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Stepping into history with the three Cs 
ADRIENNE SICHEL 
TO THE POINT 

namulet-bedecked dancer in 
A orange vest and peacock- 

eyeprint pants whirls, spewing 
a fountain of Jamaican rum. 

H Patten spun, anointing the 
Orlando East Communal Hall, which 
is reputed to be the birthplace of the 
Pan Africanist Congress. It has become 
the venue for Soweto Dance Theatre's 
groundbreaking summer and winter 
schools. S 

As Patten called up the ancestors in 
the Jamaican dance of Kumina—a 
fusion of native religion and African 
Christian religion and the roots of 
reggae — cultures and spirits of several 
continents intersected. 

While Patten, a London-based 
Jamaican dancer, choreographer, 
researcher and his Soweto students 
sanctified the space with their 
revivalist song, dance and drumming 
they also deepened the reality of what 
contemporary African dance, and 
specifically South African dance, is 
and can be. 

So many vital historic and aesthetic 
- sources merged at the final : 

presentation of the 1996 Step Afrika 
international dance workshop on 
December 20. Parents seated on yellow 
plastic chairs crammed in front of the 
stage to watch their children show the 
things they had learnt during two 
weeks with their teachers from 
England, Jamaica and the United 
States. Not forgetting the Soweto 
Dance Theatre faculty and gumboot 
maestros Simon Nkosi and The 
Creators. ‘ 

Jackie Mbuyiselwa Semela, the 
director of Soweto Dance Theatre, 
explained in the introduction that one 
of the objectives of this three-year-old 
initiative was “to make sure we don’t 
lose the essence of who we are, the 
essence of soul, so we can become 
ourselves”. That may sound like a 
conundrum, but the workshop process 
and the revelatory performance bore 
this out. ; 

Step Afrika, which has a site on the 
Internet, was born when marketing 
man Brian Williams was living in 
Lesotho on a fellowship. He saw two 
men doing a dance —in gumboots— 
which-seemed very similar to the 
stepping which he learnt in the United 
States and practiced with his fraternity 
brothers at Howard University in 
Washington DC . There's no way to 
catch up on the complex socio-political   

and cultural background 
of stepping in 10 minutes. 
The answer lay ina newly 
published book tucked 
under Williams's arm. 
Steppin’ on the Blues: The 
Visible Rhythm of African 
American Dance by Jacqui 
Malone. 

This dance form is part 
of the African-American 
college fraternity tradition 
dating back to 1906. Black 
Americans were not 
admitted to white 
fraternities so they formed 
their own, Alpha Phi. 

Stepping has flourished 
and even formed part of 
the opening ceremony of 
the Olympics in Atlanta 
last year. 

The Soweto 
Connection was made in 
Johannesburg in 1994 
when Williams attended 
the launch of the Rand 
Water Board’s 
Manzi/Metsi cultural 
competition at the 
Johannesburg Civic theatre 
which featured the Soweto 
Dance Theatre. 

The result was a 
partnership in search of 
common ground and 
gumboot, between the 
Washington-based 
steppers and the Sowetans. 

Step Afrika was first held at the 
Ipelegeng Centre in White City Jabavu 
in December 1994. The Americans 
paid their own way. Last year, the 11- 
strong contingent, including a video 
maker and a writer, received funding 
from the AUS Artists at International 
Festivals and Exhibitions Fund. 

The next strand of history was 
woven in with Izigi Dance Theatre 
from London. 

Izigi was founded by Khadijatou 
Silcott-Fraser, who has a degree in 
dance and Spanish and who was part 
of the Ngoma project of British artists 
and exiles that toured South Africa in 
1995. It was then that she met up with 
Soweto Dance Theatre. The result was 
Izigi’s participation in Step Africa ’95 » 
in Orlando East. 

Khadija returned to South Africa 
last year solo (courtesy of the British 
Council) to teach UK Jungle, a mix of 
contemporary African street, jazz and 
physical theatre. The result was 
intensive teaching, culminating ina 
fast and creatively furious group work   

As we Are, and a networking visit 
which ends this week. 

The 60 young Soweto Step Afrika 
participants, 40 of whom have 
participated in all three workshops, 
switched rhythms, styles and 
techniques with ease. That included 
stepping with Williams and fellow 
steppers, who include a graphic artist, 
a student lawyer and a computer 
specialist. 

“We don’t do warm-ups and we 
don’t know how to spell plié,” they 
say, but they do know how to perform 
and teach children. 

Williams refers to stepping as an art 
form: “Like the gumboot dancers on 
the mines who dance during their 
breaks, we dance in the yard when we 
get out of class.” 

Apart from the links with other 
African cultural traditions Step Africa, 
with its organic beginnings, is also an 
attempt by Howard University 
students and graduates to raise the 
status of stepping as a national artform 
and a national treasure.   The community bonding spirit of 

Street action . . . Khadijatou Silcott-Fraser (above) teaching UK Jungle 

during the Step Afrika International Dance Workshop held in Soweto last 

‘month and Step Afrika ‘96 collaborators (right) H Patten (UK), Jackie 

Semela (South Africa) and Brian Williams (US) drumming up history in 

Orlando East 

stepping is fused with 
galvanising ensemble work 
interspersed with selected 
individual energy fuelled by 
spontaneity. That's one of the 
qualities it has in common 
with gumboots. It is also 
reminiscent of mapantsula. 

To the uninitiated, 
stepping looks like hyper hip 
hop but it is more structured. 

The performers stand in 
straight lines. A step freak 
facing the dancers sets off a 
chain reaction of human 
pistons rhythmically pumping - 
arms and legs, clappin; 
behind their knees, or the top 
of thighs, while their feet 
stamp and jump and twist 
while voices chant 
spasmodically. 

This inter-continental project has 
also ‘si ee its own art work. 

The large painting was created by 
dazzling stepper and.“polyrhythmic” 
painter Charles Nelson and young 
Swazi artist Alexander Maphalala _. 

PHOTOGRAPHS: GARY BERNARD 

with input from the workshop 
children. Half of the painting was left 
with the Soweto Dance Theatre while 
the other half went to the US. 

Step Afrika has incredible potential 
grounded in the three Cs: cultural 
curiosity and commitment. 
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Orlando East Communal Hall, which 
is reputed to be the birthplace of the 
Pan Africanist Congress. It has become 
the venue for Soweto Dance Theatre's 
groundbreaking summer and winter 
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fusion of native religion and African 
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contemporary African dance, and 
specifically South African dance, is 
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initiative was “to make sure we don’t 
lose the essence of who we are, the 
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Council) to teach UK Jungle, a mix of 
contemporary African street, jazz and 
physical theatre. The result was 
intensive teaching, culminating in a 
fast and creatively furious group work 

into histo 

  

  

As we Are, and a networking visit 
which ends this week. 

The 60 young Soweto Step Afrika 
participants, 40 of whom have 
participated in all three workshops, 
switched rhythms, styles and 
techniques with ease. That included 
stepping with Williams and fellow 
steppers, who include a graphic artist, 
a student lawyer and a computer 
specialist. 

“We don’t do warm-ups and we 
don’t know how to spell plié,” they 

say, but they do know how to perform 
and teach children. 

Williams refers to stepping as an art 
form: “Like the gumboot dancers on 
the mines who dance during their 
breaks, we dance in the yard when we 
get out of class.” 

Apart from the links with other 
African cultural traditions Step Africa, 
with its organic beginnings, is also an 
attempt by Howard University 
students and graduates to raise the 
status of stepping as a national artform 
and a national treasure. 
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during the Step Afrika International Dance Workshop held in Soweto last 

month and Step Afrika ‘96 collaborators (right) H Patten (UK), Jackie 
Semela (South Africa) and Brian Williams (US) drumming up history in 
Orlando East 
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To the uninitiated, 
stepping looks like hyper hip 
hop but itis more structured. 
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Direct 
marketing 
a TV bore 

“hat is the 
SABC up to 
now? lama 

professional person in 
my mid-30s. In the 
mornings | used to listen 
to Radio South Africa 
(how I miss it). After it 
was bastardised to 
become Safm, I started to 

watch Sky TV (I miss 
that too). The contract 
was not renewed (as 

usual, the SABC doesn’t 

know a good thing when 
it sees it), so [had to 
resort to watching CNN. 

Although CNN is oh- 
so-American, it still beats 
the drivel served up by 
locally produced TV and 
radio (including Radio 
702). 

All of a sudden, we 

are now expected to 
watch the most 
incredible garbage in the 
mornings. Instead of 
CNN, SABC3 has reams 

of direct-marketing 
advertising that is at best 
an insult to one’s’ 
intelligence. 

Thank you SABC, I 

am now motivated to 
listen to all the CDs that I 
have collected over the 
years. 

VJ Langford 
Midrand 

  

‘No more 
blasphemy 

eferring to 
Madonna’s claim 

to divinity and 
her competing to be as 
famous as God (Tonight, 

January 6), we as 
subscribers can only 

express our total disgust 
at this blasphemy. 

The further comment 
that “The father, the son 
and Madonna” have 
taken the place of God 
and Jesus creates a sinful 

and evil suggestion. 
This piece of 

abhorrence will be 
ioulated at our bible 

  

Kirby sinks to petty sexism 
e are very 
saddened to 

y read and 
witness the progressive 
deterioration of copy 
put forward in Robert 

(Tonight, January 9). 
He may not like her 

style but her competence 
as an incisive reporter is 
self-evident. 

We object to his sexist 

does one? 
Please, dear editor, 

do not let him continue 
in this vein. \If he cannot 
fill his column with 
uplifting humour and 

Kirby’s columns. He has 
become petty. 

Itis very depressing 
to see him increasingly 
resort to disparaging 
sarcasm, as with his   

remarks. One doesn’t 

see snide copy drop it. 
highlighting the 
shortcomings of facial 
and physical features of 
prominent men coming 

piece on Barbara Walters from female journalists, 

observation, he should 

Shirley Molyneux 
For Women’s Lobby 
Addressing Trivial 

Journalism   Montgomery Park \ 

  

Diploma in in 

Public Relations and 
Media Studies 

(1 year) 
This one-year course is in line with the 

dynamic demands of today’s public relations 

sphere - equipping students for work as 

trainees in either a consultancy environment 

or an in-house PR department.While the 

emphasis is mainly on the theoretical 

framework of Public Relations and 

Communication, other business disciplines 

such as Marketing and Business Principles 

are specifically tackled from the PR 

perspective - which aims to maintain and 

enhance corporate image and reputation. 

Basic Principles of Public Relations Practice 

Marketing 
Business Communication 

Media Studies: 
- Public Relations Practice 
~ Journalism: 
- New Technology Media 
Basic Business Principles 

Basic Computer Skills 
PRACTICAL APPROACH: 
The practical component covers all aspects of written, 
oral and graphic Business Communication, acquiring 
Basic Computer Skills on MS Word for Windows, as 
well as improving writing skills for the print and 

electronic media in the Journalism module. 

ae 
>& AC (Care) 9000 PR 

An exciting feature of the module for Public Relations 
Practice is a short spell of shadow work for the 
students, linked to a practical assignment.The module 
on New Technology Media covers Digital, Visual and 
Audio-visual communications - including an introduction 

to the principles of newsletter production via desktop 
publishing, the use of electronic mail and the Internet 
for promotional purposes, as well as basic photograph- 
ic and audiovisual production techniques. This dedicated 
course will set students on the road to more specialised 
studies in a variety of fields - whether advanced public 

relations, marketing, journalism, events organisation, 
sales promotion, or even publishing and production. 

The module covering the Basic Principles of Public 
Relations Practice is externally examined and 
certificated by the Public Relations Institute of South 

Africa (PRISA). 

Prospective students are invited to discuss course 

options with a student counsellor. 

For free career guidance call: 

* Johannesburg Tel: 011 886 9077 

* Durban Tel: 031 301 4550 

* Cape Town Tel: 021 244 462 (Gardens Campus) 

Tel: 021-685 5021 (Rondebosch Campus) 

+ Pietermaritzburg Tel: 033! 62376 (St Charles 

Campus) 

Health & Racquet Clu 
membershipfor the du 

tonight 5 

  

(_] Professional 
Wine Academy Diploma 

[_} Practical Chef's Diploma 
[_] Food & Beverage Service 

Management Diploma 
73 Corlett Drive Birnam 887-2540 

60 De Korte St. Braamfntn 403-6631 
173 Jeppe Street Jhb 336-3631 

Pr carsenter Wel 

Birnam 
Business 
CoUlege 

30 Years of 
Educating for Success 

  

  

  

Birnam prepared us for a 
career in Hotels! sms tis. 

Birnam Hotel students 

Sonja, Andrew & Nikki 

accumulated a 
stunning array of 
practical hotel 
certificates. 
QHITB level 2 - Food 

& Beverage Service 
Management 

(Cape Wine Academy 
(Practical Chef 
OCity & Guilds 

(International) 

Birnam 
Business College 
Birnam: 887-2540 
Braamfontein: 403-6631 
City: 336-3631 

  

    Diploma in 
Business Management __   nn tg ener = psi 

Diploma i in 

Hotel Manag ement   
 


