
 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

You owe yourself the  world, You and 

You alone. The idea of incorporating 

oneself more holistically into every part 

of creating yourself as an SA artist; is 

greatly echoes in this month’s issue. 

 

Our selection of artists have relied on 

their own means to make their artistry 

profound to the increasing betterment of 

what makes up the excellence of SA 

Theatre art.  These artists have found 

ways in remaining excellent in their 

creation and they share with SATMag 

just how a whole lot of self-investment 

open up a world of doors. 

 

Dance Umbrella is also celebrated in this 

issue – their outstanding contributions 

to our nation’s theatre has been of 

absolute delight and this year, as part of 

them turning 30 – they aim to yet 

again deliver a spectacular feast. 

 

Here’s to the artist that rely on every 

intergraded part of their being to be no 

less than magnificent. We salute you! 

 

Much love, 

Vianney Henry Farmer 

The Editor 
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One cannot begin to describe the impact of the multi award winning actor 

James Cairns; every role he takes on, is wonderfully crafted and delicately 

layered with pure genius. His quality works, both as performer and playwright 

is highly acclaimed - and it is with great delight that SATMag shares this 

interview...

 ames Cairns is a creative director at The 

Framework and has performed and written 

extensively for South African screen and 

stage. He has toured extensively nationally and 

internationally, receiving a number of awards 

for his utter brilliance as a Theatre maker. "I’ve 

had an irregular career," he starts off his 

interview as he recalls his stage works that 

stand out most to him: "So the highlights come 

in odd places. I think that Three Little Pigs, with 

Albert Pretorius, Rob van Vuuren and Tara 

Notcutt was a highlight. We traveled all over 

with it."  Dirt, is the second performance that 

springs to mind, about this he shares: "My first 

collaboration with director, Jenine Collocott in a 

solo show was a highpoint, and The Snow 

Goose—also directed by Jenine—is a gift that 

just keeps on giving." He rounds off his string of 

highlight with the most recent one; that being 

the formation of his new company: Contagious. 

 

He tells of his first attendance of a professional 

Production which also serves as his first 

encounter with the theatre: "My earliest memory 

of theatre is the crazy musicals my mom took 

me to at the Baxter when I was a kid. When I 

walked out, I had a clear idea of what ‘punk’ 

meant (in the Mohawk hairstyle sense)." He 

tells SATMag that the show made it clear to him 

that there was an entirely atypical and intriguing 

world on the go that increased his interest. "I 

love to not know and to have the sense that 

there is a secret to be discovered. That’s what 

theatre felt like to me then." It’s Rob van Vuuren 

who aided along Cairns interests in theatre; van  

 

James Cairns in El Blanco. 

Vuuren got him to attend a Drama orientation 

week event at Rhodes University this 

attendance, in his first year, got Cairns thinking  

J 



 

to himself that he would want to be the person 

on stage and he went off fully indulging this 

thought and today he is one of the leading 

artists that allow SA Theatre to remain 

elevated. To Cairns theatre means many 

things, but the most important thing for him is 

that it is ephemeral, it exists only while it is 

happening and that’s what makes it hard and 

worth it—if it’s done well. That’s also what 

makes it so hard to grasp and measure, he 

explains and continues: "The act of 

performance is also a connection with the 

distant past. Acting is older than farming. Acting 

came after hunting, which (for men) was the 

first thing we did that was useful. Farming came 

much later on. I’m a sucker for historical context 

and I like the idea that I’m doing something 

ancient, something that humans have done for 

millennia. "Cairns also touches on our country's 

theatre offerings highlighting its endless 

possibilities - "The lovely thing about South 

Africa’s artistic landscape is that the buttons are 

so big. Reactions are so easy to come by and 

the question becomes not what to do, but what 

not to do. So, so many opportunities. When 

people say they don’t know what to say/write 

about then they maybe want to look at another 

career choice. There’s SO MUCH.” In the same 

breath Cairns speaks of our nation's young 

voices who always manage to sound it out right. 

He highlights Phillip Dikotla and Jefferson 

Tshabalala's work and coins it as spectacular 

and he says that: "It is that very rare combo of 

high art and gut-busting humour." Cairns also 

mentions that he works of Penny Youngleson. 

"Her Sillage (wrote and directed) goes to places 

that more stories about white, English-speaking 

South Africans need to go." A change that he 

notes in up-coming artists in general is that fact 

that artists are able to play outside of the 

boundaries that have been trained into them by 

the institutions that train our actors; this to him 

is a very good thing that adds value to SA art. 

 

The increasing popularity of having instant 

entertainment at the comfort of one’s home has 

effected theatre and to this James simply says: 

"Theatre has been under the assault of 

technology for over a hundred years and it’s still 

alive. Barely, but still there. That won’t change. 

The contact of live performance will always  

 

. 

appeal to some people." On the topic of SA's 

theatrical creations we asked James his view of 

the livelihood of theatre. In full support of 

theatre he states: "Theatre always feels like it’s 

dying, so we just need to be okay to live with 

that." He elaborates on this statement by 

saying: "When people say that SA theatre is 

dead, what they really are saying is that they 

don’t have the stomach for the change that they 

are having to deal with. Expecting South African 

theatre to stay the same when other 

sectors/facets of the economy are going up and 

down at breakneck speed everywhere else is 

an insane position to take. South Africa is 

changing. South African theatre takes place in 

and is informed by South Africa, therefore 

South African theatre must change as South 

Africa does." 

 
James Cairns in Dirt. 

The theatre industry if filled with financial and 

emotional ups and downs and it is of great 

importance to keep your works and brand alive 

throughout the year. James recalls how last year's 

audience attendance at the National Arts Festival 

was smaller as a result of a decrease in 

audiences’ spending power. "The impact it had on 

me as a theatre maker was that we are going to 

tour much more so that we perform away from the  



 

 

 

big centres outside of festival time.” They spent 

time performing in KZN in the first week of Feb 

with The Snow Goose at the Hex in Maritzburg 

and at The Schlesinger at Michaelhouse. Then 

in March their hitting the Garden Route with 

The Snow Goose and El Blanco. James again 

speaks of the challenge SA theatre makers are 

facing and points out that we have been facing 

this forever: how to put bums on seats.  James 

suggestion for doing away with this is to make 

work of great value and quality. "When you 

think what you’ve got is good, go back and 

make it better and then do it again and again. 

Get it so good that they stand up every time at 

the end. If the audience is not wowed, then 

what are you doing? As soon as you feel 

mediocre, change something, make yourself 

better. Also—work with people who make you 

better. Also—keep pushing the boundary. Don’t 

become complacent when something works. All 

that means is that the work is closer to the end 

of its life. Keep looking for the next awesome 

thing you’re going to make." 

 
James Cairns in The Snow Goose 

As an artist, James came up by himself in the 

fact that he never really had much to do with 

the established theatre industry and he had no 

idea how to conduct himself in forming part of 

the game players to master the game. "It seems 

full of impermeable hierarchy, sycophancy and 

scarcity." This has allowed James to take the 

lead in his theatre endeavors and resulted in 

him lasting and remaining constant within the 

theatre word and he advises this self-reliance to  

 

up and comings: "Strike out on your own. Don’t 

rely on the establishment to help you. They are 

only capable of helping themselves." James 

also shared with SATMag what he finds very 

unsettling about the theatre industry; which is 

the poor quality with which artists create. "The 

quality of work is always a concern. Be good. 

Be amazing. Don’t be anything less than what 

you would expect if you were out there in the 

audience, because it’s not about us, it’s about 

the audience and their experience." He also 

wishes to urge audiences to change the way 

you consume theatre; attend events that you 

wouldn’t usually as you may come across 

something that leaves you breathless. And this 

is the reason why he adores SATheatre so 

much: "I love the fact that the SA theatre space 

is so charged. In one word or move, the 

atmosphere can go from luke-warm to volcano 

and suddenly everyone’s on the edge of their 

seats!" SATMag. 

 

James in Three Blind Mice 
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________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Gopala Davies is a South African actor and director. He is best known for his intermedial 

theatre production Barbe Bleue: A story about madness and more recently Nijinsky’s War, 

which both won a Standard Bank Ovation Award at The National Arts Festival in 2015 and 

2017 respectively. Here is SATMag’s Q&A with this talented and hardworking actor and 

director…

 
 

Gopala Davies. Photo by Willem Botha. 

 

 

1) For those who are not familiar with your work, 

give us a rundown of some of your career 

highlights thus far. 

 

As an actor, my career highlights include 

performing with the amazing David Dennis and 

Brenda Sakellerides in Cry Havoc, being part of 

the important yet challenging play Scorched by 

Jade Bowers and working with the wonderful 

team of Pieter Toerien's The History Boys. As a 

director, my highlights include my initial work 

which focused on mental illness through the use 

of intermediality, which is the combination of 

recorded media and live performance. This 

trilogy on madness started with a personal 

narrative, Barbe Bleue: A story about madness, 

this led to a narrative focused on Antonin 

Artaud called Les Cenci: A story about Artaud, 

and finally on the dancer/choreographer Vaslav 

Nijinsky, this was called Nijinsky's War. 

 

2) What is your earliest memory of theatre? 

I was fortunate enough to be able to perform 

from a very young age. My earliest memory on 

stage was a dance-play I performed in, when I 

was 5 years old. I don't think it was very good 

but that is when I knew I wanted to do this for 

the rest of my life.  

 

3) Why theatre and not something else? 

As an actor/director I do not see myself confined 

to just theatre, however I do love the ephemeral 

nature of it. Being unable to capture or recreate 

a specific performance makes the theatre 

experience magical. 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Actor
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4) What does theatre mean to you? 

Theatre to me, is a powerful medium that can 

bring about meaningful change. It can be a 

mirror reflecting societies problems and by 

doing so can inspire positive shifts. 

 

5) After all your years in this field, what still 

excites you about SA theatre? 

South African theatre is extremely exciting 

because theatre-makers are claiming their voice. 

More and more theatre-makers are deviating 

from dominant narrative structures and are 

experimenting with new modes of constructing 

theatrical time and space, experiments that 

better reflect our contemporary society and our 

own stories.  

 

6)  The theatre of the modern age varies greatly 

from what it was, why do you think this is? 

I think this is because our world has changed. If 

the theatre did not change to accommodate for 

these shifts, it would become obsolete. There is 

always place for classics, but the theatre cannot 

only reflect our world in a traditional way.  

 

7) Which young theatre artist's 

(performer/director/ choreographer/writer) work 

do you admire, that you don't know on a 

personal level, and why? 

Theatre-makers that excite me include Ameera 

Conrad, Mahlatsi Mokgonyana, Calvin Ratladi, 

Kiroshan Naidoo and Mariska Denysschen 

(there are many others!). These are some of the 

people who refuse to accept the limitations 

placed on them by our industry and are actively 

steering their careers. Their work is challenging, 

brave and refreshing. 

 

8) What role do you play, as an individual, in 

assisting up and coming artists? 

I have found that the best way to assist the next 

generation of performers is to give them the 

opportunity to physically work in the industry. 

Without a hands-on approach, their degrees 

become merely theoretical. In the work I create, I 

always bring on board young individuals, 

introducing them to theatrical processes, giving 

them the platform to offer their creativity, while 

engaging with industry professionals.  

 

9) What would you say is the biggest challenge 

that South African theatre makers are facing 

today? What would your advice be to them? 

In my opinion, South African theatre is still not 

inclusive enough. My advice to young theatre-

makers would be to tell their own stories - learn  

 

 

 

 

 

your craft so well, so that you can better tell 

your story. 

 

10) What is your hopes for the future of SA 

theatre? 

I hope that we have more safe, accessible and 

sustainable theatre spaces to tell our stories. I 

hope that our government invests in the power 

of theatre and its potential for healing and 

change, by creating more opportunities and 

facilities for our industry to flourish. 

 

11) What theatre project are you dreaming of 

and why? 

This isn't a specific theatre project, but it is still 

all about theatre. I have just applied to do my 

masters at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts 

(RADA) and even thinking about it makes me 

excited. If I get into the programme, I believe 

that this training will assist me to become a 

better storyteller and provide me with skills that 

I can bring home and share.  

 

12) What has been your most outstanding 

theatre experience? 

I recently directed a play for the Market Theatre 

that focused on poverty, prostitution and abuse 

(Tamasha on Hope Street). In one of the 

performances we had a group of people from 

the Sex Workers Education and Advocacy 

Taskforce (SWEAT) who were extremely moved 

by the story. They came up to us after the 

performance and were amazed that people had 

taken the time to tell their stories. They recalled 

similar situations that they had been in and even 

gave us suggestions on other stories to tell. The 

reason that this is one of my most outstanding 

moments in theatre is that through this 

performance we were able to connect with 

people and their stories. Theatre raised the 

mirror to society, reflecting the world we live in 

and the people in it. 

SATMag. 

 
Gopala’s Les Censi. Photo by Daniella Brews 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Celebrating its 30th anniversary Dance Umbrella 2018, the premier platform of 

South African contemporary choreography and dance will run at various theatres 

and venues in Johannesburg, from March 6 - 18, 2018.   

Funded by the National Lotteries Commission, the internationally renowned 

annual festival will present 18 programmes of new contemporary dance works 

from both local and international choreographers. 
 

ance Umbrella 2018 opens on March 6 

and 7 at the UJ Centre for the Arts with 

two works: Gula Matari by Vincent 

Sekwati Mantsoe, and Mayhem by Gregory 

Vuyani Maqoma. 

  

Gula Matari, which premiered at Dance 

Umbrella 1992, promises to be a celebratory 

opening of the festival. Performed by the 

Vuyani Dance Theatre, the dancers become 

like birds that whistle and use their heads to 

communicate with other birds. Maqoma’s 

Mayhem reflects on our altered state of mind, 

our country’s state of confusion and the 

chaos we are left with. The programme is 

presented in collaboration with the French-

Institut South Africa. 

  

Gerard Bester, who was in the inaugural 

Dance Umbrella in 1989 collaborates with 

Alan Parker, who presented his first work at 

Dance Umbrella 10 years ago, on a new work 

Sometimes I have to Lean in... at the Wits 

Amphitheatre on March 8 and 9 at 19:00. The 

artists will create a conversation between 

their two bodies within a common space. 

  

South African-born Moya Michael will 

premiere a new work Coloured Swans 1: 

KHOISWAN in collaboration with South 

African artist Tracey Rose, at the Wits  

 

 
Robyn Orlin’s Daddy, Ive seen this piece six 

times before and I still don’t know why they’re 

hurting each other... Photo by John Hogg. 
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Downstairs Theatre on March 8 and 9 at 

20:00.  

  

Created at the Ebhudlweni Arts Centre, 

Mpumalanga, the artists investigate why the 

world restricts to black and white; what about 

the shades of grey?  There is a wide range of 

colours reflected by the skins of the global 

majority. The work is presented in 

collaboration with the Government of 

Flanders; BoZar; CoKot and KVS Creations. 

  

Steven Cohen, who first presented a work at 

Dance Umbrella 20 years ago, will present a 

new piece that premiered at Montpellier 

Danse 2017 in France - put your heart under 

your feet…and walk - a tribute to his late 

partner Elu, on March 8 and 9 at 21:00 in the 

Wits Theatre. 

 

 
Steven Cohen 

  

Shaken to the core by the death of Elu, as 

well as that of  his beloved childhood care-

giver Nomsa in 2016, Cohen created this work 

as a message of love to his soul mate; it 

speaks to anyone who has known 

immeasurable loss and the necessity to keep 

moving in the face of petrifying grief. (This 

work is not open to persons under 18). 

Presented in partnership with the French 

Institut South Africa; Montpellier Danse 2017; 

Fumain TROP; French Institut Novelle-

Aquitaine. 

  

 

 

 

Hillbrowfication - this work created by 

German choreographer’s Constanza Macras 

and Lizi Estaras will premiere at the Hillbrow 

Theatre on March 9 at 18:00 and March 10 at 

14:30.  

  

Ranging from ages 5 to 22, 21 children and 

youths from the Hillbrow Theatre Project 

together with three professional dancers will 

explore the Hillbrow of the future and 

challenge and inspire the young to re-imagine 

their neighbourhood and to look at their 

perceptions and experiences of xenophobia 

and violence. This work is a co-production 

between Constanza Macras and the Hillbrow 

Theatre Project with Maxim Gorki Theater 

Berlin, supported by Goethe Institut 

Johannesburg and is funded by the TURN 

Fund of the German Federal Cultural 

Foundation. 

  

The first Double Bill in the festival will be 

presented at the Dance Factory on March 10 

at 18:00 and March 11 at 14:30. Cape Town-

based choreographer Louise Coetzer 

presents IN C - a work that gives a 21st 

century treatment of contemporary dance 

contrasting synchronicity and counterpoint. 

Sharing the programme is Durban-based 

Musa Hlatshwayo with a work DODA in which 

the choreographer explores black male 

identity and issues around modern day and 

traditional masculinity. 

  

Fana Tshabalala collaborates with Swiss 

choreographer Vladimir Ippolitov with a work 

called Men which is inspired by the idea of 

the “ideal kind of Man” within society. How 

have the roles and responsibilities changed 

through the years, leaving “Man in a state of 

bewilderment? This new work will be 

presented at Joburg Fringe Theatre on March 

10 at 19:30 and March 11 at 14:30. It will be 

partnered by the annual National School of 

the Arts Festival of Fame. The work is 

presented in collaboration with Pro Helvetia 

Swiss Arts Council; Embassy of Foreign 

Artists, Broken Borders and Geneva Dance 

Events. 

https://www.google.co.za/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwiLybPJp9LZAhVEthQKHQLKDQgQjRx6BAgAEAY&url=http://www.cifas.be/en/workshops/steven-cohen&psig=AOvVaw1BZ_myLN3KSjK5Adi5lU_g&ust=1520240509070807


  

 

 

 

On Sunday, March 11 from 10:00, up-and-

coming choreographers will present new 

works on the New Dance programme. Artists 

from Durban, Cape Town and other regions 

will share the Wits Theatre stage and the 

programme includes young artists from 

Vuyani Dance Theatre, Moving into Dance 

Mophatong and the National School of the 

Arts as well as from other parts of South 

Africa. Entrance is R50.00. 

  

On Tuesday and Wednesday, March 13 and 

14 at 18:00 at the Dance Factory, Robyn Orlin 

will present her internationally acclaimed 

work, and so you see... our honourable blue 

sky and ever-enduring sun... can only be 

consumed slice by slice.  

  

“...slice by slice”  features the beautifully 

fearless Albert Ibokwe Khoza and Thabo 

Pule, and once again shows that Orlin is not 

afraid to colonise Mozart’s Requiem  - they 

take us on a journey through the seven 

deadly sins finding themselves up and close 

with the norms of the world. Produced by City 

Theatre and Dance Groups, Festival 

Montpelier Danse 2016; Festival d’Automne a 

Paris; Kinneksbond; Centre Culturel Mamer, 

Luxembourg Centre Dramatique National de 

Haute-Normandie; la Ferme du Buisson, 

scene Nationale de Marne-la-Vallee with the 

support of Arcadi Ile-de-France. Not open to 

people under the age of 18. 

  

The second Double Bill can be seen at the 

Wits Downstairs Theatre on March 13 and 14 

at 19:15. Sick by Gustin Makgeledise is drawn 

from researched material regarding human 

trafficking and prostitution. It capture real-life 

stories of the innocents- the doers and 

watchers; where my rights begin and where 

yours end. Sharing the stage are Phumlani 

Nyanga and Thabo Kobeli with a new work In-

Time which looks at how we work with time 

within our lives; chained by the circles of life 

we lose the time that is in-between. In-Time 

was partnered by the Forgotten Angle 

Theatre Collaborative and created at the 

Ebhudlweni Arts Centre, Mpumalanga. 

  

Jayesperi Moopen has created a new work on 

Cape Town-based Cape Dance Company, 

called Elements. While we continue to remain 

impactful and relevant though our art we 

draw on the elements like Mother Earth, 

water, wind, fire and space to inspire 

movement that only these forces of nature 

can provide, in its beauty and destruction. 

Two completely diverse companies, Cape 

Dance Company and Tribhangi Dance 

Theatre explore and celebrate the joy in 

discovery. Elements will be presented at the 

Wits Theatre on March 13 and 14 at 20:30. 

 

 
Emio Greco’s Bolero. Photo by John Hogg. 

 

Moving into Dance Mophatong celebrates its 

40th anniversary in 2018 and it starts the year 

with a new work Embracing Gravity, which 

includes Stone Cast Ritual by Sylvia Glasser 

and a new work from David Gouldie, who will 

work with the company and students. The 

programme promises to be a highlight of the 

Dance Umbrella 2018 on March 15 and 16 at 

19:30. 

  

Sello Pesa brings back a work that premiered 

at the inaugural Centre for a Less Good Idea 

Season 1 called Bag Beatings. This will be 

presented in Wits Downstairs Theatre on 

March 15 and 16 at 21:00. 

  

 



 

On March 17 and 18 PJ Sabbagha premieres 

a new work called Noah at the Dance Factory 

on March 16 and 17 at 18:00. Noah is a return 

to and the final part of Sabbagha’s Noah’s 

trilogy which started in 1998 with Noah’s 

Phobia followed by Noah’s Drowning. The 

final part of the trilogy brings into focus the 

ever present realities of environmental 

degradation and the immediate environment 

we currently occupy. 

 

 
Akram Khan’s Rush. Photo by John Hogg. 

 

Themba Mbuli presents a double bill of two 

new works: Auth(o)rise which questions how 

women become authors of their own lives if 

they are being told how they should live and 

Memory Box is an autobiographical solo. The 

programme will be presented in the Wits 

Downstairs on March 17 at 19:00 and March 

18 at 11:30.  

  

Sylvaine Strike collaborates with Owen 

Lonzar on a new work called Doll which 

premieres at the Wits Theatre on March 17 at 

20:00 and March 18 at 14:30. The two artists 

explore the life of an online order, ownership, 

desire, disappointment, objectification and 

Harvey Weinstein.  

  

The final programme on Dance Umbrella 2018 

is Nothing Makes Sense by Thulani Chauke 

which will be presented in the Wits 

Amphitheatre on March 17 at 21:00 and March 

18 at 13:00. An interrogation of violence with 

a specific focus on sex, race, gender, 

sexuality, class, culture and physical ability, 

it is an investigation on the full spectrum of  

 

 

 

 

 

violence that we are subjected to daily. It is 

presented in collaboration with the Goethe-

Institut Project Space, Broken Borders and 

Unmute Dance Company. 

  

Other highlights at Dance Umbrella 2018 are a 

series of Master Classes – presented by 

Vincent Mantsoe and Gregory Maqoma on 

March 7; Gerard Bester and Alan Parker on 

March 10; Fana Tshabalala on March 11; 

Louise Coetzer on March 12 and Musa 

Hlatshwayo on March 12 - and Face to Face 

conversations, facilitated in partnership with 

Drama for Life, which will take place with the 

same artists after the classes. 

  

To book a place for the Master Classes 

please call Lethabo at 076 162 3999.  

  

Dance Umbrella 2018 is funded by the 

National Lotteries Commission. Other 

partners include Creative Feel Magazine; 

National Arts Council; the French Institut 

South Africa; Goethe-Institut Johannesburg; 

Swiss Arts Council Pro Helvetia; Splitbeam; 

Drama for Life and Business and Arts South 

Africa. 

  

Tickets range from R50.00 to R150.00 - book 

at www.webtickets.co.za.  

  

An Early Bird Special is available from 

January 15 - February 15: tickets booked in 

this period get a 40% discount - call the 

hotline - 076 162 3999 or 011 673 0035 to take 

advantage of this special. 

  

Block bookings of 10 or more offer a 30% 

discount and school block bookings of 10 or 

more will get 50% discount. For block 

booking discounts and programme updates, 

please call the hotline 076 162 3999 or 

011 673 0035 or email info@danceforum.co.za  

  

For the Dance Umbrella 2018 programme, 

updates on the Master Classes and Face to 

Face interviews please visit 

www.danceforumsouthafrica.co.za 

 

http://www.webtickets.co.za/
mailto:info@danceforum.co.za
http://www.danceforumsouthafrica.co.za/


 

 

 

 

 
Georgina Thomson 

 

Georgina Thomson, Artistic Director of the 

Dance Umbrella, has, for more than 30 years, 

played and continues to play, a significant 

role in the development of Contemporary 

Dance in the South Africa. In this time she 

has worn many different hats and filled many 

roles: fundraiser, producer, project manager, 

trainer and mentor to name a few.  

  

She took over the management and 

administration of the Dance Umbrella Festival 

in 1997 and has successfully developed it 

from a local Gauteng-based festival to one 

that is now nationally and internationally 

known.  

  

She achieved the sustainability of the Dance 

Umbrella festival and also garnered the 

interest and support of the Gauteng 

department of Sports, Recreation, Arts and 

Culture (it provides funding for the Stepping 

Stones project, which in turn enables the 

development of young choreographers and 

dancers).  Another achievement has been the 

building up of a strong audience-base with 

support and interest in Contemporary Dance 

in both South African dance and 

International. Also the Young 

Choreographers’ Residency programme has  

 

 

kept going for more than five years and has 

developed an aesthetic, an ethos and a 

platform for young artists.  

  

Dance Umbrella 2008 saw her promoting 

South African and International artist 

collaborations, some of which resulted in 

tours of Europe:  PJ Sabbagha ‘s Back 

choreographed with dancers Dada Masilo and 

Lulu Mlangeni /Russia; acclaimed 

choreographer Robyn Orlin’s Dressed to Kill, 

Killed to Dress/ Brussels  and France and the 

German choreographer Gerda Koenig’s White 

Lines / Germany. 

  

A woman of many achievements:  this two 

time Arts & Culture Trust winner (Arts 

Administration/ 2001 and  Arts Management 

/2007)  has served on the National Arts 

Council’s  Dance Committee (1999-2002); 

received, as FNB Dance 

Umbrella  Artistic  Director, invitations to 

many  festivals and conferences:  the Dance 

Umbrella, London (October 1998); Montpellier 

Dance Festival, France (July 1999 & 

2002);  she attended the International Arts 

Management Conference  ( Birmingham, 

October 2004) ; she was invited to France by 

the French Institute, and assisted by the 

National Arts Council to conduct  research on 

the Contemporary Choreography and Dance 

Development Spaces in and around Paris in 

May 2005; she attended the Russian Dance 

Festival in Moscow in December 2005;  she 

attended the African/Indian Ocean 

Choreographic Competition 2006 in Paris 

(April 2006);  and she visited Germany in 

August 2007 to observe German Dance 

projects and events. She also served as a 

judge at the Afrique en Creations 

Choreography Competition (Madagascar, 

November 1999/2003) she represented 

contemporary dance in Southern Africa at the 

Platform for African Contemporary Dance at 

the Tanzmesse in Dusseldorf, Germany in 

September/October 2004.  

  

A long-term aim was the opening up and 

establishment of a Dance development 

space. In 2009, the year of Dance Umbrella’s 

coming-of-age, the realisation of that dream  
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came to fruition with the opening The Dance 

Space in Newtown, Johannesburg. 

  

More recently, in 2017 she was awarded the 

Offisier de l'Ordre des Arts et des Lettres 

(Officer of the Order of the Arts & Literature) - 

a French decoration of honour given by the 

French Ministry of Culture to recognise 

individuals who have contributed 

significantly to furthering the arts and who 

have made significant contributions to the 

arts and/or literature in France and 

throughout the world. 

  

Georgina Thomson is without doubt, an 

influential key player in the Contemporary 

Dance world of South Africa. 

 

 
Georgina Thomson receiving the Offisier de l'Ordre 

des Arts et des Lettres. 

 

Here is our Q&A with the Artistic Director of 

the Dance Umbrella, Georgina Thomson: 

 

1) Why would you advise audience to attend 

this year's Dance Umbrella Festival?  

Because it is a celebration of the unique 

contemporary dance work that is created by 

South African artists.  

  

2) What is your earliest memory of theatre 

dance?  

When I saw a work by Robyn Orlin on TV in 

the 1980s. She really is always one step 

ahead and I was blown away when I first saw 

this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3) When did you realise that you wanted to be 

part of the world of dance?  

When I was about seven my Aunt who lived in 

Europe sent me a birthday card with a dancer 

on it… I knew then this was what I wanted to 

do and so my journey began. 

  

4) How would you describe your journey 

within the SA entertainment world? 

 It has been a long journey in which I have 

been fortunate to work with some amazing 

people. When I started working as an arts 

administrator I had stopped dancing and felt 

a bit lost. However as fate would have it, my 

life led me to working with people like Robyn 

Orlin and Tossie van Tonder in the 1980s in 

Durban which made me realise there were 

other ways to work with dance. Then I started 

working in Johannesburg, and I discovered a 

whole new world within contemporary dance 

which I have been lucky to be able to dance 

with and make things happen via the Dance 

Umbrella which I joined in 1995. It has been a 

fulfilling and exciting adventure.   

  

5) What is your favorite Theatre Dance of all 

time and why?  

That’s a hard one to answer, I’ve watched 

thousands of works. Two highlights for me 

definitely a work by Akram Khan (UK) and 

Salia ni Seydou from Burkina Faso. 

  

6)  We're going to put you on the spot; which 

Dance Umbrella 2018 production are you 

looking forward to the most and why?  

I’m looking very forward to seeing Robyn 

Orlin’s work, Coloured Swans by Moya 

Michael and Tracey Rose; actually I’m looking 

forward to seeing everything! All the works 

are bound to be an experience on one level or 

other. 

  

7) What achievement of yourself are you most 

proud of?  

Getting the Offisier de l'Ordre des Arts et des 

Lettres (Officer of the Order of the Arts & 

Literature). From the French government:  a 

great honour. 
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8) What advice do you have to give to 

aspiring theatre dance makers?  

Don’t think it’s a quick fix: its hard work, 

passion, and dedication and knowing that 

you learn every day. 

  

9) What has been the biggest challenge for 

you to overcome as an South African artist? 

The acceptance of the fact that generally 

performing arts is not really part of the bigger 

picture in South Africa. It still has to be 

developed and nurtured and until the powers 

that be wake up and see how important it can 

be, we will remain like this. 

  

10) After all your years in this field, what still 

excites you about SA's theatre dance?  

The exciting range of ideas that people play 

with. 

  

11) Which young theatre artist's 

(performer/director/ choreographer/writer) 

work do you admire, that you don't know on a 

personal level, and why?  

Adrian Jamisse from Cape Town: I think she 

has some interesting concepts that could 

develop into major work. 

  

12) What role do you play, as an individual, in 

assisting up and coming artists? 

 I assist artists on many levels: residency 

programmes, international management and 

general assistance with the creation and 

production of their work. 

   

13) What would you say is the biggest 

challenge that South African theatre dance 

makers are facing today? What would your 

advice be to them? 

 Funding and sustainability: they have to start 

fighting as we did in the past. Things don’t 

just happen: it take commitment and 

determination to keep going. 

 

14) What makes this year's Dance Umbrella 

festival different from the others? 

 It’s the 30th anniversary and so we need to 

celebrate ! 

  

 

 

15) Would you say SA Dance theatre is Alive 

or Dead? 

I think SA Dance is alive but battling. There is 

a gap between funders and full-time 

companies: dancers need to work every day; 

they need studios, they need dressing rooms 

etc etc. Without support from the 

cities/places they work from, funders 

committing to giving at least 3-year funding 

it’s hard for them to survive. There is 

commercial work, but it doesn’t create 

sustainability. 

SATMag 

 

 
Jay Pather’s Beautiful Ones Must be Born. Photo 

by John Hogg. 



  



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The South African Theatre Village 
This new production company founded and led by Mariska Denysschen, aims to generate 

brand new South-African content in film and theatre. These Stories are predominantly told by 

young theatre/film-makers, giving voice to up and coming South African storytellers in the 

arts industry. Still but a young company and already SA Theatre Village has already made 

heads turn with their innovative creations. SATMag caught up with Denysschen and gained 

greater insight into the company's plans for SA audiences this year. 

enysschen exclaims with great enthusiasm 

that the company plans is to create in 

endless volumes this 2018 and the company 

had already announce their line-up for 2018; this 

includes: Mensstukke written and directed by 

Mariska Denysschen; The Train written by Adrian 

Steyn, directed by Calvin Ratladi; Lift Club written 

by Renette Denysschen, Co-written and directed 

by Mariska Denyssche; Ninah written and directed 

by Sthandile Nkosi and Rhoda Miller (In 

association with the Calvin Ratladi Foundation) 

written and directed by Calvin Ratladi. 

Denysschen also reveals to SATMag that; "We are 

also bringing back Human Pieces II, and will 

collaborate with 'external' artists on two other 

productions." More detail regarding the latter two 

stage productions will be made public later this 

year.  

Sticking to their recipe of the year before but this 

time only times 5, Denyssche explains: "Last year 

we created one quality work of theatre, and this 

year we intend on creating 5 quality works of 

theatre. These productions will be showcased at 

the 2018  

National Arts Festival, among other platforms, 

among other shows, throughout 2018." tells proud 

founder and Denysschen also explains of their 

goals to create new, relevant and cutting edge 

productions. "If we can create new work that we 

are proud of, we would have achieved this." She 

adds on. SA Theatre village emerged from talks 

about the big question so many graduates are 

faced with: 'What happens now?' Denysschen 

explains that what follows is a big black hole 

between those who graduated successfully and 

those who manage to make careers for 

themselves in this industry.  The heart of the 

company is to engage that gap between 

graduating and being "successful" and use it, as a 

team, to create new works that will promote them 

as individual artists; which automatically promotes 

the SATV brand. She rounds off this sentiment by 

saying, "The heart of the company will always be 

to provide a platform for newly graduated/ 

emerging artists." Moreover SATV stands out 

because it focuses on promoting the individuals 

involved in the company, rather then the promotion 

of productions, which in turn has promoted the 

'brand' of the company. "I also think the positive  

D 



 

energy we put into one another's work, has drawn 

a certain energy to us as a company. We are like a 

very supportive family and we are transparent and 

unapologetic about the support we have for one 

another." Denysschen shares with SATMag. 

Denysschen lets SATMag in on their unique work 

selection process which would take place after the 

annual National Arts Festival; "We usually talk 

about new ideas and concepts. These ideas and 

concepts are then shortlisted and scheduled into 

6-7 script-readings. From these script-readings, 

we shortlist productions that are 'performance 

ready' - and those are the productions we will work 

on for the next year."  This initiative started in 

2016, from which Human Pieces II (2017 Standard 

Bank Silver Ovation Award) emerged. After the 

2017 National Arts Festival, the team then 

immediately started with this initiative again, from 

which their latest line up stems. "As for the players 

- we have grown 'organically' as a team since 

2016." In 2016 the team comprised of about 5 

people and today the team includes 12 members. 

"There is no selection process - it just happens!" 

Exclaims Denysschen and informs that after this 

year they can no longer refer to themselves as 

"emerging" artists, and will look out for new talent 

to share in the success of their platform with. 

 

Mariska Denysschen 

As a young company their biggest obstacle is that 

of funding, but they don't let this dampen their 

spirit nor hamper creativity. SATV prides itself in 

operating as a family business-"We are a family. 

We work together, we eat together, we help each 

other and build each other as individuals - I think 

that is the most profound thing about us." 

Thus making the heavy load a bearable task; "You 

are as strong as your teammates."  

 

 

adds Mariska and goes on to state: "And who can 

go wrong with a team of 12 extraordinary, multi-

skilled, professional artists?" Along with her 

incredible team, they overcome the lack of funding 

by investing in their art, "We are all working 

professionals and we use our income to invest in 

our careers. So self-funding, and also asking for 

help." For Human Pieces II, Mariska applied for 

various funding platforms, but were unsuccessful 

in all of them. She also sent emails to over 200 

companies & individuals, of which 5 responded, of 

which 2 made small donations. "We have heard of 

the successes of crowd-funding and will also try 

that, with all of the above mentioned things to fund 

our productions this year." SATV encourage other 

upcoming companies to self-invest; because no 

one else will do it for you and  every bit counts. 

"The sooner you start investing in your brand, or 

the people that make your brand, the sooner you 

will reap the fruits thereof. Also, never be too 

proud to ask for help. 98% of people might reject 

you - but it’s the 2% that counts."  

Mariska speaks with great gratitude and high 

praise about the team that makes up the SATV 

and also mentions that they ensure they send out 

works of incredible quality. "We are hard on each 

other in this regard, and we help each other to 

make every production as good as it can possibly 

be." Having learned from their mistakes of last 

year, they now devout more time and effort into 

putting a show together by starting on a production 

months before staging them to the public. "We are 

thorough and take our time with our work, which is 

worth considering for anyone wondering if they 

should watch a SATV show." The endless efforts 

into building a magnificent team dedicated to each 

other and their common goal is what made SA 

take note of this rising company and this year is 

sure to assist the team to reach greater heights. 

As their minds are focused on this 

instruction. Mariska looks forward to a SA Theatre 

industry where we can reach a point of financial 

profitability from stage works and a time where SA 

artists' investments and sacrifices will pay off. 

SATMag. 

 

Calvin Ratladi in Human PiecesII



Sello Pesa, Dancer 
1. Traditional South African 

music.   
2. That one time when I had 

to dance with a g-string on 
stage...  

3. My life is constantly 
changing - not possible to 
pin it down to one thing! 
 

  

Muso Hlatshwayo, Dancer 

1. Tricky one as I listen to everything and 
encourage everyone to do so as well. I 
literally find myself given 
my artists and trainees 
assignments to go listen to 
different artists for various 
reasons; the way they 
write, the composition of 
the music, the nonsensical 
content in the music and 
lyrics, ingenuity and 
simplicity etc etc.  

2. I don’t think I’ve had one 
yet because when I’m on stage I’m usually 
not my shy conscious self. This is not to say 
that things have always been smooth. I have 
messed up choreography, forgot lyrics to a 
song, messed my lines up, had a wardrobe 
malfunction...but it never gets to that point 
where I regard it as such an embarrassment, 
no.. 

3. Waiting Perhaps my latest site specific dance 
theater piece called Ebuthongweni is more 
relevant an answer. It was truthful and honest 
to a lot of things about me, my spirituality, 
my dreams, my fantasies, my creativity, my 
worries and concerns, my fears and the 
memory of my childhood and it’s aspects 
that I’m still learning to deal with and or have 
dealt with. 
  

Louise Coetzer, Dancer 
1. My extensive Boney M 

record collection.  
2. Luckily not too many of 

those. Slipping and falling 
down in a performance but 
I don't think anyone 
escapes that. Once had a 
dislodged gel from a top 
light float slowly down to 
land centre stage. At the 
very beginning of the 
work. Lots of frantic silent communication 
until a dancer was able to drag it off under 
their feet. 

3. Beckett’s QUAD - I totally relate to its 
ambition for "achieving an entirely new 
means of expression through the elimination 
of language.”  Paradoxical. Gleefully absurd. 

(Photo by Duane Howard) 



 

 

 

 

 



 


