HICA...

Yandi Bhengu reports from Johannesburg on a new play thatis - -
S grciting the city. The wonder is, writes Bhenguy, that Woza Albert!
fas so far been tolerated by the authorities olon e

IF CHRIST ARRIVED in South Africa,
f.e would say: “Throw away your pass,
man, and follow me...” Al

So says actor Mbongeni Ngema in
Woza Albert! - the highly-acclaimed
-atirical explosien which was performed
recently at the multiracial and experi-
mental Market Theatre in Johannes-
hurg.

Ngema goes on: "Christ would show
+he bastards that Africans are not just
pigges of\paper, but people.” M

7oz Albert! —10za means arise — was
créated by Ngema and fellow township
dv-eller Percy Mtwa. Helping them was
Barney Simon, South Africa’s leading
vhite director. '

The origin of Woza is interesting. Mtwa
and Ngema went out on the streets and
Tasked the question, “"What would happen
if Chiist came to South Africa?”’ The two
actors, with director Barney Simon,
dramatised the responses and created a
series of vignettes, most of them hilari-
ous.

On stage, the actors put over their
script in a melange of Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho,
English and Afrikaans. But even the
unilingual can follow it, for mime fills in
the gaps.

- Ping-pong balls

In thisway they present a wide variety
of characters from Prime Minister P.W.
Botha to Morena (“Christ” in the Sotho
language), in a kaleidoscopic entertain-
ment that is fast-paced and very funny.
When they pottray Whites, the actors
attach ping-pong balls to their noses.
The play makes an important political
statement. This is put across in such &
way that the Whites in the audience
cannot fail $o acknowledge the immense.
difficulties and humiliation bestowed on
the Blacks of South Africa by the crippl-
ing apartheid laws.____ _: - .
The show opers with Percy Mtwa and
Mbongeni Ngema on the stage dressed
only in brown tracksuit trousers and
worn Yakkies (running shoes). For the
_niext BO minutes the play flows from one
satirical situation fo another, all rich
with sit and bumour. . (.5 1 iU g,
“In the play, Blacks hear that Moren
coming Yo .Johannesburg.  Differe
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Mtwa and Ngema- Ping pong Whites

characters, ranging from .a stallholder.
selling food to a cynical brickmaker who
resents making bricks “to build huge
houses for whites”, disclose what they
will ask for when Morena arrives in
South Africa. All the characters are por-
trayed with superb skill by the versatile
Ngema and Mtwa.

Morena arrives at Jan Smuts airport in
a Boeingjetliner from Israel. He is met by
Prime Minister Botha and theentire
Cabinet. Morena’s hundreds of fans greet
him enthusiastically. Among the many
requests that are shouted tohim is oneby
the brickmaker to visit the Coronation
Brick Works the next day.

This he does, to ‘be accused by the
Afrikaans foreman of being & communist
and forcing his “kaffirs” to talk fo &
Sperr@rist’, o e e St o e

“He phones the police who are relieved
that at last they can track down this
black “imposter of Christ” (Christ is
white in their minds, remember). . .

'They take him to John Vorster Square,
the police headquarters in Johannesburg
notorious for its brutal interrogation of
political prisoners. - y .\ pin wemss s ¢ 9

Despite the presence of 19 guards, be
..~ escapes with the help of the Angel Gab-
ajs riel. He is recaptured and put jnto solit-,
nt . ary confinement op Robben Island. ;.
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themselves and saying that Morena will

_sees a figure walking across the sea that
~ separates the island from Cape Town.
‘Yes, it's Morena. Their superiors instruct

. cemetery on the mainland looking for

[ ant production intact. Far more innocu-
ous productions have been bennedin this

" tion one needs to survive in that kind of

Two prison officers are congratulating

not get away now when one looks out and

them to take & helicopter and bomb the
escapee.
“This order is carried out — but the bomb
destroys Cape Town, leaving the black
Christ unharmed. :
The play ends with a bored More

naina

something to do. The cemetery gardener
appears and together they raise thedead.
*“Woza Albert!” "Woza Steve!” - A
Morena, being charitable, is about to
proclaim, “Woza Hendrik Vewoerd!” —
but the disgusted gardener stops him just
in time. Verwoerd, a former South Afri-
can Prime Minister assassinated in the
early 1960s, was after all the architect of
some of the country’s harshest apartheid
legislation. s i
It seems & miracle in itself that the
all-powerful South African Censurship
Board has left this potent and very relev-

cougtry.

Ewareness

Woza Albert! brings new awareness to
those who choose to ignore the consequ-
ences of life for the majority in this
repressive society.

Percy Mtwa, 28, was born and bred in
Wattville, Benoni, on the Witwatersrand
not far from Johannesburg. The son of a
local tailor, he has danced and played
music in nightclubs from his mid-teens.

Mbongeni Ngema, 26, was born in
Umkumbane, Durban. He once worked
as a“handboy” - the chap who carries the
skilled tradesman’s tools. He became a
guitarist, backing township plays in
Durban. Hisbreak asan actor came when
the lead actor in Lucky Mavundle’s Isig-
cino was absent from a performance one
right. F B

Woza Albert! reveals the raw side of
township life and shows the sophistica-
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environment. From the Blacks in the
audience you hear the delighted laughter .
of recognition. . .-, . ., - g
“And the Whites in the audience? —= -
On the whole, they are the type -of
South African who would . welcome -a
truly multiracial future for the country,
‘with equal opportunities for all races.
There is a note of sadness in theirlaugh- . |
ter — also frustration, anger even.. :
AfRter gll, Woza Albert!.whips
_conscience mereilessly® ., -
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