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VENUS AND ADONIS (U-VENAS NO ADONISI): directed by Mark Dornford-May. The 
Globe, London, April 2012. (Isango Portobello Company, as part of the Globe to Globe 
Festival.) 

LISA CAGNACCI 

A South African Aesthetic at Shakespeare’s Globe 

The Globe to Globe festival, running from 21 April to 9 June 2012 at Shakespeare’s Globe in 
London, was an unprecedented international celebration of Shakespeare: over seven weeks, 
thirty-seven plays were staged, each in a different language by a theatre company from a 
different country. Offerings ranged from Cymbeline in Juba Arabic to Love’s Labour’s Lost in 
British Sign Language; from productions by major national theatres (such as the National 
Theatre of China’s Richard III) to fledgling emerging companies (like the young Kenyan 
company Bitter Pill with their Swahili Merry Wives of Windsor). Even within this very diverse 
line-up, the Isango Ensemble’s staged version of Venus and Adonis was unique: not a play but a 
fully theatricalised narrative poem set to music and sung through; a piece translated not into one 
language, but moving in and out of six – Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, Tswana and a little Afrikaans 
alongside several passages of Shakespeare’s original English text.  

The production was chosen to open the festival, a programming decision reflecting the 
organisers’ confidence in its appeal. Part of this confidence would of course have been founded 
on the Isango Ensemble’s previous major successes in London with productions like The Magic 
Flute and The Mysteries, meaning that the company was more familiar to the London 
theatregoing public than many other groups performing at Globe to Globe. However, it was 
undoubtedly also clear that the company’s style of storytelling would transition particularly well 
to the Globe’s stage, a space that best suits a more energetic and audience-aware, less 
technologically complex type of performance. Isango’s director, Mark Dornford-May, 
recognised this in an interview during rehearsals with Ivan Fallon for The Independent, 
explaining that “We tend to work on an empty stage, with no sets, and just costumes and music, 
so an Elizabethan theatre setting is natural for us, and we don’t have to make basic changes to 
the intrinsic way in which we do things.” (in Fallon n.p) Audiences and critics responded well, 
with Kate Bassett calling the production “truly fantastic” in the Independent on Sunday and the 
Evening Standard’s Fiona Mountford reporting in her review that Globe to Globe had “started 
gloriously ... it looks set to be a monumental seven weeks” (n.p).  

While the performance style may have fitted particularly effectively onto the Elizabethan 
stage, it was also distinctively South African in its theatrical vocabulary. From the musical score 
played on marimbas, oil drums and kudu horn to the use of a simple white bedsheet to symbolise 
Venus’s erotic power; from the episodic storytelling (with seven different actresses passing the 
sheet between them to take on the role of Venus in turn) to the final coup de théâtre when 
Adonis’s body vanishes to be replaced by purple flower petals, this was a production that could 
only have come from the imagination of a South African company. 

Previously, the most successful staged version of Venus and Adonis in the UK had been 
Gregory Doran’s 2004 production for the Royal Shakespeare Company (revived in 2007), in 
collaboration with the puppetry specialists Little Angel Theatre, which involved an actor reciting 
the poem while it was acted out by marionettes. While this was a beautiful and sensuous 
production, it looks almost cryogenically reverential when compared to the Isango Ensemble’s 
playful take on the text. Mark Dornford-May’s lively Venus and Adonis thrives on the Globe 
stage; Doran’s demanded a smaller and more intimate performance space. Why is it that Isango’s 
aesthetic suits the Globe so well?  

I would argue that the particular South African performance tradition that Dornford-May is 
working from does in fact derive from the Elizabethan stage – but it draws on the Elizabethans via 
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an idiosyncratic intermediary who has had much less influence on mainstream British theatre: 
Bertolt Brecht. The type of South African theatre to which the Isango Ensemble belongs – the 
episodic style aptly summarised by Oscar Brockett as “storytelling narration, music, dance, 
humor, and anger” (Brockett 663) – is clearly strongly influenced by Brecht, and has been ever 
since the pioneers of the 1970s – from the Serpent Players and Athol Fugard to Barney Simon at 
the Market Theatre – embraced Brechtian performance en masse. Brecht’s appeal for South 
African theatremakers at the time is clear, springing from what Loren Kruger (writing 
specifically about Fugard) describes as the “sense that Brecht’s critical dramaturgy could 
illuminate the struggle for justice in a South Africa governed by unjust laws” (Kruger 241). Now 
entrenched in South African performance culture, Brecht-influenced staging has continued to 
play a major role over the intervening forty years. 

Brecht’s own debt to the Elizabethans is well-documented, dating from his 1924 adaptation 
of Marlowe’s Edward II in Munich. He told critic-philosopher Walter Benjamin that it was 
during rehearsals for this production that “the idea of epic theatre first came into his 
head” (Benjamin 94). Eric Bentley sees this moment of inspiration as occurring because the 
“form of an Elizabethan chronicle play offered Brecht that distance from immediate experience 
that later he would bring under the heading of Verfremdung, or alienation” (Bentley 160). It was 
not only the dramaturgical structure of the Elizabethans but also their staging which had a 
profound influence on Brecht – as John Fuegi says, “In going back in a very fresh way to an 
Elizabethan model, Brecht tried to bring back the fast pace and rich flexibility of the Elizabethan 
stage” (Fuegi 37). 

That fast pace and rich flexibility were overflowingly in evidence in the Isango Venus and 
Adonis. The production is by no means slavishly faithful to the text, trimming away a good deal 
and adding its own flourishes – for example, giving us a jolly giant of a Cupid (played by Zamile 
Gantana) whose arrow pricks Venus and inflames her lust for Adonis, although Cupid does not 
appear in Shakespeare’s verse beyond a single oath Venus swears “by Cupid’s bow” (581). 
However, it very accurately captures a certain tone in the poem which has been referred to (by 
Dympna Callaghan) as “comic pathos” (Callaghan 35). While there is real drama in the athletic, 
stamping dance displays performed by Adonis (Mhlekazi Whawha Mosiea) and the male chorus 
as his hunting dogs, this is leavened by an easy humour that renders the final tragedy all the 
more wrenching by contrast. Venus – particularly in her chief incarnation, played by Pauline 
Malefane – spends much of her time directly addressing the audience, with whom she develops a 
knowing, coquettish relationship full of a slightly self-deprecating comedy. She is funny even in 
her feats of strength, raising a belly laugh from the audience as she pulls a deadpan Adonis from 
his horse and hurls him lasciviously to the ground – “Being so enraged, desire doth lend her 
force/Courageously to pluck him from his horse” (Venus and Adonis lines 29-30). 

But as befits the Brechtian tradition, beneath the inventive delight and comic sparkle of this 
production one can glimpse a darker and deeper message. As the kaleidoscopic elements of the 
different episodes coalesce, the piece becomes more and more clearly a meditation on 
masculinity, violence and the powerlessness of women to prevent the men they love from being 
sucked into bloodshed – a meditation with clear resonance for South Africa today. 

From the very beginning, Dornford-May creates the world of this production as a gender-
divided space in which women and men are represented as separate tribes. As the audience file 
in, the actors are waiting onstage – men on one side and women on the other, the white sheet of 
cloth which will become the production’s key prop laid down to form a line between them. The 
male chorus all wear the same costume, a uniform indicating their membership of the male tribe, 
while the female characters are also dressed alike, a few touches of gold face paint and a hair 
ornament added to mark out those who will play an incarnation of Venus. The play becomes not 
only a confrontation between Venus and Adonis, but between women as a group and men as a 
group. 

The boar, which in the poem is imagined by Venus – “foul, grim and urchin-snouted” (1105) – 
but not seen, appears here as a sort of incarnate spirit of bloodlust, played by Luvo Rasemeni with a 
devilish red-painted face. Mosiea’s Adonis, rather than the callow youth – “silly boy” (46) and 
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“poor fool” (578) – of the original, is a withdrawn, taciturn figure who only comes alive when 
thinking of hunting. While Venus’s sexual invitations clearly do not interest him, the sight of the 
boar has a visceral physical impact. He cannot take his eyes off it; suddenly his muscles are 
coiled ready to spring and a smile plays across his lips for the first time. He is finally filled with 
desire, but his longing is entirely aggressive. His essential maleness does not emerge in a sexual 
context, but demands expression in combat. Venus can cajole, tempt and physically cling to him, 
but she cannot stop his fated encounter with the creature that will kill him.  

By the end, however, as the women and men sing together and Adonis’s lifeless body turns, 
in the whisking of a piece of cloth above him, into flower petals, we have a sense that 
redemption is possible – that the process of grieving Adonis’s death and discovering his rebirth 
in another form creates catharsis and offers hope for the future. (Adonis was, of course, 
identified by James Frazer in The Golden Bough as the original mythic archetype of the dying 
god.) The message is not a despairing one. 

The Isango Ensemble production of Venus and Adonis is many things – a poem, a play, an 
opera; a comedy, a political piece, a myth; a piece of Elizabethan highbrow lyric passed via 
Brecht to the heart of a Cape Town rehearsal room and then delivered back onto the stage for 
which Shakespeare wrote his more populist plays. But above all, in its rich and all-encompassing 
range of styles, emotions and themes it is profoundly Shakespearean. I can think of no more 
fitting way to open a celebration of the writer whose plays still, to steal his own words, “show, 
contain and nourish all the world” (Love’s Labour’s Lost 4.3.350). 

WORKS CITED 

Bassett, Kate. “Globe to Globe”. Independent on Sunday, 29 April 2012. 
Benjamin, Walter. Understanding Brecht, trans. Anna Bostock. London: New Left Books, 1977. 
Bentley, Eric. Bentley on Brecht, 3rd ed. Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 2008. 
Brockett, Oscar G. History of the Theatre, 7th ed. Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 1995. 
Callaghan, Dympna. “Comedy and epyllion in post-Reformation England.” Shakespeare Survey 56 

(2003): 27-38. 
Fallon, Ivan. “Venus and Adonis”. The Independent, 18 April 2012. 
Fuegi, John. Bertolt Brecht: Chaos according to plan (Directors in Perspective). Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1987. 
Kruger, Loren. Post-Imperial Brecht: Politics and Performance, East and South. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2004. 
Mountford, Fiona. “Globe to Globe/Venus and Adonis”. Evening Standard, 23 April 2012. 
Shakespeare, William. “Venus and Adonis” in Shakespeare’s Poems, ed. Katherine Duncan-Jones 

and H. R. Woudhuysen. London: The Arden Shakespeare, 2007. 
——. Love’s Labour’s Lost, ed. H. R. Woudhuysen. London: The Arden Shakespeare, 1998. 


