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The creative director (and director of the project I was involved in) is Melissa Eveleigh and she is wonderful, has huge amounts of energy. We are 4 South African actors (the other 3 guys are from the Market Theatre Lab), 4 UK actors, 4 Malawian actors and 7 dancers from Tambuka Dance Company in Zimbabwe. It is a collaboration between the Market Theatre in SA, the Soho Theatre in London, Tambuka in Zim and Nanzikambe in Malawi. Huge hey? Very very exciting stuff. We all, except for the Malawians, live in a big house just outside Blantyre. We call it the Big Brother Africa house and it's totally mad. Can you imagine 15 people from different countries, speaking different languages, eating different food and all trying to work, wash, watch TV and co-exist peacefully together? It's quite a sight to behold. But somehow, we are managing to pull it off. The tension is almost non-existent, everyone in the cast is considerate, kind, generous and totally fascinating. The United Nations would be proud.
 
We are rehearsing every day from about 9 till 5. We do lots of physical theatre technique stuff (because we are quite a mixed bag when it comes to abilities...theatrically speaking, we are not really on the same page yet) and we do lot of chorus work which, for me, is the best. 17 performers on stage together...what a luxury!! It has the potential to be explosive I think. So, yes, the work is really really interesting and really really intense. It gets hot and emotional and the stories coming out are, sometimes, very heavy going. The Zimbabweans are heroes in my eyes. They are the most remarkable bunch of dudes. I love them. You should hear some of the stuff they have had to put up with. Stuff like waking up and finding that, if you want to buy a loaf of bread, there is none in the shops, you have to go and get it on the black market and if it cost 80 dollars (yes, American dollars) yesterday, it costs 100 dollars today. Stuff like, if you put your money in the bank, you may not see it again, since the government has total control of who gets what: money, petrol, food. Families being literally ripped apart by their differing political opinions. It is total dog-eat-dog survival. And, in the face of all this, they manage to find the energy to carry on dancing and laughing and participating in life. And they continue to stick around and place their faith in a future Zimbabwe. Heroes, I'm telling you.
 
They are not the only ones, Malawi is also a pretty harsh place to live. Not much to go around. And I'm constantly reminded that almost everyone around me is not on the same economic level. I'm moaning that the supermarket doesn't stock rye bread and gooseberries or some such nonsense while some people in the cast haven't eaten for 2 days. I kid you not. So, a real eye-opener for me on many levels. Introduction to Africa 101.
 
BUT, before you go off to slit your wrists, it's not all doom and gloom. On a lighter note, people round here are delightfully cheerful and eternally helpful. The streets are vibrant and safe and friendly. Every Friday night we drink several bottles of Special Brew, put on our dancing shoes and go to the Blue Elephant (which reminds me of a braai/barbeque in someone's garden) followed closely by some serious bump and grind at Stereo Nightclub (sorry Mom!). We round off the evening eating meat a la malawi (god only knows which part....) and chilli from the street vendors. It's a total blast, I'm telling you.
 
What else to say? Only that I'm very pleased I'm getting to know more of Africa and I feel super privileged to be part of the project. It's an adventure. And one that will continue long into next year. The play is touring Southern Africa in March/April and then going to the Soho Theatre and Edinburgh in 2009.
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