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UNSET Beach could not be
a more unlikely address for
an artist like Norman
O’Flynn. There is such a
gritty urban vibe about

his art – his subjects are always
covered in tattoos – you would
expect to find him working
out of a disused factory in
Woodstock. 

Not only is his studio a
hop, skip and a jump from
the beach, but once inside
it you are lulled into a
chilled mood by the
hypnotic shamanic
meditation music he has
playing. This is his art-
making music, he says. 

At first this seems
completely at odds with
his heavy subject matter. 

His art is centred on a
violent society living on the
edge, anticipating trauma.
He communicates this via
his distinctive form of
portraiture. 

They are real-life people
who O’Flynn knows or
encountered and are transformed
into figures you would expect to
find in a comic book. 

They have catchy names, bodies
covered in tattoos and their faces are
partially obscured by masks with
African prints. “The prints are all
different, this is where they each
express their uniqueness.” 

His subjects tend to be white
South Africans and African
immigrants – he believes these two
segments of society are united by
their desire to flee to greener
pastures. It is an uncomfortable
commonality given the privileged
existence mostly afforded to the
former, but O’Flynn feels justified by
the comparison. 

“Whites want to leave and they
have no where else to go and it is
almost the same concerns that make
Africans leave their countries,” he
says. For years O’Flynn had been
preoccupied with painting
superheroes. He was churning them
out mindlessly for an art dealer. 

“It did my head in so I stopped
making art for four years.” In the
Time Keepers series he turns regular
folk into superheroes, who because
of the conditions of modern life,
must battle or live with the threat of
violence. This veritable urban tribe
he has created, united by common
symbols ingrained via tattoos on
their bodies, are ultimately
survivors. 

The symbols on their skins, such
as the “always a Ninja” slogan not
only form their tough exterior but
also mark them as having survived
threats, trauma or adversity. 

This reality is portrayed through
O’Flynn’s depiction of explosions,

which are made to look appealing
with decorative features. Call them
pretty explosions if you will. This is
O’Flynn’s way of showing how
normalised and accepted incidents
of violence have become. 

“Every night on the news you
hear about an explosion. They are so
normal you might as well hang a
representation of one on your wall.”

He wanted to turn trauma and
violence into “visual candy” that

would elevate the banality or
everydayness of this condition,

while reflecting it at the same
time in an original way.

The main weapon in
O’Flynn’s arsenal is the pop
art influence, which lends
his depiction of his
subjects and the explosions
this stylised illustrative
look. 

The works could be
enlarged tattoos. This
strong pop art look is
further advanced
through the shiny and
slick materials – the
paintings are rendered
on flexiglass. “I wanted
the works to look ready to
be consumed,” says
O’Flynn. His preference

for “shiny flat” surfaces,
however can be traced back

to the ways he consumed art.
“When I studied the history of

art we didn’t go to galleries to
look at works. We studied books.

Because of this all the works had
a shiny, flat look. I have spent my

whole career trying to reproduce
that look.” 

No doubt it is also those
shamanic tunes he has playing that
help him turn anxiety, struggles and
sense of impending doom into
intricate, pop portraits, allowing
him to cope with reality. 

l The good, the bad and the
“Boom”! opens, at WorldArt Gallery,
54 Church Street, Cape Town on May
5 and closes on May 24.

A
GROUP of former
prisoners are headed for
Grahamstown National
Arts Festival this year to
perform a “daringly

honest” play about their crimes.
The young men, who hope to

take the play abroad, developed
the stage production under the
guidance of Young in Prison
South Africa (YipSA), a
rehabilitation initiative, with the
help of the Theatre Arts Admin
Collective.

Lazola Sikhutshwa, Ntsika
Tyalane, Eric Menyo and Bongani
Dyalivana, aged between 19 and
28, had never seen a play before,
let alone written or acted in one.

But by the end they had been
involved in every aspect of Ubuze
bam (My Nakedness). They spent
a month rehearsing under the
guidance and directorship of
acclaimed theatre director
Thando Doni, and the play opened
last month at the Theatre Arts
Admin Collective in Observatory.

It has since also been staged in
two Cape Town townships.

The cast members said the
production gave them a chance to
help educate others about the
“dangers in prison”. 

In the prologue, they admit to
their crimes, showing their
vulnerability as they plead for
forgiveness from their
communities and families. 

Their stories about the crimes
they committed in their “previous
life” are not for the fainthearted.

One told of an armed robbery
which netted him R17 000.

“There were three of us. We
went into a house where alcohol
was sold. I knocked on the door
and when they opened, I pointed
my gun at them.  

“I demanded they show us
where the money was. Then I
started rummaging through the

house until I found it.”
Recalling the incident now, he

said: “It just hurts me that I left a
family hurting”.

“I didn’t even think at that
time where they may have gotten
the money to start that small
business or how my actions would
affect them. 

“I just went on and did what I
did to get what I wanted. 

“Those people’s faces will
forever be etched in my mind, and
I will always regret doing that
job,” he said. 

Other crimes ranged from the
petty to the worst possible,
murder.

“I pleaded guilty and was
sentenced to 15 years,” another
said.

Coming from different
townships, their stint in prison
has brought them together in
their bid to persuade youngsters
against choosing a life of crime.

Dyalivana said: “Crime is
simply a selfish act which not
only hurts the people you commit
the crimes against, but also your
family and, most importantly,
yourself.”

If the play could change just
one young person’s life, and
dissuade them from from
choosing crime, then their “goal
would have been achieved”. 

YipSA director Khethiwe Cele
said the four former inmates had
performed in three different
areas, and the response was
“overwhelmingly positive”.

asanda.sokanyile@inl.co.za

R
IGHT at the start, Rodney
Mazinter establishes the
terms of his story, By A
Mighty Hand, with the
bald declaration in the

opening line of his prologue: “This
is a novel.”

It is a fiction, however, that seeks
to “validate and secure” history –
and, ironically in a way, its target is
in itself a fiction, but a lie so
enduring that many historically
regarded it as fact and which some,
even today, still think is dinkum.

This lie, which is at the core of
Mazinter’s story, is the cooked-up
document the novelist Ian McEwan
once memorably described as “toxic
fakery”; it is the so-called Protocols
of the Elders of Zion, purporting to
be a programme for the Jewish
domination of the world.

In the deeply contested politics
of competing Middle East
nationalisms, readers will know
that for every strike there is a
counter-strike and that in what
often seems an impasse of Zionist-
versus-Palestinian claims to
legitimacy or virtue, nihilism can
be indiscriminately pervasive.

Doubtless, an element of that
nihilistic spirit resides in the fact
Hamas’s founding charter of 1988
incorporates the Protocols of the
Elders of Zion as some sort of
explanatory tool in justifying action
against the Jewish state – as also the
nihilism that haunts the Israeli
occupation which, to quote

McEwan again, is “a hardening
concrete poured over future
generations of Palestinian and
Israeli children who will inherit the
conflict and find it even more
difficult to resolve than it is today”.

But modern politics is not – not
directly, anyway – Mazinter’s
business in By A Mighty Hand.

He has woven fictional
characters and fictionalised
encounters into the long, often
murky history of the fabrication of
the Protocols.

The book begins in France in
1878 with the death by suicide of the
hapless lawyer Maurice Joly – a real
figure in history – whose troubles
began when he was found out as the
anonymous author of a political
satire, Dialogue in Hell Between
Machiavelli and Montesquieu, a
protest against Napoleon III. He was
arrested, imprisoned, lost his job
and eventually gave up.

If the consequences were a
private tragedy for Joly, they would
expand with chilling effect in the
years to come, for, as it turned out,
Joly’s Dialogue became the basis for
the Protocols.

Mazinter confessed this week he
hadn’t really known much about
the Protocols until, a decade and a
half ago, controversy arose over the
blighted UN conference on racism
in Durban, in part because,
astonishingly enough, copies of the
faked Protocols were on sale there.

It prompted him to do some
research. One of the books he most
admired was The Lie That Wouldn’t
Die by Israeli judge Hadassa Ben-
Itto, which dwelled on a seminal
trial in Berne, Switzerland in 1934.

At that time, it was popularly
averred the Protocols had actually
been formulated by participants at
the First Zionist Congress in the
Swiss city of Basel in 1897. The 1934
court proceeding sought to test that
claim and found decisively it was a
baseless fraud and the document
was in fact a forgery.

Mazinter might not have thought
of taking the matter further had it
not been for a chance encounter
about five years ago at a seminar he
attended in Jerusalem on the
origins of anti-Semitism.

“I joined a breakaway session
where I found myself sitting next to
an elderly woman. I half expected
her to take out some knitting to
make something for her
grandchildren,” he laughed. During
a tea break he introduced himself
and ventured the thought to his
neighbour he was surprised nobody
had yet mentioned the Protocols. 

“She replied: ‘I couldn’t agree

with you more.’ And, of course, this
old lady turned out to be Hadassa
Ben-Itto.”

Mazinter had long retired from
his life in business and felt impelled
to use his spare time to “do
something” with his newfound
knowledge of the Protocols. 

“I felt it was such an important
document and was so neglected that
I would love to bring it to the
attention of more people. But Ben-
Itto had written the definitive book
– and my ignorance was
pronounced. I knew I could not
approach it from a scholarly level.”

He then had the idea of
combining fact with fiction, and the
result is a book that offers a human-
scaled appreciation of the impact of
groundless, yet pernicious and
enduring propaganda.

Mazinter said: “It’s disturbing.
There’s an insidiousness in
propaganda, the brainwashing still
going on today, where outrageous
lies are told, and people grow up

with them. The ideas are moved
from parents to children.”

The most frightening instance in
our time was the Nazi hell of the
Holocaust – which is to be
commemorated on May 5.

German society in the 1930s,
Mazinter said, could “best be
defined as good people led to
commit evil deeds”.

And the Protocols were central
to that disaster.

Some mystery still attaches to
the early evolution of the
document, but it came to light as a
published forgery in Russia
between 1903 and 1905 – evidently at
the conniving of the Tsarist secret
police, the Okhrana – as a means of
distracting popular attention, by
blaming Jews, from Tsar Nicholas
II’s failures.

It fanned out into the world after
the 1917 Revolution, but was now
used to beat the Bolsheviks on the
basis the Jews were the real
revolutionary instigators of

turmoil in a capitalist world.
The Times of London exposed

the document as fraudulent in 1921
– but it had much life in it yet.

In America in the 1920s, even
that paragon of waspish virtue,
Henry Ford, had 500 000 copies
published. Under pressure, he later
retracted his anti-Semitic
calumnies. 

In the next decade, Adolf Hitler
turned the Protocols to his
atrocious ends. The document was
even taught in German classrooms,
as if it were legitimate.

And, of course, it persists even
today. Wikipedia notes: “The
Protocols continue to be widely
available around the world,
particularly on the internet, as well
as in print in Japan, the Middle
East, Asia and South America.”

Finally, only last November,
Poland’s defence minister 
Antoni Macierewicz entertained
the possibility the Protocols 
may be real.
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AUTHOR:
Rodney
Mazinter, best
known to Cape
Town’s
newspaper
readers as a
prolific letter
writer, has
turned his hand
to fiction and
addressing one
of the most
egregious, yet
enduring lies of
the modern
world. 
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US VERSION: Protocols published
in Chicago in 1934.

RUSSIAN FORGERY: The cover of
the first printed edition of the
faked Protocols of the Elders of
Zion.
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ACTING THE PART: Lazola Sikhutshwa, Ntsika Tyalane, Eric Menyo
and Bongani Dyalivana four ex-convicts who star in a 45-minute play
about their lives and experiences. PICTURE LEON LESTRADE

TRANSFORMED: In the Time Keepers series O'Flynn turns ordinary people into superheroes who have survived and battled violence.

URBAN MASKS: 
Norman O’Flynn in 
his Sunset Beach studio.


