
A different World Cup role
 
FOf'mer Australiandip lomats go to SouthAfrica during the World Cup for a special ce lebrat ion, Gillian Lord writes
 

ustralia will have a star ­
ring role of sorts on the 
sidelines of the World 
Cup extravaga nza in 
South Africa, but in an 

un expected way. For one thing, it 's 
not got much to do with soccer. 

Forme r diplomats Di Johnston e 
and Bruce Haigh are winging their 
way to the southe rn tip of Africa to 
atte nd th e opening night of an art 
exh ibition on Constitution lIiII in 
Johannesburg on Monday nigh t, 
Ju ne 14. As foundin g don ors of th e 
Ifa Lethu art collection , they will 
be am on g the guests of hon ou r. 

The exhibition will be ope ne d by 
Kate Ellis, Australia's Min ister for 
Spo rt , and Ahm ed Kathr ad a, a 
resp ected South African former 
leade r and struggle ve teran. 

For Canberra's John stone, and 
Haigh, now of Mud gee, it's the 
culmina tion of a dream . It all 
sta rted in the '70s whe n John­
stone , and then Haigh , were part 
of Aus tra lia's dipl omati c corps in 
th e then-apartheid South Africa . 
During th e apartheid yea rs man y 
dipl omats would buy works from 
black artists in the townships ­
Johns tone herself had been int ro­
du ced to the traditi on by American 
cons ular officials. In 1975 she did 
the unth inkabl e, holding an exh i­
bition a t her flat in Pretori a and 
inviting art ist Mich ael Maapola , 
whose d rawin gs featured apart h­
eid's brutality, to show his work. 
The result was th at she was evict­

ed, and her flat ran sacked , but the 
tradition co ntinued - South Af­
rican officials could do nothing 
about fun ct ion s held on diplo­
matic premi ses - and afte r she left, 
with a good collection of art, she 
enco urage d Bruce Haigh to do the 
same. . 

Years lat er Johnston e began to 
believe that th is art, sca tte red 
across the globe, was part of South 
Africa 's cultura l heritage and 
sho uld be returned home. She 
began a determined campaign 
amo ng othe r former dipl om ats, 
and in 2000 her collection re­
turned to South Africa and was 
gifted in 2003. Bruce Haigh's col­
lection returned in 2005, the same 
yea r the Ifa Lethu Fou ndatio n was 
formed in South Africa (the word 
mean s "our heri tage " in Xhosa) . It 
is a not -for -p rofit organ isation 
that receives a mix of gove rn ment 
and pri vat e fundin g, and also 
includ es traini ng programs for 
young art ists. 

Largely du e to Johnston e's ef­
fort s, dipl om ats and othe rs who 
held South African art collections 
from the apa rthe id yea rs were 
persua de d to don ate them , with 
rep at riated art coming from the 
United Sta tes , Cana da, France, 
Spa in, Hollan d, the United King­
dom, Germany and, of course, 
Aus tra lia. Part of its fun ction is to 
showcase the work of black art ists 
during the struggle era from the 
1960s to the 1980s, and to show 

future genera tions , who are grow­
ing up never having known apa rt­
heid , how it was see n throu gh the 
eyes of art ists. 

Th e collection now boasts some 
320 works, and will be exhibited as 
Home and Away: A Return to the 
South, alon gside ano ther exh i­
bition , Artagainst Apartheid, com­
prising works of South African 
artis ts in exile a t the tim e. 

So there is so me exciteme nt as 
Johnstone, who still lives in Can­
berr a, and Ha igh, who nowadays 
grows olives and grapes outside 
Mud gee, pack their thin gs for the 
trek to the dark contine nt - th ey 
leave tomo rrow mo rni ng. 

" I' m terribly exci ted to be 

TimCahilland the Socceroos won't be 
the only att ract ion in South Africa 
during the World Cup. 
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Johnstone began 
to believe that this 
art .. . should be 
returned home 

going," says Johnstone. " It's an 
oppo rtunity to catch up with old 
friends, in parti cular th e arti sts. 
Some have sadly died in the last 35 
years, but there are others who arc 
still with us. It'll be wonderful to 
sec them , to ca tch up on old tim es 
and sha re s tories." 

Of course, she 's also looking 
forward to see ing the exhibition in 
its entirety, the works that have 
been returned from othe r parts of 
the world and the Art Agains t 
Apartheid sec tion. 

She's also hoping to see some of 
the o ther Ifa Lethu pr oject s, 
especially the cultura l entrepren­
eurs hip project, whereb y talented 
stude nts are taught the marketing 
as well as the making of arts and 
crafts. On Jun e 16, the day of the 
bloody Sowe to up rising in 1976, 
(no w called Youth Day and a 
public holiday), Haigh and John­
stone will visit the Hecto r Pieter­
son mem orial (in hon our of a child 
sho t by police on that da y) as well 
as Nelso n Mandala 's old hou se in 
Soweto. 

As for the soccer, well, Th ey 
couldn 't get any ticket s for the 
games they wanted to see . 

But don 't for one m inute think 
they don 't know where their loyal­
ties lie. 

" Of course we 'll be barracking 
for the Socce roos ." + 
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