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“WHY MACBETH?” LOOKING BACK ON UMABATHA AFTER FORTY YEARS 
An Interview with Welcome Msomi 

SCOTT L. NEWSTOK 

The following interview, lightly edited, was conducted with Welcome Msomi via telephone on 
October 31, 2008. At that time, my collaborator Ayanna Thompson and I were in the process of 
editing a collection of essays (Weyward Macbeth) on various “non-traditional” versions of 
Macbeth inflected through the lens of race, following a January 2008 symposium on the topic 
hosted by Rhodes College, U.S.A. While our focus was primarily restricted to American 
productions, we were also creating an Appendix of international productions of Shakespeare’s 
play, which understandably included the influential Umabatha. Many of the most well-known 
all-black productions of Shakespeare have been adaptations of Macbeth – beyond Umabatha 
(first performed in South Africa in 1970, and since revived repeatedly for international tours), 
Orson Welles’ 1936 Federal Theatre Project (the so-called “Voodoo Macbeth”) comes to mind, 
as does Peter Coe’s 1972 Black Macbeth at the Roundhouse Theatre in London (purported to be 
the first all-black production of Shakespeare in the U.K.).  

When employing multi-racial casts, Anglo-American directors have often decided to 
‘translate’ Shakespeare’s play to ‘native’ settings, sometimes the Caribbean (Welles’ was set in 
Haiti), and more often some vaguely ‘African’ setting (Coe’s was to be in Barotseland). This 
pattern has been enduring.1 Msomi’s “Zulu” adaptation has likely had at least an indirect 
influence on some of these various British- and American-led productions. The transnational 
aspects of these productions are obviously complicated; many scholars have addressed the 
curious combination of global and local dynamics in such settings, indeed of Msomi’s version 
itself (see, for example, Wright, and Distiller). Yet Macbeth has been popular with African 
writers and directors too; a 1989 survey of ninety-six Zimbabwean writers found “in the 
‘favorite titles’ category ... Macbeth at number one” (Moschovakis 75).2 

In South Africa, some translations preceded Msomi’s adaptation: prior translations of the play 
into South African languages include the 1960 UMacbeth, a translation into Xhosa by B.B. 
Mdledle, and a 1967 Setswana translation, Macbeth, by L.B. Raditladi (see McMurtry 314 and 
Wright). Subsequently, the play remained a literary and theatrical touchstone in South Africa. 
The title story from Richard Rive’s Advance Retreat is itself an exploration of a contentious 
Macbeth production in a black South African high school (1983). In 1992, Michael Bogdanov 
was to direct Macbeth (with black British actor Don Warrington as the lead) in a planned tour to 
Africa by the English Shakespeare Company, a tour which was eventually cancelled on account 
of the Equity Union’s policy against performances in then still-apartheid South Africa. Recently, 
it may be noted, Norman Maake adapted Macbeth into Entabeni, a television mini-series set in 
Johannesburg, for a South African Broadcasting Corporation channel (SABC1) as part of the 
television series “Shakespeare in Mzansi”, fusing Xhosa, Zulu, Afrikaans, Setswana, and English 
(2008).  
 

*** 
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Scott L. Newstok: I’d like to hear about the origins of your Umabatha production, the 
subsequent revivals of it, and the long-term influence of it. 
 
Welcome Msomi: The project started right about 1967 when I met with Professor Elizabeth 
Sneddon – 
 
SN: – at the University of Natal? 
 
WM: Yes. She said to me that she liked my productions and my original plays: “Why don’t you 
do something Shakespearean, you know, that would be huge.” And then I said, well, out of all 
the plays of Shakespeare, the one that would fit in well with the Zulu history would be Macbeth.3 

 
SN: Why did you suggest Macbeth – what was the “fit” that you are describing? 
 
WM: Well, you see, look at the infighting of the royal families; the participation of Lady 
Macbeth; the killing of Macduff by Umabatha. It would fit in very well with the historical events 
of the Zulu family. So it was something that was a past story that you could just take and recreate 
around the Zulu royalties. Which meant that the story itself was going to change in terms of the 
Zulu traditions, the music and the period of the kings. And also, there was a woman in the Zulu 
royal family who was King Shaka’s aunt, who really instigated and got all of Shaka’s brothers to 
kill King Shaka. So all that was just an amazing fit, and for me it didn’t even take long to write 
and adapt the story. 
 
SN: Had you yourself produced Shakespeare before that point? 
 
WM: Yes. I went to school in Swaziland. And I fell in love at that time with Shakespeare, when I 
picked up a copy of Julius Caesar. At the time that was Level 6, that would be Grade 7 or 
something now. And it was difficult to read Julius Caesar, because I had to have a dictionary 
next to me. But I just loved the pictures that Shakespeare drew. Then I asked the headmaster if 
we could do Julius Caesar. And the headmaster said: “We have never done it, so what do you 
suggest? Because you cannot do the whole play.” And I said I’d like to do Marc Antony’s 
oration. So then I of course I had to be Marc Antony [laughter], and all the other boys – because 
it was a boy’s school – became Citizens. So we did that piece of Marc Antony’s oration, and 
what I got was amazing applause. I was planning to be a doctor, but when I heard that 
applause ... if I became a doctor, never again would I get that kind of applause [laughter], and I 
immediately fell in love with the theatre. Then we did Macbeth and some other plays at high 
school – we did The Merchant of Venice, we did King Lear – in any case, we did a few 
Shakespearean plays. 
 
SN: But it sounds like even that Julius Caesar introduction was really what sparked your interest 
in drama in the first place. 
 
WM: Definitely, no doubt about that. It was so powerful, that I just felt: you know what, I would 
like to do more of this man’s plays. So when this opportunity arose after many years, I said to 
Professor Sneddon, “I think Macbeth would be perfect.” Then after our conversation I wasn’t 
really sure that I wanted to do it, so then I did not do anything. And then after six months she 
called me and said “How far are you with this Zulu Shakespeare thing?” and I said, “Well, I’m 
about finishing it.” [laughter] I thought she was going to leave me alone, and then I would go 
away and maybe start writing. But then she said: “What is the title?” And so I said, “Well, it’s 
called Umabatha.” And she asked “What does that mean?” And I said it’s the name of the 
character, Umabatha/Macbeth. And then I went on to tell how the play was going to open with 
music and dances of the diviners instead of the witches, so I just went on and on. And she said 
“This is brilliant, this is brilliant!” so I had to remember everything I had said to her. [laughter] I 
had to go back and write it. That is how Umabatha was born. 
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And then after three nights, I had written the play. It wasn’t difficult, all I did was just set it 
up in Zululand. I took the script back to Professor Sneddon, and then she said: “But where’s the 
cast?” I said, “You wanted me to write this, here it is, and I’m going.” And she said “You go and 
find the people.” So then I had to do that. And when I found the actors, I said, “Here are the 
actors, you can do whatever you like with them.” She said, “No, no, no, I want you to play the 
lead.” And that is how it happened; she was quite a persuasive woman. And so I ended up doing 
the lead, and then after that, they had other people doing the direction, and then I ended up after 
a few years doing the direction myself. That is how the whole story happened.  

But to get back also to the reasons – because I see that you mentioned Orson Welles [in a 
preliminary email from Newstok] – in fact, I knew of Orson Welles, but I didn’t hear that he had 
done Macbeth.4 No. It was interesting for me, because I did not have any reference [when 
writing Umabatha] apart from Zulu history. I was also brought up in the Zulu royal family (my 
aunt was the King’s wife). So I spent time in the royal family with the warriors, the priest 
singers, who would tell me the history of the Zulu people; this was so fascinating to me that it fit 
very well with all the intrigues within the Shakespearean story. 
 
SN: Was the family upset at all by you translating family stories into Macbeth? 
 
WM: No, they were very happy, because I never deviated from the traditions and the customs of 
the Zulu people. Also, the fights and infights between the brothers and cousins within the royal 
family were well-documented. So it just made sense. When I took it to London, director Terry 
Hands ended up asking me to help him with a revival of Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine.5 
And I said, “Why are you asking me to help you in a revival of Tamburlaine? I think it’s a 
terrible script, and I don’t think I want to be involved!” He said “No, I need you, because I have 
been stealing some ideas from Umabatha for a number of years [laughter], and I felt as if I have 
to confess and bring you to help us with the revival of Tamburlaine.” So I created the music and 
movement for Tamburlaine.  
 
SN: Umabatha has been produced in London a number of times – I believe in 1972, and then 
again in 1997, and in 2000.  
 
WM: 1972 was at the Aldwych Theatre. And then after that we did the National Theatre. In 1997 
and 2000 we went on to the New Globe Theatre. Among all of the London theatres, the Globe 
Theatre to me is one of the best. Everywhere they said the same thing: when the English do 
Shakespeare, they never really build up huge crowds on the stage. With Umabatha, they saw 
something different; we were able to bring in a sense of community and national involvement 
with the music and the dances and the celebrations, and that is also what appealed to them – they 
understood the story. 

Again, the question is, why Macbeth? If you look at the universality of the story, it is a story 
that just continues. People never learn from history, they keep on repeating the same mistakes, 
and that is why it is universal. What was also interesting for us in terms of the reaction and 
responses was the power of Lady Macbeth. It’s something that’s very rare in Zulu history; but 
there are a few women who are like Lady Macbeth within the royal family who were instigators, 
the ones who were involved in conspiracies. 
 
SN: I’m curious: at some point after the production, did someone else tell you about the Welles 
production? You must have learned about it in subsequent decades. 
 
WM: Yes, in subsequent decades – which was very interesting for me, because I had never heard 
of it. Even when I took Umabatha to the States for the first time, it was around 1978, we went to 
Charleston at the Theatre Festival produced in South Carolina, then after that producers took it to 
New York. But no one brought Welles to my attention until I did Umabatha the second time, 
when we then did a number of tours, and someone at one of the universities mentioned that it 



 

had been done in 1936, that Orson Welles was involved in a production in Harlem. And I said, 
“Wow, I didn’t know that.” 
 
SN: In part because he was a white director of an all-African-American cast, scholars have often 
criticised Welles for over-emphasizing what they would call the ‘primitive’ aspects of Haitian 
culture: the drumming, and the dancing, and the witch doctors – they thought that he was playing 
up this primitivism. 
 
WM: What I emphasised was the history, nothing about the primitiveness, but more on the rich 
cultural traditions and customs of the Zulu people. And that is what stood out, that is what made 
people feel good about the story. 
 
SN: I saw on one of the websites describing your production a phrase stating that “Umabatha is 
hailed as the only cultural classic to come from South Africa” – is that something that you said, 
or that was said about your play? 
 
WM: No, someone said that when they saw it. And there was a quote from Peter Ustinov who 
said it was the first time he really understood Macbeth, after seeing Umabatha. And so in fact I 
thought there would be other follow-ups in terms of Zulu history. And somehow, I don’t know ... 
there have been productions that had more of a tourist-type presentation ... but not many 
productions that have captured Zulu history, except for my Umabatha. People ask why we have 
not done more. 
 
SN: I wonder why that might be? 
 
WM: Creative people get side-tracked by daily living; you want to survive, and in theatre you 
don’t make much money, so you tend to drift to business, to television ... I’m hoping that one 
day when I have enough money, I will then go back to the theatre. [laughter] 
 
SN: Part of it seems to be that Macbeth is familiar enough that people will recognise it even 
though it’s been placed in an unfamiliar setting – there’s some combination of the universal 
you’re describing as well as the local (the Zulu context) that makes it appealing. 
 
WM: Shakespeare’s stories are evergreen – you can take King Lear and set it in an African 
country. The same with Merchant of Venice. Romeo and Juliet has also been adapted many times. 
 
SN: It does seem, though, that there is something peculiar about Macbeth that has drawn African 
artists and writers for a long time. I read of a 1989 survey of Zimbabwean writers who ranked it 
as their “favorite title” of all literary works (Moschovakis 75). And I know that, before 
Umabatha, there were two productions in 1961 in Zimbabwe and Uganda.6 I’m wondering what 
it is about Macbeth that seems particularly appealing.  
 
WM: If you want to analyse it, the story has elements of intrigue, of divination, of witchcraft – 
all things that people can identify with. Conspiracy occurs all the time; and then you talk about 
wars, you talk about killings. All those elements are just perfect for a story in an African setting. 
Even today, you can see where they’d apply to the story of Macbeth. 
 
SN: There have been some American as well as British adaptations in the last decades that have 
explicitly been identifying themselves as versions of the Idi Amin regime, self-consciously 
trying to evoke that regime in their stagings. 
 
WM: It’s true. I’m meeting some people over the weekend, producers from London, who also 
want me to be involved in another adaptation of Macbeth in Africa. A new one, unrelated to 
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Umabatha. I’m always interested in participating in new adaptations. We will look at various 
elements of society in modern-day Africa. 
 
SN: I saw there was a Nigerian writer named Wale Ogunyemi who did an adaptation titled A’are 
Akogun in 1968 – were you familiar with that adaptation as well?7 

 
WM: Yes. That was interesting. But I only learned of these prior adaptations after I had been 
taking Umabatha to different places. Because of the isolation of South Africa, we never really 
got to know what was happening in other parts of Africa. 
 
SN: It’s fascinating that so many people were adapting Macbeth simultaneously; it seems an idea 
that kept recurring at different moments, even if people weren’t aware of other productions. 
 
WM: It would be quite an interesting thing to take all of these productions and have a festival – a 
week or a month – to see all of these adaptations happening at the same time. 
 
SN: I wish that were possible! It must be amazing to you that this has come to be the most 
famous play that you have done. It has certainly had a long afterlife, some forty years now. 
 
WM: I’ve told people that I do have other productions! [laughter] And they say, no, that one, 
and I say I have a new one, and they say, no, no, where is that Macbeth one? I’ve created other 
stories ... but they say, “Where is Umabatha?” Even Mandela, the first time I met him, he said 
“Where is Umabatha?”  
 
SN: Is that frustrating for you to feel that you’ve done so much else, yet you keep on being 
identified with this one play that continues to be revived – it’s an honor, I’m sure, but it must be 
frustrating as well? 
 
WM: There are times in life you do something once that is amazing, and you can do other things 
but they don’t rise to that level. So you accept it. 
 
SN: For clarification, when did you do that high school production of Macbeth? 
 
WM: It was in 1962. 
 
SN: How had Elizabeth Sneddon heard of you? Had she seen other productions you had done? 
What was the connection? 
 
WM: What had happened was, I tried to enroll in the University of Natal. They said that I had to 
apply to the Minister of the Interior to get into a white university. Then I decided that I’m not 
going to do that, but create my own company – and one day I would go back to this university. 
And that is exactly what happened. I went away and set up my own theatre company. They asked 
me to produce at the University of Natal. So that is how I ended up with Professor Sneddon. 
 
SN: Do you have other thoughts that you feel have not been addressed by most critics of the 
play? Something people miss, something that you wish they would think about? 
 
WM: I feel it is a tribute to Shakespeare in terms of inspiring us, and us discovering the richness 
of cultures. He is someone who came up with these ideas, and we were able to discover more of 
ourselves doing all this. Yet we need to continue to examine how we carry on inspiring others in 
future generations. And what you are doing by pulling all this together in your book is also 
helping the next generation, in terms of examining and looking at all these stories and people 
coming up with ideas around Macbeth. 



 

NOTES 

1. Among many examples: Muriel Bentley directed a Macbeth with African drums at the Achimota 
School, Ghana (1952); Adrian Stanley produced Macbeth as an African tribal drama in Zimbabwe (1961); 
American teacher Nathaniel Frothingham directed the first Ugandan all-African production of 
Shakespeare at the National Theatre in Kampala (1961); Michel Croce-Spinelli set his French script for 
Macbeth Nègre in the Congo (1972); British directors Peter Gill and John Burgess created an all-black 
‘work in progress’ version with a Jamaican dialect at the Studio of the Royal National Theatre, London 
(1987); South-African-born Stephen Rayne directed the Haworth [NJ] Shakespeare Festival’s version of 
Macbeth, using leading black actors from the Royal Shakespeare Company and the Royal National 
Theatre, including Mona Hammond (who had been the lead in Coe’s version), set in a contemporary, 
vaguely African locale (1991–95); English-born Alexander Abela produced the film Makibefo with local 
actors in Madagascar (1999); Polish writer/director Agnieszka Holland made (unrealised) plans for a 
feature film retelling Macbeth in the environment of a nowadays-African country (late 1990s); Sean 
Kelley directed an adaptation with ‘an African flavor’  for the Colorado Shakespeare Festival (2002); 
British-born director Kate Stafford’s ‘African Macbeth’ toured in Malawi and Zimbabwe, in partnership 
with the British Council (2004); Max Stafford-Clark’s Out of Joint Theatre Company produced a Macbeth 
set in a contemporary ‘African’ locale (beginning in 2004 in the U.K., followed in 2005 with a world tour 
concluding in Nigeria); Polish director Andrzej Kowalski directed an ‘African version’ of Macbeth in 
Portugal, called Namanha Makbunhe, including actors from Mozambique, Angola, and Guiné-Bissau 
(2007); Peres Owino adapted Mocbet in Los Angeles, deliberately recalling the regime of Idi Amin (as 
have others—Giles Foden’s novel The Last King of Scotland, in turn, was written with Macbeth in mind, 
and Foden has gone so far as to call Macbeth “The African Play”). 

2. Again, to mention a few instances among many, Macbeths in other African countries include Wale 
Ogunyemi’s adaptation and direction of an English/Yoruban version of Macbeth, called A’are Akogun, at 
the Arts Theatre of the University of Ibadan, Nigeria (1968) and Raymond Hermantier’s direction of a 
Senegalese production of Macbeth (Maurice Maeterlinck’s French translation), which opened in Dakar 
before touring to Paris (1968–69). Later, Ghanian playwright Joe de Graft adapted an ‘Africanised 
version’ of Macbeth called Mambo (1978) and Dev Virahsawmy adapted Zeneral Makbef, a Mauritian 
satire (1981). 

3. Msomi’s account of the origins of the production differs from those of Sneddon and others (see 
Wright). 

4. In 1936, the Harlem Negro Theatre Unit of the WPA Federal Theatre Project launched what came to 
be known as the “Voodoo” Macbeth. John Houseman produced and Orson Welles directed an all-black 
cast, first at the New Lafayette Theatre in Harlem (April 14–June 20), on Broadway at the Adelphi 
Theatre (July 6–17) and eventually on a national tour (July 21–October 4) to Bridgeport, Hartford, Dallas, 
Indianapolis, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, and finally returning to New York at the Majestic Theatre in 
Brooklyn (October 4–17). Sierra Leone drummer Asadata Dafora Horton coordinated the percussion. 

5. In 1992–93, Terry Hands directed Tamburlaine starring Anthony Sher (Tamburlaine) and Claire 
Benedict (Zenocrate) for the Royal Shakespeare Company; it opened first at the Swan in August, 1992, 
before moving to the Barbican for the 1993 season. Msomi was nominated for an Olivier award for his 
work on the choreography.  

6. In April 1961, director Adrian Stanley “convert[ed] Macbeth into a drama of African tribal warfare. 
Twenty-six Africans appeared in name parts and over sixty senior African schoolboys took part as extras 
in the battle scenes. The play was staged in the large Glamis Stadium [Harare]” (Taylor 129). In 
December of the same year, American-born, Harvard-educated volunteer teacher Nathaniel Frothingham 
directed Makerere College students in Macbeth, the first all-African production at the National Theatre in 
Kampala, Uganda (Smalls 249). 

7. In 1968, Wale Ogunyemi adapted and directed an English/Yoruban version of Macbeth, called 
A’are Akogun, at the Arts Theatre of the University of Ibadan, Nigeria; it was published in 1969 (Banham, 
Mooneeram, and Plastow 294). 
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