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EDITOR’S 
LETTER   

t            he question that perhaps I get asked more than any 
other as a critic (along with why don’t I ever like anything) is 
who are some of the people and things that have influenced 
my creative outlook. Very often people are surprised when I 
tell them about how transformative books and literature have 
been at different stages of my life. Particularly because almost 
anyone who reads feels the same way. The written word has a 
peculiar ability to be a non-linier creative output by allowing 
the consumer of the work to add to the text through their own 
visualisations and imaginings of the text that they engage with. 
When we read we create certain elements for ourselves that 
even authors cannot create for us and I think that is why books 
have not really lost their importance in the current context of in-
stant gratification. If nothing else they have become a vital part 
of the culture. Measured, researched and well thought through 
narratives are an essential part of fighting against a throwaway 
culture and 140-charcter opinions. Books are the only way in 
which complex ideas can be engaged with fully and made. This 
issue is our second literature edition. After the positive response 
we got from our first, we decided it would be worthwhile to 
bring you this follow up as way of paying tribute to some of the 
best authors, thinkers and issues that are changing the way we 
think about the art of writing and how people consume it. This 
will become a regular fixture on the MindMap-SA calendar.

We visit the 15th Time of the writer literary festival held re-
cently in Durban and review how it has gone from strength to 
strength over the years. I spoke to South African poetry lumi-
nary Lebo Mashile as she told us why identity is such a per-
sistent feature in her writing. Mina Maboja writes a commen-

tary on the state of literature and some of the events that have 
changed the way we look at books over the last few months.

It would be a cruel omission on my part not to unlimitedly 
thank the people that have ensured that this edition has come 
together the way it has. To the Centre for creative arts and 
Time of the writer for opening up their doors to us without 
limit, we appreciate you love and support and in the words 
of a great poet we say-Maximum respect. To Books Live also 
knows as Books SA, we would like to thank you for allow-
ing us to use some of your work and extend a hand in fellow-
ship and may our partnership grow. To the UKZN Press for 
the many great books you allowed us to sift through we thank 
you and may you continue to be a beacon of light in South 
African letters. And last but not least on behalf of MindMap-
SA I would like to thank the two most important groups of 
people whose contribution has been of the most consequence 
to putting this edition together, namely the authors Zukiswa 
Wanner, Lebo Mashile, Ronnie Kasrils, Chris Abani, Napo 
Masheane and many many more we thank you for the depth 
and precision of your writing and may you persist and never 
allow the power of your words to fade with age. And to you 
the reader not only of MindMap-SA but of books free ranging 
from Twilight to Twain may you maintain, engage and grow 
with us as you have over the last 8 issues and we look for-
ward to seeing you on the 9th. Until then keep mapping out.
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Time of the writer
The written word recently enveloped Durban as 
eighteen writers from around South Africa, Africa 
and abroad, gathered for a thought-provoking 
week of literary dialogue, exchange of ideas and 

stimulating discussion at the 15th Time of the Writer 
International Writers Festival (19 - 24 March). 

The annual festival, which is hosted by the Centre 
for Creative Arts (University of KwaZulu-Natal), with 
principal support by National Lottery Distribution 
Fund, featured a diverse gathering of leading 
novelists, short story writers, poets and crime writers.

Amongst the writers that participated this year 
were Baha Teheer, Chris Abani, Cynthia Jele, Jassy 
Mckenzie and Publishing is one of the central 
elements in the development of a local  literary culture 
and the Publishing Forum has become a significant 
part of the annual Time of the Writer international 
writers’ festival and this year was no different.



Following the opening night where 
all participating writers made brief 
presentations at the Elizabeth Sneddon 
Theatre, pairings of writers were engaged 
each evening, Tuesday to Saturday, in 
readings and discussions that provide insight 
into their opinions, experiences and the 
creative processes that inform their work.

An exciting assortment of book 
launches also took place at 
the festival. Including  Africa 
Inside Out – Stories, Tales and 
Testimonies (UKZN Press) an 
anthology comprising works 
by previous participants in the 
Time of the Writer Festival who 
offer refreshing contemporary 
responses to the varied 
contexts of our continent. 

Bookended by a powerful Arab-
African and Caribbean presence the 
essential thread running through the 
festival was prominently African.



Coolab Durban in conjunction 
with Life Long Learning KZN 
recently hosted the second 
edition of a monthly series 
of TEDtalk screenings and 
discussions with local experts. 
The event was hosted at the 
eclectic Alliance Francaise in 
Durban’s Morningside area.

The theme for the evening was  
‘‘The internet and how it is 
changing traditional art forms 
as well as creating new ones’

TEDtalk discussions

Look out for the next edition of Tedtalks discussion 
where experts will be discussion education and creativity



Sihle Mthembu editor of 
MindMap-SA and an art 
critic spoke about how 
online tools were become 
a more effective way to 
engage with art and how 
communities of collaboration 
ere emerging online.

The event saw a very vibrant discussion 
from Lindy Stiebel (Professor of English 
Studies of the School of Literary Studies, 
Media and Creative Arts at the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal) and Nail Mcnulty both 
from the KZN literacy tourism project.
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 The author of The 
Madams (Oshun Books, 
2006); Behind Every 
Successful Man (Kwela 
Books, 2008) and Men of 
the South (Kwela Books, 
2010). Wanner is also the 
founder of the Read SA 
campaign, a campaign 
encouraging South Africa 
to read. Her first novel, The 
Madams was shortlisted 
for the 2007 K Sello Duiker 
Award.

Feature
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I 
t is of course a reality that is hard to intellectually reconcile that 
so often in our post-1994 literary context, homour is used as a 
crutch. A sort of filler to make up for the lack of plausible narra-
tive, loss of social context and ultimately aborted character. Re-
sulting in a middling effect where one-liners are integrated into 
what is an overly dejecting literary chasm. My first encounter 
with Zukiswa Wanner’s writing I think was in 2006 or 2007 (I am 

often very bad with dates.) Here I had been randomly googling pho-
tos of Lebo Mashile for a project I was working on. For some strange

 reason I decided to read her blog on African-Writting. Now it is worth 
fully confessing that at this juncture in my life I was still very much 
into my entry level hippie/poetry phase. But for some reason (which is 
only mildly beginning to make sense to me right now,) Wanner’s blogs 
and musings on writing in context found a sort of resonance with me.

Of course now it is not hard to understand why. As a writer she is 
perhaps one of the most challenging and most functional minds in 
South African literature. It would be so easy of course to limit her 
prowess to some post-democratic appropriation such as ‘black fe-
male’ or other titles of that nature. But her creative tour de force 
stretches beyond the simplicity and often limiting nature of cho-
sen context. Her literature and ideas stretches towards a more cen-
tral ground, where homour meets deliciously curios narrative to cre-
ate a sort of heightened sense of a South African middle class reality.

When I first meet Wanner it was of course a somewhat weird and equal-
ly enticing prospect. She unwittingly violated a little policy I have, of 
not hugging interview subjects. Often my colleagues have dismissed my 
arguments for this policy as nothing more than a bourgeoisie fetish on

 She is one of  the only real authors that 
has consistently written novels about mid-
dle class vexes that are both not only well 
conceptualised in terms of  writing but are 
ultimately a fortress of  rigours interroga-

tion of  South African perspectives.

words by 
Sihle Mthembu

Images courtesy of 
Books Live

ZUKISWA
WANNER
writes back
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As South Africa is 
not a big reading nation, I personally 

choose to make people smile
 even as they question 

themselves and disagree 
with my characters

my part, but I however retain that there 
is a certain critical mastery that is taken 
away from you when you engage a sub-
ject in such a manner. There is (and this 
is entirely my own prejudice) a need to 
retain a certain emotional aloofness when 
critiquing someone’s work. But Zukiswa 
Wanner’s infectious personality clearly 
does not make room for such considera-
tions and this is not a bad thing. Instead 
she thrives in a constant and sustained 
relativism, a veracious need to both ex-
press and listen simultaneously. That 
night she had been hosting a panel on 
inner city stories with Cynthia Jele and 
Kgebetli Moele and one of the things that 
one gets from listening to Wanner engage 
and interrogate the ideas of other writers 
is that she herself has spent a significant 
deal of time developing and formulating 
her own critical bearing, something that 
surely makes her stand well head and 
shoulders above some of the indulgent 
literary wordsmiths that South African 
literature is often so keen to produce.

As a writer who writes in a democratic 
South Africa it is of course not too hard 
to succumb to the fetishes of the zeitgeist. 

Far too often writers locally feel a need 
to write for writings own sake and never 
really consider that their writing should be 
reflective not only of them but also of the 
society on which their narrative is based. 
When I asked Wanner what she feels is 
the role of the book in 2012 South Africa 
she seems to be a writer that is cautiously 
optimistic about the meaning of liteara-
ture in our contemporary context, choos-
ing to point out that writing is a sort of 
keeper of history 
and that it is one 
of the few ways 
that society can 
sort of come 
face to face with 
itself. “Other 
writers may 
disagree with 
me, and that’s 
entirely okay, 
but I believe the 
role of literature is to hold a mirror up to 
society and make us question ourselves, 
and our actions. If this can be done while 
entertaining the reader, all the better,” she 
says. “As South Africa is not a big read-
ing nation, I personally choose to make 

people smile even as they question them-
selves and disagree with my characters.”

To disagree with Wanner’s characters 
themselves is not the hardest thing in the 
world. Often they sometimes have an 
overbearing need to break the status quo 
that at times makes them seem rather un-
becoming and self-destructive. One thing 
however that you cannot fault is the in-
tention of Wanner’s writing. She is one of 
the only real authors that has consistently 
written novels about middle class vexes 
that are both not only well conceptualised 
in terms of writing but are ultimately a 
fortress of rigours interrogation of South 
African perspectives. The characters that 
Wanner creates are a concoction of ambi-
tions and desires and they are persistently 
rooted in the now. One of my favourite 
literary quotes comes from Men of the 
South as she introduces one of her char-
acters and says, “Hi, my name is Mzi-
likazi Khumalo. If there were anything 
like a 100% Zulu boy who is cosmopoli-
tan, I am he. I am also 100% gay.” And 
just like that, as she often does Wanner 
pulls and pushes you at the same time.

She is evidently a writer who relishes 
the dare of being influenced; amongst 
the writers that have had her plucking 
away in curiosity are Shimmer Chino-
dya (whom she compliments for his dry 
wit) and perhaps the 20th century great-
est literary bastard George Orwell. But 
it is her cosmopolitan upbringing that 
has surely had the strongest influence 
eon Wanner’s literary output. Born in 
Zambia to a South African father and a 
Zimbabwean mother and having studied 
abroad Wanner is undoubtedly one who 
is comfortable with crossing social lines, 
something that her characters also do ex-
tremely well. Speaking about what this 
cross-cutting of culture has taught her, 
Wanner says that it has helped her build 
up a library of knowledge based entirely 
on observation. “I suspect it has helped 

me be able to observe society. Always on 
the outside looking in, in some way be-
cause the sum of me is every place I have 
been to and none of them,” she says. “All 
writing is personal. If it wasn’t, it would 
not resonate with readers. So maybe my 
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characters maybe fictional but when they get inside my head, they 
become me.” Away from being a writer who tackles very neces-
sary subject matter Wanner has a staunch rock n roll like crea-
tive process. In the morning she says she takes her son to school 
and comes back and writes more general work such as facebook 
responses and emails and at times urgent assignments that can’t 
afford to be put off any longer. But it is at night that tales like Men 
of the South and The madams really find their nativity. Wanner 
writes through most of the night, a habit that I am sure three nov-

els later is becom-
ing hard to break. 
Most people are not 
aware however that 
she first came into 
the world of the 
written word after 
late literary lumi-
nary Lewis Nkosi 
read some of her 
work and encour-
aged her to write 
fiction. “It was less 
his encouraging 
me to write more 
than his reading 
my non-fiction 
pieces and suggest-
ing that I should 
really venture into 
fiction,”she says. 
“I concluded either 
he thought fiction 
would liberate me 
to be more honest 
(as I find it is) or he 
just felt I was a crap 
non-fiction writer.”

Regardless of what Nkosi might have thought of those opinion 
pieces he surely helped mould one of the most important literary 
voices in South African literature right now. And despite the fact 
that she has three critically acclaimed novels under her belt (and 
two children’s books coming out this year) Wanner is a 
writer that is still very much concerned with the South 
African literary landscape and the idea of the profes-
sional author. She has several times spoken out against 
this often invasive and unfounded notion that writers 
and artists in general cannot live of their art in South Af-
rica. Instead choosing to point out that there needs to be 
a sort of 360 degree moment of reckoning where creative 
industries will work more vigilantly to ensure that South 
African creative culture becomes more sustainable. “Eve-
ryone who asks writers to write pieces needs to know that 
it’s how they make a living. I never understand when someone 
calls me and tells me I should work for R2.50 per word and yet 
they get paid quite substantially. It gets more annoying when, 
whatever it is you finally invoice them, magazines, newspapers, 
government etc take forever to pay. And this is the same for the 
broader artist community. And then the country wonders why art-
ists die poor,” she says. “South African literature is right there on 
top with the rest of the world. That is why, for every significant 
literary prize in the world almost every year, there is generally 
a South African shortlisted or winning. For a nation of 50 mil-
lion, we punch way above our weight literature-wise.  I have also 
found that South African literature resonates with many people on 
the continent and I think it’s a tragedy that many of our publish-
ers ignore the 50-odd countries on this continent and are keen-

er to market South African literature in Europe and America.”

Regardless however of the complexities of the South African liter-
ary scene, Wanner is a writer that is not ready to give up on us just 
yet. She regulary enjoys mixing and mingling with both writers 
and readers throughout the country. A notorious attendee at festi-
val she is one of those figures that have an infectious need to poke 
and peel other people’s brains and see what is fuelling their vir-
tuoso. “My most wonderful moments are those I spend with writ-
ers. We have so much laughs and yet a lot of insights too. Readers 
are pretty cool (which writer doesn’t love readers?) but I have had 
a couple of weird moments with some. There was the young lady 
who was reading The Madams in a taxi and I asked her if I could 
autograph it for her because I wrote the book. She looked at me 
like something the cat dragged in then asked, ‘if you wrote the 
book wenzani etaxi?’ the belief being of course that writers are 
loaded. Everyone got on me for ‘claiming’ and that taxi ride from 
Rosebank to Joburg CBD was one of the longest I have ever had. 
Then there was the woman who met me at my local shopping cen-
tre and told me I looked like her favourite writer, Zukiswa Wan-
ner. When I told her I was Zukiswa Wanner (proudly, I must add), 
she looked at me then in a very pissed off voice she retorted, ‘but 
you are so ordinary.’ I was wearing sweats and a t-shirt.” Although 
this is something that is weird for readers, this idea that their fa-
vourite author is actually quite normal it is a refreshing departure 
from the normof writers as aghatly psychedelic type. Zukiswa 
Wanner’s jeans and t-shirt outlook on life makes her one of the 
most startlingly original and humorous voices in Mzansi and per-
haps that is more important than whether she rides a taxi or not.

 South African author 
Zukiswa Wanner has a 

degree in journalism 
from Hawaii Pacific 

University in Honolulu, 
Hawaii. She has 

contributed material 
to newspapers and 

magazines that 
include the Sunday 

Independent,Oprah, 
Elle, Juice and 

Afropolitan.

Everyone who asks 
writers to write pieces 
needs to know that it’s 
how they make a liv-

ing.
 I never understand 
when someone calls 

me and t
ells me I should work 
for R2.50 per word 

and yet they
 get paid quite substan-

tially. 
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I n her docum-film “Public Speaking”, New Yor-
ker and popular culture commentator Fran Leb-
owitz bewails the demise of good books in today’s 
modern world: “I have noticed that too many peo-
ple are writing books-period. There are too many 
books, and the books are terrible,” she says, “be-
cause you have been taught to have self-esteem”.

Nine times out of ten, many of us have considered writing a 
book. For some, the idea was born and died in their head, while 
others actually managed to put together what resembles a manu-
script. But what is it about books, both fiction and non-fiction, 
that is so compelling and a vital aspect of the human era? Why 
are they so valuable? In admittedly, writers and authors alike 
seen as demi-gods of intellect and the human condition, but 
the evolution of literature has thrown a spanner into the works. 
There’s been a growing emphasis on who will be the great-
est literature giant of the modern era, just as there have been 
ultimate heavyweights of various genres over the centuries. 
Wole Soyinka was the greatest when he was the first African to 

win the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1986, and the Apple brand is 
the largest and most popular technology brand in the world. What 
these two have in common is that they surpassed all expectation 
and have an iconic reputation. The Nobel Prize recognises the 
craftsmanship of literature, and Apple is an example of what tech-
nology can do when it goes beyond the limits. Now you can have 
Soyinka’s The interpreters on your iPad in e-book form, or filtering 
into your brain as an audiobook, courtesy of your iPad. Pants were 
soiled and mouths went dry when online shopping giant Amazon 
introduced the Amazon Kindle in 2007. Many a panty was in a 
bunch because publishing houses and bookshops feared the demise 
of the paperback. Now that the e-book revolution was upon us, 
would people value bookshops the same way they did in the past?

Now we can no longer bat our eyelids and frame our faces with an 
open book, flirting with the opposite sex in between bookshelves 
of your favourite bookstore. E-books make epics such as Leo Tol-
stoy’s War and Peace and wa Thiong’o’s Petals of Blood much 
easier to carry around, but decrease the chances of action. Paper 
lives are now digital lives, and whereas one could try and decipher 

bookies
words by 

Wilhelmina Maboja

of the

Feature

The year
 Just as the world has evolved, so 

have the book, how we read and the 
state of 21st century literature
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someone’s personality from the cover of a book 
they read; now you’re faced with the sleek silver 
back of a tablet with an imprinted apple.  You 
could try and get under someone’s skin by brows-
ing the books on their shelves but now you have 
to turn on the laptop first. In courtship, one could 
slip a poem of affection in between the pages of 
Zadie Smith’s On Beauty as they lend it to their 
love interest. Having it in e-book form would 
certainly prove such to be difficult. This is not, 
however, to say that the e-book revolution will 
kill many a romantic gesture, but it could merely 
mean that it could be time to change the way we 
conduct our relationships with others and most 
importantly, not what we read but how we read. 

Mark Oppenheimer from Slate.com captures the 
change in our paper to digital life exactly: “No-
where is this problem more apparent, and more se-
rious, than in the imperilment of the Public Book-
the book that people identify us by because they 
can glimpse it on our bookshelves, or on a coffee 
table, or in our hands...One by one, the mean-
ingful artifacts that we used to scatter about our 
apartments and cars, disclosing our habits to any 
visitor, are vanishing from sight.”Oppenheimer’s 
concern is valid, but the emergence of digital 
books and music doesn’t mean that the fat lady 
has indeed sung, but rather that she just got more 
notes to hit and a lot less time to do them in.

And society’s pace now dictates that we con-
sume more in less time, hence there being fast 
food, working more in less time, creating an em-
pire in a decade rather than a century and create 
a one-year lifespan of success rather than slowly 
develop a lasting foundation of it. Bestselling 
American author of Eat, Pray, Love Elizabeth 
Gilbert is a shining example of just that. Re-
leased in 2006, her memoir was a New York 
Times Bestseller list for over 180 weeks and can 
be considered one of the few books that serve as 
testimony of the female mid-life crisis. Accord-
ing to Gilbert, the modern era and its fixation on 
continuous success has become the utmost driv-
ing force, rather than merely sharing one’s talent:

“We live in a society that sets this really unhealthy...
insane sort of expectation on people that once 
they’ve done something successful, the very next 
question that people start asking you is, ‘what are 
you doing next? And how are you going to top this?”

PEOPLE
PLACES
IDEAS

E-books make epics such 
as Leo Tolstoy’s War and 
Peace and wa Thiong’o’s 

Petals of Blood much easi-
er to carry around

Visit http://mindmapsa.com

words by 
Wilhelmina Maboja



Feature
The expectation is that once great, the next journey is to be even 
greater and most importantly, to surpass even yourself and cre-
ate something even bigger than the creative crevice in which it 
came from. A “cannibalistic sort of self-competition”, she says. If 
you falter, you’re banished into the place where “failures” go to 
die, where attempting a comeback is akin to Lucifer attempting to 
return to God’s bosom of goodness. J.K. Rowling, the woman be-
hind one of the biggest literature and film franchises in the world, 
began with a single book. Years 
and millions of dollars later, 
she’s treading new waters by 
announcing a new novel aimed 
at adults. She’s reigned su-
preme since the release of the 
first novel Harry Potter and the 
Philosopher’s Stone in 1997. 
Rowling recently announced 
her new direction into adult fic-
tion with her newest novel The 
Casual Vacancy, which is to be 
released later this year. Whether 
she can maintain and increase 
the success she gained with the 
Harry Potter series is something 
that will set her apart from the

 one-hit literary wonders and 
those who can actually keep the 
world gripped with the power 
of clever character develop-
ment. It could be that Rowling 
is secretly having an anxiety at-
tack about delving into the adult 
fiction world or maybe the tim-
ing is right to make the change. 
Should she fail, her story of 
a brief success will be but a 
few lines in the history books. 
Sometimes the pressure to stay 
at the top is so great that some 
are slapped with the plagiarism 
label. Our very own Zakes Mda 
was accused of such in 2008 by 
then-Yale PhD student Andrew 
Offenburger for his The Heart of 
Redness, about the 1856 Cattle 
Killing, which was prophesised 
by Xhosa prophetess Non-
gqawuse. Mda was accused of 
“paraphrasing” from Eastern 
Cape historian Jeff Peires’s 
The Dead Will Arise in The 
Heart of Redness. Papers flew; 
ink was slung until Peires him-
self announced that he found 
Mda’s acknowledgment of him 
in the novel. All it took were 
a few words of dedication to 
calm nerves and silence critics.

Books are a measure of suc-
cess, which is why anyone 
who is anyone has written a book or been a contributor at 
one point in time. We write books to record, entertain, inform 
but also indicate the level of our success, that we’ve made it. 
Which is why people such as MTV reality TV starlets Snookie 

from Jersey shore or Lauren Conrad from The Hills have pa-
perbacks with their names on the cover. Both of the novels’ 
storylines churn out the same plot: small-town beginnings to 
living larger than life in the big city, a stewing pot of deceit, sex 
and wealthy living. They may sound crass and overused but 
they’re selling and most importantly, keeping people reading.

And if there’s anything more frustrating than writing a book, it’s 
reading one. You know the 
feeling: going through the 
same novel that you’ve aban-
doned time and time again for 
another, but still try to barrel 
through it out of guilt. Even-
tually you finish it, but with a 
bad taste in your mouth and 
the hunger for a better one. It’s 
a familiar cycle, and one that 
can prevents many from pick-
ing up another book. As long 
as people such as Snookie 
and Lauren Conrad keep writ-
ing, however, many will keep 
reading. And as long as writers 
keep writing, the billion dollar 
film industry will still keep its 
life force. There’s a fear that 
the era of the book has come 
to an end but it’s merely taken 
the less travelled route, and 
adapted to evolve. A quick 
look on the television and film 
circuit will confirm that. Tel-
evision series such as Gossip 
Girl, Game of Thrones and 
box office smashers like The 
Hunger Games started their 
humble beginnings in books.

The Kindle won’t kill ro-
mance, maybe it’s forcing us 
to stop judging a person by the 
cover of the book they hold. 
And while going through 
somebody’s music on their 
iPod as opposed to their shelf 
is like pulling back the waist-
band of their underwear and 
taking a peek, the value of the 
book has evolved. Public li-
braries might be replaced with 
an e-book library tab on your 
computer, but it doesn’t mean 
that one has stopped reading. 
Cultural capital, like time, has 
to progress and modern culture 
makes it more likely you come 
across more books in film and 
television instead of in paper-
back, but it doesn’t indicate 
the impending demise of the 
book. Seasons come to pass, 

children become adults and books start to infiltrate more than just 
our bedside tables, marking their new beginning as one of the most 
important archiving tools of the human race and the modern era.

And if  there’s anything more frustrating 
than writing a book, it’s reading one. You 

know the feeling: 
going through the same novel that you’ve 
abandoned time and time again for an-

other, but still try to barrel through it out 
of  guilt. Eventually you finish it, but with 
a bad taste in your mouth and the hunger 

for a better one. 
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I 
hate the SABC, not because of their financial mis-
haps nor because of their obsession with re-runs. 
I hate them because it was only last year that they 
thought it a good idea to change the timeslot of 
a sopaie whose existence caused me consider-
able damage during my formative years. One of 
the central tragedies of my childhood was the fact 
that Isidingo was on TV at 6:30. As a result I feel 
like I have been robbed of so many episodes of 
public television standard shows there we so vi-
tal for my cultural development. These include 
Street journal, Ses’Khona but perhaps most im-
portantly L’Atitude. The later was a show that 
essentially broke the mould of comfort about he 
way we as South African explored our social is-
sues. It was pigeon hole though which we could 

engage with our social apprehensions and prejudices. I can’t 
remember most of the episodes I colluded my mother into 
letting me watch, I do however remember that hearing Lebo 
Mashile recite a poem entitled ‘My kind’ is one of the most 
emotional transformative things that has ever happened to me.

These days when I speak to most of my young friends that have 
a sympathy with the poetic cause, Lebo Mashile is almost always 
a thread that runs through their narrative. Perhaps it is only in 
ten years or so that we will be (with the benefit  of a far removed 
form of hindsight) able to fully measure the extent to which this 
30mins long show had an influence on our local cultural and mor-
al footprint. What I do know right now however is that one day I 
will buy some episodes of the show and keep it as a sort of per-
sona historic landmark for my won creative genesis and also just 
as something nostalgic that is worth maintaining for its own sake.

But this is not an article about South African public television and 
its contribution to memory. It’s about a woman whose grinding 
poetic license has created a new more acceptable form of public 
irreverence. Both as a poet and performer Mashile is a creature 
that thrives in a culture of expression. She immerses herself in a 
world of emotional muddles, steadfastly channeling them and us-
ing that as a reference point to benchmark not only her personal 
state at the time but also as a peak into the wide social undercur-
rents that exist in South Africa. As a creator she still subscribes 
to a school of thought that sees the personal as continuously po-
litical, yet she somehow manages to deliver her work in a sty-
listically simple, entertaining and ultimately redemptive manner.

I cannot tell you how hard it is to get an interview with Lebo 
Mashile, between her work as a TV host, public speaker and 
mom she is a woman doing that womanly thing of multi-tasking 
and is perhaps the most in-demand writer in the country. When 
I arrive at the hotel where the interview is scheduled to take 
place everything is in its consign. There is a light breeze mak-
ing its way from the ocean n engulfing the open plan space. Its 
8am the hotel guests and early morning coffee patrons are go-
ing about their business nicely. The chit-chatter of conversation 
can be heard at various corners of the café. And moments later 
one or two writers attending the Time of the writer festival can 
be seen making their way for some early morning beverage or 
just to sit and read the paper. Sharlene who is the press coordina-
tor for the event makes her way towards me, we exchange light 
conversation and she tells me Lebo is on route for the interview.

One of the things that has always intrigued me about the Lebo 
Mashile brand is how it is not self-consciously artistic. Which 
is in no way to say it is a sell-out but rather it transitions well 
from creative medium to a more lifestyle orientated dimen-

sion. As a creative beast Mashile is one of the few people that 
have actually managed to branch out of the creative mould and 
work with other mediums and be successful at it whilst still 
remaining an admired figure within the artistic community.

When she eventually arrives, she is clearly a woman in full pos-
session of her creative helix. She is shorter that one would ex-
pect and spots (excuse the pun) a leopard printed dress. One of 
the things you will get from just surfing the net is that Lebo is 
a woman who likes trying hairstyles. From dreads and snoopy 
close knits to soft dreads and an afro. On this day however she 
has a new hairdo, her afro is bleached into a creamy-white colour. 
It’s fashionable and suits her well at the same time. But if noth-
ing else can be said of Mashile she is a curious creature before 
I can even sit her down and  ask her about her trip or how she 
is finding the festival. She touches my wrists and begins asking 
about my ‘iziphandla’ (goat-skin bangles). “I am always very 
interested in young South African’s who wear these not cause 
they have to but as sort of public observation of their culture,” 
she says. “And the fact that you have two just fascinates me.”I 
explain to her the symbolism of having two at the same time 
and before long the conversation has gone on its own tangent.

This fas-
c i n a -
tion with 
things and 
the lines 
b e t w e e n 
c u l t u r e 
and reli-
gion has 
m a d e 
Mashile a 
50% curi-
ous, 50% 
controver-
sial public 
intellectu-
al depend-
ing on whom you ask. But despite the criticism that patrons of 
intellectual oppression may level against her she still insists that 
writing is her primary form of activism and that this sort of so-
cial interrogation is not only good for our wider development 
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but it is vital to it. “Literature is for me is 
a mirror. It’s also a compass and in many 
ways is a moral compass. It also provides 
a cultural reference and can shock and 
inspire,” she says. “That is why I am so 
proud to be part of this post 1994 situa-
tion. As a writer I feel both blessed and 
challenged. There is more than enough 
to engage with. We are talking gender is-
sues, we are talking moral and spiritual 
issues and we are even talking identity.”

And that is perhaps the crux of Mashile 
creative catharsis.  She is a writer who 
does not regurgitate from the fountain 
of affirmation but rather pokes at what we as a society seem to 
have ‘made peace with’ and drags it out into a less assured fold. 
Her body of work is both rich and compelling and can best be 
described as a portfolio of South African post-democratic real-
ity. An emotional largesse where we can enter and experience 
the hallmark and eccentricities of our selves through her crea-
tive output. Lebo Mashile’s poetry is symbolic of a country 
suffering from labour pains at it attempts to give birth to a 
new generation and its democratic dream, away from the com-
plexities of past politics and racial notions of ‘otherness’. Her 
writing is also very much concerned with memory. Memory 
not only as a weapon as Don Mattera would say, but also as 
the departure point for some sort of genuine social healing.

“It’s incredibly inspiring to hear people say that they have 
been affected by my work, she says. “It affirms what I believe 

that we as a society and our issues are threads and they are 
interwoven. And I am a part of it, I carry these demons and 
hope. It’s impossible to separate us from each other,” she says.

Mashile did not grow up in squalor and poverty, she has how-
ever faced and conquered what is arguably a more thorny kind 
of struggle. The battle for emotional equilibrium and ultimate-
ly her identify. Born and raised in the States and later having 
moved back and forth between her parents in the US and her 
grandmother in Soweto, for many years Mashile struggled to 
find what was her locality. This is a theme that is persistently 
explored in the stanzas of her poetry as she attempts to fight 
those old demons of belonging, wrestle them to the ground and 
ultimately make them of less consequence. She also points out 
that in many ways it was a bit of a culture shock for her when 
she eventfully moved back to take up full time residence in the 
country, particularly because the country was in such a numb 
and transitional mode. “It was a radical change in my life,” she 
says. “But then again my whole life has been a culture shock. 
This kind of back and forth thing. I came back at a critical 
point and a lot was going on. There were all these transitions 
and it was difficult. I felt like an alien but that is South Africa. 
It’s this place that pushes.” She says. “Everyday people are 
pushed out of spiritual borders, cultural borders and even racial 
borders. And that seems to be a part of who we are right now.”

Although Mashile is one who is keenly aware of the convolu-
tions that come with multi-culturalism, she is one that also 
feels that this is something that is perhaps the most impor-
tant part of being a South African. That this idea of a more 
monolithic identity should instead make way for recognis-
ing each other’s cultural dynamics and ultimately embrac-
ing them and not merely tolerating them as we often do in 
our social situations. “The elements of South African iden-
tity that appeal the most to me are its contradictions. Once 
you start to look and fall in love with it you will see it’s a 
beautiful thing, she says. “That is the thing about South Af-
rica; it’s ancient and modern at the same time. You know 
you can driver for an hour outside Durban and find this very 
traditional lifestyle and I think that realization is enough to 
make us stop fighting. I am also very interested in contem-
porary people’s obsession with ritual. I am a very spiritual, 
but I am interested in people who sometimes use religion as 
a weapon. So those are the contradictions I want to explore. ”

One of the things that make Lebo Mashile a great subject to 
take on with is that she is one that allows herself the free-
dom to change and change her mind. She regularly taps into 
other people ideas, melting and molding them into her own 
and creating a unique vessel of self-defining opinion. So it’s 

 It’s incredibly inspiring to
 hear people say that they have been affected by my 

work, she says. “It affirms 
what I believe that we as a society and our issues are 

threads and they are interwoven.
And I am a part of  it, I carry

 these demons and hope. It’s impossible to separate us 
from each other,
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Lebo Mashile has done various stage, 
television and film productions. 
Including playing a role in the Oscar 
nominated film Hotel Rwanda alongside 
Don Cheadle.

hard to imagine that despite having curated and created 
such an extensive body of work she is still only in her ear-
ly thirties. Already having won a Noma award for her fist 
book in 2006 entitled In a ribbon of rhythm; she has cer-
tainly outpaced many of her peers in her literary develop-
ment. But this if something that she says has in many ways 
taken her aback and she is often surprised by the number 
of people who are familiar with and appreciate her work 
but also points out that it is not as easy as it may seem 
and that often her creative process is organic and the re-
sult of some emotional jerking. “Until now I am still strug-
gling, I remember recently I was on tour and someone 
said you have to learn how to be a writer and you only hit 
your stride when you are 40,” she says. “So it’s interest-
ing and I am learning new ways. I am inspired by social 
media sometimes. It’s not the pressure of writing a poem. 
Its 140 characters you know. But most of my projects have 
come to me conceptually. When the vision starts to develop 
I unpack and peel back the layers and really get into it.”

As indicated earlier in this article and perhaps better by 
other writers Lebo Mashile’s real creative sustenance only 
showcases itself when she is working across mediums and 
binding them together to create a correlative and consid-
ered piece of art. This is something that she did particularly 
well on L’Attitude where she infused words and imagery 
to create a montage like capture of history. She has also 
brought her work to life in a challenging production with 
Sylvia Glasser entitled Threads. When I asked her how she 
transitions between these different platforms and how she 
found this affected her in her second anthology (entitled 
Flying above the sky) she notes that she has learned to be 
much more disciplined with her art but also the recent birth 
of her baby has had a profound impact on the way she ap-

proaches her work. “My second book 
was much more personal I think. I don’t 
think when my first book came out I re-
ally understood how deep it is to create 
a relationship with a reader,” she says. 
“To decide that every day you will create 
something that they can immerse them-
selves in is a very powerful thing. I don’t 
like to do something unless I am sure that 
that thing is for me. But also I recently 
had a baby and for the past 15 months 
my world has been turned upside down 
but in a good way. So it’s different now 
and I am asking god for another crea-
tive formula for where I am right now.”

And where she is right now seems 
to be Lebo’s only primary concern. 
Notions of worrying about the 
angst that comes with being a crea-
tive soul have been relegated to a pe-
riphery for Mashile and regardless 
of where our social sympathies lay 
it is clear that South Africa is a na-
tion that will struggle to relinquish 
Mashile’s poetic hypnosis and that 
undoubtedly is a good thing for us.  
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Reading a book is something that 
evokes different types of emo-
tions in each person; excitement is 
one. But everything looks as if it is 
better shared, like in a book club.
A concentration of friends, colleagues 

and acquaintances all sprinkled about in a room 
with a warm atmosphere, constant smiles being ex-
changed and sustained laughter and chit-chat engulf 
the room. All this followed by a stimulating conversa-
tion about a book is how one would imagine a book 
club to be like. But with the internet and technologi-
cal advances is this casual get-together 
changing or worse becoming wiped out?

These days these discreet circles are al-
most impossible to find and even hard-
er to infiltrate, you would have to be a 
friend of a friend or in some cases know 
people in high places. There is a secret 
society feel to it at times. Very little ad-
vertising and marketing is done, or is 
this simply a sign that they are dying 
out or becoming less and less relevant?
Usually reserved for stay at home moms or 
people with plenty of time on their hands 
and can’t pass on a good read, book clubs 
were designed to give readers a chance 
to analyse some popular reading material 
and become self-proclaimed book critics 
in their own right.  A book club would
critically analyses the book word 
for word, paragraph for paragraph

Dead?
If  studies are to 

be believed book 
clubs are declining 

and this has been 
seen by many as a 
sure indicator that 
the group-reading 

culture is in decline. 
MindMapSA 

decided to 
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and page by page. Leaving no pages unturned 
and exploring everything from theme to style.
Even the well known talk show host Oprah Winfrey has a book 
club of her own; she shares this with thousands of her adoring fans. 
This is a perfect example that a book club doesn’t have to be the 
clichéd circle, it can transform itself and be more encompassing.
Many people, like our parents, who didn’t grow up with the 
internet at their fingertips wouldn’t understand how we could 
let a thing such as book clubs pass us by. But little do they 
know we could be slowly entering this world of theirs in an ad-
vanced way. A way that not only suits us, but works a bit better.

A public library, a place of learning, relaxation to some and 
usually a tranquil place one would expect a book club to be 
thrown at you, but that is not the case. With new books com-
ing in, this makes me wonder, who is being the criticiser? 
Do they leave this job of great importance to the patrons? 
Librarian Chris van Wyk at the esteemed Cape Town Cen-
tral library says that they try to incorporate events that take 
place in the city into the book discussions reserved for the 
library staff. So maybe the books credibility  and content 
doesn’t rely on the patrons reviews, even if it did where 
would the patrons send these reviews to? “We are plan-
ning on making a book club,” said van Wyk. He also add-
ed that anyone is welcome to start a club at the library.

The Milnerton library however, which is situated in a 
quaint suburb along the Atlantic Seaboard in Cape Town, 
boasts a book club that is run by a long standing librar-
ian. The members get together once a month a have a 
hot debate about a selected book. They hope to mar-
ket the library and reading by having sessions like theses.
 The internet is constantly transforming the way we live, com-
municate and see things. Things like these picturesque little cir-
cles are now moving online, members of book clubs however

 
    
 

and librarians alike don’t fear that the book club and book itself 
is in any danger. “People still like to hold a book than reading on-
line,” said van Wyk.  Many people are seen these days clutching 
onto iPads or the Amazon kindle to fulfil their guilty pleasure, 
but this doesn’t compare to holding the actual book and reading 
that. e-books and online reading material just don’t compare to 
the real thing was how some book club members described it.

A person that was brought up in the technologicl age and 
was constantly surrounded by new gadgets and the in-
ternet is something of the norm to them, they believe e-
books are the way forward.  This is not only convenient for 
us, but for the planet which could do with us harming it as 
less as we can. Having information at the touch of a button 
has made the book club a lot different, this begs to ques-
tion whether the book club is for the older generations that 
weren’t engulfed by the internet and social media? No.

The library is still one of the most freely accessible places in 
many communities in South Africa and globally. This is the 

place where learning takes place asides from the learning that 
happens at school, many young people are said to be neglect-
ing this beautiful creation. But van Wyk and his colleague 
Angela Nkume see more and more interest in young people 
reading books as opposed to reading them online. The rea
son for the book club not dying out just yet could be the high 
cost of living, and many people not being able to access the 
internet as much as they like to. The book club is the trend 
setter in many situations; it sets the trend as to what is being 
read and what is relevant in the reading world. The internet 
cannot do this alone, regardless of its speed or the hype sur-
rounding it. The book club is still the forerunner in this case.
So even in the fast paced life that many people are living, 
with the internet and social media booming and informa-
tion and reading becoming much easier to be accessed, read-
ing is still an important skill. Some people might enjoy do-
ing this alone online and some together in a book club.

The market for books and the book club is still strong and 
not deteriorating in any way. “Books will always be fa-
voured by many people young and old,” added Nkume. 
So no matter how many book clubs are moving online, 
they are still relevant and are still important to many.

 A public library, a place of learning, relaxation to some and usually a 
tranquil place one would expect a book club to be thrown at you, but 

that is not the case.
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Writing about Africa is a tugging pro-
cess. A continuous attempt to find the 
balance between the many social con-
tradictions that exist within our spac-
es, whilst trying to remain creatively 
intact. In this regularity it is hard not 

to think of Chris Abani as the most insensitive writer on the 
continent. His writings are a post-mortem of social paralysis. 
His lyrical virtuoso paints narrow brush stokes into the dark-
est corners of what is always casually assumed 
to be a monolithic ‘African identity.’ A self-
described zealot of hope Abani’s writing oper-
ates in paradigm where socially semiotics are 
the most persistent and prevalent character.  

Speaking about his creative process he says 
that despite his prolific output he is constantly 
trying to find the balance between a good story 
and bad one and that that is much the key to 
his work. “, “The question is, how do I balance 
narratives that are wonderful with narratives of 
wounds and self-loathing? And this is the dif-
ficulty that I face. I am trying to move beyond 
political rhetoric to a place of ethical ques-
tioning. I am asking us to balance the idea of 
our complete vulnerability with the complete 
notion of transformation or what is possible.”

Born to a Nigerian farther and an English mother Abani’s up-
bringing can at best be described as a crosspollination of cultures 
and social rhetoric. These early years seem to have made a stable 
impression on him as many of his central characters have double 
sided selves and are often transitioning from a younger growth 
point to a more mature state, almost always with traumatic re-
sults. Commenting on why he started writing Abani notes that 
the influence that his mother had on him as a child was the big-
gest entry point to literature, as she came from a background 

where ‘reading was allowed’ it ensured that 
she also passed on that ‘gift’ to her son. “My 
mother taught me to read all the great Russian 
authors at a very young age and I think that’s 
why I had my first novel published when I was 
16,” he says. “James Baldwin also you know 
and the most formative things happen when 
you were young. So I engaged with every-
thing from Silver surfer to Bolloywood films”

What Chris Abani does well is not to think of 
writing as merely an inbreeding process that 
is merely the end result of self-depreciation. 
Rather he takes his literary existence into pub-
lic spaces to be consumed differently. Also 
an accomplished saxophonist, his poem Ode 
to joy is sprawls a large wall in Leiden in the 
Netherlands. Much like the author himself the 
the poem is a large scale aficionado of identity. 
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But it is not just his outlook that makes Chris Abani an 
interesting author, but rather the fact that he almost always 
categorically avoids the colonial blame-game rhetoric that 
has become synonymous with most of his pen-wielding 
peers. Rather opting to relegate this notion in place for a more 
microcosmic form of communal perspective. His fictional 
parenthesis is concerned with the individual and their role 
in determining or maintaining the wider social status quo.

Speaking about how he goes about formulating his characters 
and ultimately the message of his novels Abani notes that it is 
a dragged out process that includes many months of re-writing 
and re-thinking the meaning of the book and its value. “Every 
book has a, what if question,” he says. “A title and an outline. It’s 
difficult as a writer to often find what the book is about. A year 
and hundreds of pages or even 5 months do it as long as it takes.”

Abani is not as flamboyant as many of his countrymen. He 
smiles sporadically and does not use as many hand gestures 
when he speaks. This invasive self-awareness could lead many 
critics to think of him as aloof of publicly strained. But when you 
scratch the surface it would be no small wonder why he would 
be that way. His demeanor as a writer is something that has had 
to adopt itself after years of both external and internal sabotage.

His persistent grit and realism is something that is a byproduct 
of an author who has clearly undergone a traumatic acquisition 
of identify. Having been arrested multiple times in his native 
Nigeria for his subversive outlook on the state of the country. 
From reading Chris Abani’s writing one gets a strong sense that he 
views ‘Africaness’ not as an identify that is confined to a certain 
locality or merely Africa. But as something that is far reaching 
reality and is best explored as otherness in societies outside 
of Nigeria and indeed the continent.  This notion is clinically 
expressed in Abani’s Third full length novel entitled The virgin 
of flames. This dark and witty tale set in Vegas chronicles the life 
of a Black, who is across dressing mural artist fast approaching 
middle age and having suicidal tendencies. It’s just the kind of 
complex and accomplished narrative that you would expect from 
a writer of Abani’s lyrical depth and narrative precision. The 
book was selected as a New York Times Editors choice in 2007.

Abani’s need to explore the notion of otherness is a refreshing 
departure of writers from his ilk. You know who I am talking 
about; the kind that ooze the false impression that writing in, 
around or about the African continent is romantic. But in reality 
this is just a crutch for not being willing to adapt themselves 
and their views to other places and see if those views still hold 
water. Abani expresses this confidence of being able to import 
and export narrative in multiple forms. Not the least of which is 
his poetry. Often interlinked and dripping with references that 
are rooted in the now, Abani’s poems are benchmark of lyrical 

accomplishment and timelessness. Having 
first published a collection of poetry just over 
ten years ago, Abani is clearly a poet that is 
well into his groove. His latest collection 
of poems was published in 2010 entitled 
Sanctificum. The work is at times griping and 
ultimately tightly interwoven series of poems 
that address religious themes, dialogues and 
even snapshots from Abani’s own life. The 
result is a pilgrim like reading experience, 
where the reader feels as if that have been taken 
through a series of raw and at times hellish 
sequences along the path of self-realisation.

But regardless of his international appeal Abani is a writer that is 
still very much concerned with highlighting the stereotypes that 
are often embedded in African countries, particularly around 
both culture and reading. He says that there is still much to be 
done to encourage reading as form of both self-development 
and leisure. “Nigeria has always been at the forefront of African 
literature and I am part of that tradition. I think it’s also a benefit 
that came with being a country that had access to the empire, he 
says. “But all art is a product of access. It’s not that all books cost 
a lot but it is that sometimes books cost as much as a family’s 
meal. The news seems more urgent really than buying book.” 
Although aware of the poor outreach and book buying on the 
continent Abani is still flirting with writing about spaces and 
places he likes. He is crurrenytly working on a new novel that 
is set partially in Johannesburg and in Las Vegas. “It’s one of 
my many ongoing projects along with a screenplay about Fela 
Kuti. But I hope it will be complete soon and people will like it”

His persistent grit and realism is something 
that is a byproduct of  

an author who has clearly undergone a trau-
matic acquisition of  identify. Having been 

arrested multiple times in his native Nigeria 
for his subversive outlook on the state of  the 

country. 
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 The Soil is as comfortable at big music festivals and concerts as it is on theater stages. 
In the past 7 years The Soil has graced stages of the most renowned events such as the 

Standard Bank Joy of Jazz and the Grahamstown Arts Festival. 





toffie
Cape Town a few weeks ago (as is 
always the case) was abuzz with a 
colourful string of festivals, functions 
and concerts. The streets had an unusual 
sensation to them, which boasted a 
variety of cheering events that were 
sprinkled all across the Mother City.

Amongst these was the Toffie Pop 
Culture Festival, which was making 
its third appearance since its launch 
two years ago. The conference, which 
sets its spotlight mainly on modern-
day pop culture, music, magazine 
publishing, creative design, inspired 
artistic pieces; saw a throng of 
young, fashionable and fancy-free 
people fill the lobbies and exhibition 
areas at the City Hall in Cape Town.

“We give young and aspiring artists 
a chance to realise a solo show. We 
work with artists. It’s all collaborative, 
because after giving the artists a loan, 
we come in and choose the value of the 
loan,” said Lucy Rayner, Arts Director 
at Spier, one of the sponsors of the Toffie 
Pop Festival. “We work with artists 
from all over South Africa; people who 
specialise in different kinds of arts.

Spier Arts Academy also hosted a 
section in the small talk venues where 
they had an array of different kinds of 
wine blends and a ‘Creative Block’ 
section that displayed art work from 
aspiring artists from all over South 
Africa. “Artists are given an empty 
canvas and asked to do whatever 
they want,” said Jessica Hart, a 
Representative from Spier. “What 
Spier does is, it then buys these works 
from the artists and so, they don’t 
have to wait for the final exhibition.”

The South African team saw the 
introduction of Dirty Paraffin, an Arts 
collective, which is part of Cuss, also 
an arts initiative that closely works 
with Witwatersrand School of Arts in 
Johannesburg. “Toffie Pop has provided 
a huge platform for artists to discuss 
their different kinds of art genres and 
about the different things that they do,” 

said Zamani Xolo, who is a Musician, 
Graphic Designer and Producer for 
Dirty Paraffin. “It is certainly an 
awesome experience and a fertile 
learning ground for young people.”

The festival saw a lot of artists coming 
in from all corners of the world, to 
showcase their collective designs and 
some who had individual concepts and 
ideas found a platform to share them, with 
fellow artists and the audience at large.

This years’ theme engaged speakers 
from different countries, and a 
compilation of six international 
teams that competed in the Design 
Olympics, also termed ‘The Creative 
Showdown’, in which each team had 
to present an hour long conference 
and also take part in small talks 
throughout the Festival. The teams 
were taken from Spain, Switzerland, 
South Africa, United Kingdom, 
Argentina and the Netherlands.

“We were just curious about the way 
people live and their relationships in 
the different places that they live in,” 
said Spanish Art Director Omar Sosa, 
who is also a Publisher and Graphic 
Designer of Apartamento Magazine, 
during an hour long conference where 
he took the audience on a journey 
through the life of Apartamento 
Magazine; how it started and where 
it is today. He says Apartamento 
Magazine understands interior design 
as a way of personal expression. 
“We wanted to portray people at 
home, through pictures with life.”

The Spanish Team, led by Alex Trochut, 
also had a wide range of designs and 
creative work, which they categorise 
in what they call Psychedelia art, 
inspired by animals and nature. “We 
look for beauty but beauty has a lot to 
do with memories,” he said, during the 
conference, as the team went through 
their design collection, of which some 
left the audience applauding in approval.

pop
festival

Cape Town is a hub 
of  South Africa’s 

design and the recent 
edition of  the Toffie 

Pop Festival recently 
saw design teams and 

experts from the world 
come to the mother 

city to discuss design 
and ideas. Bhekimpilo 

Dungeni paid the 
festival a visit.

Feature
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Toffie Pop is a three-
day conference-

festival that focuses 
on contemporary 

popular culture, 
design, music, 

magazine publishing, 
art, sound design 

and everything else 
that entertains and 

distracts us, all in one 
space. 



Apart from the conference and small talks, the exhibition halls were 
also crammed to the brim with relics, collector’s items and some 
locally-inspired artistic work. Pico Shomang, whose exhibition 
stall was titled ‘World of Vintage’, hosted an assortment of old 
gadgets, shoes and clothes. “What I wanted to come up with is a 
trend I call recycling in a fashionable way. I started at the markets, 
collecting vintage material for about four years, until i found a 
place called The Wardrobe in Woodstock, where I started renting,” 
said Pico as he stood next to his stall, he goes through some of the 
different shoes he has, which can be dated back to the 90s and 80s.

“All I was focusing on was bringing out the old-school taste; 
building a brand for myself. I think everytime before one goes 
for tertiary education, they need to reflect on the things they 
want to do. I did Internal Auditing at Cape Peninsula University 
of Technology, but my passion was in fashion. This is what 
I want to do, and now I dedicate all my time in doing it.”

Originally from Vryberg, in North West, Pico has taken his love for 
vintage goods to a whole new level. “I have been collecting things 
for a long time. I usually go around the whole of South Africa, 
getting different kinds of stuff, from Johannesburg to Franschoek 
and the Western Cape. Although this is my first time being part of 
the Toffie Pop, its really been great. I love the vibe and meeting a 
variety of young and upcoming designers is a great opportunity.”

Cape Town also saw a number of local talent being exposed 
at the festival. David West; Fashion Designer, and owner of 
the David West label, also had a beautifully decorated corner, 
where an assorted array of BOYCOTT T-shirts were on display. 

Music Saved My Life (MSNL), a projected started by Verb, also 
had a section were an assemble of florid T-shirts and skateboards 
were on display. “MSNL is a project that Verb, or the founder, 
Clayton Peterson, came up with, as a way of connecting people 
who are excited about making their art and supporting a good cause 
at the same time,” said Marciel Massen, a Representative of Verb.

Patrick Visser hosted a short-film screening in one of the rooms, 
which he had transformed into a cushy, old-style domitory room, 
and themed ‘Frankly, My Deary’. “I started this project last year 
in August. I used to work at a design company at the Presidents, 
and there was so much idle space that I figured I could put into 
good use. For the fact that I had a passion for old films, we started 
screening them, using a projector and brown paper screen.”

Feature

Toffie Pop also had a series of interactive 
exhibitions where patrons could engage with 
the designers and their work.

Six teams from Argentina, Switzerland, the 
Netherlands, the UK, Spain and SA also competed 
in a series of challenges scattered throughout the 
festival, with the Spanish side taking top honours
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He says they have shown a number of old classic short films, of which 
the screenings are done two to three times a month. “Breakfast at 
Tiffanys, Lost in Translation and The Shining, are some of the films 
we have shown, which usually go for a cover charge of just R20, 
at the City Hall.” The room also featured a table stacked with free 
refreshments, and topped off with a popcorn machine, and all who 
came in to watch the screenings could help themselves, free of charge.

A final touch to the Festivals’ actvities, that gave it a distinct experience 
came through the Food Tables Curated By Eat Your Heart Out, that 
were setup in one of the exhibition halls. Here artists were given a 
table each, where they could put up any kind of art work that they 
could come up with, which would showcase individual inspiration 
at the Festival. From tables plastered with tiny images of different 
‘tongues’, to hanging objects and pieces that carried with them vast 
amounts of creativity and passion on the part of the artists the Toffie Pop 
festival served its purpose as a gathering of creativity and inspiration. 

A record number of more than 60 of the world’s best 
designers, artists, musicians, film directors, magazine 
editors and publishers took part as speakers and 
exhibitors. The conference line-up included Penny 
Martin (UK): Editor-in-Chief of The Gentlewoman 4
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Love
Sisters

Feature

Glori
with soul

words by 
Busiswa Gqulu



 LoveGlori is a soulful 
music duo. They 

take their point of  
departure from slow 
measured rhythms. 
Formed by friends 

Lerato and Nozuko 
the duo count likes of  
Madala Kunene, Busi 

Mhlongo, Asa, Kirk 
Wallum, Sibongile 
Khumalo as being 

amongst their strongest 
influences.

Glori



LoveGlori uses both 
acapella vocal and intricate 

instrumentation as part of their 
soul music synthesis. 

Feature

My headphones are on, I select 
the song “Change” on LoveGlo-
ri’s SoundCloud page and press 
play.  I can’t help but feel like 
I’ve just dipped into a warm bub-

ble bath after being caught in a cold storm.  Lis-
tening to this band is that kind of feeling.  Or like 
being on the beach on a hot day in Durban: No-
zuko (meaning Glory) has a warm hoarse tone like 
the sand on your feet.  Lerato (meaning Love) is 
that rush of cool Indian Ocean on your toes, giv-
ing you tingles from your toes to your fingertips. 

I was first introduced to their sound by a friend back 
in 2009.  I then saw their episode of “Soul Sisters” 
– an SABC1 documentary which tracked the lives 
and careers of afro-soul singers like Thandiswa Ma-

zwai, Zamajobe, Siphokazi, Zonke Simphiwe Dana 
and others through extensive interviews with the 
singers themselves and those around them.  This ap-
pearance has certified their place as one of the ris-
ing stars of the conscious female musicians of our 
country, and this means they’re here to stay and we’re 
sure to see a lot more of them in our mainstream in 
the future.  Obviously gaining steady momentum, I 
spoke to these ladies about their life, work, music 
and creatives processes – before they become im-
possible to reach due to busy musicians’ schedules.

I’m late for our 1 o’clock meet at Newscafe Cam-
pus Square for this interview.  I immediately feel at 
ease when they say “you’re sooo late! Shooters on 
you!”  It wasn’t long before I realized that these two 
souls are a ray of sunshine as I got to know them.  
They live out the lyrics in their songs without losing 
touch with reality and the struggles that face them.

“Our journies up to now have been so different, yet 
so aligned”, begins Nozuko.  “I have been singing for 
7 years and it has been fun, frustrating, rewarding, 
painful and sad…to a point where I took a Sabbatical 
from singing for while.  But it’s like a sickness.  It’s 
like denying who I am if I don’t do it.  We never stop 
because of interviews like this, where someone out 
there shows appreciation.  Or like an incident we had 
where someone came up to us and said, “I got tested 
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after hearing the song Stocksweet”, to know that we 
pushed her that far is … (grabs chest and sighs heav-
ily).  And another guy came to see us all the way from 
Durban.  In fact he took a swift walk to Park Sta-
tion straight after the show because that’s all he came 
for.  God has given us a gift that can push people and it 
would be slapping him in the face if we didn’t do this.”

Lerato, however, tells a different story.  Her journey to 
becoming a musician has been rather unexpected and yet 
pre-destined at the same time.  “This wasn’t part of the 
plan”, she says frankly.  I was just a witness to Zuki’s 
struggles, supporting a friend through the drama of the 
industry.  I was studying to get a degree and be on the 
straight and narrow; especially after seeing what she had 
gone through for the music.  But that illness she was talk-
ing about, it’s like an insect biting your bum where your 
butt cheek meets your thigh! And you can’t scratch it… I 
had doubts about how it would pull me from my stability, 
but the growth has been rapid so we keep pushing.  And 
once we got together, it’s like I was the missing link.”

These ladies seem surprised at how wide their audience 
span is, saying they have fans of ages ranging from 13 to 
50+.  “We’re just open to love”, relays Nozuko.  Giving 
love, getting love, finding love… that’s why we appeal 
to anyone who appreciates authenticity.”  They say they 
listen to EVERYTHING from Adele, Letta Mbulu, Kwani 
Experience, Joy Denalane, Brenda, Thandiswa, Madala 
Kunene, Zap Mama to Rihanna, Beyonce, TKZee, Alaska, 
Vusi Ximba to a French band named Spleen and an Israeli 
band that they don’t even understand.  That is how their 
own music is born – by blending all these sounds and influ

ences with the voices within them.  They appreciate humor 
and value impactful messages too.  “We write about things 
we receive.  At no point can we even give ourselves props 
for receiving this gift of messages and melodies.  We don’t 
necessarily have to be ‘ambassadors’ of anything other than 
of Love.  We don’t want to be pressured as individuals.  We’re 
young, we swear, we drink… but we remain aware of how big 
our gift is.  Our first priority is for people to receive it as it is.” 
Naturally at this point I wonder whether they think about au-
diences during their song-writing processes.  Or if their songs 
are personal renditions that they serve up for us as they came 
to them.  And they quickly dispel my pondering: “For exam

ple, the song “Changes” started of as a melody like… (to my 
delight and that of some gents behind them they start sing-
ing this melody before continuing)… such meaningful yet 
meaningless skeleton of a song.” The first thing that came to 
mind was to scream (and the singing continues) ‘CHANGE 
IS!... CHANGE IS!...CHANGE IS COMING!’ And that song 
is born.  We write a lot for each other also”. “ We are each 
other’s biggest groupies”, says Lerato. “Sometimes I nag her 
to write.  Personally, I haven’t learnt to write music from im-
agination yet.  It’s usually a real experience or taken from a 
conversation about a real experience.  I’m able to rock on and 
ignore my emotions and then when I’m ready to deal with 

it, I relive the experience and it comes out.  Writ-
ing is a feeling rather than a thought-process.  As 
artists we basically sell our emotions.  So every 
performance is a way of dealing with your de-
mons over and over again.  And when inspira-
tion hits you, you have to capture it (technology 
helps here) otherwise the universe will give it to 
somebody else.” And to this Nozuko adds “I wrote 
a song called ‘Loliwe’ years ago and if I tried 
to release it now, well…  I’m able to pull words 
out my a** really.  It could be during a jam sess

These ladies seem surprised at how wide their 
audience span is, saying they have fans of  ages 
ranging from 13 to 50+.  “We’re just open to 

love”, relays Nozuko.  Giving love, getting love, 
finding love… that’s why we appeal to anyone 

who appreciates authenticity.” 

 Lerato, however, tells a different story.  Her journey to becoming 
a musician has been rather unexpected and yet pre-destined at the 

same time.  “This wasn’t part of the plan, she says frankly. 
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ion that words come, it could be from the feeling of missing
someone so bad, sometimes I’m drunk on my balcony and 
I ‘puke It out’ in one go.  We are vessels and we open our-
selves up, and you can hear it as my voice.  and vocab but it’s 
really God doing it.  Lerato is more of the storyteller. She’s 
growing and I love watching it because she isn’t an artist by 
default.  It’s like mentoring someone and watching them flour-
ish….and I love her” …(at this point they share a moment 
that only true kindred-spirits and sisters in love can share)

The duo doesn’t consider themselves “underground musi-
cians” as a matter of genre but as a matter of progress. They 
cite this misconception that people have with the description 
of “underground” and how people like Adele, Lana Del Ray 
and locally The Soil are capturing the attention of bigger au-
diences than many mindless pop icons. “People think you’re 
underground if you ‘keep it real’ as though you can’t be com-
mercial and still be authentic,” explains Nozuko.  “Look at 
groups like 340ml, there are many others.  I don’t listen to the 
radio or watch TV and there is growing number of like-mind-
ed people who appreciate music that reflects awareness – this 
army, this movement of urban conscious, overground/under-
ground street culture and it’s taking over; making US money.”

Their sound is synthesised from jamming with 
their band, and they are very involved in this pro-
cess.  You can listen to their music on SoundCloud 
but you currently can’t download and own any of 
it.  This is because they believe that if they release a 
record it has to be the best work they can produce 
at that time, and they feel they haven’t reached this 
pinnacle yet.  But they’re not worried though, they 

have this to say: “Our music is timeless.  And when 
you buy it, you should feel like you have a secret 
you want to share and you can’t believe how little 
you paid for it.”  In the meantime, LoveGlori cur-
rently has about three albums worth of material in 
stock and plan to release it in good time either in-
dependently, or hope to be signed as a prelude to 
a debut album release.  The former requires that 
their 7-piece band be paid accordingly for their 
performance.  Promoters don’t want to do this. 

Outside of LoveGlori Nozuko is a mother of one, a 
Sports Editor with the public broadcaster and she 
designs and sews different types of bags.  Lerato is 
a final-year Journalism student, budding photogra-
pher and entrepreneur.  “We don’t plan to be starving 
artists at any point.  You need to be realistic and busi-
ness-minded. An athlete can’t run a marathon on the 
wrong diet or an empty stomach, so too an artist can’t 
perform well in that situation.  We see ourselves as an 
enterprise.  Invest in your potential but be realistic 
and business-minded.  People must be able to take 
you seriously when you present yourself.  You need 
energy and transportation to maintain professional-
ism and punctuality.  We want to change the face 
of ‘hippies’ and show self-love and self-awareness.”
Lerato also wants to position herself as a songwriter 
for other artists as there is a big gap in the industry, 
with very talented vocalists singing lackluster songs 
due to a lack of lyrical ability.  They have worked 
with SliqAngel, which can be heard on their Sound-
Cloud page.  Other collabo’s in the pipeline are 
with Nonku Phiri and DJ/rapper/designer CHOC 
(former Cream Cartel member).  They would also 
love to one day work with Khuli Chana and HHP.

These ladies don’t claim to be perfect, but are ful-
ly aware that there are many young girls that look 
up to them – a role which they take very seri-
ously.  “We appreciate that our audience met us at 
this point in our journey.  It gives us room to grow 
as a family.  We interact and try to keep our per-
sonal space as well.  We’re ambassadors of how 
life can be.  We are professional appreciators, in 
a world where appreciation is a weakness.  We 
want to teach the masses an exchange of apprecia-
tion from artist to artist, woman to woman, adult 
to child.  Let’s just all be each other’s groupies!”

“Our music is timeless.  And when you 
buy it, you should feel like you have a 
secret you want to share and you can’t 

believe how little you paid for it.”
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n the morning of March 21st 1960, a 22 year old white television 
and film director is just getting into the groove of a working 
day in the affluent suburb of Sandton. He turns on the radio. 
What he hears changes his life forever.  The news reports 
the slaughter of 69 people in a Western Transvaal township.

While still reeling, the gunshots echoing 
though the speakers are drowned out by 
the flutter of helicopter blades as security 
services police the nearby Alexander 
Township, fearing a reactionary uprising. 
It is a well documented fact the Ronnie 
Kasrils joined the ANC prompted by the 
Sharpville Massacre which “shocked 
and sickened” him. 52 years later, the 
anti-apartheid struggle stalwart turned 
cabinet minister and author laments 
with a sense of victory, “It is a day 
of rejoicing, it shows the contrast 
from brutality to privilege,” he says.

He shares the story of his “Undercover 
struggle against apartheid” in a bestselling 
autobiography Armed and Dangerous. 
Kasrils was in Durban recently for the 
15th Time of the Writer festival with his 
second book, The Unlikely Secret Agent, which won him the Sunday 
Times Alan Paton Award.  It is the memoir of his late wife Eleanor, a 
tribute for her contribution to the fight for freedom. “I owed it to her, 
I wanted people to know what was like in those days,” says Kasrils.

In those days, he and Eleanor defied apartheid, dating across 
the colour bar, buying alcohol for the black men working in 
his building who came to call him Chief. They would say he 
did not have a “fridge” face like all the other white people, his 
smile reflecting empathy for their plight.  Kasrils says he has 
always been “sensitive to people’s suffering and hated injustice 
and hated racism” from an early age as it echoed his own 
people’s suffering at the hands of the Nazi’s during the holocaust.

“South Africa has come a long way but we are not finished, there 
is still poverty, corruption police brutality and other wrongs that 
still persist. We still have to dedicate ourselves to human rights, 
not only in our own country but all over the world.” His dedication 
to this cause has seen him raise his voice against the Protection 

of State Information Bill. Ironically, as 
minister of intelligence, he is the one who 
first introduced repealing the 1982 Act, 
but says the current bill “is a worrying 
sign, we need to be very vigilant 
in protecting our rights,” he notes.

Had he not become actively involved in 
the struggle, he believes he would still 
have authored books. “My life is deeply 
enriched, the only difference would have 
been the material.” There is no doubt that 
his wife Amina Frense has something 
to do with the enrichment of his life. 
She is his “Loveliest of trees” as written 
his favourite ode by AU Hausman.

O

Feature

words by 
Nosipho Mngoma5
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Author of  
bestselling 

autobiography, 
Armed and 

Dangerous (1993), 
Kasrils emerged 
as the country’s 

Sunday Times 
Alan Paton Award 
winner in 2011, for 

The Unlikely Secret 
Agent, a memoir 

based on the life of  
his late wife,

Ronni Kasrils 
chronicles his life  

ODE TO 
AN 

ACTIVIST
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As she 
read the 
book, she 
r e a l i s e d 
that there 
were many 
similarities 
b e t w e e n 
her and the 
character, 
she was 
also a 
woman in 
a man’s 
w o r l d , 
struggling 

to find the balance between 
African traditions and customs 
and the lifestyle and prospect 
that the Western world provided.

This comes from a matric 
prescribed English book Nervous 
Conditions, a novel written 
by Zimbabwean author Tsitsi  
Dangarembga that has had a 
strong influence on  Zamakhoza 
Khoza a Drama student .  Khoza 
says that was the first time she 
became truly exposed to the large 
number of boosk  written by 
African writers. “Being exposed 
to an African female writer in 
high school was a powerful 
experience. I believe it encouraged 
me to pursue that career path 
I followed” says Khoza.

Corovoca  deputy principal, B.S 
Naicker says they try as hard as 
they possibly can 
to ensure that the 
reading material 
that the children 
get not only 
strengthens their 
reading  but also 
encourages them 
to see reading as 
recreational not 
only academic. Naicker stresses 
the importance of having proper 
reading material for pupils, as 
in most children it determines 
whether they will continue with 
reading or not.  “So we do have 
that huge task, the learners have 
to somehow connect with the 
readings that they do,” he says. 

Prescribed books are often the gateway through which a 
reading culture amongst young people is formed. We took a 
look at how effective prescribed books are in South Africa.

words: Zamathiyane
        Ndaba

Keeping the 
bOOk AlIVE

Feature
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“She also stresses the pressure of finding books that children can relate to at the different 
stages of development. By understanding this fact and prescribing a book like Nervous 

conditions at a larger scale adds a lot of value to how some of the scholars will be able to 
relate to the characters in the book.”

“The department determines the 
curriculum and from that we make 
a decision on all the prescribed 
reading material. We usually decide 
on the reading material based on 
how learners engaged with the 
prescribed reading material,” notes 
Naicker.  According to Khoza 
had she not been exposed to that 
particular book in high school, she 
might have not have been exposed 
to African literature, “a market that 
is somewhat struggling and African 
writers are not heard,” she says.

Nontsikelelo Gwiji an educator 
agrees with Naicker, “There are 
many prescribed book out there and 
they all have the task of teaching 
learners various things. We have 
Shakespeare who has the ‘task’ 
of teaching children the art and 
beauty of the English language in 
its raw sense and learners don’t 
always get that. Shakespeare 
is sometimes harder for the 
learners to deal with, because of 
the different worlds,” she says.
 
She also stresses the pressure of 
finding books that children can 
relate to at the different stages of 
development. By understanding 
this fact and prescribing a book like 
Nervous conditions at a larger scale 
adds a lot of value to how some of 
the scholars will be able to relate to 
the characters in the book and be 
able to grasp the story. According 
to her prescribed books are a vital 

role in the reading process, they can 
be the link between taking reading 
outside the classroom into the home.
Naicker acknowledges that 
prescribed English books are not 
the only books that learners form 
relationships with. According 
to Naicker, one of the important 
reading books that the learners will 
form a relationship with will be their 
textbooks and it is also important 
that when these are ordered by the 
schools that this should be a priority 
right across the board. “Learners 

will form relationship with various 
readings in their schooling career, 
I think as boring as one might 
think they are we can acknowledge 
that textbooks also play a huge

 role the relationship that learners 
develop with reading,” he says.

The reading culture is created by 
the world around us; literacy is the 
job of not just teachers but of the 
community as a whole, says Gwiji. 
“Leave a magazine here, buy a book 
and leave it there she says.” She 
does acknowledge the importance 
of prescribed school books. “They 

are the guide or the steering wheel 
for us as educators in a sense by 
giving these prescribed books are 
saying we know you are young 
and might be scared of this reading 
nation but here is a book that I 
think you might like, says Gwiji.

According to Naicker he wishes 
that all teaches would fully  
acknowledge the power of reading, 
and that is not by just saying it but 
ensuring that there are no books 
that sit in classrooms unused. He 

says that he believes that most of 
the prescribed books and textbooks 
are really good the onus is now 
up to the learners and teachers to 
use what they have been given.
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russel-forkknifeglass.blogspot.com

For further information
 contact 073 678 1901

 or email 
Russel. Hlongwane@hlag.com

The Fork, Knife and Glass Club is 
a dining club, first and foremost. 
It’s centered around three main 

elements which are; 
palate + company = ambience. 

The club is born out of the lack of 
alternative nightlife in Durban. 
It is a member conscious and 
orientated club that slaves for 

consumer satisfaction. 

It is particularly aimed at young 
professionals and creatives as the 

founder is an arts fanatic. 

The club offers young profes-
sionals an alternative to what is 
prescribed by popular culture. 
We’re showing people how to 

dine, where to dine and heighten 
their palate sense. 



“What we’ve done 
primarily is provide 
a platform. People 

have been able to do 
whatever they want 

with it.”

wOrD N SOuND 
A litAny of poetRy

T he “Word n Sound Poetry 
and Live Music Series” is a 
monthly event which is hosted 
in Johannesburg and sees fresh, 
young performers showcase 
themselves in an ‘open mic’ 
competition, to be crowned King/
Queen of the mic.  It is described 
as “not so much a commercial 

venture but an attempt to make a positive impact on the 
youth of the city”.  On the first Saturday of every month 
in downtown Jozi the pigeons stop chirping and gather at 
the venue, “Emonti Diner on Bree”, to get their dose of 
spoken word.  Judges allocate points 
for each performance, and a Poetry 
League scoreboard is published on 
www.wordnsound.wordpress.com, 
so the competition is consistently 
elevated as young poets prove they 
are poetic royalty.  Live musical 
acts and headline poets end off each 
show in celebration, displaying their 
skills as more seasoned performers.  
The young guns can then pick their brains about 
what it takes to reach the next level as a performer.

It began over a year ago and has seen acts such as Lebo 
Mashile, Kabomo, LoveGlori, The Fridge, Myesha 
Jenkins, Napo Masheane, Phillipaa Yaa De Villiers 
and Dikson  Slamajamjar grace its stages, to name a 

few.  It has achieved extensive media coverage and 
unearthed talent which is tipped to be the future of 
South African literature and expression.  I caught 
up with two of its founders Afurakan T.Mohare (A), 
Qhakaza Mthemu (Q), at the last event to find out how 
it has grown and what current and future initiatives 
they plan to unfold as this movement goes even higher. 

B:  So you have documented the event extensively with 
videos on Youtube and your blog so I’ll start here: 
From the time WnS started over a year ago up to this 
point, how do you feel about the progress it has made?

A:  Scary!  When we started it we 
really had no expectation, we started 
with about 4 peopl…at Leon’s studio, 
below the Bassline. And the space 
could only accommodate 40 people so 
we started with no expectations at all…

B: So these four people would just 
perform over and over for each other?...

A: (laughs) No. I was the only one performing.  
The other three people were crew and audience…

B: And now, what’s the biggest crowd you ever had?

A: I think the biggest crowd we pulled was with 
Lebo Mashile where we had over two hundred…

Feature

words by 
Busiswa Gqulu

Images by Flo Mokale



Q: …Close to three hundred people actually…

B: From three to three hundred...nice…

A: Yeah so the growth has been beautiful. It’s been 
encouraging as well.  Now we see that we’re not just 
paranoid, there are young people out there who’ve 
got something to say, who want to get on stage, 
who want a platform to grow. So it’s worthwhile.

B:  How do you think you influenced the poetry scene 
and the way that young people express themselves 
in Joburg, and by extension around the country?

A: “Influenced” is a big word.  What we’ve done 
primarily is provide a platform. People have been able to 
do whatever they want with it.  That’s been our biggest 
contribution.  If there’s any influence, it’s encouraging 
young people to speak their mind.  We’re at a time 
where we’re allowed to speak our mind.  Young people 
are committing suicides because of personal or social 
issues. Now we provide an artistic platform where you 
can get that out.  Young people are also venturing into 
art as a career, a lifestyle,  a business, something you 
will do your entire life and not just as a hobby-nyana nje. 
So we’ve given people the courage to take it seriously.

Q: We’ve also influenced it in the sense that there are 
more poems out there because every month you have 

Barely two years into their work the Word n Sound series has hosted 
Luminaries of poetry including the likes of Myesha Jenkins

to come here with a fresh poem.  So 
each month we’ll have ten new poems.  
Other poets are recording and putting 
it out like (poet) Cornelius Jones* who 
sends his recordings out via BBM. So I 
think that we, along with other people, 
are moving poetry out as a product more.

B:  So tell me about these products 
and extension projects that are moving 
currently.  There’s “Word n Sound Xtra” 
and there’s a mixtape out. Tell me more…

Q: ”Xtra” came out last year when 
people were saying its great to have a 
competitiveness is great but we’d like to 
share even if we’re not brave enough to 
stand up there, or, “I’ve got something new 
and I wanna test it out for competition”,  
or , “I’ve never stepped on a stage before”,   
we’d like to have that platform as well.  
Even Afurakan, who has seen many 
a competitive stage can say, “I’ve got 
something new, what do you think?”  It’s 
more of a developmental one where we 
do workshops as well, so that in addition 
to the platform, we also provide a means 
for artists to learn and grow.  We have the 
Q&A sessions with headline poets after a 
performance the workshops are another

words by 
Busiswa Gqulu

Images by Flo Mokale
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level really.  Information is power. If we can inform people 
about what they can do with their art the more we build them.  
Basically we’ll invite people who have been working in the 
creative art industry to come through and talk about various 
things. It can be about careers, or about collaborative between 
art forms, for example.  So you get to know the basics of a 
certain topic and then you can then choose to follow up on that. 

A: …And then the mixtape -  From last year’s open mic challenge 
we ended up with ten very “dope” poets.  So to fill the need for poetry 
products out there, we thought it fitting to put together a mixtape.  
It’s a collection of these poets’ writing - two poems each. Now we’ve 
put them out for free download and we’re inviting producers from all 
over the world to put music on the poems.  They remix it and send it 
back to us.  When we’ve got enough tracks we’ll compile an official 
mixtape with music and put that out as a free download as well.

B: Talking about music, last year’s winner’s prize was a trip 
to the USA with your (Afurakan’s) band, has it happened?

A:   Last year’s winner was Masai Dabula.  Tall guy.  Crazy guy. 
He won an 8-day trip to Baltimore.  He took two months organizing 
his passport so the trip has been “postponed” until we re-arrange it 
properly. It involves not just performing but attending lectures as well. 
We align different departments to come and speak on South African 
socio-economics, politics and the perspective of the youth etc. We 
need to literally re-align the academic schedule because when we go 
there we form part of their academic schedule.  It’s not just visiting.

B: Finally, let’s talk about Black Couch, an organization that 
is keen on empowering artists as businesses.  They sponsor 
the R500 cash prize. What is the extent of their involvement 
and how do you envisions such partnerships in future?

A:  I think we were just tired of poets going, “this thing doesn’t 
pay”, and as we grew we realised that at every open mic 
set there’s at least five poems that deserve to be bought.  So 
we created this incentive, a R500 cash prize.  Many of the 
poets are young people, so R500 is a pair of shoes, a night 
out.  This announcement was received with excitement.

Q: …And maybe they’ll take us out! (giggles) I think it is an 
addition of the business aspect of it.  Artists need to learn to turn 
their art into business.  The ideas and innovation are there but we 
wanted to give back something tangible.  It initiates a curiosity 
for the business of what one does.  We would really like to see 
art grow to a point where artists can just be artists, and not just on 
weekends.  R500 is a starting point and we’re hoping we can soon 
pay artists and also start funding ideas more; paying it forward.

*Note: Besides the blog. You can check out the facebook page “Word and 
Sound Poetry and Music Series” for upcoming event dates, interviews 
with featured acts, pictures, the league scoreboard and general info.
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THE HOPE 
COllECTOr

It may be hard to 
believe but not all of 
us end up as carbon 
copies of our parents. 
Many youngsters 
set out to rebel 
against everything 
their parents are 
and believe. My 
research pointed me 
to several teenagers 
in these sorts of 
“one-horse dorps” 

who were in mixed race relationships 
and who despite the communities 
tittering were simply getting.

As a writer who writes in democratic 
South Africa what do you think is 
the role of literature in South Africa 
today and what is its relevance?

Literature is timeless and relevant in 
any country, any era; South Africa is 
no exception. Books hold the past and 
have the ability to shape the thinking 
of the future. It is through literature 
that I’m able to reflect on our lives 
and reality of today, which in turn 
forms our history. In South Africa 
we, of course, have a challenge of a 
society that does not read books for 
pleasure which we need to overcome. 

You are one of many emerging 
black female writers in South 
Africa, what value do you think 
these new wave of voices adds 
to South African literature?

South African writing has come a long 
way hasn’t it, say from ten years go. 
I’m always amazed at the number of 
new titles that come up each year – 
the content, depth, relevancy; I truly 
think it’s all there. I love the fact that 
as writers we have the freedom to 
produce material that we like and have 
room to tackle issues that concern 
us – we have writers who tell today’s 
stories while others are choosing to 
interpret old stories and re-writing 
them in their own versions. We’re 
no longer expected to write from the 
same theme (apartheid), we’re now 
competing at an international platform 

in different genres. For me we’re in a 
good space and I hope it stays this way.
As a writer you seem to be very 
concerned with writing about 
middle-class issues and characters 
why have you as an author found 
this particular issue interesting?

As a writer I’m only concerned about 
a story, my writing is not limited 
to middle-class issues.  My debut 
novel, Happiness is a Four-Letter 
Word does follow characters who 
are typically classified as middle-
class due to their financial status but 
the issues they face are universal – 
abuse, for example, has no class.  

Tell us a little bit about your 
creative process. How do you get 
from a concept or a story idea to an 
actually complete piece of writing?

The ideas come from people and things 
around me. I love to observe people and 
construct their life stories in my head. 
One of the characters in Happiness is a 
Four-Letter Word was formed while I 
was shopping for essentials at a high-end 
grocery in my neighbourhood. A short 
story I recently wrote for a magazine 
was inspired by an article I had read 
in a newspaper about a middle-aged 
white woman who was described as a 
neighbour from hell by her neighbours. 
On the writing process itself – I make 
it a habit to write daily. I picked up 
this advice from Stephen King’s On 
Writing. The master recommends a 
minimum of a thousand words a day, six 
days a week. Ha! Not always practical 
but writing something everyday is the 
only way for me, I don’t depend on 
creativity – I guess I force creativity.

One of the things that I get 
from reading your book is 
this undercurrent of humour,  
where does that come from?

The beauty about writing in this 
genre is the ability to lighten up 
serious and poignant issues and have 
the characters laugh at themselves 
sometimes. Of course, pain is pain but 
there are many ways of dealing with it.

Q n A
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One of the things that emerged from your panel at time of the 
writer is this idea of the professional author in South Africa. 
What do you thinks needs to be done to create an industry where 
authors are able to sustain themselves from just their work?

This question is always difficult for me and I don’t have the 
right answer yet. One never really understands how dire the 
situation is until one is involved in the industry. Perhaps the 
trick is to create a culture of reading from a young age. We need 
to proactively read books to children at every opportunity we get 
in order to remove the notion that books are just for school. We 
need to get children excited about reading, have situations where 
a child chooses to read quietly over watching television, surfing 
the net or chatting on social networks. The argument that South 
Africans don’t have money to ‘indulge’ in books is not always 
valid; we know how people spend their disposable income.

One of the concerns that critics often express about 
local fiction is that it is not always reflective of South 
African realities; do you think this notion is founded?

I can only speak for myself but every local fiction 
book I’ve read is reflective of our situations.

How much of your writing is personal and 
how much of it is completely made up?

I don’t tend to write from personal experiences so I’m not 
limited to what I know. Most of what I write about comes 
from observations, conversations I happen to ‘eavesdrop’ 
on and random ideas picked up from events around me. 

As a relatively new writer that has travelled and engaged with 
a lot of authors and readers I want to ask you what are some 
of the weird and wonderful experiences that you have had?

Weird is getting love letters in my email. Wonderful is meeting writers 
whom you have high regard of, listening to them and trying to pick 
their brains as much as possible. Recently I’ve had a great time at the 
Time of the Writer festival as well as the Sydney Writers Festival in 
Sydney, Australia and Open Book Festival in Cape Town last year. 

Your book is being developed into a film 
tell us a little bit about how that came 
about how is that project going so far?

Happiness is a Four-Letter Word won the 2011 
M-NET Literary Award, Film Category – an award 
given to a book with the most potential for adaptation 
into a screenplay. We’re currently in the beginning 
stages of adapting the book into a screenplay. 

You write both short stories and long fiction, how 
do you find these two mediums to be different? And 
how do you transition between the two mediums?

I love short stories but find writing them more challenging 
than writing a novel. Certainly writing a novel takes longer 
but you have time and room to build and change your story. 
With short stories you need to be concrete and to the point 
as you don’t have the luxury of playing around with words. 

Q n A
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You have lived abroad and now you write in 
South Africa, what value does having engaged 
with these cultures add to your writing?
 
In essence I realised that I wanted to write while studying in 
the US. During school holidays I used to work at a bookstore 
and this is where I caught up on my reading. I remember a 
phase where I was obsessed with books recommended by 
Oprah for her book club, so all I read was what was on 
the book club’s list. Then I got tired (to be honest I was 
a little depressed too from all that ‘heavy’ reading) and 
started reading mainly women’s literature, specifically 
‘chick-lit’ which resulted in me writing Happiness is a 
Four-Letter Word. I think as a writer it is important to read 
widely because there is so much to learn, not only about 
the art of writing itself but how others live in their worlds.

Who are some of the authors and books that have 
had the strongest influence on you and why?

White Teeth by Zadie Smith. I love Smith’s 
use of language and the humorous manner in 
which she tells the otherwise poignant stories of 
immigrants in London and their quest for identity.

Bridget Jones’ Diary by Helen Fielding: What can I say 
about this lovable thirty-something year old ‘singleton’ 
who obsesses, without shame, about her love life, weight, 
over-indulgence in alcohol and cigarettes, career, and loves 
her family and her psychotic friends? I don’t remember 
when I first read this book but it was such a breath of 
fresh air, nothing like I’ve ever read before. Bridget 
became my hero. Helen Fielding did an amazing job in 
clearly putting out there a message that we’re humans and 
have flaws and it’s okay to laugh at yourself sometimes.
 
Other memorable books include The God of Small Things 
by Arundhati Roy, Purple Hibiscus by Chimamanda Ngozi 
Adichie, and The Corrections by Jonathan Franzen. I am 
a huge fan of short stories, particularly by African writers 
– I have accumulated a respectable collection over the 
years. Petina Gappah’s An Elegy for Easterly, an anthology 
of short stories set in Zimbabwe is simply brilliant. 

What are some of the future projects and initiatives 
that you are currently working on? And will 
we be seeing another book in the near future?

Yes, next novel is on the cards. I can’t discuss the 
book in details because the idea is still largely in my 
head, but it will have a different setting (characters 
and location) to Happiness is a Four-Letter Word. 

I don’t tend to write from personal experiences 
so I’m not limited to what I know. Most of 
what I write about comes from observations, 
conversations I happen to ‘eavesdrop’ on and 
random ideas picked up from events around me. 
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Chimurenga is a 
collective organization 

that aims to dissect 
African culture, 

thinking and 
perspectives. The 
organisation has 

become renowned 
for its journals and 

publications themed 
around various 

issues on the African 

Fascinated by the internet and a love for art, Ollie Walker and Dann Gaymer started 
AwehTV after they met in Seoul and connected at an event Dann had organised.  A 

place for artists to explore each other’s work, express themselves without boundaries, 
AWEHTV is fast becoming the ‘it’ place to find the who’s who of the underground art 

scene. Amava Kamana caught up with them to talk about the initiative.

CAPTurINg 
the moment!

Feature
What made you decide to start AwehTV ?

Ollie: Whilst in university, the Internet started 
to fascinate me. I began to see the way it was 
constantly creating new business models 
and changing up conventional methods of 
industry, as it is still doing. This sparked 
an interest in me that took a bit of time to 
nourish, but inspired me to pursue a web based 
venture due to its freedom and accessibility.

Then, the DSLR video revolution kicked off 
just as I arrived in South Korea and that had 
me intrigued by the power and accessibility 
that was available to the indie film maker. After 
purchasing a camera myself I was convinced 
I was going to start a video blog. I eventually 
moved up into Seoul where I met Dann. I 
actually met him whilst I was in the process of 
filming one of the events he had organised and 
curated, The Dripan Community Art Walk. 
This was one of the first AWEH posts to go up.

After meeting each other we clicked, due to our 
interests in art and skateboarding. During this time 
there was a lot of energy in the expat arts scene, 
and we enjoyed watching it, being a part of it, and 
talking about it. From there we collaborated in art 
performances, skate paintings, and participated in 
group exhibitions only to continue to collaborate 
to produce what is known today as, AWEH.

I guess our decision to start it was a combination 
of pursuing a creative project we could dive 
in to help cultivate our talents whilst also 
celebrating the talents of those around us.

Dann: Ollie’s the one who struck the match, 
I joined to light the fire and fan the flames. 
Previously I worked as a freelance writer, then 
a copy editor, and later as a managing editor at 



a publishing company. Later I got into curating art shows — all 
this in just under three years in South Korea. Around the time I 
was leaving Korea I needed a project that I could take with me to 
another place. I also needed a progression and a challenge, and at 
the same time something that would harness the skills I already had.  
More than anything I was sick of having to convince someone 
above me  that the stories I had were worth publishing, because 
they were too preoccupied with content about their dumb friends 
and some bimbo they wanted to nail. It’s disheartening when you 
have an article on a person whose work you really believe in, 
only to hear, “This is subculture trash” or “This person doesn’t 
have an art degree so we’re not running it”. I was pretty much 
over it at that point, but AWEH was the perfect fit. Ollie and I 
don’t have to report to anyone else, so all the content we put out is 
what we and our contributors believe in with our hearts and souls. 

Aweh is a South African phrase for 
hello, or hi, why did u choose this name?

Ollie: It was a word that caught my ear when I first heard it as 
I think it’s origin comes from Cape Town, but I grew up in 
Durban. In South Africa, the differences in slang terms around the 
country are very diverse and unique, making them very intriguing.
To my knowledge, Aweh is a term used to greet 
someone or to acknowledge something. It was due to 
the latter, that we decided to name our brand AWEH. 
It works on several levels as the purpose of our Webzine is 
to acknowledge underground artists, but also to celebrate 
accomplished creatives. Also, for the international audience if you 
don’t know how to pronounce the word but you try to, you often end 
up saying AWARE, which we think is awesome as once again that 
is what we are fundamentally doing with the Webzine — making 
people aware of those that are talented within their respective fields. 

As artists yourselves, what do you find is still 
missing in the arts industry in terms of exposure?

Ollie: Personally, I don’t think anything is missing. In today’s 
world its easy to expose yourself as there are various platforms 
and communities online and offline that make it easy to 
communicate your vision and expose your work to the public.

The accessibility of these platforms have their pros and cons 
though. For example, a lot of talent just falls under the radar on 
some online platforms. That’s why we believe websites such as 
AWEH are important, as they act somewhat of a filter or portfolio 
of talent. Nowadays I think it is more about how you stand out 
in the crowd rather than how much exposure you can get. In 
order to stick out you have to really dive into your work so that 
it speaks for itself. Unfortunately Dann and I can’t dive in too 
deep as we are so preoccupied with AWEH but if you look around 
there are a ton of great examples of people doing exactly that.

Dann: Yeah, exactly. In the past if you wanted to make an 
impression you had to meet the right people, make the right bold 
moves, like in the Basquiat movie where Basquiat walks up to 
Andy Warhol and tries to sell him some postcards. Today you don’t 
have to wander around the streets hunting for famous artists to 
confront, as you have all the tools of the Internet at your disposal. 
However, so does everyone else, so it’s pretty easy for things to 
get over-saturated and for great work to fall through the cracks.
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The fact of the matter is, there is so much good work out there, where do 
you start? Having resources, online and offline, for collecting talent 
together is really important in making work accessible to the viewer.

Aside from featuring artists on your website, is there any other way 
you are helping them interact with others in different countries?

Ollie: We have ambitious ideas for the future about providing 
additional services and events via our network and brand, 
offering more interaction and further exposure. Initial examples 
of our ideas and movements are some of our sister projects we are 
currently setting up, such as Loose Union and Connect Changchun.

Dann: As time passes more of our plan for world domination will 
become apparent (ha!) No, but seriously, a big aim for us is to join 
the dots for all the little pockets of awesome we know of around the 
globe. We’ve both been fortunate enough to have a lot of interaction 
with people from other cultures, being creatives living overseas, 
and we know how powerful and productive these interactions 
can be. We want to see more of this happening within our circles.

Would you care to explain the projects?

Dann: Connect is an art party we are putting together with friends 
at Changchun Live, Changchun Friends, Trapecista Design, World 
Life club and Kidda Vitaly, in the city of Changchun, Northeast 
China. Changchun isn’t a particularly famous city; with temperatures 
dropping to -20 and an economy built around the automotive industry 
there isn’t much reason for people to come here on their holidays.

Yet it’s a big university town, and of course that means young people 
creating and doing things. Connect is intended to give the city’s 
creative scene a kick to inspire more exhibitions and live shows, 
to bring the Chinese and foreign creative communities under one 
roof, and to expose the creative work of Changchun to the wider 
world and vice versa. Changchun’s scene is way too small to do 
something like Loose Union, but we’ve got to start somewhere and 
AWEH is going to give a helping hand in getting the ball rolling.

Ollie: Loose Union is a project based in Seoul. Danny Arens, 
Adam Brennen, and myself head up the project with the 

aim of documenting the Seoul indie music scene. What we 
do is meet up with the bands to discuss a run and gun type 
music video, where we record studio quality sound live. The 
sound is actually what we put the most emphasis on and is all 
recorded and mastered by Brad Wheeler of Airfield Records.

We believe that with such content being 
available to stream online or download 
for free we are not only exposing 
what’s happening in Seoul to a wider 
international audience but also giving 
the bands enough promotional content 
to use at their disposal, which indirectly 
helps to push the scene a little further.

Which underground artists do you 
think need to be exposed more or are 
not getting enough exposure from 
the media, especially in Durban?

Ollie: In Durban, I would have to say 
Matt Kay. Matt has been a great friend 
for a long time and I have seen his 
work develop throughout school and 
now into his career as an illustrator 
and designer. He’s one of those crazy 
talented guys that is so humble, genuine 
and down to earth that it can sometimes 

Feature

7
6



bite him on his own bum. Basically, he’s not one to self promote 
or even take praise too well. It took him a while to establish an 
online presence, which I feel is extremely important nowadays. 
But, since he has gained a series of interviews, participated in a 
bunch of exhibitions and even spoke at Pecha Kucha this year. It’s 
good to see him getting the love, I think he deserves, in Durban. 
But, I regard him to be an underground/ emerging artist on an 
international scale, which in all honesty is his playing field, and 
so I look forward to seeing him breaking through internationally. 

What sort of challenges do you face in terms of running 
the site since you live in two different countries?

Ollie: Yeah, it comes with its challenges but in all honesty it’s not that 
difficult. We chat regularly and have both worked out a system by 
which the webzine keeps growing. We run emails and ideas by each 
other regularly and then surprise each from time to time. I guess at the 
end of the day we are just really into this project and we have allowed 
it to consume us, and by doing so it just becomes a part of your life.
Nowadays, we have a series of collaborators that are really 
helping to shape the project. It’s one of the reasons why Dann 
and I maintain our inspiration for this project. We hope that 
more and more people jump on board as the project grows.

Ollie, are you planning on exhibiting any of 
you work (nude photography) in South Africa?

Ollie: I have never really given that much thought, but 
it’s a great idea and something I will look into when 
I get the chance or the opportunity presents itself.

In your experience what are the key differences between the 
Korean, Chinese and South African underground art scenes?

Dann: I’m out of depth talking about SA art, so I won’t say much 
other than the fact that given the nation’s history and amazing mix of 
language, culture, peoples, and ideas it comes as no surprise that you 
see such amazingly vibrant work coming out. Whether it’s music, 
film, art, or literature, it always carries a unique stamp and character... 
you can never say “Oh, that’s just a rip off of this from over there.”

Korea on the other hand has a pretty homogenous history and 
culture. Also between the Asian super powers of Japan and China 
it’s often been overlooked in the past, yet Korea has thousands 
of years of unique culture and history, that sets apart anything 
from there as uniquely Korean. The same is true of contemporary 
Korean creative work, everything has a unique Koreaness about 
it, a commonality that you don’t find in too many other places.

China: oh man! Such a huge place, yet unifed as one nation...
that in itself is a lot to get your head around. Can you really talk 
about Chinese art or merely go province by province, city by city, 
person by person? I guess it’s the same for anywhere really, but 
few places are as large and diverse as China. What I can say is that 
China is undergoing massive changes, much like SA and Korea 
have had in their recent pasts. People have a lot to think about, 
they have a lot to express, even though conventional channels of 
expression may not be open to them. This might be why there is 
so much dynamic work coming out of China right now. It’s gotta 
come out somehow, so it’s coming out through the creative scene. 

I’m out of depth talking about SA art, so I won’t say much other than
 the fact that given the nation’s history and amazing mix of language, culture, peoples, 
and ideas it comes as no surprise that you see such amazingly vibrant work coming out. 
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N 
apo Masheane can be seen as a privileged 
young South African woman to have made 
a significant impact on an art form that is 
by and large supposedly a male dominated 
field and is brimming with both tough and 
talented competition. Not letting this faze 
her, she used her experiences and true 
reflections on her life and community 
to tell stories, and by doing so taking a 
leap of faith into the poetic world. She 
never made excuses when faced with 
challenges of lack of funds and resources 
and the fact that she produces, writes and 
directs her own projects is an affirmation 
of her multiple skills. Her work express 

her ideas and thoughts on religion, ancestors, culture and tradition. 
Using all this as a canvas for her to create and bring alive a new 
story with each new poem or play she creates. With the passion, 
she exudes a confidence and a self respect into which she pours 
into her work, “I rise each day to be me and to live my truest self 
and somehow this comes through my voice as an artist,” she says.

Growing up, Masheane was constantly exposed to a love of story 
telling and literature. Her father, a teacher, was a great lover of 
African literature and books and was a visual artist himself. 
Masheane’s mother was a storyteller who would share with her 
daughter many Sotho fairytales and folklores and “The richness 
of the Sesotho language (idioms, riddles and proverbs)” says 
Masheane. This instilled a fascination in the young girl which 
allowed her to enter a new world of creativity. As a teenager 
Masheane lived in the Johannesburg City Centre where she was 
further exposed and surrounded herself with accomplished actors, 
performers and musicians. Consuming their ideas about art, identity 
and various other creative paradigms. One of these artists invited 
her to the Market Theatre to listen to John Kani and Peter Brooks 
in conversation. “It was my first time inside the theatre and it hit 
me that people can actually make money for being loud.” She says.

This is one of the moments that remain inspirational for Masheane, 
despite that she too now is an established artist in her own right. 
Speaking about what inspires and informs her writing she notes 
that it is always observing what is around her.  “Life inspires my 
work. I admire how through language and words I am able to 

Napo
Masheane

Feelin
BLUE
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Napo
Feelin
BLUE

Poetry is like sucking 
milk from your 

mother’s  breast, 
its nurturing and 
fulfilling; writing 

poetry is like having 
a million flowers in 
your hands, always 

ready to greet the 
sunrise. And being 

the POET is like 
when God, you and 

the universe agree 
about something.”

Kinda



For Masheane reading 
for is what she needs to “stand 
firm in what she representing.”  

A quality one can admire in per-
son 

like Masheane in world of  over-
whelming technology she still 

embraces the use of  
reading and still shows

 the appreciation of  performance 
as a cathartic art form.

measure my growth, capture my culture, articulate my emotions, 
find my spirituality, and interrogate my thoughts,” she says. “I 
value how my writings teach me how to fit well into my skin. I am 
also passionate about many issues. Different things provoke me. 
But the basis of my voice is that I am someone else’s daughter, 
sister, mother, friend and partner… I am a creative soul that 
uses words to describe things, people, emotions and the world”

Being an artist in this country, amounts to nothing unless you 
understand that hard work and dedication won’t be enough to 
make a success of yourself. Masheane shows that having an 
understanding and a respect to your craft is what needs to be also 
a focus for great success.  Her creative process to achieve a great 
set of poetry is quite simple, as some artist tend to go through the 
extremes of trying to tap into their creative space; Masheane takes it 
back to the basics, reading and writing. She loves reading and order 
for preparations she reads the work of other poets, this gives the 
advantage of knowing and understanding their work and to help her 
differentiate her own voice from the many greats we are exposed to.

For Masheane reading for is 
what she needs to “stand firm 
in what she representing.”  
A quality one can admire 
in person like Masheane 
in world of overwhelming 
technology she still embraces 
the use of reading and still 
shows the appreciation of 
performance as a cathartic 
art form. Her advice for 
budding writers and poets 
is to keep a pen and paper 
close, to build a relationship 
with it. For her the pen and 
paper is kept close by for 
each time inspiration hits 
and it seems for Masheane 
everything around her, 
every experience and sense 
she encounters becomes 
a muse, as she says, “I always have a pen and paper to 
write what I feel, hear, touch see and know.” 

But beyond just a metaphorically adept writer 
Masheane’s creative powers are best showcased in her 
stage work. It here that  all of her work, thoughts and 
preparations come to play, with her being the producer, 
writer and director is merely the build up of her true 
form as a performer. Going live on stage is an opportunity 
to connect with an audience and explores a new world 
she has created. For her being a performer is like visually 
bringing to life the words that she has written. Speaking about 
being a performer she notes that it grants her an opportunity 
to interact with and through her material. Being a performer 
gives my words sound, the kind of sound that resonates with 
my audience even when I’m no longer there,” she says. “And 
through performance I am also able to get more creative and fuse 
my words with other elements of arts (music, dance or theatre).”
This creative expletives churned out by Napo Masheane have not 
only turned her into a poetic success but have also brought for her 
plenty of career highlights and acclaimed work along the way. She 
has had the opportunity to work with some of South Africa’s most 
resonant creative minds such as Lebo Mashile, Ntsiki Mazwai and 
Myesha Jenkins. All of which along with Masheane were founding 

members of ‘Feela Sista! Spoken Word Collective’, in 2003.
After this doors were open and in 2006 she published her first poetry 
anthology called; ‘Caves speak in metaphors.’ And the following 
year she was recognised and named one of the top 100 youth in South 
Africa by the Mail and Guardian. She has also travelled extensively 
with her one-woman show, ‘My Bum Is Genetic Deal With

Speaking about that this means for her personally Masheane 
acknowledges that it is good to achieve different things but however 
expresses that her primary focus is on her work as a poet. “I think it 
is important for every writer to document his/her work. The work 
that I do on stage is not far from the work placed in my books. But 
being able to see my work on paper allows me to measure my growth 
as a writer… hence I am a poet and this is how I define poetry.”

For the past six years of her career Masheane has been the Managing 
director of her own company ‘Village Gossip Productions cc’ this 
company develops, documents, empowers, produces and creates 

reflective works of different artists 
in theatre and she has worked 
with the likes of the Market 
theatre on a production called 
‘The Fat Black Women Sing’.. 
This year she kicked off her new 
production ‘Street Lights with 
Lips’ it promises to be a sure 
hit amongst theatre enthusiasts 
and has also recently launched 
her book of poems entitled 
Fat songs for my girlfriends.

Napo Masheane is the perfect 
example of a new age woman, 
where nothing and no one will 
stop her from achieving. Her 
willing to succeed is evident both 
in her poetry and demeanour. 

She is surely one of the most 
insistent voice to emerge out 
of South African performance 
art in recent memory.
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in defence of 
NgugI

Ngugi wa Thiongo 
is perhaps the most 

consequential writer in 
the African continent. 
As a philosopher and 

both as a writer he has 
influenced multiple 

writers all around the 
world. Sihle Mthembu 
writes on open letter to 

the Nobel Committee 
urging them to award the 

Kenyan wordsmith his 
long overdue prize for 

literature. 

Feature

I must first and foremost declare my Woody Allenic view on awards. The 
self-congratulatory nature of prizes related to creative craft often eludes 
me. There is a persistent invasiveness about the gushy speeches, the typical 
thank-yous and of course the sappy words of encouragement that often 
seem to pretentiously eat into the creative crudeness of most artists. It is 
however a general accepted reality in the literary world that the Nobel 
Prize for literature is still significant. I use the term significant specifically 

because an award that is claimed to be the most important and was not awarded to 
Chekov, Twain, Tolstoy and many more has somehow gone a long way towards 
eroding its own credibility. I however am writing this letter not to lament the work 
that you have done nor to discredit based on past errors.  That would be easy. 

I however would like to point out a persistent miscalculation of judgment that 
I feel has invaded the Swedish Academy and it would wrong not to set it in its 
place. I must express my complete and utter dismay and embarrassment that 
Kenyan author Ngugi wa Thiongo is still not a Nobel Laureate. As a writer he has 
influenced the past three generations of literary output not only in Kenya but on 
the continent (and it could be argued to a lesser degree even around the world.)
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I feel that as an organization that fosters 
ingenious thinking in the world of the 
written world it is an oversight from 
which your academy’s credibility can 
never recover if indeed the lifetime 
of this authors work were to remain 
unclaimed as it rightfully should.

There are of course arguments that could 
be made about the selection process and the 
likes, but it is too much of a cultural crutch to 
lament selection process for the current state of 
affairs. It would however seem morally and intellectually 
justifiable to state that the real problem with the Noble prize is 
not the prize itself nor the manner through which it is selected. I 
think the problem rather is the people who are selecting it. Now 
do not get me wrong I am by no means disputing the knowhow 
and stature of members of the Swedish academy. In fact I have 
no doubt that each of them would have a delightful time editing 
this letter and freeing it of grammatical and linguistic errors. 
I will however say that the Eurocentric nature of the award 
and the Swedish Committee prevents that Nobel Prize from 
being the globally reflective literary award that it claims to be. 
This in recent memory has lead to lesser culturally significant 
authors with a European sympathy be awarded the prize.

One of the things that I have always appreciated about the prize is that 
it measures the sum of the authors work in its entirety and as Alfred 
Nobel clearly stipulated must display a certain ideal. As a writer 
Ngugi Wa Thiongo’s works need no moral or critical justification. 
His novels such as A grain of wheat and Weep not, child contain a 

visually quality and depth of personal narrative that stretches beyond 
the ordinary populism of many writers who are now considered 
luminaries in literature. His complex descriptive style coupled with 
an economic use of word play make his stories an escape route for 
the downtrodden narrative that is often imposed on Africa by many 
other writers, and thus as a result grants a fresh outlook into what 
is usually viewed as a depressing cultural and social landscape.
But it is through his philosophical output that we are able to 
access Ngugi’s literary powers as being beyond just situated 
in prose. Rather he becomes a form of public intellectual 
that is almost extinct these days. He challenges ideas in their 
most naked form, beating them into shape with practical case-
study and ultimately driving them home through his wit and 
humorous undercurrent, without at any point departing from the 
encompassing nature of his message. His ideas about language, 
power and ultimately identity on the African continent are a 
marvel to consume and interrogate. Is there a philosophical 
work that is more significant in African letters than Thiongo’s 
Decolonising the mind? If there is I am yet to come across it.

Thiongo’s work and life have been transformative and I think in 
there, there is a strong justification for why his name should be 
counted as being amongst the most influential writers in recent 
literary memory. In summing up I feel that the safety that has 
come with recent Nobel awards needs to be done away with, not 
for controversy’s sake but to enter a realm where the Nobel Prize 
can be a point of entry towards a new and rigorous criticism of 

the Eurocentric nature of global literature. Let us steadfastly 
move away from a culture of thinking of writing 

merely as outlet for the now, but rather a 
vessel through which social thesis can 

be formed and I think if this is done 
you will find that Thiongo’s writings 

are amongst the most culturally 
challenging and momentous not 
only in Africa but indeed globally.
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Badilisha! Poetry X-Change ° produced by the Africa 
Centre, is an international poetry project based 

in Cape Town. Nikita Smith spoke to the project 
coordinator to find out more about the initiative.    

I
n a continent rich in diverse with 
cultural backgrounds and heritage, 
it is no wonder that such talented and 
aspiring artists are born. However 
many would argue that these artistic 
poets are not publicized enough for 
the rest of the world to share with 
Africa’s luminaries in their glory.

Badilisha Poetry Exchange is an 
initiative that recognises the lack of 
documentation of African poets and 
it’s Diaspora both in Africa and around 
the world. Its aim is to showcase their 
talent on a broad and international scale 
through a wide number of projects.

The initiative was first launched as the 
Spier Poetry Exchange in 2008 and worked 
in conjunction with African Centre, a 
non-profit organisation which provides a 
platform for exploring current Pan-African 
cultures as a medium for social change 
and development. In 2009, Spier Poetry 
Exchange, changed its name to Badilisha 
Poetry Exchange, taking its name from 
the kiSwahili word Badilisha which 
means to change, exchange and transform.

Although different in name, Badilisha 
Poetry Exchange similarly is a 
platform in which African poets can be 
acknowledged. “Badilisha’s aim is to 
archive African aspirant, established and 
master poets. Master poets are people 
who have a substantial body of work but 
have never had their work recorded or 
their audio files are weak in comparison 
to their written work”, said Linda 
Kaoma, project manager at Badilisha.

The team at Badilisha feel that Africans 
living on the continent are not exposed 
to local poetry and have limited access 
in their artistic heritage and the world of 
contemporary practitioners. “For a range 
of historical, political and economic 
reasons, many of the important collections 
and productions of the African art today 
are located or performed outside of Africa. 
The poetic voice from Africa and its 
Diaspora are no exception to this reality”, 
said Kaoma. These factors are what 
prompted the formation of Badilisha since 
African writers and poets’ knowledge 
of other African authors and poets are 
limited, “preventing the inspiration 
and influence vital to their growth, 

development, self confidence and 
sense of place.” According to Kaoma 
Badilisha addresses this imbalance 
by presenting a range of poets each 
week and and creating an archive of 
these important voices. One way of 
doing this is through Badilisha Radio. 
It is the only poetry podcast platform 
exclusively dedicated to the voices 
of Africa and its Diaspora. Another 
way in which some of Africa’s most 
talented is showcased is through 
the Badilisha website. “Each week 
we feature two new poets on our 
website from either the continent or 
the Diaspora who represent a diverse
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genre of poetry, maintaining a good balance of established and 
aspirant poets and this is intended to platform who or what 
Africa has to say to itself and the rest of the world”, said  Kaoma.

The growth and success of Badilisha in just three years is astounding 
and is an inspiration to the team. To date, it has produced 151 shows 
and has reached an audience of over 50 000 people. Badilisha is 
expected to exceed 220 poets archived and shows by 2012 and judging 
by the team’s hard work thus far, optimism in the camp is brewing.

To add to their remarkable record and admirable efforts, Badilisha 
has also worked with various luminaries of South African 
writing and poetry, one of which is Malika Ndlovu, who was the 
initial curator of the project and who has showcased her talent in 
Austria, UK, Holland, Ireland, Germany and the Philippines. The 
Durban born performer is certainly reason why an initiative such 
as Badilisha was established.  The initiative has also worked with 
the likes of James Matthews, Sandile Dikeni, Mbali Vilakazi, 
Antjie Krog, Eric Miyeni, Diana Ferrus and Breyten Breytenbach.

Along with the website and Badilisha Radio, a series of 
events are also conducted throughout the year to promote its 
initiative. The first event for this year which will take place 
on the 21st of April at the Slave Church in Long Street, Cape 
town. This event features the renowned UK poet, Lemn Sissay.
“In order to increase our audiences and therefore increase the 
exposure for the poets on our website, we are available on various 
channels. These channels include Bozza’’, concluded Kaoma. 
For more information visit:  http://www.indiefeedpp.libsyn.com/
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Publishing is one of the central elements in the development of a local literary culture and the Publishing Forum has 
become a significant part of the festival discussion topics at this year’s forum included the art of the autobiography and 

biography, publishing enterprises in print and online, translation and marketing, indigenous publishing and the location 
of the creative artist in South Africa’s ever-changing publishing industry.

Feature

Time
the 

writer
2012

of

My immediate prejudice with festivals 
of writing (and I use this as broad 
brushstroke that omits poetry) is that 
they tend to be nothing more that a 
vehicle for patrons of the creative cul-
ture to earn points for good behavior. 
Their good-natured and formulaic ap-

proach often insures a certain safety, the kind that comes with 
repetitiveness under the cloak of consistency. literature festi-
vals tend to be rather middling resulting in a random gathering 
of writers that have no commonality and providing nothing of 
cultural value accept a platform of gleeful self-congratulation.

This is troublesome because if often makes writers (and as a 
result writing and books) seem rather out of groove with the 
rest of the arts. There is no controversy, at dance festivals you 
will always have a new stylistic form being invented, at po-
etry events people swear, at film festival people walk out of 
screenings. There is something always in the continuum that 
disturbs the sense of being stagnant and ensures that the dy-
namism and upsurge is retained. This is something that I feel 
is shockingly absent in festivals of literature and I fear that is 
why so many of them eventually become unsustainable, ghast-
ly organized and ultimately an international embarrassment.

Fortunately of my later indictments the Time of the writer festival 
does not suffer from any. If the media kit is to be believed it is the 

biggest and most important festival of its kind in South Africa. 
That in itself is not the problem what is however is the fact there 
are only about 2-3 other festivals of its kind around the country. 
And for a nation that is supposedly intent on cultural pluralism and 
advancing education this is something that is very problematic.

As is always the case the festival featured a rich contingent of lit-
erary luminaries from across South Africa, Africa and the Diaspo-
ra as well as the rest of the world. It is worth noting that one of the 
things that both surprises and attracts about the Time of the writer 
festival is the cross-section of attendees. Now when we say cross-
section in this vain it is often assumed that we mean there is an 
amicable representation of the chief forces in the country namely 
black and white. However this is a festival that stretches beyond 
that. Often the evening sessions held at UKZN are attended by 
young children from schools in the township; pensioners from 
within the city as well as academics and cultural hunters are like.

This of course leads me to the assumption that despite popular 
thinking there are still people across racial, class and age lines 
that are genuinely interested in reading books as well as engaging 
with authors of those books. This engagement is done through 
a series of panel sessions where writers are grouped together 
based on a common interests, philosophical viewpoint or broad 
theme. Here there is a discussion that is facilitated a host. The 
participants at this year’s festival included multiple award win-
ning Nigerian novelist and poet Chris Abani, South African lit

words by 
Sihle Mthembu
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erature’s most recent golden find and 
author of Happiness is a four letter 
word Cynthia Jele as well as the likes 
of Dumisani Sibiya, Bahaa Taheer, 
Jassy Mckenzie and Ronnie Kasrils.
I think it is essential for festival program-
mers and arts coordinators right across the 
board to act with some levels of diligence 
when selecting participants for their fes-
tivals. Often the first point of alienation 
for a possible attendee of the festival 
is a lack of linkage within the program. 
When you look at the participants and 
are not able to tell what the prevailing 
themes will be then that is a clear sign 
that there is something that is not being 
done right. From the onset at Time of the 
writer it was clear that there were three 
themes that would become unavoidably 
interwoven into the narrative of the fes-
tival. Namely; violence both of a social 
and personal kind, political identity and 
its often assumed monolithicism as well 
as the idea of the professional author.

It’s hard obviously when reviewing an 
event of this nature not to paint in broad 
brushstrokes. For two primary reasons 

the nature of writing as a medium al-
lows too much porosity and secondly 
and perhaps most importantly when you 
get into the niceties of the entire affair it 
makes it hard to form an all encompass-
ing opinion what categorically states 

whether the event was good or bad or falls 
into that other category of ‘middling.’ 
One of the things that I liked about this 
year’s festival and which I think should 
continue is the casual setting. In previous 
years (and the first two days of this year’s 
festival) there were tables and the authors 

set behind them talking about literature 
whilst a packed auditorium sits down and 
glares voyeuristically on. It’s somewhat 
unsettling. A more relaxed setting was 
later introduced with couches and allowed 
for more fluid conversation to take place. 
Its little things like that that make a lot of 
difference to how a festival is perceived.

The selection of discussion panels in-
cluded a mixture of both abstract and 
more literal themes. Chris Marnewick 
and Jassy Mckenzie discussed local crime 
fiction, whilst Kwame Dawes and Colin 
Channer, egged on by Chris Abani, in the 
final session spoke Roots, Reggae and 
Writing. But perhaps the one session that 
really caught my eye was the discussion 
on human rights featuring former South 
African intelligence minister Ronnie Kas-
rils, Chris Abani and facilitated by Lebo 
Mashile. Perhaps for no other reason than 
that it featured a poetry session and spoke 
to issues that are rather important in the 
zeitgeist. One of my favourite quotes from 
the festival emerged from this session as 
Ronnie Kasrils was recounting his life 
with his wife and his entry into activism. 

writer

Despite popular thinking 

there are still people across 

racial, class and age lines 

that are genuinely interest-

ed in reading books as well 

as engaging with authors 

of those books.
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“It is important to try and live a normal life even during abnormal circumstanc-
es,” he said. And I think this is such an important consideration to make and I 
am glad it was said by someone who is a writer. Because often the seclusion of 
creative process and a keen sense of observation leads to an abnormal state of self 
and that is why creative craft is so often frowned upon. Because it is viewed as 

both psychedelic and dark. It is up to 
the creators to take back ownership 
of their lives by trying to make it as 
normal as they can for themselves 
and not be purged by darkness.

From the session it was also evi-
dent that the role played by fe-
male figures is often very im-
portant for the development of a 
creative footprint amongst writers. 
Whether it is a mother, daughter or 
sister the presence of a strong fe-

male character is 
something that is 
very real amongst 
authors not only at 
Time of the writer 
but in general.“My 
mother way my entry 
into activism,” said 
Abani. That night 
was later sealed off 
by an amazing se-
quence of word art-
istry with Kwame 
Dawes reading from 
his ipad, David wa 
Maahlamela musing 
about Musina and 
Lebo Mashile bom-
barding the audito-
rium with her well 
timed wordplay. 
But undoubtedly the 
night was owned by 
Abani who accom-
panied by a fleeting 
saxophone read from 
his latest collection 
entitled Sanctificum. 

In addition to the nightly 
showcases, a broad range of  day 

activities in the form of  seminars 
and workshops are formulated 

to promote a culture of  reading, 
writing and  expression. 
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Non-slam poetry when recited on stage 
can often be self-defeating but with Abani 
we are experiencing a monster of a differ-
ent kind. The type that camouflages itself 
into melody emerging and biting out with 
near perfect one liners that are well im-
mersed into the a string of perfect verses. 
With lines like “This is not a lamenta-
tion, damn it. This is a love song. This is 
a love song. Like reggae – it all falls on 
the off beat. If there is a way, it is here. 
They say you cannot say this in a poem. 
That you cannot say, love, and mean 
anything. That you cannot say, soul, and 
approach heaven. But the sun is no fool, 

I tell you. It will rise for nothing less.” 
Undoubtedly the highlight of the festiv

I am also glad that this year’s festival 
included a contingent of female writers 
at different stages in their career. This is 
such a vital part of the idea sharing pro-
cess where younger writer can feed of 
the experience of more refined voices 
and I have always felt that this is some-
thing that is always lacking within book 
festivals. Often it’s either a compliment 
of unknown authors or festivals aim for 
a full list of golden names. This almost 
always results in the same conversations 

because one is only interact-
ing with one’s peers. Addi-
tionally I am glad that the fact 
that these writers were female 
did not become centric to 
their contribution at the fes-
tival. It would have been so 

easy to say that they must participate in 
panels about female writing and so forth. 
Now let me explain my position here 
properly, I am not saying that ‘female is-
sue’ related discussions are not important. 
But I do feel that it is important to not 
only think of female writers exclusively 
in relation to their gender. It creates a 
culture of thinking that women can only 
understand and contribute effectively in 
discussions that are ‘female centric’ and 
I fear that this will result in women writ-
ers lagging behind and not being taken 
seriously because we never get to hear 
their thoughts on other more wider issues.

One of perhaps the most important is-
sues on the writing world today is that of 
writers who write about places that they 
don’t live in. Even here at home one of 
the most widely notorious voices in our 
literature (J.M Coetzee) lives in Australia. 

It’s worth investigating whether the 
idea of an authors locality is still 
something that is relevant. Discus-
sion this issue in a panel titled Out-
side looking in Sefi Atta and Leïla 
Marouane seem to be off the opinion 
that writing from outside gives new 
perspective into the forces at play on 
the inside. The idea that writing from 

a distance not only 
gives the author a 
new insight it also 
arms them with 
views from other 
places in order to 
formulate a more 
rigorous opinion 
as opposed to the 
internal nesting 
effect that often 
takes place when 
writers are writing 
about the places 

they are in. This of course is very 
true there is (and here I am talking 
about South Africa) a need to protect 
or justify our society instead of inter-
rogating it. I think this a very valu-
able lesson that writers anywhere 
can take from those two women.

Overall the Time of the writer was 
an interesting affair, and presented a 
strong case for writing as something 
that is still relevant in our socie-
ties and as medium that encourages 
rethinking our contexts and shift-
ing perspectives and being a vessel 
through which future generations 
can understand our social constructs.

Feature
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Reviews

THE MEASURE 

This of course 
is the worst 
kind of book 
to review. 
Chiefly be-
cause it 
i n v o l v e s 
having to dis-

sect the work of someone from 
your ilk. I must first express 
my complete and utter preju-
dice with Shaun De Waal and 
other critics of his circle (Barry 
Ronge,) they for me represent 
a patronising attitude towards 
creative process. They write 
from the perspective of consist-
ently wanting to make ideas as
simple as possible. Hence  I   have nev

-er really liked them. With that 
being said this is a book that is ad-
mirable for what 
it attempts 
to do, which 
is a gather a 
South Afri-
can writer’s 
perspective 
of a cross 
cultural plat-
form. But ul-
timately that 
is not enough 
to give this 
book cred-
ibility. The 
primary trou-
ble is that far 
too often we 
are subjected 
to De Waal 
casually relin-
quishing his 
role as a critic 
and adopting a 
blasé default. 
In reviews such 
as that of White 
wedding the 
maximum in-
sight is gained 

in phrases such as, “ for what-
ever reason I liked it.” The reality 
is that the reason why De Waal 
is still thought of as a relevant 
critic in our locality is because 
his many years of utilizing the M 
& G have gained him some cred-
ibility that an the fact that he does 
some research into movie trivia. 
Other than that his neglecting of 
films as social thesis, lack of con-
cern about depth of narrative and 
ultimately condescending attitude 
(he ended his review of Hijack 
Stories with the phrase ‘ Heita, 
maGents’) all make his reviews 
not something worth aspiring to.

Stories of people’s upbringing and 
bad childhood are almost a norm in 
South Africa especially in the ru-
ral areas, McIntosh Polela’s book 
titled My Father My Monster is an-
other one of those but with a twist, 
it is a story by him about him. Set 
in the deep KwaZulu-Natal rural 
areas called Pevensey in Under-
burg, McIntosh story is one you 
can tell over and over again but 
still wonder how he made it this far.
According to the book as a child he 
used to hate his life, as he saw no 
point in leaving because he and his 
sister were nothing but punching 
bags for his older cousins, but one 
day when he decided to end his life 
by jumping into the deep end of the 
Polela river, McIntosh remembered 
his Aunt Zinto’s words to look after 
her sister. His younger sister Zinhle 
was the only inspiration in his life.

It never used to make sense to him un-
til he heard the reason why they had to 
leave the comfort life they had in the 
township to struggle and endure such 
abuse. His father had killed his moth-
er. He grew up wanting to kill his fa-
ther, to make him pay for what he had 
done to his mother, him and his sister. 
When he finally met his father as an 
adult, he had already forgiven him, 
closure was the only thing he wanted 
and to find his moms resting place. 
This is a story of forgiveness, and self 
cleansing and ultimately a good read.

Exorcisms  
OF A CRITIC
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You will come 
to notice that 
the trouble with 
conceptual mu-
sical outfits is 
that they often 
become so far 
stretched that 
the concep-
tual side of-
ten invades 
and over-
s h a d o w s 

the musical side of the 
outfit. The music becomes jaded and a 

creative crutch. The pursuit of being prolific leads to a crea-
tive compromise in narrative.  The sound fluctuates into a 
less than inspiring realm where tacky and overcompensat-
ing beats become the order of the day. The Brother moves 
on are a theatrical outfit that stretch the regularity of be-
ing an all encompassing, genre bending performance group.

They are a band that takes as much time creative and con-
ceptualising the music as much as they do their performance 
showing that they are not merely a gimmick. That idea is best 
showcased in this, their official EP entitled The golden wake. 
The album is in many ways paying tribute to the passing of 
Mr. Gold, a character the band had in recent history made fa-
mous. My immediate skepticism with listening to this offering 
was that in an recorded performance the liveliness of the bands 
musical performance will be eroded and ultimately result in 
a middling musical experience that is too safe for its own 

good. Fortunately from the onset these fears are taken away 
with Agbal mediation. This sound is very much rooted in the 
idea of self-recognition. The birth of identity and Mr. Gold as 
a character are central. It’s a celebration in its most open and 
orgasmic form. It’s a record that does not conform to the mea-
sly loudness and rock-like brashness that one would expect. 
Instead it is cathartic and operates as if it is the accompany-
ing soundtrack for an emotional falling after a majestic event.

The golden wake is also very much about departure not only 
from regular musical moulds but also from the moulds that 
tend to form when one becomes associated with this form of 
invigorating music. The golden wake is an album that operates 
functionally on two levels. Primarily it takes its point of depar-
ture from being an offering that is rich with storyline. We track 
Mr. Gold from his moment of reckoning to a depleting state 
where he celebrates with too much libation on tracks like Ba-
balaas and Dagiwe and creates a disparity between himself and 
the environment around him. The second factor that makes this 
album offering claim its space is that it tackles real life ‘brown 
issues’ in an open and significant manner. It would be so easy 
to dismiss this outfit as white/Die Antwoord/rock and roll wan-
na bes. But because of their content and their musical style one 
cannot help but take heed and admiration of this project.  Lead 
vocalist Siyabonga Mthembu does an impeccable job heading 
up the songs with his brute voice. The golden wake reaches its 
musical apex on the bands best known song and perhaps the 
most widely original musical offering in recent South African 
memory. Wenu Wetla is an exorcism of personal demons. Op-
eratic in length it is a song that defies the golden wake as an al-
bum that reaches beyond the populist immediacy of dark music.

Reviews

OF GOLD & MELODY

L Ladies and gentleman uncer-
emoniously and without any 
fanfare Asleep in transit have 
released the most lyrical ma-
ture EP in South Africa. This 

is an offering that is the result of an or-
ganic musical process. The acoustic and 
neo-folklorist influences are apparent from 
the onset. But they are there just as back-
ground. This bands almost ailing sound 
is hard to pin point. Surely the fact that 
this outfit little known outside of Durban 
has had the opportunity to fine tune their 
craft with performances with the likes 
of Dear reader and several appearances 
in the now infamous and defunct unit11 
is off some consequence to the fact they 
have such an assured musical synthesis.
When listening to this EP, it’s not just that 
something is beginning but you also get 

Acoustic immersion
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Home blues

I t’s unbelievably hard to critique this album because it exists 
somewhere out there in jazzy musical wasteland. Where 
creative virtuoso is implied by never really grasped. It’s 
easy to dismiss Kiwanuka as a transitional musician. The 
trouble if I may say so with Home again is that it is neither 
introspectively good nor outlandishly bad. It is terribly 
personal offering thus often  making it a hard album to 

appreciate immediately and can be dismissed as a mediocre prod-
uct. The opening track titled Tell me a tale has an exceptionally 
dragged out saxophone melody that feels like the background mu-
sic of those wonderful second tier American dramas from the 90’s. 
Its linear existence is coupled by Kiwanuka’s voice that flirts with 
a 70’s blues annunciation and merges it with a contemporary blues 
spacing pattern. The result is enticing song that serves as a worthy 
outlet for ears that are new to Kiwanuka’s sound.  Unfortunately 

this playfulness is not 
carried through Home 
again, rather it often 
makes way for a jazz 
standard simplicity.

The title track for the 
album is perhaps the 
albums most intrigu-
ing record. It’s a road 
song with the usual 
lyrical play on journey 
and moving on, which 
are rather universal 
themes in blues musi-

cal. What Kiwanuka does well is take slight pokes at the optimism 
of journey by hitting pauses throughout the track almost creating a 
feeling of doubt about whether this moving on is possible. Coinciden-
tally the same question can be asked for Kiwanuka’s musical style.

MIZERS’ HARD GROOVE

the sense that something is end-
ing as well. Perhaps the sound 
on this album is the soundtrack 
of the afterbirth of what could 
potentially be a outfit whose 
music has an extensive shelf 
life. The opening track entitled, 
what a mess we must appear is 
an emotional battlefield. The 
vocal exchange on this song 
gives it a positive horizontal 
movement that lends the im-
pression of a fast forwarded 
love montage unfolding in the 
space of mere minutes. The 
guitar riffs on this song and a 
well paced banging accompany 
the peculiar finger work. The 
found of the album is how-
ever Irina Buzdugan whose 
slight vocal variations create 

a haunting sensation to what 
are essential moderate ballads.

When this offering also does 
humbly well is showcase that 
rich songwriting does not have 
to be inbreeding and compli-
cated. Sometimes the most ef-
fective music employ simple 
resonant wordplay and this is 
a fact that Asleep in transit is 
steadfastly coming to terms 
with. On dreams between sleep 
with lines line, “you can’t have 
friends while you take home 
boys,” this sense is seemingly 
heightened. This is an offer-
ing that will in the near future 
be seen as the chasm where an 
impeccable musical outfit be-
gan to showcase their aptitude.

It’s hard not to have a love-hate relationship 
with the City bowl Mizers. They have a skater 
boy easiness that makes them hard not the take 
note off. With that being said their music has 
an upbeat quality about it that is as hard to ig-
nore as it is to understand. I have always felt 

like they were a band that at some point needed to earn 
their extol, and in No big deal they go a significant 
way towards doing that. The one major area where the 
outfit has really excelled in this offering is in raising 
production quality. They are clearly an act that is not 
satisfied with ‘South African standard’ listening expe-
riences. The pitch perfect sound quality on this album 
on its own is a reason enough to admire this project. 
However it is the music itself that (for lack of a bet-
ter word) owns! From the opening track entitled All 
the best of the worst you get the immediate multilay-
ered feeling that is sustained throughout the album.

The Mizers have moved away from what 
was at once their common style of shock
 rhythm, where every element was introduced at once 
creating a musical barrage. Here they has allowed 
sections of the music to enter one after the other in a 
sequence that creates a feeling of mobility in the mu-
sic and never really knowing what to expect from the 
next entry session. The lyricism of this album is not 
metaphorically rich but is ironically pulled of well by 
a lead singer whose boyish voice has a late 90’s emi-
nence about it that still appeals. This is a casual album 
made for easy listening and does not really aim to fuss 
over itself. The stand out track on the offering is Haze. 
A song about boredom, pocket holes and small town 
mentality, it surely is the kind of chasm that resulted 
in this outfit being formed anyway. There is a constant 
pace in this album that makes it cool because they never 
try and pretentiously slow down and talk about love 
and the impossibility of life, that is not who they are 
and No big deal showcases that that is not a bad thing.
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Once upon a time in  
Anatolia

T he word Anatolia (if Wikipedia is to be be-
lieved) is derived from a Greek word that 
means ‘sunrise.’ Its perhaps a both cheesy 
and somewhat effective gesture that director 
Nuri Bilge Ceylan has named his latest mar-
athon of a film after the landscape in which 
the film is set. But the landscape is not just 

the backdrop in which this story casual finds its momentum; 
rather Anatolia itself is the most persistent 
character in the film. Now it has to be said 
that films about ‘normal’ people often lose 
their capital for no other reason accept that 
they tend to be overly-dramatic in a bid to 
show that ordinary is outstanding. The sec-
ond trouble of course is that the films never 
really explore characters but these supposedly 
normal beings rather become nothing more 
than skeletons onto which directors are sup-
posed to add the meat of the plot, their stylis-
tic footprint and the overall structure of the film.

What makes Once upon a time in Anatolia such a brave film 
is that conceptually it is such a difficult proposition. It aims 
to track over a night few very unremarkable characters and 
in so doing alert us to a sort of human rigor mortis that ties 
them into all together. We enter the film almost as if the story 
has already started and we are somehow entering in the mid-
dle. We find ourselves through carefully controlled sequences 

following a convoy of policemen and two criminals as they 
look for a place where the two accused buried the body of 
a victim. Here from the onset the plot seems rather typical, 
but what Ceylan does exceptionally well is through an intru-
sive mixture of wide and close shots create a feeling of in-
cursion. As if you the viewer are not only watching this as a 
stationary participant but are rather witnessing what is hap-
pening and somehow are a casual participant in  the narrative.

Here we are introduced to Naci who is as 
about as much of male lead as you can expect 
in this grand narrative. He is a police com-
missioner well past his peak, rather chubby 
and is stereotypically morose not only about 
his work but about life in general. With his 
mustache and continuous hand gestures he in 
many ways is a familiar template for a Turkish 
idea of manhood as previously showcased by 
other films from the region. Naci is of course 

balanced out by Nusret the prosecutor who has a more even 
handed approach when it comes to dealing with the criminals 
as they try and find the correct spot where the body is located.

What we get from this film is a tug of war between two very 
different characters, they are however brought to a reasonable 
coordinate by their supposed will to do the right thing. As we 
follow them it is clear that Anatolia’s morphing presence in the 
background is somewhat a moral compass for the men. What 

Reviews

“What makes 
Once upon a time 
in Anatolia such a 
brave film is that 
conceptually it is 
such a difficult 
proposition.”
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makes the film hold its center is that there 
are moments of genuine natural sentiment 
that invade the story and bring it towards 
a more human scale. This film showcases 
the curiously natural ability of humans to 
talk trivia and other arbitrary things in the 
face of unspeakable trauma. One such mo-
ment comes almost a quarter way through 
the film as the convoy makes its way 
through the night and Naci explains that 
yoghurt is not what it used to be and that 
skimmed yoghurt is now seen as accept-
able. He also goes on to explain that even 
writing such a thing as ‘skimmed yoghurt’ 
is shameful. These awkward yet accept-
able conversations are timeously inserted 
in between the larger darker moments that 
engulf the film. Here the script showcases 
the depth of its reality. It would have been 
so easy for Ceylan to entangle the narra-
tive with philosophically rich jargon, but 
this would have not held up because let’s 
face it policeman in Turkey do not relay 
come across as inherently philosophical.

The other perhaps important factor in 
this film is that Ceylan somewhat ex-
empts the viewer from the burden of 
back-story. It is only well into the film 
that we really find out that Kenan and his 
mentally unstable brother killed the missing victim because 
the victims ‘son’ was actually Kenan’s son. This of course is 
treated as something that is of infinitely less consequence ac-
cept the fact that it is just there as a reality.  Often such mo-
ments of darkness are implied and at times they are blatant. 
One such scene is when they eventually find the body and it 
tied up like a goat. It is moments like this that showcase Cey-
lans directorial ability to bring out massacres of grief with-
out the over the top drama. This is a stylistically mature art 
film and should be treated as such. Ceylan is here proving 
himself a worth luminary worth looking out for in the future.

This film showcases the curiously 
natural ability of humans to talk 
trivia and other arbitrary things in 
the face of unspeakable trauma.
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I couldn’t imagine being 70 years old in this day 
and age with pop culture being in its prime and in 
full force. It must be so painful, having been part 
of a generation that was so cultured and original 
in their doings and thinking, to now watch a de-
generative society that somehow mocks the ge-
nius of olden times and its people. An age where 

anyone can be anyone without working for it or having to 
prove to anybody that they are great. Where everything 
is in excess and artists put themselves before their work.

This is the main premise of the Play RED, that recently ran 
at the Playhouse. The play is based on the very strong opin-
ions and work of Mark Rothko an artist in 20th America, 
who seemed to hate having his work being categorized in any 
genre. “There is only one thing I fear in my life my friend, 
that one day the black will swallow the red” - Mark Rothko

Michael Richard the lead actor who plays Mark Rothko, 
speaks with indisputable authority and as soon as the play be-
gan I found myself drawn to his massive stage presence and 
picking up every word he spilled as if I was a beggar pick-
ing up crumbs underneath the table that the Lord sat at.

With classical music playing in the background it was hard not 
to imagine 20th America, as I often have a difficult time putting 
myself in the world of a play based on an era I was not part of. 
Aesthetically the production designer did a good job, I didn’t 
even know that artists back in the day used to mix paint them-
selves with powder and boil it to get the correct colour. This is 
ironic because throughout the play ‘Mark’ is arguing how the 
younger generation seems to lack being original and exploring 
art before they make up their minds about it. He despises the 
bureaucracy of wealthy people following each other like sheep 
instead of stopping to think and the making up their own minds 
about art instead of having critics make up their minds for them.

This thrilling new play by John Logan (famous for screenplays for such films as Gladiator, 
The Aviator, Rango and the recent Scorsese blockbuster, Hugo) explores the fascinating 
creative process and inner conflict of  famous American artist, Mark Rothko. Red stars 
highly respected South African theatre veteran Michael Richard as the Rothko, with 

exciting newcomer, Jeremy Richard (The History Boys) as his assistant, Ken.

The Colour 
RED words by 

Lerato Sokhulu
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He goes on to say that art is being misrep-
resented in the public and is starting to lose 
its meaning and value because people don’t 
feel what the picture is saying to them. That 
they don’t go through the process behind 
the picture. And that all they want is a pretty 
picture to be part of their expensively deco-
rated homes. Because having ‘art’ in your 
home, moves you up in the popularity lad-
der and makes higher than everybody else.

He (Mark) goes on to educate his assistant 
and somewhat protégé, played by Jeremy 
Richard. His assistant in the beginning of the 
play comes off as a young artist who knows 
nothing about everything according to Mark. 
And this changes gradually in the play when 
the assistant starts to hold his own, which is 
what Marks wants to achieve with him. Mark 
interrogates and pushes the ideas of his assis-
tant till he can’t take it anymore and lashes 
out at him in the climax of the play. This rant 
for the first time makes Mark see that maybe 
he himself the great artist is a bit hypocriti-
cal because the very system he is against is 
the one that buys his art and enables him to 
live his comfortable life and that he really 
doesn’t have any of the ‘real’ struggles he 
seems to go on about all the time. Also that 
his pictures are not seen as children when they 
go out to be exhibited as he so sternly feels.

His assistant goes on to tell Mark that he is distant and 
knows nothing about human feelings of pain and anguish 
which he says he paints about because he is so involved 
with himself and does not have real human problems out-
side his art. I must admit at times it was hard to grasp all 
the ideas that ‘Mark’ presented to the audience. He seemed 
to ramble and was often repetitive. I wondered if someone 
who was not an artist or educated would enjoy this play and 
fully understand all its subtext and its often subtle humour.

There are certain lines that will stay with me forever and I truly 
believe that this play affirmed why I am a so called ‘creative’. 
Definitely a thought provoking piece of theatre.  It’s no wonder 
it won a Tony. One line that was my favourite, but admittedly I 
don’t think I really understand what it means yet it makes sense, 
and this is how I feel about abstract Art. “Mene mene tekel up-
harisin” which means “Thou art weighed in the balance and 
art found wanting. I would definitely encourage anyone espe-
cially those who does not know much about art to see this play.

RED words by 
Lerato Sokhulu
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