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Isango Ensemble – An Introduction

The South African company Isango 
Ensemble is based in Cape Town. The 
core of the company was formed 
by director Mark Dornford-May and 
music director and singer Pauline 
Malefane in 2000. The company 
predominantly draws performers 
from across the townships 
surrounding the city. The company’s 
structure embraces artists at all 
stages of their creative development, 
allowing senior artists to lead and 
contribute towards the growth of 
rising talents. At its heart are the 
extraordinary and varied musical 
abilities of its group of performers. 
In 2011, the company became a 
Section 21 Company, a not-for-profit 
organization, and took its new name: 
Isango Ensemble. Isango Ensemble 
works through the creative force and 
energy of each and every member of 
the Company. This collective focus 
makes things happen beyond “the 
box.” It is the mixture and clash of 
its cultures, races and experiences 
that enables it to create work of the 
highest caliber. The company’s work 
to date has focused on reimagining 
classics from the Western theatre 
canon, finding a new context for 
the stories within a South African 
or township setting, and creating 
new work, which is relevant to 
the heritage of the nation.Isango 
Ensemble’s more recent stage 
productions include The Magic 
Flute – Impempe Yomlingo, featuring 
Mozart’s score transposed for an 
orchestra of marimbas, which broke 

box office records when it played in 
repertoire with A Christmas Carol – 
Ikrismas Kherol at the Young Vic in 
London. Together these productions 
won the Whatsonstage Theatregoers’ 
Choice Award for Best Off-West 
End Production. The Magic Flute 
– Impempe Yomlingo then won an 
Olivier Award for Best Musical Revival 
when it transferred to the Duke of 
York’s Theatre for a season in the 
West End and the Globes de Cristal 
for Best Opera Production following 
a sold-out season at the Théâtre du 
Châtelet in Paris. In September 2009 
the company returned to London’s 
West End with The Mysteries – 
Yiimimangaliso winning unanimous 
critical praise. In the summer of 
2012, the company’s production of 
La Boheme – Abanxaxhi, a unique 
partnership with The Global Fund 
to Fight Aids Tuberculosis and 
Malaria, played at Hackney Empire 
in London for five weeks to critical 
acclaim. In 2012, in a partnership 
with Shakespeare’s Globe, a new 
stage version of Shakespeare’s epic 
poem, Venus & Adonis, was created. 
The production proved so successful 
in its first run at the Globe that it 
returned for more performances in 
2013. The company’s productions 
have toured Ireland, UK, France, 
Germany, Italy, Austria, Singapore, 
Japan, Netherlands and Australia. 
In September 2014 the company 
embarked on its first nine week 
tour of the USA with Magic Flute and 
Venus & Adonis, playing Washington, 
Chicago, Champaign, Santa Monica, 
Baltimore, Boston and New York. 
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Films created by Mark Dornford-May 
and other members of the ensemble 
include u-Carmen eKhayelitsha, 
which won the Golden Bear at the 
Berlin Film Festival and Best Feature 
at the LA Pan African Film Festival, 
as well as garnering several awards 
for its star, Pauline Malefane, and 
Son of Man, which premiered at 
The Sundance Film Festival in the 
USA. The ensemble’s third film: 
a short film, Unogumbe – Noye’s 
Fludde, premiered at the Toronto 
International Film Festival and has 
also been in competition at the 65th 
Berlin International Film Festival. 
It has played at the Human Rights 
Arts & Film Festival in Melbourne, 
Australia, the Washington Jewish 
Film Festival, the Austin Film 
Festival, the Flatpack Film Festival 
in Birmingham, UK, the Matatu 
African Film Festival in Oakland, 
CA, and the International Images 
Film Festival for Women in Harare, 
Zimbabwe in March 2013. Isango’s 
latest film, based on Giacomo 
Puccini’s La Boheme is called 
Breathe – Umphefumlo; which was 
invited as a Special Screening at The 
Berlin International Film Festival 
in 2015 along with Cannes, Prague, 
Amsterdam and Chicago. The 
Desmond Tutu TB Centre (DTTC) at 
the Faculty of Medicine and Health 
Sciences (FMHS) of Stellenbosch 
University has a proud and rewarding 
collaboration with Isango Ensemble. 
Together, the DTTC and Isango 
have taken vital health messages to 
communities in innovative and bold 
ways. It is the vision of the FMHS 

to advance health and equality in 
South Africa and beyond, and the 
DTTC has pioneered community-
based approaches to TB and 
HIV care and alternative ways of 
health promotion which have been 
recognized internationally. One of 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s gifts for 
his 80th birthday from the DTTC and 
Isango was a special performance 
of his favorite opera The Magic Flute 
(Impempe Yomlingo). The latest 
collaborative effort was the making 
of an isiXhosa film version of La 
Boheme (Breathe - Umphefumlo) 
which was set in part at Stellenbosch 
University. The Archbishop Emeritus 
has been unwavering in his support 
of these efforts to promote human 
dignity and to treat and cure TB – the 
main cause of death in South Africa 
- through world class research and 
active community involvement.

Isango Ensemble Creative Team

MARK DORNFORD-MAY, adapter, 
director, writer, co-founder, is 
co-founder and Artistic Director of 
Isango Ensemble. He has worked 
in South Africa with members 
of the company since 2000. In 
South Africa, Mark has directed 
The Mysteries –Yiimimangaliso, 
The Beggar’s Opera – Ibali loo 
Tsotsi, Carmen, The Magic Flute – 
ImpempeYomlingo, Aesop’s Fables, 
The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists 
– IzigwiliEzidlakazelayo, and 
Christmas Carol – IkrismasKherol, 
which won the Whatsonstage 
Theatregoers’ Choice Award for 
Best Off-West End Production. The 
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Magic Flute has since toured the 
world and won numerous awards 
including the 2008 Olivier Awards for 
Best Musical Revival and the Globes 
de Cristal for Best Opera in Paris. 
Mark’s first feature film, U-Carmen 
eKhayelitsha, won the Golden 
Bear at the Berlin Film Festival. His 
second film, Son of Man, received 
the award for Best Feature at the 
LA Film Festival and the Founders 
Award presented by Michael Moore 
at the Traverse City Film Festival. His 
third, Unogumbe – Noye’s Fludde, 
was an official selection at both the 
Toronto and Berlin Film Festivals. 
His fourth, Breathe – Umphefumlo, 
premiered at the Berlin International 
Film Festival at a special gala in 
March 2015. From July 2009 to 
February 2010, Mark oversaw the 
building of the Fugard Theatre in 
Cape Town. The Magic Flute and The 
Mysteries formed the opening season 
of the Fugard Theatre, where the 
Isango Ensemble staged two world 
premieres, Aesop’s Fables and The 
Ragged Trousered Philanthropists – 
IzigwiliEzidlakazelayo. In 2012, Mark 
directed and adapted Venus & Adonis 
for Isango to open the Globe to 
Globe season at Shakespeare’s Globe 
in London. Following its success, this 
production returned to the Globe 
in May 2013. In 2012, Isango also 
produced La Boheme, supported 
by The Global Fund to fight AIDS, 
Tuberculosis and Malaria, in a unique 
partnership. After a run in Cape 
Town, supported by Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu, La Boheme played 

Hackney Theatre in London for  
four weeks. 

MANDISI DYANTYIS, associate 
director & co-music director of 
Isango Ensemble, has been with the 
company since 2006. He has been 
co-Music Director for all Isango 
Ensemble productions including The 
Magic Flute – Impempe Yomlingo, A 
Christmas Carol – iKrismasKherol, 
The Mysteries – Yiimimangaliso, 
Aesop’s Fables and The Ragged 
Trousered Philanthropists – 
IzigwiliEzidlakazelayo. Recently, 
Mandisi travelled to New York to work 
with Graduate Acting students of 
New York University’s Tisch School of 
Acting, as they explored relationships 
between South African and 
American theatre methods. In 2012, 
Mandisi was the musical director 
and composer for Isango’s Venus 
& Adonis which opened the Globe 
to Globe season at Shakespeare’s 
Globe in London and subsequently 
returned to the Globe in May 2013. 
He arranged and directed the music 
for the films Unogumbe and Breathe 
– Umphefumlo.

PAULINE MALEFANE, co-founder 
& co-music director of Isango 
Ensemble, is also the company’s 
leading actress. She has worked 
with members of the company 
since 2000. She is also an advocate 
for The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 
Tuberculosis and Malaria. Prior to 
Isango Ensemble she worked with 
the Lyric Theatre Company Dimpho 
Di Kopane where she saw world-wide 
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success playing the role of Carmen, 
both on stage and in the Golden 
Bear-winning feature film U-Carmen 
eKhayelithsa, for which she won a 
Golden Thumb from Roger Ebert. She 
was awarded the Best Actress Award 
at the South African Film & Television 
Awards for the film Son of Man. In 
2008, she was invited to give a series 
of master classes to the theatre and 
music students at UCLA. She made 
her Proms debut at London’s Albert 
Hall in 2006 with the songs of Kurt 
Weill. In the same year, she sang 
the role of Bess in Porgy and Bess at 
both Umea and Malmo in Sweden. In 
2009, conducted by Sir Simon Rattle, 
she sang a series of concerts with 
the Berlin Philharmonic, which were 
broadcast on German television. 
In 2012, Pauline played the role of 
Venus in Isango’s Venus & Adonis, 
which opened the Globe to Globe 
season at Shakespeare’s Globe in 
London. Following its success, she 
and the production returned to 
the Globe in May 2013. In 2013, she 
also played Noah in Unogumbe, an 
adaptation of Benjamin Britten’s 
Noye’s Fludde and in 2015, the role of 
Zoleka in Breathe - Umphefumlo. 

CHLOE KENWARD, lighting designer, 
is based in London, and has worked 
as Isango Ensemble’s lighting 
designer since 2012, designing La 
Boheme, Aesop’s Fables and The 
Ragged Trousered Philanthropists 
- IzigwiliEzidlakazelayo, and also 
re-lighting The Magic Flute – 
ImpempeYomlingo, around the world 
for the company. Chloe has worked 

as a freelance lighting designer and 
touring re-lighter in the UK and 
around the world for companies 
including Hofesh Shechter, Isango 
Ensemble, Lyric Hammersmith, Tokyo 
Metropolitan Theatre, Theatre Royal 
Stratford East, Upswing, English 
Touring Theatre, and Headlong 
Theatre. In 2006 Chloe won the 
Michael Northern Bursary Award 
from the Association of Lighting 
Designers for showing ‘exemplary 
talent in lighting design.’ Chloe also 
regularly teaches lighting design  
at Universities and Drama Schools  
in London. 

UCARMEN DIRECTOR’S NOTE

Bizet’s opera is based on Prosper 
Merimee’s novella and premiered 
in Paris on March 3, 1875. Set in a 
poor area of Seville, the story of the 
magnetic woman who seduces, loves 
and ultimately destroys her lover and 
herself, is well known: Girl seduces 
boy, boy becomes obsessed, girl 
leaves boy for another, boy in a 
jealous rage kills her. Carmen’s 
mother-obsessed soldier lover 
who is displaced by the glamorous 
matador is one of the greatest tragic 
figures in all of musical theatre. 
But the story is her story. Why does 
she push her soldier into violence? 
Why doesn’t she escape at the 
last moment? What drives her to 
destruction? The Carmen story owes 
part of its huge popularity to the 
thrilling combination of a violent 
gangster tale with a passionate 
almost supernatural love story. 
As it unfolds it explores issues of 
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fame and wealth, the position of a 
strong and independently minded 
women in a very masculine society, 
and perhaps most importantly, 
the incomprehensible attraction 
between abuser and victim. Isango 
was formed in 2000 when the new 
company created productions of 
Carmen and the Chester Cycle of 
Mystery plays. Originally performed 
at the Spier estate outside Cape 
Town in South Africa the production 
transferred to Wilton’s Music Hall in 
London then went onto play many of 
the world’s major festivals. Carmen 
stayed with us for the next four years 
touring the world, then in 2004 we 
turned it into a feature film uCarmen 
eKhayelitsha which won the Golden 
Bear at the Berlin International Film 
Festival in 2005. We then felt it 
time to let our relationship with this 
extraordinary piece of music theatre 
fade away. Then last year we started 
to look at it again but through new 
eyes. Originally we worked it with 
a western symphony orchestra; 
now we wanted to re-work it with 
marimbas. Within many of the 
cultures in South Africa sexism is still 
very strong with abuse embedded 
and perceived gender roles upheld. 
Appallingly gender-based violence 
is at an all-time high – on an average 
day three women will die at the 
hands of their intimate partners, 
every seventeen seconds a woman 
is raped and forty percent of men 
freely admit to hitting their partner. 
There have been improvements; 
prior to democracy in 1994 less 

than three percent of MP’s were 
women, now forty percent of MP’s 
are women, however within the 
workplace women are still victims 
of inequality and rampant sexual 
harassment which severely affects 
their promotion prospects.The 
story of a woman murdered for 
wanting her freedom to choose 
how she wants to live is very sadly 
therefore an extremely important 
topic for us to explore. Carmen 
chooses death rather than be false 
to herself. Although these fascinating 
aspects of human relationships 
are revealed in a penetrating and 
at times uncomfortable way, this 
is no intellectual journey but a 
bawdy, passionate, vibrant tale with 
enormous warmth and heat and 
some of the greatest tunes ever 
written. The fantastic thing has been 
that several of the ensemble have 
been on this dramatic journey since 
2000 including Pauline Malefane who 
first played Carmen at Spier in her 
early twenties; she was then untried 
and untested. In addition to the 
tremendous vitality and huge skill of 
the performers, uCarmen combines 
Bizet’s score with traditional South 
African music hopefully creating 
a unique and powerful musical 
experience.
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UCARMEN SYNOPSIS

uCarmen is set in a land which 
somehow borders France, Spain  
and South Africa. 

PART I

A group of soldiers relax in the 
township square commenting on the 
women passing by. Micaëla arrives 
looking for José. When she can’t 
find Jose, she tells the soldiers she 
will return later. José arrives a few 
minutes after she leaves. As the 
factory bell rings, the cigarette girls 
emerge and flirt with the soldiers. 
Carmen emerges, the men plead 
with her to choose a lover, and after 
some mocking she thows a flower 
to José, who has been ignoring her 
but is now annoyed by her insolence. 
The women go back to the factory, 
Micaëla returns and gives José a 
letter from his mother – in it his 
mother asks him to return home and 
marry Micaëla. The women stream 
from the factory in great excitement. 
Carmen has slashed a woman with 
a knife. José is ordered to tie her 
hands. Left alone with José, Carmen 
seduces him - besotted, José agrees 
to free her hands; as she is led away 
she escapes. José is arrested for his 
complicity.

A month passes. Carmen and her 
friends Frasquita and Mercédès 
are entertaining Zuniga and other 
officers in Pastia’s shebeen. Carmen 
learns of José’s release from a 
month’s prison sentence. Outside 
noise and excitement announce the 

arrival of the toreador Escamillo. 
Invited inside, he flirts with Carmen, 
who brushes him aside. When only 
Carmen, Frasquita and Mercédès 
remain, the smugglers Dancaire and 
Remendado arrive and reveal their 
plans. Frasquita and Mercédès are 
keen to help, but Carmen refuses, 
since she wishes to wait for José. 
After the smugglers leave, José 
arrives. When José says he must 
return to the barracks, she mocks 
him, and he tries to convince her of 
his love by showing her the flower 
that she threw to him. Carmen 
demands he shows his love by 
deserting. José refuses to desert, 
but as he makes to leave, Zuniga 
enters looking for Carmen. He and 
José fight but are separated by the 
returning smugglers. José now has 
no choice but to join Carmen and the 
smugglers.

PART II

Carmen and José enter with the 
smugglers and their goods; Carmen 
has now become bored with José 
and mocks him as a ‘mummy’s boy’. 
Frasquita and Mercédès amuse 
themselves by reading their fortunes 
from the *“bones”; Carmen joins 
them and finds that the “bones” are 
foretelling her death. The women 
depart to occupy the customs 
officers who are patrolling the area. 
José is placed on look-out. Micaëla 
enters looking for José and wanting 
to win him back from Carmen. 
There is a shot; José has fired at 
an unknown figure who proves to 
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be Escamillo. José’s pleasure at 
meeting the bullfighter turns to 
fury when Escamillo announces his 
love for Carmen. They fight, but 
are interrupted by the returning 
smugglers. As Escamillo leaves he 
invites everyone to his next bullfight. 
Micaëla is discovered; José agrees to 
go away with her when told that his 
mother is dying.

The crowd awaits the start of the 
bullfight. Escamillo enters with 
Carmen. As Escamillo goes into 
the arena, Fraquita warns Carmen 
that José is nearby, but Carmen 
is unafraid and willing to speak to 
him. Alone, she is confronted by a 
desperate José. While he pleads 
for her to return to him, cheers are 
heard from the arena. As José makes 
his last entreaty, Carmen throws 
down the ring he gave her and makes 
to enter the arena. He stabs her;  
as she dies the crowd enter from  
the arena.

* ‘bones’ not cards are read to reveal 
the future in South Africa
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