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Treemonisha, the world’s first opera conceived for non-white singers, is a perfect vehicle for 
Isango, in fact the ensemble are probably one of the few companies in the world who can bring the 
necessary skills and talents together in reimagining the piece successfully for a twenty first 
century audience. Similar in outline concept only to Isango’s award winning reworking of other 
operatic pieces the score would be transposed onto marimbas as with Isango’s Olivier Award 
winning Magic Flute: 

“Packing enough energy to power a couple of national grids and enough decibels to lift several 
roofs…Exhilarating, vibrant, exuberant entertainment” 

- The Times UK

or its celebrated adaption of Britten’s “A Midsummer Night’s Dream”…. 

“Inventive…mesmerizing…I bet that Britten would have loved it.” 
- Anthony Tommasini, NY Times

As well as marimbas the soundscapes of South African township jazz would form part of the 
musical language. Conceived as a reminiscence of the original score not simply an arrangement, 
the jazz sound will be overlaid with actual sounds and traditional South African songs of 
celebration and lament. The energy, compassion and heat of life in South Africa in all its elements 
will create a constantly aurally dynamic background to Joplin’s genius. The singers will also double 
as some of the instrumental players as in all Isango’s work. Sung mainly in English with sections in 
Xhosa and Tswana and Zulu it will be an extraordinary new and different sound-world but clearly 
from the same solar system as Joplin’s imagined world. 

The sheer power of the original simple score will be kept leaving a new intimacy; and the libretto 
will be reimagined in a South African setting giving a new sense of simplicity and directness to the 
drama. Similarly, the staging will focus on the performer and the magic they create out of simple 
everyday props rather than on artificial settings with monumental lighting effects, again 
something new and captivating should be discovered. Although of course there will be explosions 
of South African colour and ritual at key moments which will by their very nature have an epic 
quality. 

Treemonisha’s narrative of misappropriation and 
deceit, exclusion and inclusion, selfishness and 
Ubuntu (humanity), knowledge and fun, love and lust, 
and, perhaps most importantly, destruction and 
forgiveness are all themes which are intrinsically 
South African so the sense of these issues reaching 
across cultures and centuries will be explosive. 
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Video excerpts of Isango's 
Treemonisha Workshop 

HERE.

https://www.dropbox.com/s/3028bokirjm18y6/Isango_TreemonishaTrailer_Final_1920x1080_200421.mp4?dl=0
https://www.dropbox.com/s/3028bokirjm18y6/Isango_TreemonishaTrailer_Final_1920x1080_200421.mp4?dl=0


Scott Joplin composed three works for the stage. The first, The 
Ragtime Dance, depicted a typical African-American dance 
gathering; it was performed in 1899 at the Black 400 Club in 
Sedalia, Missouri. The second work, A Guest of Honor, about 
Booker T. Washington's dinner with Teddy 
Roosevelt at the White House, premiered in East St. Louis, Illinois, 
in 1903. Joplin took the production on tour. A series of financial 
mishaps, however, ended the performances. The score is now 
thought to be lost. 

Joplin's third stage work was the opera Treemonisha. The libretto, also written by the composer, 
tells the tale of the adopted daughter of former slaves Ned and Monisha. Because the baby was 
found under a tree, she is named Treemonisha. 

Treemonisha deals with the conflicts in African-American culture at the end of the 19th century--
the desire to move into mainstream American society countered by the strange pull of the old 
African ways and superstitions. Treemonisha is kidnapped by the so-called "conjure men," but is 
rescued and returned home, where she becomes a leader among her community. The theme of the 
work--the importance of an education for both men and women--is powerfully set against music 
that borrows all of the elements of European opera and merges them with the unique rhythms of 
ragtime. Indeed, one of the opera's main ensembles, "A Real Slow Drag," is a true apotheosis of the 
Joplin style. 

Joplin was never able to raise the funds to produce Treemonisha, a factor that contributed to ill 
health at the end of his life. It was not staged until 1972, when it was presented under the auspices 
of Morehouse College in Atlanta, directed by Katherine Dunham and conducted by Robert Shaw. 
Although the work was produced shortly thereafter at Wolf Trap in Vienna, Virginia, its true 
premiere for the opera-going public was at the Houston Grand Opera in 1975, when Carmen 
Balthrop sang the lead role. Despite Joplin’s disappointment over Treemonisha, today it is fast 
becoming a popular work in the American opera repertory. 

(Library of Congress) 
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https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200035812/


“…Thank you too for proving Apartheid so 
abominably wrong. You have helped restore 

our faith in ourselves. Fantastic.” 
- Archbishop Emeritus Desmond Tutu

Isango is a 28-memeber artist collective 
based in Cape Town, South Africa, and 
develops its works through creative 
workshops with all its members. It has devised scripts for film, theatre and opera in this way for 
the last twenty years. It is an unusual approach and one which can seem unfathomable to people 
who are more used to conventional working methods. 

It is this collective of different views and different voices within the final production which gives 
Isango’s work either on stage or in film such a unique vibrancy. It also leads to extraordinary 
performances because the performers ‘own’ the work in a way it is impossible for them to do in the 
more usual process. 

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. 

“One of the world’s greatest lyric theatre companies” 
- Mark Swed, LA Times

“The Isango Ensemble is unique. 
I believe no other theatre group 

in the world so successfully 
brings old theatre classics into a 

modern, wholly African 
expression.” 

- Sir Ian McKellen, Isango 
Ensemble Patron
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_GD3q49_648&t=19s


OLIVIER AWARD
The Magic Flute, London — Best Musical Revival

ARTS AND CULTURE AWARD
The Magic Flute, South Africa
Award for Excellence in Opera

GLOBES DE CRISTAL
The Magic Flute,  Paris Best 

Opera

GOLDEN BEAR
Berlin Film Festival — Best Film

U-Carmen eKhayelitsha

GOLDEN THUMB
Roger Ebert’s Film Festival — Direction

U-Carmen eKhayelitsha

Audiences are raving about 
A Man of Good Hope

Preview of the Isango Ensemble’s 
The Magic Flute

A Man of Good Hope at Bam Meet South Africa with 
Isango Ensemble

VIDEOS

Festival TV: The Magic Flute — 
Impempe Yomlingo

Isango Ensemble: 
Aesop’s Fables show clips

2009 - Paris, France

2011 - Melbourne, Australia 

2013 - Tokyo, Japan

2014 - Washington, DC, USA 

2015 - USA Tour

2016 - London, England (5 weeks at                                                
Young Vic, A Man of Good Hope)

2016 - USA Tour

2019 - Caen, France

2019 - London, England (3 weeks at 
Royal  Opera House, SS Mendi & 
A Man of Good Hope)

2019 - USA Tour

MILESTONESTOUR 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sqPev2X4aHI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sqPev2X4aHI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3bWY-fJkdBE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3bWY-fJkdBE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zF1vWKBSC1E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zF1vWKBSC1E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vP4S6etE4Gs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vP4S6etE4Gs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WZggGUFLvak
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WZggGUFLvak
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dIdEIEhd2wQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dIdEIEhd2wQ


MARK DORNFORD-MAY (Director) 

Mark is co-founder and Artistic Director of Isango Ensemble. Born in Yorkshire and brought up in 
Chester, he has worked in South Africa with members of the company since 2000. Mark has 
directed all of Isango’s stage productions; The Mysteries – Yiimimangaliso, The Snow Queen, Der 
Silbersee, The Beggars Opera- Ibali Loo Tsotsi, Carmen, The Magic Flute – Impempe Yomlingo, A 
Christmas Carol – iKrismas Kherol, Aesop’s Fables, La Boheme – Abanxaxhi, The Ragged 
Trousered Philanthropists – Izigwili Ezidlakazelayo, Venus and Adonis, uCarmen, A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream, A Man of Good Hope, SS Mendi – Dancing the Death Drill and St. Matthew Passion 
and produced and directed all its films; uCarmen eKhayelitsha, (winner of the Golden Bear Award 
at the 2005 Berlin International Film Festival) Son of Man, Unogumbe – Noye’s Fludde and 
Breathe – Umphefumlo 

PAULINA MALEFANE (Performer and Co-Music Director) 

Paulina is co-founder and co-Music Director of Isango Ensemble. 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. She saw world-wide 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. 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 2008, she was invited to give a series of master classes to the theatre 
and music students at UCLA. 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, Paulina 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. On Isango’s USA 
Tour in 2015, she once again played Carmen and sang Titania in the new adaptation of A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream. In 2016 Paulina created and played the roles of Yindy and Sadicya in A 
Man of Good Hope at London’s Young Vic and New York’s BAM. Paulina performed with the 
Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra again in 2017 in The Cunning Little Vixen (conducted by Sir Simon 
Rattle), semi-staged by Peter Sellars and she will be reprising her role in June/July 2019 when the 
piece is presented by the London Symphony Orchestra. Paulina is also teaching at the University 
of Cape Town’s College of Music. 
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MANDISI DYANTYIS (Music Director) 

Mandisi is Associate Director and co-Music Director of Isango Ensemble and has been with the 
company since 2006. He has been co-Music Director and arranger / composer for all Isango 
Ensemble productions since 2006, including The Magic Flute – Impempe Yomlingo, A Christmas 
Carol– iKrismas Kherol, Venus and Adonis, The Mysteries – Yiimimangaliso, Aesop’s Fables and 
The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists – Izigwili Ezidlakazelayo. 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. In 
2015 he adapted Bizet’s Carmen and Britten’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream for Isango’s USA 
Tour. In 2016 Mandisi composed and conducted the music for A Man of Good Hope which ran at 
London’s Young Vic, New York’s BAM and London’s Royal Opera House. 2017 saw the creation of 
Isango Ensemble’s production of SS Mendi – Dancing the Death Drill, based on Fred Khumalo’s 
book Dancing the Death Drill, for which Mandisi created new music as well as incorporating WWI 
songs. In 2019 Mandisi arranged Bach’s St. Matthew Passion for marimbas and created new music 
for the show. 

LUNGELO NGAMLANA (Choreographer) 

Lungelo Ngamlana is an associate artist of Isango Ensemble. He joined the company in 2007 and 
has been the choreographer for all subsequent Isango Ensemble productions. Prior to joining 
Isango, he was hosted by the Royal Opera House for the International Dance Fellowship in 2007. 
His theatre credits include: The Magic Flute – Impempe Yomlingo, A Christmas Carol – iKrismas 
Kherol, The Mysteries – Yiimimangaliso, Aesop’s Fables, The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists – 
Izigwili Ezidlakazelayo, Venus and Adonis, La Bohème, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Carmen, A 
Man of Good Hope, SS Mendi – Dancing the Death Drill and St. Matthew Passion. Lungelo 
currently teaches at NYU annually and before joining Isango Ensemble he worked as a teacher, 
performer, and choreographer with many dance and theatre groups, both at home in South Africa 
and internationally. 
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Learn more about Isango Ensemble: https://www.isangoensemble.co.za/ 

Tim Fox 
tfox@amp-worldwide.com 

Alicia Horwitz 
ahorwitz@amp-worldwide.com 

Alison Williams 
aaw@amp-worldwide.com 

Georgina Ryder 
gryder@amp-worldwide.com 

For more information, please visit: www.amp-worldwide.com 
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