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Réception en l’honneur de MANDIE VAN DER SPUY 

Officier des Arts et des Lettres 

Jeudi 28 janvier 2016 

 

 

Good evening all, and a very warm welcome to the residence of 

France ! 

Hon Minister Derek Hanekom, 

DDG DAC Monica Newtown, 

Family and friends of the two wonderful ladies who are our stars 

tonight, 

Chère Mandie, 

Chère Michelle. 

We are gathered tonight for a very pleasant occasion, even if slightly 

formal: to bestow upon you both, the medal of the “ordre des Arts et 

des Lettres”. I’ll tell you more about it in one second. 

 

Let me start with Mandie 

 

Chère Mandie, it is an honor to bestow upon you the distinction of 

Officier de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres. We hereby thank you for 
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your outstanding contribution to the cooperation between South 

Africa and France in the cultural spheres.  

 

This order, established in 1957 by the French Minister of Culture, 

rewards those who, through their ongoing engagement and 

creativity, have helped develop the arts and culture in France and 

throughout the world, building bridges between our nations. 

 

Dear Mandie, I think it is safe to say that throughout your whole life 

and exceptional career, you have been one of the most fierce 

defenders of culture, from an artistic but also a political point of 

view.  

 

You have always demonstrated your unwavering faith in South 

Africa as a truly “rainbow nation”. The courage you showed during 

the Apartheid years in rebelling against your traditional environment 

is really remarkable. And when it was time for South Africa to begin 

a new chapter of its history little more than 20 years ago, you were 

among those who played a crucial role in reshaping its destiny.  

Few people can boast about such a steadfast and clear commitment 

to an ideal; but then again, humble as you are, you wouldn’t dream 

of boasting! So please, let us do it for you: 

 

Mandie grew up in Johannesburg and Cape Town but spent her 

senior school years in Vienna, Austria. As the daughter of an 
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Ambassador, she knows our diplomatic world quite well! There is 

also a rumour that Mandie, as a teenager, decided to run away from 

home... How long she stayed away is under debate and depends on 

who is telling the story, but it certainly shows her independent spirit 

started from a very young age.  

 

She holds a degree in Languages and Literature and a post-graduate 

degree in Theatre Studies from the University of Cape Town as well 

as a Master’s Degree in Theatre Studies and Literature from the 

Sorbonne University, Paris – already a bridge between our two 

countries, at a time when that was extremely rare. Mandie actually 

spent four years in France, first as a student and then later as a 

translator at the South African Embassy, during which time she also 

worked as a freelance news correspondent. To this day, she remains 

an impeccable French speaker. 

 

In 1979 she joined the Market Theatre to work in theatre 

management and production. Four years later she joined the 

Playhouse Theatre complex in Durban as Head of Publicity and 

Public Relations.  

 

In 1987 she returned to Johannesburg where she joined the Drama 

Department of the State Theatre, as Head of Marketing & Publicity 

followed by her appointment two years later as Head of Drama at the 

State Theatre, Pretoria.  
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Mandie then started working at Standard Bank Group as Head of 

Arts & Jazz Sponsorships, a position she held for over 20 years. She 

was in charge of the bank’s arts and culture programs – and they 

are numerous! Let us mention the National Arts Festival in 

Grahamstown, Joy of Jazz, the Standard Bank Young Artist Awards, 

the bank’s own corporate art collection and the Standard Bank 

Gallery with exhibitions of major South African and international 

artists. On all these events, Mandie has left her mark, her gentle but 

firm decision-making and her impeccable taste. And through all 

those years and festivals, she has helped shape a new era in arts 

and culture in South Africa, richer and more diverse than ever. Many 

artists can thank her for giving them a platform! 

 

Today, Mandie serves on the board of various arts organizations 

from all around the country : on the Artistic Committee of the 

National Arts Festival in Grahamstown, at BASA, Business and Arts 

South Africa, at the Gerard Sekoto Foundation, at the Hermanus 

FynArts Festival and, of course, on the Standard Bank Art Advisory 

Committee. This shows, first of all, how highly regarded Mandie’s 

experience and advice are in some of the finest arts organizations of 

the country.  

 

But this also shows how important it is to have a voice like Mandie’s 

in today’s cultural landscape: more than a living memory of troubled 

times, someone like Mandie is an enlightening conscience to all. 

This explains why, speaking to all her former colleagues or partners, 
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the overwhelming sentiment is a deep respect for her. When Mandie 

speaks, we listen! 

 

Her friends all attest of her loyalty, her kindness and her sense of 

humour. She is a consummate and curious traveler – just back from 

Cuba! I’m told that dinners at Mandie’s lovely home are always 

warm evenings with delicious food and excellent conversation. You 

know how generous she is with her time and contacts: she is a 

patient listener and a brilliant advisor to those who come to her for 

counsel. 

 

There is a quote from Maya Angelou, the American poet and Civil 

Rights activist, that describes very well how strong an impression 

Mandie leaves on anyone who has the chance to spend time with 

her: “I've learned that people will forget what you said, people will 

forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them 

feel.” 

 

Chère Mandie, we are proud and honored to count you as our friend. 

I mean “friend” in a double sense as you are also chair the Friends 

of IFAS committee. Freshly retired, you immediately accepted this 

new role and the task of developing this committee.  I might add that 

you were also reelected unanimously for a new term last month! 

 

This award of Officier des Arts et des Lettres is not the first 

distinction from the French nation that you receive. In 2007, the 

French government bestowed a Chevalier de l’Ordre national du 
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Mérite on Mandie for her role in strengthening the cooperation 

between France and South Africa, especially thanks to her 

impeccable organization of the Chagall, Miro and Picasso 

exhibitions at the Standard Bank Gallery. These exhibitions are 

brilliant examples of how you brought the arts and culture to a new 

level in South Africa. 

 

During the crossed Seasons in 2012-2013, you pursued this 

challenging dialogue by overseeing the French Masters exhibition. 

This was one of the highlights of the cultural Seasons, and as such 

your role in the relationships and trust between our two nations is 

crucial. Finally, throughout your whole life you have put your strong 

political and humanist convictions and your values of generosity 

and tolerance ahead of everything else, we share and applaud those 

values. 

 

On behalf of the Government of the Republic of France and by virtue 

of the authority vested in me, I have the honour and pleasure, 

Madame van der Spuy, by decree of the Minister of Culture and 

communication of the Republic of France, to bestow upon you the 

title of Officer of the Order of Arts and Literature, de vous faire 

Officier des Arts et des Lettres./. 


