
The Executive Summary of HRH Zolani Mkiva Profile 

 

#Oral Renditionist and Nelson Mandela’s Poet Laureate 
#International acclaimed Artist and Film Actor 
#Traditional Musician and Film Producer 
#Heritage Practitioner and Cultural Expert 
#Community Leader and Social Activist 
#Entrepreneur and Creative Genius   
#Parliamentarian and Policy Maker 

 
His Royal Heritage (HRH), Zolani Mkiva is the foremost and youngest practitioner of one of 
the oldest African traditions of Ukubonga (oral traditional poetry). HRH Mkiva was born 
and raised in Lota and Bolotwa Villages of Dutywa, a rural town of the Eastern Cape 
Province of South Africa. Zolani comes from a family lineage of oral traditional poets 
(iimbongi), spiritual figures, cultural mystics, warriors of social justice and regiments of 
African Royalty.  
 
HRH Mkiva did his primary education in rural schools of Dutywa in his hometown. In 1991 
He passed his matric with first class symbols at St John’s College in Mthatha. At an early 
age Zolani displayed leadership capability when in 1990 he got elected as the President of 
the Student Representative Council (SRC) and Chairman of the Congress of South African 
Students (COSAS) in his college. In the same year he also served in COSAS executive 
committee of the Transkei Region.  A year earlier, in 1989 to be precise, Zolani delivered 
an electrifying poetic performance at the Independence Stadium in Mthatha on the 
occasion of a Welcome Home Rally of the African National Congress (ANC) leaders who 
were incarcerated in the Robbin Island Prison.  
 
Equally, in his rural communities of Lota and Bolotwa villages, Zolani was very active in 
the structures of the African National Congress. After the unbanning of the ANC in 1990, 
he became the first Branch Secretary of the ANC in Lota location. He was also part of the 
leadership collective of the Lota Active Youth Club. 
 
In 1992 he enrolled at the University of the Western Cape (UWC) for a Social Science 
Degree. He completed his Degree on record time and graduated in 1994. In 1995 he 
graduated after the completion of his Senior Degree of Honours in Developmental Studies 
from UWC in South Africa. He went further to do Arts Development Training at the 
Community Arts Centre in Woodstock, Cape Town. In 1996 he underwent a training at the 
Centre for Arbitration, Conciliation, Negotiation and Mediation at the University of Cape 
Town (UCT). Zolani also attended the UCT Graduate School of Business wherein he 
received a certificate in Finance for Managers. 



 
Between 1997 and 2001 Zolani Mkiva worked at TRANSNET as a Communication’s 
Specialist and his function included driving the transformation agenda within logistics 
parastatal. During the same time period he was very active in his role as Imbongi Yesizwe 
(Poet of the Nation) accompanying President Nelson Mandela in his official appearances.  
At TRANSNET, Zolani published a book entitled “Railway Poetry”, a poetry collection 
inspired by Railway Workers over a period exceeding 100 years of existence of level 
crossing in South Africa. This book became a best seller and won Zolani the Spoornet 
Chairman’s Award. 
 
Nowadays, Zolani Mkiva is an international acclaimed heritage practitioner, producer and 
director of creative works and is a highly regarded arts genius and administrator. He is a 
well-respected cultural expert and policy maker who employs indigenous knowledge 
systems in carrying out his role.  
 
HRH Mkiva is the incumbent General-Secretary of the Congress of Traditional Leaders of 
South Africa (CONTRALESA), he was elected unopposed in December 2017. For more than 
15 years prior to his overwhelming election as General-Secretary he has served in the 
National Executive Committee (NEC) of CONTRALESA occupying senior leadership 
positions, including Head of the Presidency, National Executive Director and National 
Organiser respectively.  
Through his position as the General-Secretary, Mkiva plays a key role in the management 
of the national question in the socio-economic-political landscape of the South African 
society. He is considered one of the most influential leaders in South Africa and the 
region.  
 
Zolani Mkiva is also the President and Director-General of the Institute of African Royalty 
(IAR), a continental body that coordinates initiatives of African Traditional and Cultural 
Leaders. IAR serves as an advocacy instrument for rural investment and infrastructural 
development as well as policy think tank for African royals and the institution of 
traditional leadership. On top of that, the Institute of African Royalty is the umbrella body 
that assumes the responsibility of custodianship of Traditional Leadership in promoting, 
protecting and preserving African Culture and Heritage. HRH Mkiva is acknowledged as a 
senior leader in all the 5 regions of the African continent as well as the Diaspora. In his 
role as the President of the Institute of African Royalty he interacts with both the 
leadership of the African Union, Pan African Parliament, Governments and other critical 
institutions in the continent and Diaspora. Mkiva has created and built a very strong 
network with other organized cultural formations in Europe, Asia and America. He 
undoubtedly has a convening power and leadership credibility across the globe. 
 



HRH Zolani Mkiva is the Member of the national Parliament of the Republic of South 
Africa. He is also a permanent delegate in the National Council of Provinces (NCOP). He 
serves in Finance, Appropriations, Cooperative Governance and Joint Constitutional 
Review Committees. HRH Mkiva is regarded as an advance cadre of the liberation 
movement, African National Congress (ANC), which is also the governing party of the 
Republic of South Africa. 
 
Zolani Mkiva is best known as President Nelson Mandela’s Poet Laureate. When Dr Nelson 
Mandela was still in prison, Zolani composed the best poetical renditions in salutation of 
the iconic freedom fighter for the liberation of South Africa. After the release of Mandela 
from prison in 1990, the ANC leadership anointed Mkiva to deliver the poetic recitals to 
welcome Madiba. From there on Zolani travelled with Madiba throughout the country, 
continent and the world providing red-hot poetic-prelude before Mandela could deliver 
his speeches in ceremonies.  HRH Zolani Mkiva worked very closely with Dr Nelson 
Mandela for many years as his cultural advisor and officiated along him in epoch making 
ceremonies in South Africa and abroad.  
On the 10th May 1994, Mkiva officiated and introduced Dr Nelson Mandela during his 
official inauguration as the first elected President of the Democratic Government of South 
Africa. He also ushered President Mandela when he made his maiden speech to the post-
colonial Parliament of the Republic of South Africa.  
 
in 1996 during the adoption of the new Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Zolani 
Mkiva was given yet another honour to render a poetic recital in the decorum of the Joint 
Sitting of Parliament to bless and salute the achievement of the nation in this particular 
milestone. Zolani and his oral poetic utterances became the key figure of the many 
ceremonies that marked the formative stages of the new South Africa.    
 
In April 1999 Zolani Mkiva launched the Mkiva Humanitarian Foundation in remembrance 
of his grandfather, Richard Mkiva who was a key figure in the hidden struggles for rural 
communities. The launch of the Foundation marked the 40th commemoration of his 
grandfather who was killed by Apartheid agents for his activism against colonial laws that 
stifled lives of people and restricted their growth and pursuit of happiness. The 
Foundation’s strategic intent is a key focus on education and rural development. As part 
of the activities of the formation of the Foundation, a program aimed at promoting the 
values of freedom, justice and peace in the world was established and hereinafter 
referred to as the Mkiva Humanitarian Awards. The highest coveted category of the 
awards is the “Global Champion of People Freedom”. In 1999 President Nelson Mandela 
became the first recipient of this award, deservedly and he received it in person. These 
awards have since become a highlight of the world calendar of accolades in the ranks of 
other well-known leadership trophies.  



Other world leaders who have received these awards, include Fidel Castro, Jerry Rawlings, 
Yasser Arafat, Hugo Chavez, Salim Ahmed Salim, Olof Palme, Jidi Majia and Queen Best 
Kemigisa amongst others. 
 
Mkiva is also highly recognized as the Poet of Africa and that is acknowledged by the 
African Union (AU) through his myriad of appearances in the official ceremonies of the AU 
and its predecessor the Organisation of African Unity (OAU). 
 
Zolani is also an African renowned producer and director of artistic works that resonate 
with music, poetry, fashion and film. He has produced more than 20 music albums, 
including international singles for a myriad of countries, namely, Cuba, Colombia, Cote 
D’Ivoire, Palestine, Libya, Madagascar, Mauritius, Russia, Venezuela, Swaziland and 
Sweden. Zolani has written more than 100 songs which are part and parcel of all his 
music/poetry albums. Most of his poetic-songs have enjoyed huge airplay on radio and 
television respectively. These artistic works have been released as professional albums 
into Cassettes, CD’s, DVD’s and are also available on online platforms like iStores, 
YouTube and related social media downloads. 
 
HRH Zolani Mkiva is a dynamic artist who has diversified his compositions. He has 
translated his poetry into painting and thereby creating by products in the form of 
lithographs and limited screen-prints with his poetry and signature. His works have been 
exhibited in galleries and art fairs. Mkiva has also taken his poetical verses into his 
clothing label, making him an instant fashion fundi.  
His clothing label has been produced under the auspices of Poet of Africa and His Royal 
Heritage respectively. His artwork and fashion label features several languages, namely, 
Xhosa, Swahili, Siswati, Chinese, English, French, Swedish, Turkish, Russian and Spanish. 
 
HRH Zolani Mkiva is also a talented film actor who has featured in Hollywood block-
blusters like “Long Walk to Freedom”, a movie depicting the life and times of Dr Nelson 
Mandela. In this feature film Zolani also played a role as a cultural advisor to the British 
Film Director, Justin Chadwick and British actor Adris Alba.  Mkiva has also produced and 
directed his own documentary and film works. In a documentary film he co-produced with 
Lisa Brittan entitled “Mandela’s Poet Laureate”, the movie won an award at the New York 
Feature Film Festival in 2001. He has served as an associate producer to a film entitled “A 
Small town called Decent”.   
 
Mkiva is the member of the World Poetry Movement (WPM) and serves in the 
coordinating Committee of the WPM which is chaired by the Alternate Nobel Laureate, 
Fernando Rendon from Colombia.  
 



Zolani made a myriad of appearances as a special guest and presenter in various 
International Poetry Festivals all over the world. He has featured in the following festivals 
amongst others, Rotterdam International Poetry Festival in Netherlands, Medellin 
International Poetry Festival in Colombia, Havana International Poetry Festival in Cuba, 
Qinghai International Poetry Festival in China, Istanbul Spring Summer Poetry Festival in 
Turkey, Beijing Poetry International Festival in China, Sao Paulo Poetry Festival in Brazil, 
Sao Luis Cultural Festival in Brazil, Belgrade Arts Festival in Serbia, Sounds of Orient 
Festival in Uzbekistan, Chester Towncrier Festival in England, Poetry Africa Festival in 
Durban, Arts Alive Festival in Johannesburg, Harare Arts Festival in Zimbabwe, PHABA 
Festival in Nigeria, Tripoli Festival in Libya, Boban Poetry Festival in France, House of 
World Cultures in Belin, German and many others.  
 
To consolidate his administration around arts and culture initiatives, in 2001 Zolani Mkiva 
established the Imbongi Yesizwe Trust (IYT) as a vehicle to advance arts development and 
arts revolution in the local front.  
 
IYT’s main activity is to assist the African continent to achieve its strategic goals by 
putting more emphasis on the restoration of the dignity of its people, especially 
those who come from the historical marginalised background by taking their 
heritage and culture to the centre stage of our society. Leading our communities, in 
particular the peri-urban and rural villages to restore and reclaim their dignity by 
way of uplifting their cultural heritage. ITY’s mission is to; make use of culture as 
an important instrument of social cohesion in order to accelerate transformation 
across the length and breadth of Africa, to build thriving and sustainable cultural 
and traditional communities that can add value in the developmental agenda of the 
continent and to instil pride and capacitate our people with African centered norms, 
values and patriotic education.     
 

HRH Zolani Mkiva is the Director and Host of the following annual International Poetry 
Festivals; 

1. His Royal Heritage International Poetry Festival which was inaugurated in 2004 at 
the banks of the Great Kei River near Butterworth in the Eastern Cape. This poetry 
festival collaborates with the Durban based Poetry Africa Festival. This festival 
features poets from Africa and abroad. 

2. Imbongi Yesizwe International Poetry Festival which is held in Nelspruit, 
Mpumalanga Province of South Africa. Poets in this Festival are also taken for a 
treat in the Kruger National Park. This festival features local South African and 
International Poets. The festival is co-produced with the assistance of the 
American progressive Director Jami Proctor Xu. 



3. Eswatini Kingdom International Poetry Festival which is hosted at the University of 
Swaziland (UNISWA), near Manzini City in the Kingdom of Swaziland. Swazi poets 
and international guests form part of the lineup for this poetry festival. 

Besides appearing in poetry festivals, Zolani has also showcased his musical talents by 
performing with his band in several festivals in Africa and overseas. Zolani was part of the 
bill in the SADC Cultural Festival in Zimbabwe in 1995. Turn of the Century Festival in 
Nantes, France in 1997, Millenium Festival in Robbin Island in 1999, New York Fashion 
Week , USA in 1999, Ankara Cultural Festival in 2003, Heart to Heart Fundraiser Oklahama 
City in USA, Africa Forum in Washington DC in 1998 USA, Blue Train Launch in Lake 
Victoria in Zimbabwe, etc. 

HRH Mkiva has shared world stages with megastars and iconic musicians and singers, 
namely, Papa Wemba of the Democratic Republic of Congo, Salif Keita of Mali, Habib 
Koite of Mali, Ismail Lo of Senegal, Yussour Ndou of Senegal, Angelic Kidjo of Benin, Oliver 
Mtukudzi of Zimbabwe, Stevie Wonder of USA, Kenny Latimore of USA, Mutabaruka of 
Jamaica, Hugh Masekela (SA),  Mirriam Makeba (SA), Yvonne Chakachaka (SA), Mahlathini 
and Mahotella Queens (SA).  

Zolani Mkiva has also collaborated in recording and performance with Angelique Kidjo 
(Benin), Jabu Khanyile and BAYETE (SA), Zim Nqawana (SA), Moses Molelekwa (SA), Ringo 
(SA), Salif Keita (Mali), Habib Koite (Mali), Omikongo Lusaka of USA, Zaza Dlamini of 
Swaziland, Aiman Elhouni of Libya, Ingrid Joseph of Haiti to mention a few. 

HRH Zolani Mkiva is an organic intellectual who has authored and published books and 
papers. In 2008 he was appointed as a Government Advisor on Traditional Affairs, working 
closely with the National Minister responsible for Cooperative Governance and Traditional 
Affairs. During his tenure as Government Advisor he managed to turn around a number of 
areas in the traditional affairs landscape. He was very instrumental in the establishment 
of the new national department of Traditional Affairs, formulating its strategic plan and 
structure. 

When South Africa hosted 2010 FIFA World Cup, Zolani Mkiva was the cultural face of the 
tournament. For the FIFA 2010, Mkiva composed a timeless poetic rendition and went on 
to produce it into a fully-fledged music and poetry album entitled “SEKUNJALO” (Now is 
the Time). Zolani officiated in several activation events leading up to the tournament, 
including the official draw of the Federations Cup in Durban. He shared platforms with the 
likes of Sepp Blatter, FIFA President and other soccer luminaries. He was then given the 
privilege to perform as the first act on stage during the official opening of the 2010 FIFA 
World Cup at Soccer City Stadium in Joburg. In this opening ceremony, Zolani shared the 
stage with superstars like Khaled from Algeria, Shakira from Colombia, R Kelly from USA, 
Thandiswa Mazwai from South Africa and the late Hip Hop Pantsula from South Africa. 
 



In 2013 His Excellency, the State President of the Republic of South Africa honoured & 
bestowed HRH Zolani Mkiva with the National Order (Medal) of Ikhamanga in Gold for his 
excellence in cultural leadership and promotion of African culture in the world over. 
Mkiva has received numerous other awards, namely, All Africa KORA Award as the Best 
Traditional Artist in Africa, Sharq Toranolari in Uzbekistan, Die Woche in Germany, 
Cultural Award in Palestine, Lifetime Achievement Award (SATMA) in South Africa 
amongst others.  
 
Besides being a creative genius, Zolani Mkiva is an organic intellectual and an enterprising 
academic. He has written extensively in producing papers of academia, newspapers 
articles, university lectures, public lectures, radio and television interviews. He has served 
as a guest lecturer in several universities of South Africa and other institutions of higher 
learning abroad.  

Through his conviviality and leadership within the three spheres of the Delphic 
Movement, which represents the arts and cultures games, Zolani has helped to transform 
this institution into a competitive world body that takes charge of producing credible 
artists and arts champions. Mkiva convinced the board of the International Delphic 
Committee (IDC) to allow him to develop a new strategy to introduce Delphic 
Championships (Arts and Culture Championships) and he modelled these championships 
to the Olympics. He went further to encapsulate these championships into franchises 
which are upheld by qualified arts administrators in respective countries. The exercise of 
introducing Delphic Championships was successfully piloted in Africa in August 2017. The 
case study used Comedy and it employed the following protocols: 

#Stage one: He hosted the National Delphic Comedy Championships (NDCC) at Artscape in 
Cape Town, featuring 9 comedians from 9 Provinces of South Africa. Three National 
Delphic Medalists, Gold, Silver and Bronze qualified to compete in the next stage. 

#Stage two: He hosted the African Delphic Comedy Championships (ADCC) at the Nelson 
Mandela Theatre in Johannesburg, featuring 15 comedians from the 5 Regions of the 
African Continent. Three African Medalists, Gold, Silver and Bronze qualified to compete 
in the next stage. 

#Stage Three: He hosted the International Delphic Comedy Championships (IDCC) at the 
Joburg Theatre in Johannesburg, featuring 12 comedians from 3 regions of the world, 
Africa, America and Europe. This intervention has changed the course of arts in the world 
and it is being extended to various genres of the arts sector, namely, dance, fine arts, 
music, poetry and fashion. This is what demonstrates the servant leadership and the 
enterprising mind of His Royal Heritage as a talented patriot who is able to turn things 
around. The arts and cultural landscape of the world will never be the same again. He is 
certainly the African Arts Revolutionary who is eager to change the world.        



It is important to emphasize the point that, HRH Mkiva is brilliant business leader and 
social entrepreneur who has demonstrated highest levels of business acumen and sound 
managerial skills and attributes. Mkiva has also a vast experience of serving as a board 
member and chairman of various entities in both private and public sectors. 

He has served in the following Government Bodies: 
 

• Chief Executive Officer of Provincial Arts Council of the Free State (PACOFS) 
• Chief Executive Officer of the National Arts Council of South Africa (NACSA) 
• Chairman of Eastern Cape Provincial Arts & Culture Council (ECPACC) 
• Board member of the Eastern Cape Parks & Tourism Agency (ECPTA) 
• Board member of the National Heritage Council of South Africa (NHC) 
• Board member of the National Disaster Relief Fund (NDRF) 
• Bloem Water Board (BWB) 

 
Leadership role on Public Entities  
  

• Secretary General of the Congress of Traditional Leaders of South Africa 
(CONTRALESA) 

• Special Member of the National House of Traditional Leaders (NHTL) 
• Chairman of the National Delphic Council of South Africa (NDCSA) 
• President of the African Delphic Council (ADC) 
• Board Member of African Union Legacy Projects (AULP) 
• President & Director-General of the Institute of African Royalty (IAR) 
• Director of the African Heritage, Arts and Culture Union (AHACU) 
• Secretary of the Eastern Cape Rural Upliftment Trust (ECRUT) 

 
Leadership in Business structures: 
 

• Chairman of Crane Consulting Group 
• Chairman of Makhonya Investments 
• Board member CelSaf, Cell C Subsidiary 
• Director of the Concept Group, a JSE listed company 
• Trustee of CONTRALESA Development Trust  
• African Rainbow Minerals Broad Based Black Economic Empowerment (ARM 

BBBEE) 
 
Leadership in International Formations 
 

• Vice President of International Foundation for Sustainable Peace and Development 
(IFSPD) 



• Board member of the International Delphic Committee (IDC) 
• Chairman of the International Delphic Championships (IDCC) 
• Director of Serbia Africa Investment Forum (SAIF) 
• Board Director of the African Royal Awards (ARA) 
• Chairman of the Mkiva Humanitarian Awards (MHA) 

 
Committees 

• Chairman of International Relations Committee of the NHC 
• Chairman of the Arts Development Committee of the NACSA 
• Chairman of the Funding Committee of the NDRF 
• Chairman of the Capital Projects Committee of the Bloem Water Board 
• Member of the Select Committee on Finance in Parliament 
• Member of the Select Committee on Appropriations in Parliament 
• Member of the Joint Committee on Constitutional Review in Parliament 

 
HRH Zolani Mkiva’s latest mission is to establish an ambitious Hall of Fame for the African 
continent and he currently working on producing African Union colours to celebrate the 
excellence of talented Africans in Africa and Diaspora. 

 


