Seduced by the illusion of puppetry

From our reporter Mark Minnema

EDAM - The Speeltheater in Edam once again has taken on an international project. This time, director Onny Huisink and scriptwriter Saskia Janse have combined forces with two South African actors and puppeteers,

Macebo Mavuso and Tau Qwelane of Sisonke Arts. The play currently being rehearsed is called 'Red earth' and will have its premier on 6 July at the Grahamstown Arts Festival.

'Red earth' will be part of the main programme of one of the biggest festivals of Africa. The play with puppets in leading roles will first go on tour in South Africa, touring the townships where the children have never even seen theatre. It won’t be staged in the Netherlands until next year.

Macebo Mavuso and Tau Qwelane are no strangers to the Netherlands. They have previously worked here, among others, with theatre group DNA in Amsterdam. They gradually found their way to Onny Huisink, who always makes special productions with puppetry at the Speeltheater and does a lot of work abroad. For example in the USA. But working with the South Africans evokes in him the feeling he got last year on Bonaire where he made ‘Ezeltje strekje’. Their eyes, the point of view of the South Africans, the way they create, the rhythm. It’s as if the stories are inside them, Huisink sighs. It is also the well-known story of surplus here opposed to poverty there. Granting subsidy for culture? In South Africa you are thankful if children can go to school. Being on tour there is so much more complicated. And as a result, children (almost) never get to see theatre.

This is what Macebo Mavuso and Tau Qwelane wish to achieve with 'Red earth'; visit the townships to tell the children a story from their own history using simple means. “Computer operated ado. None of all that”, says Huisink. „It’s about the basics, they can play it anywhere. They have the capability of making something out of nothing. The children there can do that too, with a couple of cans and sticks they invent stories. Children find recognition of that in theatre, because they do it themselves." But in South Africa too, television has a growing influence.

Macebo and Tau perceive with sadness the tradition of storytelling being put under pressure by TV, that leaves so little to the imagination.'Red earth' is a well-known story in the history of the Xhosa tribe. It has only been handed down orally, resulting in many diverse versions. 'Red Earth' plays with that fact, because what actually happened, nobody really knows.

The following phrase runs through the story: 'People say that...' The story is about the slaughter of many heads of cattle in 1856, during the war between the Xhosa people and the British. There are many stories about that slaughter. One story is that the 

Forefathers ordered the Xhosa people to kill the cattle, thereby enabling a new start and allowing an ensuing accumulation of wealth. Others say that manipulation by the British was behind it.

It is an important chapter in the history of the Xhosa. But according to Macebo, son of a Xhosa-chief the people no longer know it, because the stories are no longer told.

Using theatre, he wants to tell the children the story again. From a theatrical point of view, it is interesting for Huisink too. Not a story with a beginning and an end, but a play about what is the truth and what is not, about manipulation, about the fact that everyone has his or her own personal version of one and the same event.
