TRUTH IN TRANSLATION IN EUROPE

“Truth in Translation” is a South African play about a quintessentially South African experience, the Truth and Reconciliation commission of South Africa. It tells the story of the horrors of apartheid and the process that attempted to bring about reconciliation between factions and races, and which laid the foundations for democracy. It does this by reflecting on the experiences of the young people who interpreted the stories of victims and perpetrators of apartheid into the twelve official languages of South Africa at the commission. The production combines humour, original music by Hugh Masekela and actual testimony and footage from the hearings in a kaleidoscopic and emotionally cathartic experience. 

It is performed by a company of 14 performers (3 musicians and 11 actors), who represent a cross-section of South Africa’s strongest talent, and was conceived and directed by American, Michael Lessac.  The play has toured in South Africa, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, Northern Ireland, the Edinburgh festival (where it won a Festival Fringe First award), the USA, Sweden and, in Fall 2008, to the West Balkan states of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, Serbia and Kosovo. In this tour, 15 performances were given in 10 cities across four countries, including Bosnia (Mostar, Tuzla, Zenica, Sarajevo), Croatia (Zagreb), Serbia (Belgrade, Novi Sad, Bujanovac) and Kosovo (Prishtina, Zvecan). In five of these cities, Truth in Translation was presented under the auspices of regional theatre festivals, namely BITEF (Belgrade and Novi Sad), Gavella Nights (Zagreb) and MESS (Sarajevo and Zenica). Approximately 5800 people saw the production, and of these, about 650 participated in talkbacks, workshops and roundtable discussions about the play and how it had resonated with them. At the MESS festival, where it was eligible for an award in the World Theatre section, it was honoured with the Silver Wreath award.

There was some trepidation amongst the South African company about bringing a play about violent conflict, prejudice and reconciliation to a region where trauma had so recently been experienced, and where wounds were still raw. We were warned that “reconciliation” is a dirty word in the Balkans, and that the play might receive a negative reception for that reason. Any attempt to try to talk about the situation in South Africa as being in any way similar to that in the Balkans should be avoided. 

We were working closely with NGOs on the ground to identify audiences who might be interested in the play and in participating in the ensuing dialogue, and also to find ways to use the play as a convening platform for people who would not normally come together in the same space. What we found was that by allowing the play to speak for itself, and by then providing opportunities where audiences could engage with the cast in talk-backs and workshops, local people found powerful resonances with their own situation, despite the warnings we had received. It also seemed as though using the South African situation as a springboard was a less threatening way of approaching issues that were pertinent to living in the Balkan region post-conflict. Over the course of the tour, we worked with victims of the war, witnesses of massacres, relatives of the missing, war veterans, ex-prisoners, mine-explosion victims, journalists, orphans, youth activists, truth recovery workers, students, representatives of NGOs, artists, peace-corps soldiers (Kosovo), and others. 

The first performance in Mostar was unique in that it was the only time that we performed the production in the open air.  In a city where people seldom leave their ethnic comfort zones, this performance created a new possibility for tackling division, by using the old bridge (Stari Most), a symbol of both the divisions of the past and also of the process of post-war rebuilding, as a backdrop for the piece. By projecting huge images of the action live onto the walls of the bridge and the fort above, along with the surtitles in the local language, people were able to view the production from a number of different viewing points, some of which offered privacy to the viewer.

Working closely with the NGO Centre for Civil Initiative in Mostar, we were able to bring together diverse audiences from the poles of the Bosnian War, and also high school and university students from ethnically segregated (“apartheid”) schools. One of the audience members at Mostar wrote to us and said, “This performance was ‘nevjerojatno’ – ‘incredible’ – and I was surprised at how many Mostarians came to see the show and stayed, even though we were freezing… There is a second connotation of this word, meaning “unlikely”; it was in a way really surprising for me to see how the actors from South Africa and the whole production had such a strong impact on the people here…. I’m deeply convinced that this production has set a precedent in many aspects and I’m very glad to have had the opportunity to watch it, and especially to see how young people were moved by it.” – Oliver Janoschka, Project staff of International Office, Szemal Bijedic University

The performance in Zvecan was another interesting example of performing in a hotly contested space. Many felt that the performance would present dangers for its audiences (and the company), being close to the troubled pressure cooker of Serbian-Albanian relations, of Mitrovica North. However the performance and workshop went ahead without incident, and with a strong response from the Serbian and international audience, perhaps setting a precedent here for other initiatives to tackle less tentatively than in the past, what is still a very firm divide between ethnic groupings.

The play was translated into the four languages of the region (Serbia, Bosnian, Croatian and Albanian) and at each performance, surtitles were projected above or alongside of the stage. Despite the fact that the first three languages are very similar to one another, there are specific sensitivities to spelling, grammar and use of vocabulary that had to be taken into consideration in each new venue. Language is still used divisively in the Balkans region. By allowing people to watch the play in both Albanian and Serbian, in Kosovo, for example, audiences were reminded subliminally of the other culture and the other frame of reference, creating a unifying effect. The use of surtitles deeply enhanced the audience experience (for some audiences it was the first time they had watched a play where their own language was used for surtitles) and audiences often remembered verbatim, and commented on, specific lines from the play, which had resonated with them. 

Another interesting aspect of our tour was how the black actors became almost instant celebrities in some of the regions where it is very unusual to see people of other races. In Vranje and Bujanovac (South Serbia), our actors were often followed, photographed and in several instances stopped on the street and invited home by children so that parents could see these black performers in person. The curiosity was never threatening to the actors, who seemed to enjoy all the attention they were getting. 

In Zenica, members of the workshop group were young people from a divided city (Gorniji Vakuf/Uskoplje) and the performance and workshop made a very strong impact on them. They spoke about segregation issues that they are facing in everyday life, in their schools, through the education system, through the childraising methods of their parents, etc. This group is now engaged in making their own piece of theatre about living in a divided city (“ Me in a Divided Town, and the Divided Town in Me”). They have published in their school news articles and other responses to the experience of Truth in Translation. 

Over and over again, we heard similar responses from our NGO partners who were amazed at the effect the play seemed to be having on people. As Dalida Demirovic from the Centre for Civic Initiatives said, “When those young people were talking to each other and talking to the actors, that was the most powerful for me. In some parts, I actually started crying because it was so dramatic and it was so painful… In the beginning, I was very sceptical about this theatre piece coming to Mostar. I thought that we were not ready for this type of conversation, but when I saw it and then started talking with people, I started to think it is important for us. I have seen lots of people work with victims. They usually need so much time [before they can talk about their experiences] but here it happened so quickly. This theatre piece made an impression on them. People opened up and talked honestly with strangers. That was very, very fascinating for me.”
One of our actors has described the privilege of being part of such a unique process as follows: “The Truth in Translation Project is not just a play. As an actor, I have come to realise the power we have off the stage as well. We don’t come as politicians or analysts or financial advisors or peace emissaries or even well intentioned NGO’s.  We come as a bunch of actors who tell stories. We tell these stories very well.  We listen to other stories and these people find tremendous value in being heard.  In one of the workshops I was asked if I was an actor or an activist?  I had to think about that, but decided I was an “actorvist”. 

For us, the tour to the Balkan regions was a vindication of the power of theatre to provide a shared emotional experience, which prepares people to remove their masks and engage in active listening with one another. We were reminded of the profound nature of theatre, which has the capacity to make a real impact on our lives and on how we choose to see the world.
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