online, 20 May, 2007. Available: http://www.chico.mweb.co.za/art/2007/2007apr/070420-notes.html. 

Accessed on 2 September 2007. 

 
8
 The article ‘Kilvert’ traces the town’s history: “The name on the map might be Kilvert, but most 

residents in this tiny hamlet located 15 miles northeast of Athens still call it ‘Tablertown’. In 1830 

Michael Tabler made his way to Southeast Ohio with his wife, Hannah. A mulatto slave on the Tabler’s 

family plantation in Virginia, Hannah was sold by Michael’s father, in an attempt to thwart their 

attraction. But theirs was literally a run-away love. Young Tabler, indignant and determined, left home, 

found Hannah, and bought her freedom. Sure of the wrath of his father, Tabler brought his bride to the 

wilderness of Southeast Ohio. It was there that they purchased a plot of land and raised their family of 

nine sons. Today, it is estimated that some 500 of their descendents still live in the surrounding hollows 

and in the small town of Kilvert” From: Countdown to Millenium – an Oral History Project (re: 

southeastern Ohio) n.d. Available: http://home.frognet.net/~cntdown/kilvert.htm. Accessed on 2 

September 2007. Kilvert is 27 km from Athens, Ohio, as per  http://earth.google.com. Accessed on 2 

September 2007. 

 
9
 Zakes Mda names the daughter in the Quigley family Orpah, possibly a play on the name of the ever 

popular Oprah Winfrey. 

 
10

 Interview Zakes Mda and Sharon Jenkins ‘Homebru 2007: 10 Quick questions to Zakes Mda’, 12 

June, 2007. Available: http://www.litnet.co.za/cgi-

bin/giga.cgi?cmd=cause_dir_news_item&cause_id=1270&news_id=17653&cat_id=180. Accessed on 

2 September 2007.  

 
11

 My interview with Zakes Mda, June 2001 in Johannesburg. 

 
12

 Telephone interview Zakes Mda and Nadine Rubin for Sunday Times Lifestyle, 5 August 2007, under 

the headline ‘The lion of Cion’. 

 
13 I was invited to be present at this painful interview on 27 November 2003, and it is reflected in 

Chapter Six of this dissertation as an autobiographical forthtelling. 

 
14

 ‘South African author launches book tour at Ohio University’ by Encarnacion Pyle in The Columbus 

Dispatch, 11 September, 2007. The article goes on to say that Mda will take a break from the tour to 

serve as the official poet for the National Constitution Center’s Liberty Medal Ceremony in 

Philadephia on September 27. Available: 

http://blog.dispatch.com/edblog/2007/09/south_african_author_launches_book_tour_at_ohio_universit

y.shtml. Accessed on 18 September 2007. 

 
15

 Acknowledgement is made to O Magazine – The Oprah Magazine South Africa. Zakes Mda had 

painted the picture, and was the author of the double-page spread article ‘Finding lasting love, at last’, 

published in the February 2006 Valentine’s Day Edition, pages 94-95.  

 
16

 Robyn Cohen’s article and photograph in the Cape Times, 27 June 2006 – ‘Author turns the pages of 

love’ – is expressive of a happy relationship: Gugu is leaning affectionately over Mda’s shoulder. 

 
17

 My interview with Gugu Nkosi, July 2004 in Johannesburg. 

 
18

 Zakes Mda in an interview with Robyn Cohen of the Cape Times, 27 June 2006: ‘Author turns the 

pages of love.’ 

 
19

 Gugu Mda sent me an sms on 23 October 2006: “We’re leaving for USA on Monday;” and another 

“We are about to board the plane .…” 



 

 

 

314 

                                                                                                                             
 
20

 Gugu Mda’s e-mail to me on 10 December 2006:02:41PM. 

 
21 Gugu Mda sent a cell phone message to me on 12 September 2007: “We r @ da epot now. We r tired 

but looking 4wed 2 da trip. Take care & we love u.” In answer to an e-mail of welcome to Gugu, and 

best wishes to Zakes Mda for his presentation on Cion at Kilvert on 14 September 2007, I received a 

reply: “Thank you my dear Dorothy. Gugu and the kids arrived well and were all at the Kilvert event. It 

was a great success. Cion is receiving great reviews here, which you can read if you Google ‘Zakes 

Mda Cion’ on the Internet. Take care. Love Zakes” (dated 16:September:2007:09:22AM). 

 
22

 My interview with Zakes Mda, November 1999 in Johannesburg. 

 
23

 My e-mail to Zakes Mda for the New Year, dated 5 January, 2005:10:40AM, solicited the immediate 

reply as quoted. The material about the genesis of Cion is derived from many sources. First, my 

interview with Mda in July 2004. Second, the data he passed to Julie Wark in London in October 2004. 

Third, my taped interview while Mda conveyed Professor Robert Edgar and myself to Soweto in his 

motor car to visit Aunt Ella Kwinana on 10 December 2004. Fourth, what he told audiences about Cion 

at functions on 23 and 24 June 2005 in Cape Town at the launch and literary luncheon to do with of 

The Whale Caller. Fifth, from his presentation to journalists at the Book Fair in Cape Town in June 

2006. Sixth, quoted material from Mda’s novel published by Penguin Books (South Africa) in April 

2007. Mda told me in an interview in June 2004 that he always has his books published in South Africa 

before they are released to the American market. 

 
24 My interview with Zakes Mda, November 1999 in Johannesburg. 

 
25

 The Hoovervilles to which Zakes Mda refers were named after President Hoover, who was blamed 

for the problems that led to the Depression. ‘Hoovervilles - Photograph Collage’, The Library of 

Congress (2002). http://memory.loc.gov/learn/features/timeline/depwwii/depress/hoovers.html. 

Accessed on 31 May 2007. 

 
26

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim report page 32. 

 
27

 The Underground Railroad was started by William Still in 1850. It is a network of secret routes, way-

stations, safe havens and meeting points in which thousands of African-Americans escaped from 

slavery in the south. Some routes on the Underground Railroad travelled as far north as Canada and as 

far south as Mexico. In 1863 Abraham Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, a presidential 

order declaring the freedom of the slaves and made the end of slavery a major goal of the Civil War. In 

1865 the Civil War ended and the 13th Amendment to the Constitution which abolished slavery was 

passed. ‘Black History Timeline’, Black History Month. Available: 

http://www.spc.edu/pages/2128.asp. Accessed on 10 June 2007. 

 
28

 My interview with Zakes Mda, July 2004 in Johannesburg. 

 
29 According to the authors of ‘Scarlet Legacy’, “communities of TriRacial Isolates have been 

denominated with as many as 68 terms, and there are undoubtedly others. These refer to racially mixed 

groups who live in scattered settlements of persons of various Native American Indian, black, and 

white ancestry.” They state that the term WIN was first coined by Arthur H Estabrook and Ivan E 

McDougle in 1926 in their book Mongrel Virginians: A Study in Triple Race Mixture. Available: 

http://www.scarletlegacy.com/. Accessed on 2 September 2007.  

 
30 The following excerpt is from Reginald G Daniel’s annotated bibliographical entry: ‘Triracial 

isolates: runaways and refuseniks’. More than Black? Multiracial identity and the new racial order. 

Philadelphia: Temple UP, 2002 refers: “Daniel provides a brief, helpful discussion of ‘triracial isolate,’ 

a social science term, noting at the outset that ‘many of their members reject such labeling, and they are 

not a single identifiable group …. The common attributes of these communities have less to do with 

cultural bonds than with similarities in experience and in living conditions that unite them in their 

refusal to accept the United States binary racial project’ (p. 68). Daniel also notes, in defining this 

concept, that there are approximately two hundred triracial isolate groups in the eastern United States 

(especially the southeast); that they have varying amounts of Native American, African American, and 



 

 

 

315 

                                                                                                                             
European American ancestry; and that they tend to live (at least, they did during the formation of the 

community) in the edges of towns and in isolated rural areas. He characterizes them as pluralistic in 

terms of their stance toward race, meaning that they believe an oppressed group should work to 

‘recover its own sense of itself and become more effective as a collective force in the world. They 

envision … a process of dissimilation that would create intergroup accommodation, or a mosaic of 

mutually respectful, separate social and ethnic pluralities with equal status both in law and in fact’ (pp. 

119-120). G E S Stilling ‘Category: 18. Literature on triracial isolates or mixed bloods’ (2002) in The 

Lumbee Indians, an Annotated Bibliography. Available: 

http://linux.library.appstate.edu/lumbee/18/DANI003.htm. Accessed on 2 September 2007. 

 
31

 Interview Zakes Mda and Rebecca L. Weber ‘The Africana QA: Zakes Mda’ on 25 May, 2004. 

Available: http://www.rebeccalweber.com/zakes.html. Accessed on 2 September 2007.  

 
32

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 5.  

 
33 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 9.  

 
34

 Bernard Guillemin translated Bertolt Brecht’s style of slang into normal language, in Brecht on 

Theatre: the Development of an Aesthetic (1964), translation and notes by John Willett, page 14. 

 
35

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 9. 

 
36

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 9.  

 
37

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 8. 

 
38 The US bans the import of slaves, but not the sale and practice of slavery. ‘Black History Timeline’, 

Black History Month. Available http://www.spc.edu/pages/2128.asp. Accessed on 10 June 2007. 

 
39

 I sense an echo here of Elizabeth Grosz’s aversion to regarding persons as ‘it’ – slaves are 

categorised and dehumanised as ‘product’. See Grosz’ ‘Refiguring Bodies’ in Volatile Bodies: Towards 

a Corporeal Feminism (1994), pages 9-24, as discussed in Chapter Eight of this literary biography. 

 
40

 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim notes page 8.  

 
41 The fact of whether quilts were used by slaves as escape maps is disputed. See ‘Quilts of the 

Underground Railroad’ at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quilts_of_the_Underground_Railroad and ‘Did 

Slaves Use Quilts as Escape Maps?’ by Sarah Ives at 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/kids/2004/02/quilt.html. Both accessed on 2 September 2007. 

After explaining the design and practicality of such quilts, Ives points out that the evidence is derived 

from oral history, and no map quilts have survived. However, she quotes art historian Raymond Dobard 

as saying that’s not surprising. “Consider the nature of quilts. A quilt was to be used. To expect a quilt 

that remained within the slave community to survive more than a hundred years is asking a lot.” From 

Mda’s point of view, it would not matter whether it was historical fact or not.  

 
42

 Graphics of the Flying Geese and Monkey Wrench designs, which are still commonly used in 

quilting today, can be viewed on the page ‘The Underground Railroad Quilt Code Patterns’, in the 

article The Secret Code of Quilts by Michael E.C. Gery, n.d. Available: 

http://www.carolinacountry.com/storypages/ourstories/quilt/quilt.html. Accessed on 18 September 

2007. 

 
43 Harriet Tubman, who was born a slave near Cambridge, Maryland, was one of the most famous 

Underground Railroad Conductors. After making her own successful escape, she came back to 

Maryland many times to lead family members, friends, and other slaves to freedom. From ‘Harriet 

Tubman’ in People of the Underground Railroad in Maryland (thinkport.org). Available: 

http://pathways.thinkport.org/library/people.cfm. Accessed on 18 September 2007. 

 
44

 The issue of South African agonism is discussed in Chapter Eight, pages 248-249. 

 



 

 

 

316 

                                                                                                                             
45

 Zakes Mda describes the unique system of distribution of largesse adopted at the Kilvert Community 

Center. A style of peer-review exists wherein no one takes more than is actually needed (Interview, 

December 2004). See also ‘Kilvert’ at : http://home.frognet.net/~cntdown/kilvert.htm for a description 

of the Community Center and Irene Flower’s involvement there. Accessed on 2 September 2007. 

 
46

 My interview with Zakes Mda, December 2004 on the journey to Soweto to visit Aunt Ella Kwinana. 

 
47 Interview Zakes Mda and Julie Wark in London, October 2004, verbatim report page 34. 

 
48

 Discussion about Rufus Zingqi’s report on “the last warrior chief” King Mhlontlo Matiwane of the 

Mpondomise in Chapter Two. See ‘Last Warrior Chief Gets Recognition’ Rufus Zingqi in the East 

London Daily Dispatch of 25 August 2000. Available: 

http://www.dispatch.co.za/2000/08/25/easterncape/TKEI6.HTM. Accessed on 4 February 2007. 

 
49

 From Zechariah’s prophetic song: “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel … he has raised up a horn of 

salvation for us in the house of his servant David ….” In the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, 

Luke 1:68, 69, New Testament, page 58. 

 
50

 The two meanings for ‘scion’ that are developed in the text are from the Oxford Advanced Learner’s 

Dictionary of Current English (1995), (Ed.) Jonathan Crowther, page 1050. 

 
51

 In a parallel thought pattern, through ‘belief’ in the eminence of the sciolist in Cion, Zakes Mda is 

rounding out the personae of the President in his play You Fool, How Can the Sky Fall? and of Mr 

Yodd in his novel, The Whale Caller.  

 
52

 ‘Delphi’. Available: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Delphi. Accessed on 2 September 2007. 

 
53 My interview with Zakes Mda, November 1999 in Johannesburg. 

 
54

 Zakes Mda in an interview with Robyn Cohen of the Cape Times, 27 June 2006. 

 
55 Bertolt Brecht in Brecht on Theatre: the Development of an Aesthetic (1964), page 105.  

 
56

 The story of Margaret Tobias highlights the issue of how labels such as ‘insanity’ and institutions 

such as mental asylums have been used in history as a means of social control. This is the theme of 

Michel Foucault’s Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reason (1998). 

 
57

 Nadine Rubin writing in Sunday Times Lifestyle, 5 August 2007, with the heading ‘The lion in Cion’.  

 
58 ‘The evil that men do lives after them; / The good is oft interred with their bones’ Julius Caesar, Act 

Three, Scene Two, line 73-74, by William Shakespeare, The Juta Kennet Shakespeare (1964) (Gen Ed 

Davis M; Ed Meikle A E), Juta & Co Cape Town. 

 
59 In Booklist 2002, directed to libraries and booksellers in South Africa. 

 
60

 Katleho Khoaele writes about Cion in The Star, 27 July 2007 under the heading: ‘Literature makes 

my heart smile’. She says: “Zakes Mda is a living legend who touches my soul … makes one believe 

we are larger than we think we are. Well written so that it makes my heart smile.” 



 317 

 

 

AFTERWORD 
 

 

A living paradox: 

a romantic without illusions; 

a cynic without malice; 

at once a dreamer and a hard-nosed pragmatist.
1
 

– Morris West –  

 

 

 

Of necessity this project – Interpreting Redness: a Literary Biography of 

Zakes Mda – must draw to an end even while the life that is at its core is 

soaring to a zenith. As these words are being written, Mda is on a national 

speaking tour of the United States promoting his seventh novel, Cion.2 On 27 

September 2007 he broke away to participate in the Liberty Medal Ceremony 

at the National Constitution Center, Independence Mall, Philadelphia. He 

presented a poem on the theme of voices for liberty, specially composed for 

the occasion. Winners of the 2007 Liberty Medal are Bono and DATA (Debt, 

AIDS, Trade, Africa – the advocacy organization Bono co-founded to combat 

poverty and disease in Africa).3 To be chosen by the American nation to 

participate in this event is proof of Mda’s international literary standing. 

 

In September 1983, accompanied by my husband John and son Richard, 

I stood in front of the Liberty Bell on Independence Mall, and pondered the 

notion of freedom. It was a period in which South Africa was labouring under 

the severest apartheid repressions. In 1980, Richard had refused to accept 

conscription into the South African Defence Force and would not take up arms 

against fellow South Africans as required by South African law. As the 

country’s first total conscientious objector, he had spent a year in military 

prison and then had come to America to undertake peace studies at the 

Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminaries in Elkhart, Indiana. Now he was on 

his way back to South Africa to rejoin the struggle for liberty in his homeland.  
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Even as the repression of the state became ever more overwhelming, the 

willpower, fortitude and creativity of the liberty struggle in South Africa 

increased. The United Democratic Front, founded in 1983, rallied broad-based 

multiracial internal opposition to the government, even as international anti-

apartheid movements and the ANC mobilized external pressure in the form of 

economic, cultural and sporting boycotts. In due course, the apartheid 

government was isolated, experiencing uncontrollable disobedience from 

within and inexorable pressure from without. All the while, the levels of 

violence originating from the state as well as community structures such as 

Defence Committees, climbed dangerously. Eventually, inevitably, State 

President F W de Klerk made the momentous announcement in his speech at 

the opening of Parliament on 2 February 1990 that political prisoner Nelson 

Mandela was to be released, the ANC, the PAC and the SA Communist Party 

were to be unbanned, and the government was to embark on a process of 

peace negotiation. He said: “The aim is a totally new and just constitutional 

dispensation in which every inhabitant will enjoy equal rights, treatment and 

opportunity in every sphere of endeavour – constitutional, social and 

economic.”4 In due course, this resulted in a new constitution, free democratic 

elections and the establishment of a Government of National Unity in 1994. 

 

In like manner, liberty came to the diverse states of America – liberty from 

domination by an unsympathetic government (1776), liberty from one person 

being the ‘property’ of another with the Emancipation Declaration (1863), and 

liberty from the domination of one section of society by another after the Civil 

War (1861-1865). 

 

Glorious as this history may be, Mda reminds us in his writings that over 

time, governments and institutions tend to become conservative and 

comfortable in their power and privilege. Civil society has to monitor, critique, 

protest and agitate, therefore, to guard and grow that liberty. This is the case 

in South Africa as well as the United States. Individuals, too, become 

comfortable, and can lose touch with the common people and their concerns. 

They also need to be monitored and critiqued as appropriate. Mda is now 

reaching the stage of his life and career where he is attaining power and 
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influence. From his writings we can assume, therefore, that he would not be 

surprised to be the subject of such monitoring, and would even welcome it. 

But, if necessary, will we the readers, have courage to implement it? 

 

The thrust of this study is ‘interpreting redness’: to interpret the heart-

mind of the life – the redness – and the mind-heart of the works – the ultimate 

redness. Mda is a storyteller: words are his power. My mode of interpretation 

in many cases, therefore, has been to select excerpts in such a manner that 

Mda’s own words paint his canvas and his own ideas create his connections. 

Mda is impatient when words – the means to convey thought and shape 

discourse – are wilfully wasted. In Cion, through his narrator Toloki, Mda says: 

“Small talk is what makes the world go round. But for now I can’t contribute 

my share to either its rotation or revolution“ (2007: 276). 

 

 

Workable lifeworld theory 

 

Mda introduces an action, a ‘doing’, in a chosen setting, and protagonists 

react and interact, thus creating the story. He subverts the structural rules of 

binary categorisation through his technique of presenting ideas, values, and 

‘truths’, but contrasted by their opposite. This is what I call Mda’s design of 

oscillation. In The Heart of Redness, Camagu reacts to the presence of his 

clan token, the majola brown mole snake, curled in his bedclothes, and thus 

recognises his Africanness. He theorises about it – the ancestors are sending 

him a message – and he is enabled to perceive new patterns with which to 

think and act. Instead of returning to the ‘U.S of A.’, he remains in Qolorha 

and helps to create a heritage site around the mystical pool of Nongqawuse. 

Camagu refuses to be either a ‘Believer’ or an ‘Unbeliever’ and negotiates a 

reasonably balanced middle way, carrying the reader into new territory. 

 

Using the historic fact of the Great Xhosa Cattle Killing of 1866-1867 as 

focus, through his design of oscillation, Mda’s protagonists make choices 

around the values of ‘civilization’ versus ‘savage’, ‘custom’ versus ‘progress’ 
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and ‘belief’ versus ‘unbelief’. As Mda intertwines an Early Generation story 

with a Later Generation story, his protagonists wrestle with the same values, 

now in a modern-day setting. Drawn into a swing of choices, inevitably some 

readers would compare the perspectives presented in The Heart of Redness 

to those purveyed in the South African history books they had studied in 

school, and to their own current situations. In the process, they work out a 

new lifeworld theory for themselves. Literary theorist Niall Lucy refers to such 

juxtaposition as “dehistoricization of contexts in which signs acquire values”5 

so that knowledge, ideas and understandings are at liberty to flow, and 

“literary texts and knowledges are able to be radically reconceived”.6  

 

This train of performative thought supports my claim that literature of a 

certain calibre is an agent for change. Mda’s presentation of profundity within 

‘the ordinary’ attains such a stature. His writings – his Ways of Dying in 

particular – became such a tool for me to identify and enter into my 

Africanness.7 He meets his own expressed criteria: he makes the reader think 

– and be moved – and be entertained.8 

 

The French philosopher Jean-François Lyotard asserts: “All that has been 

received … must be suspected.”9 Much as Brecht uses his defamiliarization 

technique,10 so Mda uses his design of oscillation, his unique style of magic 

realism, and his device of changing the historical context in his works to 

undermine received knowledge and stock associations. It is but a short step in 

The Whale Caller for the reader to unhinge from the assumption that humans 

cannot communicate with whales, to unhinge from the assumption that 

religious leaders are all unselfish and pure as the driven snow.  

 

The state of uncertainty generated by such oscillation techniques is what 

Susan Horton calls living on the slash,11 G C Spivak calls chaos-for-change;12 

and Bertolt Brecht calls positive disruption.13 The vicissitudes of life can also 

generate such a state. By Mda’s own account, his experience of being 

sexually abused as a child produced chaos. That chaos caused him to 

search, to question, to challenge, to rebel, and eventually to articulate this 

tumult in his writings even though he was not initially aware of the aetiology of 



 321 

this driving force. He says: “I wrote out this pain in my novels.“ When he did 

become aware, he says that awareness “changed my understanding of my 

life’s pathway”. He goes on to say: “I write by way of therapy, exorcising the 

past. When I write, my hurt psyche feels better …. I am strong enough to try 

again.”14 The chaos never completely disappears, but his awareness of it 

changes his understanding, and reconceives his knowledges; it coheres the 

driving force, and becomes a healing agent.  

 

Mda’s writings make us think. How is a generation to progress to 

embrace values in modernity, while yet retaining the good that is still to be 

found in culture and belief? In the midst of uncertainty and forward movement, 

a rootedness must remain, fed by inward reflexion and a consciousness of 

“being self-dependent but other-centred”.15 By his design of oscillation, Mda 

swings readers through a spectrum of thought-pathways – and confronts them 

with alternative life choices. The choices are between the blank-wall-opting-

out-of-life of “regret”, or “assay towards increase of being … and jubilation” 

(Jean-Francois Lyotard).16 By exercising the human gift of free will, readers 

make their choices. Will it be “regret”, diminution, passivity, even death, or, as 

Mda demonstrates in The Whale Caller, will it be “increase of being”, 

tolerance, understanding, compassion and love?  

 

Commissioned for the 2007 Liberty Award Ceremony on 27 September 

2007, Mda’s most recent literary work – his poem on liberty, ubuntu, hope and 

new life – is a fitting ‘Last Word’ in this dissertation: 

 

 

LET THEM COME WITH RAIN 

 

Soon the rains will come 

And heal our eroded souls 

Something will sprout 

Like a desert plant 

Watered only by sprays of voices 
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Growing hardy and stubborn 

Baja fairy duster 

Waving red powder puffs  

In the desert wind 

Blooming all year round 

In the cold of a desert night 

In the scorching desert sun 

 

Let them come with rain 

The rain bringers 

Let voices rain 

Even when the land wants to resist 

And obstinately stays scarred  

And sullen 

And scorched 

Somehow someday something will grow 

With persistence it will grow 

 

What kind of voices are these 

That rain so relentlessly 

And penetrate 

The darkest of nights 

The thickest of walls 

 

They are voices for liberty 

Voices of ordinary men and women 

Creators of their own history 

Unstoppable unflinching unyielding 

In the tradition of Aung San Suu Kyi  

Of Martin Luther King Junior 

Of Mahatma Gandhi 

Of Nelson Mandela 

They who accepted the applause  

With grace 
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Not in their name 

Not in the name 

Of their children and grandchildren 

But in the name of humanity 

For whom they waged 

Their lonely struggles 

 

Let these voices rain  

For compassion 

For humility  

For tolerance 

And for generosity 

To grow in abundance 

 

Voices float freely in the air 

And cannot be harnessed  

Or hampered 

Cannot be contained 

By prison bars 

Stone dungeons 

Concrete bunkers 

Islands of isolation 

In the middle of rough seas 

Leper colonies 

Even gilded cages 

Of house arrest 

 

They float from Darfur 

And from Tibet 

From Burma 

And from Zimbabwe  

From forgotten struggles 

That continue unseen 

By the eye of the world 
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Struggles  

Of women in the rural margins 

Of street children in decaying cities 

Of men and women in their prime 

Stigmatized by AIDS 

Waiting for unnecessary death 

 

Let them rain 

And water wholesome plants 

That glory in the sun 

And stifle the weeds  

Of religious intolerance 

For God needs no bodyguards 

He needs no warriors to defend him 

He is omnipotent 

 

When voices for liberty  

Rain 

Peace bubbles under 

Waiting to burst out of the parched soil 

And bloom onto the universe 

 

Let them rain on this world 

Of diminishing freedoms 

Where gains of the past 

Are vanishing fast 

 

Let them rain 

Let them rain.17 
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Endnotes  

                                                           

 
1
 From Morris West’s The Ringmaster (1991), page 194, useful except that Mda is a ‘sceptic’ not a 

‘cynic’. A cynic is a person who “believes that only selfishness motivates human actions and who 

disbelieves in or minimizes selfless acts or disinterested points of view … a person who shows or 

expresses a bitterly or sneeringly cynical attitude”. From Dictionary.com based on the Random House 

Unabridged Dictionary (2006) Available: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/cynic. Accessed on 2 

October, 2007. Despite his life experiences, Mda is not bitter, but because of his life experiences, he is 

inherently sceptical. A sceptic is a person who “instinctively or habitually doubts, questions, or 

disagrees with assertions or generally accepted conclusions”. From Dictionary.com based on the 

American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition (2006). Available: 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/sceptic. Accessed on 2 October, 2007.  

 
2
 Information about Zakes Mda’s book tour is available from: 

http://blog.dispatch.com/edblog/2007/09/south_african_author_launches_book_tour_at_ohio_universit

y.shtml. Accessed on 18 September, 2007. 

 
3
 Press release about “ … Renowned Artists to Perform at 2007 Liberty Medal Ceremony at the 

National Constitution Center -- Performers Connect with Voices for Liberty Theme’, National 

Constitutional Center. 18 September, 2007. Available: 

http://www.constitutioncenter.org/PressRoom/PressReleases/2007_09_18_18082.shtml. Accessed on 

27 September, 2007. Zakes Mda read his poem entitled ‘Let Them Come With Rain’. 

 
4 ‘Address by the State President, Mr FW De Klerk, DMS, at the opening of the Second Session of the 

Ninth Parliament of the Republic of South Africa, Cape Town, 2 February 1990’ Available: 

http://www.info.gov.za/speeches/1996/101348690.htm. Accessed on 27 September, 2007. 

 
5 Niall Lucy’s Postmodern Literary Theory: An Introduction (1997), page 62. 

 
6
 Niall Lucy’s Postmodern Literary Theory: An Introduction (1997), page 62. 

 
7 My journey into Africanness is presented in Chapter One, pages 23-25. 

 
8
 Zakes Mda speaks to ZA@Play: “ … for fiction to be any good it must entertain.” (quoted in Chapter 

Nine, page 280) from Mail and Guardian Online, 20 May, 2007. Available: 

http://www.chico.mweb.co.za/art/2007/2007apr/070420-notes.html. Accessed on 2 September, 2007. 

 
9
 In Jean-François Lyotard’s ‘The Postmodern’ in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge 

(1984), page 79. 

 
10

 Bertolt Brecht in Brecht on Theatre: the Development of an Aesthetic (1964), page 14. 

 
11

 Susan Horton’s Difficult Women, Artful Lives – Olive Schreiner and Isak Dinesen: In and Out of 

Africa (1995), page 28. 

 
12

 G C Spivak’s ‘Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography’ in Selected Subaltern Studies 

(1988), page 106.  

 
13

 Bertolt Brecht in Brecht on Theatre: the Development of an Aesthetic (1964), page 14. 

 
14 Excerpts from Zakes Mda’s forthtelling on 27 November 2003, recounted in Chapter 6.  

 
15

 From Morris West’s The Ringmaster (1991), page 236. 

 
16

 In Jean-François Lyotard’s ‘The Postmodern’ in The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge 

(1984), page 79. 

 
17

 Received from Gugu Mda in an e-mail on 27 September, 2007:9:22PM.  
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