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onald Woods, who was arrested and
driven into exile from South Africa for his antiapartheid journalism, described the contributions of Athol Fugard, John Kani, and Winston
Ntshona as follows:
“One day, if a historic assessment is made of
the most effective opponents of the apartheid
system in South Africa, two remarkable actors
will be well to the forefront of the heroes at that
era. John Kani and Winston Ntshona, through
their art and passion as well as the great courage it took to do what they did in that time, broke
new ground politically as well as artistically in
defiance of the most vicious of all the apartheid
regime’s Security Police – those of the East Cape.
”These were the Security Police who killed Steve Biko
and many others who dared stand up against the system, and, being from the Port Elizabeth area of the
Eastern Cape, Kani and Ntshona worked right under the
observation of the worst of these brutal functionaries.
Their friendship and collaboration with South Africa’s
greatest playwright Athol Fugard, at a time when all three
were young and fearless, openly defied everything the apartheid state stood for, friendship between blacks and whites being
the very antithesis of the whole notion of apartheid, and it also
began the long association which produced a succession of wonderful plays that formed South Africa’s greatest body of dramatic
work for the stage.”
The Island, one of the three Fugard/Kani/Ntshona Statement plays, is
considered the greatest work of this artistic and political collaboration.
The three were united in its creation through the Serpent Players, a
group Fugard was approached to advise and was entirely comprised of
black actors and playwrights, including Kani and Ntshona. They would
meet, rehearse, and perform in a pit that formerly had housed snakes for
public viewing. The performers were often arrested. Because “artist”
was not an acceptable employment category for Kani and Ntshona
under South African law, they rehearsed after regular working hours.
As the reputation of the group grew and performances were increasingly requested, it became necessary for Kani, a Ford employee at the
time, and Ntshona, a factory lab assistant, to leave their income-producing jobs in order to continue as actors. For the players to become
full-time actors, their passbooks (identification cards) read that they
were Fugard’s domestic servants.
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The dangers they took to create art and defy a vile politic cannot be
underestimated, and their story continues to be told through stages
around the world – so that history might not repeat itself in South
Africa nor anywhere else.

Athol Fugard has been working in the theater as
a playwright, director, and actor since the mid1950s in South Africa, England, and the United
States. His plays include No-Good Friday, NonGogo, The Blood Knot, People Are Living There,
Hello and Goodbye, Boesman and Lena, The
Coat, Dimetos, Statements After An Arrest Under
The Immorality Act, Orestes, The Island, Sizwe
Banzi is Dead, The Drummer, A Lesson from
Aloes,’Master Harold’...and the Boys, The
Road to Mecca, A Place with the Pigs, My
Children! My Africa!, Playland, Valley Song,
and The Captain’s Tiger.
He has been seen on the stage in South
Africa and London, in the U.S. on and
off-Broadway, and in regional theater.
His film credits include The Road to
Mecca, Gandhi, The Killing Fields,
Meetings with Remarkable Men,
Marigolds in August, Boesman
and Lena, and The Guest. He has
written two books, the novel
Tsotsi, and the autobiographical Cousins.

John Kani

John Kani is an actor, director, and playwright. His
appearances at the Market Theatre in Johannesburg
include My Children! My Africa! (for which he won an AA
Life Vita Award in 1990 for his role as Mr. M), Sizwe
Banzi is Dead, and The Island, both of which he also
co-wrote with Athol Fugard and Winston Ntshona; for
The Island, he was awarded a Tony for Best Actor
(1974/5). Previously at The Royal National Theatre in
London, he performed in ‘Master Harold’...and the
Boys, and My Children! My Africa! for which he
received an Olivier nomination.
He recently received the Avante Hall of Fame
award from the South African Film, Television and
Advertising Industry. At the Market Theatre, he
has directed Goree and Blues Africa Café by
Matsamela Manaka, Kagoos by Kessie Govender,
and The Meeting by Jeff Stetson. He is the recipient of a Merit Award from the National African
Federated Chamber of Commerce for his contribution to the advancement of culture in South
Africa and the Rotary Club’s Paul Harris
Fellowship Award. In 1995, he was awarded an
Honorary Doctorate of Philosophy from the
University of Westville, Durban, and in 1998, an
Honorary Doctorate from Rhodes University in
Grahamstown. He is Executive Trustee of the Market
Theatre, the Founder and Director of the Market
Theatre Laboratory, and Chairman of the National
Arts Council of South Africa. On January 23, John
Kani received the Hiroshima Foundation for Peace and
Culture Award for the Year 2000.

Winston Ntshona

Winston Ntshona formed the Serpent Players with Athol
Fugard and John Kani. He has appeared in over 20 productions including, in South Africa, Phaedra at the Civic Theatre,
Johannesburg, and The Island, Kagoos, and The Death of
Bessie Smith at The Market Theatre, Johannesburg.
Elsewhere, he appeared in Waiting for Godot on UK and U.S.
tours, and Sizwe Banzi is Dead on tour in South Africa, the
UK, and the U.S. His TV appearances include The Island,
Sizwe Banzi is Dead, and The Children and I. Film credits
include The Wild Geese, Ashanti, Marigolds in August,
Dogs of War, Gandhi, The Stick, Dry White Season,
Perfume of the Cyclone, The Air Up There, The Power of
One, Tarzan and Jane, The Store Keeper, and I Dreamed of
Africa. He has also devised, with Athol Fugard and John
Kani, The Island and Sizwe Banzi is Dead. He is the
recipient of an Honorary Doctorate from the University
of Port Elizabeth, South Africa.
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