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««««
“An electric, riveting 
and astounding 
reinvention”
CAPE ARGUS

«««««
“King Kong enchants”

DIE BURGER

«««««
“King Kong is a 
knockout success”
CITY PRESS

“Beautifully staged, 
impeccably performed 
piece of work”
WEEKEND SPECIAL

“King Kong hits all 
the right notes”
CHANNEL 24

“Gregory Maqoma’s 
choreography is 
simply magnificent”
DAILY MAVERICK
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Tembe, whose credits include HBO’s Golden Globe and 
Emmy Award-winning series True Blood, are an iconic 
double treat.

Internationally acclaimed dancer, director and 
choreographer Gregory Maqoma excelled at his task. 
Conscious of keeping the dance in the kwela era – within the 
context of Sophiatown, and the 50s and 60s dance forms – 
Maqoma found a new rhythm for the song It’s A Wedding.

His choreography incorporates Zulu indlamu with 
isicathamiya and delighted the audience.

Musically, my favourites King Kong, Strange Things Happen, 
Back of the Moon and Quickly In Love are there.

The moving choral rendition of Life Goes On is arguably the 
best showcase of the vocal talent of the company. That and 
The Business Of Fear, are two of the new additions to the 
musical, the latter highlighting the sterling performance of 
Sanda Shandu as Lucky, the meanest tsotsi, who orchestrates 
King Kong’s pivotal loss in the ring.

When it comes to listing all the standout cast members, I 
face the same challenge as I do when choosing the most 
memorable songs. They have poured their hearts and souls 
into this “killer show”, and their effort shows in every note, 
movement and line of dialogue. Nobody can be overlooked.

However, the acting experience that Tshamano Sebe brings 
to his portrayal of Jack, King Kong’s boxing coach, deserves 
special mention.

Todd Matshikiza’s inspirational score, and Pat Williams’ 
original book and lyrics provide the foundation for this 
restaging. The revised book (with additional lyrics) is by 
Academy Award-nominated screenwriter and playwright 
William Nicholson.

Musical direction is by Charl-Johan Lingenfelder (after the 
original musical director Stanley Glasser) and Sipumzo 
Trueman Lucwaba, with arrangements and additional 
music by Lingenfelder. The nine-piece band is directed by 
Lucwaba.

I can’t say it better than producer Eric Abraham himself: 
“The extraordinary cast and creative team … have knocked 
my socks off.”

REVIEW: CITY PRESS (CPT)

Debbie Hathway | Sunday, August 13, 2017

«««««
SA musical King Kong is back and 
a knockout success
Cape Town - Almost 60 years after King Kong defied the 
apartheid status quo and opened at Wits University’s Great 
Hall in Johannesburg, the curtain rose once again on this 
landmark musical in Cape Town earlier this month.

Reimagined for a contemporary audience, the word ‘curtain’ 
is figurative when it comes to The Fugard theatre – its stage 
is always brilliantly set for maximum use of the intimate 
space.

The excitement was palpable on opening night. Some in the 
audience had seen the original and were keen to see how it 
had stood the test of time.

Of course, it hadn’t, which is why improvements were made 
to the script, new songs were written and new characters 
added. The result? Expectations were exceeded, as one 
audience member put it.

The celebratory atmosphere at the opening-night party was 
testimony to the artistic talent we have in this country, on 
and off stage. “Where have they been?” some asked about 
the actors.

“Right under our noses,” to quote Sne Dladla’s King Kong 
character, Pop.

Most of the all-star cast has considerable experience in 
theatre, film and television. Dladla, one of music and theatre 
legend David Kramer’s many protégés, produces his best 
performance yet as narrator, boxing umpire, barber to 
Andile Gumbi’s King Kong and suitor to Lerato Mvelase’s 
Petal.

Dladla sets the scene, relating the story of the rise and fall 
of Ezekiel “King Kong” Dlamini in the ring. Dlamini left his 
hometown of Vryheid at 14 and ended up in Johannesburg, 
where he gambled until he found himself in the sparring 
rooms of the Bantu Men’s Social Centre.

His legendary prowess as a non-European heavyweight 
boxing champ began to diminish after he was beaten by 
Simon “Greb” Mthimkulu. Jailed for murdering his girlfriend 
in 1957, Dlamini’s life sentence at Leeukop Prison Farm near 
the City of Gold lasted less than two weeks – he was found 
drowned, aged 32.

The girlfriend, Joyce, the queen of the Back of the Moon 
shebeen in Sophiatown, is played by Nondumiso Tembe, 
whom I met at the party.

The Los Angeles-based actress and award-winning singer-
songwriter hopes her performance will give audiences 
more insight into Joyce as a human being and help them 
understand the choices she made – she did what she had to 
do.

Gumbi as King Kong towers over her petite frame, looking 
every inch the champion boxer. Credit must go to boxing 
coach Chris Mugisho and fight choreographer Richard 
Lothian for their contributions. Gumbi, who made his 
Broadway debut as Simba in Disney’s The Lion King, and 
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REVIEW: DIE BURGER

Mariana Malan | Tuesday, August 8, 2017

«««««
King Kong enchants theatregoers
TRANSLATED FROM AFRIKAANS: This treasure was buried 
for too long. King Kong deserves a resurrection. This is a 
new version of the original iconic musical from the 1950s, 
and yet the story with its tragic elements on one side and 
jubilation on the other, remains unchanged. 

It is the story of a boxer who could have been king, but 
chose a watery grave over a life sentence in prison. One 
might wonder about bringing back the play and presenting 
it to an audience in 2017, considering the changes in 
politics, the evolution of performance style over the years 
and the increased cost of staging a large musical. The 
original production had a cast of 70. The new version has 
22. Formerly the orchestra was made up of 30 members. For 
this production it has been shrunk to nine. The 1959 cast 
consisted of Hugh Masakela and Miriam Makeba, who were 
yet to reach the levels of fame they attained later in life. This 
may well happen to the actors in the new production.  

Even though the story revolves around heavyweight 
boxer Ezekiel Dlamini, a.k.a. King Kong, the audience is 
immediately introduced to the colourful and sonorous 
Sophiatown of days gone by. This was place that never 
slowed down, where gangsters with shiny shoes roamed 
free. This was a place where singing, dancing and living was 
done with a passion that bordered on frenzy.  

Every part of the space is utilized to great effect. The stage 
transforms from boxing ring, to shebeen, to the streets of 
Sophiatown. The main characters are the boxer King Kong 
(Andile Gumbi), the shebeen queen Joyce (Nondumiso 
Tembe), the narrator Pop (Sne Dladla) and promoter/
manager Jack (Tshamano Sebe). The scene-stealer is Dladla’s 
Pop, a role that has been significantly, and wisely, expanded 
upon since the original production.

The supporting characters are often more interesting than 
the leads and the ensemble of singers and dancers are the 
absolute stars of the show. New compositions by Charl-
Johan Lingenfelder slot in perfectly with the existing music.  

Great attention is paid to the smallest details. The boxing 
matches are kept to a minimum but when they do occur, you 
as though you are ring-side. The period is lovingly recreated, 
as is evident in the costume design. The pennywhistle is a 
rare thing to hear these days, but back in the Sophiatown 
days it echoed throughout the streets. The scene wherein 
Pop teaches four boys how to play the pennywhistle adds 
another level of colour and nostalgia to the proceedings.  

There are only two truly political scenes in the play. In the 
first, a row of black people stand at a “blacks only” bustop. 
They sing a song of sorrow and abaondonement and even 
if you don’t understand the language, it still speaks directly 
to the heart. In the second overtly political scene, Jack rages 
against the system and laws of the land and what they did to 
King Kong. The truth hits home because he is not the only 
one, or the last one, to experienced it.

In the end, King Kong leaves the ring and this life without 
drama. But it’s like Pop says: He is the king and he decides 
how and when he does what he does. 

REVIEW: THE CAPE ARGUS

Orielle Berry | Tuesday, August 8, 2017

««««
Riveting remake of 1950s opera
When it was first staged almost 60 years ago in 1959, it 
was lauded by a critic from the Johannesburg Star as “the 
greatest thrill in 20 years of South African theatre”. It was 
viewed by more than 200 000 South Africans in multiracial 
audiences at the height of the apartheid era. 

Miriam Makeba was catapulted into the public eye in her 
role as Joyce, the queen of the Back of the Moon shebeen 
in Sophiatown, while a young Hugh Masekela performed as 
part of the band along with music icons Kippie Moeketsi and 
Thandi Klaasen. When the musical toured in the West End 
in 1961 with an entirely black cast of 70 non-professional 
actors, it ran to over 200 performances and was hailed as a 
triumph. The current version is without a doubt an electric, 
riveting and astounding reinvention of Todd Matshikiza’s 
original opera. 

The story is based on the rise and fall of heavyweight boxer 
Ezekiel Dlamini, who took the stage name King Kong due to 
his ferocious reputation in the ring.

Andile Gumbi bears a striking resemblance to the boxer 
and has the impressive presence needed for the role, 
while Sanda Shandu does an excellent job of playing the 
mean gangster Lucky Sne Dladla is Pop, the raconteur, and 
Nondumiso Tembe plays Joyce. 

Tembe impresses from the word go, playing the streetwise 
shebeen queen perfectly. She has a beautifully powerful 
voice which she puts to good use as she belts out Pat 
Williams’ original lyrics that are adroitly arranged for this 
latest interpretation by CharlJohan Lingenfelder. 

A cleverly designed triplelevel stage draws you into the 
action, set in 1950s Sophiatown. A high sense of energy 
sometimes almost electric, is sustained throughout the play 
as the audience is taken through the King’s dreams, his 
fights, his love and his strife with Lucky who lives by the knife 
and is backed by his equally mean criminal cohorts. 

It’s difficult to single out individual scenes as there’s an 
almost seamless transition from one sequence to the next: 
from the foottapping music bringing to life the classic songs 
of the original, the sassy shebeen jiving to the thumping 
group dances. The smoky atmosphere in the shebeen is 
evocatively rendered, as is the electric atmosphere in the 
boxing ring where the action is fast and furious. 

There are also some delightfully funny scenes mostly led by 
the charming Dladla, as the Sophiatown locals laugh up a 
storm, and some whimsically tender moments between the 
King and Joyce. 

The skilled band expertly bring to life the original songs and 
music, so that you almost feel as if you are in the shebeen or 
on the streets of Sophiatown. The choreography is brilliant, 
whether it’s in the shebeen, in the infectious dance scenes or 
the riveting sequences in the boxing ring. 

This triumphant production enchants and uplifts.
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REVIEW: THE CAPE TIMES

Beverley Brommert | Monday, August 7, 2017

Classic Sophiatown Musical 
Undiminished:  
A Powerful ‘King Kong’
NOT only does this inspired recreation of the musical 
King Kong track the rise and fall of boxing icon Ezekiel 
Dlamini it also recaptures the vibrancy and violence of life 
in Sophiatown some 60 years ago, the milieu in which the 
boxer lived and loved, fought and failed. 

As such, it is a period piece that transcends its era by 
offering a perspective on the more universal topic of human 
nature, its aspirations and its frailty, and it does so with a 
humour that steers it firmly away from facile sentimentality. 
Apart from the collective excellence of its cast, both actors 
and musicians, this production is stellar by virtue of its 
staging. Given the show’s spatial mobility, which requires 
constant shifts of scene without forfeiting verisimilitude, set 
designer Paul Wills has opted for vertical as opposed to the 
more traditional horizontal presentation, and the three levels 
of the set, with the band playing on the fourth, economises 
brilliantly on the limitations of available stage size. The 
boxing ring is evoked by the simple means of four ropes and 
two stools; the shebeen emerges at intervals as if by magic 
from the panels of the backdrop; and the prison is conjured 
up by a set of palisades. 

All this is further enhanced by Tim Mitchell’s lighting and 
Mark Malherbe’s sound design to transport the audience to 
township society in the late1950s, with the distinctive dress-
style of the time convincingly caught in Birrie le Roux’s wide 
array of costumes. 

Amid all the colour and energy of that society the 
athletic dancing to catchy music from jazz ensembles and 
pennywhistle players, Dlamini/Kong thrives through his 
pugilistic talent until he falls in love with the wrong girl, 
oblivious to the adoration of the lass who truly loves him ... 

A quartet of footballing schoolboys and their old friend Pop 
provide a context for Kong’s adventures, and Dladla as Pop 
almost upstages Gumbi with his dynamic personality. Gumbi 
himself is ideally cast: he combines the powerful physique 
of a boxer with the gentle face of a man naive enough to 
be led astray. Most compelling of all the portrayals is that of 
Tembe as Joyce, the shebeen-queen. Sensual, glamorous 
and seductive, she also has a voice to match that of Miriam 
Makeba, who was the original Joyce back in 1959. 

This is a worthy successor to the 1959 production of King 
Kong and the work carries its age effortlessly

REVIEW: 
WHAT’S ON IN CAPE TOWN

Siya Mahomba | Thursday, August 3, 2017

Considering the original play’s mega success, I can’t 
imagine the amount of pressure that Jonathan Munby 
must have felt when he took the director’s seat. In 1959 
King Kong was seen by 200 000 South Africans, playing 
to a record-breaking and multi-racial audience during the 
height of apartheid, before it transferred to the UK for a 
200-performance run.

But Munby and his creative / production teams have pulled 
it off. Brilliantly. From additional music and arrangements by 
Charl-Johan Lingenfelder, groovy choreography by Gregory 
Maqoma, and Birrie le Roux’s gorgeous costumes right 
through to the efficient music direction by Sipumzo Trueman 
Lucwaba, King Kong 2017 is a knockout.

A live nine-piece orchestra accompanies a star-studded 
cast as they portray the famous story, clad in stunning 
50s-inspired costumes while gallivanting around an 
innovative and amazingly designed set. The updates to 
script and music, coupled with a flawless sound system, add 
a fresh 21st century twist without disdaining the original. 
The end result is not only an immaculately staged piece of 
theatre, but also a tribute to South Africa’s performance arts 
legacy.

Internationally acclaimed as South Africa’s first musical, 
the original King Kong introduced the now iconic talents 
of Miriam Makeba, Hugh Masekela and Thandi Klassen to 
global stardom. It is no wonder that only the best actors 
were selected to reiterate the masterpiece. Assuming the 
lead roles, Andile Gumbi (as King Kong), Nondumiso Tembe 
(as Joyce), Sne Dladla (as Pop), Sanda Shandu (as Lucky), 
Lerato Mvelase (as Petal) and Ntambo Rapatla (as Miriam) 
articulate the events that led to the tragic fall of renowned 
South African heavyweight boxing champion, Ezekiel 
Dlamini, also known as ‘King Kong’.

The story is based on Dlamini’s life, which over half a 
century later still mirrors South Africa’s ills; violence, racial 
segregation, alcoholism and the murder of women by their 
intimate partners. The play tells how the great King Kong 
falls in love with a feisty shebeen queen, Joyce, before 
slipping into a downward spiral of intoxication, street fights, 
and jail time, with the almost inevitable consequences. 
As comic relief, the multi-talented Sne Dladla adds an 
appreciated dash of humour in his narration – a welcome 
escape from the more sombre aspects of the storyline.

King Kong is a great South African story and one of our 
country’s cultural milestones. Hats off to the Fugard Theatre 
for retelling this story with such sheer brilliance and bravado.
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REVIEW: DAILY MAVERICK

Marianne Thamm | Wednesday, August 09, 2017

King Kong – Legend of a Boxer: 
60 years later, does it stand the 
test of time?
It was billed as an “all-African jazz opera”; it was a unique 
collaboration between black and white, South Africa and 
the UK. After its opening at the Wits theatre in 1959 it was 
seen locally by 200,000 people including a young Nelson 
Mandela. “King Kong” featured some of the greatest and 
most influential South African talents including composer 
Todd Matshikiza as well as musicians and singers like Jonas 
Gwangwa, Hugh Masekela, Caiphus Semenya, Kippie 
Moeketsi, Miriam Makeba and Letta Mbulu. Does the 
reimagining live up to the hype of the original?

For many of us who were too young to catch the now iconic 
King Kong – All African Jazz Opera way back in the late 
1950s, all we have had is the recorded music performed by 
the original cast, a soundtrack that has endured for over half 
a century and that has embedded itself in the South African 
musical tapestry.

But the opera has, until now, been preserved in separate 
shards of amber. There is the soundtrack, then a classic 
photograph here of a young Miriam Makeba as the shebeen 
queen Joyce, another there of the large original cast (there 
were 72 performers) rehearsing.

There are the stories of those who went into exile while 
touring with King Kong in the UK, artists like Makeba, 
Gwangwa, Masekela, Semenya. Then there are the snippets 
of memories captured later by Hugh Masekela in his 
sprawling and hugely entertaining biography, Still Grazing.

There is something about the spirit of the ‘50s, a time of 
resistance to violent forced removals and the growing 
repression of the the apartheid government (the Treason 
Trials began in 1957), that manifested and became 
encapsulated in a common, urban South African cultural 
idiom.

There were the clothes, the hats, the shoes, the cars. There 
was the booze (shebeens and skokiaan, a home-brewed 
concoction), the writers, journalists and thinkers (Can 
Themba, Nat Nakasa, Lewis Nkosi). There were the Drum 
magazine models like blues queen Dolly Rathebe, there 
were the handsome political leaders like Nelson Mandela 
and Oliver Tambo, there were the American-style gangsters 
and there were the boxers like Ezekiel Dlamini.

The original King Kong – An All African Jazz Opera received 
mixed reviews when it eventually opened in London’s West 
end. There was criticism that the story was one-dimensional 
and apolitical, the acting wooden. But generally the score, 
the arrangements (which were “adapted” in places to suit a 
“European” audience) and the spirit of the production were 
favourably received.

It has taken Fugard Theatre founding and executive 
producer Eric Abraham around 20 years to secure the 
rights to the iconic musical which opened last month at the 
Fugard Theatre in Cape Town. This reimagining is directed 
by the celebrated and versatile UK-based Jonathan Munby, 
echoing the original SA/UK collaboration.

With all of this history swirling there are huge expectations, 
of course, of the new King Kong – Legend of a Boxer. Put 
them aside is this reviewer’s advice and attempt to enjoy this 
21st Century rendition without too much mining of the past.

For this is a production driven by sparkling new South 
African talents who bring to it a sophistication and 
professionalism – particularly in relation to the singing and 
dancing – that was absent in the original, which was raw and 
at times unwieldy.

Munby and Associate Director Mdu Kweyama have ensured 
a subtle freshness to it all and have conjured memorable 
performances from every single member of this ensemble 
no matter how small the role. Together they have brought 
an energy and zest that overlays any cracks or weaknesses 
that might have existed.

The search for the leads for this reimagining was, one can 
imagine, a thorough and difficult one. There were going to 
be comparisons of course, especially with regards to Joyce, 
the role that exposed Makeba as a singer to a much wider 
international audience. Then there is the tragic lead, the 
handsome brooding King Kong, originally played by Nathan 
Mdledle.

Back in the ‘50s, performers were not expected to be great 
all-rounders. Today it is a prerequisite. To sing, to dance and 
to act, all at the same time, is par for the course. And so it 
is that Andile Gumbi (who played Simba in The Lion King) 
and Nondumiso Tembe (who has a list of international TV 
and acting credits) – both highly accomplished performers 
on international stages – form the two, solid central pillars 
of this production as the doomed lovers; the handsome 
but quick-to-temper Dlamini and Joyce, the sultry, self-
possessed shebeen queen.

Both performers possess versatile and flexible voices that 
effortlessly work their way around Matshikiza’s extremely 
complex jazz score. In fact, Tembe has a voice that surpasses 
Makeba’s (if one dare offer such an opinion) and her onstage 
presence is mesmerising. Gumbi too is perfect as Dlamini 
(in fact he looks remarkably like Muhammad Ali) and he is as 
handsome as he is cocky, as vulnerable as he is violent.

The glue holding it all together though is Sne Dladla as 
Pops, the narrator who is smitten with Petal (Lerato Mvelase) 
who is in turn in love with the stand-offish King Kong who is 
smitten with Joyce.

Dladla is a shockingly versatile performer, a great comedian, 
a singer, a dancer, a clown and musician and it is his warmth 
and presence that underpins the entire story.

Sanda Shandu as the menacing gang boss, Lucky, struts 
and owns the stage like the violent kingpin he plays, while 
the veteran Tshamano Sebe, as Jack, the boxing promoter, 
holds a delicate balance of bravado, fear and scuzzbag as 
he betrays King Kong to pay off a debt. There are so many 
other performances that stand out including Lerato Mvelase 
as the love-struck Petal who hankers after King Kong. This 
entire ensemble works like a well-oiled machine.

Gregory Maqoma’s choreography is simply magnificent, 
marrying traditional South African dance with the jitterbug, 
boogie woogie and swing of the ‘50s, but all of it spritzed 
with a modern twist.

Musical Director, Charl-Johan Lingenfelder, who has also 
composed additional music and arrangements to update 
the original story, has honoured Matshikiza’s original score 
and ideas in the five new compositions that were required 
to drive and flesh out the original narrative. These include 
King Kong vs Joe Khanyile, Mark III Loadstar Flatbed Truck, 
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Life Goes On, The Business of Fear and King Kong vs Greb 
Mabisa and they all patch seamlessly into the original score, 
so much so that you might suspect they were there to start 
with.

The original hits and classics including Back O the Moon, 
King Kong, Sad Time, Bad Times, In the Queue all remain 
and are expertly brought to life by a nine-piece band led 
by Sipumzo Trueman Lucwaba also on bass and including 
Lumanyano Mzi on drums, Blake Hellaby on keys, Byron 
Manfred Carr on guitar, Lwanda Gogwana on 1st trumpet, 
Joseph Kunnuji on 2nd trumpet, Zeke le Grange on tenor 
sax, William Hendricks on alto sax and clarinet and Lee-Roy 
Simpson on trombone.

Nothing has been overlooked in this production, from 
the gorgeous and versatile set to the lighting and the 
magnificent costumes, all of which adds to its authentic feel.

The story, of course, is trapped in another era, especially 
with regards to male attitudes towards women. The tragedy 
is that King Kong murders the woman he loves before killing 
himself later after he had been sentenced to life in jail. As 
such the story holds the consequences of prolonged social, 
economic and political trauma in South Africa.

If there is one criticism of this reimagining it is the soft focus 
of the murder of Joyce, a pivotal scene in the final downfall 
of a flawed hero. In a country plagued by violent and 
dangerous hypermasculinity it would have perhaps been 
appropriate to render King Kong less sympathetically as 
he plunges a knife into Joyce in that moment. While this is 
theatre, it is not Romeo and Juliet.

There is, however, a subtle nod to contemporary South 
Africa which, if you don’t look for it, you might miss. In 
the scene featuring The Queue, where workers wait at a 
“blacks only” bus stop, one of the passengers is draped in 
a green blanket, which has come to symbolise the Marikana 
Massacre.

The huge investment in this production on all levels renders 
it something other than and different from the original. It 
pays homage to the 1950’s version and while it remains true 
to the score and the book (apart from the update at the start 
to contexualise it for new audiences), King Kong – Legend 
of a Boxer is its own entity and while it is tethered to the 
past it soars to its own heights.
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REVIEW: THEATRE SCENE

Barbara Loots | Thursday, August 10, 2017

King Kong, a vibrant retelling of 
myth through music
South Africans live through music, so it is no surprise that 
musical theatre has a strong following in our country. 
Appropriate, then, that it was a musical that saw a multi-
racial team create what Drum Magazine in 1959 already 
described as a ‘smash hit’. That landmark hit was King 
Kong, the ‘all-African jazz opera’, which went on to defy the 
odds when it transferred from South Africa to London in 
1961. Now, after 20 years of putting together the scattered 
puzzle pieces of a show very nearly confined to the vaults of 
history, Eric Abraham presents a Fugard Theatre Productions 
reimagining of this famous musical in the form of King Kong 
– Legend of a Boxer.

The original book – by Harry Bloom, with lyrics and first draft 
book by Pat Williams – logically couldn’t encapsulate all that 
was the tumultuous life of the gambling, hard-living boxer 
Ezekiel Dlamini, who went by many names: ‘King Marshall’, 
‘The Spy Smasher’, and, most frequently, ‘King Kong’.

Dlamini’s rise to stardom from humble rural beginnings is 
what grabbed the media’s attention in the ’50s. His press-
endorsed celebrity status formed a big part of people’s 
fascination with their adored King Kong, and they turned his 
life into a folk tale that downplayed his bullying in favour of 
his spirited nature.

The original book built on this press-propagated image 
of Dlamini and focused on the popular myths associated 
with his flamboyant antics, to romanticise his tragic tale in 
the setting of Sophiatown – known for its resilience and 
embracing of a vibrant culture in the face of apartheid-
rooted adversities. Much like the people of Sophiatown, the 
musical wanted a hero, and saw that in the myth developed 
around  the real life King Kong. A good deal of this musical 
is therefore nostalgia-driven, and the multi-talented creative 
team clearly respects that as they do justice to the original 
musical memory many still cherish today.

The reimagined production – under the impressive direction 
of Jonathan Munby and with expertly revised book and 
additional lyrics by William Nicholson, and additional music 
and arrangements by Charl-Johan Lingenfelder (assisted 
by co-musical director Sipumzo Trueman Lucwaba) – stays 
true to the telling of the myth that made the man a legend, 
while infusing it with a subtle and very effective hint of 
contemporary style. Collectively, the team have shaped it 
into a modern production that is still filled to the brim with 
jazzy beats and amazing songs, all brilliantly executed by an 
astonishingly talented cast and an exceptional nine-piece 
band.

With that historical nostalgia in mind, Act One of this new 
King Kong staging focuses primarily on celebrating the 
humorous, ambitious, and rambunctious South African 
Romeo, while Act Two reveals how he deals with the trials 
and tribulations associated with love and loss. King Kong 
faces his adversaries (in and out of the ring) head-on, while 
clinging to the love of his Juliet, shebeen queen Joyce. 
While King Kong and Joyce grapple with their status as star-
crossed lovers, their struggle is juxtaposed with the love and 
happiness enjoyed by two other couples in their immediate 
circle. This underlines the musical’s message that happiness, 

as with everything in life, has seasons and claims its own 
kind of balance.

Andile Gumbi as King Kong gives commanding expression 
to the legend’s machismo, and his status as non-conformist 
showman not easily intimidated by any gangster’s knifeman-
dance, while Nondumiso Tembe treats Joyce with great 
reverence and makes the legendary Miriam Makeba’s role 
her own, bringing a strong-willed presence to the part and 
delivering a beautifully clear vocal performance.

One of the contemporary elements added to this production 
is the packaging of the original story as a reflective 
cautionary tale. It sees Sne Dladla’s endearing character, 
Pops, telling four impressionable youths from the present 
day about the legend of King Kong. Dladla is truly the 
linchpin of this vibrant, people-centred production. He is a 
theatrical triple threat, and his performance unassumingly 
lures you in, until you find yourself rooting as much for 
his happiness as for that of the apparently doomed royal 
couple.

The deceptively simplistic set design by Paul Wills proves 
to be phenomenal, allowing the show to accommodate 
stealthy scene changes without impacting on or distracting 
from the action. In fact, every scene change enhances 
the dramatic effect, with added nuances courtesy of the 
beautiful lighting design by Tim Mitchell.

The combination of music and choreography makes for an 
exhilarating experience. Gregory Maqoma’s choreography 
will make you fall in love with this musical, thanks to his 
expression of the emotion that runs through the story. Be 
prepared to witness some truly jaw-dropping moves. These 
even include the imaginative and very striking merging 
of traditional and swing dance. One can easily see that 
Maqoma’s creative contribution to this staging will have 
people musing about his wonderful vision for years to come.

Overall, acknowledging the deference with which the 
contemporary team has stayed true to the original, there 
is but one element of concern, and that comes down to 
the decision of not allowing the audience to decide for 
themselves whether they like the character of King Kong in 
the end.

As the lights dim and the ‘hero’ exists the stage, there 
is undeniable contemplation in the air: Is it for a man to 
determine his own ‘end’, regardless of circumstances, or are 
there sometimes circumstances that would call for him to 
tow the cell-block line, regardless of personal persuasion? 
While this heavy question ripples through the audience, 
the stage lights suddenly flash and the shadow of a victory 
stance is revealed. The ending may have been more 
effective if the emotive cliff-hanger had been left to the 
audience to unpack for themselves, without having a specific 
image of the legend projected on their consciousness. But 
this small gripe constitutes a mere few seconds of a show 
containing a multitude of theatrical highlights.

The creative team and cast certainly deserve applause for 
the commitment and vision they have shown in producing 
such a sleek and vivacious show that is sure to have Cape 
Town talking. King Kong is a theatrical treat, and something 
to treasure and celebrate for the fact that it brings to the 
here and now a part of South African theatre history in a way 
that makes one appreciated the talent this country has and 
the music that can still, after so many years, get a crowd’s 
toes tapping.

Go (re)experience the legacy of an unlikely hero in this love 
story by watching a musical that through emotion, rhythmic 
beats, and all-round amazing design embraces the charm 
of a bygone era and transports that charm into the modern 
theatrical milieu.
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REVIEW: CHANNEL 24

The Juice | Tuesday, August 15, 2017

King Kong: The Musical hits all 
the right notes
Cape Town – King Kong: The Musical made its stage debut 
in 1959 and caused waves during Apartheid-era South Africa 
with its racially mixed cast.

It is based on the life of South African heavyweight 
champion, Ezekiel Dlamini and was such a hit locally that 
it moved to London’s West End for over two hundred 
performances.

Theatre-goers were enthralled by the cast which included 
a young and relatively unknown Miriam Makeba, who we 
of course know today as a modern music legend. Miriam 
played Joyce in the musical.

The 2017 production, which is on at the Fugard in Cape 
Town until September before moving on to Joburg Theatre, 
is amazing and lives up to the original. It packs a localised 
and powerful punch that knocked me out.

Director Jonathan Munby and the entire crew created an 
impeccable world that I got swept up in. The cast - which 
includes Isibaya hunk Andile Gumbi, True Blood star 
Nomdumiso Tembe and comedian Sne Dladla among others 
- shine brightly in that well-crafted historical accurate version 
of world that is filled with meticulous details. I walked away 
from The Fugard marvelling at the incredible costumes and 
stellar set design. 

For me, it is between Sne Dladla as Pop and Nondumiso 
Tembe as Joyce for my favourite performances. Sne is a 
true scene stealer in the best way, with his levity taking a 
dramatic turn at just the right moments. Nomdumiso is 
easily one of the most talented assets to South African 
theatre that I have ever seen. Her small frame and sweet 
smile belie a heavyweight voice that matches her acting 
chops. She makes me wish (her character) Joyce was 
someone that I knew in real life. 

Andile Gumbi seems effortless in everything he does on 
stage as the title character, King Kong. It’s never easy to 
be the lead protagonist in a large production but Andile 
(seemingly) hardly broke a sweat in his role as Ezekiel 
Dlamini, a feat that is not to be underestimated. I also have 
to mention stage and screen actress Lerato Mvelase as 
Petal, who I think is not only generous in her scenes shared 
with Andile and Nomdumiso but was strong in her own right 
when she stepped into the solo spotlight.

The band - who are led by Sipumzo Trueman Lucwaba on 
the bass - work in a symbiotic relationship with the cast to 
bring an added depth to the musical numbers giving the 
production an X factor that some local musicals (and even 
reality singing contests) often miss. These songs and their 
performances by the local cast could easily be played on 
radio and be top 10 hits.

The Fugard’s stage might be small in size but what it lacks 
in dimensions it makes up for tenfold by putting on strong 
productions that capture South Africa in a way that few other 
theatre houses have done before. 

I think that if you have the opportunity to go and buy a 
ticket to this show, do it, because it would be money well 
spent. A show like this must and should be supported by 
local theatre goers who can show their appreciation for our 
home-grown talents with their wallets.
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REVIEW: BROADWAY WORLD SA

David Fick | Saturday, August 19, 2017

Revival of King Kong at The 
Fugard Theatre as Complex as it is 
Thrilling
Watching KING KONG, the Fugard Theatre’s latest musical 
theatre production, is as complex an experience as it 
is a thrilling one. The first revival of a legendary South 
African jazz opera, as it was called when first performed 
in 1959, KING KONG is at once a historical document, a 
contemporary reimagining, a vibrant performance piece and 
a damning comment on society. As a proliferation of scenes 
flashes by and the most memorable South African musical 
theatre score ever written seeps into one’s being, it is hard 
to imagine that one of the earliest ideas for the piece was 
to tell the story of the famed local boxer, Ezekiel Dlamini, 
through a series of vignettes linked by a calypso-singing 
guitarist. Unless one was there at the time, it is impossible 
to reconcile the original script of the piece with its mythical 
status in South Africa’s theatre canon: KING KONG, as 
recorded on paper, belies the phenomenon it must have 
been to witness on stage. But thanks to two creative 
teams, improbably collaborating over a temporal divide of 
more than five decades, KING KONG lives on today in a 
handsomely mounted production that honours the spirit of 
this legendary South African musical.

Framed as a parable told by Pop to a quartet of 
testosterone-driven teenage boys, KING KONG begins 
at the at the height of King Kong’s fame. He has gone 
just about as far as he can go, having won the title fight 
in the Non-White South African Heavyweight division and 
positioned, he hopes, on the verge of an international 
career. He meets Joyce, who runs “the top shebeen in 
Joburg”, and the two fall in love, much to the chagrin of 
Lucky, a local gangster who sets in motion a plan to bring 
about the champion’s downfall. In true musical theatre style, 
two secondary love stories unfold in support of the main 
plot. Pop, a local barber, is hung up on Petal, who herself 
is hung up on King Kong. Jack, King Kong’s manager, and 
Miriam, a nurse, often banter about getting married, but 
they have never yet come to an agreement.

Harry Bloom’s book for KING KONG, itself based on a draft 
by the show’s lyricist, Pat Williams, has been handsomely 
revised by William Nicholson. The production shifts 
seamlessly between its framework and the action proper 
in the filmic manner employed by many of the so-called 
concept musicals. That the framework itself lends meaning 
to the piece rather than being a gimmick to kick off the 
action is just one sign of the mastery at work in all levels of 
this production.

If there is any work still to be done to KING KONG, it is 
perhaps in its second act, which already has us reeling by 
the time it comes to the production’s magnificent “one-two” 
combination of final images. With ten minutes sweated off, 
it would be a complete knockout. Compared to the superbly 
structured first act, the second act falls into too regular a 
pattern of one event following the next, and in that bustle 
of activity, we lose touch with Joyce in the lead-up to the 
play’s climax. The reason she returns to Lucky, a character 
too sharply delineated in his villainy throughout the musical, 
remains a device used to set up the scene and somewhat 
undermines her earlier definitive statement, “I am Joyce.”

One major convention employed in KING KONG that brings 
a compelling sense authenticity to the piece is the easy 
shifting between the languages spoken and sung on stage. 
And just as the vernacular shifts, so does Todd Matshikiza’s 
incredible music, arranged for this production by Charl-
Johan Lingenfelder. Using motifs from Matshikiza’s score, 
Lingenfelder has also created several additional songs, 
with lyrics by Nicholson that co-exist seamlessly alongside 
Williams’s lyrics for the original piece. The best of the new 
pieces are a pair of boxing matches that take place in 
each act, using the “King Kong” theme to thrilling effect. 
But while these, as well as numbers like “Mark III Loadstar 
Flatbed Truck”, “Life Goes On” and “The Business of Fear”, 
help to integrate the book and score in a way that is better 
tailored to contemporary musical theatre practice and the 
expectations it has created in today’s audiences, it is the 
classic songs one goes home singing. “Back of the Moon” 
is simply one of the greatest South African songs of all time, 
and “Quickly in Love” and “The Earth Turns Over” are no 
less memorable.

The company of KING KONG brings both the book and 
score of the musical to life in a breath-taking fashion. 
As Pop, Sne Dladla holds the piece together as both its 
narrator and one of its characters. Dladla is an extraordinary 
actor, capable of conveying deep pathos and playing 
high comedy. He is one of the greatest musical theatre 
performers in this country. Playing the man in the ring 
himself, Andile Gumbi taps into the frenetic energy that 
gives King Kong his power and brings about his downfall. 
He handles both the lighter title song and his heavier final 
number with equal aplomb and depicts well the journey that 
links them.
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Nondumiso Tembe is a revelation as Joyce. She shows 
a nuanced understanding of how to use both song and 
movement to define and layer the character, and her 
delivery of the dialogue communicates a refined sense 
of the period of the piece, whether she is behind the 
microphone at her shebeen or reflecting on her life outside 
its walls in “The Earth Turns Over”. She is joined in this 
number by Lerato Mvelase’s Petal and Ntambo Rapatla’s 
Miriam. Mvelase delivers a sympathetic reading of a fangirl 
so obsessed with King Kong that she is unable to be present 
in her own life, with Rapatla’s independent and spirited 
performance as Miriam being the perfect contrast to Petal’s 
lack of self-worth. When all three women appear on stage 
together, it is pure magic.

Rounding out the principal players are Tshamano Sebe as 
Jack, a performance that captures the romantic and personal 
conflicts of a character who seems immediately to be an 
old friend, and Sanda Shandu, who glowers and glares his 
way through his performance as Lucky, struggling to pitch 
dramatically one of the most difficult numbers in the score, 
“Damn Him”.

The ensemble is a force of nature. Whether delivering 
Gregory Maqoma’s exquisite choreography or impeccable 
choral work in pieces like “In the Queue”, they are 
responsible in no small way for the overall success of this 
production, as is the live 9-piece band, under the direction 
of Sipumzo Lucwaba. The big, fat, juicy brass playing, the 
sizzling hot basslines and the mellow respites into cool jazz 
create a musical lexicon that speaks directly to the soul, 
with Mark Malherbe’s sound design expertly mediating 
everything between the stage and the house.

The design team for KING KONG also contributes top-
class work to this production. The set design, by Paul Wills, 
evokes the feeling of Sophiatown as it folds in and out of 
boxing rings, the shebeen, the streets and a gymnasium, 
as well as the sense of glamour that boxing holds over 
its fans. The set’s rust palette perfectly offsets Birrie le 
Roux’s colourful array costumes and is an ideal canvas for 
Tim Mitchell’s lighting, which goes far beyond the call of 
mere visibility or establishing mood to become an integral 
storytelling element of the piece.

At the helm of the ship is Jonathan Munby, who has worked 
with associate director Mdu Kweyama to create what might 
be the best direction South Africa has seen in a non-replica 
musical theatre production in almost a decade. My only 
hesitance to offer this opinion as an unequivocal statement 
lies in the fact that I have not seen every production that has 
graced the stages of the country, but the direction of KING 
KONG stands head and shoulders above anything that I 
have watched in recent memory.

Setting the glorious production values aside, the most 
remarkable observation that KING KONG enables is how 
a piece of theatre from a time long gone can show us a 
deplorable truth about our current situation. We have taken 
too few steps in our response to violence against women 
at the hands of men. When it was written almost sixty 
years ago, KING KONG placed Dlamini at the heart of its 
narrative, the same way that we more recently prioritised 
O. J. Simpson and Oscar Pistorius over Nicole Brown 
Simpson and Reeva Steenkamp respectively in the story of 
those women’s murders. As a society, we have failed to shift 
this narrative. In Women’s Month, there is no better time 
to be reminded of our part in preventing the death and 
obliteration of another Brown, another Steenkamp, another 
Eliza Samudio, another Kazuko Nishiuchi, another Cherica 
Adams and, of course, another Joyce, as KING KONG has 
us remember the woman who died at Dlamini’s hands. Her 
real name was Maria Miya.
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REVIEW: MOIRA DE SWARDT

Moira de Swardt – Arts Journalist | September 13, 2017

It’s a knockout – King Kong
In 1959 musical theatre history in South Africa was made 
when King Kong, an “all African jazz opera”, opened at 
the Witwatersrand University Great Hall. The then young 
Nelson Mandela was in the opening night multi-racial 
audience.  The music and some of the lyrics were written 
by Todd Matshikiza, with the rest of the lyrics being written 
by Pat Williams.  The book was by Harry Bloom.  It featured 
an exclusively black cast and starred, inter alia, Kippie 
Moeketsi, Hugh Masekela, Jonas Gwangwa, Thandi Klaasen 
and Miriam Makeba.

Nearly sixty years later, King Kong, Legend of a Boxer, has 
been refreshed (with supplemental musical numbers and 
script changes) for today’s audiences by Academy Award-
nominated screenwriter and playwright, William Nicholson.  
The 2017 production is slick and while it clearly respects 
its historical origins, it also resonates with 21st century 
audiences.

King Kong, directed by Jonathan Munby, is vibrant and 
polished and the triple threat talents of singing, acting and 
dancing are made to look easy (they are not) by the super 
talented and incredibly disciplined cast which stars Andile 
Gumbi as King Kong, Nondumiso Tembe as Joyce, shebeen 
queen and owner of Back of the Moon, Sanda Shandu as 
Lucky (a totsi), Tshamano Sebe as Jack, the boxing coach, 
Ntambo Rapatla as Nurse Miriam, Sne Dladla as Popcorn, 
and Lerato Mvelase as the starstruck Petal, plus an ensemble 
cast that falls far short of the 72 in the original production.

Andile Gumbi is good looking with an athlete’s build and he 
makes for a very credible heavyweight boxer.  Nondumiso 
Tembe is slim, graceful and moves exceptionally well.  
Both of them have beautiful voices and clear diction and 
together they form a formidable team which is backed up 
by other excellent thespians, all of whom contribute to 
the energetic pace and lively vibe of the production. The 
four schoolboys are played by Athenkosi Mfamela, Shalom 
Zamisa, Sibusiso Mxosana and Aphiwe Menziwa.  At one 
point the three female characters – Joyce, Petal and Miriam 
– appear together in one of the most powerful and moving 
trios I have ever experienced, and one is able to reflect 
on their characters as they work through their respective 
experiences.

The script and lyrics switch between English and the 
vernacular, but even without any knowledge of the 
vernacular the audience is able to follow the plot without 
any difficulty.  This conveys an authenticity to the work which 
is familiar to all South Africans accustomed to the mixing of 
languages in everyday life.

The choreography is by the internationally renowned 
Gregory Maqoma. The dance numbers are era correct in 
their township kwela flavour, with fifties and sixties dance 
styles.  There is also a brief foray into Zulu traditional dance 
which thrilled the audience.  The fight scenes were splendid 
and credit is given both to boxing coach Chris Mugisho and 
to fight choreographer Richard Lothian.

Musical direction is by Charl-Johan Lingenfelder and 
Sipumzo Lucwaba, the latter being the conductor of the 
nine piece band as well as the bass player.  The band 
further comprises of Blake Hellaby on keys, Siphiwe Shiburi 
on drums, Billy Monama on guitar, Lwanda Gogwana and 

Joseph Kunnuji on trumpets, Zeke le Grange on tenor 
sax, William Hendricks on alto sax and clarinet, with Siya 
Makuzeni on trombone. Lingenfelder arranged Todd 
Matshikiza’s music, as well as creating several additional 
songs.  It is the original songs that one hums on the way 
home. “Back of the Moon” is one of the loveliest South 
African songs ever composed.

The magnificent set was created by Paul Wills with its rusted 
brown is evocative of townships, boxing rings, dusty streets, 
busy shebeens and a gymnasium.  It is cleverly constructed 
and as the shebeen opens out the audience gave an 
audible and collective gasp.  I loved the simple boxing ring.  
Costume design by Birrie le Roux and I found them low 
key and entirely plausible as street wear of the day rather 
than the glitzy costumes of a musical production.  Lighting 
design is by Tim Mitchell who only blinded me once with 
lighting from the stage, but who captured the mood of the 
production superbly.  Sound design is by Mark Malherbe 
and I particularly found the sound of the lapping of water 
at the end so pathos filled that my eyes were temporarily 
affected by some form of allergy which made them water a 
bit.

A very brief synopsis of the musical is the true story of 
a heavyweight boxer, Ezekiel Dlamini, born in Vryheid, 
Natal, in 1921 but who came to Johannesburg.  Dlamini 
had a great career as a pugilist before his life degenerated 
into one of drunkenness, petty crime and gang violence.  
Eventually he knifed his girlfriend.  At his trial he requested 
that he be given the death penalty. He was sentenced to 
12 years hard labour (the judge in the production hands 
down a life sentence and Wikipaedia confused the issue 
further by claiming it was a 14 year sentence) instead, and 
was found drowned (although one external source said his 
body was never recovered) two weeks later in April 1957.  It 
was believed that the former athlete had committed suicide.  
This chilling story finds resonance with the millions of South 
Africans who have more recently watched Oscar Pistorius, 
another famed and feted athlete, on trial for murdering his 
girlfriend, Reeva Steenkamp.  It shows a long and chilling 
history of femicide in South Africa that cuts across both 
time and racial lines.  The story of OJ Simpson and Nicole 
Brown indicates that this extends across borders too.  It is 
not a problem unique to South Africa.  The real name of the 
woman who was murdered by Ezekiel “King Kong” Dlamini 
was Maria Miya.

The tragic love story of King Kong and Joyce is softened 
in the musical by the secondary love story with Pop and 
Petal and Jack and Miriam marrying in a humorous scene 
which jarred slightly against the impending doom which the 
audience knows is coming. This is the single thing I disliked 
most about the production.

One of the more unusual things about the production is that 
both at the beginning and after interval there is “action” on 
stage and in the audience during the time that the audience 
is entering and settling.  The house lights remain on during 
this time and it involves the audience, drawing them into 
the unfolding scenes as curious onlookers.  I thought this 
worked very well, as evidenced where the penny whistle 
players did their bit with a collection hat and several 
audience members responded by putting money into the 
hat.   That was heart-warming.

Over all this is an excellent production and it is well worth 
seeing.
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REVIEW: THE STAR TONIGHT

Masego Panyane | Wednesday, September 20, 2017

««««
‘King Kong’ is a knockout
GOING to a show that everyone is raving about is daunting 
because I often have fears that I may fail dismally to share 
the excitement. And after the rave reviews of King Kong that 
came from Cape Town, I was put in something of a catch-22. 

I was excited that this iconic piece of work had been 
brought back to life, and I am alive to see it. We’re talking 
about a production, the music of which was written by one 
of Sophiatown’s finest writers, Todd Matshikza, music played 
by the likes of Jonas Gwangwa, High Masekela and Gwigwi 
Mrwebi. A production that went on to tour the world and 
launch some of these artists’ careers. 

So I felt rather apprehensive, but the Fomo (fear of Missing 
Out) would not allow me to sit at home. 

As I walked into the Mandela at the Joburg Theatre, I 
encountered a large crowd of people who’d come to see 
the production as well. The few conversations I overheard 
featured mostly excitement. The capacity, a sight that’s 
always a joy to see. 

The opening scene features four young men, Mad 
(Athenkosi Mfamela), Polo (Shalom Zamisa), Taki (Sibusiso 
Mxosana) and Sibu (Aphiwe Menziwa) whose tempers are 
flaring. An elderly Pop (Sne Dladla) comes in and takes the 
boys through the story of Ezekiel “King Kong” Dlamini. 

At its crux, King Kong is a cautionary tale, meant to both 
commemorate and mourn the life of the great boxer. This 
comes out in how Pops takes it upon himself to share this 
story with the temperamental young men. But it’s masked 
in comedy, romance and vibrant music, which could make 
it easy to get lost in the production. With this remake, 
however, there has been a bit of playing around with the 
tempos of songs to reflect a somber mood if necessary – as 
if the case with The Earth Turns Over or one of the songs 
that has been added, Senzani Na?

It’s very difficult not to fall in love with the character of 
Pops. Dladla is funny, compassionate and believable as he 

expresses his love for Petal, played by Lerato Mvelase. The 
two do a semi-medley in Strange Things Happen. Mvelase 
and Dladla’s vocals are impressive as their acting. 

Tshamano Sebe as Jack, King Kong’s boxing trainer; is 
charming and his natural affinity for comedy blends well with 
his character in the musical. 

He is the right mix of funny, dodgy, father figure and 
cheerleader that you’d expect a boxing coach to be. His 
girlfriend Miriam, played by Ntambo Rapatla, it perfectly 
suited to him. 

The two leads, King ong (Andile Gumbi) and Joyce 
(Nondumiso Tembe) are at home in their respective roles. 
Gumbi portrays King Kong just as we’d imagine him to be, 
while Tembe brings to Joyce the right mix of tough, sultry 
and – when it matters most – effeminate. 

The costumes are also worth a mention, fitting in well with 
the production and its era, while still being practical enough 
for the cast to bring life to Gregory Maqoma’s high-energy 
and striking choreography. 

In the boxing scenes, the actors’ bodies move in sync with 
the punches, making them seem far more realistic. 

Of the five songs added to the original repertoire, my 
favourites are the Mark III Loadstar Flatbed Truck performed 
by Gumbi and the cast – as his character explains that his 
dream car is a red truck with leopard-skin seats – and Life 
Goes On, a song performed as King Kong is arrested for the 
murder of Harry and life must, no matter how difficult, go on 
for Joyce. 

There are other subtle modern additions to the storyline, 
life the nod to Mgcineni Noki, the man in the green blanket, 
in the scene in which the cast stands in the queue in the 
morning before heading to work. The murder of Joyce is 
also flanked with two scenes that hammer home the tragedy 
that is Joyce’s murder; given that it would have been 
understandable to celebrate her death. 

The set is built cleverly, and is transformed in a matter of 
minutes to reflect Jack’s gym, the prison, the bus stop or 
even the Back o’ the Moon shebeen. 

King Kong is a wonderful theatrical experience, even for 
musical theatre novices like me. 
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REVIEW: HUFFINGTON POST

Diane de Beer | Friday, September 22, 2017

The Reworked South African 
Version Of ‘King Kong’ Is 
Absolute Genius
All-black South African cast explosive in the rewarding “King 
Kong” revival at Joburg’s Mandela Theatre.

What “King Kong” has proved again is how important it is to 
tell our own stories by our own people and how an audience 
responds. If anyone dares tell me again that we don’t have 
enough musical theatre talent in this country, I will have my 
arguments and evidence handy.

The talent that pops on that stage is astounding. There’s 
not a voice or a step out of place and when counting the 
performers during the encore and realising that there are 
only 22 to keep the whole thing going, it’s even more 
astonishing.

It’s a glorious show from beginning to end and it is the detail 
in every second that adds a truly superior quality. Not only is 
it well done, it’s innovative and keeps unfolding one surprise 
after the other in the staging, the music, the performances, 
the sets and the costumes.

On entering the Mandela Theatre, I was quite surprised by 
the quite austere-looking set, which appeared to be made 
of wood. I liked it but was slightly puzzled by the context. It 
was only with lighting that I realised it was corrugated iron, 
which reflected and displayed differently because of specific 
lighting. It’s a clever set, masterfully designed to change and 
offer different settings and allow the cast to pop on and off 
stage depending on the scene through different entrances 
and exits.

There’s an authenticity which is enhanced by the costumes 
that buy into the period; an understated, realistic portrayal 
of the time, which immediately transports one to that place.

The synched waists, the collars, the billowing skirts for 
the women while the temptress is in a dress that fits like 
skin with two-toned black and white shoes for Lucky, 
the snappily-dressed gangster. And the way they move 
encapsulates the period and the place magnificently, with 
the explosive style of Gregory Maqoma blending the past 
with the present perfectly. It keeps the mood swinging 
throughout.

More than anything, though, it is the cast that completely 
overwhelms with their excellence, enthusiasm and energy. 
From the leads to the ensemble, there’s a compelling 
urgency as they step onto the stage to unveil the story of a 
brilliant boxer on the brink of breaking through the barriers 
presented by his blackness to conquer the world.

And while this plays at the height of apartheid, this reworked 
story embraces both the present and the past to bring all 
ages on board. It resonates as strongly in a world where 
#BlackLivesMatter still needs to be spelt out.

There is substance to the story but with a score that holds 
many familiar and haunting songs from the past which have 
been emboldened by some additions by the gifted Charl-
Johan Lingenvelder.

This is a musical and we’re never allowed to stop that foot-
tapping for long. It is so unmistakably South African with 
the Kwela, Marabi and Mbaqanga mixed through with some 
heart-stopping jazz. Even the ubiquitous Back of the Moon 
still has that unstoppable power only music achieves time 
after time.

It’s thrilling to watch for the performances, from Sne Dladla’s 
remarkable narrator Pop who seamlessly weaves the 
story for his young charges with their dreams of sporting 
greatness to the magnificence of Andile Gumbi who seems, 
physically and in song, born for the part of the majestic King 
Kong. It’s as if he towers above the rest, which immediately 
gives him a presence that’s hard to resist and as he falls 
before reaching dizzying heights, it breaks your heart.

In contrast, the petite Nondumiso Tembe as his fickle 
girlfriend is the perfect Joyce, perhaps the most difficult part 
to play because of the Miriam Makeba memories. But she 
steps up, lets that gorgeous voice rip and claims the part 
–- and as a rewards, Joyce is the one who elicits the loudest 
audience groans because of her betrayal! Her distinct voice 
is offset by the honey-toned sounds of Lerato Mvelase 
[Petal] and Ntambo Rapatla [Miriam] that further bolden the 
lead group.

There’s also the gregarious Jack skilfully crafted by 
Tshamano Sebe and the wily Lucky played with slimy 
slickness by Sanda Shandu, as the gangster who wants his 
gal while humiliating the guy who won her heart. But money 
and power talks. It did then and does even more so today. 
With the ensemble underpinning the production in all areas 
and killing it in the dance, it’s a joy to watch.

If you like musicals -- and there’s no doubt South Africans 
do -- don’t miss this one. It’s one of the best and it’s 
homegrown. If you like shows with substance, it’s all there 
from the historic awe-inspiring beginnings of King Kong to 
everyone that participated in it then and in this remarkable 
revival.

But most of all, the spectacular cast speak volumes. What 
they have achieved is phenomenal and adds immeasurably 
to the richness of our theatre landscape –- and will hopefully 
in the future make our musicals more representative. 
Gauteng audiences missed out on the spellbinding 
Dreamgirls a few years back. Don’t allow it to happen again.
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REVIEW: 
WHAT’S ON IN JOBURG

Leon van Nierop | Friday, September 22, 2017

King Kong The Musical
This is the true and inspiring, but also tragic story of Ezekiel 
Dlamini, who got the nickname of King Jong because of 
his power and strength. He was a magnificent boxer who 
ruled Sophiatown and the “Non-European” boxing world in 
South Africa in the Verwoerd-era, but he eventually self-
destructed. This musical pays tribute to him and takes us on 
a journey of his life and tragic demise, while also focusing on 
the Sophiatown of 1959 – 1961 in which he functioned and 
played such an important romantic and fighting role.

It is a magnificent and colourful production, full of virile 
energy, township beats, beautiful rhythms and electrifying 
dance sequences. The stage is set alight by the infectious 
rhythms of the jazz era and other music that dominated 
Sophiatown at the time, but also flirts with the township 
tunes that had such an inspiring and emotional influence on 
those who were evicted from the suburb shortly afterwards. 
From the very first soccer scene, leading to cleverly 
choreographed dancing sequences, to the beat of the ladies 
celebrating life and love with the people of the city in one 
of the shebeens in the area, the production sizzles with a 
vibrancy and urgency that set the stage alight.

The set-design is functional and makes great use of the 
vast stage that never seems crowded. From the dark-brown 
houses and stained-brown walls into which the characters 
seem to melt at the top, to the clever use of the jail bars 
that often surround the boxer, to the little bar room tables 
occupying centre stage as the agile dancers move around 
it, the design is practical and impressive. But, of course, the 
focus main falls on the charismatic acting and singing, as 
well as the pulsating dance-sequences in which the dancers 
move as one.

Special mention should be made of the breath-taking 
performance and singing of Nondumiso Tembe as the 
swanky, seductive Joyce, as well as the authoritative boxing 
sequences and uninhibited dancing of Andile Gumbi as 
King Kong. And what a voice he has! Sne Dladla as Pop 
and Lerato Mvelase as Petal also deserve special mention 
in a cast that is difficult to single out. Each actor and dancer 
makes a striking contribution to the overall success of the 
production.  

This invigorating stage show will bring many theatre-goers 
to their feet, as will the fighting choreography and the slick, 
well-oiled directing by Jonathan Munby, as well as the 
choreography of Gregory Maqoma.

This is a production that deserves to be seen and will dazzle 
and impress. Strongly recommended.

REVIEW: CITY PRESS (JHB)

Gayle Edmunds | Sunday, September 24, 2017

It’s kudos galore for exhilarating 
King Kong revival 
The staging of the iconic musical King Kong was easily 
Joburg’s most anticipated opening night of the year. 
The cast exceeded all expectations as they worked their 
magic on the Joburg Theatre stage. I don’t have enough 
superlatives in my lexicon to do the production justice. 

The show comes here after enjoying a wildly successful 
Cape Town run and much critical acclaim A glorious tribute 
to 1950s Sophiatown, where the story is set, the musical 
revolves around the tragic heavyweight boxing figure, 
Ezekiel “King Kong” Dlamini, who knows how to win but 
when life and love thwart him, he crumbles. 

Sitting a few rows in front of me during the musical was 
the show’s legendary -another justified superlative - 
choreographer, Gregory Maqoma. Elegantly decked out in a 
white tuxedo, he was patient and gracious as I gushed about 
how much I adored watching his joyous, sensual dance 
routines. He said he was pleased I enjoyed them, especially 
as he’d had such fun working on them. And it shows. 

Maqoma also let the performers lead the choreography, 
instead of arriving with a style to impose on them and this 
also shows. 

The production, first staged in the 1950s, has taken more 
than half a century to be revived, but what a revival. Those 
lucky to have made the guest list added to the auspicious 
occasion by arriving dressed in their finest, with many 
sporting Madiba shirts and shweshwe skirts. 

To link the past to the present, the creative team came up 
with an opening scene of having a quartet of schoolboys 
race through the theatre on to the stage and start a fight 
over a football game. Enter Pop Sne Dladla, who evokes the 
past, and the boxing champion who set Sophiatown alight, 
King Kong. 

It is, like every minute of this production, expertly conceived 
and masterfully executed (to dig into my bag of superlatives 
again). 

After the show, the theatre hosted a party in celebration 
of the talent we have in South Africa and how great it 
is to watch our stories told so well. Among the revellers 
was original cast member Sonny Boy Loate. Also present 
were Timothy Moloi, Bianca le Grange and the fabulous 
cast, headed by the gorgeous leads Andile Gumbi and 
Nondumiso Tembe. 

King Kong is the dancing, singing, jazzplaying embodiment 
of South Africa’s rich heritage. Don’t miss it. 

King Kong is on at the Joburg Theatre until October 8. It 
returns to Cape Town’s Fugard Theatre on December 12. 



KING KONG PUBLICITY | 16

REVIEW: THE SOWETAN

Prince Mangosuthu Buthelezi | September 22, 2017

Even better than original King Kong 
Those who came across the live transmission of parliament 
while channel hopping last Thursday would be forgiven for 
thinking they were watching a theatre performance. 

At first it seemed to be a drama, with endless points of 
order, then slowly transformed into a farce, as President 
Jacob Zuma in the role of the Artful Dodger skillfully 
avoiding answering questions, while still performing detailed 
monologues. Ultimately though, this was the opening scene 
of a South African tragedy. 

I cannot tell you how refreshing it was to walk out of that 
theatre and into a real theatre later that night. 

In celebration of my birthday, the parliamentary caucus of 
the IFP treated itself to a performance of the iconic musical 
King Kong at The Fugard Theatre in Cape Town. 

It exceeded the expectations of our excited staff and left 
even me with the impression that I had witnessed something 
magnificent. I say “even me”, because I was unwittingly one 
of their toughest audience members. I came to the show 
with preconceived ideas of what today’s young actors should 
do with the seminal roles of Joyce, the King, Petal and Pops. 

After all, I was probably the only one in the audience, and 
certainly the only one among the performers, who had 
actually seen Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela in the 
original production in 1959. 

I remember so vividly the haunting female trio of a young 
Makeba, Sophie Mgcina and Letta Mbulu, as they sang The 
Earth Turns Over. 

I also remembered the painful plea of King Kong, standing 
before the magistrate. A broken Nathan Mdledle mourned 
how his world had shrunk away. 

We could hardly reconcile the powerful image of “the non-
European heavyweight champion”, beloved by all, and the 
prisoner who sang. Although it has been 58 years since I sat 
in that audience, the songs, performances and emotions of 
King Kong are still fresh in my heart. 

My expectations proved correct. It wasn’t as good - it was 
better. One of my favourite moments from this production 
wasn’t even in the original. The addition of the number 
Life Goes On was a stroke of genius, helping the audience 
across the threshold from the dream of true love to the 
reality of life in 1950s Sophiatown and, arguably, life in the 
twenty first century. 

I’m not saying that true love doesn’t last. My wife of 65 years 
would certainly disagree if I questioned the steadfastness of 
love, but something rang true about life moving on, even 
after disaster has struck. 

It’s the truth we know in today’s fast-moving media culture. 
There was a moment when the lighting suddenly included 
the full cast, when we realised this story is not just about 
Joyce and King Kong. 

While praising the choreography, I must congratulate 
Richard Lothian, who created a boxing match I will never 
forget. It was somehow more real than the last Mayweather 
bout, leaving me feeling I had actually witnessed a 
knockout. 

What a pleasure to hear isicathamiya and indlamu 
performed so professionally in the setting of a theatre 
production.
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