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Lakutshon’ilanga

THE HOUSE ITSELF WAS NOTHING to write home about. A simple 
red brick government-issue four-roomed hovel just like any other 
in Soweto. It was set on a tiny piece of ground that was more 
repulsive than remarkable. A profusion of weeds all around. 
Uneven stubbles of lawn fighting for survival among the giant 
weeds. I entered the gate and stepped over a grey dog turd. 

Then it hit me: a sweet, slow melody wafting from somewhere 
in the lugubrious little hovel. My trumpet case in one hand and 
my suitcase in the other suddenly felt heavy. What was I doing 
here? I wanted to run away from it all. I paused briefly, took a 
deep breath. I dragged myself forward nevertheless, succumbing 
to the pull of the clinking notes from the piano. 

And then I was standing on the threshold, looking into the 
dim confines of what looked like the lounge. I put my suitcase 
down. I wanted to knock on the door to announce my presence, 
but I didn’t want to interrupt the man playing the piano. So I just 
stood there awkwardly, and watched, and listened.

While the exterior had been repulsive, the interior was 
alluring. There was a riot of big paintings hanging on the 
walls: a Gerard Sekoto here, a George Pemba, a Cecil Skotnes 
linocut. Then there were masks populating whatever space they 
could find. The floor wore an exquisite zebra hide mat. The sofas 
were draped in kudu skins. 

The man at the piano, with his back to me, continued  
playing even though I knew he was now aware of my presence. 
He was wearing denim shorts but naked from the waist up. His 
feet were bare. A huge cream fedora hat sat at a rakish angle on 
his head. 

He continued playing the familiar tune. 
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Then he said: ‘Are you going to just stand there at the door, or 
are you coming in?’ He said this in a calm voice that didn’t betray 
the fact that he was concentrating hard on the keyboard. 

Like one waking up, I stepped inside the room and looked around 
for a place to sit.

‘Let’s get cooking then!’ he raised his voice as his fingers weaved 
a cluster of notes. 

I hesitated for a moment before I removed my horn from its 
case. I started blowing. Initially, my phrasing was rushed, eager to 
impress. 

But then I regained my composure, started strutting and 
swaggering in the spirit of Mackay Davashe’s Lakutshon’ilanga. 
We played for a long time, and I was bopping, howling with joy, 
sinking to low notes of pain of loss that the great piece was all about. 
Lakutshon’ilanga – when the sun goes down. When the sun goes 
down I will be looking for you, scouring the hospital wards, asking 
after you from the prison authorities. Lakutshon’ilanga – when the 
sun goes down. When the sun goes down, I’ll pound the pavements 
looking for you, until I find you. Lakutshon’ilanga.

At last we faded out. For a long time the man sat with his back to 
me, his fingers poised on the keyboard as if he was about to launch 
onto another song. But he turned slowly towards me. He peered 
at me from behind dark glasses. His face was tiny, slightly fair in 
complexion, intense of demeanour. An angry scar ran along the 
left-hand side of his jaw. 

‘So you’re the boy from Durban, Bhazabhaza’s boy?’ he 
grunted.

‘Yes, Bra Bhazabhaza sent me.’
‘I don’t know why the arsehole keeps sending me impressionable 

kids who think Miles is the best thing since sliced bread, the piece 
of manure. I run the best school of music and drama performance in 
the southern hemisphere, you hear?’

‘Yes, I am listening sir.’
‘This here is the Vivian Qunta music academy. Are you listening 

to me, baby?’
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‘Yes, sir, I am listening.’
‘And stop calling me fucking sir, I am not some fucking honky, 

you hear?’
‘Yes, s…’
‘What I am telling you is that this is the Qunta academy, and 

we don’t want no half-baked pseudo-Miles Davis bopping shit. We 
play pure African shit. You understand where I’m coming from? If 
you want to join us you better learn that immediately. No fucking 
screaming Miles Davis shit. You will blow the way our ancestors 
used to blow their horns during their traditional ceremonies, no 
fancy shit.’

So, in a nutshell, that’s how I was introduced to Vivian Qunta, 
the great playwright and composer. His tone of voice hurt me. But 
the fact that a trained musician like him could already tell what 
I was trying to do musically, that I was taking my cue from the 
great Miles Davis, flattered me. It told me I was well on my way to 
creating my own sound.

After that memorably violent weekend in the township, 
Bhazabhaza had decided that I should make myself scarce for my 
own safety because friends and comrades of the boys we’d killed 
were likely to want payback. 

Bhazabhaza felt the logical place to go to would be Soweto, 
the biggest township in the country. He arranged for his friend 
Vivian Qunta not only to take care of me, but to utilise my 
musical talents in his dramatic troupe, which had made a name 
for itself by producing a number of powerful musicals such as  
The Jazz Prophets, Kudala and others.  

On the first day after we’d finished playing, we sat down to a 
couple of bottles of beer. We spoke about politics, music and life in 
general. 

Later that evening, he showed me to a room at the back. That’s 
where I was going to sleep; that’s where I was going to dream my 
dreams, regret my regrets, curse at my fucked failures in the company 
of my own fucked-up self, cry myself to sleep about lost love,  
at love unfulfilled because I never had time to nurture such love. 
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Because I am made of flesh and blood, and not steel and mortar, 
I had my regrets, my moments of self doubt. Why was it that a 
young man of my age wasn’t having what was called a steady affair? 
Why was it that I had almost forgotten that somewhere on planet 
Earth was a woman who called herself my mother; a man who had 
sweated his way into bringing me into this world, a man who called 
himself my father. Suddenly I felt like I was a lone star in the sky, 
with no relationships, no attachment to the rest of the constellation 
of stars. All that had mattered to me was my music. I gravitated only 
towards those who offered the promise to help nurture my art.

All my life, my association with women had been technical. 
First, there was the woman who brought me into the world. As 
soon as I could do things for myself, clean myself, feed myself, go 
to the toilet by myself, a distance grew between the two of us. 
There was no hostility, and our drifting apart was an unconscious 
phenomenon. I greeted her politely, talked about my school work 
with her, and listened to her religious teachings. But I made it a 
point that I spoke only when spoken to; no, I am wrong. I never 
made it a point to do that; it just happened by itself. 

After I’d already left home, and started working with 
Bhazabhaza, my interaction with women was again technical. I 
would go hunting for them when we were just starting out with 
our beauty pageants; would cajole them into taking part in the 
contests, make money out of them, then move on. Sometimes 
I would get them when there were pressing carnal needs to be 
fulfilled, sweat with them, scream with them, laugh at them 
privately as they declared their love for me, and finally kick them 
out of my bed the following day. That’s what my life had been. It 
didn’t look like it was about to change.

The difference between Bhazabhaza and I was that even though 
his heart was never dedicated to any woman, he liked to cling to 
them. He would have as many as ten women attached to him at 
any given time – that’s excluding the girls who were walking the 
streets for him. He would squeeze every little drop of enjoyment 
from their company, from their suffering. And the more they 
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suffered at his hands the more pleased he seemed to be. He drove 
his prostitutes hard, even when they were sick, or even when they 
were experiencing women’s monthly troubles. He maintained that 
some tricks derived pleasure in sleeping with a woman experiencing 
her monthly problems. And I guess he was right because some of 
the girls attracted lots of repeat business during the time of their 
monthly troubles.

All these things were coming back to me now as Bra Viv was 
showing me to the little hovel in which I was going to live my 
life.

‘This is going to be your home, for as long as you want to stay 
with us,’ he said.

‘Thank you very much, Bra Viv. I will repay you for being so 
kind to me.’

‘You can’t afford to repay me; I’m too big for you, my boy.’ He 
said this with a straight face. Then he broke out in a guffaw. Just as 
quickly, he knitted his face into a scowl and quickly walked away 
from me. This was a funny man. 

The following afternoon a group of young men and women 
came to the house. They were members of the Qunta dramatic 
crew. The afternoon started with voice exercises, with the girls 
going through the scales. Doh ray me fah soh… and so on. 

Then one fat girl with a piercing soprano broke into a spiritual, 
and the rest of the group joined in. All of a sudden, members of the 
band joined in with their instruments as well, the organ, the piano, 
guitars, the bass, the drums, the trumpets. It was all so spontaneous 
and easy going. To the untrained ear it was all groovy music. But 
there was something I didn’t like. I couldn’t tell what it was, but 
it was there. It was like eating a delicate dish of nicely roasted 
vegetables, only to keep encountering grains of sand in the dish. 
It was grating. But I couldn’t pinpoint the source of my irritation 
with the playing. I listened harder. 

The trumpet players were energetic but unrefined except for 
one guy known as Stompie. When it was his time to solo, I listened 
attentively. 
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But in the middle of his wail, Bra Viv stepped in: ‘Come on 
Stompie, come on, don’t be shy with that vibrato. Give it more 
volume! Vibrate, my boy, vibrate, the masses love it.’

The whole room suddenly exploded in vibratos. It was only then 
that I realised what had been bothering me with the singing and the 
playing. Everyone was trying to out-vibrate the next person. 

Over the next few sessions, I got into the groove of the music 
they were playing. But I simply refused to vibrate. Bra Viv noticed 
this, and tried to get me to remedy the situation. I ignored him. 

In an attempt to hurt me and humiliate in front of the others, 
he said one afternoon: ‘You must go for more music lessons, baby, 
so they can teach you the intricacies and beauty of your horn when 
you make it vibrate.’ In a way he was suggesting that vibrato was the 
pinnacle of musical achievement. He knew that wasn’t true.

While the world thought of him as a musical genius, Bra Viv was 
a cantankerous old fart who throttled other people’s musical ideas 
and dreams. Actors who enlisted with him were browbeaten into 
accepting his way of acting and singing. Long after an actor had left 
the Vivian Qunta stable, you could point him out easily from the 
way he contorted his face whenever he had to deliver a line, the 
eyes bulging out furiously to make a dramatic point. There was no 
room for subtlety and creativity at the Vivian Qunta stable. And it 
was his way or the highway. Later accounts of the history of South 
African theatre portrayed him as a revolutionary. In fact, the man 
was a reactionary right from the onset, a person who didn’t give his 
artists, or even other ordinary human beings for that matter, any 
breathing space, any opportunity to express themselves, to question 
his judgment, to look at the world around them through their own 
eyes, not his, to discover things for themselves.

At the Vivian Qunta stable I saw the best theatrical brains and 
talent going down the drain, being pummelled into submission by 
an autocrat. There was Ndabazabantu, a genius comedian whose 
wit and creativity were so hammered out of shape that in the end he 
became something of a circus clown instead of being nurtured and 
allowed the space to explore his comical genius.
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Musicians such as Sipho Qwabe, who was to later become a dog 
on the bass guitar, couldn’t last long at the Qunta stable because 
they were independent individuals who couldn’t take shit from an 
artistically-challenged megalomaniac.

But, that having been said, Qunta had his own personal appeal. 
Everything he touched turned to gold. Most of his productions 
were sell-outs. Critics, both locally and internationally, called him 
the Father of Black South African Theatre. In the end, it was his 
hard-headedness and narrow take on life and the arts that catapulted 
him to fame and recognition. I don’t know what one should read 
into that. I’ll just leave it for you to judge.

Look, I know that in many artistic fields, formulae are of great 
importance. Every writer or director or producer has his own style, 
his own outlook, his own signature. But I maintain that having one’s 
own signature doesn’t mean these artists should stop dreaming, stop 
pushing the boundaries. Pushing the envelope is the essence of art. 
And that wasn’t allowed at the Qunta school, and the man made 
this clear to me the first day we met. For Vivian Qunta, the formula 
was ‘for a story to sink and seep into souls, sing a song’. He used his 
musicians and performers, his compositions, texts and choreography 
as social messengers, he said. And they were just that: messengers 
delivering to the world what he had dreamt up as he had dreamt it 
up, with no input from others.

But it was a formula doomed to consign its practitioner into a rut. 
I wasn’t prepared to be part of an artistic corpus caught in a rut. I was 
young and ambitious. And let it be said, I was a classically trained 
musician while most of those who came around to the school were 
highly innovative, artistic cats whose limitation was their inadequate 
education. Their limited education made them insecure, I suppose, 
and they were grateful to genuflect at the artistic feet of the one and 
only Vivian Qunta. It is true that many great artists realise their 
greatness as a result of serving under a great master. At the risk of 
belabouring the point, Vivian Qunta was no benevolent master.

Nevertheless, I had no option but to hang around. After all, the 
man was providing me with accommodation, contributing towards 
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some of my meals and booze, thanks to Bhazabhaza who adored 
Vivian and had put in a good word for me.

Despite all my misgivings about the direction my musical career 
was taking, the stay with the Qunta crew was an eye opener. Not 
only was I playing in the biggest band I had ever been exposed to – 
there were four trumpets, four saxophones, a trombone, an organ, 
a piano, drums, bongo drums and percussions, bass, lead guitar, 
rhythm guitar, acoustic guitar, and about 20 singers, I also had a 
speaking part in the play. Just a couple of politically inane lines; 
Bra Viv considered himself a politically inspired revolutionary 
playwright. I happened to have good English diction and had the 
training not to forget what I had been taught. I therefore had the 
potential of being turned into some class of actor.

‘While others use guns to fight for their liberation, through 
music we shall overcome. Listen to the thunderous anger of the 
oppressed coming out of our horns…’ some shit like that, which I 
recited before I launched into a solo on my trumpet and so on. 

There were cats in the band who could indeed play. All that 
they lacked was vision and guts. They were happy to enlist with 
Bra Viv because he provided them with shelter – many of them 
were from out of town and lived in houses that he paid rent for. 
And they were guaranteed some form of income at the end of the 
month. These people were weak and couldn’t stand on their own 
feet. They were meek, and couldn’t take the heat. Also, none of 
them had any management skills. When you are not in charge of 
your financial affairs, it kills you.

Somebody, I think it was Nsanga, so-called because of his 
squinty eyes, suggested that we start a small band of our own on 
the side. We could play the townships around Johannesburg, he 
suggested. 

Clement, one of our guitarists, started laughing. He was not 
right in the head, always laughing for no reason. Once he started 
laughing, it was difficult to stop him. The only way to silence 
him was to give him a guitar. Then he would close his eyes and 
take a deep breath. And play. 
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To cut a long story short, it was agreed over a few drinks that 
we should start a small band that would play in the neighbouring 
townships whenever we had time off from our obligations with 
Bra Viv. 

‘Maybe we should tell Bra Viv about this idea, he might think we 
are going behind his back,’ I ventured.

‘Shit no,’ exclaimed Stompie the trumpeter, ‘We are men in our 
own right. There’s no need to tell him about our every move, just as 
long as we don’t eat into his time or interfere with his programme. 
He doesn’t consult us whenever he wants to submit a drama to one 
of the radio stations. He chows that money all by himself…’

‘Those of us who have a bit of drama education can tell that he 
gets some of his radio drama ideas from interacting with us,’ jumped 
in Scotch, the bassist.

It was decided that I should be in charge of the band’s management 
issues. We christened our band Zakes’ Zeppelins. By that time they 
had already started calling me Zakes. I think this had to do with the 
fact that I was listening a lot to a guy called Zacks Nkosi, a dog on 
alto saxophone. 

We played in the East Rand townships because, for some reason, 
that part of the province always seemed to be receptive to new 
innovative jazz. We played mostly standards – American and local; 
some of us ventured into writing. 

All of my guys played by ear, but they were imaginative and 
ambitious. As a result, they would come to me with some ideas for 
a song, some phrases, and we would sit down and write. 

Through all this activity, Bra Viv never said a word. He neither 
voiced his disapproval, nor heaped praises on us. Our name had 
started appearing in the press.

But shit clouds were gathering on the horizon.
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