
Across the forty-two nations and twelve million 
square miles of sub-Saharan Africa, a wide vari-
ety of theatre companies and practitioners are 

creating theatre for, by, and with children and young 
people. In order to sample this vast and varied artis-
tic landscape, this article focuses on a few specific 
projects and artists, all of which illustrate how some 
artists are using “real theatre” to achieve change in 
their communities. 

Though many African artists and arts organizations 
work frequently with youth, few have the singular 
goal of producing work for young people, and may 
not readily identify their work as “theatre for young 
audiences.”  The artists featured in this article work in 
diverse contexts and most create theatre for, and in 
collaboration with, both adults and youth. In addition, 
they gather inspiration from a variety of artistic influ-
ences—ranging from African folktales to Stanislavski, 
puppetry, popular music, electronic media, and classic 
playwrights from all over the world.  Above all, the 
group of artists represented here speaks passionately 

about theatre as a communal and participatory form 
of storytelling and meaning making, as well as an 
inspiration for social transformation. 

“Theatre is about interaction, communication, di-
alogue, live response, live action, and live listening,” 
explains Yvette Hardie, head of ASSITEJ/South Africa. 

This awareness of, and focus on, communal 
experiences seems natural given what South African 
performer and theatre maker Chantal Snyman calls 
“the traditional relationship between the audi-
ence and performance” in Africa, which has always 
involved a high degree of audience participation.  
Through heckling, cheering, questioning, and call 
and response, African audience members frequently 
participate in an active dialogue with what is 
happening on stage to create an atmosphere of 
engagement. 

“The magic definitely exists in the relationship 
between black audiences and performers, more so 
than any other, as the elements of call and response 
of ancient festivals and performance is still visible,” 
says Snyman. “The audience holds you in the circle 
of their arms and hearts willing you to tell the sto-
ries, corrupted, silenced, perverted, ignored, with our 
own voices and in ways that make their spirits sing. 
Every night holds a different alchemy and a different 
journey. Now, that’s magic.”

Contributing to the strong audience connec-
tion are projects that include elements of what 
Hope Azeda, artistic director of Mashirika Theatre in 
Rwanda, calls “real life for real theatre”—a form of 
performance based directly on real events and the 
testimonials of those who have experienced them. 

“It’s a great tool for creating an in-depth connec-
tion between a performer and an audience—no mat-
ter what our differences may be,” says Azeda. “It’s very 
effective also in tackling subjects of genocide, justice, 
reconciliation, healing, and tolerance.” 

Snyman agrees, emphasizing the importance of 
“the real” at this particular historical moment. “Stories 
and truths are just beginning to be told by the 
people who have lived them or in whom they live on 
because of ancestral connections,” she says.  “It is vital 
for people to see themselves and their stories held up 
like a mirror, so that they can feel their truth, look it in 
the eye, and begin to reclaim their silenced pasts, so 
that the healing and transformation can begin.”

Although “real life for real theatre” looks differ-

ent in the work of each artist, many of the artists 
interviewed for this piece use actual events, people, 
testimonials and/or other real-life evidence as inspira-
tion. From there, a vast array of influences helps to 
shape real life into theatre in order to respond to 
traumatic events, educate, engage, heal, and inspire 
African audiences. In addition, each performance aims 
to empower youth toward action and encourage their 
role as change makers.

The following profiles describe three very differ-
ent productions that share some interesting connec-
tions: Paulina (created by Siyaya in Guguletu, South 
Africa), Rwanda My Hope (created by Mashirika in 
Kigali, Rwanda), and Truth in Translation (created 
by Colonnades Theatre Lab in Johannesburg, South 
Africa).  All three pieces were inspired by real events 
and created to provoke dialogue.  All ultimately 
resonated far beyond the specific community for, and 
with whom, the work was created. 
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(L-R) Nick Boraine, Sandile Matsheni 
in Truth in Translation by Michael Lessac, 
Tom Tammi, and the Colonnades Theatre Lab 
Company. Market Theatre, Johannesburg, 
South Africa. Photo by Ruphin Coudyser.

(L-R) Jenny Stead and Sibulele Gcilitshana 
in Truth in Translation by Michael Lessac, 
Tom Tammi, and the Colonnades Theatre Lab 
Company. Market Theatre, Johannesburg, 
South Africa. Photo by Ruphin Coudyser.



Real Facts: You can’t really talk about 
AIDS without really talking about sex

In the South African township of Guguletu, outside 
of Cape Town, the JL Zwane Training and Development 
Centre provides a range of services to the local com-
munity, but primarily focuses on HIV/AIDS prevention. 
One of the Centre’s programs is Siyaya, a performing 
group comprised of young people from the township 
that offers HIV/AIDS education to both children and 
adults using a non-traditional approach. 

Xolani May, Siyaya’s event manager, explains that the 
performance group tries to address health education 
in an innovative way.  “In our areas, most people get 
their information in school, at church, or at medical 
clinics,” explains May.  “These tend to be lectures and 
slideshows, very dry and boring. We wanted to bring 
information to people in a way that was visually and 
aurally stimulating, if not outright fun to watch. We also 
needed the messages to be clear and complete, since 
one of our goals is to teach our children so that they 
can teach their families.”

Siyaya’s founders, Musical Director Bongani 
Magatyana and Reverend Dr. Spiwo Xapile, the pastor 
of JL Zwane Church, believe that one can’t address 
HIV without addressing sexuality. Performances have 
included songs about masturbation, and dances with 
young men fumbling in their pockets for condoms 
while their legs are wrapped around a woman’s waist. 
This kind of direct confrontation of the real situations 
facing people in the township, combined with the 
spectacle of music and dance, make it difficult not to 
pay attention.

In Paulina, a recent theatre piece about HIV infec-
tion, testing, and treatment, Siyaya’s goal was to provide 
a dialogue around how to navigate the minefield of bad 
healthcare advice, social misconceptions, and religious 
beliefs, which frequently lead to infection and illness. 
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A Rich History 
Cheela F. K. Chilala, vice president of  

ASSITEJ International and a lecturer at the 
University of Zambia in Lusaka, describes 
the history of drama in Africa as having 
three phases: the pre-colonial stage; the era 
of Western influence; and the post-colonial, 
or current, era. In the pre-colonial stage, 
traditional African performance had its roots 
in religious ritual and worship, usually in-
volving music, drumming, dance, and mask, 
with the purpose of honoring and maintain-
ing the social order. “Drama” was not an 
isolated event; it was part of the fabric of 
daily life, marking both mundane and critical 
decisions, events, communications, and the 
passing of time in the community.

In the late 1800s, European imperial pow-
ers occupied most of the African continent, 
creating many colonial nation states, and 
leaving only two independent nations: 
Liberia and Ethiopia. Under colonial rule, 
traditional African modes of performance 
were banned or discouraged. Cultural, 
religious, and social appropriation tactics 
eliminated community gatherings and ritu-
als, which up until that point had formed 
the venue for artistic expression. Colonizers 
introduced, and privileged, Western modes of 
performance—specifically those rehearsed 

and performed from a scripted text, usually 
classical or biblical, and presented in a 

formal dedicated theatre space without 
ritual or ceremonial significance. 
With the introduction of Western 
cultural influences, particularly 

the written script, the performing 
arts began to take on another func-

tion in Africa—that of a mouthpiece for 
protest against oppression and injustice by 

the colonizers. In South Africa and Namibia, 
theatre productions were used to 
speak out against the injustices of 
Apartheid, or “as a tool for political 
emancipation of the hearts and 

minds of people,” says playwright 
Frederick Philander.

After World War II, African colo-
nial states gradually obtained formal 

independence. According to Chilala, the 
post-colonial era of African drama focused 
on reclaiming lost or stolen cultural tradi-
tions and resulted in the emergence of a 
more syncretic form of theatre. Theatrical 
components introduced by Western coloniz-
ers were intentionally fused with traditional 
African elements—a synthesis which can 
be seen in the plays of many well-known 
modern African playwrights, such as Nobel 
Laureate Wole Soyinka. At the same time, 
plays with a message of social or political 
change increased in number. After years of 
oppression and suppression, writers hoped 
to awaken their communities to demonstrate 
power and pride in their race and culture; 
in addition, these plays spoke out against 
the new African governments, which were 
frequently corrupt and did not move quickly 
toward righting injustices of the past. 

Another product of the post-colonial 
era was Theatre for Development (TFD), 
which employs various approaches to live 
performance, including participatory theatre, 
popular theatre, educational theatre, forum 
theatre, legislative theatre, invisible theatre, 
and “edutainment.” TFD worked to commu-
nicate information across a range of topics, 
particularly health, in order to bring about 
attitudinal and behavioral change; to ana-
lyze, discuss, and identify problems; and to 
seek solutions with the affected community 
members. In many African countries, TFD 
has been (and still is) used as a therapeutic 
approach to processing war and conflict, 
especially with youth.
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(One persistent rumor is that HIV is spread through 
the consumption of oranges). Paulina tells the story 
of a young girl living in poverty who contracts HIV 
from her unfaithful boyfriend and dies from AIDS.  
Although her family blames the boy, the play reveals 
that he had been up front about his status, and that 
the girl failed to get tested or seek treatment once she 
became sick, even though her boyfriend was under 
treatment.  The audience is confronted with several in-
stances where Paulina could have prevented her own 
infection, illness, and death.  The show is followed by 
a post-performance song and dance (one of the draws 
for Siyaya’s audiences) and a question and answer 
session with the audience.

When developing a new piece, Siyaya does not 
simply focus on communicating information or statis-
tics about health. In Paulina, the audience watches 

the characters wrestle with issues of 
sexual health, but also with poverty, gender 
inequity, religious beliefs, and local, cultural 
traditions. 

“These issues are portrayed in a very realistic way, 
so much so that most audience members can quickly 
associate them with their own lives or someone 
close to them,” says May.  “We routinely have children 
and adults who talk to us after the show and point 
out how they are personally dealing with aspects of 
the show.” Siyaya has toured internationally and has 
encountered similar responses to their work all over 
the world. 

Real Questions: Why did this happen 
to my country?

Rwanda My Hope was commissioned to com-
memorate the tenth anniversary of the 1994 genocide 
in Rwanda, and was performed in a football stadium 
for an audience of 20,000 people.  As director/play-
wright Hope Azeda began contemplating how to 

approach such a large-scale performance, she met 
a ten-year-old boy whose birthday was on the first 
day of the genocide—the very day the event was to 

commemorate.  After interviewing this boy,  Azeda 
had a revelation. 

“I started seeing the genocide and perfor-
mance through the eyes of a child, questioning 

the adults about why it happened to our country,” 
she said. “It was the starting point of giving children 
voices and looking at young people who are trying 
to contribute to the social transformation of their 
country.”  The piece evolved as a dance of mourning, 
depicting and commemorating the genocide, and cul-
minated in a message of hope and vision for a united 
future—all through the eyes of children.

“Because I’ve used children as the voices and I’ve 
focused on the young generation, I have a feeling that 
the adult audience sometimes gets a bit of this guilt 
because nobody has an answer for why the genocide 
happened in Rwanda,” says Azeda.  “Why did all of 
this happen to my country? That ‘why’ haunts the 
audience. Because nobody, nobody can explain why 
you split a pregnant woman’s stomach and kill the 
baby inside.  And it happened so fast—100 days, one 

million people. It was not just one million 
people. It was one person, and then 
another and then another, then ten, then 

a hundred…You can never describe that; 
you can never explain that.  And this is what 

the young generation is questioning. Why?”
The first performance in the stadium 

included more than 1,000 performers, and 
included many challenges beyond the logistics 

of staging something so large.  “You should see 
the first rehearsal with these kids.  They are just 

playing and you tell them, ‘Ok, stand straight,’ and 
they start giggling,” says Azeda. “These things are 

the same everywhere.  And so I tell them, ‘You are 
carrying somebody’s story.  And to step in their shoes 
is not a joke.’” Once the young performers absorb and 
embrace the weight of the story they are telling, a 
different set of challenges arises.  “It involves trauma, 
[but it also] involves a choir of 200 people, and 200 
dancers.  And the dancers are dancing to the choir 
music, which is mourning music.  And the choir starts 
crying…then you have to stop [all 400 people] and 
wait for somebody to recover, and go on.”

After this event, a scaled down version of Rwanda 
My Hope toured throughout Rwanda and the U.K., ac-
companied by workshops. In Rwanda, audiences were 
frequently made up of survivors who saw their stories 
on stage for the first time.  Azeda recalls that a woman 
who had survived the genocide as a thirteen-year-old 
girl approached her after a show to say,  “I loved your 
performance.  You stepped in my spirit.” And even in 
other countries, audiences shared strong, visceral con-
nections to the performance, to their own traumatic 
personal or national histories, and sometimes to the 
universal question of, “Why?” 

Inspiration
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“Because I am a 
playwright and theatre 
director, I feel like it is 
my responsibility to use 
theatre to reconstruct  

my country after it  
went through the  
1994 genocide.” 

— Hope Azeda

“Under Apartheid one kind of culture was esteemed, 

and everything else got pushed to the background. 

So [now] there’s an urgency to reclaim what [was] 

lost… a strong drive for people to remember—

where they come from, the traditions of their 

forefathers and foremothers—and to share it  

with the younger generation […]. So that all  

the gaps that existed in the story during 

 Apartheid are somehow filled in.”

— Chantal Snyman

“My convictions for true justice 

and humanistic concerns 

inspire me to write: decency, 

care for fellow human beings, 

concerns for the future of our 

country, as well as my family, 

patriotism, and my hopes and 

dreams for a better world.”

— Frederick Philander “We try to bring the audience 
into a dialogue based on our 

commonalities: Where do we/
they come from? Where do 

we/they want to go? What are 
our hopes and aspirations?”— Xolani May

“Theatre has always been the best way to 

pass on a message. When I look at all that 

is happening in the society and especially 

what happens to children I am moved. I want 

very much to relieve children from the pain 

they go through. And above all teach them.” 

—Mempuh (Sophia) Kwachuh

“Life is 
[my] master 

inspira
tion. A

t the m
oment, 

the mighty t
hemes are

 pover
ty, 

corrup
tion, m

urders
.  

But I c
hoose 

to infu
se pos

itive 

imagery—songs,
 perso

nal 

stories
 of tri

umph, ag
ainst  

all od
ds vic

tory.”
 

— Lize Kubersk
y
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Fusion

“Performances include a number 

of traditions, both Western and 

African, and combine traditional 

choral music with Afro Pop and 

Afro Jazz, as well as modern, 

hip-hop, and some ballet-style 

dance moves.” 

— Xolani May

“It might look a bit 

strange, doing traditional 

dance steps to a Celine 

Dion song, but [you] work 

with what you have. We 

embrace everything, [and] 

our performances evolve.” 

— Hope Azeda

“Our focus was on creating 

interesting, exciting 

educational theatre. Not 

theatre that relies on 

didactics, but experimental 

theatre [with] an educational 

message. We all use dance, 

music, puppetry, masks, 

whatever we feel is integral  

to a particular production.”
— Chantal Snyman

“Usually, I like the language to be very simple  

and understood by any audience. I like very colorful 

costumes, it catches the eye of children and they  

love to see how these colors affect the stories. 

Because the language is simple, I also make use of 

comic relief, melodies or singing, dancing, rhymes, 

flashbacks, and imagery. The play is subdivided in 

fragments—the scenes are linked up together, and  

the lighting effects define the changes. So actors  

move in and out, but the stage never goes dark.  

From beginning to end there is somebody on stage.”

—Mempuh (Sophia) Kwachuh

“My ideal is for a the
atre that is langua

ge-

rich, while also communicating strongly 

through the bodies
 of the actors and

 

through the stage
 metaphors. I was trained 

in Stanislavski, but hav
e embraced the 

Lessac system and others, which focus on 

organic ways of working, as well as being very 

influenced by the 
storytelling traditi

ons of 

Africa, and of South Africa in particular.”

— Yvette Hardie

(L-R) Sibulele Gcilitshana, Quanita Adams,  
Sandile Matsheni, Jenny Stead in Truth in Translation by Michael Lessac,  
Tom Tammi, and the Colonnades Theatre Lab Company. Market Theatre, Johannesburg, South Africa.  
Photo by Ruphin Coudyser.
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Reflecting on the process of confronting and 
engaging with trauma,  Azeda, who was born in a 
refugee camp in Uganda, sighs.  “You ask yourself,  
‘Why am I doing this?’ It’s too painful—it’s not fun. 
Is this what theatre is all about? But you find that 
you are doing it for memory,” she says.  “And you are 
using your memory to teach the rest of the world that 
these things can actually happen to them. Because it’s 
not a Rwandan thing, it’s a genocide. It can happen 
anywhere.”

Real Connections: Using dialogue to 
evoke dialogue

In 1995, after the end of legislated Apartheid in 
South Africa, the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion (TRC) was established with a mandate to bear 
witness to, record, and, in some cases, grant amnesty 
to the perpetrators of violent crimes and human 
rights abuses perpetrated under the Apartheid govern-
ment and by oppositional groups such as the African 
National Congress.  As those from every walk of South 
African life stepped forward to describe the trauma 
they had experienced and perpetrated, interpreters 
translated every word of testimony into the eleven 
official languages of South Africa. “[The performance 
piece] Truth in Translation began as a concept,” 
explains producer Yvette Hardie, “to tell the story of 
the interpreters at the TRC as a way to explore the 
notion of forgiveness and reconciliation.” 

“I believe that working with the ‘real’ and incorporating 

technology, within traditional performance, is an 

emerging theatrical language that is global rather than 

continent specific. However, the emphasis for me is 

on the reconnection with stories that are entirely our 

own here in Africa. They might have universal themes, 

but their nuances and cadences are African specific. 

Interviews, images, voice-overs, etc., all give a layered 

and complex sense to the process, one that is reflective 

of the complex reality we all inhabit.”
— Chantal Snyman

“My inspiration comes from challenges faced 
every day in townships including high 

unemployment, extreme poverty, gender 
inequality, HIV/AIDS, ideologies of and around 

traditions, religion, and politics. These issues 
cannot be dealt with separately as there are strong 

linkages between them. Audience members 
commonly leave my shows with tears in their 

eyes, and a small number will reach out for help 
with challenges they are facing that are near or 
identical to those raised in the performance.”

— Xolani May

“Anything about social change affects people so deeply that  you have to be real. In my experience, doing a piece about child sexual abuse, to be real, means using real stories. The authentic experience of the victim creates a platform and there’s this whole information-sharing thing, and they feel  they are not lonely anymore in society. They discover each other. ‘Oh, it happened to you,  it also happened to me.’”
— Hope Azeda

“No matt
er what work 

an artis
t engage

s 

himself i
n, I thin

k it is 

always insp
ired fro

m 

real life
 situatio

ns.” 

—Mempuh (
Sophia)

 Kwachuh

 “I see no other way but to 

make use of the real issues and 

events in writing plays because 

my own conscience and honesty 

for a changed world drive me to 

write what I write best…I fully 

endorse this approach of ‘real 

theatre’ and not evasive theatre 

that can confuse young people.”

— Frederick Philander

Real Theatre/Real Life

Members of Siyaya in An African Chord, music and lyrics by Bongani Magatyana. V&A Waterfront 
Amphitheatre, Cape Town, South Africa. Photo by Tony Zappa.



Michael Lessac, the project’s American director, 
worked with producers in the first few years to re-
search the activities of the TRC and how it impacted 
its participants—both the perpetrators and victims 
of Apartheid, and the individuals who translated 
their words into the eleven official languages of 
South Africa.  The creative team developed proto-
types for characters and began auditions, looking 
for a group of actors who had a range of opinions, 
backgrounds, and training, as well as passion for the 
subject matter and the courage to delve into their 
personal histories.  After selecting thirteen actors, 
the group went on an intensive three-week retreat 
where actors workshopped their responses to 
TRC testimonies, explored personal memories and 
prejudices, and worked on building an ensemble.  A 
writer sat in on these workshops, shaping a script 
from what he heard.  At a second three-week retreat 
several months later, the actors and playwright 
explored the script and worked with renowned 
South African musician Hugh Masekela. “He listened 
to their stories, their memories, their voices, and 
composed ‘to’ them, drawing from what resonated 
with them,” recalls Hardie.

Truth in Translation’s stage design reflects both 
the organic process of the creative team, and the 
practical concerns of extensively touring a produc-
tion. Rolling boxes move and shift to create multiple 

locations—everything from an interpretation booth, 
to a clandestine bar, to a hotel room—and provide 
receptacles to pack everything into when moving 
to the next city.  Most of the props are mimed, 
with the exception of the water glasses and jugs 
used by the interpreters. In one of the production’s 
most striking images, video footage of the TRC is 
projected on a screen created from individual shirts 
hanging on the backs of chairs. 

“These shirts represent the witnesses, the 
ancestors, those who have gone before, those who 
suffered and died, those who did not have a voice,” 
explains Hardie. “When images are projected onto 
the screen, the individuality of the shirts is lost and 
they merge into a single image—thus creating a 
visual counterpart to the concept of Ubuntu—our 
common humanity: I am because you are.”

The creative team, which included eleven 
actors and three musicians, fine-tuned the piece 
on an early tour to Rwanda—a country which 
was in the process of trying to heal from national 
trauma. Hardie recalls that they changed the end of 
the play after an audience member from a talkback 
in Rwanda declared that that they didn’t want to 
wait for change anymore. 

“Our original ending had been about waiting 
and endurance and the courage to survive no 
matter what, and this audience was impatient 
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(L-R) Bongani Gumede, Jeroen 
Kranenburg, and Nick Boraine in Truth in 
Translation by Michael Lessac, Tom Tammi, 
and the Colonnades Theatre Lab Company. 
Market Theatre, Johannesburg, South Africa.  
Photo by Ruphin Coudyser.

“I start with an idea and I just 
throw it on the floor, but as this 
idea grows, I already have a 

direction, but I want to see if the 
performers are going my direction 
or if they are going their direction. 
I’ll try to challenge them with an 

idea, and they challenge me 
sometimes. So I’m a director but 

more of a facilitator. So, our 
slogan is ‘Tunashirikiyina’—a 

Swahili word, which means, ‘Let’s 
join our strength together.’ We 
embrace ideas and most of our 
differences which I believe is a 
great source of imagination.”

— Hope Azeda

“There are many communities who are only [now] being exposed to formal theatre, as Apartheid ensured that people did not have access to these kinds of experiences. There is a magic in this discovery—to seeing themselves represented and their stories honored. The alchemy of novelty and delight are tangible.”— Chantal Snyman

“Most of the artist
s I admire work in a 

collaborative manner, drawing the best from
 

their companies and their f
ellow artists. 

Theatre is a communal process— it is one 

of the joys of crea
ting in this form —and 

approaches which encourage eve
ryone to 

participate in the
 process, and the j

oint 

ownership of the pro
duct, inspire me.”

— Yvette Hardie

“I bring a story to the actors and explain how I 

want it to be on stage. We sit in little groups 

and try to give arguments to the story. This 

process is important for me because the actors 

are given an opportunity to analyze the story. 

Then we begin rehearsals and I work on the text 

as we go. It helps the actors to contribute to 

the text not only from their mind (that is their 

memory) but also from their heart. At this point 

they feel it like it is their life [and they] feel 

like they contributed to the work.”

—Mempuh (Sophia) Kwachuh

Toward Unity, 
          Community, 
                      and Connection



with those thoughts,” she says. “We changed the final 
monologue to reflect that frustration. Our play is 
really a dialogue in itself, interacting with audiences, 
responding to them and continually reinventing itself.  
We see the piece as being an organic animal which 
constantly shifts in subtle ways, as people leave and 
enter the company, or as audiences tell us what is 
working for them. By using an inclusive process, 
we feel that we have been successful in creating 
something which speaks with many voices, rather 
than one voice.”

Truth in Translation has toured throughout 
Africa, Europe, and the United States. Hardie believes 
that young audiences on every continent find power-
ful personal connections to the material, speaking 
out about how they experience intolerance and 
prejudice in their communities, and expressing their 
desire for dialogue, connection, and healing. “We have 
found that our most exciting work happens with 
young audiences who come to see the play, stay for 
talkbacks with the cast and with whom we then 
interact in workshops run by the company,” she says.  
“I think young people largely feel marginalized in 
society, and feel that they have no particular role to 
play. When they are given an opportunity to express 
their opinions and perceptions, and when those 
opinions are given weight, and truly listened to, then I 
think they feel that they are finally beginning to enter 
the ‘adult world’—it is their way in, and it is very 
meaningful to them to participate.”

Real Transformation
These three productions each portray realities 

that are not easy or pretty, and, in many cases, not 
particularly popular or politically correct.  Though 
these artists prefer to focus on the creative and trans-
formative aspects of the work, they all acknowledge 
that the business of trying to change people’s minds 
can be challenging at best, and at its worst may verge 
on dangerous.  Azeda describes how risky it can be 
for young people to participate in a creative process 
with Mashirika, a theatre company that deals with 
topics rarely discussed in families.  “We are trying to 
create [brave young people].  We are trying to tell 
them, ‘You know what? It’s ok to do this work.’ But 
you have to first prepare them psychologically,” says 
Azeda, “because parents can beat these kids up. Or 
participation in our production can completely break 
communication. We don’t know the outcome. I’m just 
going to experiment. But we think this is positive, it’s 
high time.” She adds, “I love the children I work with 
because they are very brave.” 

Though the various incarnations of “real life for 
real theatre” may be based in real events and use 
documentary elements, the material is not presented 
as a direct, naturalistic representation. Instead, it 
seems to be closer to a communal processing of 
traumatic events through song, dance, and other 
theatrical forms.  As in traditional African perfor-
mance, there is a sense of placing value on coming 
together to experience something communally.  As in 

the colonial and post-colonial era, there is an urgency 
to truthfully portray the traumas and injustices of 
past- and present-day African life, and to mobilize 
communities to take action for a better tomorrow. 
But through the process of creating this work, for 
and with young people, there is also a strong element 
of youth development—a belief that to be an artist 
is an act of courage with meaning, as radical in the 
approach as in content.  Through this process, young 
people are asked to seek truth rather than perpetuate 
rhetoric, value connections over divisions, choose dia-
logue over dogma, speak out from a public podium, 
and find the courage to take creative action. 

“Theatre is such a vital experience.  You cannot 
turn away from it the way you can switch off your  TV 
or computer.  You can pretend not to be affected by 
the experience, but seeds are planted that sometimes 
only flourish once you have left the auditorium,” says 
Snyman.  “Telling new stories, about old truths or hap-
penings and bringing to life the dead who have been 
waiting patiently to be honored, is a transformative 
experience. I feel blessed to be part of a tribe—the-
atre practitioners—that can ‘raise the dead’ and bring 
things into the light!”  n

Megan Sandberg-Zakian is associate director 
at the Providence Black Repertory Company in 
Providence, RI.

“African youth must be action-oriented. 
They must live peace rather than 

just talk peace. They must go beyond 
philosophizing about cooperation and 
unity in the arts and actively pursue 

cooperation. Being high on words and 
low on action is a common problem 

among the youth. While thinking is a 
necessary human process, and indeed 

a precursor and a molder of action, it 
cannot in itself change anything. As 

someone has said, you cannot plough 
a field by turning it over in your mind.”— Cheela F. K. Chilala

“When you present this theatre to 

adults, they come to be more of 

an advisor after the performance, 

[making suggestions about how to 

tell the story]. They are experts on the 

dirty history. When you do it with the 

children they question and look for 

solutions. Because they know they 

are the victims of tomorrow.”

— Hope Azeda

“Change is gradual, subliminal, and not always immediately evident. Our main intention is to ask audiences to reconsider their perceptions and preconceptions. The difference we see is reflected in the impact that people feel leaving the show—more prepared to listen to another point of view, more prepared to engage with the world around them.”
— Yvette Hardie
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“While it’s been difficult to 

define our impact with 

objective statistics, subjectively 

I feel it is making an impact 

because people are talking 

about our challenges and not 

hiding them out of fear, 

ignorance, or apathy.”

— Xolani May

Looking for
Solutions


