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Management & Leadership

Long journey back to confidence for bl

Eric Abraham went from student activist to award-winning producer, but the Fugard
Theatre, writes Katy Chance, is where his greatest transformation may happen

HERE is a sense the

world over that the arts

don’t matter much,” says

Eric Abraham, in Cape
Town for the opening of the
Fugard Theatre, the new
“home” for the approximately
35-strong, all-black theatre
group, Isango Portobello, that
Abraham created with artistic
director Mark Dornford-May
and opera singer Pauline
Malefane in 2006. “There is a
universal misconception that the
arts will take care of themselves;
that it’ll ‘be all right on the
night’ — but it’s simply not
true.”

Abraham describes Isango
Portobello as a “kind of
embryonic black South African
National Theatre”. As ever,
fertility treatment is expensive.
To date Abraham has put — and
he has to close his eyes and do
some computing — “about
R40m or R50m” into the
company and the Fugard
Theatre he has created as its
base in District Six.

“This is probably the only
theatre in the world with a black
company in residence,” says
Abraham. “But given the
transformational power of
theatre, it’s just a small attempt
to repair the incredibly
damaging impact apartheid had
at a genetic level on the psyche
of black South Africans. It will
be a long journey back to
confidence out of the humility of
apartheid, but building self-belief
is critical in the new SA.”

Abraham was born in the old
SA. His outrage at the
educational disparity in SA —
that whites were educated, and
well, for free while blacks had to
pay for their poor education —
forced him to create a national,
nonracial student union in 1970.

It didn’t make him friends in

high places. He was one of the
students who led the peaceful
protest at St George’s Cathedral
in May 1972. They were charged
by riot police with dogs and
batons and beaten back.

“I was very young,” says
Abraham, “and it was difficult to
cope with the violence and
subsequent intense surveillance I
was under.”

Later banned and under
house arrest, Abraham left SA in
1976 “penniless” and worked for
Amnesty International, later
becoming a BBC correspondent
and award-winning film and
theatre producer, working with
Jeremy Irons, Denholm Elliot
and Glenda Jackson, among a
long list of thespian luminaries.
On Friday’s opening night at the
Fugard, with Isango’s
internationally acclaimed
production of The Magic Flute:
Impempe Yomlingo, good luck
messages came from Sir
Anthony Sher, Lara Foot, John
Kani and Sir Tan McKellen.

Abraham has also become a
philanthropic patron of the arts.
“T got a good education courtesy
of apartheid. This theatre and its
company is a small contribution

to restoring self-confidence here,
which is almost as important as
service delivery in a fledgling
democracy.”

Minister in the Presidency
Trevor Manuel came on board
as patron of Isango a few
months ago, and without his
presence on Friday night it’s
unlikely so many other
dignitaries, including the deputy
president, would have attended.
This alone speaks volumes about
local acknowledgment of theatre
being what Athol Fugard
describes as “not a shallow form
of entertainment”.

“Theatre does something to
society,” says Fugard. “Tom
Stoppard talks of playwrights
writing about the matrix of
society; it’s all talking, not
bombs or bullets, and the
change to a democratic SA owes
a lot to theatre — which is all
about dialogue.”

Abraham describes Manuel’s
patronage as “tremendous”. “I'm
looking to him to help us speak
to major corporations for
sponsorship. He’s a master of
persuasion and believes
viscerally in the importance of
this initiative.”

Attempts at securing
additional local funding, and
what Abraham calls “domestic
ownership on many levels” of
the venture, have so far proved
fruitless. “With operating costs
of up to R20m a year, we need
South African industry’s
engagement. The benefit of
philanthropic largesse is one
thing, but corporates must get
behind it, even if it’s a bank
branding and funding
concessionary tickets of, say, R5
so the local populace isn’t
excluded. This isn’t rocket
science; it’s simple social and
commercial commitment.”

Abraham says the marketing

The deep blue sea
IS the final frontier

S A kid I read 20 000
Leagues Under the
Sea and loved the
sense of adventure
and mystery. Since then I have
spent a lot of time with oceans
— floating over them in balloons,
sometimes crashing into them
and also speeding through them
— but little time actually under
them. More than two-thirds of
the Earth’s surface is covered in
water, and yet humankind has
hardly explored the vast expanse
of ocean and sea that surrounds
us. The wonders of space have
been charted in more detail.

Billions of dollars have been
spent searching out faraway
planets and solar systems. We
can land on the moon and circle
the world in a space station, but
we still lack the capability to
reach the deepest parts of the
ocean or withstand the immense
pressure that such a dive would
entail. There is no sign things
will change any time soon.
Governments spend little on
deep-sea exploration; countries
like the US have focused their
investments on space.

The deepest a modern
submarine can go is about
22 000 feet below the surface,
and yet there are trenches in the
Pacific that are more than
36 000 feet deep. To make such
a journey — going deeper than
the height of Mount Everest —
we need significant technological
breakthroughs in materials and
design. Only a handful of private
companies are researching these
futuristic submarines. Virgin
Oceanics is one — and we have
started the journey towards
deep-sea exploration. It is a
classic Virgin venture, full of
adventure, fun and the desire to
establish a new market.

Our first step is the Necker
Nymph, a new three-man sub,
which is arriving this month in
the British Virgin Islands, where
I live on the island of Necker.
The Nymph has been designed
especially for us, and it will “fly”
to about 130 feet below the
ocean’s surface — performing
twist and turns. Submarines like
the Nymph will allow a
passenger to track and view the
wonders of the ocean without
having to be a trained diver.

A lot of the best ocean
viewing is 100 feet down. The
Nymph will be able to dive and
loop like a plane and will allow
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our passengers to keep up with
turtles, dolphins, whales and
giant spotted eagle rays — which
I saw this morning swimming off
the coast of Necker.

Now, 130 feet is far short of
36 000 feet — or even 22 000
feet — but it’s a start, giving
ordinary mortals, not navy guys
or scientists, a way to begin
exploring the seas. The Nymph,
in time, will be followed by new
generations of subs able to get
w-a-a-y down, farther than we've
ever been before.

In conversations with many
of our Virgin Galactic
customers, who are planning to
go into space, I have found
another common interest:
exploring the oceans’ uncharted
waters. Most are as intrigued as
I am by the dark depths.

I believe we can learn a lot
from these voyages. We will find
new species and better
understand the make-up of the
deep-level waters. We will also
be able to monitor and track
man’s destruction of certain
areas more accurately. To
organise an effective campaign
to preserve our planet, we must
learn how our actions affect the
oceans and how quickly we are
destroying them.

The oceans were rich with
life when I was a child but,
sadly, are much less so today.
We need to treat them with
respect and nurture the life
there. Good farmers understand
the land and the need to leave
certain fields fallow to be
replenished. The same goes for
oceans and sea life. I have been
told that the pirates off the coast
of Somalia have had an
interesting impact on the sea:
they have scared off the deep-
sea fishermen, allowing the
surrounding waters to be

replenished with a wide variety
of sea life. It will be interesting
to see if the impact of over-
fishing can be detected by our
fleet of new submarines in
deeper parts of the ocean.

Why start our voyages from
Necker, my Caribbean island?
Apart from being a beautiful
location from which to explore
local sea life and coral, the
island is just a few miles from
the Atlantic’s deepest trench, the
Puerto Rican Trench. This
stretch of water has never been
fully explored, and we hope in
time to send submarines to the
darkest depths of this sea valley.

For me, there are echoes of
the great explorers from the era
of Sir Francis Drake — the
explorers who first discovered
the Virgin Islands.

I am keen for our
submarines to emulate the feats
of Drake and chart the deep
local waters acre by acre, trench
by trench, valley by valley.

As an added bonus, we may
find treasure. The Caribbean is
littered with shipwrecks, many
laden with bounty from South
and Central America. Some say
there may be more treasure and
gold below the sea than above. I
have a map showing more than
200 shipwrecks within 20 miles
of Necker. Some may be lurking
not far down, hidden by the
years; others may be much
farther down. We will be looking
for them, especially once we
develop our submarines to go
below 20 000 feet.

As T look across the ocean
from my hammock on Necker, I
am genuinely excited by the
opportunities. Besides
discovering new species,
charting the trenches and
finding treasure, we may even
find the lost city of Atlantis ...
you never know! ©2010 Richard
Branson. Distributed by The
New York Times Syndicate

B Branson is the founder of the
Virgin Group. He maintains a
blog at www.virgin.com/richard-
branson/blog. You can follow him
on Twitter at

http://twitter.com/richardbranson.

Questions from readers will be
answered in future columns.
Please send them to
branson@bdfim.co.za and include
your name, country, e-mail
address and the publication
where you read the column.

— and particularly international
branding and marketing —
opportunities are enormous. The
trajectory of the company from,
mostly, Khayelitsha to the West
End and Paris’s famed Théatre
du Chéatelet — where their Magic
Flute received standing ovations
every night from a 2 000-strong
audience and, last week,
received the Globes de Cristal
Award for Opera in recognition
of its sellout season — is
meteoric.

“I took the show to the
Young Vic and it sold out. Then
I took it to the West End.
People said ‘Opera! In the West
End — you must be kidding!’
Something like 50 000 people
saw it, and it was a wonderful
antidote to all sorts of prejudice,
one them the prejudice of
surprise at the excellence of
performance from Africa,” says
Abraham, who will continue to
fund the company’s international
touring, as well as undertake
exchange programmes with
nonprofit theatres such as The
Royal Court and Donmar
Warehouse in London.

Fugard is less understanding
of corporate SA’s reticence to
come on board. He clenches his
70-something fists and says with
staccatoed emphasis: “That. Is.
Shameful! In the final analysis,
the corporate world is at risk of
having a dishonourable record if
we are to achieve the democracy
we want. Eric has given an
extraordinary gift to Cape Town
and the world. It’s an inspiring
and huge act of faith in the
potency of theatre.”

The person who approached
Fugard about using his name —
Abraham and Fugard,

MOVED TO TEARS: Minister in the Presidency Trevor Manuel, left, producer and founder of The Fugard Eric
Abraham, right, and the Isango Portobello company at Friday’s rousing performance of The Magic Flute; above
left, Athol Fugard, very much alive, is uneasy about having a theatre named after him. Pictures: TREVOR SAMSON

incredibly, didn’t meet until
Friday’s premiere — was who
Fugard calls “that conduit of all
good things”, Mannie Manim,
the Fugard’s executive director.
“When he called and asked
about naming the theatre after
me I didn’t like it one little bit,”
says Fugard. “For one thing, 'm
not dead!” Abraham has noted
the theatre may be the only one
in the world named after a living
playwright. “But Mannie doesn’t
let go, and he called again. I
gave permission with misgivings.

“I feel truly humbled, but I
could give you many names that
should come before mine for the
honour.”

When Fugard saw the
theatre, however, he couldn’t
help being “stunned” by it, and
called Abraham to tell him so.
“The only way I can reconcile
my name being put to it is to see
it as a challenge. I defy any
writer to sit in the auditorium
and look at that stage and not
want to create work for that
space — it’s thrilling!”

Fugard will be doing just that
with his new play, The Train
Driver, which starts at the
theatre on March 24.

“That stage,” he enthuses.
“When you stand there, the
architecture and design puts the
audience in the palm of your

hand. T have been defeated by
the physicality of many theatres
around the world, but this one
puts its arms around you.”

Of the opening night’s
extraordinary performance,
Roger Chapman, who owns
London theatre company On
Tour and who had flown in to
see the local version, said “the
singing was far better than in
Paris”, where he was one of the
audience members standing his
approval. He also mentioned
that Le Monde newspaper said
French President Nicolas
Sarkozy, who had been at
another theatrical function on
the Paris opening night, “should

outh Africans

have come here (to Impempe
Yomlingo) instead!”

Manuel was positively
beaming as the thank-yous were
said. “I am as proud as punch to
be part of this production — I
used to be a numbers man ... but
this gives new meaning to
performance measurement!

“This show needs to be taken
across the length and breadth of
the country, and across the
world; we cannot be selfish and
keep this to ourselves. Mozart
wrote The Magic Flute” — and
he turned to the cheering
company on stage behind him —
“for this!”

There was barely a dry eye in
the house.

Paul Taylor, arts critic for
The Independent in the UK, had
also flown in, independently, to
see the show: “It was immensely
moving — and where else in the
world are you going to find such
a humane minister as Trevor
Manuel? It’s tremendously
uplifting.”

Abraham says of the London
show, expanding on his belief
that performing arts can help
heal social, political and personal
wounds and forward democracy:
“When people came out of the
theatre, there was a huge smile
on their faces and I thought —
theatre should fall under the
auspices of the National Health
Service; you feel better
afterwards.”

Actor Alan Rickman, best
known for his recent evil work
as Severus Snape in the Harry
Potter franchise, was also there
on Friday as a friend and
supporter of Abraham’s work,
and put it even more succinctly:
“There is simply more oxygen
around after a show like this; it’s
the air democracy breathes. Art
is democracy.”
chancek@bdfm.co.za
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Executive
Education Series

SEMINAR WITH

PROFESSOR KING

Listen while the South African
father of corporate governance
explains the practical implications
of the latest King Report

King lll is the latest landmark in the corporate
governance journey. Focusing on a philosophy
that revolves around leadership, sustainability
and corporate citizenship, King lll now applies
to all entities operating in South Africa.

This seminar will address:

* The key principles of King lll

¢ Key changes in the new Companies Act

11l & the new
Companies Act

* Question and answer sessions addressing individual queries

* Understanding the new “apply or explain” governance framework

* Why King lll became necessary after the introduction of the New Companies Act

e Changes in international corporate governance trends that affect South Africa

* The infrastructure and reporting implications of incorporating the new King lll requirements

Course dates:
Johannesburg: 1 March * 19 March

For more details or to register for this seminar call

(011) 454 5505 e-mail bdfm@cbm-training.co.za
or visit www.businessday.co.za
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