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Strings ATTACHED

In the olden days, any form of instrument with 
strings, especially a guitar, was called izimbambo 
zikaSathana (loosely translated as “the Devil’s 
ribs”) by the church. Although these instruments 
have since found a pride of place within places 
of worship, some church-going purists still frown 

upon them. 

With that said, we cannot ignore that a whole lot of 
church music and the movement of Sophiatown’s 
kwela music was founded and built on the guitar 
sound. Taking a closer look at the fascination 
and relationship of the old-time musicians or just 
community members who loved music, strings 
have always had a special place among Africans. 
The Khoikhoi and San people took great pride in 
their single-stringed bows. They didn’t only use them 
for hunting, but also created music from them. This 
growth extended to the Nguni people, particularly the 
Xhosas and Zulus, who take great pride in their uhadi, 
umrhubhe and makhweyana. The most well-known 

exponent of umrhubhe is probably Latozi Mpahleni, 
popularly known as Madosini. These instruments 
only have one string; some are struck and others 
scratched and plucked. You cannot help but be in 
awe of the sounds they produce when mixed with 
overtones created by umrhubhe projected from the 
mouth of the instrument’s player. 

Since we cannot ignore prevalent Western influences 
on the African continent, we take note of and 
celebrate the violin, guitar and harp. As a little girl, 
I remember my fascination with a foreign object 
brought home by my father as a gift from his golfing 
friend. “This is a violin,” he said with great pride. 
When I asked “why is this guitar so small?”, he tried 
to explain what made it different from an average 
guitar, but it all went over my head. The violin just 
sat there in our home, adding to all the hording we 
were already engaged in. It was hard to find a violin 
teacher in Soweto in those days. 

Gloria Bosman
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As we grew up, my late brother, Jacob, took a great 
liking to the guitar. With his limited knowledge, he 
gave me my first lessons. He taught me the G, C, E 
minor and D chords, the most important chords for 
writing popular songs. There I was, thinking I was the 
world’s greatest guitarist. 

I first encountered the harp at a close range at 
the Market Theatre. I was part of a Dr John Kani 
production called The Lion and the Lamb, which was 
staged at the Market Theatre. Merle Thompson 
played jaw-dropping renditions of Spirituals. As 
someone who grew up believing that the harp was 
an instrument that exclusively belonged to the great 
Andreas Vollenweider and the orchestra, I couldn’t 
believe my luck. 

Regardless of how attached or detached the strings 
are perceived, their roaring, intoxicating presence lies 
in the fingers that vibrate them and dare to steer our 
souls to thunderous imaginative and breathtaking 
experiences as they string us along with the sound 
unapologetically falling on our ears. 

With the greatest gusto, I present to you the fabulous 
magicians who strum, pluck and bow: Berita, a vibrant 
guitarist born in Zimbabwe, Neo Motsatse, a young, 
alluring violinist, and the colorful harpist named Jude 
HarpStar. 

Berita shares: “I am a self-taught guitarist. I started 
learning by checking scores online and on YouTube. 
I found it easier to advance from beginner to 
intermediate level. To be honest, I have found it 
difficult to advance further than that as it requires 
more time and persistence. My skills as a guitar player 
enable me to compose music and come up with ideas. 
I lean on more experienced musicians to bring my 

ideas and demos to life. My guitar has provided me 
with an opportunity to empower myself. From the 
moment I started writing songs, I was able to advance 
my compositions and ideas with my guitar. It has 
allowed me to be independent as an artist when I 
compose, record and perform. My guitar has been 
my companion and best friend. I chose the acoustic 
guitar because it’s a versatile instrument that can be 
carried around easily.”

Anyone who has witnessed maskandi, blues, rock, jazz, 
folk and all forms of music that integrate relentlessly 
the sound of a guitar in the music knows the road it 
travels in one’s musical taste buds. Whether those 
who tune a guitar, use maskandi, folk or concert 
tuning, when it sounds the response is uniform. They 
await the high vibrations, the playful improvisation 
and the robust distortion, making them jump or shake 
uncontrollably from whichever corner they are enjoy 
the music from. Berita is a significant part of this 
movement, as she strums sweet love songs to the 
ears of lovers. If you are a hopeless romantic, what 
better way to woe a lover than to seek help from a 
guitarist?

A whole lot of 
church music and 
the movement of 
Sophiatown’s kwela 
music was founded 
and built on the  
guitar sound.

Berita chose the acoustic guitar  
because it’s a versatile instrument that  

can be carried around easily. 
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Nothing on earth can be likened to the intimacy and 
intense relationship between a master violinist and 
a violin. This instrument, which some have casually 
called a fiddle, is highly sophisticated. The sensitivity 
of all action to create a crisp yet warm, present sound 
lies in the impact of the bow or the fingers’ contact 
with the strings. The pressing down of the fingers 
as they make a selection of notes, neither too hard 
to muffle the sound nor too soft, creates a wobble 
that turns into flat tones, just a touch close to the 
perfect pitch they seek to present.

One can’t help but wonder what goes on in the mind 
of a violinist in action, with their eyes closed or fixed 
intently at the floor or at a sheet of music. From years 
of practice and search for a specific tone, they hone 
their craft with precision, making noise for those who 
witness the process because of the violin’s sensitive 
nature; it is not just a “pick up and play me, anybody” 
type of instrument. It makes a lot of sense why the 
instrumentalist plays it so close to their ear, so the 
sound can start with them, before it travels to the 
listener.

Neo Motsatse is a 21-year-old violinist who started 
playing at the age of six. Like almost all classically 
trained children, music competitions are regarded as 
a yardstick for progress and ability to learn. Despite 
all the talent she has, when she was young age she 
was mostly held back by crippling stage fright, making 
it hard for her to perform at her fullest capacity, but 
now she stands as a young giant in all her glory. With 
parents willing to go to any lengths to assure great 
results, Motsatse had to take up homeschooling in 
order to comfortably secure her place as a brilliant 
musician. She sat at the feet of prestigious music 
educators and didn’t stop expanding her knowledge 
after mastering great classical renditions. She also 
extended herself to other genres, securing the 
attention of legendary musician Sipho “Hotstix” 
Mabuse, with whom she has shared the stage. Her 
stage persona does not depict that of a “fiddler” on 
a fiddle, but stands out as mastery.

When you have experienced the kora, kamale ngoni 
and donso ngoni (also known as a hunter’s harp) 
you can never ignore the full-bodied Western-influ-
enced and manufactured harp. As the array of strings 
pour out as thunderous as the great fountains of 
Victoria Falls, numbing one’s toes and flooding one’s 
musical ears, you know you are in the presence of 
the brilliance that is Jude HarpStar. 

Nothing on earth 
can be likened to the 
intimacy and intense 
relationship between  
a master violinist and 
a violin.

Neo Motsatse started playing  
the violin at the age of six.
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Born and raised by a musician mother, there was no 
escaping the musical bug. Some say talent skips a 
generation; not in this instance. At the age of nine, 
she chose the harp when her mother prompted her to 
choose an instrument. She has studied in South Africa 
and abroad, imbuing her style with a universal quality 
as she ventures into a variety of genres. She is one 
of the few harpists who brave a popular stage with 
an electro-acoustic harp. “The harp may seem like an 
angelic instrument, yet it is technically quite hellish 
to master. You need strong hands and it is brutal on 
your fingertips. You also need great coordination 
between your hands and feet to move the pedals 
while playing. If you own a grand orchestral harp, 
you need a big car to transport it. Harps are very 
expensive instruments as they are hand-carved out 
of different types of wood, and need to be imported 
if you live in South Africa,” Jude confesses.  

 

Now that we have accepted the modernised versions 
of these instruments made from exotic materials, 
and have called David of the Bible’s lyre a harp, we 
know of its narrated power to calm Saul’s restless 
soul. Looking back, we acknowledge it took creative 
minds of the indigenous practitioners to put together 
what was perceived as “inferior” elements, to carve 
and produce stringed sound that has since been 
enjoyed as music. Western notation and tuning that 
is currently a dominant factor doesn’t take away from 
the natural innovative means and ears. If it sounds 
good, let it be played.

I rest…

It took creative  
minds of the 
indigenous 
practitioners to put 
together what was 
perceived as ‘inferior’ 
elements, to carve 
and produce stringed 
sound that has since 
been enjoyed as 
music.

Gloria Bosman is a Musicology aspirant studying towards that 
goal. A custodian of all things Art, whose musical journey has 
become one happy family with storytelling.

Jude HarpStar uses her harp to  
play a variety of music genres.


