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ABSTRACT

The propelling god of thisresearch isto investigate the reasons for material
duplication and artistic complacency which have become obvious characteristics
of contemporary practice of choreography in West Africa With the conviction
that creativity and personal statements arc centra to the art of choreography, we
Insist, the contemporary West African Choreographer must rise beyond aperpetua
regurgitation of old dances by creating his own dances which are relevant to his
time and society. This research however acknowledges and insists that the
"linguistic" properties of the old dances should be used as vocabulary since a
vocabulary of dance systems which produce new meanings is only possible
through an examination of the very basis for the production of dances already in

existence.

The methodology used in collecting data for this study is based on library
research and field experience in the two selected countries - Nigeria and The
Gambia. The researcher had worked extensively with dance practitioners in most
parts of Nigeria. Also, he was the choreographer in charge of The Gambian
National Troupe between 1994 and 1996. This enabled him to get relevant
information from books, journals and other bibliothecal materials aswell as helped

him to secure first hand information from practitioners in some other west African



countries. After a careful study of selected dances, a body of vocabulary is
suggested to the contemporary West African Choreographer to improve upon.
This work is presented in five chapters. The first chapter introduces
us to the problem and our argument which is that the contemporary choreographer
in Nigeria should stop a whole sale pirating of the existing traditional dances and
instead use the movement vocabulary of this existing dances as a language to
communicate new and relevant meanings. Chapter two is a review of the existing
literature in the area of study. The review enables us to discover that there is an
abundance of anthropological information on the subject of choreography while
little attention has been given by scholars to creative technical discourse on the
subject. Chapter three explains the nature and essence of choreographic tools,
while chapter four is devoted to the analysis of selected dances in Nigeria and
Gambia. The analysis which is comparative in nature, enables us to unearth a
body of vocabulary used in the indigenous dances. Our deductions and
generalisations are discussed in chapter five where we also round off with a

conclusion.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION



INTRODUCTION

Though other societies of the world utilize the communicative values of
dance, this utilization seems to be more profound and in fact fundamental in

Africa. This, perhaps, is why warren lee has described African dance as “a text in
motion™.!

Dance 15 an zﬁ! form of human communication. This folk media of
communication, in the words of kiruja kaka 2 transmutes along the paths ol social
dynamics, consistently adjusting itself to stay abreast with the ever changing ways
of ltving and thinking . Therefore, west African dance is an externalization of the
people’s belief system, political experience, biological temperament, occupational
astivities and natural environment, Traditional west African dance creators
through the ages have sought to capture these phenomena in their creations, This
implies they were communicating their societies and how they saw it through the
art of dance. They were practicing choreography.

However, a study of the west African danceturgy - the principles of dance
composition in west Africa and the technical devices proper to it which govern its
choreography - reveals that the art of communication through choreography has

suffered arrested development in West Africa. It is noticeable that the post-

colonial West African Choveographers are doing more of repeating the dances



created by their forebears than creating their own dances which would have been
more relevant to their own time and societies. As a result, there has been limited
development in the area of choreography in West African Danceturgy.

Of course, the coming of Europe into Africa brought about cultural erosion
which the colonized Afvican nation suffered and stitl suffers from. As this culture
to which dance was central collapsed, dance itself, as a formidable dynamic art
form collapsed in Atrica.  The nationalist consciousness and struggles of the
fortics and (ifties saw theatre and dance practitioners respounding to the fashionable
urge to re-establish African identity by re-captuting the African past through an
excavation of the relics of the old dances. Though their effort 1s commendable
because it brought about cultural renaissance in the area of dance and it made
dance 1o once apnin, become a respectabie and vibrant art form in Africa,
However, sticking perpetually to the relice of the rustic past without striving to be
relevant by communicating contemporary ways of living and thinking is
contradictory to the idea of chorcography.

In the current dispensation, it is observable that most West African
Choreographers simply dig into their cultural background’s romantic and nostalgic
past and excavate nearly rustic dance ifems. They then teach their dancers these

items the best way they can, making sure they avoid dislocations, expansions and



moderations, while retocating the dances to the contemporary stage instead of the
village arena. These dances are then subjected to repetitive performances until
another one is ‘excavated’.

These choreographers are not downg this only to dances which for
efficacious and ritualistic reasons must not be performed out of context. The
crisis is that these choreographers have adopted a fanthful retrieval of the relics of
the cultural past as a crcalivélcclmiquc. This technique we repeat for emphasis,
negate the meaning of choscography and contradicts the very nature of dance as
a living art which, unlike artifacts in the museum, keeps responding to societal
pulse and temperament {rom time to time.

The choreographer should be a creator not an imitator, a producer not a re-
producer, an originater instead of a pirate and an innovator instead of a
regurgitator.  There is;more to choreography than arrangement of steps and
preservation of culturally accepted patterns of movements and formations.

The choreographer is a conscious commestator, analyst, critic and
documentarist of the happenings around him. He lives and works in the present,
even though for reasons of historical significance and to make his work
connectible and identifiable by his immediate audience, he may borrow materials

trom the past which he now modifies to communicate the present. Thus, there is



a pavalled between the work of a choreographer and that of a playwright. 1t is also
similar to that of a painter. They are all creative artists who, according to Alima
Hawkins,

Surrender to their world of experience, take possession

and control of taat which they see and bring about a reduction that

results in an cntity which is a unified and unique personal statement.®

(emphasis mine)

But while the playwright communicates his intents using medium of drama,
and the painter the mediutm of painting, the choreographer communicates his own
infents using as his mediom, a form of body language known as dance. The
personal statements made through choreography are meant for the larger society -
the audience of the choveographer - to receive and understand. This then detnands
that the chorcographer communicates what the people can relate to and connect
with,  Therefore there is the need for the confemporary West African
choreographer to be able to re-create and adapt the stereotypes. His job is to make
new meanings out of the old dances, not relying on a perpetual piracy of these
stereotypes in their original form as the case is presently.

Moreover., the times have changed significantly in terms of composition,



configuration and mien from the period where these old dances were formulated.
Their relevance beyond entertainment and history may be vague in contemporary
society. Hence the need to re-invest them with a new televance to fit the dictates
of the present is important. And to do so, the chorcographier should be engaged
in a process of creation and veercation. To do otherwise is to be artistically
irrclevant and inteatly un-original. ‘This is becausce despite the fact that there are
no written documents to tell us who created which indigenous dance, these
indigenous dances must have been created by some people and the creators of
these dances were choreographers in their own rights. The statements made in
these dances were statements that were relevant to their own time and societies.
Therefore. a 20" century choreographer who still relies on a perpetual
reproduction of these dances, apart from committing piracy, may be making
obsolete statements. This is what Chris Ugolo mcans when he says:

The Dance of 1oday | believe must represent our time,

ft must speak the language of the twenty - first century... it

is not a language rooted in rituals. This 15 not to say however that

we must throw nway our traditional forms._the

present to refleet the future

Ugolo’s comment adequately tocates the central argument of this study



which is that dance is a language. s vocabulary is alrcady cstablished in the
existing teaditional dances of the society, These existing vocabulary should be
used to discuss current issuces iust as language, though inherited fro;tl the past is
used to live the present. The existing vocabulaties ate already understood by the
society.  They should then be used v the contemporary time to discuss
contemporary themes. The bulk of the existing dances should be deconstructed
and reconstructed, that is diftused from theie their original forms and recreated in
a way that their “Iinguis:!ic“ properties will yield new and relevant meanings.

This requires thi\! the old forms be effectively blended with new contents.
For example, the copulation movement vocabulary in the Aja dance of the ldoma
people in Nigeria, which has pelvic gyrations as ifs items could be picked out and
used by a contemporary choreographer who is discussing the different ways AIDS
could be contacted. When such a Choteographer wishes to express (he fact that
ane of these ways is sex, the chorcographer could use the copulation movement
vocabulary in Aja to sign post this information. The effective blending of old
forms with new contents should be the hallmark of chorcographic practice in West
Afrca.

However, my field experienced as a choreographer who has worked

extensively with most other Nigerian and Gambian chorcographers [eads me to the



discovery that most of these chorcographers are actually mware of their crentive
responsibilities, They are not tpnorant of what chorcography is all about and what
the choreographer 1s supposed to do. Let us cite some instances; Arnold udoka
holds a masters degree in Dance and movement, University of London New Cross.
He definitely knows what the dutics of the chorcographer especially in Africa
should be. Yet most of his creations so Far, are regurgitations of residual dances
from his native Aanang and 1bibio culture. When he discovered that he was being
criticized he made an attempt to be original in his ¢reation for the Akwa lbom
state Troupe at the Nationa! festival of Arts and culture (NAFEST) Abuja in 1997,
In that attempt, he forced Euro-American motifs on his African audience and the
result was disastrous. Akwa jbom state fatled woefully and Amold Udoka left the
festival venue humiliated.

Peter Badejo, :\i.r" o holds a master's degree in Dance and Choreography
from the Untversity of California Los Angeles USA. e has enough academic
background and experience to know the responsibility of a choreographer, yet his
works most of which are in the repertoire of the defunct Center for Nigerian
Cultural Studies, ABU, Zaria are in repetition of the existing traditional dances
from the different parts of Nigeria. Apart from his “Fadakarwa” and “New earth”

where he attempted some level of creativity (at least in the arca of story creation)



his order works in the CNCS repetotre are “Bata™, “Mardo Keroso™, “Swange”,
“Atilogwu™, an Atsia Agbekor™ i their traditional original forms.

Taking a cue from these pioneers, new generation of Nigerian
chorcographers like Okwu lta (Cross River State Cultural Ceantre Loard), Ade
Samuel (Abuja Arts Council), Adamu Gada (Kaduna Arts Coqncil), Kokoirin
Ayinde (IEkiti State Arts Council), Ubong Nsa (Akwa 1bom State Arts Council) to
mention a few have loaded and are still loading the repertoires of their troupes
with these old dances without new creative experiments.

If these choreographers are aware of their creative responsibilities and are
not ignorant of what thei choreographer is expected to do, then there is the need to
investipate the reasons: for the poverty of creativity and the artistic complacency
on thetr part.

We can immediately identify two teasons why these poverty and
complacency exist. Firstis the extreme racial patriotisu with which many of these
choreographers have responded are stitl vesponding to the cultural erosion which
the Colonial expenience engineered. What we could refer to as a damn -Europe -
mentality, the belief that everything from Europe is bad and the erroneous opinion
that re-creating African traditional dances is being European in thinking, has

gencrated in these choreographers, a passion to always repeat and over flog what



they consider as authentic Afvican traditional performances in their original forms.
These choreographers avoid making cfforts to ve-create and adapt such
performances and as such do not generate new meanings from them. Second is the
fact that many of these choreographers are cultural - amputees, (they don’t know
much about their cuhu; e.) courlesy of the Euro-Amesican cultural domination
which the contemporiry African society suffers from. They are cut from their
culturat roots and as such, their knowledge of the vocabularies of these indigenous
dancesis highly hmited. Therefore, since a blend of old forms with new contents
requires a deep understanding of the vocabularics of the traditional dances for easy
facilitation of deconstruction, manipulation and  re-construction, these
choreographers arc incapacitated in the techniques of abstracting from the existing
forms to express new contents. This incapacitation yiclds two problems. First,
these chorcographers then resort to forcing Euro-Amertcan steps, movements and
motifs which have not been domesticated on their audience whenever they wish
to express contemporary contents in their works, This way, they end up not
commusiicating stsice their audience canuot decode the vocabularies of these
foreign steps, movements and motifs. This is so because dance is a language and
as such it is culturally bound. This for instance was responsible for Udoka’s

dilemma which we already refetred to. In that pecformance he used a movement



motif, sign posting football competition as a metaphor for political contest. The
ball-chasing and ball -kicking movements he used appeared too strange and
foreign for his audience and he was “reprimanded”.  {n the same vein, for
example, a bailet performance in an Aftican village might attract encomiums, but
it may not be accessible or identsfiable 10 the people.  This is because the
expressions, symbols and images are bound to the cultures which produced them.
Therefore, they would be abstractive and perhaps meaningless to the people who
are unexposed to the idioms unless these expressions, symbols and images are
domesticated. in like manner, the Euro-Americans who cheer African dance
performance by visiting African troupes in their theatre halls do so probably
because they enjoy the spectacle and also because of the quest for the exotic, not
because they particutarly understand the meanings.

The second problem is that when the West Afnican choreographer forces
Euro-American dance vocabifaries on his audience because hie finds itimpossible
to discuss contemporary issues using hits indigenous forms, his communication is
hampered.  The discovery that he has not communicated makes him jettison
contemporary themes the next tisne he is choreographing. He then goes back to
the existing dances and continues a wholesale reproduction of them. While one

appreciate his incidental effort at preserving our indigenous culture, his technique,

+



we must point out, only leads 1o material duplication apart from the danger of
rendering dance as an art itrelevant and insensitive to societal development.

For example, having worked both as a trainer and creator with most Art
council troupes both tn Nigeria and The Gambia, 1 have discovered that dances in
the repertotre of most troupes are relics of the old traditional dances. Forexample,
Lagos. Oyo, Ogun Osun States, Arts Councils are dominated by the same dance
iten which s Bata; Cross River and Akwa ibom states are heavily loaded with
Ekombe dance, Kano, Kaduna, Plateau and Niger constantly recycle Koroso
motifs; the Benue state troupe rarely perform any other dance apart from Swange.
Even in the repertoire of the National troupe of Nigeria, it is hard to find any other
dance than the residual dances lifted from the different ethnic groups in the
country.

This attitude lll’.l;f be relevant to a point. To completely wish away our
traditional forms will amount 1o’ cultural suicide” and communication from the
choreographer to the larger society will be lost, But also creativity and relevance
to contemporary living must thrive,

The position of this study, therefore, is that the African choreographer can
be relevant to his time and age, to his contemporary society and at the same time

be relevant to the preservation of his culture through the use of his indigenous
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movement vocabularies as language of communication to express contemporary
themes and ideas. This is possible through the study of the kinesis, proxemics and
body adornments of existing dances. This is because a vocabulary of dance
systems which produce new meanings is only possible through an examination of
the very basts for the ;.Iroducliun of dances alrcady in cxislence;_and kinesis,
proxemics and body ad_(_)lrnmcnt form the linguistic basis of West African dances.

‘Thercfore, the aim of this study is to suggest. from our own perspective,
how the contemporary West African chorecographer can create dances which he
can lay claim to as his own original creation as a creative artiste, which are
African both in acsthetics, content, form and movements, which discuss relevant
and contemporary issues and ideas, and whose language the Afvican audience can
understand. 1t is the intention of this study to crcate awareness about how the
dance movemetts and steps indigenous to West Africa can be made to generate
new meanings which relicet contetmporary ideas and sensibilities.

This will be done through détailed study and analysis of the kinesic,
proxemic aud body adoming elements which are the very basis for the production
of the existing dances. In studying, analysing and understanding these elements,
our objective is to locate the motifs and vocabularies in the existing dances of an

avea which can be adapted and moderated to yield contemporary meanings. These



micanings can then be utilized by the contemporary choreographer in his works.

Thus, the wdea is that if choreographers know which destgn or movement
in a particular indigenous dance expresses what message, such choreographers can
then use that particular design or movement configuration while expressing a
similar or related message in their contemporary works,

(n this study, selected dances from two West African countries - Nigeria
and the Gambia, are used. The choice of Nigeria and the Gambia is determined
by a number of teasons. First is the obvious fact that the entire west African
region o0s too wide a terrain to be studied as a whole in a study of this nature. We
must focus on sclect states.  Secondly, this is necessary because in terms of
cultural characteristics, West Africa can be divided into two blocs. Countries like
Nigerta, Cote de'voire, Sietra Leone, Togo and Ghana share some cultural
affinities. These al‘ﬁnil% »s were engendered by snigrations wade possible by slave.
trades episode which made, for instance, some ethnic groups and even local
dialects found in Nigeria to be found in these other countries today. The second
bloc, the Gambia, Sencgai, Mali and Guinea Bissau aiso share cultural
homogeneity because each of lhese countries is populated by the same ethnic
groups like the Mandingo, Mandika, Wollof, Serraahule, Fula and Jola. They

were scattered all over the region into different countries. before the advent of the



colonial rule which carved them into diffevent countries, ‘Today, almost each of
these cthnic groups is represented in cach of the countries. The choice of Nigeria
and the Gambta therefore provides a reasonable representation of the two blocs in
terms of cultural chavacternistics.

The method of analysis will be ta bre 1k the choreographic structure of these
dances into components and  fragments thereby picking and  analysing the
movement phrases one after another 1o show how kinesis, proxemics and body
adornwents (as appropriate) have been used as the basis for dance conception and
execution. This wall crystalise, how kinesis, proxemics and body adornments, in
cutipilative terms have been used for the production of these dances and therefore
for the purpose of communication. Suggestions will therefore he made on how
this basts could be usr-:’d by the contemporary chorcographer in composing
contemporary works. -

This study is not m anyway fronted as the panacca to the problems of
artistic complacency and material duplication which have been raised. It also does
not pretend to be the final voice or solution to the problems as it is only intended
as a piece of work upon which further research can be done. 1tis, however, hoped

that the findings and the suggestions that will follow, if put into use can enhance

the development of dance education and dance practice in West Africa, The study
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could also contribute 1o the improvement in the “quality of creativity in the West
Africa dance industry through an expansion of movement vocabularies,
However, the performance traditions of West African peoples cannot be
fully appreciated without a background | knowledge of he people, their
environment, and their world view. A briel information on these factors 1s
therefore provided below,
WEST AFRICA:  THE PEOPLE AND THE LAND
As the n{'sl. s0 is the bird
as the cbunhy. so are the men
As the men so are their dances®
Kinesis and proxemics are culture bound because they are determined by
the peculiar way a people were ll_leir bodies and the physical space available to
them. These use of body and physical space are themscives influenced by the kind
of activitics these people perform with theiy bodies daily. These activities are also
determined by the people’s environment, vegetation occupation, belief system and
social - political experiences.
For the purpose of this study the area referred to as West Afvicais the area
between the Guinea cost and a stretch of land from port Etiene, to Lake Chad. 1t

consists of the basins of the Senegal, Niger and Yobe. The arca is bounded in the



hlands. (See map).
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it extends from 5 to 2" north latitude and from 17" west to 15" east
Longitude while covering about 2.4 milhon square miles. From the eastern end
to the western is somie 1,750 miles distance while its north - south distance is over
1.350 miles. Latitudinaily, Western Africais positioned between the equator and
the tropic of cancer. This makes it an arca of perpetually high temperature for the
most part of the year, compared with other regions of the world,

These chimatic conditions are responsible for the three major vatieties off
vegetation in West Africa. The south and the southern part of the middie belt are
forest vegions while the northen areas of the middle belt and the southern part of
the northen region are predominantly exteasive grass land while the northern part
of the northern zone which is the northern most part of West Alrica is a desert
region. Each vegetation belt extends from east 1o west, “growing in a longitudinal
spaciousness which has been of great significance i the history of the area™.

The southern forest vegion varies from mangrove through fresh water
swamps to lowland rain forest. The mangrove and swamp forests aid very dense

vegetation while the prassland region of the north is characterized by loose

'
|l

vegetation. :

-
f
;

Generally speaking, apart from the forest south, more than three quarters

of the arca of the West Afirca is covered by grass, but they differ tn character,
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richniess and height. The further notth one goces, the shorter the grasses. The
vcgcmli(m has conditioned their day - to - day activities, the peaple’s manner of
walking, their mode of dressing, the way they use their bodies and the way they
dance.

For instance, because of the dense vegetation in the south, southerners have
been conditioned to shorter strides and consequently most of their dances are trunk
based. The foot works in most of these dances are mere shuffles done in
controlled strides. Also, their dances are more of gravity locomotors® and place
movements”. This is .:_‘lifferent from the aerial movements and long strides and

f
swings that characterise the dances of the northern regions whose loose vegetation
can acconnmodate wider use of space. The implications of the climatic conditions
and vegetational zones on the dance will be further discussed in chapters four and
five.
RELIGIOUS BELIEFS AND WORILD VIEW

West Africa is a theistic society and this has implications for their dances,
especially the existing traditional dances which for theistic reasons are heavily
riualistic.

West Africans have evolved many ideas about the world based on their

observation of the world around them. In the sky, they behold the rain, sun and



rainbows. They also marvel at the movement of the sun, moon the winds and so
on. On carth they wonder at the creation of man, animals, insects, plants, rivers,

rocks and mountain. These make then to believe that the universe was created by

an all powerful god who, in the words of Jenkert Okwaori, “is physically separated

win

{rom the earth and who can be reached through plenipotentiaries™. One of these
plenipotentiaries is the visible part of the universe which is the carth. Man
inhabits the earth, and the people “depend on it for their survival in terms of
shelter, food and the place to return to when they die™'. That is to say that when
the people die, though their Ij)hysical bodies arc buried in the earth their souls

return 1o another level of existence, “the ancestral home where they become

ancestral gods™”  The earth therefore is one of the greatest manifestations of
God’s existence and must have been seen as such because of its fife-giving force.
Okwaori's work leads us to conclude therefore, that Gad, his plesipotentiaties and
the ancestors, combine to form the religious base of the West African society.
Thesc ancestors run the people’s affatrs and partake in their activities to ensure
their existence and the continuation of the pcople.  Okwort’s work (s a
corroboration of Mbiti’s earlier staternent that:

the spirits in general belong to the ontological mode of existence between

God and man...Divinities on the whole are thought to have been created by



God s the ontological category of spirits. They are assoctated within and
often stand for his activities or mantfestations cither as personifications or
as the spirttual beings i charge of these major objects or phenomena of
nature. "

Sacrifices are made to the Almighty God through the lesser gods. This is
Leeause of the African belief that the supreme God is too far off (though
omnipresent)and too holy 1o be approached divectly by man.

There are different gods for different phenomena whether natural,
environmental or occupational. So, each society is controlled by the supreme God
through a panthcon of gods. In Yoruba society for instance, farmers worship
Orisa Oko, tiverine Haje people worship Ayelala, a river god, while some people
worship Obatala whao they consider to be god of creativity.

Ancestors who were great men when alive are also deified and worshiped.
Afnicans believe in the spiritual guidance of these ancestors and so sacrifices are
often offered to these .‘;mceslors to ensure their continuing support.

{: _

‘The invisible universe in African world view is the heavenly part which is
God's domain (though they believe in his ommipotent nature). This heaveniy part
is also the abode of sun, stars, moon, rain and the galaxy.

To West Afticans therefore, the universe is a religious one and it is treated
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as such. This belief Torms the basis of their views which they express in myths,
legends. proverbs, rituals, symbols and dance. The implication of this world view
is a performance tradition which culogises these unseen powers in ritual and
worship,  These ritual and worship form the central idea of most of the
performances, especially dance.

The subsequent ~hapters shatl do a further discussion on the celationship
between the Afvican .I:.‘l;l\-‘il'ﬂlilllt'ﬂl. world view and the way Africans use their
bodics and consciuently how they dance,

METHODOLOGY

In carrying out this study, several approaches and techniques were
combined for data collection.

First, we made use of bibliothecal tools. These ave relevant books,
‘.imlrnzlls, magazines and other written materials which were extensively consulted.
Fhis is necessary in order to find out the opinions and ideas of other scholars and
rescarchers who are relevaat to the area under study. Also a deep understanding
of concepts, theories and tools of analysis was made possible by these materials.

However, since previous studies in African dance have been more of

anthropological findings, there is the scarcity of the ibliothecal tools needed for

a study of this nature, which is creative - technical. We then had to rely on the
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participant observation method sinee we had to rely on field information to enrich
the limited information obtained from the few writien materials available.

The researcher was also involved i field research in Nigeria and in
CGambia, white on the field in both countrics, the rescarcher worked with both
governmental and non-governmestal dance troupes both as a tramer, a dance
creator, a dance packager, and even in some instance as a performer, Apart from
this the researcher also interviewed dance and theatre practitioners in the two
countries, This way, an acquisition of first - hand information and knowledge
concerning these dances was made possible, This information has facilitated the
analysis of these dances as well as made an appreciation of thetr choreographic
nature possible.

We must note, however, that the imformation acquisition did not go without
some problems, especially from our informant groups. There was reluctance in
the area of releasing some core information which they felt could jeopardise the
monopoly or pectliarities of their own kind of performances tn their own
particular area,

This information hoarding mentality was also an impediment when

4

traditional ceremonics .and ritual festivals were attended for the purpose of

observing and studying the indigenous dance in context.  Though a great

22



percentage of the mformation gathered on the select dances discussed in chapter
four was made possible by our attendance at those events, many of our contacts
were reluctant to give us information that could demystify the god or ancestral
spirit being worshiped during such events. For this reason, the information
gathered was in no way exhaustive.

Interviews were also conducted. Relevant personalities and authorities in
the area under study were interviewed. These include village priests, elders and
chiefs. Also practitioners and choreographers, Arts administrators and managers,
Auts scholars and theatre practitioners both within and outside Nigeria were
interviewed. Although the data collected through these series of interviews were
found useful, more importantly, the interviews confirmed our assumption that
there 1s limited knowledge in the area of choreography in West Africa. Most of
the respondents were more comfortable reeling out anthropological, historical and
generic facts while Iiltlc.infnrnmlinn was provided when questions (like what are
the messages in their dances) that required choreographic and creative - technical
analysis were asked. ARY ‘

So, while these approaches facilitated a deep insight into the Africal_i:iancc
both in context and in terms of modern dance practice, they also engendered our

understanding of the crisis in modern choreography practice in contemporary
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Africa.
LIMFFATIONS OF STUDY

Much of the discussions in this study are focused on the creative-technical
aspect of dance choreography in West Afiica. This restriction, though intentional
is a limitation in itself as the anthropological and sociological details of African
dance would not be judiciously discussed.

A major wenkness ol this study s the scarcity of literature and other
scholarly materials to benefit from. Analysing danceturgy visa- vis its kinesis and
proxemics basis is relatively a new endeavour and perhaps its application to
African danceturgy is not conumon yet.

We therefore ha(”?: to rely heavily on field information with very few written

]

malerials. :
DEFINITION OF TERMS
Score of dince and choreography terminology are used in this study.
Althoughmost of these lerminoiogi_es shall be appropriately defined and explained

in chapier three, a few of them which are core 10 the topic of discussion are

defined as follows:
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DANCE VOCABULARY

This is used here to mean a body of dance elements with rules for
communing them which make up language through which the dance communicates
its intentions. These elements include kinesis, proxemics, costume, make up and
even IMusic,
KINESIS:

Kinesis ts the study of body wmovenents which make memning without
speech. Here, it s used to cover the vartous ways in which body movements are
used in dance to communicate ideas. Kinesis has to do with how the body
commiunicates while in motion.

PROXEMICS:

Proxenucs means the use of space, spatial refationships, and other non-
verbal cues like facial expressions, items, body positions and gestures to
communicate. I this study, it connotes the use of these elements to heighten
communication in dance.

BODY ADORNMENT:

These include costume, make up, tatoo, hair-do, omaments and other

accessories either worn, inserted or painted on the human body but which have

communicative values.
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DANCETURGY:

Danceturgy a term first used by Dapo Adedugba, 15 used here 1o mean the
principles of dance composition and the techmeal devices properfoit. Danceturgy
deals with composition and production of dances. Dapo Adclugba, a Nigertan
professor of thealre first used this term in a paper he presented at the National
Symposium on dance in Minna, Nigera in the month of August 1985,

The paper 1s titled “Dance: Relationship with other cultural components™. We
agree with Dapo Adclugba in his coinage of this terminology which is to
clhioreography what dramaturgy is to playwriting.

PLACE MOVEMENT

A place movement is a dance movement done on a particular sport without
moving from one place to another.
GRAVITY LOCOMOTOR

This refers to dasce a movements which transits a dancer from one area of
the performance space to another area on the same performance space.

These terms shall be further discussed in chapter three when we focus our
discussions on kinesis, proxemics and adomment in West African dance
composition. But, hci{;\re then, a review of existing literature on the area under

sfudy 1s necessary.
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CUAPTER TWO

L}

«  LITERATURE REVIEW

The popularity ;)f dance as an art form in Africa not withstanding, African
dance has received limited scholarly attention. Even where such atlention exists,
much of it is anthropological and generic. ‘FThis limited scholarly attention has
resulted from the attitude of the people who believe that the ability and skitls for
dance composition arc instinctual and as such require no thought and analysis.
This s not only incorrect but also has continually limited the body of knowledge
available in the area of choreographic practice in Africa.

‘The limitation has even assuted more dangerous propottions as it has led
many researchers and commentators into analysing and describing African
chorcagraphic principles and propertics as well as Afiican dance aesthetics in
misleading terms.

A good example is Walter Sorrel, an exponent of the evolutionist theory
and theory of dance who used the word “primitive”™ to refer to the so-called
indigenes of Oceanic, Africa and America while the adjective “civilized” is
reserved for the Coucasinn race. Accurding {0 Walter Sorrell, “the dance of the

primitive is always serious because it is refigious in a self-expressive and
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communicative sense and it is social because it is an integrated part of life™".
Sorrell apparently believes that the African does not dance for pleasure. His
dances are all ritually efficacious and instinctual because “rhythm is primordial
with him controlled and yet wild™.  He even goes ahead to claim that the
“primitive”™ man has no techniques, no artistry™ and describes his dance as a
“disorganized range of movements, asserting that his dance is “limited in scope
unconscious in approach and repetitious in movements™',

The above statements are characterized by ignorance. Sorrell is definitely
ignorant of several facts about the nature of Afvican dance.  He forgets, for
instance, that what determines the rhythm, texture, techniques, artistry, range and
scope of movements in the danceturgy of a particular African society is the kinesis
and proxemic requirement of the dance as informed and necessitated by the role
the dance is meant to perform within the context of that soctety. He also needs to
know that kinesis and proxemic elements in West Africa are not acquired through
instinct, Instinct is a biological urge. Dance to the African is not just a biological
urge. Itis along process of exposure and training which begins at birth.

While the Ai‘rhi an woman fastens her child to her back, she goes about her
daily routine of sweeping, picking firewood. tilling the soil, she cooks and fetches

water {rom the stream. As she executes these and other activities, the kinesthetic
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sense of the child on her back is gradually being tuned.

The child is also, at birth, introduced to a world of colour, costume,
rhythm, patterned awareness, shaped human bodies and spatial relationships which
permeate through all the stages of his life. Thus he develops the ability to
communicate with the world around ham through these same elements, which
when ignited by powerfual rthythm become dance. The thythms that is involved

this context must have overwhelmed Sorredl’s untrained ears as evident in his

statemecent.

’
-

Again, Sorrell secems to be oblivious of the fact that the nature of the West
Afvican kinesis and proxesmics as determined by the West African society gives the
African dance a bold texture. Since thythm is generated from the timely
oceurrence of this texture, the result is that the kinesic and proxemic thythm 1s
also bold, and when powered by music, #t becomes overwhelming.

However, it Sorredl’s Dance throuph Apes misrepresents Afvican Dance

beeause of his hmited knowledge, Hunter's work on West African dance scems
coloured by racial prejudice. Hunter, a European anthropologist who researched
extensively in Nigerta, was preoccupied with the religious implications of West
African dances. Faving scen dance as an integral part of religious worship in

Alrica and an important manifestation of the deity i Africa religious belief, he



suspected that dance had the potentials to perpetoate African religion and so a
prejudiced European Christian resc¢archer like Hunter subjected the African dance
to the most sustained insidious attacks and merciless ridicule.

For instance, in a short description that accompanies the photograph of a
masked dancer from Calabar arca in Nigeria, Hunter writes:

with fantastic dances he parades the streets making
extraordinary gestures and contortions, high kicking and the
ltke without thyme or reason. The whaole object of this dance
1s to conciliate the jujus or devils ... the niger bush native does
not pray to his gods to help him but to devil so that he

may not be harmed. The dancers primary objective

is onc of collecting alms (sic)*

Conclusions like this which characterise Huntet’s works most of which are
published in Dancing fimes, arc obvious attempts al densgrating African dance,
To Hunter and some other Ewropeans like him anything not Christian must be of
the devil. It is even arguable that the dance described by Hunter above is not a
religtous dance. The performer in question could have been a professional

performer earning his living within the cultural dictates of his society. But without

r
i

detailed enquiry [Hunter presumptiously concluded it must be a religious dance



since he had pre-concluded that every African dance must be a religious dance.

Reactions (o the cultwral arrogance, blissful  ethnocentricism  and
complexitics of ignorance displayed by the carty LZaropeans who first wrote on
African dance, as exemplificd by Sorrcll and Hunter, dominate the works of the
pioncer African and African-American dance scholars. This itself is not without
a backpround. Many Africans and African in the diaspora view the works of early
European researchers which Sosrell and Hunter typify as mamfesting the lasting

consequences of racisi and that with it, the assumed natural cultural inferiority

of the “lesser races™ is éxpl‘csscd‘ But more importantly . in spite of the cessation
of slave trade, these ra;cist expressions continue to plague relationships, evenin the
ever changing contemporary world,

Cultural resistance has therefore become one of the vital forms of struggle
Africans and Africans in the diaspora have emploved against this perceived racism
which is behicved to still be actively denigrating people of African ancestry in
some parts of Africa, in all the Americas and more recently in Western Europe.
Polemical self-assertion and cultural action thvough energetic activity in the
dilferent genres of the porforming arts are among the strategies of survival

employed by the Africans both at home and abroad. Dance is one of the

beneficiaries of this resistance. It has enabled African dance {o have miore
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defenders and advocates i the diaspora Africa.

To this end. Africans in the diaspora such as Kariamu Welsh Asante, Pearl
Primus, Rex Nettfeford, Doris Green, Esifokun Kinni Olusanyin, Robert W,
Nicholls, Tracy Snipe and Felix Begho. to mention a few, have through systemalic
study. analysis and interpretation of dances in Africa, continually worked for a
demarginalised Afvican dance form, Very recently, the major findings, assertions
and contributtons of these exponents have been published in a compedium titled

Alvican Dance, a matcrial which has been described as their ultimate voice and

“artistic, historical and philosophical inquiry to African Dance™,

In her own contributions, Pearl Primus contended that the prejudice
exhibited by the white anthropologists against African dance is because of their
ignorance about the nature and functions of African dance. She noted that African
dance cannot be separated from other art form of African origin and that neither
can it also be separated from the African life. She maintains that African dance
is “a part of the whole complex of living. I is a part of the whole or the
complex™. Primus underscores the integration of the dynamics of living in the

African society and the-African dance. She sees African dance as reflective of the
f

communal mode of living, histortcal experience, ritual worship and even political

!
K

and occupational activities in African societies.
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Describing the techniques of African dance, Prmus opined:
African dance 1s complete. It ranges from the subtless and
most lyric of movements to the most dynamic. from the
most sophisticaled to the simplest.®

This statemen? counters the notion of poverty of artistry, vartely and
technique previously expressed by the likes of Sowrell and Hunter,

Commenting nn"‘;‘he functions of Afvicas dance, Pearl Prisnus observes that
the theme of African __:'dlance is all inclusive of every activity between birth and
death. She also obscrves:

There are... dances which arve the exclusive property of certain
occupation. ... dances which accompanying story telling, secret
socicties have special dances herbalists, healers who are trained to
excel indance. There are dance (o Celebrate manhood and those to
honour women, ‘There are dances (o welcome visitors or 1o mark
the coronation or stepping inte office of a new chief’

This statement asserts the facts that Afiican dance permeates the

entire phases of the African life and that dance in Africa expresses the totality of

the Aflrican environment and activity.



Primus also comments on dance training in Africa. She observed that there
is a distinction between the trained dancer and somebody who just dances. She
asserts that the pmfes:;;onal dancer must have been trained from childhood 1o be
adancer. Having shown spectal talents and skills for rhythm and dance language,
he is apprenticed to a master dancer who employs whatever methodology he feels
is approptiate to take this apprentice through a rigorous dance training programme.
The dancer-to-he then learns the !_ratlitional dances of is people.

While concluding rather correctly that African dance is not complete
without costume and music, Primus describes costume in African dance to vary
from the most elaborate and exotic to the smooth bare body. She also asserts that
apart from some special dances which are performed in silence because of their
magico-ritual implications, most dances in Africa are usually accompanicd by
nrastc. This statement seems more plausible and acceptable than Doris Green's
inference that African dance only exists because of its musical accompaniment.
Hear her: “If African music would not exist, then Aftican dance would not exist™,
There are dances which have taken exception to this rule as Primnus earlier noted,
and even beyond magico-ritual ituplications which Pearl offered as a feason for
this exception, environmental factors are responsible for the existence of non-

music accompanied dances in Africa. An example is the Batoto people of the
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Kenyan Valley who perform their dances without musical accompaniment because
of their geographical location which is unfavourable to animal habitation. Since
animals, whose skins are used to prepare drums, do not live in thewr
neighbouthood. making drums becomes impossible and as such they do their
dances unaccompaniced.

Doris Green’s overstatement notwathstanding however, her contributions
which Tocus on the styles and characteristics ol African dance are valid. Like
Primus, Green argues that African dance translates the everyday experiences of
Africans into movement and therefore concludes that Afncan dance cannot be

separated from the African life. She informs us that some of the daily activities

in Africa whose movemetits hiave been fashioned into dance movements are

v}

“eating, occupation, self defence, puberty nites, war etc™. But, perhaps the core
of Doris Gireen's contribution is her going a step beyond Primus by deseribing the
kinctic charactenistics of Afirican dance. In her description, Green notes that
kinetic activitics in African dance can be grouped into two classifications namely
“Jumps” and “Body Segmentation™"”,

Under “Jumps”, Green observes that African dances explore the entire

range of the five types of jumps available. She describes these as:

Junp f'ro“m both feet to Both feet (jump). from one foot

b
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10 the other foot (leap), from one foot 1o the sane foot (hop).
from one foot to both feet (assemble), and from both fect to the foot

(sisonnc)."
All of these jumps, Green asseets are present in African dance tiovements.
Under body segmentation she also notes that African dances wtilise a combination
ot arm, hand and foot placements, body positioning and posture, head, facial and
eye expresstons.  Here, Doris 1s stating  the obvious.  Afiican dances are
apparently consequential in terms of body physiology. Nevertheless, there are

obvious limitations i Green's concerns for the kinetic dimension of the African

.
i

dance. She seems cuntj:nted with highlighting the kinetic implications without
explaining and dccodil;g the movement vocabulanies which she has highlighted.
in spite of this limitations however, Green’s cffort and contribution remain the most
kinctically sensitive as most of her peers dispensed thewr encrgy discussing the
functions and the ritual aspects of African dance without much concern for the
kinetic characteristics of its choreography.

For instance, Robert W. Ncholls contributions, apart from re-echoing the
catlier statements of Primus and Green concerning the fact the African dance
encapsulates the totality of African lifestyle and cxpetrience, celebrate the

ritualistic nature of most African dances. Writing under the caption “African
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dance: Transition and continuity” Robent, Informs us that the kind of rituals found
m African dance have been saud by sociologists, who examined the problems of
atienation and other social ills that accompany industrialization, 1o be needed in
the tives of individuals. Robert also states that:
As hile il_ll modern sociely becomes mcreasingly technical,
the need i.'m' increased participanon in effective and acsthetic arcas
becomes apparent. Dance. as a functional socio-cultural
root on the Afrtcan model could play a part in 2 cross cultural
“effective renaissance™?,
He laments the effect of modernity on traditional dances, insisting that
critical social changes are leading to the demise of many traditional customs which
are central to dance:
Oral traditions are fragile and expericnee, insight and
nicthodology  that have sustained African Communities for
generations could well be lost to future generation."

He then counsels:
It is advisable therefore that relative to traditional
Aftican dance an agenda for cultural conservation

(And not preservation) should be planned."™
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I e suggests cinematopraphy as the most adequate technigue to fixate these
dances so that they eternally remain the way they are and not entertain any
changes. Robert's good ittention notwithstanding, his conservation agenda could
_ be mimieal to the growth and development of the African dance. Suffice to say
that our traditional values and art form should not be altowed to be eroded by the
so-called western civilization. However, suggesting atotal conservation of dances
mstead of preservation could be sell destructive as it will fossilize African dance
and conscquently lead 1o 11s extinction. Dance is a dynamic art form that must
keep adapting itself 1o the changing needs and temperament of the society if it
must survive. This is the point of departure between the contributions of Robert
Nicholas and those of Tracy D. Snipe,

Tracy, whose major concerss has been to mveshigate the various roles dance
plavs in the African socteties, also re-echoces the fact that dance transverses the
different phases and facets of life in the African socictics thereby forming a link
between these phases and facets. He noted that Afnican dance plays socio-culturai
acsthetic, political and religious roles. Butmost importastly, Tracy celebrates the
‘development’ that has come to African dance as a result of cross-cultural
influences coming frm.‘n modernization and change. e particularly cited the high

4

life music and dance ori West African coasts as examples and thevefore argues that
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dance has the power to enhance inter-culttnat telations. He explaing further:
Two components of inter-cutturl refations are
inter-hwman awareness and cross cultural communication. Dance
should be used to enhance this symbolic relationship.
Thisis when the assertion that dance is a universal language can be
authentic. '

tn using dance to enhance the symbotic relationship, however, Tracy warns
that it can only thrive when ethnocentricism and putitanic postures, especially
against African dances by the West, are stopped.

We agree with Tracy that African dance should be allowed to respond to
modern changes and also be inter-culturally relevant, especially with the world
beeoming “a village™. A well packaged Aftican dance in accordance with Tracy’s
suggestions could cw_:h become a tool for coltural diplomacy.  But this
emancipitation should be done with some level of selectivism and discrimination.

IFelix Begho has done an extensive work on the classification of African
dances. Inspired by what he termed * questionable and ‘mis informed’ categories
suggested by the Migerian civil servants who were assigned with the task of
classifying African dances in readiness for Festac 77, Fehix Begho went into study

of African dances and came up with Ins own classificaions.



Published mnder the ttle Traditional Afvican Dance m Context.  His

+

classilication bring Afvican dances under cight categories namely:
i. Sacred dances: Dances done under ritual situations cither in worship of
ancestral spirits or deities or in making request front this spirits or deities.
it. Ceremonial dances: This classification refers to those dances done to celebrate
cvents Tike naming ceremony, marriage ceremony, house warming and so on.
i Entertainment dances: This are dances crcated for the purpose of entertaining
a given andience. This connotes the iden of dance for dance sake.
iv. Recreational and party dances: By this, Begho implics dances done o facilitate
social interaction and recreation among people.
v. Contemporary dances: These are dances created by individual persons who
can fay clain to such dances as their own creation as opposed to the traditional
dances that are owned by the entire community.
vi. Religions dances: Begho is referring here, to dances, done in churches, and
mosques in worship of the Almighty God,
vii. Cultural revival dance shows: By this, Begho means dances performed during
national and state cultural festivals and competitions.

viii. Night club dances: these are dances i the night clubs for social relaxation.



He further divides sacred d:ﬁwcs o sub-categories such as traditional
relipious dances, cult dances and rvitwal dances, while ceremonial dances are
further sub-categorized as ceremomal seetatan (Age and Sex group, Avistocratic
nuptial procreative and occupational dances, ceremonial - communal ([Harvet
Festival, Heroic, Funeral, Coronation and titie taking dances). He also sub-divides
enfertainment dances into selected masquerades dances, ucmha_lic dispiays and
medicinally protected (sic) dances, metropolitan neo-traditional creative dances
and contemporary creative dances.

B3cgho’s classification obviously need some streamlining and modifications.
For examiple, implying that sacred dances is a classification different from

:
religious dances is not true. Dances that are sacred are also religious. They are
referred to as sacred l.;ccmlse of the .spirimal personalities being communied with
during the performances and because of the spiritual functions the dances perform
in the societies in teems of supplication, ritual worship, protection and provision.
Likewise, the category he refers to as the night club dances may not be necessary
since he has already mentioned another ciassification which he calls recreational
and party dances.  The night club dances should naturally fall under the

recreational and party classification because attendants at night clubs either go

there to recreate or to participate at a party wiichi is stifl part of recreation.



Generally, however, Begho's pronowncements show that his survey is
obviously not limited to the indigenous dance forms. He apparently has surveyed
the entire gamut of dance practice in Africa and concluded that whether in the
indigenous or in the contemporary forms. whatever is seen on the African dance
scene is an Afiican (Iil:i'mcc‘ This, perhaps, 1s why he has the religious dance
classification differerd from sacred dance classification as he might have classified
the dances done in the Chigistian chwrches, and of late, mosques, vnder the
religious dance classiftcation. But this does not call for a separate classification.
Begho's sceming conclusion that church and mosque dances done in Africa still
qualify to be called African dance leads more credence to the fact that all should
have been under the sacred dances classification since even in the churches and
maosque, the dances are used for sacred purposes. The concept of the divine may
be different between the tradittonal and Christian / lslamic religions, but they are
hoth religions whose activitics are sacred.

Beyond Begho, Omofelabo Ajayi has further studied the religtous dances
elaborately. In her “In contest: The dynamics of African Religious Dances”,
Omofolabt Ajayi views African dance as one of the means the African uses in
reachitig the divine. According to her:

Dance is undoubtedty a vital means of communicating with the



sacred in Afvican religious practices. It 18 an expensive

form fully mtegrated within the worship system.'®
She emphasises the importance of dance to religious worship in Africa and
maintains that this is made possible by three factors, Firstis the “cultural concept
of the sacred in Africa whicl makes us to visualize a multiplicity of sacred forces

7. This she says leads to a

tunctioming as assistants to the supreme creator™
holistic concept of the universe in Afvica which makes the cosmos, to us, a single
umifying entity which embraces the human sociely and the transcendental powers
in a continuous cycle of inferaction and regeneration. In her words:
the carth connects with the sky through the rains, the sun, the rivers
all of which are generative forces nourishing the human society
enveloped within the cirele.”
She then believes that the basis for the African concept of the sacred is formed by
this ecmbracing totality. Implicit in this understanding is the beltef that everything
created by the supreme being must have some of s sacred nature and creative
force imprinted on it. This makes possible a situation where the sacred permeates

both (he religious world of the intangible, the spiritwally infinite and the more

concrete and easily perceptible cultural space where dance exists.

[S—
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The second lactor Omofolabo mentioned is the natwre of dance being both
a sign and a vebicle of communication which is abie to express an action and an
tdea and at the same time it is the action and the idea it expresses. Therefore in
areligious worship where devotees variously seek link svith the divine, Omofolabo
believes “dance becomes the medium for an cconomic and composite
communication sign™'”.

Thirdly, Omofolabe argues that since buman beings as one of God’s
creatures have associative sacred attributes in African cultures, it 1s not incongrous
to use the bady in the glorification of God and other divine mantfestations. She
then groups African religious dances as worship dance, invocation dance,
transcendental (possession) dance and celebrative dance. She decries the negative
effects of the new rcligi@um, espectally Islam and Christiamity, on African dance,
though she expresses some hope in the {act that churches and even Isfamic growups
in Africa are now allowing dances as part of worship in otder to be able to keep
their converts,

Apart from African - Americans and Africans abroad whose major
contributions have been highlighted. some major exponents on African dance on

the African soil have also made immense contributions to Afncan dance

scholarship. These exponents include Ossie Enckwe, Kiruja Kaka, Sam Opoku,
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Peter Badejo, Tantan Odekunie, Jenkert Okworn and lortange lgoil,  1.et us
constder their contributions.

{n his book, Theoties of Dance in Nigeria, Ossie Enekwe analysis the rich

traditions of dance in Nigeria and Africa from an Afrocentric point of view. His
work focuses on the n:ili';rC and function of African traditional dance. In response
o what Enckwe cons;idcrs “the racial factor in European theory of Afvican
dance” " his work quanrels with the fact that Afvican dance has been subjected to
Judgement according to western aesthetic eriteria which pronounce it lacking in
certain arcas. Not only that, he also condemns the ntterances and activities of
those he refers to as “LEuropean - oriented chorcographers., who see art as mere
enfertainment™
In defense of African dance, Ossie Enckwe convincingly argues that the

values favoured by

westem - oriented scholars including a clear separation’

between performers and audience o lixed duration of the

performance emphasis on individual

talent, the commercializalion of dance, and a strictly entertainment

raison d’etre - are antithetical 1o the values placed on dance by

African communities.??
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He then asserts that Afrcan dance “has magicat and mystical vatues. 1t is used to
secure aninerease in Jertility and good tuck and to chase away evil influences and
powers™ . Despite its efficacious nature, Ossie still argues that efficacy does not
undermine creativity and that “Dance permeates the social life of Nigerian
(Africans)™ (parenthesis mine). -

According to him, “not only does it offer young men and women
apportunity to show off themselves, thus encouraging courtship, it provides
training lor woik and combat™25. (T()llcei'twiirg fixation of duration of a
performance, Ossic maintains that Aristotle’s pronouncement on the “right order™
and “dcfinite size™ 1s velative as in every sociely theatre has unique nature and
functions that are peculiar to it. He says that since the African community doses
not mind how fong a dance performance lasts provided it satisfies their own
acsthetic taste. fixation of duration is irrelevant. Ossie’s work s relevant to a
potnt. At least, # attempts to cotrect some anthropological misconceptions
concerning the natore and function of Afiican dance. Bot he also errs when he
attempts to fossilize African dance by suggesting that it shoutd not develop beyond
what the orthodox tradition prescribes and thatno interference should be tolerated.
By celebrating the “Freedom with which our traditional people have enjoyed the

practice of their dances™ which according to him is as a result of “non -
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interference from the so-catled dance experts™ 7, and by condemning in totality the
commcerciatization of dance art by it practitioners, Ossie Fnckwe is erroncously
suggesting that culture is static. He even pushes this argument further by stating
that “Dance in Africa has remained a vital and dynamic art form because it has
been allowed to thrive in a predominantly rural arca™ and then quarrels with
Peppy Harper's™ professional classification of dance into Ethnic and Theatrical -
an abvious hangover from the energy wasting relativist and evolutiontst argument
ot Aftican performance traditions,

{n the contemporary times, dance bhas become a vital area of interest in
theatre and Creative Arts programmes and so can not escape the interfercnce of
the trained expert who partly practices for commercial reasons. Furthermore, it
is tegitimate of what such experts practice 1s not oveitly traditional since they are
creative personalitics whose creations should be a unique product that result from
a blend of old forms with new contents hence the legitimacy of Harper's
classification. Inthe current dispensation, Enckwe s position is untenable because
dances are created in response to changing times, attitudes and levels of human

#
existence within an c:la'.rironment‘

Ossie Enckwe’s thought and position re-echo tn Sam Akpabot’s several

newspaper articles on African music and dance. Akpabot, a Nigerian professor of
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music consistently maintains that the sanctity and originality of African dances
must be maintained. To this end he concluded that “choreographers have no place
in the new African theatre because Afvican dance need not be choreographed™.
Akpabot’s impression is that choreographers by orientation and European in
thinking and practice and choreography is therefore a foreign concept which is
potentially dangerous to the preservation of African dances.

Akpabot’s statemeni rellects some limitations on his part regarding
knowledge in the area ()I.;chm'cngraphy and even shows his level of understanding

of Alvican dances. The dances of a particular society are different from those of
other societies because of the mannér in which their kinesis and proxemics are
applied. infused and manipulated, African dances inclusive.

This manner of application, imfusion and mamipulationis in turn determined
by the vatucs, beliefs, tem pcmment,- geography. political experience, occupational
activitics and the world view of the socicty which practices the dance. The
process of maniputation, infusion and application of kinesis and proxemics as
dictated by values, beliefs, temperament, geography and world wide, is located

within the concept of chorcography and this activity predates what Akpabot

describes as the new African theatre.



Akpabot sees the "New African Theatre™ as a place where everything Euro-
American should be an aberration, a place where Alnican performance arts should
be performed with original precision. This is not correct. Choreography as an art
docs not belong (o the Euro-American race, and African dance even in its most
ortginal state 15 sill a work of choreography.

In Tact. it has been established that some of the mdigenous African dances
that have survived till t(‘wli-':iay did so due to the activities of the same choreographess
Akpabot despises. Orie of those dances is the Tiv (Nigeria) dance called Swange
whose development has been accounted for by Iyortange lgoil.

lyortange. who has worked extensively i the area of continuity and change
it Tiv music and dance, informs us that dance had thrived in Tiv sociely because
of the dynamic nature of their dances. According (o Igoil, Swange, arguably the
most popular and enjoyable Tiv dance, is a by bridization of the two folk dances
that existed in the past, These dances were called Ange and Agbaga. Ange and
Agbagn were sativical performances used by vouths 10 abuse and lament the
misdeeds of the older men beceausce the Tiv soctety is strongly structured on the age
grade system. In the past, the youths used the two dances to protest agamst thear

oppression by the clders. Butin modern titmes, when the kind of relationship that

existed between the youths and the older men scems (o have changed, the Agbaga



music and dance style seem to have declined m popularity because the youths do
not need it any longer as an avenue to air their grievances against the efders".™

lyortange informs us that when this form became trrelevant to the youths
who have diverted Ihciria!tention from "biting remarks” and "violent abuses” to
mutnal socis! cn-cxistu;'ncc with the elders as a result of societal changes, other
dances like Glagi. which are more ot less to faciltiate soctal interaction emcerged.
[t was from Gbagi that Jerry Ugba, a Choreographer and social welfare officer,
created the swange dance in 1957, With the attention of the youths shifting to
soctal interaction among members of the opposite sexes, lyortange says Jeny
Ligba - a social weltare officer with Gboko Local Authority at that time - thought
of creating a music and dance style that would be relevant to the new aesthetic
taste. desire, temperament and the new disposition of the members of the society,
especially the youth,

Swange, as performed today, therelore combines the movements and
texiure of' the two old dances - old dances that would have gone into extinction but
for the choreographic activities of Jerry Ugba, who perpetuated their existence
through adaptation into contemporary conlexts. This development is not too

dissimilar to what Peter Badejo, the Nigerian choreographer whose major

confribution to dance scholarship ts an in-depth study of the BBori dance in Nigeria,
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asserts that the Bori rehigion has existed Hill today because ol its dance and music
which conlinually allows for adaptation. Badejo's study exposits on the historical
development of Boti dance including its origination from the Hausa ethnic group
know as the Maguzawas, its function being to heal the sick and deliver the
possessed from the torment of evil spirits.

Badejo informs us that Bori has survived till today because its "dance and
misic have gaarandecd its (bort) survival through the changes™" they tolerate and
get adapted mto the contemporary world. According to Badejo, dance i Bon
religion serves as a means of communication between man and spirits. [t also
serves as a means of preservation of some non-islamic practices and as a means
of traditional therapeutic healing and medicine. It also serves as a means of
exhibiting the tradittonal Hausa societies relationship with the forces that govern
their daily life.

Radejo further explains:

Despite all political, religious and social pressure
mnposed on Bori, 1t has survived as a means .of
understanding  both indigenous and non-Hausa

elements of culture in the contemporary Hausa

e
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society . This has been achieved throngh its most
dynamic elements of dance and music. ™

Fe then concludes by recommending that:
"Dance bemyg a vital and Toving art that responds to
socio-cconomic, and political events should ideally be
properly explored through historical rescarch and
presentation to enable ot perform s functions in the

contemporary setling”.™

Badejo's recommendation also appears not too distant from Jenkeri

Okwort's conciusions in his lje: The performing traditions of the Idoma which has

been his major contribution to Dance scholarship in Nigeria and which also covers
the entire performative horizon in Aftica. This book is an exposition on the origin,
nature, function and techniques of rituai performance in ldoma societies in the
present Benue State, Nigeria. 1t also discusses the ldoma belief system and
articulates the oneness of music and dance forms i Idoma and, by extension, the
whole of Africa. The inseparable nature of these art forms and the cohesive nature

!
!

of dance form in [dona form the basis of Okwori's argument in this study.



lie. Okwori says, embraces music, song, poetry and dance, though each
item could be desceribed with an adjective quatifying the Lie, Tike [je Ogwo (song)
lie Oo (dance) e Ogowo (music). The therelore quarrels with the idea of sceing
African Oral Iiterature as hiterature since it mantlests mostly in performance. He
then argues that mstead of Afvtean scholars engaging in the evolutionist relativists'
arpuments they should go beyond theater and drama o their indigenows
perlormances fo see swhat fonction these art Forms perform for their communitics
and the socio-political and historical experiments which made these indigenous
people evolve their kinds of arts and the values and the tdeology they preach.

Okwori's work is probably more relevant to the future of dance scholarship
and contemporary choreographic practice in African than the works of most other
Nigerian scholars who wrote before him. Two reasons are responsibie for this
conclusion.  First is the vigorous attempt made at vividly and professionally
describing the kinetic activities of the select dances. Sce an example: 'the dance
movemeni on the road is graceful, involving two taps with each foot which at the
samne time sway the hoi;ly forwards".** Okwori here, has gone into the realism of

f

movement dcscriplilm:tiSing choreographic language. Most of the literatures which

existed on dance in Nigeria before Okwort’s pay less attention to movement

descriptions,



Okwori's style of presentation, which gives a vivid description of dance
movements and a fair attempt at suggesting their meanings, makes his work
chorcographically relevant even to the contemporary practitioner,  See another
example in his discussion on the second and thud dances in Ode dance
performance:

The steps {or this dance involve the two legs doing
two quick steps forwards in quick succession as the
hands cross in front of the body and relax by the side
alternatively. The waist gyrates and is the centre of

focus in this dance. The thitd dance entails a

sh()ulderh to shoulder movement by the dancers
sidcwnysi The legs are thrown forwards alternatively
like one kicking a football while the fingers of the
opposite hand touch the toes of the leg that is shot
forward.

... This dance satirises those who conduct errands for

others and fail to do things for themselves. ™



Attempts to give detailed descriptions ol the kinetic dimensions of African dances
are something uncommon in the works of most of the scholars we have studied.
But this is very important if the frontiers of scholarship and creativity as regard
dance in Africa must be pushed forward. For example, Okwori's power of
description makes 1t possible for a contemporary choreographer to notate the

dance in question thus:
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Sccondly, althdugh Okwori's study laments the cultural crosion which the
performance traditions of ldoma are seemingly facimp as a result of change
through histerical and social pressure, itis positive that the contemporary producer
or performance practitioner can still harness the traditions to develop the ldoma
people making the traditions relevant to contemporary tiving through the adaption
of indigenous performances to communicate contemporary living. But he also
cautions that to create an acceptable work of art for the 1doma people, their artistic
forms of expression should be used, He cites the successful experiments of Ngugi
in Kenya, where the use of the people's artistic forms was highly successful and
accepied by the people.

Hiaving categorised the ldoma performances in 1o two the ritual and the
non-ritual/entertainment, the study shows that people evolved such forns as they
grapple with the contradictions of their environment. 1n this cnnclusionl, Okwort
reiterates that changes have occurred 1o Idoma performances through the process
of colomzation and the hegemonic tendency of the clite in Nigerta (Aitica) today.
He then recommends that changes which oceur in the people's performing aits

should be deployed to the services of the people and their societies.



This recommendation corroborates the argument put forward by Kiruja
Kaka. the Kenyan dance scholar whose years of rescarch have produced a book

title Lyrical Chorcography: The cultural lvric dance.

Kiruja's work is a stylistic approach to the intrigues of dance and dancing
as an art form of human commumecation, and how this "folk media of
communication” travels along the path of social dynamics, consistently adjusting
iself o stay abreast with the ever changipg ways nl'iiﬁng and thinking. Kiruga
in his work sees dance as a phenomenon which 1ells us a great deal about the ways
of hiving and thinking of those that own it. According to him, "through dance we
gain a deeper insight and underway of a community's psychologies and
philosophies. Dance constitute sincere indicators into a people’s cutture"* (sic)

It 1s therefore argued by Kirmja that since dance indicates the culture of a
people, itis correct to say that as this culture changes the dance also adjusts itself

'I-l
to reflect the new culture, The broad issue which a concerted effort was made to
address in Kaka's book is how dance, being a folk media of communication,
transcends its own cultural barriers to embrace the larger universal world as an

acceptable art form, but without losing its own cultural identity, forms and

conslants.
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Dance is therefore seen by Kiruga as a potential world language, but which
can enly be meaningfully deployed when and ifits practitioners research into the
anthentic orthodox movements and dance codes of world societies with the aim
of using these orthodox movements to gencrate new and universal meartings but
within the people’s accepted forms and norms.  This thinking is also echoed by
Witliam Ofotsu Adinku, a Ghanaian choreographer and dance educationist, in his

book African Dance Education in Ghana.

\
3

It this book, Ac:inku chironicles the development of dance education in
Ghana from 1962 when the Ghanaian National Troupe by the name, "The Ghana
Dance Ensemble” was formed as a section in the university of Ghana, Legon. Tle
argucs that for a dance to be developed to acquire a Ghanaian and an African
character, dance developer will need to draw on models of our total cultural
mherstance. He arguces further:

Until the well springs of the dance cultures are made
to nourish our new dance forms, we can not desceribe
our development as healthy™.

it is in the light of the above that Adinku counsels that dance educators,
planners, performess and choreographers who wish to develop new dances for the

emcrgent theatre and education system must reshape the old model into new
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forms. But to do this, Adinku says that "the dance developers need education in

the essences of the traditional dances as well as i creative issues (o enable them
y

to mecet the challenges rj‘afonr new cultural and cducational evolution™™. Adinku

therefore advocates a-new methodology of enhancing the old teaching system of

dance in the university of Ghana and a proposed curriculum s drawn to meet the

tratning an educational needs of African dance developers.

While the efforts of the scholars and practitioners whose works have been
reviewed here me commendable and highly fundamental 1o the study and practice
of African dance, a general limitation is observed in the various works. Ifxccpt for
the Jast three scholars, Okwort, Kiruja and Adinku, most of the studies have been
targely tilted towards histortcal anthropology of African dance, including roles and
functions of dance in the African societies. While this s relevant to a point, the
studics are highly limited because they do not address the question of row African
dance can be relevant in the emerging new African theatre and also be made to
practically serve #ts owners in the ever-changing dynanucs of comtemporary hving,

[However, Okwori, Kaka and Adinku attempt to 6ill this gap, but they do not
quite unearth the elements which engineer the body of vocabularies that form the

ingredients for communication in African dance. These vocabularies, whose

meanings need to be understood by both the users of the dances {the
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chorcographic communicators) and those who are the recipient of the
communication (the audience). form the focus of this study

It 1s the concern of this study that for dance to be relevant to the dynamics
of contemporary hiving, there is the need for dance to become a vital tool of
communication; and for this to be achieved, there is the need for the
chorcographers and their audience to dig into the dance cultures of Africa with the
am of acquiring the codes and vocabularies used for communication in Afvican
dances. The generie meanings of these codes and vocabularies could then be used
in communicating contemporary issues and ideas. This way, African dance forms
will survive better since their elements of communication will be relevant in the
contemporary dispensation.

Elements of choreographic communication which manifest in dance codes
and vocabulanes; are kinesis, proxemics, body adornments, prt)pertigs and even
music. These elements are what make the dances of a particular society different
from those of other societies. They are what make a West African dance to be
West African and acceptable 1o the West African people, and they are also the
basis for dance composiion in West Africa.

The essence and nature of these clements in West Afvican dance

i
composition and produition shall be analysed and justified in the next chapter.
!
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i CHAPTER THRIER
KINESLS, PROXEMICS AND ADORNMENTS: THE TECHNICAL BASIS OF
CHOREOGRAPINC COMMUNICATION IN WEST AFRICAN DANCETURGY

It is important to explain at this point that choreography, though a creative
art, strictly has a highly technical procedure. This implies that it must have its
own language and terminologies - words exclusive to it whose meanings may not
conform with anttnopological or dramaturgical expressions.  This has an
implication for this study, especially this chapter, the sature of the study being
creative - technical and not anthropological on one hand, and being danceturgical
and not dramaturgical on the other hand. In this chapter the discussions will be
strictly technical, deploying clioreographic tools and instruments of analysis.

In the West African Orthodox dance, wmeanings and ideas are
communicated throngh the use of kinesis, proxemics and adornments, This mcans
that  kinesis, proxemics and  adornments  ave the techmes) elements  of
chorcographic communication used by the _Wcst Afvican orthodox choreographers
in their dances. These elements serve as the carriers of the vocabularies and codes
which the various dances and their choreographers speak in. By implication,

therefore, these elements Torm the basis of dance composition in West Africa. It
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15 the summation ui'llu%sc clements which approximate or coalesee mto a body of
practice - danceturgy

This chapter is devoted to the analysis of the nature of these elements, and
the principles with which they are manipulated to generate meanings in West
African dances. 1t is also pertinent to note that some of these clements have been
defined in chapter one,

A detailed study of West African dancelurgy indicates an availability of
varietics of themes, The motivation for the creation of dance scems to have been
derived from the themes which the composers have made to be their emphasis or
target aim. But these themes themselves are realised through the use of:

a. Kinetic activities which involve body movement. bodily gestures and facial

expressions (Kinesis),

b placement of dancers in space, spatial relanonships between dancers
{proxemics),
C. Costume and make-up design and propertics and colour interpretations

(adornments). Throughout the process of creating, the composer constantly
checks his manipulation and use of these elements in relation to the focus

of the dance.
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From observations, some of the themes derivable through the use of these
clements are religion, var, fertility, creation. occupation, philosophy, aesthetics,
physictogy. marriage za}ml death, to mention a few.,

From the way these clements are mamipulated m the dances, it is obvious
that composers scem 1o have benelitted from the three kinds of motivation or
stimuli in cxistence.  These are "Kinesthetic, tactife and ideationad stimuh”!
When the manner of manipulation of these clements has physiological
considerations, the stimulus 1s kinesthetic. Sometimes too, the choice could be
propeled by feelings and the stimulus is tactile. Also. the chotce 1s motivated by

the urge to teach or inculeate ideas and values and the stimulus in such a case 1s

ideational,

In such donces where the choice of technical clements and their
manipulation have physiological consideration, the tendeney for the exbibition of
kinesthetic sense and awareness appears 1o be the major characteristics. This
resutls in a type of dance called Pure dance.”* A pure dance is a dance that seeks
to cxplore and show the limitiess movement potentials and possibitities of the

human body. A good example is the vigorous Mponkiti dance of the Igbo which

is ant exhibition of movement.
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However, 1t is observed that while some of the dances m this category

explore a wide range of movement and general use of body pats, some of them
;\.

only utilize some speciflic parts of the body whose movement potentials they are

out to cxplore. Such dances fall under the classification referred to as "study

dance”." A study dance is a "study” of the potentials of the body parts that are

involved in the movement. It is an investigation into the diverse ways that

particulae parts of the body can be utilized in dance.

The dancer in study dance has a limited range of movements because he is
exhibiting the movement potentials and posstbilities of a particuiar part of the
body which he has singled out, studied and is now exinbiting its movement
potentials. Anexample, is the Samba dance of the Kagoro people in Kaduna State
of Nigeria where the movement polemiﬁls of the wast is the focus.

When the choice of elements and their mampulations in a dance are
propelled by feelings, idea and textures of shapes of objects, the movement idea
as well as postures arc abstracted from those objects or things. This qualifies to
be referved to as abstract dance because the motivating idea for movement
composition is abstracted from object or nature.

Some of these shapes and sdeas are comic in manifestation thereby invoking

laughter. n this casc the elemental arrangement ts slightly different {rom abstract
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dances. Body parts are deliberately manipulated in ways that appear unusual or
out of normal.  Sometimes minute arcas of the body like eyelids, lips, nose,
fingers. necks, ete. are contorted into abnormal shapes or they are shaken

excessively thereby generating laughter. Such clemental arrangement is noticed

tn the Kaulak dance of l}hc Sencgalese where the postures of monkeys and baboons
are somctimes assuned by the dancer as he gesticulates profusely with his lips,
eyclids and nose. Dances which are characterised by the features described above
could be classified as comic dances.  The stimulus for their elemental
manipulation and arrangement is tactile.

The elemental manipufation of some other dances in West Africa is clearly
scen to be channeled towards narratives. Such dances concern themselves with
ideas that could only by communicated in narrative form. These are dances that
usc narrative technique and as such could be called narrative dances.  Thesr
ctemental maniputation and arcangement are done to enact a series of actions and
events that are complete. The stimulus for them is wdeational. An example is the
bridal dance of the Okun people in the present Keogi State of Nigeria, In the
dance. the elements are used to tell the story of how the couple met each other,

wooed cach other and finally got married.
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However, there are some elemental arrangements that express concrele
actions without being narrative. These are referred to as dramatic dance. This is
a pomt of departure between West African dances and the dances of other world
culfures which make some dance scholars like Agnes de Mille conclude that
dances that are not narrative but dramatic in nature have no story to lc.'ll‘ Perhaps
this is not exactly true of Africa.  For wnstance, the Nnabo dance of the Efik in
Nigeria is o dramatic dance became it expresses the mood of the spirit whose
character the dancer has assumed. But in spite of it not being narrative in
technique, it tells a story. Perhaps the story lies outside the dance yet decides its
form and meaning. The trance dances of West Africa as exemplified by the

_.
Gambian N'dep is anoiher example. In the trance dances, a higher state of
consciousness is exhibited. These could be classificd as dramatic dances but the
ideational stimulus which propels them implies that they are composed to
communicate particufar ideas. In this case the people's ideas about the
relationships between the dancer and the spirits involved in the trance are inherent
in the dance. Such relationships, i Africa, always bave stories behind them.

It is important to mention that these elements - kinesis, proxemics and
adornments - wetgh heavier than cach other depending on the type of dance that

is betng composed at a given time. For instance the composition of pure and study



dances is anchored on kimesis Thongh other clements are also involved, their
mvolvements are mimmmal  Since pure and study dances are exploration of
movement potentials of the parts of the body. kinetic activities, which are
inherently encapsulated in kinesis, are emphasised.  This is different from
narrative dances which utilise the whole of the elements almost on equal
proportion depending on what 1s being communicated i each sttuation and which
clements best communicates it as the story unfolds.

Also in the composition of dramatic dances, since most of the dances under
this classification in West Africa have magico-ritual dimensions, the use of
adormmment and kinesis as elements of choreographic communication sometimes
weighs heavier than proxemics.

Whatever type a particular dance 1s classified to be. its elements of
chorcographic communication have a set of principles through which the content
matenals of the dances are unfolded and revealed  These primceiples such as
posture, balance-compensation, gravity, breathing and thythm aid kinesthetic

awareness and perceptinn which is a sensory data and therefore essential to the

entire process of movement execution.



It is not the Batance-Compensation only that provides coherence for the
West African dance movement. The constant shift of the body and its kinesic
mantpulations make the dancer always 1o be i and out of the gravitational force

?
while in motion. '

The gravitational force 1s that pulling force which draws all matenal objects
mcluding the human hody downwards towards the surface of the carth. This force
holds them m contact with the surface of the earth or with some other solid which
in turn ts in contact with the earth’s surface. This force acts on all parts of every
object but it concentrates its pull on the weight centie of |hé object which is the
centre of gravity.

From the kinesic mechanisis inherent in West African danceturgy the
centre of gravity is constantly the area of the body referted (o as the solar plexus,
[t 15 about two tnches below the navel and it includes the base of the spine. The
fegs form the supporting structure for the centre of pravity and the feet are the
supporting hase.

When the body segments are properly alined, the line of gravity as seen

from the side view passes behind the car and runs through the shoulder to the

middle of the hip and terminates at the ankle.



The active human body 1s constantly moving tn and out of gravity. This
means for dance to occur, the body continuoushy shifts in space. For a dancer to
give into gravity his body releases energy throngh exhalation. The body relaxes
when it succumbs to the gravitational pull but binids up tension when it moves out
of the gravitational pull and mhalation most olten results. The tension generated
in this way supplics energy to the muscles.

Inkinesis, moving nto gmvil.y may, for example, suggest depression, while
trroving away from it by leaping into the atr may mean excitement.

The principle of gravity works in conjunction with another principle which
is breathing,  Breathing suggest "aliveness”. U intensiftes the giving into and

rebounding from gravity. The stmple rise and fall of the lungs while breathing,

)

when transterred to other patts of the body with its natural thythm of inhalation,
suspense and exhalation makes breathing part of movement.

Apart from breathing combining with other principles to make expressive
movement occur, these movements have to occur to speceific iming in order to be
thythmic, and it is chythm that transforms ordinaty movements to dance
movements.

Rhythm ts a fundamental principle without which dance cannot occur. For

any kinctic activity to result i dance, it must be rhythmic. This explains in part
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the heavy influence music has on West African dances. Dance and music both
share the principle of thythm. In music, it is sound that must occur to timing while
in dance. it is movement. The principle of thythm operates both at the level of the
body and at the level of sound.

However, the principles discussed above manifest physically when energy
is released into the part of the body that is involved in the desired movement. The
manner in which the energy s released coupled with the manner of flow
throughout the course of executing that movement gives the movement a particular
quality. Agnes de Mille', and Cheney® have observed that there are seven of those
qualities in western dances depending on the manner of release and flow of
energy. The same exists in African dances.

In some West African dances, it is observed that when the release of energy
moves a part of the body to one direction another release of energy acts upon it
and moves that part of the body back to the original position. \When this process
is continuous, a swinging quality is generated.

This could be likened to the to and fro movement of the giant wall clock.
It gives a feeling of carefreeness, freedom, being playful or an atmosphere of

}

relaxation. One of such dances where this has been noticed 1s the Koroso of the

Kano people of Nigeria with the excessive swing of the arms and legs.
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There are some other siteations when the energy supplied to pat of the
body i motion s intermitient and doces not {Tow smoothly. An example is the
locomotor footwark in the Sencgalese Kaulak  The quality of movement
penerated is staccato, The energy is supplied at intervals with short pauses. This
gives a feeling of hesitation, a state of being tensed or working ipwards making a
dectsion,

The staccato quality also reflects fo a certn level in dances where war,
anger and violence are mntended but the dominaliﬁg quality in these kind of dances
s the vibratory quality, The supply of energy 1 vibratory quality is recurreut and

J

as such the body 1s set in motion. The energy supplied is regular and the amount
15 constant while the ;peed is always very fast. When the energy flow stops, the
movement also stops. The nature of energy flow nuikes the body vibrate thereby
generating a vibrating quality which suggest anger, acute tensions, {right and
combat.  An example, of this is the Ohafia war dance in ()l;_nﬁa, Abia State,
Nigeria where the body vibrates as the dancers enact their activities 1n the battle
ficld. The Fkong dance of the Annang in Akwa Ihom State, Nigeria and the
Kusamarie dance of The Gambian Jolas are also examples.

Sometimes. a lorceful and deep supply of energy 1s notice in somie western

Aftican dances. This supply occurs once without any follow-up. 1t1is short and
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very forceful just like hitting the table with a hamuner once or an cx:plosinn that
comes only once without an eclo. The quality of movement generated in this
instance 1s percussive i nature and it expresses shock or sudden seizure. This is
mosthy obscrved in possession dances such as the Hausa Bori in Nigeria and the
Ndep dance of the Madinika people in Gambia and Senegal.

While energy supply in percussive quality occurs once without a fodlow-up,

5

there are some kinesic activities that are propelied by uninterrupted  and
continuous flow of the energy without any break, however minute, The energy
seems to flow smoothly and endlessly with the amount of energy and force applied
at the begmning being carried through. 1t compares with a straight line that is
prolonged cyclically. When this occurs in West African danceturgy. the quality
generated 1s known as sustained quality. [t suppests endiessness, progress and
longevity. An example is the Ovia Osese fertility ritual performance of the Ogori
people in Kogi State, Nigeria where the perpetual nature of exisience 1s sign poste
by a sustained cireular movement done by near-pude matdens.

In some West African kinesic operatiens. the part of the body in motion
defies the gravitation law for a period. For that period. that part of the body is
suspended. An example is when two hands are thrown up in supplication and

ritualistic movements as seen in the Jola Bugarabu dance in Senegal and Gambia.
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The existence of this quality in West Afncan danceturgy contradicts the wide
claim among Western dance analysts that West Afvican dances are perpetually
=arth bound because of the belief of Africans in a god who resides in the bowel
of the earth,

A direct opposite of suspended quality in West African dancetuigy is the
collapsed quatity. This happens in form .ul' a fall. Nost times, it is suspended
quality that ends in a collapsed state. When the body 1s i the collapsed state, it
has fully surrendered 1o the faw of gravity. During a coltapsed movement, there
is total loss of energy, then the body sinks to the floor. 1t suggests tircdness,
weariness or death. A classical example of this is the Teap and fall movement in
the Hausa Bori performance where a dispossessed farthful leaps and “collapses”
on his buttocks to sugg%st exhaustion.

However, it 1s Ir_nl)scrval)le m the analysis made that these qualitics can
possible overlap. There are quite interrelated. The collapsed quality for instance
has an element of percussion, while the suspended hands m Koroso dance for
instance also swing.

These qualitics are statements. They communicate intentions, but they do

this by working sith other components of danceturpy for effective

communication. One of these components is MOVEMENT IXRECTIONS



Movement directions as observed tn West African danceturgy are applicd
to both the body and space designs. But it weights more heavily on space designs
and (hat 15 why movement directions as a component in danccturgy has to do with
proxemics much more than kinests as already imphicd carlier in this chapter.

West African proxemics could be designed in straight line, serpentine,
Zigzag. curve, circle, up and down, angle and arc. The square direction which is
ohserved m Western forms is uncommon in West African dance compesition.
This would scem to be because the square direction is a late inclusion and done

strictly for visual cffects by Western choreographers.

STRAIGHT LINE

The straight Tine design/direction which mantfests in form of straight,
upright spine - rect movements or in form of proxemic designs which make a mass
of dancers line up in a straight row, suggests confrontation, seriousness, boldness,
strength and determinatfon. A sertous bold, strong and combat-ready body stands

ercet. Most war dances observed 1n West Africa have this characteristics
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SERPENTINE

In West African danceturgy. the concept of fertility is often discussed. The
African world view is in favour of life. hence the celebration of fertility and its
attendant act of copulation - ritual' which perpetuates life. When fertility is the
focns of a particular dance in West Aftica. it is communicated through the use of

serpentine direction. A body in serpentine motion s similar to the shape of a

serpent.
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Serpentine  direction mostly occurs Kinesis and it pives a feehing of
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senstousness. 1t communicates erotic feelings. To picture this image just imagine
(he reaction or movement to the sensation of tickling by the sides. Itis evidentin

the Aja dance of the 1doma and the Karoninka dance of the Karoninka people in

The Gambia where the act of copulation 1s simulated.
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Llemental mantpulations, as a matter of principle, use the particular way
objects stand in space to communicate. The principle mamntams that every object
has a particalar shape., a particular way it stands i space.

Therefore, i the dances that communicate farming for instance, we
observed that the farmers m the dance adopt the standing. and squatting positions
of the farmers in real life situation and through this they commumicate to the
audicnce the focus of the dance‘l which is farming.  This 1s the principle of
POSTURE. Posture is one of the stsong principles West Afvican dances use for
eflective communication. This principle celebrates the accomplishment of the
appropriate posture of each object or human action represented in dance. The
West African creators use posture for communication by maintaining the

y
connnunicalive clcmen?s that represent and transmit the images and stance of what
the dance composer his inmind. The use of posture requires a pood understanding
of body alignment if a particular posture must be meaningful and appropriate.

[t is abserved in most West Afiican dances. that for the body to maintain
the desired posture, stance or shape, kinesic manipulation must distribute
appropriate weight to all the necessary paits of the dancer’s body. Without thus

weight distribution the dancer's ability to execute coherent movements becomes

hampered. This is because dance movements are not only done in the vertical
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plane. There is a constant alteration in the body equilibrium as the body shifts in
motion. To ensure the coherence of the dancer's movement therefore the inherent
kinesic structure distributes weight as appropriate. It also moves the necessary
parts of the body in directions opposite to the parts of the body that have gone out
of equilibrium. this is balance - compensation principle in choreography,.

In fact, the second standing position in Afiican dance. more than anything
clse. confirms this principle. In the second standing position when the knees and

chest are tilted forward,, the hips and buttocks shoot backward to balance up.
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Sometimes the edges of the serpentine direction are sharper kinesically and
even proxemically. Therefore mstead of the kinesic and proxemic effect to appear
serpentine it appears Z1GZAG. This has been observed in West African trance
dances and in dances which communicate instability, hesitation and uncertainty.

An example is the Ndep trance dance of The Gambian Madinka.
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Z1GZAG DESIGN

Kinesis and proxemics in Western African danceturgy also occur in curve
direction. A kinest: and proxemic curve denotes beauty, suppleness and
gentleness. [t could also mean royalty and grace.
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[ should however be mentioned that swhen the curve is done with the spine,
it commumicates weakness or meekness.

Perhaps the most ubiquitous prosemic direction in West African danceturgy
is the circle. Most West African dances, especially the communal ones, have
circle as their dircction. Cycle mostly occurs in proxemics and rarely occurs in
kinesis. 1t is used when the thematic focus of the dance ts to cstablish
homogeneity, nnty zmsl communality. On the few occasions when this oceurs in
kinesis, it is always to show a state of being.

Agam, the Ciréle direction is another great point of divergence between
African dances and the Western forms which rarely employ the circle. This is
becaunse of the western danceturgical love for aenal configurations.  Aenial
movements however occur in West African danceturgy through the rising and
falling gravitational principle.  This gives rise to a dircction which < ggest

tnstability.

CIRCLY DESIGN



UP AND DOWN DESIGN

Depending on other motifs that are combined with it, it could mean any
form of mstability. For example, the rising and falling in the possession dance
called Bori in Northern Nigeria conveys emotional and spiritual instability. This

direction 1s called "up and Down direction”.

I.ike the ubiquitous circle, the West African kinesis and proxemics often
explore angle as a direction. the angle direction is mostly observed in movement
motifs that depict viciousness, temper or illusion of depth. This perhaps is why
in Yoruba pantheon, the dance kinesis used for the characterisation of

temperamental gods like Sango and Ogun are heavily angular in design.
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ANGULAR DESIGN

In terms of proxemic dircction, another great point of divergence between
West African dance and the Western forms 1s in the use of the arc. The two forms
use it. the point of divergence is thle interpretation assigned to it n the different
cultures.  In the Western danceturgy, when it is employed it suggests
disintegration and disjointedness. But m West African danceturgy and dances that
have been observed to use it are those which desire to evoke the feeling of
excilemenl.  The stage s filled up with several arcs which when viewed
wholistically give the tliusion of several activities happening at the same time,

This gencrates a feeling of activities, excitement or rowdiness.
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ARC DESIGN

However, movement directions just like movement principles and qualities
do not work n isolation in the realisation of the dance. There are other
components mvolved. These components are gesture, dynamics, transition,
repetition and levels. H}k'hes.e ave present in the kinesis and proxemic activities of
all socicties, the West I/\l‘ric:m socicty not being an exception. They are better
discussed one after the other for the sake of clarity.
GESTURILS

Gestures are used in dance to make movements less abstract, (hereby
enhancing understanding. There are five classification of gestures. these are

"

"ilfustrators, affect display, regulators adaptors and emblems™®. Though the use

ol gestures is not exclusive to African dance, it ts observable that the use of
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gestures seems {o be more dominant in Afvican dance than in other societies.

Giestures shall he discussed here under their five classifications.

d.

d

c.

Iftustrators
These are gestures that are tied dircetly to sketching a path, pointing to an

object or showing spattal velationships.
L

Atfect l)ia‘plnysf’

These are Tacial configurations that show cmotions and fecling such as
sadnes and joy.  They include winking, smiling, raising or lowering of
cyebrows and cyelids.

Regulators

These are used to regulate and define relationships, They are used to
encourage or discourage communication.  They are also used as a
technique of giving cues doring dance performance,

Adaptors

Adaptors arc restless movement of hands, feet and other minute pasts of the
body like tongue, fingers, breasts, nose and so on. They are used to
manage emotions. They show restlessness.

Emblcms
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The are used as stgns e place of words that have verbal transtation. For
example, stretching the arm forward and opening the palm flat to mean "stop” or
raising the hand from elbow while the patm s folded to mean (in Hausa) Raika

dede (vour honour).
DYNAMICS

This refers to the amount of effort nceessary or required to execute a
particular movement. Dynamices in kinesis is used for commumication,  This is
possible because of the principle of movement dvnamics which stiputates that
there is a specibic amount of energy needed for every human action. For example,
the amount of energy needed to kil a rat 15 not the same amount of encrgy
required 1o slaughter a cow and the amount of energy needed 1o wrestle with an
opponent is not equal to the amount of energy needed to hug a lover,

This applicd 1o dance movements.  Dance creators use dynamics to
communicale the advance the idea of the (‘fztllcc, [n a particular movement where

-

the dancer uses the inappropriate dynamic the andience will misinterpret the

movement.
For example, tn a dance where a hunter has just kilted an antelope, if he

uses wrong dynamics while carrying it, the audience might think that the hunter
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has Just killed a rat. Dynamics tange from fanguidity to vibrancy depending on
what the dance 1s expressing,
TRANSITION

A dance picce is made of different parts, phrases, segments and movements.
Transition movements are used {o link the different parts, segments plirases and
movenients together. [t is used to create a sense of relationship between the pieces
and the whole composition,

Forexample, aparticular dance mighthave five different movements. Each
of these movements is a piece while the entire dance, after using transitions to knit
the five movements together, becomes a whole. Transition is used so that an
unnecessary vacuum is not created between the movements, [t is employed as a
bridge.  Transition can come m the form of spins, hesitation, jumps, still
movements, turns, walks and so on. What determines the type of transition used

is the nature of composition. 1 must be relevant to and compatible with the idea
y

}

of the dance.
REPETTTION
This occurs in form of development and vanation of the movement

materials which is established within each motif. Without repetition, the central

motif of the dance would be easily forgotien. Repetition keeps reminding us of
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the point ol emphasis of the dance. However, for repetition 1o be successful,
contrast and variation are often used as prominently featured elements while

giving interesting lTogical developments (i the whole idea or motif.

DRAMA AND THEATRE: (‘.R‘U(fIAL FACTORS IN AFRICAN DANCE
INTERPRETATION

Drama and Theatre, a medivm of imaginative story telling through
imitation, serics of actions and reactions and a creative use of different means of
communication, are cr;klcia! factors in the interpretation of dance especially in
Africa.

In the Western experience, dance has been traditionally separated from the
theatre and this has implicattons on the Western dance vocabularies.  Certain
drama and theatre coneepts which are also naturally present in dance and are core
to dance terpretation are scemingly suppressed i Western dances because such
concepls are scen as mimetic and as such more appropriate in drama and theatre
hut could be ‘cheapentng’ if used in dance. the situation is different i African
dancing.

In Africa, dance is the repository of the arts materta.  African dance

encapsulates and frequently brings together other fine and performing arts
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clements hke music, ;illilllc, acting, songs, gestures, masks and  painting.
Therefore, in Alnca, tll':mcc cannot be clearly demarcated from drama and theaire
because, nherently, they share some clements and concepts which are
fundamental to both the aesthetic and communication values of dance.

This symbiotic relationship has therefore made drama and theatre crucial
factors in the mterpretation of dance i Africa and as it reflects in some chapters
of this work, dance analysis and interpretation will almost be nmpossible in Africa
without drawing from these dramatie and theatrical concepts.

= -
LEVELS
ry R VLS

Levels occur both in the body (Kinesis) and space, {Proxemics) designs.
Level in body design occurs at the area of the body in motion at a time. 1t could
bie higher parts of the body, the middle part of the body, or the lower parts, We

hiere cepresent this diagramatically (see next page)
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BODY LEVELS
The diagram shows us about six of such levels that can be identified in dance.

They are:
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i The ground/Noor Tevel (G/Flo)

. The lower imtetmediate level (111}

tii.  The intermediate level (1LY,

iv.  The upper intermediate level (THE).

\J The upper level of the need and Head (LHNIT) B
vi. The spatial level (SL).

Each level is a statement. Each of the levels has a semiotic significance
within the body of practice that form the basis of West African danceturgy.

The kinesic and proxemic efements and properties analysed herein give the
West African dance il.\s; own unique form. Itis these clements that give the West
African dance a sense of wholeness, an order, the organtsation of forces and the
means through wllicfji the intents ()f;ﬂlt‘ dances are known because form follows
function,

The foregoing analysis has clearly demonstrated that (he organisation of
kinesis and proxemic elements in the West Afvican danceturgy is related and
appropriate to the purpose of the dances. Therefore these elements are the basis
for dance composttion in West Afvican danceturgy. Understanding them as they

cxist in the existing West African dances will enable the modern West African

04



choreographer to transler them and use them to make new meanings and new

vocabularies in his contemporary works.



LENDNOTIS

Jacqueline M. Smith, Dance Compuosition: A practical guide for teachers,

London: A and C Black, 1989, p.30.

Jacquehine M. Smith, p.3 1

Jacqueline M. Smith, P32

Agnes de ‘Mille, a French Dance scholar was guoted in Armotd Udoka's
"The dancer and s roles” (an unpublished Handout Umical), 1989, p.8.
Gay Cheney is prolessor of dance, University of North Caroline -

Greensbhoro.

96



CHAPTER FOUR
ANALYSIS OF SELECTED DANCES FROM NIGERIA AND
THE GAMBIA



CHAPTER FOUR
ANALYSIS OF SELECTED DANCES FROM NIGERIA AND THE GAMBIA
The focus of this chapter is to produce a detailed descriptive, stylistic and
y
structural analysis u!'{llc}clcnmlls of kinesics, proxemics, adornments and music
in Nigerian and Gambian danceturgy. This will be done using the componential
features enumerated in chapter three.  The purpose is not to highlight the
similarities that exist vocabulary that will form our deduction in chapter five.
However, where similaritics naturatly exist. Attention shall be drawn o them,
In West African choreography, kinesic, proxemics, adormment and
musical manipulation are used to communicate varied ideas, issues and concepts.
A particular style of combination and manipulation of some particutar kinesic,
proxennic, adornment and musical elements and features always communicates an
imtended message.
Some of the concepts and ideas that have been discussed by West
African indigenous choreographers in their works using kinesic, proxemic,

adomment and musical clements as means of communication include ancestral
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waorship, ritual cleansing, geography / enviionment issues, soctal interaction,
royalty / fertility / grace,
Attempts shall be made in this study 1o demonstrate, through the analysis of these
elements, how these and more sdeas have been conmunicated in the selected
dances from Nigeria and The Gambia.
ANCESTRAL \V()'RSH[P

In many West African societies men and women who died leaving behind
oflspring’s and dependants are usually worshiped after death. Also in some society
men and women who lived exceptionally great lives and whose lives touched the
lives of their Kinsmen are worshiped when they have died and become ancestors.

Their worship hinges on the people’s belief that these men though dead,

have gone to the spirit world where {hey are more powerful and are constantly
walching over and protecting thewr kinsmen. This is ancestral worship and several
dances have it as their theme in West African dancetorgy, One of them is Bata
dance.
THE BATA DANCE

Bata dance onginated {rom the deity or ancestral worship traditions of 1he
Yorubas in the present Oyo and Osun states of Nigcri'a‘ Sango, the deity of

L]

thunder and hightning i}l Yoruba mythology, was arcigning king in Qyo (Alaatin)
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Cin the 15" Centory. e was a highly temperamental valer who emitied fire from
his mouth whenever he was angry. According To legend. he had five acolytes who
followed ham, chanting his praise-names anywhere he went.

These acolytes were named as lya, Omole Ako, Omele Abo, Kudiand
Gudugudu, One day, Sango ceportedly got angry. He emitted his usual fire from
the mouth but this time around, the fire gutted his palace and kiiled his wards and
his five acolytes. e consequently hanged himself.

After his death, his admirers started worshiping him saying he created
thunder and lighining since he could .emut fire from s mouth. They then
transferred the personalities of his late acolytes - kudi, omeleako, Omeleabo Iya
and Gudugudu to a set of five Drums with the kudi and Gudugudu tied together,
the two (mefe tied logether, the [ya now becoming fre Hyva and stays single. A
single drummer controls the kudi, another deummer controls the Omele while the
third drummer plays the [ya llu. Their duty is to use the drums to play the role the
five acolytes were pl:l\‘}*ing while alive - chanting Sango’s praise names.

As these drums play the role of the acolytes, Sango’s worshipers respond
to the chants and pr:;iscs coming from the drums by executing movements and

other non—verbal cues which convey their own reverence and worship of Sango.
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From these, five major distinet bata steps have emerged. These are Atascebejo,

Iwo, Gharnan, fjo ope and Lanku steps.

AFASEGBEJO

This is the opening step in Bata performance. Afasegbejo means “he who
collects rain water with a sieve”™ The thythm from the drums depict the sound of
rainlall. This m a sense s establishing the mood and the aura under swhich thunder
and lightning occur. 1t is an establishing step linking Sango with rainfall.

When the rhythm echoces out of the drums. the dancer’s body vibrates to tli.e
drumming connoting the anxiety rain brings. In this context, Sango’s thunder is
believed to have the capacity to destroy the evildoers. Therefore, the sight of rain
sends Jitters through the spines of evil doers who are scared of Sango’s wrath
(thunder) which usually descends during rainfall. here, the chest, torso and leg

|
muscles vibrate in anxicty. Afler (his, the dancers enter the performance arena in
Zigzag {Toor pattern. 'lfhcy move with three counts to the right and three counts to
the left. This “three-counts - make - a - segment”™ focomotor step continues for
another bricfmoment and the tempo ol the music 15 heightened while the dancer’s

footwork now changes to jerky runs to and fro the performing arca. Dancers at this

stage move at random on stage in preparation for the impending rainfall whose
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actual significance is the performance which is about to begin. Space usage is
distorted. Tlere, symmetrical design s abhorred. The space 15 used the same
manner people do at the approach of rainfall - that 1s running helter skelter to
avoid being beaten by the rain. What is responsible for this transition to apparent
disorganisation is the statement the step s making which ts “cvil-doers tose their
peace when rain (thunder) approaches™. lya-ilu - the lead drum, will at this stage
begin (0 say:
English

A wiwiwi, _ We warned them

won fa won ko m gbo } But they listened not,

P
He who collects

Afaseebejo un tan rain water with

raeje a steve deceives himself
There isa metaphoricat significance here. The smpending ramis ametaphor

for the impending performance. Therefore just as the evil doer becomes jittery at

the approach of rain (thunder) , the Bata dancer believes his enemies (rivals)

become jittery as he (the dancer) prepares for an impending performance and as

such, he uses the aforementioned chant to warn Ius enemtes (rivals) that they shall

he dealt with and they shatl not succeed if they try to stop the performance that is
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about to start just hke he who tries to trap rain waler with a sieve would be
decerving himself. The drum language is being used here to lmbst the ego of the
performer and psyche him up for the performance

As these words roll out of the drums the shoulder blades of the dancer

jerk to ecach phase from the drums. This means the bady and the drums are

3

accentuating each ulhc}‘. The sound of the drum and the movements of the dancers
are syncopated.

The posture of the dancer m this step is a bend as he holds the two
cdges of his dress while his eyes are fixed on the ground as he communcs with
mother earth. His shoulder blades are responding to the dnims while fixing his
gaze on the grounud.

With this gaze, he 1s actually in communication with the “owner™ of the
carth upon which he dances. He believes that as long as he has the favour of its
owner, “the one who traps rain water with a sieve™ will be decetving himself
meaning nobody can strop or mar his performance,

Despite the mitial vibration of the body. Afasegbejo 1s languid in texture,

At a point the rythm becomes stow and heavy and so is the dance step when the

communication between the dancer and the earth hegins. Its steps fall under the
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pure dance classtfieation becaunse though it 1s the shoulder Mades that interpret the
message from the drums, the whole body is dancing to the overall thythm.

The feet, for instance, are shuffled 10 succession, stowly and sometimes a
particuiar dancer may occasionally deviate from the jerky shoulder blade
movement and bring tn an improvisation.  For example, he might use hips to
respond to the music interpretation for a moment and later join other dancers in
using the shoulder blade.

The theme of Afascgbejo is “Fuba™ which means paying homage to the
refevant spirits whose support the dancer needs for a successful performance.
From this step, the dancers may move to any of the other steps. There is no
particular order apart from ensuring that he stmt with Afasegbejo for ritual
reasons. One of the remaining four steps is GRAAM/

Crharnun s the fastest, most energetic and most vigorons step in Bata. This
step is fashioned after the tclnpcrahlental disposition of Sango. It communicates
the fact that Sango’ s priests are possessed. The dances respond to the fast tempo
music by a fast stamping which is followed by a leap that lifis them up as if going
to fly while responding to the accents from the drums with jerky movements done
with chest, shoulder b!::{lQS, arms, torso, joints, waist and legs. However, it 1s just

i

one part of the body that accentuates the drumming at a time. The word Gbamun
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is actuatly an onomatepocic expression of percussive jerks, So white the drums

say:

Abula meta meta Three Three phrases
Ghanun Gbhanun Gharmunt Chamun Ghatmun Gbamun
Abuia roefi mejr Two Two phrases
Charoun Gharnun Ghamun Ghamun Ghanun

'.I“hv dancerresponds by exceuting the “shulfling footwork 1o syncopate with the
occurrence of Abula meta meta while cither the shoulder blades or the torso, or the
chest or the arms (depending on the preference of a dancer at a particular time) is
percussively jerked to syncopate “Gbamun™ either thrice or twice depending on
what was dictated by the drurmmer. This jerky, percussive and vibratory responses
of the shoulder blade. chest, torso and the arms which are simulated with the three
counts accents from the drums, portray the anger and the ficrceness of Sango. The
dancer then moves in a wild fashion with staccato and sometimes vibratory
movements while the space equilibrivm is Iicavily distorted at the beginning before
settling down to a movement dircc(jon which is ofien a stratght line while the body

also stands erect. This straight line design ts a motsf conveying boldness,

toughness and war which are all attiributes of Sango.
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Another of the tirovements in Bata is the “1jo Oge movement which is purely
for sociab interaction. [t is done by men and women to show off. According 1o
Sango™ a legend. in spite of his agpressive mature, he st found time to show of
ina social dance arena to the extent that his dexterity attracted Oya (wife of Ogun,
Yoruba deity of war and iron) who consequently deserted her husband Ogun and
cloped with Sango. This myth is responsible for the inclusion of ‘[yooge’ in the
Bata's repertory of movements,

fio Oge normally comes in the middle of Bata performance, often
between Zwoand Ghamun. 1t s a kind of interlude to difTuse tension or to water
down the seriousness of Afascgbejo, Ewo and Gharmun, The swing nmvénwn[s
that are predominant in ljo Oge connote its carefreeness, openness and less serious
nature.

‘Lankn”™ movement s the fourth in Bata dance. This movement is the
most ritualistic movement in Bata because 1t 1s believed to be the most utilized
step by Sango worshippers when they desire to evoke Sango’s spinit. 1t 1s very
slow and has dense and celestial aura which makes 1t an exclusive preserve of

3
Sango pricsts. 1118 hclicv.kcd among Sango worshippers that the dance represents

the mood, step and rhythm Sango used when he became sober after the calamity

that beflell him and which led to his suicide.
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in Lanku, the omele abo stops and Teaves the ‘lya flu alone with the dancer
as the omele ako and ‘lya Hu' begin to communicate with cach other,

The dancer here mostly uses his arms, which he raises up in a
suspended quahity (sce chap 3). He begins to communicate with heaven’ - where
he believes Sango lives, and from where he believes Sango sends his anger upon
evil docrs in form of thunder strikes and lighting — (rying to  conjure Sango’s
favour and mercy. The suspended arms and the Tya Hu communicate the same
thing here. The suspended quality of the arms connotes lack of weight which
means ability to defy the law of gravity and operate in the sky - having a link with
the heavens.

The last of }the Bata steps is Ewo. This literally means “dragging”.
This 1s a very sfow step meant for efders. The dancer takes the same posture like
the dancer in Afesegbejo but instead of shuftling the steps. he drags them
following each other either forward or sideways. While this is going on, singers
and griots narrate, in chants, some tmportant historical events associated with the
village or fincage of the dancer.

There ave two varicties of movements within Ewo. These are “ljo
Agba” and Elekoto™ ljo agba” is slower and more graceful than elekoto. Apart

from this. it requires a more economic use of the body, while in “Elekoto™ there
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1s more elaborate use of the body because the song that accompanies it dictates to

the dancer what to do at each time.

Mo nia gbelekoto de o
Il choto

Ajoraworawo

Fnglish
I have brought Elckoto
T'his is Flekoto

A dance that involves

ffekoto
Swirling of your armns
a daance that
Makes tap your feet dont skip any
A~oraworawo of the sigments for it has serious Flekoto

Ajo ro se re se

I ko to

FtT ha wodo laarin
Flekoto

Odo agboluware lo

llekoto

repercussIons.

Flekoto indeed could be deseribed as Yoruba people - s own version of tap dance,

except for its slow and graceful aura. The movement demands that the dancer taps
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and stretehes the right leg forward while the left lep stays some distance
backwards, [e then does a locomotor taping of the floor with the balls of the right
foot twice and this foilows with a locomotor taping of the left foot once. A
locomotor tapping of the right heels follows and this is succecded by one
locomotor tapping of the floor by the lelt heel as the dancer swirls his axis for
balance.

White “fyo agloW s for social relaxation among the cllders, Elekoto has a
titualistic function. Itis performed i honour of the most important of the deities
Sango
himself recognised and worshipped when he was king: ORISA OKO - the god of
farming. Orisa oko is believed to be the determiner of how bumper harvests would
he. For this, farmers and people generally celebrate and appease him. Despite his
arrogance, Sango rcsp‘ected and wotshipped Orisa Oko wilh the elekoto dance.
This is why Elckolo became part of Bata’s repertoire.,

Onisa Oko is believed to have a relationship with the canth upon which he
makes farm crops to germinate. This is responsibic for the gentle taping of the
Noor by etckoto dancers. They believe the earth. through which Orisa Oko makes

crop to germinate, must be tread with respect. cautton and gentleness.
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GESTURES AND FACIAL EXPRESSIONS

These are vsed For character definition in Bata. FFor mstance, in
Altasegbeyo, the [actal expressions of the danceris bright. This is an expression of
the assurance he has that his performance cannot be marred by anybody. But as
he moves to (._fb.'unun{'md Lanku, he looks blank because of the trance-fike state
which he s in, ;

Puring (,r}rugé however, the dancer is {ull of smiles as he or she shows off
(o members of the opposite sex.

Also, in Fwo, the elders celebrate their age with cheering facial
expressions while in ‘Elckoto” dancers alternate between focused gazes that
communicate oneness of communication between Orisa oko and the dancing

medium and smilimg facial expressions that express the dancer’s assurance of

Orisa oko' s favour for him/her.

COLOUR COSTUME AND MAKIE-UP
Bata dancers are generally costumed in ved cotour. The dancers both men
and women wear red jumpers on red skirts. The jumpers and skirts are lined with
cowrics as accessories, The red colour symbolizes the vibrancy of Sango. Also

because of his association with fire and lightning the red colour is often used to
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charactenze him

The major make-up worn by Bata dancers is hair plaiting. Bata dancers.
male and female plait their har in the Oya’s design. This has significance in the
people’s mythology. L is believed that Sango’s mother was a Nupe (Tapa) woman,
and that he grew up in his mulhcr‘sl land from where he migrated to Oyo empire;
his fathers place. to become a king. In memory ()f his mother, which he left in
faraway Nupe therefore, he started ptaiting his haie like a woman, after the hair
design he saw the mother doing while with her in Nupe land. This even explains
why male Sango worshipers and Bata dancers dress like women in jumper and
skirts. Itis to emulate Sango, who took time of his kingly carriage, to dress like his

mother any time he celebrated her memory.

BUGARABU DANCE
| ike RBata dance, Bugarabu dance has ancestial worship as its focus. 1tis
performed in the Jola towns of penyer and Buyam. Ancestral worship is common
among the lola people than any olhgr soctety in The Gambea, This ts because the
Jola world view tays much emphasis on the role of dead ancestors i the Jives of

their wards and siblings who are still living. Dead ancestors are believed in Jola

cosmology to wield so much protective and supplicating powers so much that Jola
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depend more on their ancestors for protection and proviston than any other sotree.
A s aresult of this, death s celebrated and not mowrned in Jola communities. The
heliel being that the more departed souls a person has i the sprit world, the more
secured he is in terms of protection and provision. This also makes the Joia people
have enormous respect for (hewr dead ancestors if their source of protection and
provision masi be sustained. Bugarabu dance istherefore performed in honour and
appeasement of a dead member of the community,
The opeming step in Bugarabu begins with a Ianguid textured movement as

the dancers emerge In two lines singing:

Nya 000 (4ce)

Furtmona Fadibona

sun nisee nde ye yo maa malamint Yen me

sanf‘umijgio mamburee

Jenchaje)'i auchile

Mcaning: My good and gencrous

ancestor {(name of the dead)

The more you care for e

The more T sing for you.



This praise of the dead verbally signposts the theme of the dance. Fhis song
continues as the performers enter the arena arms stretched forward from the
shoubder. Just fike Afesegdojo the vhythm i Bugarabu is slow as the right leg
moves to the position of the left and returns to base while left also moves to the
right posilion and returns to base as they move forward in a zigzag floor pattern
just like entrance in Afascgbejo. The zigzag flow pattern is indicative of the
hesitation and tension with which the impending pecformance 1s anticipated. The
handling of the riluial content of Bugarabu - being the achievement of
contmunication between the living and the dead-calls for caution hence the initial
hesitation, uncertainty and cautiousness with which the performance opens.

After a while, the dancers raise their hands in space and bring them down
as they move. They belicve the spirits of the ancestors inhabit somewhere in the
space. They are thus inviting these spirits with the movement of the hands. This
motil, which is alse ubiquitous in Batarequires a highly ritual and celestial mood
henee the slow ritual music.

This opening movement falls under the pure dance classification gust like
the opening movement in Bata Afasegbejo - because the entire body responds to
the slow but highly physical steps. Also the level being maintained by the dancers

in this segment in Bugarabu is the upper fevel, a deviation from Afasegbejo where
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the dancer mamtams an upper Intermediate level (UL). In Bugarabu, this opening
slow movement continues for a considerable length of time without variation until
the dancers fully enter the arena

When the dancers get to the performance area in the arena still maintaining
the two line formation, one in front and the other behind, the lead drummer then
hegins to pace to and fro with leg stamping as he leads the song as well.

Suddenty the diamming becomes highly pitched At this point the muscles
of the Dancers legs become stiff as the knees become bent and the trunk
positioned at angle 90" while a vigorous stamping of the feet begins in succession.
The right leg is stamped twice then the left leg takes over and is stamped twice
while the hands remain stretched forwards. The dancers continue like that for as
long as the lead drummer. who signals them with a whistle, wants. Each time they
raise their feet to stamp the knees touch their chests The stamping of their feet is
symbolic of the way a grave that has just been sand filled is made solid by
undertakers. The significance of this is to remind the dead person that his living
kinsmen gave him a befitting burial and so he must now shower his favour on
them.

The physicality of this pure dance is similar (o what we see in the Chamun

step in Bara. These chhwacteristics, stamps and jerks. in bugarabuis a device to



use appropriate dynmmics in depicting the level of energy needed in burying the
dead. The straight-line design is also a motif uscd to communicate the serionsness
with which the assue of death 1s taken. Both the movement and the floor design
then commmunicate the fact that they are strong and bold enongh to l‘llll}’ themr dead.

After a session of this jerky stamping movement however, the dancers then
begin to pair up and the patrs perform in twms. Here, two dancers come into the
circle to dance m competitive manner. They do the stamping movements facing
cach other and with their hands bent centrifugally. When the drummer whistles,
it signals the oxtt of the two dancers white others come out to do their own bit.

}

They still repeat the sl:}mpings even i the pair performance. But the stampings
this time are more graceful and subtle; signifying social relaxation after the dead
has been buried,

Immediately afier this duet performance, the lead danccrbccomcs the
centre of attraction as he goes imq a session of sofo display.

He runs, Icaps and jumps after which he rushes backstage and emerges with
a mortar and pestle. On getting back (o the stage, he Favs on his back. The mortar
is then balanced on his chest and two women will put mitlet inside and start

pounding as the lead dancer smiles. After some minutes of pounding on his chest,

he jumps up and /i/k the mortar with his teeth as he spins profusely.
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Immediately he drops the mortar, the dancers begin to shuffle their feet
stdeways right-left-right-leftwhile them hands go up and down with palms opened.
This signifies the mvitation of the spint

After a period of time and in response to this ivitation, Kumpo, a huge
masquerade butlt with straws enters the arena. Te begins to spin and to swirl
round and round hike avyelone. The wind - like movement of the Kumpo suggests

)

the “sweeping”™ away of the land s ill luck and misfortunes. The Kumpo represents
the spirits of the dead ancestor who is now being summoned from the ancestral
world where he sojourns. The solo performance of the lead dancer 1s a magical
display which fore heralds the spiritual potency of the anticipated Kumpo. The
dead person then accepts the invitation by coming inform of the masquerade and
carrving away their ill luck and diseases. The appearance of ancestral spirits in
form of masquerade 1s another similarity noticed between Bata and Bugarabu.

The swirling movements of the Kumpo signals the end of the performance.

The dancers simply leave the arena with




GESTURES AND FACIAL EXPRESSIONS

Like in Bata, these are used for charactetisation purposes in Bugarabu.
Generally. gestures and lacial expressions in Bugarabuare limited to smiles which
symbaolise the joy they have m communing with the dead and in welcoming the
spirits of their ancestors. .

The Jola people do not mourn the dead because they belicve the dead has
only been transformed into a higher place of existence, This, in the people’s view,
calls Tor joy which manifests in the smiling facial expression.

COLOUR, COSTUME AND MAKE UP
Bugarabu dancers are costumed in red and winte ﬁmtcrizlls, In Bugarabu
".
women tie wrappers wl!ich cover half of their chest down to their thighs. A belt
15 used to tie it around the navel for casy manifestation. The male dancers wear
trousers and leave the body bare.

The red colour in Bugarabu symbolises the agony of death while the white
colour depicts the satisfaction that the dead after all has taken away theic ill luck.
This interpretation is dissimilar to that of the red used in Bata costuming which is
to sipgnpost the fiery temper of Sango. This dilterence in colour interpretation
between Bata and Bugarabu is a pointer to the fact that cotour interpretation

differs from one soctety to another even within West Africa.
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Close to the thcn;c of ancestral worship in West African dancelurgy is the

i

theme of ritual cleansirg, We shall discuss this  the Nigerian Bori and The
Gambian Jernbe dances but first a preamble,
RITUAL CLEANSING

This occurs n two contexts m Wesl Africa.. Fustis inasituation when the
moral order of a particular soctety has been ruptured by a sacriledgeous act. This
altracts the wrath of the gods and the society 1s visited by pestilence. For things
to return to normaley the land must be cleansed and the pods appeased.

The sccond context i1s when members of a given soctety are possessed by
evil spirits and as a result of that they are diseased cither mentally or physically.
As a curative measure, ritual cleanseness is often prescribed for the evil spirits to
disposes such patients. In most cases dances are involved in both contexts in the
process of dispensing cleanseness. However, (he dances we shall discuss as
examples are used for personal cleanseness.

According 1o the works of Peter Badejo. Bort is a religion which mandates
its believers to give respect to and communicate with the supreme being, ancestral

*

spirits and spirits of (he natural forces which are believed to inlluence every aspect

El

of their lives. Tt is therefore necessary for them to mamntain good relationship with

them so that they (spirits) in turt would fultyl) therr needs.



Bori religrion was otigmally practised by a proup of Hausa known as the
Maguzawa The Magonzawa ave today scattered all over northern Nigeria and they
still practice Borr anywhere they are.

Borr, an ancient Hausa word is generally used inrelation with Iskoki{Wind
/ 1ska) It is also used for solncl)ml); n trance or possession.

This 1s confirmed by H.R. Palmer when he descertbes Bori as a “lausa
common noun meaning a sacred and occult force which resides tn matter™ (sce
Badcjo Pg. 3).

In socicties wherg Bori is practised, it is believed that Bori spirits have the

!

power o cause and conirol diseases and can punish evildoers in the society by
making them ill. For e;(ample, Badejo confirms that {nna, also known as Uwar
Dawa, (he spirit that protects farmland and other matenial properties of the
community has the power to make the stomach ol somebody who has stolen from
a farm or compound swell up. The inaguza\va fear swearing by (he name of this
spirit. Thus Bori spirits are believed by the maguzawa to be both benevolent and
malevolent i nature.

These spirits are believed to be dwelling in an invisible city called Jangar
located somewhere in the space but which Greenberg postulates is located near an

old TTaunsa town called Argungu. [tis from this city ol Jangari that Bori spirits are
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invited through the use of music and dance when their presence is needed by Bori

faithfuls, |

According to Jaseph (_irccn‘hcrg and as corraborated by Peter Padejo, there
are two ways in which a person can become a member of the Bori cult. One
method is by inheritance. This is when the spirit of the parent can be transferred
1o the child from its youth. This permits the child 1o become a member of Bori
once he matures without going through any process ol mitiation. The child, it is
betieved, will n;mlmII)}rn:mifcsl the particular Bort spirit he belongs to. A person
can also become a Boti cult member when a serious illness has affticted him or her
and all other methods of healing has proved abortive.

In this case, a Dan Bori (child of Bori)is asked to consult with the spitits
through possession. If the Dan Bori confirms that Bori spinits are responsible for
the person’s ilness an initiation is recommended in order to heat the sick person,
The prescribed inttiation ceremony is called guka (botling) and the most essential
component of il is a Son dance performance. i is through the Bori dance
performance that the particular Bori spirit which has caused the person’s illness
is identified.

This cercmony lasts for fourteen days. For the first three days, the patient

remains in seclusion with the father or mother of the botling (Uwar pirka or uban
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girka) who supervises the administration ol medicines made from roots and herbs
on the sick person. This nw(licinp ts administered in order 1o prepare and protect
the person against harm from the violent charactertstics of some Bori spicits’
dances. During this period. the sick person 1s also instructed by the Bori leader,
in the secrets of possession. As a fundamental part of the instruction, the initiate-
to-be learns the dances, music tuncs, and chatacteristics of not only the spirit that
has caused the illness but also the raits of all other Bori spirits,

After these mitial three days, the children of Bori (Yan Bort) assemble to
perform along with the member, and he or she also performs along with other
members, becomes possessed and remains it the feat for eleven days. After this
the Initiate becomes healed. He then becomes a full member of Bori cult and is
able to induce possession any time he desires by organising a Bori performance.
The purpose of the eleven day performance ts to ensure that the new initiate is
stabilized and 1s able to go i and out of possession without harm,

Bon Dance

A typical Bori performance begins with the musical tune called &idan wasa

(play tune). This continucs while the initiates arvive one aller the other taking

their places i front of the Magajiya. When the initiates and participants have all
. L]

arrived and taken theit seat on the mat vound the rmagagivathe magajivathen stops
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the nnmiﬁians andl thru\ugh the announcer (maroka) announces the purpose of the
performance and gives order for the performance to commence,

The nmsici:ms; then begin to play the tune called Sarkin makada which
means king of mustcians. This tune 1s believed to he dedicated to the Bon spirit
who is believed to be the enstodian nf'.mnsic.

As Sarhin Alak ada continues, the performers eoter the mena with the basic
movement, which comprises of hands swinging freely backward and forward
“white the feet are shuffled at the heels forward and backward. As they do this,
their bodies are relaxed. The movement is actually a relaxed warm-up movement
which mentally and physically prepares the mediums for the coming of the spirits.
This basic itroductory movement contintes for aboul twenty minutes. The
swinging movements ts needed to relax the body because the bady needs to be put
in a state of complete carcliceness belore it can be receptive 1o spirits who may
want (o inhabit {possess) it. This is a law even in Cliistian demonology and also
in hypnotism, During these movements the mood and countenance of the Bort
performer gradually changes and these changes register more on the faces of the

F

performers. An air of seriousness suddenly overcomes them. Badejo wrote that

this is the first stage tnthe processes of the transformation, not just for the medium

but also for the audience.



At this point, the musteians then stop briclty and start plzlying;ng:lin but this
time, another tune ts being playc:d‘ The tune that is being played is called Kidan
Zuwar Alpanrwhich accordimg to Besmer, 15 the musical tune that calls the spirits
from the city of Jangarsto come and mount the medunns, As this tune continues,
the gradual changes in (heir facial expression becomes more intense. This signals
the arvival of the spirit called sarkin afjami who is the king of the spirits, When
their faces are sul‘ﬁgicntly altered. the tempo of the music increases and the
dancers Tace cach other, paze at C;ICII other eyehall fo eyebatl, heads stretehed
forwards towards cach other, chests pushed forward towards each other, hands
stretched backwards with the vight legs stretched forward and left legs stretched
backwards. They then begin a sideways locomotor movement which causes the
dancer to spring on first the right ball bounces back on the Teft ball in rapid fashion
~as they move sideways this gives a circular floor pattern.

As this movement continues, the music gathers more tempo and the dancers
begim a session of upward stretches and jerks of hands and suddenty they break
it fast runs profuse spins, back flips, non locomotor stretches into the air and
landing on their buttocks. These stunts show the fact that the medimms have been
mounted by the spirit. This is followed by a moment ofal)s'olute stillness during

which the mediums sit on the ground gazing at cach other, They then sit shoulder



to shoulder while they begim to hoot. shake and jerk The feeling and touching of

one another in shoulder-to-shoulder arcangement expresses the collective support

they need and get from one another during this process of transformation to an
3

altered state (\I'cnnqcim-‘:mlcss_

Proxemically speaking, the position the mediums take on the ground also
communicates. They sit in a circle, which first of all communicates the oneness
of thought and pumpose a serious cult like Bori represents. It also conveys the fact
that the mediums are united in spirit at this particular crucial period.

As they sit in the position gazing at each other, the coming of the assorted
Bori spirits is heralded with a change of music. breaking the stillness of the
mediums who begin to growl, cough and spin around in their sitting positions.
This 1s the second stage in the process of transformation

The medinms would then jump up and start jertking very rigorously, they
would then begin to stamp their feet, break into a run after which they would clap
then hands, leap into the air, throw their feet forward in the air and come down on
their buttocks. This normally happens three times. These wild stamping of feet,
rigorous jerking. leaping and falling express a state of absolute loss of

consciousness and a state of being possessed
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Alter this, a moment of muoltiple vision then begins,  All the medium are
now mounted by the different spirits and therefore are doing different movements,
We have observed in the performance (and Badejo's work corroborates this), that

i
the movement a particular wmedium execultes is determined by the spirit that
mounted him or her, i it is “mai ganggadi™ (nodding spirit) the medium begins a
rapid nodding of the head. A medium possessed by “Cajimare” (Spirit of rain,
storm and wind) . jumps, uses his fingers to pnme rainfall and spins endlessly. If
a medium is possessed by Sarkin Ratin, (Chief of river and fake) he begins to do
undulating movements, rushing and falling like tiverwaves. Also, if it is the spirit
“of ia-ja chikitspirit of crawler - snake) the medium would begin to crawl and roll
on the ground: moving Iike a snake. Il 1t 1s Kuturma (leper spirit) the medium
hegins to cring towards the ground.

The symbolic movements and mime used by the mediums are decoded by
the Magajiya and used in identifying the difference spiits that have mounted
them. The magajiyathen pets up and dances round the Il!C(lil.IniS by stamping her
fect in succession, She would then carry the purification water already prepared
with a charm. This water 15 n a calabash held by the AMagajiva. As she dances
round the medium. she pours the cnnlcnl; ol that calabash on the face of the sick

#

and immediately that happens, the sick mediun will yell, Teap into her air and
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again just like first, ti:*-w_ streteh his leps forward and come down {lat on his
buttocks. e would fhcn remain sl the spint has dismounted im and he is
healed. This shows that the spairit goces out 1 the same violent way he came into
him. The feaping and falling express this violence.

After the healing, the music changes to a slow rhythm which they then
dance to by swinging their hands as they leave the stage. This final movement

suggests that they are back Lo a relaxed mood and a state of being sane.

BOR! MUSIC

A separate discussion of the muste used in Bori performance is necessary
here because of the significant role it plays both at the level of communication in
the trance process.

The Bori music orhacstra ts made up of Kwarva a calabash drum which is
plaved with two sticks., goge. one string {iddie. serawa, a corn stalk flute or
“garaya” a plucked flute accompanied by a calabash gowmd. 1t is believed that it
is the sound of the chordophone mstrument gojeand garayathat invites the spirits
from Jangari. When played, the acric sound the instruments produce cause a
spiritnal communication between the spirit and its priest :md- this makes the

transformation process of Bori possession possible These two instruments also



establish the tempo and speed of cach segment depending on what the movement
imvolved 1s meant to communicate. Knaryathe calabash drum is meant to give the
music a definite background percussion while scerewa - the flute - is to compliment

~the garava and gojein establishing the desired mood at cach time.

COLOUR, COSTUME AND MAK{ UP

In Bors, performers dress i black and white hand woven material calted
godo. The mitiates wear the white material while the patient to be healed wears
the black material. The initiates also tied a charm belt called daman: around the
abdomen.

The combination of white and black colours s also noted in the
prescription of a cock with black and whiie feathers as the sacrificial object. Black
and white colours are used to indicate the fact that the spirits . In B;ori pantheon
are of both good and evil characters. Both are treated with respect and are pacified
during worship. The white colour depicts good while the black depicts evil in Bory
colour fnterpretation.

JEMBE (Kotoba) DANCE
The serahule prople of the Wuli district in The Gambia use jembe kotoba

dance to cast away evil spirits from these who are possessed. Actually the



Serahule people Zave two types of Jembe: The tust one is Jernbe Dundungba
which i1s a dance performance performed during moonhight when men would
demonstrate their skill in dancimg i order to attract women for courtship. But our
concern in this study 1s Jembe Kotoba which s for the cleansing and deliverance
of those possessed by demons.

The Serahule society is heavily built on social and political structures. The
social proups consist of the Zunka (Nobility-kings) _the 7Zunics Marenr (other
nobles). the komeh (Freemen) , (the Tagay (Smith) the Carankay, leather works)
, the jaray (praise singers) the . Koreh and tunka Komel who are the slaves used
as warriors. The political class is headed by the 7unka (king) who is assisted by
the Kammnalinkon. the Heir Apparent who is understudying the reigning king in the
art of povernance. After the Kamalinkon are the various clans namely the
Diatonidon, the Guidimaka and the Angrwho form the followership.

All these have implications on the jembe kotoba dance in the sense that the
Serahule cosmology helieves in the existence of evil spirits who are being

|
constantly sent on errands by witches, wizards and other evil doers who are
against the smooth r.lmniug of the society. It 1s therefore believed that these
enemies of the society are in the habit of sending such evil spirits to possess and

destroy those who occupy certain sensitive positions on both the social and the
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political Tadder. 1t was thought wise that since the posittons occupied by these
people naturally expose them 1o dangerous envy and attack by evil doers. a
defensive machinery shoutd be put in ptace for them il thewr contributions to the
smooth runnimg of the soctety must be ensured. Therefore, the “jembe Kotoba a
trance cult was established as o defence machinery to cast away magte spells and
evil spirits from the Aamalikon Ahe tanka muareemasihe farayvs and the /-lforehs.,
Whenever it is perecived that somebody who betongs to any of these groups is
sick. a Jembe Aotoba pecformance is organtsed for is deliverance.

A Jembe kotoba performance begins with a slow musicat rythm to which
the possessed person takes a bent posture as he swings from the waist to the head,
right and left continuously while he also steps right and left in a forward
locomotor as he approaches the arena. After a while, the music stops abruptly as
the priests begin to sing and the possessed sway sideways while they sing to invite
the Jermber spinit;

lead: Anubara Jembe musulu Anabara
chorus: Anubara
lead: Anuhara Jembe kotoba Anubara

chorus: Anuabara.



NMe ann g
Listen (o us fembe the powerful
Listen to us
Lvsten to us Jembe the heater
Listen fo us, _ .

The tempo of the musie picks up emce again. now faster than before and the
dancers break tto fast tempo movement which transits iro acrial movements that
manifest in flights and jumps as the performers scream and hoot. Some walk on
their hands with their fegs in the air, others roll on the floor. They do different
kinds of stunts to p(.:r(ray the fact that they are possessed and as such are not
natural human beinzs, These stunts are laced with body distortions whose
grofesque piclm'i?ul"i(m hetghten communication. These movement motifs are quite
simifar to Born where dancers begin with slow movements and then break into
stunls i form of profuse spins, acrial leaps, back flips and non- focomotor
strectches among others to show that the medium has been mounted by the spanit.
After this initial stunts in Jermbe, the dancers begin to jump and jerk their necks
profusely. Their necks begin to steeteh in the up and down direction with the

swinging forward and backward in the process. This continues as the hands move
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like the wings of flying bird. Right Teg is shifted forward and springs on the floor
while left leg moves backward and springs on the floor and vice versa.
Shoulder blades and arms open and close with torso expanding and
contrasting. This is done for sometime, then mdividual dancers begin exhibition
§
of solo movements \\}hich express their different mental and spiritual states.
During this pertod seme hop like I(jaltls, some jump hike frogs some simply keep
tolling on the Hoor, Apain, thas bears similaritics with the maltiple vision sepment
in Bor where dancers break into different movement motifs to sign post the
different spirit that have mounted them. At this stage the priest feaves the stage in
a catwalk and returns with some sticks, The number of the sticks are determined
by the number of dancers. A stick 15 (hen given to cach of the dancers afier which
the Jembe priest enters the stage with a short bamboo stick. After some acrobatic
displays, the priest, right in the presence of the audience chanis some incantations
to the bamboo stick and commands the bamboo stick to start burning,
lmmediately. a terrifying fire begins to buen on the tip of the stick without the
stick being consumed. He then dances to stage centre. squats on one knee and
raises the burning stick up. The dancers then form a cirele round him as they shake
and jerk. They then light their sticks from the burming bamboo in turns.

Immediately a possessed person light his stick and dips the fire in his mouth, the
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shaky and jerky staccato movements gradually transform mto languid. rocking of
the torso. This signtfies that healing has taken place. The evat spirits automatically
come out of the dancer and he dances out of stape gently. The gentle and Janguid
movement snggests that the dancer 1s now healed.

Fire is used for healing i serahule culture. When the possessed “eat” the
fire, he is punified. The opposite is the case in Bori where we are told water §s

}

uscd forpunification.

COLOUR, COSTUML AND MAKE-UP

No special colours are emphasised in Jemibe, The most important thing is
a combination of colours in weird and riotous way te externalize the state of mind
of the dancers. The costuming also aids the acrobatic nature of the predomenant
movements.

The priest 1s the only character who wears make-up. He uses an elaborate
make-up design that covers the whole of his face. We observe in the performances
that it is always done with a white powder mixed with water. It is to make him

appear supernatural,
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WAR
The theme of war is prominent in West Afvican dancetorgy. The Ekong
dance of the Apnangs w the present Akwa Ibom state of Nigeria and the
Ausamiare dance of the Gambian Jolas shall be wsed as examples in our

-

discussion,
Ii;(()NG DANCE

Fkong dance is done by the Annangs mostly found in tkot Ekpene, Abak,
Etint Ukpo, Ukanatun and Essien Udom towns of Akwa 1bom state Nigeria.

We are informed, that the Annangs were not ongmally an cthnic group
separate from the modse popular 1biobio who are also in the majority in that State.
The old Tbtobio convunities were said to be prone to frequent attacks by their
[bo neiphbours who were on misston for tereitorial expansion. The Ihiobios, who
naturally would want (0 defend their border towns agamst enemy soldiers
normally mandated cach family in the community to donate their aggressive, hot-
headed and war - like young men.to a common pool ol soldiers put in place by the
community to delend its tesritorial integrity. Such soldiers are sent 1o the border
towns of thiobio land to defend them against the meursion ol neighboring villages.

Nembers of this army are referred to as “Annanga™ which means stubborn or



troublesome feltow. 1t s from this word Aganea that the word Annang was
formed.

The Annangs having been sentto fhc borders of the community on defence
mission became expert, brave an ‘skillful and they settied at the borders refusing
to go back to the hinter land and this way declared themselves autonomy ethnic
group difterent from the Ihiobio They established the border towns of tkot Eperen,
Unkamalun, Fssien Udom, Oko cle who taday are Annang land. Anpang are
widely believed o be aggressive and warring. [n fact up till present times, the
Annangs are afways il\)\-'ulved in i)el'pelua! wars against their neighbouring igbo
communitics. For instance, since 1967, the Annangs and the Isiata Ngwas, an
Igbo community of Abta state Nigeria have been involved in clashes over tand and
up 1l now the war has not ended in spite of a detachment of Nigeria mobile police
force permanently deployed by govcrnmcnt to build a barracks and inhabit the
disputed fand. The Annangs see war as a continunous e process, They see war as
a way of hfe and combat as inevitable in one s life 1 one must survive, [t could be
theorised that their place of habitation, being the type that is prone to external
agpression which scts them always battle ready has conditioned their psyche to a

life of war and aggression.
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They celebrate war and aggeression intheir f-Aonge dance, and this has made
ckong dance probably one of the fastest and most vigorous /\I"r.ic:ln dances this
researcher has seen.

As intakron - the small wooden gong sets the pace for other musical
instruments, the chong dancer stands on the balls of his feet. 1is knees are tilted

A
towards cach other. l"t'(\?!l the thigh socket to the feet. an “X™ shape is formed. The
dancer than begins to awist and swirl las watst as he moves on the balls. The twist
and swirl arc so fast and profuse that they causc the whole body to vibrate
violently from head to toe. This movement is repeated for as long as the
performance lasts.

Fkong, though a war dance, 1s now performed on daily basis in annang
land. it s performed at every occasion that calls for dancing. This is because of the
Anmang philosophy that file itsell 1s war. They see men as fighting different kinds
ol wins daily,

In movement direction, the straight fine 1s used both m body design and m
space design. The TLkong dancer stands crect with his chest out depicting
seriousness  and  combat readiness. The use of straipht-fine  symboliscs

confrontation while the body vibration depicts the anger and aggression with

which somebody goes to war. [Uis an externalization ol inner aggression.
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The locomotor leg work in /Ao is very fast- This movement is achieved
throngh the stamping of the base of the ball at the rate of about 20 times per
sccond. This produces a vibratory quality m other parts of the body Each
stamping surges the dancer forward and he stops when s energy begins to fail
him; only to relax Ilj-r a while and start again as he repeatedly invites Awassi

1

Fhong - the god of war in Annang mythology:
fser Awast Fhong Jf
Di se siruns on am
Translation: Allel"oflhe god
Of war come
God of war come
Come and sce the doing of the clan.
Chorus: liee iyo iyo
Eee iyoiyo
Ag wod agwo ilang?
tyo Iyo
Alo Agwo Hfang
lyo lyo

Afo A gwo ang
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Anu ngwo agwo ofion
lyoiyo
[anslation Feee tyoyo
Ecee iyoiyo
How many have yvou killed?
lyo iyo
You, how many have you killed?.
Iyo iyo
I have killed five
lyo 1yo
I have killed five

lyo iyo

COLOUR COSTUME AND MAKE-UIP
Dark colours depict mascudinity, life, strength and bravery in Annangland.
As such Fhong dancers always wear dark - coloured costumes comprising of a
wrapper and cap called Uyat. The wrapper covers from the waist to about two

inches below the knee. After tying the wrapper, a belt, always of a brighter colour
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than the wiapper \\'ilh,\Incuvs;mn'ics attached 1s then tred over the wrapper and the
walsts, ‘

Superticrally one would think this belt is 1o add colour to the costumes but
the belt s to hold the dancer’s waist very tight and fiym so that it will be more
eastly manipulated by the dancer.

The dancer’s body from waist to the neck i1s bare except for white chalks
which are used for decoration,

KUSAMARIE DANCE

Kusamarie war dance is named after a Jola town which owns the dance.
Just like the Annangs in Nigenia, the Kusamarie people are war-like people who
have through the ages refused to be dominated by any other tnbe.

They usc the dance to express their warring nature and to demonstrate their
courage, strength and supernatural powers on the battle ficld,

The ANusanard music is produced by a single dram played by a solo
drummer. The dram - ‘wimpaw™ — supplics the nid-tempo thythm which ushers
the dancers into the stage. The dancers move in a line, though they are not strict

about this. The line is mtcrmittently disrupted as dancers step out to display

magical prowess.
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The bulk of the dancers move 1o thythm as they execute ‘weighty” steps.
One can not say they arc stamping their feet. They simply raise one leg; step
forward. rest a biton that leg as they ratse up then hands, shake their trunks which
10 turn vibrate to dhivthm then they raise the second leg. However; the stepping s
heavy. Ttis like an elephant moving,

Kusamarie dancers are often armed with fighting matertals ke dane guns, bullets,
swords, malchets, knives and assorted charms.

As drumming, singing and dancing progress. one performer could just come
to the front and raise up his hands, facing the rest of the dancers. This significs a
challenge. 10t s the matchet he 1s challenging. it means he has a’ntidotc for
matchet cuts. He could bring it out.display it and put 1t on.

‘The matchet carriers then feel challenged. They would struggle among
themselves before allowing one of them to reply the challenge by “testing’ his
matches on the challenger. He then surges forward and delivers his matchet on any
part of the challenger’s body, but the matchet blade would not penetrate the body.
The challenger is then L:hCCI'C(] as he does the marching step back to the line. After
him another challenger may come oui to challenge the dane guns, or the bow and

arrows amd so on,



Sometimes the dancers stand on one leg and spin round many times with
thew hands vaised up. They may be on ane leg for up to three minutes before
bringing the other leg down. Tt 1s to show that as warriors, they can do what others
consider difficult. It is also a physical depretion of thesr strength and supernatural
abilities.

The heavy steps (elephant-like) is in line with the Jota’s beliefl in the
clephant as a symbaol of power. The clephant in thetr teadition depicts power,

strength and vigour. Hence the use of the elephant motif in the Kusaman war

F]

dance.

The elephant symbol is even officially recognised as it is a dominant image
in The Gambia's coat of arms. The proxemic design is often in a state of
disequilibrinm as it is often asymmetrical though they normally start on a straight
fine. the straight line depicts confrontation while the disequilibrium in floor

: - TR -
paflern depicts the riotgus situation in a battle field.
Another feature of the dance 1s that it is done by elderly men. In the

course of this rescarch, the researcher watched up to five performances of

Kusamars. These hive performances were done by [rve different groups and the
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rescarcher never saw any dancer who s less than fotty years of age in any of the
proups.
COLOUR COSTUME AND MAKI-UP

No spectfic colour is required in Kusamarie dance. Performers wear
frousers and jumpers with charms and amulets tied and hung all over their bodies.
Some of these charms have sk covers some are inside animal horns, some in
suail shells while some have cowries shells as outer cover,

The emphasis on charms reflects the Jola belief in the potency of
teaditional charms especially in terms of protecting the wearer from any harm.
FERTILITY

Ferthity 1s an 1ssue of primary conzern in the traditional African society.
The traditional African socicty relishes in onc’s ability 1o reproduce himse!f or
herself in multitude of children hence the expression “children are my clothing”™
{(wealth) i diverse West African {li_alccls. The importance the traditional West
African society lays on fettility 15 attested to by the numerous fertitity rituals that
abound all over West Afirica and which have been ebserved to be the central theme
in many West African L\]EIHCCS‘

Such dances ar2 ofien laced with motifs like sex, eroticness, and beauty.

i
I

However what they discuss about these motils may he different from one dance
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to another as we shall discover i the Nigeran gz and the Gambian Karoninka
dances,

Aja dance is performed i ldoma land in the present Benuce state of
Nrgeria.

Ajais a bird. It has a myvth that it deceives people and tricks them to get
lost because o thies and lands very close appearing as i it can be caught with the

b

hands. Believing that thas is possibie, the gullilite follows it on and on until he is
lost. Aja then flies away. [tis also a nocturnal bird. The bird, Aja. in this dance is
thus metaphorical of sex, The lesson of the dance is simple- Sex is attractive, it
you go afler its alfure you get lost, head for destruction.

In terms of kinestcs and proxemics, Aja is narrative m nature. 1t tells the

story of what happens from the first time a girl enters a bedroom with a man, the

"I

mitial pretences and hcb‘sil:ltiuns. the activitics preparatory to the mating, the
mating, climax. cjaculation and departare. A typieal Aja performance is done by
as many as ten gitdls and tea men, but it is only a girl and a man that perform
together at a time.

The performance takes place ?n an arena. The drommers occupy one side of
the arena while the dancers sit with the drummers. cach waiting for his ot her turn

to enter the arena and perform. When the fast tempo music begins, the male dancer
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enters the arcnain company of the female dancer. While the male dancer executes
some warm-up movements which is usvally in form of a gentle vibrant stamping
ol the feet amd wriggling of the torso, the female dancer. who actually s the one
i focus in Aga dance moves, her facial expression shows hesttation and reluctance
as she merely sl the hips sideways.

Here, she uses gestures and facial expressions 10 communicate the
reluctance and hesitation (most often hypocritical) with which a strange or new
female sex partner enters the bedroom with her new male sex partner. But she
would gaze into the space to show that she is entrapped already. This segment is
actually showing the hypocritical nature of the girls because suddenly, this girl
would open her legs. \!mnd her knees and her waist as she moves shifting the two
legs forward at the same time facing the man.

As she moves yl‘urwm‘d. she wriggles her waist i sexual fashion, shakes her
buttocks forward and backward rapidly and jerks the waist and the butiocks at the
same time to the accent from the music. The man does not stay aloof. As the girl
approaches him \_vitll legs wide tipcn. he too does the same movement, but when
they mect and stay in place gyrating around the waist, his own waist and buttocks
movement is stightly different from that of the girl, In his own case, an animal

motif is borrowed from the movement the cock does immediately after mating



with a female partaer. The man leans onane of the fegs with the whole of his body
tilting to that side as he rases up the other feg while he jerks his waist and
buttocks profusely until he drops them with a jerk at the same time with the girls.
This movement is a prearranged signal o signify the end of the dance beat. 1t cues
the drummers to bring the beat to a close.

The entire Kinesie strocture depicts the entiie process of lovemaking.
Somcetimes they even go into more dclzlils{ After some n-1im|lcs of wrigpling and
Jerking of the waists and the bultocks, the {ead drummer signals the. ‘couple’ to
sustain the next movement which is a gradual and slow paced rotation of the waist,
the man wearing a smiling face while the girl looks up to the skies with dreaming
eyves. Their movements and facial expression reflect their effort in delaying
ciaculation. Suddenly the pace becomes faster and then the eventaal ejaculation

depicted in a jerky forward and backward dropping of the buttocks.
“.
Alter the cj:lcul:)li(m. the couple vacates the stage for another couple. Aja
is actually teaching a lesson about sex. In castigaling those lured by sex, the dance
warns that the joy is briel. A field informant, an Asa performes in lgbanomaje

quarters at Otukpo, Benue state Nigeria, informed that Aja argues that sex should

only be a fertility ritual.



Fhere 1s anmtrreate communication between the druommer and the dancer
in Aja dance just like we noticed i Bata dance The lead drummer dictates what
the dancer should do at every stage. Sometimes, he even warns the dancer to stay
oft certain areas of the performance floor which he feels are not to safe.

For example, if there 1s a stone or a hole or a nail on the left hand side of
the dancer i the lead drummer has sighted this danger midway into the
performance of a particular couple, he would use the drum to tell them to stay
away from that particular direction. He may say for instance. “dor 't go towards
vour wright™ Songs are also used In Aja dance. The lIyrics of the songs
compliment the action that is being watched. sometimes moral lessons are hidden

in the songs.
COLOUR COSTUME AND MARE-UP
Aja dance female performers are costumed i sleeveless yellow top on any
y
tvpe of wrapper while'male performers are dressed in the same yellow top over a
pair of trousers which maybe of any colour, This 1s not a standard however, the
costume 1s just a form of identification as a group member, and 1t 1s the costume

worn by the two Aja groups we watched in the field. It does not really contribute

to characterisation except for the colour



The vellow jumper is often dined with a blue material. The moral message
in this satincal dance 1s actually embedded in the colour combination of the
dancers costumcs.

The yellow colour suggests maturity. The idea is that you must have come-
of-age before you start engaging in sexual activitics. Yellow depicts ageing. Sex,
this dance insists 1s not Tor Kids. 1t s for those who are mature.

The blue colonr, which depicts IlI!VL‘. conveys (he fact that sex .is for (wo
people who are sincerely in love with cach other. 1t is not what should be done
casually ;

KARONINKA DANCE

Karonika is the most popular dance n Brufut town of Gambia.
Karoninka and Aza are similar, perhaps because fertility 1s central to the two
dances. But there s a difference. They are different in phitosophy. While Aja

“,
teaches apainst imliscrfminalc sex, Karoninkacelebrates sex. Ihsa tradition i the
town of Brufut for yeung ladics who are ripe for mmniage to be specially fed and
massaged by traditional body buitders who ensure that certain regions of the lady s

body are well developed. Such regions like the breasts and the buttocks are well

devetoped in other to make the lady attractive to men.



Alter this, the ladies are then made to participate o the annual Karoninka
dance, where they proudly show of T their bodies in an alluring fashion for the
mafe onfooker who have come o ‘shop’ for wives.

The music is mid-tempo. with striking rescmblances with the Nigerian high
lite tkokoma) but traditional m origin.

The dance plays en isolation of l)(;tl}= pacts. Immediately the Enusic begins,
the dancers either take a semicircle formation or pair up facing cach other. The
legs are then isolated as each of the legs onens sideways right from the waist
socket to the fect. These legs then begin swing movements which occur inform
of serpentine {lungs. This is sustained {or a moment of time and through out this
movement the posture of the dancer emphasises her body curves while the

\
buttocks also move inkmooth serpentine fashion. Suddenly the dancers clap, spin
on one leg: pently shuffle the legs as if pedaling bicycle and then throw the
buttocks hackward jerkily.
The buttocks are strategically packaged v wrapper that is often used as
costume. The wrapper is also tied in a loose way so that as the buttocks are thrown
backwards, they shake and shoot out.

The first segment, which comprises of tegs flung in different ways.

suggests the ladies are at the preparatory levet ol fovemaking,
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After opening the laps. they move into the second stage which is shutfling
of lcgs and throwing of asttocks. This is connotative of ¢ycling movement done
by the legs of a couple involve m copulabon while the throwing of buttocks
backward after the ‘cveling depicts discntanglement afier ejaculation. These
molifs are similar to the ones already mentioned in Aja.

Unlike Az dance, Karommkais nol a sative, 11 is an expression of the
peoples peyvehe and social temperament. The Braluts, research confinns, are
believed to be the most crotic people in The Gambia, In fact, it is common
knowledge in Gambia that tounists visit Brofut to make acquaintances with thewr
Jadies. In 1994, the Toorism ministry commented that it is good for the country’s
towrism industry.

Karommha is about the most criticised performance m Gambia but the

BRiufuts see it as an expression of their social athitude and as such justifiable

COSTUME, COLOUR AND MAKE-UP
Bright colours arc used in costuming. No specific colours are
preferred as tong as what a dancer wears is altractive since the dancers are

supposed to attract members of the opposite sex.



Dancers only tie wrappers that are hight and (Timsy, The wrapper starts
from the chest and stops few inches above the knees. The costume is to aid the
effectiveness of the movements. The movements become effective when the

movement of the hody patts of the dancer sexoally appeals to the male onlooker.

GEOGRAPINCAL/ENVIRONMENTAL/OCCUPATIONAL REFLECTION
In West African dance, one of the prominent themes discussed is the
people’s occupation, Dances that focus on occupation are also observed to always
reflect the geography and the nature of the environment of the people. Perhaps,
this ts because most times, the geography of a place influences the kinds of
\

occupation that prcdm!}inate the place.

We shall discuss this using Nigenan Fhombs and Gambian Musuhajulo
dances as examples.
LKOMBI

Ekombi motifs are located within the geopraphical and environmental
context of the People that own it. The differences in the vegetation/geograpincat
__h:wkgrmmd of the different communities that own FAombi and the other dance

manifest in the dissimiiarities in the movement vocabulaties of these dances, yet

they all communicate environmertal 1ssucs.



IEkornbi dance 1s done by the Efik people in the present cross rivers state
of Nigena.

The Efik towns of Calabar, Akpabuyo and Henshaw town are located
along the coastal line. This is a riverine area where people live, work, eat and do
everything by the viver. Apart from this, the riverine environment naturally
influctice the peoples traditional religion as they variously worship marine deities
whose panthcon is believed to be headed by Anansa.

Anansa, the river goddess, liead of the Efik water deitics is believed to be

t
the supplicr of the people’s needs since the mainstay of their cconomy is the
resources that accrue from whatever they pick from the river. Apansa is also
believed to be a keeper of a timllitrude of chifdren from where she gives to her
Caith{uls who desire proct'cat.im;. Apart {rom these she is also scen as the one who
protects the fand from betng overruit by water. For these veasons the worship of
Anansa, s held i high esteem among efiks.
3

The FA‘:»»!J:‘{I:!};CE is done for the worshp of Anansa, but the body nsage
is conditioned by the physicat environment in which the people five, Being a
dance done in honour of a female deity who is also believed to be extremely

beautiful, £kombris mostly danced by women. [lowever in contemporary times,

mien also take part in the performance.
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The Kinetie activitics in !3‘&:)::11’1:’ are predommantly characterized by a
movement moh! which causes a rippling effect from the torso to the chest and
basically the shoulder blades are involved. This rippling. which illustrates the
undulating manner in which river flows, is constant in Ekombi dance. The only
vartations occur in the footwork.

As the mid-tempo music rolls out of the three membranes and two
idiophones cmmisiin:} of the three wooden shi and the small metal pong, the
I"kombi dancer begias to ghde for_ward. He assumes a mid-level-squat posture
with his right foot slightly behind the left. As he glides moving right foot forward,
the left foot also plides and takes position in front of the right foot. The body
continuously ripples from waist.to the shoulder blade, He takes this round the
arcna as he bows intermittently. This signifies salutation to the audience. After
this. the dancer swings the whole of the body first to the teft with gentle four
counts stamps of the feet which terminates cach time at the direction of the body
SWing.

The dance is also characterised by a graceful and elepant shulfling of the
fect which depicts “walking on the river while the graceful and elegant body

curves are the attributes of the beautiful river goddess - Anansa.
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Sometimes. the performers squat to the Tower middle -level (L.M.L) while
thev spin as the tippling conttnues. Thisas sl sHustrating the undulating manner
in which river {lows. The climax of the dance, 1s a squatting movement during
which dancers get down beyond the Tower -middle - level, put theiv hands together
in a supphication cmn\l prayer posture and move forward still tn this squatting
position and with the hands together, they ripple the trunk as they gradually stand
up. This movement ls for the worship and reverence of Anansa the river goddess.
The supplication made to her is depicted by cach dancer’s patms which are
brought together in a prayer mode.

Songs are used in Ekombr dance to recount historical events, praise the
virtues in sote individuals in the society or as a social commentary. In whatever
way they come, songs add beauty to the overall performance.

In terms of proxemic usage of movement divections, Fhombiuses curves.
The performers move in curved patterns. This again depicts the elegant, supple
and beautiful natire and physigue of Anansa.

As the performance progresses, the audicnee intermitiently ululate as a
mark of solidarity with the performer aud as a way of expressing their approval of
what the performer is doing.

This is very relevant to the dance because tack of ululation after some



period of perfornung signals lack of approval which shows that her performance
is faulty, she will change techniques immediately as she battles to redeem her
image.
COLOUR COSTUME AND MAKE-UP
“\

The Fhombi pelformer is costumed in a short wrapper always tied about
five centimeties above the knee with a short blouse to match. The colours of the
costumes are usually blue and white. The bluc colour ts always donunant while
the white colour is used as hmgs or inform of decoration 1o accentuate the
dominant bluc. However, in Efik world view; blue represent the river swiile white
colour significs purity. The two motifs mn the movements ave also entrenched in
the use of colour-the nverine environment and the purity of Apansa Ndem the
river goddess.

The dancer’s face 1s made-up with wihite dots while ornaments are also worn
to accentnate the gorgeously plaited haie. This 1s done purely to represent the

physical appearance ol a beantilul mermaid in the dancer.

MUSUBAIULO DANCE

This is a dance done by the Mandinka people in the Gambian while

working in the groundnut farm.
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The Mandinkas ave argnably the most agratian groop of people in The
Gambia, They are the food Basket of the nation. This is why most of their dances
are occupational. They depict agricultue

Musubagiio is performed during communal work in the farms. The

Al
men use their Dong Ko }’}mg(hnc) to perform stunts, They swing it i the air, use
it to pass vnder their fegs, (hrow it up, spin and catch 1 and bend down 1o
symbaolise (illing of soil Tor a aumber of times and start the stants again.

When the men complete a segment of tilling they stay at the background
while the women come on stage with their small baskets. They symbolise picking
of sceds from the l;nskct and planting the seeds m the sotl.

The spectacle mn this dance 1s the stunts performed with the dong ko
tone. The way the mass of the dancers know the next way (o move the hoe and
how they move it in untsen with mathematical precision is a spectacle ta behold.
The seeret however s in the devm commumieation done by the Jali ba (lead
drummer) - e tells the dancers through his drom the next thing to do with the
dong ko tong.

They are always in straight line formation which depiets being serious with

whatis been done. Alter planting and hocing for a period of time, the dancers pair
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up in two - a man and a woman - and wave to the audience as they go back home

with stylised locomotor.
3
The reason \\'h,;y the magor acsthetic of this danice 1s hinged on the stunts
performed with dong-ko-gong is that the mandinka people believe that a good
farmer should have made a covenant with his hoes and this retlects in the way he
manipulates it and which eventually resulis in good and big nidges which

conscquently produces good havvest. The farmers therelore display their intimacy

with their farm tool (which suggests they are good farmers) through this dance.

COLOUR, COSTUME ANDMAKIEE-LIP

In musubajulo female dancers use wrapper which cover their chests down

to their knees while male dancers use knickers and jumpers with caps to match,

The cotour ts always green or grey, This is to capture the forest mood and a
farming atmosphere,

The costume design ts reflective of what Tavmers would normally wear

to (heir farms in West Africa; smart wrapper. knickers and jumper which would

accommodate the rigours of farming. The green colour symbolises richness of

farm soil which manifests in growth of farm plants and consequently bumper
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harvest while the grey s anindication that bright and. colourful dresses are not
worn for firming.

What we have done in this chapter is a discussion of the componential
features of kincsics.. proxemics and adornment being the elements used for
communication within West African danceturgy.

More insights shall be provided in the deductions and generalisations that

form the first part of the concluding chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
MOVEMENT VOUCABULARIES DERIVABLE FROM THE STUDY
Dance, being a language, expresses the geographical location, biological
temperament, religious beliefs, political arid historical cxpcriences. social
practices and econmmic peeuliarities of the people that own it. A considerable
level of paratlels is then possible between different communities who share these
determining tactors, Thisis trae of Nigeria and The Gambia, Although Nigeria and
The Gambia are two difTerent nations with their own peculiaritics, the different

\

ethnic socicties that populate these nations share some cuftural, environmental and
H

behaviourat factors which have made possible the existence of some parailels in

their dances.

So. in this chapter attempts shall be made to decode and highlight the
vocabulaties dertvable from this study. A particular movement will be decoded
and admitied imto owr body of vocabularies based on if what the movement
“expresses in Nigeria talfies with what the movement or a similar movement
cxpresses in 'Fhe Gambia. Additional confirmation shall also be sought from other
West African countries as appropriate.

Considering geographical motifs aad tmplication. the dances that are

performed in the coastal towns of Banjul, Esau and Brufut in The Gambia are
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dances whose foot works are shuffles. This is also true of Nigeria. Calabar, Port
Harcourt and the haw town of Arogho are costal 1owns and the footwork of the
dances that originated from these places are mostly shaffles. This is exemplified
in the Gambian Yaba and Karominka and the Nigerian !:“k(m;b.iwhich we have a.
ready discussed. But apart from these examples there exist the Asikodance by the
riverine people of the present Ondo State and the ljaw dance in the riverine areas
of Delta State whose steps are shuffies.

The cnvimnhwnt in which these people exist is responsible for this
footwork. Walkmg i the river entatls shuffics not stamps or jumps. The niverine
people do not have the free Tand space to jump or exceute fong strided steps on,
They move in controlied strides. The way they do most of their daily activities in
the river has conditioned the way they use thei [eet. 1t has therefore become a
language of CX]).II‘CSSiUII, a movement vocabulary conveving their mode of living,

‘This is in contrast with the inhabitants of the hinterlands whose leg works
are mainly stamps, jumps and leaps ‘The vegetation of (he hinter tand s shorter
than the vegetation of the costal areas and this means having a wider space to

operate in. This has conditioned their feet to long strides and off—ground leg

works,



As ohserved in our geographical analvais of West Afvica in Chapler One, the
tmore you move towards the north, the dryver the land and shorter the vegetation.
This has implications for dance.

The dances of the communities tn the Northern regions use Tonger strides
and are characterised by acrial movenients such as swirls, flips, leaps aud jumnps
white shuffles are less. Forinstance, the Nigerian towns of Tkom and Tkot Lkpene
betong to the same vegetational belt with the Gambian Afandinka towns of
Brikama, Pakalindin and Macarthy Island. and their dances have the same
characteristics in terms of leg work,

Some examples we have already discussed are the Nigerian Ekong and
The Gambian Jembe. Also in Nigenia the Achi dance of the tkom people in the
crass river State and the satty dance of the mandrnkas in The Gambia have these
charactensties. They frature more of skips. leaps and jumps prominently as against
the shulfles of the mangrove swamp of Banjul. Esau. Port Tarcourt and Calabar.,

Farther still, swhen one moves to Kaduna and Kano in Nigersa and Fatoto
and Bassc in the Gambia, onc encounters the same vegetation which is grassland
and therefove the same vse of footwork in dance. The movement qualitics of foot

warks become more of swing and suspended. while the leaps and jumps now
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occur at mid high and high Tevels. This 1s frue of koroso, Bor and Jembe dances

already discussed.

Vegetation does not only condition footwork levels, it also conditions
levels in terms of acrial configurations. This occurs becauase the type of economic
:icli\'iiics that are predominant ina particular West Afvican socicly are determined
by the types of vegetation, Since the people’s occupation is determined by their
vegetation, there 1s the hikelihood of people within a particular vegelationat belt
being engaged in similar occupational activitics. These occupational activities
affect their body shifts in space This is likely to be responsible for the torso ripples
that cha;‘nclerisc [kombi dance of Nigerta and (Vebu jeng of The Gambian
Wollofs. The fishermen’s long stay in canoes in the sea conditions their bodies to
the rockimgs of canoes by the sea waves. As the waves rock the canocs they
unconsciously shift their forsos continuously to maintain balance in the canoe.
This torso vippling is evident in their dances. Calabar Efiks who dance Fkombrare
mostly engaged in fishing- The same obtains (or the Banjul and bakau Wollofs of
The Gambia who dance Chebu jeng. In Tact, Chebu jeng means “Fish dance™. It
1s heavily characterised by torso rippling.

This differs from what is encountered in arcas where farming - tilling,

L}
planting and wccding-;frc predominantly practised. HHere, most of thewr dances
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employ the “getting down™ design. The people’s agricultural activities have
conditioned their body movements towards the carth. They are always giving in
to the law of gravity in thew dances. They always dance with bent knees and sunk
waists. This ts centering fowering to the fower tevel. This s what has happened
to Musubajufoand Satty dances in Gambia and A zaand Bata dances in Nigeria for
\

exniple. Though nnﬁly Musubajuio is an vccupational dance, the beody
configuration in (hese dances employ the “getting down” design because the
socicties in which these dances are performed are agravian. It then implies that no
matier the theme of a dance, the envivonmental and occupational factors which
have Tundamentally conditioned the use of body in that socicty deterine | to a
large extent, the body and acrial configuration in that dance. Another example, is
the Northera societies of Kano, Katsina and Sokofo in Nigeria and Basse and
Gunyur i The Gambia where most people are catife rearers, Most dances
performed in these areas eraploy arm swings in aceral space and erect spines and
waist.

Religious beliefs also affect the way a people design their dances, This
mostly occurs at two levels type classification and contents. Most West Afvican
dances with religions themes are either pure or deamatic dances (see chapter 3) or

combine the elements of the two dance genres. The deamatic nature is brouglt

<
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about by the ritaal content and the worship essence whose physical actions are
dramatic. This manifests ttself i the r’.:m‘kunm\'cmcm of the bata dance in Nigenia
and 10 Bugarabu dance of The (?mnhi:m Jolos.

In these two dances we sce (he dancers’ physical effort to communicate
with their deitics. in Lanku, we sce the dancers’ suspended arm movement to
provide a link between hin and the heavens while in Bugarabu the dancers invite
ancestral spinits by raising the hands up and bringing them down several times.

At another Icv-‘i”l. most ritual dances which are not trance mclined are stow
in tempo. What is likely responsible for this is the fact that most of the priests who
normally lead such dances are elderly people who naturally do not possess enough
stamina and strength to execute fast tempo movements. This probably is why
[ anku and Bugarabu are not fast tempoced, though 7 ankuis a it slower than
Bugarabu. There are more examples other than the ones we alveady discussed. The
Gelede dance i Yoruba communttics of Ogun State, Nigeria and the Ekine dance
of the Kalabari people in Rivers State also of Nigeria, and the Cheddo
performance of the Mandinka people of The Gambia. have these characteristics.

The ritual ¢ssence and the worship content .uf‘ these dances are also
responsible for the use of mimetic gestures in the dances specific to such

observances. The act of worship and supplication demands a high tevel of



involvementand as such. the votaries cannot just suggest or imply it in movement,
They find ways of coneretely expressing it and this often results in mimetic
gcsllm'cs. Facial expressions are alse used because the deities must be made to
know how a worshiper feels inwardly, But ritual dances that l;av'c trance,
possession and cleansimg as target objectives employ more facial expressions than
Ihose for worship and supplication. The spiritually riotous psyche of the possessed
person is expressed with his face, while his abnormality is expressed with the
irvepular use of the body which comes in heavily staccato and jerky movements
and somelimes unusuz?i cmphasts of the minulte parts of the body. e.g. the nose,
lips. fingertips and ey zlids.

The Gambian Jembe and the Nigerian Bort are in this category. The two
are trance dances and their movements are fargely staccato. Also, the unusual use
of the face, neck and fingers are emphasised in the two.

Dances with spiritual implications in West Africa have also been observed to
usce spins, swirls and other types of propefling movements. The swirls and turns
could either be centripetally done or centrifugaliv executed. This is evident in the
Kankurang movements of the Gambian Satty and even Jembe dances and itis also
thete itn the Nigertan Bata (Ghamun movement) and Jlon dances. [t has also been

observed in other Afvican dances hike the cgungun masquerade performance in

163



Yoruba fand and the Ekiti (Nigerian) masquerade dances where the masquerades
turn atd spin endlessly as the acolytes sing:
Poyibirt poyibiri |
Omo umole poyibiri
NMeaning: Spin spin
Child of our god
spin.
The spins, swirls and turns are wind - like movements. They depict

3
spirituality, immateriglity, allocationality and omnipresence.
f ¥, :

Anather charécteristic of trance dances as excmplified in Bori and Jembe
1s their narrative natore. They could be classified among narrative dances because
of their tendencey (o show us how the characters come under spell, how the priest
prepares to heal them, how he succeeds in heating them and their situation after
thev have been heated. That is pmgnnsis,.diagnns.i.s:.:?ud cure, This narrative
~technique is also used in Ndep - another trance dance in The Gambia and Oloba
dance in Ado-Lkili, Nigeria. They could also be classified among pure dances
since they normally explore a wide range of movement voeabularies involving the

whole body. Though its aims is not kinacsthetic exhilition.
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In space l“lsng:c. trance and possession dances often use asymmetrical
design, and disequilibrium in floor pattern is emphasised. This is explainable. [t is
still an expression of the chaotic state of mind of the possessed person. The
psychotic nuances therelore come In spatial arrangements.

Songs  and  chants  also complement the Kinesis and  proxemics
maniputations for the dances to achieve not just acsthetic unity but also functional
unity. Invocations, conjurations and a considerable amount of praise worship are
done verbaily. though not i every ctrcumstance. For Nigerian religious dances
that are not trance inchned. . these verbalizations occur as we have scen in Gelede,
but is in contrast with The Gambia where most (rance dances use songs and
chants. We have discovered this in Jembe and Ndep of the Sernhule and Mandinka
people respectively. This s not 0 say that Nigerian trance dances are completely
devoid of verbal expressions. The frequency of occurrence might be fow but it
occurs, For instance, the [yva Osurn performance i honour of Osun Osogho uses
‘esa’ which is a chant rendered when fya Osun is 1in trance to effect her retumn
back 1o her human foym.

Occupational guilds form one of the hasis for dancing in West Africa.
People of the same ;n‘ofcssiuu usutally come together to dance either as a social

forum lor interaction or 1o appease the spirit-guardian of that profession.
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This produced dances hike Acks ol Jkom, Nigeria and the fjo ode ol The
Gambian Akuboth being hunters” dances. Most dances of this nature are dramatic
as performers use abstract movements suggestive of thewr profession. These
movements are abstraeted from the physical actions used while engaging in the

}

activities of the profession in real life. Achrand Ak performances are examples.
Achi emplovs a narrative technique while Atu does not. This abstraction to
express the points ef emphasis is also in other occupational dances. In Nigeria, the
Badagry fisherman's dance which is the most ubiquitous dance in the
performances of the National Tl‘(;lll)e of Nigeria, abstracts the life actions of using
agree to cateh fish 1o the ocean and pouring the trapped fish i the customer’s
hasket as the main, and perhaps the only dance movement. We have also noticed
this in the Afusabajufo farming dance of The Gambian people and the Tausa of
Nigeria. The mende of Liberia also have a similar dance being a predominantly
[shing socicty.

Such parallels aiso exast in the “Ball Taiga™ -Biacksmith’s dance - common
among the Mandinkapeople of The Gambia and the /o Agbedealso Blacksmith’s
dance -common among the Yoruba in Nigeria.

Apart from giving the occupational dances the unity of purpose and objective

+

through a reafistic expression by their manifestation in the abstracted visual dance

4

160



steps. occupational dances employ the use of props that are identifiable with the
different professions. Occupational dances emplov the use of props more than
other dances. Agan, this is demonstrated in the nse of dong Ko fong in The
Gambian Musubajulo and the guns and matchets in the Nigerian Achr, being
farmers’ and hunters’ dances respectively. Also in the blacksmith’s dances
referred to, performers usually hold metal and iron objects of different sizes and
shapes. designs and forms, These items are used to strike each other and the musie
3

for the dances are thiks produced. It is like using a stone to kill two birds. The
objects are thus used as a mark of identification and as musical instruments as
well, The use of agere - a woven tool for trapping fish - by the badagry fisherman
dancers i Nigeria, and the use of the hook and net in the Fishermen's dance
among the Mende’s in Liberia, are other examples

One intriguing feature in these occupational dances is the proxemics use
of the strarght line floor pattern by most of them. This seems a pomt of divergence
from the established proxemic principle of cicles depicting people who have
something in common, including professional esprit de corp™ . There 1s certainly
an exception to this rule as observed in West Africa. West African artisans
emphasise the physiological and kinaesthetic demands of their profession in their

dances rather than Haunting their already known homogenenty.
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This explains the preference for the strmght line pattern over the circle. The
straight line signifies the readiness to work or the act of doing something,

Occupational dances and War dances i the vanious West African nations
have several things in common.

War dances as exemplified in The Gambian Kusamarie and Nigerian
Fhong dances employ vibratory movements and the straight Tine floor pattern,
Some of them also abstract real war situation movements and mimetic pestures
This 1s more pmnun'\nccd in the Gambian War dances though Kusamarie, as we
have discussed. uses more of real war situation movements and mimetic gestures
than the Nigerian !-';{ungmm'cmcnls which are highly coded and stylised. But the

vibratory movements and the straight-line pattern are always constant. Thisiscven

noticed also in the Ghanian War dance called Aghekor. Although there is ¢
particular phrase in Agbeko which is done i cirele. this is highly mimimal, just a
phrase in over about fifteen phrases.

Apart from these. a good number of occupation and war dances employ
pantomime. This is because of their desire to get their message through to the
andience. They most often seem o base then performances on re-enactment of

cither real-war situation or real-working situation as the case may be. This 1s
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ahicady depicted i our discitssion on The Gambian Kusamarre, rmusubajiolo and
Ak and the Nigerian Acl/ dances.

However, it scems the social dances are the most dependent on pantomime
in West African dance practice.  This s obvious 1 Ardogwa, which is (or
entertainment after farm work, We have also seen itin AAfa which is social satire
of promiscuity and karomnka which is a celebration of fertility. This clement is
also promunent in !\\'t;l other dances:  the Sogoni Koun” where dancers use
pantomime to depict the actions of ammals in the lorest and The Gambian Kaulak
which we have ah'c;;dy discussed. 1 is even similar also 1o the Nigerian
Atillogwu, fhough Atilogwu’s movements are more stylised.

literestingly, pantominie movemeits are not exclusive to accupations, war
and social dances in West Afvican ;lmlccinrgy. Some ritual or institutional dances
also employ pantomime One of such is the Ngbe ritual dance in Ejagham, Cross
river State, Nigeria,

Nubeits a seeret, gerontocratic brotherhood responsible for the well-being
of the community, Al the traditional alfairs of the viltage, whether judicial, social,
economic, political or religious, fall under the jurisdiction of Ngbe. The Nebe cult
uses the Leopard as its symbol. During the dance performance, the association

invokes the spirit of the Jeopard to release sts power and its propitiation which are
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considered essential for the welfare of the community. The alleged source of the
assoctation’s social and ceonomic authority 1s the witelary leopard spinit after
which it is namned - Ngbe.

In order 1o invoke the Leopard’s spinit the dancers use pantomimic
movemenlts. These movements are symbolic imagery of the leopard’s natural
prowess. The dancer starts with heel-to-toe steps used to simulate creeping
through the bush like 1 feopard in search of preys,

Soctal diances in West Africa which have sex as their target objective--
whether satirical or ce.;lehralive, most often have their movements centered around
the waist and the hips. Just like we have seen in the Nigerian Aja and in The
Gambian Yaba and Karoninka, the sexual gesticulations used to simulate sex are
done with the waist and the hips This in our own understanding is also fertility.
In some of the dances where the dancers intend to be detailed, buttocks and the
“solar plexus are used instaccato manner to complement the serpentine movements
of the waist, the hips and sometimes the torso.

Another commion featute of such dances is the use of songs and sometimes
verhalised onomatopoeic sounds synonymous with copulation. In many cases, #t
is these songs and renditions that aid the spectator in understanding whether the

dance is a satire or a celebration of sex. Apart from Aja, Yaba and karoninka
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which have already been (]iSClISRC:(‘. we have other examples in Swangeof the Tiv
in Nigeria and the Cameroonian Afakossa. In swange, while dancers stand flat feet,
knees bent with legs opened, they dip thew hands in between their laps and bring
them out with the palms opened as if exhibiting what has just been brought out of
the pelvie vegion as they smig:
Ava Kagham Cimkaf a
Yam nei shina anam,
Aya lo a cinkala yam
Ngi shina anam.
Ava on cinkafla yam
Ka shina Anaman.
Meaning: My mother has planted
“ricer” in between my
laps for people to eat and for me to
SUrvive o,

‘The female sexual organ 1s referred 10 as rice in this song and the songs explain

b

the connolation of lh‘!& th and otit movement of the hand.
This song has been used 1o add more meaning to the movement. There is

somcthing similar to this in Az dance.

171



When the female dancer bends her knees and opens her legs as she dances

towards her male compatiton. the orchestra sings:
Odo lo nye no yagada
kuo-a-aht'le no...
Ja cbe ke-na ayinu koo
le-jo-je

Meaning: In between the laps

is something sweet but you should not taste it until
your teeth are strong,.

In terms of functions, the two songs are adding meaning (o the dance
movements, thereby enabling an obse:rver to understand the content and theme of
the dances better. The only difference between the two songs 1s that while the
swange song is a celebration of sex that of Azazis a warming against adolescent or
teenage sex. Aza being a satirical dance. Also in Obitun d;mcc among the Ondo
people. while the female dancer gently wriggles her waist, the lead stnger

i

verbatises onomatopocicatly:

Oun ‘sere sere’

Neaning Waltcr ‘sere scre’



‘Sere sere” here is an onomatopoeia of how speon dhops during ejacutation. These
have also been observed i the Gambian NMdagaand Averssash songs and are also
used for communicative purposcs in institutional dances. We have already shown
the examples of Afascebejo step in Bata, the opening song in Bugarabu and the
praise singing in Odadu. he actual fact, it secems the full message: theme or
function olfmost West Aftican dances would never be l‘ulf_v comm clwmlc.(l withoud
(

the accompanying songs. 10 is pertinent to add that sometimes, in the highly
rituafistic dances, some of the songs and chants are believed to be magically or
spititualiy efficacious.

I|1Sh‘l:lﬁ01]l;\li(ﬂ| also plays some of the roles piayed by songs and chants.

The directorial conununication between the dancer and the dewminer apart, the

tvpe of musical instruments i the ensemble communicate meaning.  Each
A

L

instrument is symhnliJ. For stance, among the kit people of Nigeria, the
moment Agere, a long druam, is seen among the drams assembled for a particular
petformance, it means the performance 1s about royalty because only rvoyal
personalities dance Agere music in Ekiti Land. Also in The Gambia, the presence
of metal idiophones such as metal gongs i an ensemble gives the performance a
spini(ual connotation.. This is why 0 Buearabu and Taiga it is only metal

_instruments that are used. In Bugurabo, wimpaw. a Tong beaten drum s the only

173



non-metal mstrument whose shritling sounds are meant to conjure the presence of
the dead for whom the performance s orpanised.  In Targia - the blacksmith's
dance --mctnl idiophones are the only instruments used as the occupational guitd
plays in honour of the god of metal who helps them in the performance of their
work. Paraliels of these exist in Nigeria, The agogo metal gongs - of different
shapes. sizes and tunes is the only mstrument in the ensemble of Alaghede -
blacksniith -dances in the Yoruba arca. The blacksmith do thetr dance ineworship

"

ol Ogun - the god ol iron and metal in Yoruba mythology. In factin most Yoruba
villages., any dance done in worship of Ogun is done (o metal mstruments.

Also, in Hausa societies, the presence of Kwarya rowa (water calabash)
(a calabash immersed in water which produces percussive sound) in any ensemble
shows that the performance is spicitual. 1t then suggests that musical instruntents
are statements themselves,

!

The use ()fpnstm}c i West African danceturgy is ahvays symbolic of cither
the psychological state of the character or the physiological demands of the
activity in focus. In Nebe dance for example, the temperament of the leopatd is
shown in posture when the dancer begins to defy the gravity in sustamed

suspended movements. e surges forward with his shoulders shifting his body

beneath his raffia costume. Verging on imbalance, he recoils, two feet firmly
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positioned, chest forward, he assumes posture of deliberate serutiny, Later, he
begins a prowling motion by rapidly towering his center ol gravity and stomps on
the pround. first with left foot in front, then the nght. all the while in an extremely
extended funge position. The postures assumed 10 cach of these movements (s
reflective of the posture taken while doing the activily that is being communicated
in dance in real hife situation.

‘This Tor example explains why in most West African societies, war dance
movements are done either in erect or tip toeing positions with chest out depicting
boldness and cautiousness while in hunter’s dances, most actions are executed in
squatting postures. These features are in Abriba, Fhong, Achi and Akw.

Even in Koroso, posture is used by thie dancing ladies who show off their
beauty to attract men’'s altention as aircady analvsed. Fhey walk - calculated
steps, stand with arms akimbo with chest pushed out as they rock the torso gently
for the breasts to vibrate, The akimbo - standing with propped chest connotes
confidence, pride and beauty which are qualities ladies aspire to acquire so as 1o
he ‘marketable” | Even thers men step out with raised shoulder blades to connote
confidence and manlj\ucss,

One other interesting feature of social dances is the proxemic use of intra-

personal space. Arrangement of dancers on stage scems to he tighter in social



dances. The two dancers (male and female) in Aza for instance perform ahmost
chest to chest while the female and hold cach other’s hands in some tango -. like

i

movemens. This is different from Ackrand A& o where dancers are seattered on
stage as cach man does his own hunting. 1t s also different from Jembe and Bors
where enough space is given to cach dancer to exhibit his own ‘madness™ in large
and riotous movements. Even i Ngbe and satty the sacred personalitics of the
masquerades require that they be 1l'éah:d with reverence. So they are given enough
distance. But in soctal dances, the level of mterpersonal interaction intended is
externalised inintra personal use of space wiere dancers intrude into each other’s
intra personal or core spaces. This is even extended to the physical space between
the performers and the audience.  In many countries social dances permit the
andience getting close to the performer interms of physical proximity. Sometimes,
as the dance progresses, spectators leave their seats and join the dancc.rs on the
floor. Alter executing some brief steps they dash back 1o their seats. This is a
prominen! feature i The Gambian where the leader of the performing group
wotld sometimes have to beg the spectators to give the petfortets enough roont

i

to petform. It has also been observed in Nigeria,  Aja dance for tnstance s a

-

Nigerian dance. which normally records a high level of audience participatton.
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In other instances. the audience participation may not occur only at the
tevel of dancing. Spectators could go close to the pertormers and offer them gifis
of money or other tiems as an appreciation of thew performance. The contrary is
the case in rilual or institutional dances where a non-initiate’s intrusion is
considered an affront to the spirtt being invoked or worshiped. For example, non

initiates are kept at a distance in Bort and Ngbe performances in Nigeria while in

3
|

The Gambia no spectator dare to move near a Kusarmarie pecformer as that would
mcan a challenge ;mdjllc may in response shool at you or try his dagger on you to
confirm your immunity. The audience involvement 1s a powerful vocabulary in
West Afrtcan danceturgy. 1t is the easiest way of distinguishing between a social
dance and a ntualistic or even hegemonic dance. Generally the levet ol interaction
or familiarity intended is mdicated by the proximity between dancers.

Levels are also statements in West African danceturgy. Dances which are
ol spiritual consequences seemingly use the spatial level (S.1.) more than other

i

dances. The spaual level 1s above the head and s normally used by acrobats. In
The Gambia as we have discussed, Satty uses the spatial Tevel during the acrobatic
movements of the Aankuvrang to simulate the movement of the wind. We also see

this in the Nigenian Bort when the possessed dancer. at the height of his

possession lifts himself up in a suspended quality and tands on his buttocks. The
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briel pertod of suspenston is an exploration wto the spatial level, At times, non-
religious dances alse use the spatial level though not as often as the religious ones.
We have scen this in Atrlogwu and also in Kawlak where dancers assume animal
characters. On thing that 1s common to all dances using the spatial level bowever
is the fact that the dancer who is involved in the S.1. movement is assuming either

-

a noti-human character or a super uman character. A dancer who used this tevel
Is representing spirit personality (;1‘ an animal. This is evident in Jembe and even
in the Ghannr step of Bata dance. 1t 1s also noticecable in some of the Leopard’s
movements of Nebe dance as discussed.

.Thc upper level of the neck and head (U.L.N.1} is also discovered to he
it use mostly in War dances and in some occupational dances where sotne level
of combat is HECESSArY. We see (he first example in the discassed Kusanuarie and
Fkong dances. It is also there w the Ghaman Agbckorwar dance,

We have examples of occupational dances that employ THLNin Koroso
where male dancers assume the role of tough wund combattve “shepherds” looking
after cattle. 1t is also used in dances that connote happiness, joy. royalty,
confidence and showing off. This reflects in Ndaga, the female movement in

Koroso, Gharme movement in Bata, Odudu, the Ghanian Atsia and some of the

phrases in Bhombs.
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The intermediate Tevel, (11 charactenses most occupational dances as
dancers bend then backs to execute occupational activities. As such we find this
feature in the Liberian AMende fishermen dance. the Zgun fishermen dance in
Nigeria, The Mandinka blacksmiths dance m Gambia and in at least half of the
phrases in Arzogwe where some farming gestures are pantomimed

Farming oragricultural dances generally alternate between the intermediate
fevel and the Tower intermediate level (1 1) T depends on the vegetation belt of
the society in question, the type of crop that is being planted, the particular
farming activity whether weeding. sowing, cutting or harvesting. When the activity
1s weedimg or hoeing for instance, the L.LL is used. Also the arcas employ LLL in

y
farming related m:cnp.@.tinnal dances than the hinterland and the Northern areas.
This is probably because the closer one moves to the rivers, the thicker the
vegetation and the more the effort required in hoeing hence the use of lower
Intermediate level in the coastal arcas which gets higher the more one moves
towards the North.

In The Gambian for instance, Mbeya - a farming dance done m the Coastal
areas hike Banjul and Bakau employs L.L.L. while the Nandinkans in their
Musubajulo and the Jola m their farming dance use the 11, because of their

vegetation belt. This trend has also been observed in Nigeria.

170



Fxen within Ausubayulo. there is level alteration. For stance the women
mamntain I L. when picking seeds from thew calabashes while men use L.1LL in the
hocing movement This 1s the case i all the farming dances as we have observed.

The use of dynamic as observed in the dances vary from Languid. float,
flow to Vibrance. Itis determined by the intended temperament. For instance. in
roval dances. as observed i the Nigenian Odudu and the Ghamian Atsia, the
dvnamics s a l‘ﬂll.*if:ll“'l fToat beeause the royal personalities represented by the
dancers ae snppn«;ul. (o be graceful. regal and of controlled temper, This effect 1s
achieved through a spring and ghiding leg shuffle with a gently rocking movement
of the spine and the suspended floating of arms and shoulders.

Languid movements have been observed mostly in the ‘after-healing’
sepment of trance or possession dances, This has been pointed out in Zorf and
Jembe. The dynamics in most occupational and war dances is vibrance. This
depicts the ngh use of enerpy as observed o the Nigenan Ekong and The
Gambian Aasubapuloond Kusarnarie, 1t also chanactense the Ghaman Agbekor.

However, the Liberian Afende and the Nigerian Egun fishing dances,
despite being occupational use flow dynamics. Thisis also echoed in the Fkornbi
dance of the Nigertan Efik which is rehigions This is becanse fishing is done in

the river and the texture of river How conditions the level of energy needed i the
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movements. Most dances done in the eiverine environment therefore antomatically
acguire this dynamics. This appears to be a recurring feature i most dances that
originated from the l'i'i.'crinc societies no matier the theme.

The dances o movement phrases that arce cither float or flows in dynamics
are most often of suspended and sustained qualities while the languid dynamics
pives swinging eftects. The dances whose dynantics ire vibrant atiract vibratory,
staccato and percussive gualities depending on the movement function. Examples
have already been made in previous discussions.

The proxemic use of props is a general feature of the African dances as
demonstrated in the dances discussed. We must add however, that war and
occupational dances convey messages with emphatic use of props than other forms
of dances. This for instance is exemplified in the use of war weapons like
malchets, dapger, puns, chatms and amulets in Kosiarnare, Agere (fish trap)
paddles and baskets a used in Egun, while gang and m:t!chclﬁ are used in Achi
Musubajulo dancers hold Dong to tone, matchets, charms and amulets are used in
Abunba, while sticks arc held i Fulani Korose 1o mention a few.

Some royal dances also use props depicting Kﬁlgship, For insltanc.e. long

horsetails are used in the Ghanian Atsia while m the Nigertan Odudu, agada - a
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ceremonial matehet, n‘rulc of bronze 15 used v the roval dances of the Benin

kingdom.

L

Dances that mvolve magical displays also use props. We have observed
this tn the Aje dance of Ondo people of Nigeria in which wealth s celebrated so
that more wealth would come. n this dance, the lead dancer places breakable
Hems espectally p}"llt‘ﬁ;. on her palms, head, feet and the back of the neck spins
.pmlil.‘:cl_\,’ without any of the items falling off. This atso is one of the features of
‘The Gambion Bugarabu as we have discussed. Mortals, pestics and sceds are used
in the magical display segment performed by the lead dancer.

As props are used and moved n space, they make statements that advance
the plot and reveat the function and target objective of the dance in question. This
also applies to the use of colour, costume and make-up in West African
dancetorgy.

As explained in the FRong war dance, black colour 1s used in costunie and
make-up to comnote tife, mascubinity a{nd strength. I/\g_nin in The Gambian
AMusubajulo, the green colour is used 1o depict forest, the dance being agricultural
in function just as yellow colmu; l'; used inl/\.\ja fo depict maturity. This is to
mention a few dances whose c.olou.r usagé we Im{*c highlighted.  However, it

should be added that in West Aftican danceturgy peculiarities exist mostly in the



area of colour imterpretation. The nterpretation given 1o a colour in a West
African village may be totally different from the interprefation given (o that same
colour in another village less than seventy miles away. So while black, for
instance, suggests hife in lkot-ckpene i Nigeria, the same black means death in
Calabar. Calabar and lkot-Ekpenc are less than seventy miles apart and they have
Iimguistic similarities, yet they differ in colour interpretation,  However the
proxemic use of colouris an established phenomenon in West African danceturgy.,

Costumes and make-up are used to express charactertsation. They form part
of the \'nCﬂl)ulnrics\br cxpression in West Afnican danceturpy.

In few instances when costumes are not bLeing used to further
characterisation, they are functional either at the revel of aesthetics or in
hiphlighting and emphasising particular movements and particular arcas of the
hody that are special 1o some movements. This has heen noliced 1in Bata dance for
mstance where illillc dancers in the ewo step wear Gbatiye which spreads round
[or movement emphasis when the dancers spin. The same thing occurs in Ekong
war dance as alrcady explained but are actually meant to hold the dancer’s waist
firmer and aid maobtlity.

We have also cited this phenomenon in the costumes of the Yaba and

Ndaga dancers of The Gambia. Apatt from defining the characters in the dances.
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Yaba and Ndaga costumes arc designed 1o emphasize and accommodate their

movemenls.
From the forcgoing discussions, on the kinesis. proxemics and adornment

basis of West African danceturgy. a hody ol vocabularics have emerged. These

vocabularies are schematized as follows:
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FOCUS 2: STACCATOS

VOCABULARY CONTEXT USES OTHER COMMENTS
STATOATC MOVE OF & Tc communicate MADNESE AND
EAD AND THEE NECE SSIO ALTEREL STATE OF
EQUILIBRIUN. UNCONSCIOUSNESS
STACCATO MOVE TRANSISTING TC COMMUNICATE
EEAD AND LEGS. : PERSONALITY.
" KCCATO CORFUSED . UNEASY. TC COMMUNICATE DISCOMFORT
JF THE TRUNY CONFUSION
STACCATC MOVEMENT | TRANCE. POSSESSED TO COMMUNICATE POSSESSION 1al expression
OF THE WHOLE BODY IN HYPERLOTIVITY RESTLESSNESS edec¢ for clarity
SWEE
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FOCUS 3: JERKS

VOCABULARY CONTEXT USES OTHER COMMENTS

PERCTUEZEEIVE SEDWINZEZ-0FF ETRENCTE T ODMMUNI TRTE & JosLumes anc gesiures
i MOVEMENT OF THE BACTH VIRTUZ TF ZZINZ are naeged for ciarvii

POWERFJIL ZITHER
5

POLITICALL

SPIRITUALLY.

(

: BERCUSSIVE CLINLY OF POSSESSION. CAN BE USEL TC Percusgives yareis
| MOVEMENT OF THE ENTIRE | UNZZNTIQUE. END OF COMMUNICZATZ DERTEH, isclate body par:ts
BODY IN ONE SWEEP SHOW, : LOSS OF ENZRGY AND
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

NMaterial duplication. which is a H(\;it.‘L‘:l'}lL‘ characternistic of contemporary
chorecography in West Africais a distuthing product of the faithful I'Cl;'iC\’E}i from
the traditional past, which West Afi I;L‘:Ill choreographers have adopted as a creative
device.

This, apart from beimng the harbinger of the poverty of creativity and
arrested development currently observable in West African danceturgy, is capable
of crroncously presenting dance as an art inelevant and mceonsequential to the

\
dynamics ufcnnlcmpnr:‘ry living, and an activity insensitive to societal pulse.

Since making personal statement through original creativity is core to the
art of choreography and dance, apart from being a language for communication,
is also a living art which must keep adapting and remtegrating itself if it must
survive in the face of inevitable changes and transformations in the cultural
process. West African choreographers should begin to vield new meanings from
the existing dances through the procedure of rescarch - analysis. deconstruction.
hybridization, reconstruction. This way, motifs and vocabulartes which can serve
the purpose of contemporary danceturgical commumecation will be arrived at
without obliterating our traditional dance art.

This Study is a foundational demonstration and suggestion upon which

further research could be made.



SUGGESTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The forcgoing vocabularies. bewng reflections of the elements of
communication in West Afvican chorcography are hereby suggested 1o the
contemporary chorcographer. A proper and appropriate usage of them will enable
chorcographers to be relevant to the West Alrican society without alienating the
people culturally. What the choreographer needs to do is to communicate new
themes, ideas and relevant topics using these vocabularics which the people
already know, identily with and understand. Since these vocabularies and aesthetic
devices are a body of fanguage themselves, a chorcographer who neglects them
may not be able to communicate with the owners of the Tanguage.
The vocabulartes suggested in this study are not in any way exhaustive. One of the
aims is to provoke more researches in this area. This study therefore is not by any
means conclusive.
We therelfore recommend that West  African chorcopraphers do not start making
dances without preliminary researches into the kinesis, proxemics and adornment
hasis of the danceturgy of the society they arc creating for. That way, detailed
peculiarities which this study may have overlooked might be uncarthed.

We repeat, for the sake of emphasis, that appropriate and necessary facial
expressions, gestures arid pantomimes which are de-emphasised in Western
choreograpy should be freely engaged in choreography of the West Africa. They
are thoroughly cnircncllc}i in our indigenous danceturgy and serve as the catalysts

for the expressive nature of African dance. 1 de-emphasised. emotions would be
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subdued and West ."\f}}’::m dances would become mere shifts in space - a replica
of what obtains in the 'West = which can not qualify to be called dance in Africa.

Costumes. colour and make-up should also be used to communicate ideas
and characterization. This should be done based on previous rescarch on the
relevant cultural aspects of the people. This is because if traditional peculiarities
arc peneralised, the ereator might be sending wrong signals, and these peculiarities
exist espectally in that area of colour interpretation. Also costumes must be made
to be relevant to the target objective and function of the dance and should portray
individual characters. They also must accommodate movements.

In Western danceturgy, dance can occur without music. But in Africa this
rarely occurs. Most Africa West African dances cannot be separated from their
music and this should be the case in the contemporary West African
chorcography. Any attempt by a West African chorcographer to compose a dance
without music, apart from being seen as an aberration, may also be a resounding
fatlure as the audience may disapprove of it.  The choreographer in the
contemporary West Africa should also employ songs. chants and ululations where
appropriate. Though these clements are de-emphasized in Western choreography
where non-verbalization 1s seen as a 111;1;'k of excellence. they are core to true
dancing in West Africa as shown in this research. They provide insights, signposts
and signals which are vital to the functions of African dances.

The themes of the dances should reflect today. The function should be to

serve the present but the language should be indigenous - the one the intended
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audience alrcady understands. The African dance aesthetic, the ‘aura’ and
‘Aavour’ which make a dance authentically Afvican are embedded in these
imdigenous vocabulary, When they are cogaged. the Afnican aesthetic 1s
automatically on display7 butmost importantly they enable commaunication fo take
place between the chiorcographer aud lus anmediate andience.

Where paralliels naturally exist, West Alrican chorcographers should adapt
symbols and motifs from West African nations other than theirs. ‘This wilt enrich
their performances and could be a device to achieve vaviation which is a necessary
ingredient in the contemporary West Afiican choreography. The sinilarities also
indicate the potential vocabufaries that exist, which are acceptable to a wide range
of cuttures that can be employed to communicate with them.

If the forcgoing are embraced and experimented upon, West African
choreographers, we hope, will be more active and dynamic. Also, dance will
become a more relevant, important and dynamic art in West Africa. -

iU is hoped that this rescarch will provoke dance and theatre scholars mito
going into more researches in the area of dance; especially in the communication

value of dance.
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May., 1990
Interview with Eme Ekpenyong, Nigerian Star Dancer. Tos. January, 1997,

Interview with Romanus Ochapa. Dance practitioner, Igbanomaje quartcrs

Oturkpo. December, 1990,

Interview with 1smaila Hamed Dancer and Musician. 1dah.

i8th February, 1997.

Interview with Jenkeri Okwor (Ph.1) Dance Scholar. Dept. of Englishand

Drama. A B.U Zana.

-

All the dance troupes mentioned one way oF the other in this study were

ihe researcher belween 1993 and 1997 and information were

‘squeczed” out of their members and audiences using different means,

2009



