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‘If you don’t know where you’re going, look where you’re coming from!’

Linking Contemporary Dance and Human Rights in Senegal
By Jenny Zobel (JZ)






June 2011

Just over a year ago, I started working with Christy Adair, Professor in Dance at York St John University (YSJ), on a joint project between the Faculty of Arts and the Centre for Global Education York (CGE). Our aim was to create a link between CGE, the contemporary dance students at YSJ and a famous dance school in Senegal, l’Ecole des Sables (The School of the Sands). Situated near the small fishing village of Toubab Dialaw, 55 km south of the capital Dakar, l’Ecole des Sables is run by  Artistic Director Germaine Acogny, an African dancer and choreographer of international reputation and her husband Helmut Vogt who is Administrative Director. This international centre for traditional and contemporary African Dances provides professional education while being a forum of exchange and a unique meeting place for dancers from Africa and across the world.

Christy obtained funding for a University Wide research project. As part of the project, we were to interview Germaine Acogny, choreographers and some of the dancers, while attending the last part of a 10- week dance course. 

I particularly wanted to focus on human rights as most of my work at CGE revolves around human rights issues. I knew that these themes had also inspired a lot of Germaine’s creations and I hoped to find out more through the personal stories of the participants, especially the young women. On our return, we would be working with YSJ dance students to discuss and incorporate the elements we have collected. 

So, on a hot night in June, after a long and bumpy drive from Dakar’s airport, Christy and I arrive at the Ecole des Sables. In the morning, I open the door of my bungalow and I discover that it definitely lives up to its name: A gently undulating landscape stretches in front of me, entirely made of soft, light brown sand, with very few trees, clumps of dry grass and dotted all around is a multitude of rounded dark red pitted volcanic rocks. It‘s a cross between a lunar surface and a Zen garden, except for the  baobabs. Their massive trunks and root-like branches, just like a child’s drawing of a tree, seem to be there just to make you smile. All is bathed in a warm glowing light which begins to work on you relaxing body and mind. The Atlantic Ocean is only a short walk away and all day I can hear the waves crashing on the white beach. 

The neighbouring village of Toubab Dialaw is full of life. People chat in small clusters, children splash in the sea, women sell fish, mangoes and bead necklaces, men spend the time of day by the tiny grocery shop, teenagers play football on the beach while goats, cats and dogs seek food or a bit of shade. It’s obvious that there is not a lot of money around. Infrastructure is sorely lacking, jobs are hard to find. 

I soon realise that the Ecole des Sables plays a helpful role in people’s lives as it provides welcome employment most of the year and even runs free dance classes for local children.

The Ecole des Sables itself is very much like a miniature village, with small, simple bungalows painted in deep blue, yellow and ochre colours, each with its little courtyard graced, for some,  by the stunning orange blooms of a flame tree, providing a welcome shade in temperatures that can go up to 45 degrees C in June.

From my window, I can see the large tent-like roof of ‘Aloofo’, one of the rehearsal spaces, with a whole side wide open to the sea. I feel that this is a very special place and when I meet the young dancers, I see that they too share this impression and that staying at the school had worked its magic on them too. There are 42 young people coming from 20 different countries in Africa and all are thrilled to have this opportunity to meet with dancers from other parts of the continent, as such occasions are often impossible due to difficulties with transport, communication and money. Otieno, a 27-year old from Uganda, says it all with a dazzling smile: ‘It’s an incredible feeling!’ Fo, from Congo wants to use these contacts as a starting point to realise his dream: create a festival in his country which will be a forum to discuss contemporary dance. 

Germaine Acogny, who once worked in close collaboration with world famous French choreographer Maurice Béjart, created the school in 1998 with Helmut. The first year it was located in the village, but after a few years they started constructing an infrastructure and buildings on this site overlooking the sea. There is a theatre, rehearsal spaces, residencies and a restaurant. Germaine has been dancing since the 1960s, at a time when the notion of Contemporary dance was quite unknown in Africa, where dance is mainly considered as a social event. Over the years, Germaine developed her own dance idiom and more or less invented African dance. L’Ecole des Sables is a private enterprise, financed by students, cultural funds as the Prince Claus Fund, international NGOs and the EC. It is now expanding with two touring companies, one male and one female. 

For me personally, being in Senegal is particularly exciting because in the 1960s, I spent ten years in Dakar, where I had attended the Lycée and the university and I haven’t been back since.

Now, as an Education Consultant at CGE, this is also for me an opportunity to work from a very different angle. Never before have I been exploring issues of human rights in an environment totally devoted to one discipline: contemporary dance.  

L’ Ecole des Sables proved to be a feast for my eyes and ears, as I watch a full programme of intensive workshops led that week by Germaine’s son Patrick Acogny, who is co-artistic director, Monsieur Fo, who teaches traditional dance, and Olivier Lefrançois from France, who teaches hip hop dance. The theme of the course is: ‘Correspondences between African Contemporary Dance and Hip Hop.’

Most sessions are accompanied by four percussionists who demonstrate daily the infinite variety, intricacy, subtlety and pure joie de vivre of African rhythms. I am fascinated by the teachers’ individual facilitating styles and their ability to strike a balance between encouraging free expression and demanding clarity and rigour.  

Evenings are an opportunity for more relaxed conversations with dancers and teachers.  Germaine tells me that there is no such thing as art for art’s sake in Africa, particularly in the domain of dance. Every artist uses art for a purpose and usually for helping others in one way or another. Art has to be useful, and dance is used to tell, to teach, to celebrate, to inform, to affirm, to protest, to reveal, to expose. To do so effectively, Germaine explains, dancers need to be firmly rooted in their own dance traditions. By doing so, they will affirm their identity. If dancers are not rooted, they will lose their way and their dancing will have little meaning or impact. Only when this is achieved can they possess the self -confidence to step forward and connect with other traditions and styles.

Germaine, who, in her latest solo performance in Dakar, exposes in a feisty choreography the ills of globalisation, declares: ‘I say to my dancers:  If you don’t know where you’re going, look where you’re coming from!’ 

This viewpoint is shared by Patrick Acogny who includes in his dance workshops programme a session on Identity, where he opens up a space for dancers to reflect on ‘Who am I?’ - An opportunity they have never had before. 

I turn my attention to the female dancers, who form about one third of the  participants. Rokhaya, is a 28 - year old who was born in the village. She tells me:  ‘Only my brothers were sent to school, I was sent to the Koranic school. As a teenager, I got employment working in the kitchen of the Ecole des Sables and one day, Germaine asked me if I wanted to train as a dancer. I said yes, but I had to get my parents’ permission.’

In Senegal, a girl who makes a living by dancing could be considered as having loose morals. In Rokhaya’s case, Germaine had to go and talk to her parents to reassure them, and they finally agreed.

From that day, Rokhaya’s life was transformed: as she received training in contemporary dance, she also learnt to read and write at the Ecole des Sables, and then became a member of the first Senegalese all female dance company and went touring abroad. She has been to other African countries and to Europe, while earning an income which helped support her family. ‘Now’, she says, ‘my family has realised that dancing is a real job and they are proud of me’.

I watch the women’s company perform on stage and I am struck by the disturbing, powerful mix of moods and emotions conveyed by the choreography.  Rokhaya explains that she and her co-dancers devise the dances together and use the reality of their lives as subject matter. Many of the dances expose painful issues that are common to girls and women in her society, such as domestic violence and rape. She tells me that it is not socially acceptable for a female to speak out against such things. While appreciating the positive, nurturing values of her own society, she feels it is imperative to persuade people to change what is still not fair, what gets in the way of moving people forward. For her, contemporary African dance is about describing life as it is now. Rokhaya believes that she, as a dancer, has a responsibility: Like Germaine Acogny, whom they all call: ‘Maman Germaine’, she wants to become a role model, to use her talents to help others so that they don’t have to struggle as hard as she did. She must open the way, even if it’s just a chink, in the wall of poverty, ignorance, prejudice. She uses her art as a tool or a ‘weapon for peace’, to take up Germaine’s description of her own artistic purpose.

Rokhaya’s first concern, on her return from her tour, was to pass on her dance skills to the children in the village. She runs two free classes for little ones at the Ecole des Sables.  She knows where’s she’s coming from and she knows where she’s going.

I also talk to Sikota from Togo, 25, who has gone through a similar struggle. ‘I was studying law,’ she says, ‘but then I decided to study dance. Everyone criticized me except my grandmother was always stood up for me. I learned that we, women, through dance, we can say a lot, and we can defend our rights, we can defend ourselves. As a girl, I have a right to education like the boys, I have a right to speak, the right to health, the right to be taken care of just like the boys. This is being denied in Africa and I’m going to fight for women to get them. I run workshops, I organise press conferences, I invite the media to come and discuss these issues, so that they can pass on the information.’

Sikota believes that it’s important for an African girl to learn all that is positive from traditional education.  ‘If a girl doesn’t pay attention to this teaching, to what they learn from her mother and grandmother, when she goes into the modern world, she will be lost, she won’t have any roots to ground her, she will just be drifting .’

Sikota quotes a Togolese proverb: ‘Two things have more value than one.’ ‘As an African girl’ she says, ‘you must receive traditional education and be open to what’s happening in the world. If you put both together, you become very strong and complete.’

In fact each young dancer, male and female, has his or her own story of overcoming obstacles, many of them financial, and of having had to struggle against some form of prejudice to become accepted as professional dancers in their own country.

Being at the Ecole des Sables brings a strong boost to their self-belief and strengthens their determination.  Helmut tells me one evening the long and troubled story of the creation of the school, how it rose from the sand in fits and starts, after an endless series of setbacks, not the least of them being the desperate search for a fresh water source. The Ecole des Sables was born against the odds, and it’s also against the odds that Germaine and her team continue their work. 

After visiting the village’s primary school and spending three days reconnecting with Dakar, I wave goodbye to Senegal. I fly back with plenty of notes, material, recordings, photos and artefacts. When I unpack, I notice, at the bottom of my suitcase, a slight dusting of light brown sand, collected inevitably after days of walking around the Ecole. I remember Olivier, the brilliant hip hop teacher. He is concerned about the limiting views that many people have of Africa and he is convinced that only global education can make a change by widening young people’s horizons.

As well as sand in my suitcase, I feel I’ve brought back a bit of the spirit of l’Ecole des Sables. Whether on African soil or in the UK, contemporary dance is a powerful way to highlight our interdependence and celebrate the truth that we are all interconnected by universal questions and values.
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