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Africa. I just never thought that I would 
come back to help build structures and 
engage in the corridors of Parliament as 
an of• cial,” he says.   

Although he often relaxed by playing 
his harmonica, when he found the 
time he linked up with Zimbabwean 
mbira player Thomas Mapfumo, who 
also taught him to play the mbira (or 
thumb piano). “We came together as 
session musicians and, as a natural fusion, 
formed the band Movement,” he relates. 
The inspiration behind the band was 
to integrate the chiShona, xiTsonga 
and tshiVenda cultures and showcase 
traditional instruments like the timbila 
(a percussion instrument from the 
xylophone family), mbira and hosho 
(gourd-like percussion instruments 
containing seeds). 

“I was formally employed in the ANC 
and could • nancially sustain my family’s 
needs. However, the driving motivation 
for the band coming together was 
that it offered my colleagues jobs in an 
organised structure,” he explains. 

The music industry is one of the biggest 

The musical journey of 
Collins Chabane
Minister Collins Chabane, a SAMRO member,  
speaks to SAMRO NOTES about his rich music-
making past 
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veryone knows that 
singing comes naturally to 
President Jacob Zuma; yet 
he has never, like one of his 
Cabinet ministers, Collins 
Chabane, sought to cut an 
album or lead a band, for 

that matter.  Very few people know it, 
but singing – and professional music-
making, in Chabane’s case – is a passion 
shared by the two leaders. 

Chabane (50) was born in the village of 
Xikundu, in Limpopo, where music was 
the palm oil with which the days were 
eaten. It was not surprising, therefore, 
that when he found himself incarcerated 
on Robben Island 25 years ago for his 
political activism, Chabane quickly found 

himself gravitating towards a group of 
prisoners who were musically inclined. 

“Robben Island, between 1985 and 
1990, brought me into contact with 
multi-talented artists who played 
various instruments,” recalls Chabane, 
who is today Minister in the Presidency, 
tasked with performance monitoring, 
evaluation and administration. “There 
were guitarists, keyboardists and 
saxophonists. The harmonica was the 
• rst instrument I learnt to play.” Thanks 
to the efforts of organisations like the 
Red Cross, prisoners had access to 
numerous musical instruments. 

“My comrades James Manganyi, Ronnie 
Mabone and Whitey Yengeni were all 

accomplished on the harmonica and the 
guitar. David Mosie was fantastic on the 
saxophone. These guys formed part of 
a broad range of political prisoners and 
comrades who had the talent to play 
and bring the rich South African musical 
legacy into the often hard life of the 
island,” says Chabane. 

On his release in 1990, Chabane 
worked in the ANC and was central 
to the rebuilding of the movement 
in what is now the Limpopo region. 
“I remember seeing Jonas Gwangwa 
perform on the ‘Amandla’ tour when 
I was in exile in so many countries 
around the world before I was 
imprisoned. And I remember wondering 
if I would ever see a liberated South 
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Africa. I just never thought that I would 
come back to help build structures and 
engage in the corridors of Parliament as 
an of• cial,” he says.   

Although he often relaxed by playing 
his harmonica, when he found the 
time he linked up with Zimbabwean 
mbira player Thomas Mapfumo, who 
also taught him to play the mbira (or 
thumb piano). “We came together as 
session musicians and, as a natural fusion, 
formed the band Movement,” he relates. 
The inspiration behind the band was 
to integrate the chiShona, xiTsonga 
and tshiVenda cultures and showcase 
traditional instruments like the timbila 
(a percussion instrument from the 
xylophone family), mbira and hosho 
(gourd-like percussion instruments 
containing seeds). 

“I was formally employed in the ANC 
and could • nancially sustain my family’s 
needs. However, the driving motivation 
for the band coming together was 
that it offered my colleagues jobs in an 
organised structure,” he explains. 

The music industry is one of the biggest 

employers globally, and Chabane feels 
that South Africa should be engaging the 
local industry more to realise the full 
job-creation potential from recording, 
distribution, marketing, composition, 
artist management, sound engineering 
and more.  

“Knowledge is power and collective 
organisation is a winner,” he states. 
“Musicians should make it their mission 
to understand and empower themselves 
to access opportunities and master how 
the industry works – from composing 
to producing the music, distribution, 
• nding new markets and understanding 
rights administration. 

“They must also learn the power of 
perseverance, because ultimately, they 
contribute to the shaping of how 
society thinks and acts. Musicians, then, 
have a big role to play in the shaping of 
society and its morals. It’s also important 
to understand current issues on how 
society is developing to ensure their 
musical contribution brings about social 
cohesion. I listen to the radio whenever 
I can; it’s how I keep abreast with 

The musical journey of 
Chabane

Hugh Masekela, Blondie Makhene, Don 
Laka and so many musicians who have 
in! uenced my musical journey.”  

Chabane adds: “My life is always in the 
ANC; it’s where I grew up and my 
deployment in the Presidency makes it 
really dif• cult to juggle my time to allow 
Movement, the band that I lead, to come 
together frequently.”

Because he is a musician, Chabane 
does concede that at times he is under 
pressure to highlight and champion 
industry issues. Little wonder, then, that 
from time to time he engages with 
the Minister of Arts and Culture. “I 
can’t divorce myself from the industry, 
but with a hectic programme like the 
one I have, it’s not always possible to 
intervene.  

“The good news, though, is that I 
have now started playing again and 
composing new songs. I am also 
exploring new sounds and new 
approaches to composing.” Now, that’s 
music to our ears!
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accomplished on the harmonica and the 
guitar. David Mosie was fantastic on the 
saxophone. These guys formed part of 
a broad range of political prisoners and 
comrades who had the talent to play 
and bring the rich South African musical 

perform on the ‘Amandla’ tour when 

imprisoned. And I remember wondering 
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