7 October 2005 – The Zimbabwean
Premiere: Breakfast with Mugabe 

BY A CORRESPONDENT


From left: David Rintoul (Rajko Peric), Antony Sher (director), and Joseph Mydell (Robert Mugabe).
Credit: Nada Zakula

LONDON – A British playwright noticed a newspaper report in 2001 that a psychiatrist was treating Robert Mugabe for depression. He was fascinated. Who was this man - this monster to the West and hero in the eyes of some Africans? What drives him? The result is Breakfast with Mugabe, a play which tells the story of the combative relationship between Mugabe and the white psychiatrist treating him.

Also in the cast are Grace Mugabe (Norma Dumezweni) and a bodyguard played by Christopher Obi. It is, said playwright Fraser Grace, about four people with power, what they choose to do with it, and why. “That’s meat for any dramatist.”

Is Mugabe a monster, a liberator, or something in between? Part of the dramatic tension is that the playwright, who has never been to Zimbabwe, doesn’t have an answer. 

“He is a man; he is a complex human being like anybody else,” Grace told The Zimbabwean, adding: “But a lot of people have to make a judgement. They don’t have the luxury of sitting back and thinking, ‘Where does this man come from?’ 

“I think if you simply label someone a monster, it’s a great way of ducking responsibility,” said Grace. “I think this play helps us examine the actions of our own country in the context of Zimbabwe’s current situation, and how the British find Mugabe quite comforting in a perverse way – he’s a convenient stereotype.”

The play is set in 2001, when the violent seizures of white-owned farms, the machinations to retain power, the draconian laws, the crushing of human rights and free speech, the slide toward economic disaster, were relatively new. But Grace said he found no need to update the tale of Mugabe and his tussles with an ngozi (aggrieved spirit) because all that has happened since is “directly related to the way Mugabe’s mind works and how he reacts to opposition.” 

For example, the killings in Matabeleland in the 80s were named Gukurahundi (the rain that clears away the trash), and the assaults on the urban power this year were called Murambatsvina (clearing away the trash). “Twenty years apart but the same image. I think that speaks for itself,” said Grace.

Sher, the South African-born director, said he finds Mugabe “more mesmeric, the worse he behaves. If the play works well, the audience should feel some compassion for him … (it) provides a very intelligent debate rather than just portraying a monster.”

The music is composed by Zimbabwean Chartwell Dutiro, who will also play the mbira on stage and backstage alongside a RSC percussionist, Jimmy Jones. As a teen-ager, Dutiro played the saxophone with the Salvation Army in Harare. Soon after, in 1986, he began nearly a decade of international tours with the band Thomas Mapfumo and the Blacks Unlimited. Since 1994 he has lived in Britain where he teaches and performs the mbira.

For added authenticity, a Zimbabwean voice coach helped with the accents, and when the script calls for Shona words, which cast members had to learn phonetically.
