
A legendary playwright bares 
Athol Fugard’s latest play will be staged in the new theatre bearing his name in CapeTown. He spoke to Adrienne Sichel about 

T 
HE CLOCK is ticking for an 

audience with Athol. A precious 

50 minutes have been 
allocated to talk to Fugard 

about his new play, The Train Driver, 

and his extraordinary career. 

The theatre icon is momentarily 
replaced by the doting oupa. He is 

checking his digital camera for 

images he took at the opening of 

The Fugard Theatre, the night 
before, for his grandson — “my fishbig 

big buddy, man!” — in his American 
home in San Diego. The almost 78- 

year-old face is emblazoned with 

proof of a life voraciously lived and 

relentlessly observed. Those laughter 

lines have deepened, etched with 

longing, pride and regret. 

The (now edited) conversation, 
punctuated with hearty laughter 

TRIBUTE History seeps from the walls 
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I am so proud that I am a man of 

the theatre, that’s the one thing Jam 
proudest of I used to have quite a 

thrifi, especially when acting. I used 

to stand in the wings, whatever theatre 

it was, waiting to go on, and I 

would suddenly realise I am an 

actor. The tradition goes back centuries, 

a very honourable tradition, 

like good prostitution. 

AS: Wa]king into the Fugard foyê 

seeing Ruphin Coudyzer’s portrait 

of you at The Market Theatre 
during rehearsals of My Children! 
My Africa! in 1989, is like looking at 

ali archaeological dig, an aesthetic 

shrine. The perspex plaque next to it 

lists 33 theatre works. 

AF: Wow! How many plays? 

AS: Thirty-three, and it says 

“including”. And the one had 

my love. Playland (1992)... 

AS: And The Train Driver? 
AF: Yes, the biggest of them all. 

Critics will probably say “why did 

you bother to write it” but it is the 

biggest one for me. It was a woman, 
Pumla Loiwana, living here in Cape 
Town, in a squatter camp. One 
morning, in the year 2000, Christmas 

time when everyone was buying 

presents and having a good time, 

she took her three children to the 

railway line, held onto them and 

waited (for the train). For eight 

years I have been trying to write that 

story. Trying to deal with it because 
I felt I needed to go through a 

process myse]f to understand how a 

human being can end up in a place 

so dark, so without hope, so alone, 

that she would do that not only to 

herself but her three limocent children 

as well. 

My first attempt is in that book 
Karoo and Other Stories (2005). It is 

called Pagesfrorn thy Notebook about 

how I struggled to tell the story. It 

wasn’t a case any more of telling a 

story, but of making sure she would 
never disappear into the mists of 

time. Somehow that she is there for 

all of us. Because out there on the 

Cape Flats at this very moment are 

women who, when the heavy rains 

come in winter, have to stand holding 

their children in their arms 

grandchildren. Of course, yes. You know, I 

have tried to make contact with a 

family in Cape Town, I believe it is a 

coloured family cailed Fugard; I 

found their address. I forget how I 

made my efforts. I was hugely 
intrigued. In a sense I feel I belong 
more to them than I do to white 
South Africans. You can see it in my 
writing. 

AS: In your Notebooks 1960-1977 

you document your writing process 

and your “fascination with the living 

moment” — the observation you 

made then about making theatre. 

Has anything changed for you? Is it 

stifi about the living moment? 
Al?: It is still about the living 

moment and the spoken word. You 

know, I don’t produce literature. I 

produce something on paper which 
is the second before’s last stop before 

you come to the real event, the performance 

on a stage. 

AS: You also said in Notebooks 
that theatre is no substitute for real 

life, for reality; it operates on top of 

life, of reality. 

Al?: It is true. To my continuing 
surprise, Boesman and Lena is not 

just done in South Africa but in 

America, Ireland and France. It is 

translated into Japanese. What do 

people know about Swartkops and 
digging mud prawns? The play 

seems to work because of something 

and I know what that is now 
Somebody used the words “common 
humanity — you write about the 

common humanity which binds all 

of us”. Oscar Wilde said life imitates 

art — in some cases that appears to be 

true — but the connection between 

art and life is such a mysterious one. 

The mystery deepens withi me. What 
I am glad about is that when I was 30 

I had a whole bag fuji of answers to 

all the questions in the world. That 

bag is empty now. I have no answers 
to any of the big questions. Ja. That 
has changed. 

Do you mind if I read you something? 

This is from my friend 

Stephen Sacks, a theatre director in 

Los Angeles. He was one of the first 

to read The Train Driver. “I read The 

Train Driver and Understand why it 

so important to you, why it means so 

much to you. It is deeply personal. 

Specific to you and your country 
And utterly universal. It is a kind of 

summation— a dramatic expression 
— of who you are, your life-long 

internal struggle, the long road 

you’ve travelled as an artist and a 

white man in South Africa White 

guilt. White shame. Digging up the 

bones of the nameless black dead. 

Trying to make sense of it. Give it 

meaning. Understand it. Howl at the 

moon. To express and free oneself of 

the guilt and shame and responsibility. 

In The Train Driver, white anger 
turns into self-realisation and transformation. 

Realising he must ‘claim 

her’ as his own. Which is what 
you’ve done all your life. With all of 

your plays. Each character you’ve 

created. Claimed them as your own. 

And challenged audiences around 
the world to claim them for themselves. 

It is what your life’s work is 

all about...” 

AS: Which raises another question: 

also in Notebooks, quoting Gide 

and Camus, you talk about being all 

your characters. Miss Helen in The 

Road to Mecca (1988) was you. Was 
this conscious? 

AF: No. It happens unconsciously 
I didn’t know Miss Helen was 

Athol Fugard in drag tifi it was 
pointed out to me. It comes down to 

this: in writing Mecca, in the person 
of Miss Helen I confronted the three 

main questions for me about art — its 

genesis, its power and its consequences. 

You pay a price for being an 

artist. 

I stifi don’t know where it comes 
from. Why does my heart stop when 
I read about Puinla Loiwana and her 

three children on the railway 
tracks? Why did my heart stop when 
Tread that tiny piece of paper about 
the mob burning a school teacher 
they suspected of being a police 

informer? Why? How? What sort of 

antenna does my wavelength pick 

up? That same edition of the Eastern 

Province Herald had a horrible 

headline — these are the great 

apartheid years — of a massacre five 

miles away from where I was staying. 

Police opened fire on a funeral 

march. No, it wasn’t that. 

AS: If your plays didn’t exist, 

those memorials to those people 

wouldn’t exist. 

AF: You see, all art in a certain 

sense is designed to try to rescue stories 

from oblivion. So Boesman and 
Lena live in the borrowed bodies of 

actors all over the world. 

AS: How long have you been living 

in San Diego? 
AF: Seven years. We’ve been 

alternating between there and our 

home in Nieu-Bethesda in the 

Karoo. 

AS: Where did you write The 

Train Driver? 

AF: It started in Nieu-Bethesda, a 

little bit in London. To a certain 

extent I must be careful, I can do a 

little writing away from the writing 
place, a small little room in San 

Diego. 

AS: Where is home? 
AF: South Africa, it can’t be anything 

else. Just like Zakes Mokae 
made me promise, “Bring me back 
to South Africa when I die,” it was a 

big loss personally, as big as Yvonne 
Bryceland. You see, the truth of my 
theatre, of myself, is that I have been 
lucky. My luck has been the other 

theatre people coming into my life. 

Mannie Manim, Yvonne, Zakes, Barney 

Simon. What really cpmplicated 
my relationship with Barney was I 

think he could have been a better 

writer than myself. No question 
about that in my mind. I think Barney 

was nervous of some exposure. 
You’ve got to be prepared to stand 

there, not even with your jockstrap 
and tackies on. With nothing on 
That is what writing is all about. 

There was a time when I used to 

cope with my insomnia by ixnagining 

a long table, chairs, my 50th 

birthday, just me and I was going to 

invite all the characters from my 
plays. The trick to my insomnia 
wasn’t counting them, or jumping 
over stiles, but who was going to sit 

next to whom. Who do you put next 

to Boesman? Jislaaik! 

AS: Anything you would have 

done differently? 

AF: I am ashamed of a lot of 

things I have done in my life but 

none of them relate to my work in 

theatre. I carry a lot of regrets. And 
let us make this last note because it 

is confessional. As a human being I 

try to do it differently now but for 

the longest time I was career-driven, 

obsessed with writing. I was very 

selfish in my personal life. I’ve woken 

en up to that fact in time and I am 
trying very hard to be the most difficult 

of all things — a goodman. OK? 

• The Fugard Theatre, inaugurated 
in central Cape Town on February 12, 

is the home of Mark Dornford-May 
and Pauline Malefane’s Isango Portobello. 

The company’s The Magic 
Flute and The Mysteries are followed 
by the world premiere of Athol 
Fugard’s The Train Drivei starring 
Sean Taylor and Owen Sejake, on 

March 19. 

“ 
I DIDN’T KNOW 

MISS HELEN WAS 

ATHOLL FUGARD IN 

DRAG UNTIL IT WAS 

POINTED OUT TO ME’ 
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