
‘If it’s the right thing, it will 
lead to a million other right 
things,’ Buhle Ngaba says, 
smiling warmly at me, as we 
chatted about the ripple effect 
of her children’s book, The 
Girl Without a Sound.

After remembering that she 
had forgotten her aunt’s birthday 
in January 2016, Buhle Ngaba 
decided to mould the memories 
of their close relationship into a 
magical children’s book, in order 
to gift it to her. Armed with five 
pages, a punch and ribbon, she  
had no idea that she was on 
the brink of breaking the internet 
and changing the lives of many.

‘I went home with the five 
pieces of paper and a ribbon 
and I tied it up nice and pretty.  
I then put it on some brown 
paper, took a picture of it and 
posted it on Twitter, Instagram 
and Facebook. All of a sudden, 
people were coming up to me 
and telling me how fantastic  
the book was and asking where 
they could purchase it. It was 
then that I realised that there 
was an important story to tell.’

Giving herself a month to 
compile the book with the help  
of a talented photographer, 
illustrator, and a five-year-old 
family member who resembled 

her, Buhle offered The Girl 
Without a Sound a voice and, 
with it, many other little girls and 
people who had been silenced 
throughout history. Growing  
up, she was told stories by her 
grandfather. She shares that,  
as a child, she felt like he, along 
with the all other elders, were 
giving them a free performance.

This, along with her love for 
reading, lead to Buhle’s passion 
for storytelling and specifically 
storytelling through acting. When 
guests visited her home, Buhle 
would insist that they gather in 
the lounge for her performances, 
and she would then act out a 
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one-woman play for them that 
she had been writing at the time.

‘Being a storyteller is one of 
the most important aspects of 
being who I am. I can’t actually 
remember a time when I wasn’t 
searching for expression in some 

way or another. Either in an art 
class, a drama-rehearsal space, 
or reading books at an alarming 
rate. I think all of these listed 
forms of expression (and a few 
more) really helped me make 
sense of the world in ways that  
I found cathartic and beautiful, 
through story.’

With as many as 3 000 
downloads within the first week, 
The Girl Without a Sound made 
waves when it was released, 
sending a ripple effect into the 
literary world. This extraordinary 
children’s book has laid down 
the foundation to build a world 
where black women can see 
themselves as the protagonists 
in stories that are written by 
them, for them. When asked 
about the theme and meaning 
behind the book, Buhle sits back 
and reminisces about herself  
as a seven-year-old girl. 

‘At the time, I kept thinking  
of the same memory of how 
teachers would lead us into 
classrooms and we would sit in  
a circle and introduce ourselves  
to everyone. Then, a weird thing 
would happen: The teacher’s 
face would fall because they 
didn’t know how to pronounce 
my name, and worse – they did 
not want to learn how it was 
pronounced. This, combined 
with the fact that, whenever I 
picked up a book around that 
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age, it contained no characters 
that looked like me. This made 
me feel invisible.’

Following a lengthy drama 
career where she studied acting 
and contemporary performance 
at Rhodes University, along with 
processes of performance at the 
University of Leeds in the UK, 
Buhle is best known today for 
her role as Mrs Lyons in the hit 
musical Blood Brothers. She 
nabbed herself a major role  
in John Kani’s acclaimed play 
Missing and was nominated for 
Best Supporting Actress at the 
Fleur du Cap and Naledi Theatre 
Awards. Apart from the numerous 
accolades that she has collected 
while performing, she is also the 
owner of non-profit organisation 
KaMatla Productions. Through it, 
she’s been able to work with the 
Black Professional Scholarship 
Fund and has partnered up with 
legal experts to arrange drama 
workshops at the Amazing Grace 
Children’s Home situated in 
Eikenhof, Joburg. She is also 
currently working with the Dr Ruth 
Segomotsi Mompati Foundation 
to stage similar workshops in the 
Ruth Segomotsi Mompati district. 

With all her commitments,  
a good work-life balance and 
careful time-keeping are vital for 
Buhle to manage her workload. 
‘The hours I spend working can 
be gruelling because I split my 
time between rehearsal rooms, 
performing on stage, writing, and 
attending meetings for KaMatla 
Productions. I’m very dedicated 
to what I do and physically live 
all of it each day, but I have to 
be very organised and focused 
in order to manage it,’ she says. 
‘I also spend a great deal of time 
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travelling, so I’m in-between 
spaces often. All in all, it isn’t 
easy, but I love what I do.’ She  
is currently rehearsing for her 
latest play, The Swan Song, 
dedicated to late South African 
actor Brett Goldin. It is a one- 
woman play that illustrates a 
young woman’s recollection of 
experiencing love as a kind of 
emotional and physical disease.

The Girl Without a Sound is 
available to download for free 
online, and there is now the 
added option of purchasing a 
hard-copy version in English or 
Setswana. While the story has 
taken its turns across the globe,  
Buhle herself is now also seen 
as an inspiring figure for many 
young black girls, and her book 

serves as a means to soothe 
the ache left behind from the 
oppression of the black body 
over time.  

‘It is honestly such a strange 
feeling knowing that my work has 
become an inspiration to others, 
but I try to remain balanced by 
remembering that ultimately 
what I do here is not about me 
–  it’s actually about me trying to 
contribute to creating a better 
world. I am so grateful to every 
single person who has supported 
me on my journey thus far and  
I can’t wait to keep sharing the 
magic with everyone.’

As said by this phenomenal 
young woman, storytelling can 
be used as a tool to share the 
narratives of those who are not 

able to speak for themselves. 
You can make a small change 
today by reading her book and 
opening your eyes to the endless 
possibilities for changing our  
youth’s realities.

‘My name is Buhle Ngaba and 
I’m the girl who, in the search of 
my own sound, started to use it 
to dent the world a little bit. If we 
do not continue writing narratives 
where our children are able to 
see themselves in imagined 
worlds, how on Earth can we 
expect them to start visualising 
themselves as accountants, as 
lawyers, as actors, as actresses, 
or even billionaires? We need to 
create these worlds so that kids 
can imagine themselves taking 
over this one.’ 


