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In the last century, South Africa was a
principal target of European and American
missionaries. A number of mission stations
offered converts land and education and
became centres of African learning. Places
such as Edendale and Adams College
outside Durban produced numerous political
and social leaders. In the field of music,
these religious influences gave form to
extremely popular styles such as Makwaya.
Taken from the English word “choir”, this
style was adopted for political songs. For
example, Enoch Sontonga's composition,
Nkosi Sikelel iAfrika, adapted hymnal part
structures.
Marabi, as a musical style, grew up in
opposition to this concert-hall culture. Taken
from the Sesothu word for gangster, Marabi
had an essentially working-class following
and sprang up in the 1920's during a period
of rapid industrialisation. During this period,
contact between the races was not mediated
through the Missions and working-class
culture developed its own idiom in the
compounds and backyard slums of the
industrial centres.
Nelson Mukhuba was affected by that idiom.
In the 1960's his Marabi dance band
recorded with such names as the
Zoutpansberg Merry Makers, the Music Men
and Nelson and the Phirl Boys. At the time he
was working either as a teacher, carpenter,
welder, gardener, supervisor or house
painter. He even tried his hand at a bit of
upholstery. Today he greets visitors to his
house and studio at Tshakuma with blasts on
the Kudu horn. His visitor's book has entries
from all over the world and his work is in
South African University and Municipal
collections, as well as in private collections in
Europe and America.
The reason for this success is not hard to
find. The range of his subject matter crosses
the boundaries of class interest and we
marvel at work which individualises the
protagonists in a boxing match or a ballet
performance with consummate command of
the formal devices of sculpture. The .
expressions on the faces of aimost all of his
works match the concentration of physical
and psychic energy evident in the stances of
these figures. His work freezes movement in
much the same way as a camera shutter
does, indeed, he often works from a
newspaper or magazine photograph. Of
course, this is also a comment on our
society: he has no option but to work from
photographs since he would not be allowed
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