
TYDSKRIF VIR LETTERKUNDE • 61(1) • 2024
ISSN: 0041-476X     E-SSN: 2309-9070

147

in Schoeman se boeke opgesluit lê, sal soos vantevore ’n 
aanspraak op my maak.

Jacomien van Niekerk
jacomien.vanniekerk@up.ac.za
Universiteit van Pretoria
Pretoria, Suid-Afrika
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6465-6584

DOI: https://doi.org/10.17159/tl.v61i1.19060

Richard Green in South African Film: Forging 
Creative New Directions. 
Keyan G. Tomaselli & Richard Green. 
Cape Town: Best Red, 2023. 276 pp. 
ISBN 978-1-928246-60-2.

In an illuminating article about the relationship 
between creative work(ers) and the academy, John 
L. Jackson (541) asks: “What does it mean to take 
academic knowledge production seriously as a site/
process of actual production”? Keyan Tomaselli and 
Richard Green’s collaboration Richard Green in South 
African Film offers a response to such questions—even 
doubts—about creative production as academic work; 
about the unity of practice and theory in praxis; and 
about the personal, introspective value of creative 
work for the practitioner and their audiences. 

Tomaselli is an internationally recognised expert 
in South African media studies and film studies, while 
Green is a decades-long veteran of the South African 
film industry (and was awarded a lifetime achievement 
award by the Jozi Film Festival in 2020). With their 
extraordinary book, Tomaselli and Green write 
from complementary positions across the false—yet 
stubborn—’academia’ and ‘industry’ divide to present 
a scholarly and accessible text that explores the ways 
in which theory and practice are coterminous in praxis. 
The book offers an important, insightful contribution 
to film-based practice-lead or practice-based research 
in South Africa. Tomaselli is himself no stranger to 
film praxis, having collaborated with Lionel Ngakane 
(as Green did) earlier in his career, while Green came 
to academia later in life when he pursued his MFA 
at AFDA. The book is the end result of Green’s MFA 
obtained at AFDA under Tomaselli’s supervision. As 
Green describes it, in this book “I am telling Tomaselli’s 
story; he is telling mine, via the dialogue and the 
writing, like two planets circling each other, but not 
actually connecting at the time […] My and Tomaselli’s 
respective orbits eventually intersected via AFDA in 
the mid-2010s” (71). 

Tomaselli articulates the underlying thesis of the 
book thus: “text-based film theorists write far too much 
theory while professionals who live theory in practice 
through production write too little of it” (1). Tomaselli 
and Green work towards the conclusion that “where 
practitioners enunciate theory in the doing, theorists 
write theory in the viewing” (7). Methodologically, 
the book deploys an interview method developed 
by American publication Cineaste (13). In addition, 
the notion of autoethnography and Green’s “lived 
practice”, which is duly shaped by a politically-founded 
“principle of resistance” (11), further inform the 
research approach. Green shares a number of anecdotes 
to crystallise some of his observations. As Sean Cubitt 
(5) confirms, the anecdote is “a viable and indeed 
vital form of evidence”, the “unique instance” that 
holds meaning-making value, and offers a particular 
depth of revelation (8). At times, this book reminded 
me of Kenneth Anger’s Hollywood Babylon and Mark 
Harris’s Pictures of a Revolution (2008). In recounting his 
interactions, agreements and differences with other 
stakeholders in the entertainment industry, Green is 
much more introspective, sincere and humanist than 
Anger, while Tomaselli’s writing teases out meaningful 
connections between artists and contexts in a manner 
similar to Harris. 

The first chapter of Richard Green in South African 
Film, “Writing the Selves”, provides the framework for 
the book and identifies productive tensions between 
autobiography, biography and memoir (which becomes 
a thread throughout the authors’ sustained self-
reflexivity). The second and third chapters provide a 
historical and industrial context of media in South 
Africa during apartheid, in which key concepts familiar 
to scholars (e.g. national cinema, Third Cinema) are 
revisited. Chapter Four is Green’s first chapter as 
author, and offers Green’s memories of childhood 
and early adulthood as he details his inspirations for 
becoming interested in filmmaking (83). The chapter 
also details his forays into the SABC and M-Net. Here, 
Green duly acknowledges and aligns with Phyllis 
Dannhauser’s (vi) autoethnographic opus about “a 
filmmaker, storyteller and creative practitioner who 
found her voice, and her place in academia, through 
story”. 

In Chapters Five and Six, Green details his creative 
work as South Africa slowly transitioned towards 
democracy, and in Chapter Seven he announces M-Net’s 
New Directions “as a bridge to democracy” (70). In 
the eighth chapter, Green moves beyond his regular 
position of producer to take on a number of creative 
roles in making his horror film Tokoloshe: The Calling 
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(2019). Green claims that “[the] film was my therapy” 
(187), and he refers to Carl Jung, his relationship with 
Manie van Rensburg, and his upbringing to reflect on 
his filmmaking as simultaneously creative work and 
the work of the psyche. 

In Chapter Nine, Tomaselli takes his cue from 
Green’s emphasis on the psychological meaning and 
value of his creative labour to further explore what 
he calls the primary interior story (Green’s) and 
secondary exterior story that is Green’s relationship 
with Van Rensburg. From here, Tomaselli goes into 
explicitly Jungian terrain in making sense of what 
certain South African filmmakers and their films may 
(or may not) accomplish in terms of a Jungian approach 
to the moving image in a local context. Here he also 
draws on important contemporary work, specifically 
philosopher Martin P Rossouw’s scholarship on the 
‘cinemakeover’ (215). 

Unlike some other recent publications on South 
African cinemas, this book features a name index, film 
index and subject index, as well as a section titled 
“Richard Green Filmography”. In addition, the book 
features a generous and candid foreword by filmmaker 
and educator Ntshavheni Wa-Luruli. Finally, the book 
closes with a brief postscript by the wonderfully critical 
film director Andrew Worsdale (best known for 1987’s 
Shot Down), whose erudite email correspondence with 
the authors features in some sections in the book. 

Richard Green in South African Film has an under-
standably strong introspective and psychological 
angle as a ‘coming-to-terms’ with notions of artistic 
expression; creative limitation (whether internal 
or external); processes of creative and professional 
validation; and the status of being an outsider. To 
casually borrow from Jung, Tomaselli and Green’s 
meeting was a moment of synchronicity to produce this 
important book. As Jung (155) writes in Modern Man in 
Search of a Soul: “the human psyche is the womb of all the 
sciences and the arts […] We may expect psychological 
research on the one hand to explain the formation of a 
work of art, and on the other to reveal the factors that 
make a person artistically creative”. Green’s story is his 
personal narrative, but is also the story of how South 
African filmmakers navigated the strategic benefits and 
suppressive mechanism of the entertainment industry. 
Tomaselli and Green deftly weave the micro (personal) 
and macro (collective, industrial) threads together to 
offer insights into individual filmmakers (Green, yes, 
but also Manie van Rensburg); their industrial and 
socio-political contexts; and attempts to reinvigorate 
South African moving image storytelling (vis-à-vis 

M-Net’s New Directions initiative). The title of the 
publication could have been South African Film through 
Richard Green. 

The book speaks to a number of gaps and paucities 
in current South African scholarship on film theory and 
filmmaking by focusing on the dynamics of theory and 
creative practice as primarily centered in the figure of 
the film producer. Traditionally, the idea of the auteur 
remains most closely linked with the position of 
director; see, for instance, Mary Harrod’s illuminating 
assessment of Céline Sciamma’s praxis as self-narration 
through autofiction (2023). The book’s focus on the 
producer crystallises the signature of the producer “on 
his overall body of output” (7) and presents “a theory 
of producing from below”, as Tomaselli described 
it the book’s launch at the Tshwane University of 
Technology (TUT) on 5 October 2023. As evidenced 
by specific chapters, this publication is refreshing in its 
methodological diversity, as well as in its exploration 
of filmmaker psychologies where one of the filmmakers 
(Green) is himself present and accounted for. 

As a publication that uses a personal narrative 
to reflect on praxis, art and industry in South Africa, 
Richard Green in South African Film finds a home alongside 
Martin Botha’s books about and with Afrikaans film 
directors Jans Rautenbach (Jans Rautenbach—Dromer, 
Baanbreker en Auteur 2006) and Manie van Rensburg 
(Kronieken van Zuid-Afrika—De Films van Manie van 
Rensburg 1997). I would have liked to read Green’s 
thoughts on additional, important South African films 
such as Gavin Hood’s A Reasonable Man (1999). I would 
also have appreciated further information on Green’s 
own articulation of his work and psyche through a 
Jungian lens in relation to his own engagement with 
Jungian literature (which Jung and post-Jungians did 
Green himself read?) Richard Green in South African Film 
(2023) is likely to become a primary source for scholars 
interested in South African media history and film 
history, and also in diverse practice-informed research 
methodologies. 
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Sven Axelrad’s debut novel, Buried Treasure (2023), 
presents an at times whimsical, at times harrowing, 
story about names and how the living view and treat 
the dead. Though allegorical and humorous in some 
of its approaches to storytelling, the novel is also 
anchored in some very gritty and realistic depictions of 
death, bodily decay, and sex, leading to some tensions 
between the easy-going, largely jovial narrative voice 
and the often-uncomfortable subject matter broached 
during the course of the plot. Axelrad often manages 
to iron out these strains in the narrative and on the 
reader’s credulity by presenting a fast-paced, engaging 
story, though some gaps and ambiguities remain.

The novel begins in medias res in a town called Vivo, 
when the reader meets Mateus, the local graveyard 
keeper, his dog named God, and Novo, a young beggar 
girl whom Mateus has decided to take on as his 
apprentice. The names of the characters and of the 
town are immediately noticeable for being unusual: 
Latinate and somewhat biblical, they point to a few 
of the overarching concerns of the novel, including a 
consideration of life (“vivo” in Latin) and theological—
even eschatological—issues. In fact, Axelrad has great 
fun playing with names throughout the novel, and this 
is later revealed to be more than merely an affectation or 
authorial tic, as naming comes to play a pivotal role in 
the plot of Buried Treasure. Mateus, it turns out, suffers 
from undiagnosed dyslexia, and with his eyesight 
degenerating in old age, he has started burying some 
bodies in the wrong graves. This misalignment between 
bodies and their tombstones has led to the ghosts of 
the recently deceased accumulating in the Treasury, 
the name of Vivo’s cemetery, unable to move on to any 
putative afterlife. After Mateus also dies unexpectedly 

close to the start of the novel, Novo (Latin for “new”, 
significantly enough) must try to fix his mistakes while 
also establishing a working relationship with the loyal-
if-irascible God.

Whether all of the games with names are successful 
is a bit of an issue: to paraphrase Terry Pratchett, whose 
Johnny and the Dead (1993) may have been an influence 
on Axelrad’s novel, it takes a certain kind of mind to 
notice that “dog” is a palindrome of “god”, but also a 
certain kind of weird sensibility to find this coincidence 
particularly significant. The novel does not seem to do 
much with this palindrome, for instance, though it does 
serve as an early hint of Mateus’s dyslexia. In a more 
generally irritating way, there is a certain aimlessness 
to some of the novel’s whimsicality. Although the 
jokes, puns, and digressions can be quite entertaining, 
they often seem at odds with the more philosophical 
and metaphysical preoccupations of the novel, as 
well as the sobering reality of rape, necrophilia, and 
necrophagy, all of which appear in some guise in the 
novel. Axelrad has a light touch in telling the story, but 
this sometimes leads to him not quite coming to grips 
with these issues.

The novel also contains some interesting 
intertextual echoes, mostly to the works of South 
American authors but also to other twentieth-century 
and contemporary authors. One might expect a 
“magical realist” like the Colombian Gabriel García 
Márquez to be foregrounded here due to the nature of 
Buried Treasure, yet, though García Márquez is alluded 
to, the main interlocutor ends up being the Chilean 
novelist Roberto Bolaño: Novo even sleeps with a copy 
of Bolaño’s The Savage Detectives underneath her head as 
a pillow. Making Bolaño so central to the novel (The 
Savage Detectives appears numerous times, both as a 
physical object and as an intertext) seems a somewhat 
idiosyncratic choice, in fact, given that novel’s “visceral 
realism” (the style and name of its central group of 
poet-protagonists, though also a good description of 
its own stylistic features) and its clear grounding in a 
recognizable South American context.

The lack of specificity in Buried Treasure’s setting 
is one of the main issues with the novel. Vivo is clearly 
an imaginary town, which is all good and well, but 
difficulties arise when trying to figure out whether this 
is supposed to be a South American or other Spanish-
speaking location, with character’s having names like 
Alejandro, Catalina, Felip, etc., or whether this is a 
mug’s game, and the setting is completely imaginary: an 
“invisible city”, to allude to the title of Italo Calvino’s 
influential novel about imaginary conurbations. The 
novel’s philosophical and metaphysical concerns mostly 
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