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In this file photo South Africa’s President Jacob Zuma gestures dur-
ing celebrations for his 75th birthday in Kliptown, Soweto. — AFP

Former South African president Jacob Zuma’s plan to record
an album of apartheid-era struggle songs sparked off a po-
litical row yesterday as opposition politicians slammed the

project as a taxpayer-funded waste of money. Zuma, ousted from
power last year amid multiple fraud scandals, is famed for his rich
baritone singing voice and regularly bursts into song at ruling
ANC party rallies and public events.

He plans to record the album in front of a live audience in April
and to release it later in the year, with his trademark song
“Awuleth’ Umshini Wami” (“Bring Me My Machine Gun”) set to
be on the playlist. The song is one of many tunes that played a
central role in the decades-long struggle against white-minority
rule and which are still sung at protests in South Africa today.

“These songs remind us of where we came from and how our
country was forged,” said Thembinkosi Ngcobo, head of recre-
ation and culture at the Ethekwini local municipality, which will
fund the album. “The worst thing that we could do would be to
forgot our past,” Ngcobo told AFP. “We chased president Zuma
for three months and, when he heard about our plan, he was more
excited than us about it.” Ngcobo said Zuma would not be paid
or receive any profits from the album, and was giving his time for
free to “preserve and disseminate of our liberation heritage”.

Public funds 
Ethekwini municipality, which includes the coastal city of Dur-

ban, is in Zuma’s home province of KwaZulu Natal-a hotbed of
the corruption scandals that beset his rule as president and finally
led to his ousting. “The album itself is not an issue at all-except
that it will be funded by public money and we have no idea how
much,” local opposition councilor Nicole Graham, from the Dem-
ocratic Alliance party, told AFP. “This is about factional battles
within the ANC party, with his supporters attempting to give him
a continued platform after his fall.

“The DA will fight this matter tooth and nail in the interests of
all who prioritize service delivery over politics.” Zuma, 76, came
to power in 2009 and was ousted by ANC lawmakers early last
year after a fierce battle for control of the party. The former pres-
ident, who is thought to have little personal wealth, is battling to
quash criminal charges against him over a $2.5-billion corruption
case linked to a 1990s arms deal. He also faces allegations of fos-
tering widespread corruption while in power. Ngcobo said Zuma’s
singing was a key part of his political image. “It was one reason
for his popularity. It projects him as an informal, friendly and ac-
cessible person,” he said. — AFP
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Theatre-goers take a selfie at the Espinas Hotel in the Iranian capital Tehran, before watching the musical
production Les Miserables.

A scene from the musical production Les Miserables.

A scene from the musical production Les Miserables.

‘No Miserables allowed in’ 
The lavishness of the production has brought its share of crit-

icism, however.
The play has come at a volatile moment in Iran, when anger

at economic inequality and corruption dominates political de-
bate.  Tickets, priced between 500,000 and 1.85 million rials
(roughly $5 to $20, 4.4 euros to 17.5 euros), are beyond the
means of most Iranians.  “No Miserables allowed in,” said a con-
servative daily, Javan.

Director Parsaee said connecting with Tehran’s elite was part
of the point.  “This story is relevant to all times, and all places,
and that includes today’s Tehran. It’s about the class divide, the
social breakdown and the poverty that exists today,” he told AFP.
“It’s a reminder to the audience that other classes exist and we
need to see them and know about them. It’s a serious warning.”

‘No taboos broken’ 
Much of the show seems to run against Iranian taboos, not

least the mixed dancing and drinking in brothels and inns.  But
Parsaee, who used to head the performing arts department at

the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, knows the red
lines well.  “The review board saw the play in its entirety before
we were allowed to begin our run,” he said.   “They found it com-
pletely compatible with the rules and regulations. No taboos
were broken.”

The director’s love for musicals started around a decade ago
when he saw “Oliver Twist”, based on the Charles Dickens clas-
sic, in London. “I was depressed for days, thinking why can’t we
do this? I vowed to myself that I would one day make a musical
in Iran.” He did precisely that, bringing “Oliver Twist” to the
stage in Tehran last year.  And now he has established a produc-
tion company to train a new generation of musical directors.
“I’ve opened the door on musicals in Iran, and now, like a relay
race, others must advance it to a point that there won’t be any
difference between Iran and Broadway.”— AFP


