
Editorial
Six thousand (6000) people – children, youth, adults and the elderly came to the 
7th Jozi Book Fair! This singularly made our fair a great success, a 100% increase 
compared to last year. While this may also be influenced by the decision to make 
entrance ‘free’ to the fair and all events, a substantial number of school youth and 
poetry buddies (children) were drawn from the programmes the JBF runs in the 
townships throughout the year, to purposefully create readers and writers. Similarly, 
significant communities home based care workers and other local activists both 
old and young also participated together with the public. This confirms the JBF’s 
orientation to create readers and writers from within our communities, townships 
and schools.  

The fair also confirmed the JBF as a platform that draws together diverse actors – 
literary and artistic guests, publishers, ngos, children, youth and the public to build a 
reading and writing culture in all our languages. 

Not only did the fair reflect the demographics of South Africa’s people, but indicated 
the active participation of people of all ages who shape the fair ‘from below’. This is 
an important achievement and confirmed journalist, Charl Blignaut’s headline about 
the JBF: ‘antidote to whites only literary festivals!’ 

The JBF expresses appreciation and thanks to everyone who contributed to making 
the fair successful. There is still much to do to improve the fair and we look forward 
to your participation in JBF throughout the year.

Sincerely

Maria van Driel

A feasts of literature, theatre, music & film
The 7th Jozi Book Fair was a thrilling 
experience from 11-13 September 
2015 at the Wits University Science 
Stadium. There was a great vibe at 
the fair, created by 6000 children, 
students, teens, adults and the 
elderly.

The JBF platform draws together 
diverse people from all walks of 
life to encourage reading, promote 
diverse interests and debates and 
to entertain people. Altogether 120 
events took place over the three 

days, across different art forms including literature, roundtable debates, theatre, live 
jazz and a mini film festival. More than 50% of the events was hosted by ngos, book 
club members like the Afro Freedom Book Club, and tertiary students from Wits, 
Johannesburg and Pretoria universities and members of the public.
The successful Schools Programme (Friday) opened the fair and set a high bar for 
the rest of the fair, with more than 600 school youth participating, and discussing 
literature with local authors. ‘These students have a high standard of debate,’ said 
Zakes Mda. ‘They’re better than many university students’, he continued. 

Similarly, the Children’s Programme was exceptionally well attended and was ablaze 
with fun and laughter on Saturday and Sunday, as parents and children enjoyed the 
live performances with Gcina Mhlophe, San storytellers from Oudtshoorn, played on 
the jumping castle and enjoyed the interactive launch of Penny and Puffy, written by 
internationally acclaimed Zakes Mda and Mpapa Mokhoane. Penny and Puffy are 
also the JBF’s mascots.

Both the school youth and the children, key constituencies of the JBF, were active 
participants in shaping the programme: the schools had read the books beforehand 
and shared their opinions and insight with the authors, and the JBF poetry buddies 
performed their poetry, drama and their songs.
A wide range of topical issues  were discussed related to the world of books, 
including the plight of Rohinga Muslims in Burma, the 60th anniversary of 
the Freedom Charter, climate change and the Rhodes’ must fall debate on 
transformation  in South African universities.  The Film Festival on ‘Children and 
youth in adversity’ was hosted by JBF partner, Steps, from Cape Town. The films 
were about young people from all over the world and the Q&As encouraged people 
to ‘read’ a different medium. The theatre programme was enriched with offerings 
like Kafka’s Ape, an inventive puppet show, Qhawe, from Cape Town and Garment 
Workers Wait from Wits University. The live jazz included seasoned musicians 
like Feya Faku, Dimpie Tshabalala and Herbie Tshoedi. While the jazz brought a 

distinguished audience to the fair like the Association of Jazz Lovers, many from 
surrounding townships would have stayed later but for the lack of decent public 
transport they couldn’t.

This year there were 37 exhibitors at the fair, mainly small publishers and ngos,  
Oxford, Wits Press, UNISA and the National Library, in a cosy exhibition. In South 
Africa books are prohibitively expensive for the majority of people, a major obstacle 
to developing a reading culture. Many of the exhibitors made books available at 
reasonable prices and this seems to have made the difference in the high number of 
books sold. No doubt this will assist to deepen both a reading and a book-buying 
culture.

Children’s Literature & Childhood
While the theme of the fair had many believing that this year’s fair was a ‘children’s 
fair’, the children’s programme enjoyed much popularity on Saturday and Sunday, 
with more than 500 children attending. While 50% of the children were from JBF’s 
poetry buddies and work with Orphan and Vulnerable Centres in townships, many 
came with their parents. The fair was not only concentrated on children as it brought 
together people of all ages.

The children’s programme consisted of 24 activities over the two days. The overarching 
approach is to ‘play with language’, as children learn through play and are able to 
absorb many languages. The programme was semi-structured to include storytelling, 
games, songs, dance, face-painting and a jumping castle. The tent remained full on 
both days.
The storytelling was enjoyed by both children and adults; and the storytellers were 
diverse and exciting. The Guest of the Fair, Gcina Mhlophe, is a great performer and 
opened the Children’s Programme on Saturday. Other storytellers included Faith 
Busika, Hamilton Wende, Reviva Schumaker and Poem Mooney. On the Sunday the 
San storytellers told their stories at the Origins Centre, which provided an authentic 
‘cave’ context.
A number of children’s books were launched. Zakes Mda and Mpapa Mokhoane’s 
Penny and Puffy was launched at the fair this year. The two authors had an easy time 
as the children took over. The children were excited because they also knew the book, 
and actively engaged the authors about the story and their favourite characters. The 
poetry buddies (a JBF project) were at an advantage as the story was read as part of 
their preparation for the fair, by their trainee coordinators. This is a great story: Penny 
is a penguin and Puffy is a puffin but they are brought us together in a penguin family. 
This story has resonance for society in general, and especially for this country, given 
its history.

Gcina Mhlophe launched her book, Stories of Magic, together with Biblionef at the 
fair. The book is available in all South Africa’s languages. The JBF also launched its 
Sesotho version of Penny and Puffy and the isiZulu translation of Little Troll by Sari 
Vento. Little Troll was originally translated from Finnish to English, and the JBF has 
subsequently translated it into Sesotho and Tshivenda.

Promoting children’s literature
The JBF has decided to strategically prioritise its work with children and youth. We 
believe that if the culture of reading and writing in all languages is deepened, and 
children and youth’s reading and writing behavior is altered, South Africa will be a 
potentially more tolerant and less violent society. This belief is based on the example 
of countries such as Sweden, Norway and Cuba.

However, books are prohibitively expensive and are governed by strict copyright laws.  
The first books that the JBF published was in partnership with the Finnish Literature, 
and enabled the translation of Little Troll by Sari Vento from Finnish into English in 
2013. In 2014, Little Troll was translated into Sesotho and Tshivenda and this year 
the isiZulu translation Umsila kaDawane Omncanewas completed. In this way the 
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book was translated into the four major language groups 
which will enable almost all children to access the books 
affordably. This also raised important issues about the 
translation and the creation of literature.

This year Zakes Mda and Mpapa Mokhoane generously 
gave the JBF the right to publish Penny and Puffy, and 
the proceeds of the book are for the JBF. Mda painted 
the illustrations for the book and Mokhoane translated 
the Sesotho version. The JBF thanks the authors 
for writing Penny and Puffy, a wonderful story about 
compassion and family that people of all ages will enjoy. 
We also thank them for their faith in the JBF to promote 
a reading culture in all our languages. Besides the book 

being affordable in English and Sesotho, the JBF has developed a series of posters 
based on illustrations of Penny and Puffy, and these are also affordable. The posters 
and the books are all for sale at affordable prices. Please contact the JBF by email: 
jozibookfair@khanyacollege.org.za

JBF Mascots: Penny & Puffy
The JBF is committed to promoting literature in all 
mother tongues. While we need to celebrate this 
rich diversity concretely by promoting all languages 
and cultures, there is also the need to grow common 
symbols that all children can share in all their 
languages.

This year we have been very fortunate to meet two 
good friends, Penny and Puffy. Penny is a penguin 
and Puffy is a puffin. Penny is from Robben Island 
and Puffy’s family is from Iceland. Penny can swim 
and Puffy can fly. But, despite these differences, they 
are brother and sister, and are brought up together 
by Mother Penguin and Father Penguin.

Penny and Puffy are the mascots of the JBF, the friends of all our children. Not only will 
they bring us good luck, they will help all children to grow their imagination, to tell their 
own stories and to become great readers and writers. Special thanks to the creators 
of Penny and Puffy, Zakes Mda and Mpapa Mokhoane.  

Township Learners discuss books they read
Who says township students don’t read? This year more than 600 students from 27 
schools from Johannesburg and surrounding townships participated in the 7th Jozi 
Book Fair at Wits University.

This is also a 100% increase in the number of students participating in the Fair 
compared to last year. “Organising a participatory programme for many students at 
a book fair is a challenge, and credit must be given to the great venue, the Science 
Stadium, and our partnership with Wits University and the schools”, said Maria van 
Driel, Director of the fair.

The Schools Programme was packed with activities:  learners had a choice of eighteen 
parallel workshops ranging from drama to social media; conversations with five local 
writers. Participating authors, Kurt Ellis and Edyth Bulbring expressed their delight and 
amazement that the students had not only read their work, but had opinions on their 
books. “It was great to see and hear black township students discussing literature. 
This is the JBF!”, van Driel continued. The main highlight was the live performance 
and conversation with the Guest of the Fair, Gcina Mhlophe. The year the JBF/Wits 
Spelling Bee, which is run with the schools is now in its third year, was brought into the 
JBF and the 2015 winners were Basa Tutorial in first place, Observatory East Primary 
School in second place and third place was Education Alive Primary School

The JBF Schools Programme is appreciative of its staff and the assistance from 
schools, principals and teachers throughout the year, who actively support students 
with their reading and writing. A word of thanks to the local publishers - Oxford 
University Press, Kwela and Fundza - for making copies of books and their authors 
available for participation at the fair. Knowing that students will meet the authors to 
discuss their books encourages reading at schools.

Every student who attended the fair went home happy, with a JBF pack that included 
lunch, a book and a JBF t.shirt. 

Khanya-Wits Partnership successful
This year the 7th JBF extends its appreciation to its co-hosts, Khanya College and 
Wits University, for its success.

The partnership between the two institutions was rekindled earlier this year and hence 
the fair was held at the Science Stadium. The partnership in the 1980s was part of the 
anti-apartheid struggle for democracy, and providing black students with access to 
quality education. Now, more than 20 years later, the partnership’s first initiative, JBF 
2015, has been extremely successful bringing together a record number of people, of 
various ages and social backgrounds, to debate, engage, enjoy the arts and thereby 
to strengthen tolerance and citizenship.

Under the leadership of vice chancellor, Adam Habib, Wits has once again opened 
its doors to many  communities, institutions and the public  who are outside of the 

academy. “Wits is determined to maintain an 
open space for vigorous debate of ideas and to 
fearlessly speak truth to power, and it continues to 
be a staunch advocate for human rights and non-
discrimination,” said Habib.

According to Khanya College director, Oupa 
Lehulere, “It is apposite that the partnership is 
rekindled around a book fair. Reading, writing, 
engagement and debate are the basic ingredients 
of social change, and in South Africa today these 
are a necessary antidote to a culture of violence 
that in many parts of the world is presenting itself 
as a vehicle of social change.”

The first partnership between Khanya and Wits 
lasted for more than a decade, and hopefully 
this partnership around the JBF will contribute 
positively to social change

Legends: memory and inspiration
A particularly unforgettable highlight of this year’s fair was The participation of veteran 
activists/artists Don Mattera, James Mathews, Ronnie Govender and poet laureate 
Keorapetse Kgositsile added a priceless quality to the fair. 

Through their work forged in the struggle against apartheid, these artists reflect the 
dreams and aspirations of the struggle for liberation in South Africa.  Their presence 
and their live performances provided glimpses of the collective memory, the critique of 
apartheid, and the society we want  and need to live in. It was indeed a great privilege 
to see them performing together, listening intently to each, old friends and comrades, 
despite some historic difference. 

Don Mattera honoured the life of Steve Biko and inspired people about Biko’s relevance 
today. Ronnie Govender read his poems about Cato Manor, a community destroyed, 
but his poems remain relevant in the anti-xenophobic struggles internationally. James 
Mathews poems raged against apartheid and he also offered the tenderness of his 
love poems; and Kgositsile remembered the Black Arts Movement in the United States 
of which he was an integral part. “Artists across the board took every opportunity to 
perform for the public for free, to convey their message of struggle and liberation”, 
he said. And artists today, in South Africa and elsewhere? Well, in one of his earlier 
pieces, Bra Willy as he is also known advised artists that they had no choice, they 
needed to side with the oppressed. The legends left us with much food for thought, 
and a difficult act to follow in the future

Challenges facing JBF
Despite a very successful fair, there are many challenges that the JBF needs to 
addressed before the next fair.

This year’s fair has confirmed the approach of the JBF and its reputation to create 
readers and writers ‘from below’, and as a platform able to draw diverse organisations, 
publishers, artists, and the public to join together and build a movement of readers 
and writers in all languages. The feedback from the JBF Spot Evaluations sent to 
exhibitors, authors, schools and ngos is that there has been a steady improvement 
in the organising and development of the annual book fair event, but that there are 
challenges that need to be addressed. 

The JBF team concurs with this completely and has identified the need to streamline, 
plan and structure more methodically the overall organisation, operations and logistics 
of the fair. Similarly, there is a need to develop a more comprehensive marketing 
strategy but the challenge is to find ways that strengthen the JBF’s perspectives to 
build ‘from below’ and that do not inadvertently alter the orientation and character of 
the fair. For instance, the strategy needs to include tapping into emerging readers, 
writers and publishers, ours learners and their parents, rather than more mainstream 
corporate approaches that will alter the JBF’s character. Similarly, we need to accept 
that the JBF’s public call to ‘host an event’ at the fair will result in some ‘no shows’ 
or some events not taking place. But, with those challenges that we need to maintain 
this approach as it enables the JBF to draw from a larger resource pool, it enables 
readers and writers to shape the fair from ‘below’ and contributes to building a broader 
movement.

We thank everyone who has contributed to our evaluation. The JBF evaluation process 
is still in process and we welcome constructive comments from all who attended the 
fair.  Please send your comments and suggestions to: jozibookfair@khanyacollege.
org.za
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