
Let's go to South Afrikaa ! 
Urmila Pullat reviews two movies set in modern day South 
Africa, mired in poverty, Aids and crime 
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Life, Above All 

Year: 2010 

Language: Northern Sotho 

Director: Oliver Schmitz 

Cast: Khomotso Manyaka, Lerato Mvelase 

This month I decided to review movies from a country I had never 
watched any movies about. So I went through the list ... Estonia, 
Albania ... etc and then I came across South Africa. How was it that 
I had never watched any South African movies?! So here it is, the 
first of two gripping South African movies. 
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Life, Above All is the story of a mother and a daughter and the 
wonderful relat ionship they share. Lil lian (Mvelase) and Chanda 
(Manyaka) are the main protagonists, who have to battle all that 
life throws at them, together. Chanda is Lillian 's daughter from her 
first husband, who passed away, and she also has a son and a 
daughter from Jonah, a drunk, lowlife who has virtually abandoned 
her. The movie opens with the young Chanda, who is making 
funeral arrangements for someone, discussing with the coffin maker 
in the town. Our heart lurches when we realise that it is for her baby 
sister, Sarah who has died of influenza. 

Did she really die of the flu? If so, then why is Lillian getting sicker 
and sicker? Jonah makes a fi lthy appearance once in a way, and 
one of the most powerful scenes in the movie is when Chanda 
goes in search of Jonah to get money for the funeral. He is passed 
out, in a bar, with his drunk girlfriend. Chanda grabs the money 
from his pocket, in spite of the girlfriend's protests and makes her 
way home. The maturity and sagacity portrayed by first-time actor 
Manyaka, in her role as Chanda, is well beyond her years. And it 
warms the hearts at the same time it chi lls your heart. Adapted from 
the novel Chanda's Secrets (2004) by Allan Stratton, the film was 
selected as the South African entry for the Best Foreign Language 
Film at the83rd Academy Awards .. 

Li llian's illness takes a turn for the worse, and their neighbour and 
friend Mrs. Tata helps out by taking her to one quack after the other. 
By now, Chanda is quite sure that her mother has the 'disease' and 
begs her to get tested. Instead, a local 'magic' medicine woman 
instructs her to go back to the village to rid her body of the evil 
'spirits' that have invaded it. And so, Chandc;i has to now juggle 
school, siblings, home and her friend Esther, a child prostitute who 
is abused and lives with her. 

The movie is a brilliant eye-opener to so many facets of modern 
African society. We see the intense fear and discrimination faced 
by families and people who are suspected of being HIV positive -
when Chanda brings Lillian back home, the neighbours rally around, 
shouting and stoning the young Chanda as she stands brave. Her 
friend, Esther might be positive, Jonah too dies and we realise that 
Sarah, the baby must have died of Aids too. 

It is shocking but real, it is life, above all. 

Verdict: Life, Above all will give you a sensitive, realistic glimpse 
into South African society. 

Rating: 4/5 

Hot: Wonderful portrayal of a mature mother-daughter relationship 

Not: Left me quite depressed. 



Tsotsi 

Year: 2005 

Language: Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, English 

Director: Gavin Hood 

Cast: Presley Chweneyagae, Terry Pheto 

Tsotsi won the 2005 Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film and was 
nominated for the Golden Globe for Best Foreign Language Film in 2006. This 
movie is about Tsotsi - meaning Thug. It portrays the happenings in the life of a 
gang of hooligans, but with a twist. And, what a twist! 

Tsotsi (Chweneyagae ) is a lowlife gangster, leader of a crew of criminals that 
rob people for a living. The movie opens with the gang following a well-dressed 

man into the train, and then robbing and killing him 
in the process. The murder of the man causes a rift 
in the group with Tsotsi being taunted by one of the 
members for unnecessarily allowing the death of an 
innocent man. Consequently, Tsotsi beats him up and 
storms off on his own. 

At the start, I have to say that the long, needle-like 
killing instrument (it's as if it is fitted with a silencer, no 
one will even know) sends the heebie-jeebies down 
my spine. Anyway, Tsotsi runs and runs, in anger and 
sadness, reminiscing about his broken mess of a 
childhood. And ends up in a wealthy neighbourhood. 
It is pouring and we see a posh car drive up, and a 
posh lady get out of the car. Tsotsi runs, threatens her 
with a gun, gets into the car, shoots the protesting 
lady and drives off. 

We think that it is like any other crime accomplished 
for a goonda. But, Tsotsi turns back and lo and 
behold ... . it's a baby!! There is a baby at the back of 
the car. He quickly abandons the car and again, the 
movie surprises us. At first. Tsotsi leaves the baby 
in the car, but on hearing it cry, he takes it along! Is 
Tsotsi a gangster with a heart? 

The movie has some really funny moments when 
Tsotsi tries to remove the baby's diaper and clean 
him. He then tries to feed him - pieces of bread. Well , 
suffice to say the baby doesn 't eat it. Genius strikes 
and the thug feeds him some condensed milk from 
a can! Which he then leaves along with the baby in a 
huge shopping bag. When he is back, there are ants 
all over the baby. 

Now, what? Why doesn't Tsotsi just return the baby? 
We see some poignant moments when he forces a 
local vi llage belle, who is a widow, to feed the baby 
and then bashfully looks away while she opens her 
blouse to feed him. We see some fledgling chemistry 
between the two and we are reminded of many a 
Bollywood gangster movie. 

How does this film end? Does he give the baby back? 
Does he raise him? Well, you must watch this movie if 
you want to know! 

Verdict: Tsotsi is a gangster movie with an exciting 
twist. 

Rating: 4/5 

Hot: Left me wondering whether gangsters have 
positive emotions worth paying attention to ... Tsotsi 
is a superb portrayal of that 'other side' of a South 
African goonda! 

Not: Well, not much. Except of course, it 's not a 
cheery movie. 
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