
 

“U mis natuur se groot genesing: slaap”: Sovereign 
insomnia and Macbeth in Afrikaans 

SONJA LOOTS 

macbeth.slapeloos: directed by Marthinus Basson. Baxter Theatre, Cape Town. February 2014.  

When Marthinus Basson‟s adaptation of Macbeth opened at the Baxter Theatre, it had already 

enjoyed successful runs on the festival circuit, where it had amassed awards for best actor 

(Dawid Minnaar), best actress (Anna-Mart van der Merwe), best supporting actor (Charlton 

George), best director, best design and best production, amongst others. Veteran actor Dawid 

Minnaar in the title role was supported by three doyennes of Afrikaans theatre: Anna-Mart van 

der Merwe, Jana Cilliers and Antoinette Kellerman. For most of the Baxter performances, 

Charlton George was replaced by André Roothman, but the rest of the original cast remained 

unchanged. Reviews of the production in mainstream publications had been almost unanimously 

positive. To many members of Basson‟s Baxter audience the prospect of a thought-provoking 

and stimulating theatre experience would therefore have seemed almost guaranteed. But the two 

performances I attended received polite applause rather than standing ovations, and there seemed 

to be very little connection between the rave reviews and the lukewarm audience response. 

Curiously for a production of this calibre no programme was made available. In the absence 

of a director‟s note Basson did however explain in media interviews that Eitemal‟s Afrikaans 

translation of Macbeth (1965) had been adapted for nine actors in such a way that the theme of 

sleep would be foregrounded. “We are playing with the effects of insomnia in Macbeth‟s case, 

and the sleep of depression in Lady Macbeth‟s,” Basson said in the lead-up to the premiere of 

the original Aardklop production.1 The audience, he added, could expect “a nightmare”. Since 

the play‟s title also suggested an approach that would focus on the centrality of sleep, or lack 

thereof, it was a considerable surprise to find that Basson‟s production did almost nothing of the 

sort. In fact, key moments in the play referring to sleep or sleep deprivation did not feature at all. 

Others were „lost in translation‟ since no particular emphasis was placed on them and no 

opportunities for recognition or contemplation were offered. A few examples will have to 

suffice. 

In an early, crucial reference to sleep one of the witches talks about how she will punish a 

sailor, the husband of a woman who would not give her chestnuts, by robbing him of sleep. In 

the Eitemal translation she vows: 

Ek sal hom dor soos hooi uitdroog: 

Slaap sal die afdak van sy oog 

Nooit by dag of nag besoek; 

Hy sal leef soos een, vervloek: 

1. Rudolf Stehle, “Macbeth praat Afrikaans”. Beeld, 11 November 2013 (online: http://152.111.1.88/
argief/berigte/beeld/2013/09/11/B1/18/rsmacbeth.html). 
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Nege maal nege nagte aaneen 

Sal hy skrompel tot vel en been.  

(1.3.13)2 

There is of course a striking similarity between the fate she plans for the sailor and the fate 

awaiting Macbeth, as Blits has shown.3 These beautifully translated lines, surely very relevant to 

the production‟s thematic focus, could easily have been assigned to the character created for 

Cilliers (more about that mysterious character shortly). Instead, they were entirely omitted. This 

seemed a regrettable oversight, and it was not the only one.  

At the end of Act Three an anonymous Lord mentions sleep among the things Macduff and 

the people of Scotland yearn for under Macbeth‟s rule: 

Vir ons nagte geruste slaap, en weer bankette 

Hou en feesvier, vry van dolk en bloed, 

Vir troue diens weer vrye loon en eer. 

(3.6.57) 

The significance of these lines was completely lost in a scene which had four cast members 

speaking with and over each other. The melee of voices were presumably meant to suggest 

growing dissent and anger, but it obscured the suggestion that not only Macbeth and his queen, 

but the entire Cawdor clan, were robbed of sleep in the wake of Duncan‟s murder. The voice 

heard by Macbeth on the night of the murder predicted: “Glamis het die slaap vermoor, en dus 

sal Cawdor/Nooit weer slaap nie; Macbeth sal nooit weer slaap nie.” (2.2.34) Because the scene 

was choreographed in such a way as to make following a single performer for the duration 

nearly impossible, it missed what might have been a valuable insight about all of them as 

subjects governed by Macbeth, and therefore tyrannized by restless nights.   

Parris has noted that Hamlet and Macbeth are tragedies that “hinge on the violent deaths of 

sleeping kings”; and that “Macbeth‟s insomnia punctuates the self-annihilating consequences of 

an assault on sovereign sleep”.4 It is therefore significant that the second act foregrounds sleep as 

already compromised. Banquo is fighting the urge to succumb to drowsiness and reveals that 

lately his rest has been disturbed by troubled thoughts: 

‟n Loomheid druk so swaar soos lood op my, 

En tog sou ek nie wil slaap nie. Goeie geeste, 

Bedwing in my die vervloekte gedagtes wat  

Soms opduik in ons rus. 

(2.1.27) 

What a pity that at this point it was very difficult indeed to hear what the actor (Roothman) was 

saying. Even in good seats big chunks of dialogue were simply inaudible. Enunciation left much 

to be desired, with Roothman perhaps the worst, but by no means the only offender. While 

audience members were battling to hear what was being said on stage, images of galaxies in 

deep space were projected onto the back wall. Since he was surrounded by such bright celestial 

sources of light, Banquo now found himself unable to report that the night was unusually dark, 

as Shakespeare would have him do: “Die hemel wil besuinig: Hul kerse is almal uit” (2.1.27). 

Clearly it was not nearly as dark as Lady Macbeth had wished for in Act One: “Kom, donker 

nag,/Bedek jou met die hel se rouswart rook” (1.5.21). When Macbeth joined Banquo on stage, 

2. William Shakespeare, Macbeth, trans. Eitemal (Cape Town: Human & Rousseau, 1965). Future 
references in Afrikaans are to this edition. 

3. See Jan Blits, The Insufficiency of Virtue: Macbeth and the Natural Order (London: Rowman & 
Littlefield Publishers, 1996), p.22. 

4. Benjamin Parris, “„The body is with the King, but the King is not with the body‟: Sovereign Sleep 
in Hamlet and Macbeth”, Shakespeare Studies 40 (2012):102 and 23. 



 

he wished for a starless night in a scene which is normally understood to be already cloaked in 

darkness: “Sterre, doof in swart/Jul vure, dat geen lig val in my donker hart.”  

Moving these lines from the first act (1.4.19) to the second (2.1.27) and inserting them as 

part of the “Dagger” soliloquy, contributed to what seemed like a bit of a muddle. The 

discussion about divine portents at the end of Act Two was maintained, suggesting that at some 

point during the night, darkness had indeed at long last succeeded in blacking everything out and 

now would not give way to daylight: “Die uur is dag,/ Maar dik nag smoor en doof die 

hemellamp.” (2.4.38)5 However, when subsequent scenes offered a regular return of starry skies 

projected onto the back wall (as in 3.2), we were back where we had started. When Malcolm 

eventually encouraged Macduff with: “Wees welgemoed en wag:/ Geen nag so lank, of daaroor 

breek die dag” (4.3.77), I was hardly convinced that the night had indeed been very dark or, for 

that matter, very long. 

Macbeth is, as Bradley put it, a play in which “we are shown a soul tortured by an agony 

which admits not a moment‟s repose”.6 It has to be said that the projections of hazy images of 

deep space (which were at times reflected in the mirrors placed on the stage) had a decidedly 

soothing effect. In moments where Minnaar‟s Macbeth should have found himself in a black 

hole of sleep-deprived misery, the backdrop did not suggest that he was “in die besoeking van 

nare drome/Elke nag” (3.2.47). On the contrary, he seemed to be almost floating in space, even if 

he did look a bit cross and grim while doing so. No real sense of the corrosive psychological 

effects of his fitful nights was evoked, and judging by how peacefully many audience members 

were dozing off, this certainly was not the nightmarish vision we were told to expect. The 

hackneyed and excessive use of war imagery, also projected onto the back wall at frequent 

intervals, simply numbed us further and did not succeed in facilitating an entry into the 

consciousness of the protagonist.  

Nor were we immersed in the interior world of Lady Macbeth‟s tortured soul. In the 

sleepwalking scene her maid, the doctor and audience members watched her build a tall tower 

with empty wine glasses. She looked less haunted than nervous about what she, and the 

audience, fully expected would happen soon. And sure enough, her death was signalled by a 

loud toppling and crashing of glasses. No attempt was made to draw on the association between 

death and sleep, which might have been interesting for this production‟s intended focus. As it 

was, the scene mostly served the purpose of waking up some of those that had been drifting off. 

Van der Merwe‟s Lady Macbeth disappointed in earlier scenes too. When we saw her for the 

first time, she was impatient for her husband to arrive so that she could subject him to the 

lashings of her tongue, which she would use like a whip: “Dat die dapper sweepslag van my tong 

bestraf/Al wat jou t‟rughou van die goud en kroon” (1.5.20). But in their first scene together she 

was bubbling with excitement and relentlessly sunny, even when her words had, or should have 

had, ominous undertones: “Geen son se oog/Sal ooit dié môre sien!” (1.5.22). She bordered on 

being playful when she lightly rebuked Macbeth about being able to see straight through him: 

“My Taan, jou aanskyn is ‟n boek, mens lees/Daar vreemde dinge.” So playful, in fact, that her 

by then relaxed-looking husband pinched her bum while she prattled on. One fully expected him 

to flop down on a sofa and turn on the telly to watch some footy. The scene concluded not with a 

wife assuming full control, but with one who, as she beckoned to servants and scurried past 

crates filled with those very same glasses that would later vex her so terribly, came across as an 

events organiser of sorts. 

When, in the next scene, Duncan (Kellerman) arrived at Inverness Castle and acted opposite 

Lady Macbeth, one could not help but be struck by a very dubious casting choice. Kellerman‟s 

androgynous and regal bearing stood her in good stead as Duncan, but not unleashing her as 

Macbeth‟s “fiendish queen” (“duiwelse koningin”, 5.8.93) must surely count as an opportunity 
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5. Ross‟s lines were assigned to one of the anonymous characters created by Basson as a way to 
compress several of the play‟s secondary characters. 

6. A.C. Bradley, Shakespearean Tragedy (1904) (London: Macmillan, 1926), pp.332-33. 
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missed. When Lady Macbeth reappeared to ask her husband why he had left the hall, Van der 

Merwe gave us a nagging wife. Her Lady Macbeth was plaintive and exasperated. When that did 

not work, she resorted to begging, which gave way to anger and, in desperation, led to a kiss. 

Her last long soliloquy (“Skroef op jou moed tot die vaste kerf/En ons sal nie misluk nie”, 

1.7.26) was acted as part of a bizarrely disastrous sex scene which elicited giggles and laughter 

at both performances I attended and left everyone except Macbeth deeply unsatisfied. 

“The Macbeths,” writes Barbara Everett, “are probably Shakespeare‟s most thoroughly 

married couple.”7 Maybe that‟s why, once he‟d had a little romp with his wife, in front of a 

mirror nogal, with giant, luminous stars and planets projected onto the back wall, Macbeth gave 

his wife an affectionate, almost brotherly smack on the bum (muffled laughter). Some warrior 

kings might have reserved such a gesture for a trusty horse, but Lady Macbeth did not seem to 

mind being treated thus. After all, her cunning little plan had worked a charm. “Nou goed. Dan 

span/Ek al my kragte tot die gruweldaad,”resolved Macbeth as he zipped up. But now he had 

lots to do, which is why he wanted his lovely to get dressed. Pronto. “Kom,” he said, “laat ons 

die tyd se skoonste skouspel stig: ‟n Vals hart veilig onder ‟n vals gesig.” But Lady Macbeth was 

preoccupied with trying to put her satin panties back on. It proved to be quite a challenging task 

(a question of high heels, standing upright and trying to keep her balance). So Macbeth started 

leaving while she fumbled a bit more with the damned dainty undies (more laughter). Earlier she 

had invoked evil spirits to unsex her so that she could kill Duncan without pity and remorse. 

Now she had her knickers in a knot. It was exceedingly hard to take her seriously after that. 

Acting opposite Van der Merwe, Minnaar was lukewarm and complacent. On his own, he 

fared better and some speeches, including his “Dagger” soliloquy, were fairly powerful. On the 

whole, however, it was an uneven performance. His strongest support came from Cilliers, who 

shone in her role as a Hecate-like figure. We first saw her in the first scene, where instead of 

three witches, we had only her, sitting opposite Macbeth and Lady Macbeth holding some 

mysterious position of authority over them. The lines normally spoken by the witches were 

assigned to this unusual trio. Cilliers‟s character then drifted in and out of various scenes, taking 

on the roles of commentator, observer, messenger, aide and ladies‟ maid. In one of her most 

powerful appearances she had Macbeth and Lady Macbeth repeat some of their lines by simply 

clicking her fingers. The lines in question included Lady Macbeth‟s suggestion that her husband 

suffers from lack of sleep: “U mis natuur se groot genesing: slaap” (3.4.54). He concurred and 

replied that they should go to bed but, when the scene was „replayed‟ seconds later, it became 

clear they were going round in circles. This highlighted Lady Macbeth‟s growing desperation (it 

was her last appearance before the sleepwalking scene) and the futility of Macbeth‟s resolve to 

learn to live with his conscience. That they were seemingly at the mercy of a figure that 

sometimes lurked unseen in the background and at other times infiltrated their household, 

assuming the role of confidante to both of them, was effectively unsettling. The creation of this 

figure, and Cilliers‟s rendering of the role, was the production‟s greatest strength.  

Finally, I would like to make a point about the Macbeth translation used by Basson and 

published in 1964. It has been out of print for decades and very few audience members younger 

than seventy would have been familiar with it in any way. Since spoken Afrikaans no longer 

sounds remotely like it did half a century ago, and no attempt was made to update the text, 

audience members had to decode the „archaic‟ language they were hearing on stage while at the 

same time drawing connections with the English-language play – which, to most mother-tongue 

Afrikaans speakers, would have seemed much less foreign than lines spoken in an Afrikaans 

taken straight from a dusty time capsule. 

Eitemal‟s translation, when studied in print (if you can find a copy), is admittedly a poetic 

tour de force. I have tried to give a sense of that by quoting some of its hauntingly beautiful 

lines. In performance, however, it was maddeningly hard to follow. Disappointingly, things got 

off to a bad start with actors rushing trough their lines at breakneck speed. The astonishingly 

7. Barbara Everett, Young Hamlet: Essays on Shakespeare‟s Tragedies (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1989), p.103. 



 

brisk pacing of the dialogue in the opening scenes did the beauty of Eitemal‟s Afrikaans no 

justice, since it made no allowances for its sheer difficulty. For audience members who soon 

found themselves adrift because lines were unintelligible (as they often were), or difficult to 

understand for other reasons (outlined above), there was simply no recourse. The surtitles in 

English, on a small digital screen suspended above the stage, were a welcome refuge, but hard to 

reconcile to the lines spoken so briskly on stage. With nine actors instead of 33 and a shortened 

text, the production sacrificed much in terms of plot coherence. That audiences could not hear 

what the actors were saying did not help. Incorporating Afrikaans surtitles in addition to the 

English ones might have been a good idea. 

As a Shakespeare production, macbeth.slapeloos was no match for Fred Abrahamse and 

Marcel Meyer‟s Othello, which could be seen at the Maynardville Open-Air Theatre at the same 

time. Judged as Afrikaans theatre, it was completely eclipsed by Jaco Bouwer and Willem 

Anker‟s dazzling Samsa-masjien, which was by far the most outstanding contribution to the 

Baxter‟s so-called „Afrikaans season‟.  

STAGE AND SCREEN REVIEWS     75 THEATRE REVIEW     75 


