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Artlooks & Artlines 
Artlooks and Artlines is a monthly column written by Ismail 
Mahomed, Artistic Director of the National Arts Festival. 

Most people who attend the National Arts 
Festival in Grahamstown tend to believe 
that the city goes back to its slumber on the 
morning after all the arts and craft traders 

have left the Village Green Fair. This is far from true. The 
city becomes home to close to 1 000 high school students 
who come from across the country to attend the inspiring 
National Schools Festival.

astute political decisiveness, calculating problem-solving 
skills and outstanding leadership were such demoralised 
learners in their classrooms. When the school boycotts 
had come to a temporary halt and learners returned to 
their classrooms, I abandoned the mathematics lesson I 
had planned for that day. We spent the time discussing the 
various creative performances that the students had devised 
while sitting outside the classrooms. Fuelled by my students’ 
passion for the arts, I passed a handbill about the Festival to 
the learners in my classroom.

There was a loud and resounding affirmation from my 
class that they wanted to be in Grahamstown. For me, this 
was a moment for negotiation. 

‘I’ll take all of you to the Festival but then I want 
nothing less than 65% in the exams from every single one 
of you, not just in mathematics but in your total average 

decision to take up the post of the Artistic Director of the 
National Arts Festival 20 years later in 2008. 

In the years that followed many of those students 
whom I brought to Grahamstown have continued to make 
their annual pilgrimage to National Arts Festival on their 
own accord. Only two of the students from that inaugural 
visit have gone on to take up careers in the arts. The rest 
of them now hold senior positions in various businesses, 
politics and the professional sector. Many of those 
students have even become generous patrons of the arts. 

Each year as the National Schools Festival dawns on 
us and I watch the throng of school buses arriving at 
the 1820 Monument, I feel an enormous sense of hope 
for the future of the arts in South Africa. The National 
Schools Festival is a dynamic incubator. It nurtures future 
audiences for the National Arts Festival. It stimulates a 

for all subjects. How fast we catch up with work is going 
to be the one determining factor; and the other is that we 
are going to have to raise a total of R45 000 to make this 
trip possible,’ I explained.

Over the next three months, the students and I 
embarked on a massive fund-raising drive to cover costs 
for registration, accommodation, meals and transport. 
The community of Lenasia supportively rallied behind 
us. We left for Grahamstown in a hired bus that departed 
from the school grounds just after dawn. Fellow students, 
teachers, family and community members who supported 
our campaign came out in pyjamas and dressing gowns 
to bid us farewell. And so began the first of 20 trips to the 
National Arts Festival and the National Schools Festival 
in subsequent years before I decided to make that crazy 

critical audience that wants to engage with content, style 
and the reasons why we make art.

As the students leave the Monument on the last day of 
the Schools Festival, the fond hugs between students from 
rural schools and private schools inspires a renewed hope 
for our country. It inspires a sense of relief that there will be 
a day when these young minds will be able to grapple with 
the legacies of class, cultural and race divides much better 
than my generation can. For the past 40 years, the National 
Schools Festival has been making a dynamic contribution to 
our nation. It has used our theatres and galleries to incubate 
a new South Africa long before we even realised it.

May the curtains never come down on the National 
Schools Festival. It is one of South Africa’s greatest 
cultural treasures. CF

Adorned in their school uniforms at the opening of the 
Festival, students from poor rural schools sit side by side 
with students from some of South Africa’s most prestigious 
private schools. For their five day stay in Grahamstown, 
the joy, laughter, amazement and engagement that they 
experience is the thread that will weave a bond between 
them and the arts for the rest of their lives.

Each year at the official opening ceremony, the 
Grahamstown Foundation’s Executive Director, Louisa 
Clayton directs the audience to create a theatrical 
thunderstorm. As she draws them in to participate in a 
Mexican wave, their rapturous applause at its end signals 
to the artists who will be performing over the next five 
days that this is an audience that is enthusiastic, willing 
and ready to be immersed to create their own magic.

This year, the National Schools Festival celebrated its 
40th anniversary. In a climate when most arts organisations 
are experiencing major funding challenges, it is a remarkable 
achievement for the National Schools Festival to soldier on 
to give young South Africans a rich, textured and engaging 
opportunity to immerse themselves in the arts.

Worth noting is that this year’s iconic 40th anniversary 
also took place in a week when two of Africa’s greatest 

Nobel Prize winners were born. The Festival started on 13 
July which marked the birthday of novelist and thought-
leader Wole Soyinka and it ended on the birthday of South 
Africa’s all-time favourite statesman, Nelson Mandela.

As I sat in the auditorium watching the faces of the 1 
000 enthusiastic students and teachers, my thoughts went 
fleeting back to the 1980s when as a former mathematics 
school teacher, I brought 56 students and three adult 
chaperones to the Festival. In the ‘80s, we were in the 
midst of the education boycotts. Children were coming 
to school but were not attending classes. They mobilised 
their efforts through poetry, drama, dance and other 
forms of artistic expression. 

I often marvelled at their creativity. I often wondered 
why students who demonstrated such fierce individuality, 


