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Abstract 

This research is a personal reflection and a self-study of two performances that have 
taken place over the course of two years. My Medium Project titled, When Memories 
Break, set out to navigate ways of decolonising oppressive dominance and 
investigating the ramifications of indoctrination in dance. 

In 2017, during my Honours Degree in Dance Studies at the University of Cape 
Town, I created a poster-painting with a fellow #FeesMustFall artist-activist. This 
poster-painting, entitled, Amputation, was introduced at UCT School of Dance’ 
Confluences 9: Deciphering decolonisation in Dance Pedagogy in the 21st  Century in 
Cape Town, South Africa. 

Since then, Amputation has become a personal credo that I have carried with me in 
my Practice as Research field of study. In 2018, as part of my Minor Project, I not 
only highlighted my memories and experiences in Classical Ballet, but also included 
my memories of other informal1 dance influences. 

The purpose of this essay is therefore not to depict ballet as a current colonialist art 
form but rather to draw attention to what it represented during the years of 
colonialism, apartheid, and the aftermath of that. It is against this background that I 
explore the issues related to the relationship I have with my dance training to date. 

As a performer-researcher, I will use my living experience as a case study. This 
article provides a perspective from a performer-researcher’s position using self-
reflexivity as a research methodology. 

My conclusion supports the notion that self-reflection in the quest for decolonisation 
in dance by performer-researchers is important for the evolution of a more democratic 
society. 

Key Words:  decolonisation, dance, trained, reflection, and self-reflexive 
methodology 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
1	Not formally recognised through institutions. 
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This research focuses on the challenges and complexity of changing and decolonising 

dance in the global south. In South Africa there has been a gradual shift in the debate 

and discourse from the apartheid era, through to transformation, onto social justice 

and now to decolonisation. In this minor dissertation, I intend to clarify my 

involvement and my attempts to decolonise dance in contemporary South Africa. I 

definitely do not have a recipe to all challenges we face but would like to bring my 

experience to the fore and share ideas in the quest to enhance dance for all in our 

pluralistic and diverse society. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

BACKGROUND OF THE RESEARCH 

 

1.1 Introduction 

 

The topic of this study, Breaking my silence as a ‘trained’ dancer in Post-Apartheid 

South Africa, is an articulation of my journey as a performer post 1994. It is a narrative 

account in which I offer descriptions and explanations how I evolved as a ‘trained’ 

dancer to a more critical reflective dancer questioning the technicist practices and 

accepted norms in the dancing arena. This research is a personal reflection and a self-

study of two performances that has taken place over the course of two years. This 

chapter provides the background, motivation and rationale for the study.  

 

1.2 Rationale of the study 

 

Maree (2007: 28), states that the rationale is important for two reasons, 1. It serves as a 

statement of how the researcher developed interest in the particular topic. 2. Why the 

researcher believes the research is worthy of conducting. 

 

It is to this day still difficult for me to envisage a ‘perfectly’ ‘trained’ body other than 

that of a Classical Ballet dancer. The years of being swamped by pictures, posters, and 

storybooks of pretty ballerinas en pointe have indoctrinated my perception of a ‘trained’ 

body. I therefore instantly visualise an extremely toned, highly controlled body pivoting 

en pointe supported by a ‘perfectly’ erect posture, a lifted chin and a gaze that could be 

misconstrued as arrogant. I get a vivid image of mirrors reflecting dancers lined up by 

the ballet barre, diligently (if not frantically) working at ‘perfecting’ their dance 

technique. A dance teacher with ‘perfectly’ turned out feet and an equally erect posture, 

marching up and down, constantly disciplining a group of little girls in pink tutus 

anxiously trying to please the teacher. I was one of those little girls striving for 

‘perfection’, and the pursuit of ‘perfection’ is my earliest memory of dance. 
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Ballet, when I was in Grade 1, was the only dance genre offered at the junior school2 I 

attended. According to author and movement therapist, Professor Rob Baum, “under 

apartheid, white South Africans actively discouraged the teaching practice or production 

of virtually any dance form but ballet, failing to support indigenous cultural production” 

(Baum, 2011: 100). My ballet training consisted of repetitive set exercises, dance 

showcases and examinations. Ballet thus became the first formal experience of dance my 

body came to know. I would only later come to recognise the impact colonialism and 

apartheid had on the dance landscape in South Africa.  

 

1.3 On the path to decolonisation in dance 

 

To put it simply, decolonisation is the undoing of colonisation. According to Le Grange 

(2016: 17), “First-generation colonialism was the conquering of the physical spaces and 

bodies of the colonised, and second-generation colonialism was the colonisation of 

people’s minds through disciplines such as education, science, economics, sport and 

law”. In order to decolonise ourselves we need to address issues of race, class, gender, 

poverty, employment and unemployment through lenses other than maintaining White 

Privilege. I have always attempted to be on the path of decolonisation. By this I mean 

my attempts to contribute to the awareness and enhancement of the indigenous3 and 

African Black dance. In his article, The Impact of Colonisation on the Ability to Make a 

Meaning of ‘Black’ South African Contemporary Dance in the 21st Century, Rani (2018: 

58) states 
The people of South Africa have historically been deeply disturbed from the traumatic experience of 
colonisation and the apartheid system. African Black dance became the medium for change and as a 
result broke the shackles of oppression. The people of South Africa acknowledged the corrupt system 
and danced their way to freedom. In the new South Africa, there is now a safe space for all stories.  

 

I do not claim that my work thus far has developed a decolonised movement vocabulary, 

however, I will continue to strive in pursuing the path of decolonisation. What is 

important to consider is what Dei (2000, 113) highlights in his article, Rethinking the 

role of indigenous knowledges in the academy, that indigenous knowledge does not exist 

																																																								
2 This school was an ex Model C school, which meant that despite the school receiving a state subsidy,  
parents still had to pay fees. This in turn meant at the school could offer high quality education 
including extra mural activities like Ballet (that also came at a fee thereby instantly eliminating those 
children whose parents could not afford it). Model C refers to former white state schools implemented 
by the apartheid government in 1991.  
3	Originating or occurring naturally in a particular place.  
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in ‘pristine fashion’ without the influences of other knowledges. It is therefore not useful 

to “render a false dichotomy” or “moral evaluation between good [Indigenous] and bad 

[conventional/Western] knowledges” (Dei, 2000:113). Dei points out that bodies of 

knowledge are continually influencing each other, and thus demonstrating the dynamism 

of all knowledge systems. However, what Dei (2000, 113) does emphasise is the need 

for imperial ideologies and colonial relations of production to constantly be challenged 

as they continue to characterise and shape academic practices. Furthermore, by 

excluding indigenous knowledges from the academy, we may create unchallenged 

spaces for the “re-colonisation of knowledges and cultures in local environments and 

contexts” (Dei 2000, 113). I therefore agree with Dei, that if we do not challenge these 

spaces then we may continue to perpetuate institutionalized culture. 

 

This paper aims to reveal a reflective journey through unpacking the two performances 

experienced by the cast and myself. A journey where every dance experience continued to 

evolve by delving into our own psychological interiors, reuniting the self to the world. 

Cameron (1997) suggests humanity needs to continually discover the “indisputable and 

indestructible connection to their creative impulses” (Cameron, 1997: 4). Thus it is crucial 

that I share some history of my background. Like Riding (2008), I believe that my personal 

narrative is essential in defining the kind of performer-researcher that I am, and that my past 

informs how I approach my life as an artist.  

 

1.4 Placing the research in context 

 

Growing up in an environment of critical thinkers played a meaningful role in how my 

thinking was formed and shaped. Colin Bundy (1993: 49) maintains, “people make their 

own history but not in a circumstance of their own choice; they act in an arena shaped by 

the past.”  

My father and mother grew up under the oppressive yoke of apartheid that was instituted 

for forty years in South Africa (1948 – 1994). My father was more of an authoritarian figure 

and at a very early age inculcated the importance and relevance of education in me. My 

mother, always the artist, had a more compassionate view of education, fully endorsing the 

idea of bringing more playfulness flexibility and creativity into learning. Over the years my 

father consistently emphasised the importance of intellectual discourse cautioning against 

accepting learning without questioning. My mother emphasised the power of dance 
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education; its ability to empower, heal and transform not only my life, but also everyone 

else’s – specifically children, who due to the colour of their skin, were denied opportunities 

to live out their dreams and channel their inner artist-child.  

 

In her book, Opening the Doors of Learning (2008), Pam Christie asks to “what extent 

are individuals able to shape their lives as they would like to and to what extent are their 

opportunities shaped by the circumstances they are born into?” (Christie, 2008: 6). In an 

attempt to answer Christie’s questions, I do so, based on how my particular 

circumstances and conditions structured my social world. 

I was born in 1994, the year when 40 years of apartheid was brought to an end. We were 

duped4 (the born frees). I had the opportunity to attend well-provisioned institutions of 

learning from my pre-school days at Stepping Stones in Plumstead, to Grove Primary in 

Claremont, to Wynberg Girls High and then to the University of Cape Town where I am 

currently studying. I started my formal dance training, primarily ballet training, at the 

age of 3 with Kit Davies at Stepping Stones, then continued with her at Grove Primary 

and at the age of 10, I moved to the Waterfront Theatre School. Carol Shapiro was my 

high school dance teacher at Wynberg Girls and thereafter I have been studying dance 

for 6.5 years at UCT up to the current age of 24. Amidst all the formal dance training I 

received, I was also exposed to an eclectic range of movement experiences when I 

started dancing with Afrika Ablaze Transformation Through Dance Company5 (1999). It 

was here, in what was labeled a “community dance company”, where I had the 

opportunity to choreograph and dance in unison with young people who had become the 

unfortunate victims of abject poverty, abuse and crime. It was here where I witnessed 

how the long-term negative ramifications of colonialism and apartheid affected people’s 

daily lives by rendering them vulnerable to homelessness and unemployment. I was also 

able to better understand its far-reaching effects on dance in South Africa.  

 

																																																								
4 I use the word, ‘duped’, because there was an expectation that the injustices and wrongdoings of  
apartheid would be righted as the year 1994 meant freedom for all.  
	
5 The cast of When Memories Break is from the Afrika Ablaze Transformation Through Dance 
Company. 
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1.5 Why am I doing this research?  

Due to being exposed to a very formal (‘trained’) form of movement, which is ballet, for 

21 years, and then simultaneously being exposed to an informal (‘untrained’) form of 

movement for 20 years, I had the opportunity to experience two very different worlds of 

movement with two very different sets of outcomes. I was totally intrigued by how my 

body responded to the two varied approaches to dance and this was the catalyst for me 

wanting to find answers for this dichotomy of feelings.     

1.6 Motivation for the research 

A valuable critique to the dominant liberal discourse addressed by Berlant (2008) in 

what she calls “the unfinished business of sentimentality”, stresses the way 

sentimentality is being used by intellectuals and researchers. She argues that we may fall 

into the trap of trying to generate emotions for the sake of touching audiences about 

oppression and subalternity that stem from voyeuristic and sentimentalised perspectives. 

Thus the motivation for my research extended itself beyond the realms of sentimental 

sensationalism because I recognised that the need for significant social change was 

paramount to the survival of many community structures that valiantly attempted to 

uphold the victims of the political struggle.    

The justification for using my mother’s story as motivation for part of this research is 

based on the outcomes of how she as an ‘untrained’ dancer pursued a career in dance. 

When talking about the purpose of research, in their book, Research In Practice, Terre 

Blanche & Durrheim (1999: 14) asks two questions: ‘how can we be more accurate in 

our findings?’ and ‘how can we produce findings that have an impact on the social 

ecology of knowledge?’ 

I believe that Glenda’s story not only provides accurate and appropriate information   

that contributes to the field of this research on elevating the ‘untrained’ body as an 

accepted authority of movement, but it also reflects on the constraints and the deep-

seated inequalities as created by the apartheid regime in proletarianising coloured and 

black people. As Lord John Dalberg-Acton (1895) in Sampie Terreblanche’s A History 

of Inequality in South Africa 1652-2002 maintains, “if the Past has been an obstacle and 

a burden, knowledge of the Past is the safest emancipation.”  
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During apartheid, Glenda Jones, received her matric certificate (Grade 12) in 1976. This 

was the year of heightened political turbulence with the Soweto student uprising. 

Apartheid education, based on the Christian National Education policy, created separate 

education for the various so called population – racial groups in South Africa. Black 

Africans attended the University of Fort Hare in Alice, Eastern Cape (1916 to 1959) and 

then in 1970 it became a black university in its own right, strictly controlled by the state 

government. The University of the Western Cape (UWC) was established in 1960 by the 

South African government as a university for Coloured people. The University of Cape 

Town (UCT) was established for English speaking whites only whilst the Stellenbosch 

University was established for Afrikaans speaking whites.    

It was Glenda’s dream to study dance. The University of Cape Town (UCT) was the 

only institution in the Western Cape that offered a dance degree course.  According to 

Clive Witbooi, Regional Chairperson of the South African Democratic Teachers Union 

(SADTU), the apartheid regime only allowed black and coloured students to study a 

subject at UCT that all other universities for blacks and coloureds did not offer. It was 

not that simple though. The Extension of The University Education Act of 1959 made it 

a criminal offence for non-white students to register at UCT without special permission 

from the government. Black and coloured students wishing to study at UCT up until 

1994, had to sign a special permit with the Department of Home Affairs, to enter the 

gates of UCT.  

The signing of a permit, Witbooi (2017) states, “was one more apartheid strategy that 

rendered black and coloured people subordinate to white domination.” The costs of 

university fees alone immediately eliminated the majority of impoverished black and 

coloured people from attending a university like UCT. Given her family’s dire financial 

constraints, Glenda was only able to study at a college that offered bursaries. In 1977, 

she received a bursary at Bellville Onderwys Kollege (BOK), a college that was 

designated for coloureds only. During her first year at BOK, with the exception of 

English as a subject, she received all her tuition in Afrikaans. In 1978 she transferred to 

Hewat Training College in Athlone – another teacher training college designated for 

coloureds only. 
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Jones major subject was Physical Education, which included gymnastics and athletics. In 

1979, she graduated with a Primary Teachers Diploma (PTD). In 1980, she was 

appointed as the Physical Education teacher at Harold Cressy High School (a school for 

coloureds only) in Cape Town. In 1995, Jones did a fourth year at Cape Town College of 

Education, a former whites only college. She then graduated with a Higher Diploma in 

Education (HDE).   

Despite not having professional dance training, Jones’s non-stop dedication to 

developing, as she calls it, “dance for the other child” was recognised by many 

institutions who acknowledged her contribution to changing lives (2004). In 1984 she 

was elected as the Cultural Coordinator of Western Province Senior Schools Sports 

Union (WPSSSU) an anti-apartheid organisation that worked tirelessly at restoring what 

was lost or not developed through apartheid. In 1988, she was elected as head 

choreographer for the SACOS (South African Council on Sport) anti-apartheid dance 

gymnastrada. One thousand students, selected from schools throughout the Western 

Cape, performed a dance gymnastrada, at Athlone Stadium, that expressed “no normal 

sport in an abnormal society”, a phrase coined by the late Hassen Howa who believed 

that all apartheid sport be isolated and boycotted. In 2001 Jones was employed as the 

National Dance coordinator for loveLife: South Africa’s National HIV Prevention 

Program for Youth, where she established an Ultimate Dance Programme that was 

implemented nationally. 

Other institutions where Jones taught Dance included, The International School of Cape 

Town, The International School of Hout Bay, Cape Town College of Education and 

Peninsula Technicon and currently at the University of the Western Cape where she 

lectures dance as an elective to Sports Science students. The success she achieved as an 

‘untrained’ dancer inspired her to take up the gauntlet of starting a dance company. In 

1999, she created the Afrika Ablaze Transformation Through Dance Company (Afrika 

Ablaze) specifically for disadvantaged children, whose circumstances of abject poverty 

and social injustices, beyond their control, prevented them from experiencing not only 

the joy of dance but from living a brilliant and intensified life. In the manual, loveLife 

Ultimate Dance! (2001) It states that within one year of its existence Afrika Ablaze was 

sponsored to perform at the National Grahamstown Festival (2000) and in 2001 they 

were selected by Ahmed Kathrada to honour Nelson Mandela at the opening of the 
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Gateway to Robben Island. In 2016 Jones was recognised as a Legend by Sport 4 Life 

and was nominated as one of South Africa’s Heroes by the national television station, 

ETV. Glenda’s story has thus fuelled my passion to empower and highlight the 

‘untrained’ body as a creative and innovative body – a body that deserves to be elevated 

and valued.   

Glenda’s story is but one of the many revelations that has emanated from the apartheid 

and colonialism era.  

1.7 Research questions that this study sought to ask 

Maxwell (2005: 67) points out that research questions, “are questions that you propose to 

answer over data collection methods. Such questions guide all other successive tasks in 

the research process”. I intend to address the topic by answering the following key 

research questions: 

• How do teacher-performers prepare dancers for a post-apartheid South 

Africa? 

• How do we breakdown our colonial past in our dance performance/s? 

1.8 Location of the study 

The study was located in a dance studio at a poverty stricken High School in Wynberg, 

Southern Suburbs area of Cape Town. This is where the Ayana / Afrika Ablaze Dance 

Company6 trains. The composition of the performer population included nine young 

performers. The performers came from different areas but are mostly ‘untrained’ 

performers and dancers. 

1.9 Anticipated Problems/Limitations 

There were limitations that were anticipated in the study. These included amongst others, 

that the study was small scale, within a single context, in one dance studio. The 

conclusions cannot be generalised to all dancers but in spite of being conducted on a 

small scale, it manages to get a deep understanding of my experience as a teacher, 

choreographer and dancer. As a dance teacher-performer this self-reflective project 

																																																								
6 In 2018, the company registered its name as Ayana / Afrika Ablaze Dance Company. “Ayana” 
meaning beautiful blossom.	
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changed my perceptions regarding formalised dance.  

1.10 Division of Chapters 

The study outlined in the chapters as follows: 

• Chapter 1 presented an introductory overview of the study. 

• Chapter 2 reviews literature on ‘culture of silence’, a ‘trained’ dancer in a Post-

Apartheid context in South Africa. 

• Chapter 3 presents the research design and methods used in the study. 

• Chapter 4 outlines the data obtained, analyses and describes the data and 

performances. 

• Chapter 5 discusses the findings, makes recommendations and draws 

conclusions based on the whole study.  

1.11 Conclusion 

This chapter intended to orientate the reader to the background and focus of the study. 

The following chapter will focus on related literature, the theoretical framework that 

underpins the study. Chapter 2 provides an exploration of relevant literature 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

There is a direct relationship between the dominant model of education and the “culture of silence”. 
That means we have the word inside us but do not have the right to utter it, because we follow the 
prescriptions of those who project their voices on us (Vittoria, 2018: 43).  

2.1 On breaking my silence  

Scholar, literary theorist, and feminist critic, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak poses this 

question “why not develop a certain degree of rage against the history that has written 

such an abject script for you that you are silenced?” (Spivak, 1990: 62). For years I have 

been silent about how my body was receiving dance. I was confused by the various 

opinions of what dance is supposed to look and feel like, what constitutes a ‘real’ dancer 

and what personifies a ‘trained’ body. Studies addressing issues of bodily autonomy and 

the external influence culture has on the body, by theorists such as Behnke (1990-91) 

and Johnson (1992), confirm how Western culture as the dominant culture created 

“people in oppressed groups to distrust their own sensory impulses and give up their 

bodily authority” (Green, 2002: 103). Green (2002) and Quinby (1991) suggest, “by 

producing docile bodies in dance classes, there is less likelihood of ending up with 

political artists who question norms of ideology as well as practice” (Green, 2002: 101). 

2.2 On being a ‘trained’ dancer 

There are many other valid dance genres that typifies a ‘trained’ body in dance e.g. 

Contemporary, African Contemporary, Hip Hop and Breakdance, but it seems that the 

Classical Ballet dancer is still perceived as the supreme, professional dance physique.  

As Triegaardt points out, “As a training method, I can think of no other physical training 

method that produces, teaches and instills quite the same: refinement of shape and 

muscle control; stamina and controlled flexibility, invisible to the audience” (Triegaardt, 

2011: 95) and that “unquestionably, a professional ballet dancer must have a streamlined 

shape” (2011: 96). 

Does Triegaardt’s viewpoint that ballet unquestionably requires a specific shape and a 

physical training regimen like ‘no other’ not fly graphically in the face of any ‘body’ 
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ever wanting to be considered for Classical Ballet? She then painstakingly explains how 

and why “ballet differs from other dance forms” (Triegaardt, 2011: 95). Triegaardt refers 

to the relationship between the performance of classical ballet and music, and how 

dancing in the corps de ballet requires self-awareness and awareness of others; having 

special skills of knowing exactly where one is in relation to other dancers specifically 

when performing the pas de deux; developing special skills of tolerance and 

consideration of others, discipline, dedication, physical and mental humility (2011: 95). I 

fully agree that the acquisition of these all-important life skills fully endorses the concept 

of developing the whole dancer, but I will argue that this viewpoint is not unique to 

ballet. It is generic to all dance forms. In fact, the dynamics of awareness, self-

awareness, tolerance and consideration of others, discipline, dedication, physical and 

mental humility are life skills, that all dancers, athletes, sportsmen and sportswomen, all 

other disciplines of movement and the rest of humanity requires daily to create an 

environment of physical, emotional and social well being.  

Does the comment above made by Triegaardt lend itself to an interpretation that ballet is 

an ‘elitist’ art form? This topic can uncomfortably confront the dichotomy of body ‘type’ 

versus the ‘type’ of dance the body is suited for and even the ‘type’ of audience response 

this ‘type’ of body may publically elicit. Jay Pather, Associate Professor at UCT, 

produced a paper that addressed this highly contentious issue when he asked this 

pertinent question, “what is it that has been created as a blueprint for body type and body 

movement that is so exclusive, that is so difficult to attain, that so few actually fit this 

description?” (Pather, 1991: 88). Xaba validates this point when maintaining that she is 

still regarded as a stereotype on European stages (Sichel, 2011). 

2.3 Similar Ethos 

Alvin Ailey, founder of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre (1958) was a world-

renowned dancer, and visionary choreographer that elevated the status of African-

American dancers. Similarly to the sentiments expressed by Alvin Ailey with regard to 

creating a company “dedicated to enriching the American modern dance heritage and 

preserving the uniqueness of the African-American cultural experience” (alvinailey.org), 

the Ayana / Afrika Ablaze Dance Company set out to enhance transforming the lives of 

children from poverty-stricken communities and like Ailey, Afrika Ablaze provides 

access to dance and the arts, and elevating the status of black dancers. Afrika Ablaze, 
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like Ailey, provides a platform for young people to participate in a programme that 

strives to preserve the uniqueness of cultural identity and a proud heritage of 

transforming lives through dance.  

However, due to wanting increased employment opportunities in the dance marketplace 

for his dancers Ailey drifted back to incorporating ballet as a basic training technique for 

every dancer in his company and his school (DeFrantz, 2005). Afrika Ablaze is however 

confident that there is no need for one style of dance to be the only foundation or the 

basic foundation for dance because the company continues to strive despite the absence 

of ballet training. 

The turmoil created by the apartheid regime of South Africa with the devaluation of 

indigenous African culture, was further exacerbated by choosing “to value and fund 

British ballet as a high art form above all forms of dance” (Friedman, 2012: 1). Kristina 

Johnstone, in her article Community in Concert: Transformation, Development and 

Community Dance (2012) states, 

The tension between “professional” dance and dance as “development” or “community dance” is 
noteworthy as it implies that in South Africa, as in many other places, “professional” is valued 
differently and more than “community dance” or “development.” […] When one considers the field of 
concert or theatre dance in South Africa, it is community dancers who are not considered “artists” and 
who are marginalised. However, in South Africa, what is considered “culturally marginal” or “low art”, 
and “culturally central” or “high art” has to a large extent been determined by South Africa’s legacy of 
colonialism and apartheid” (Johnstone, 2012: 147, 148). 

Similarly, in his article, Emile YX? (2008), South African rapper, poet, composer, Hip 

Hop dance teacher, founder of Black Noise and Heal the Hood Project, Emile Jansen 

talks of how “the usage of terminology like “high art”, exposes the status quos resistance 

to change” (2008: 14). And Hip Hop, Jansen proclaims is all about “changing perception 

of what is considered as normal by society and experimentation with the intent of 

creating what is your own” (Jansen, 2008: 14). Jansen believes that Hip Hop has been 

deliberately marginalised, undervalued and negatively portrayed by the media with the 

intent of reducing the perception of Hip Hop to uncultured street dance. In a telephonic 

interview with Jansen (2017), he expressed how despite its initial low ranking as an art 

form in comparison to Classical Ballet, Hip Hop has managed to permeate and threaten 

the stranglehold of colonial forces such as capitalism, globalisation and resistance to 

change. Jansen, who is the founder and creative director of both Black Noise and Heal 

the Hood Project, is an educator whose ethos is around community activism and to create 
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a network for social empowerment amongst the youth. According to Jansen, unlike 

ballet, that developed its roots under the political manipulation of colonialism and then 

further flourished as a “high art” form under the divisive rule of apartheid, Hip Hop, 

Jansen adamantly claims developed its roots in Africa7.  

2.4 On dancing in a Post-Apartheid South Africa  

Dance, like education, was an institution in the Apartheid era. Now that we are 

addressing the ills and ramifications of education it should only be apt that we address 

colonial influences in the Performing Arts. In the process of decolonisation, which is a 

heavily debated and contested word, we also need to address what is accepted as normal 

in the Performing Arts arena.  

Forty-one years after his tragic death the words of Steve Biko, “Black consciousness is 

an attitude of the mind and a way of life, the most positive call to emanate from the black 

world for a long time” (South African History Online), resonates strongly with the recent 

uprisings at SA Universities. Fees Must Fall#, Rhodes Must Fall# was a huge part of 

what triggered a student-led protest action. This student movement very quickly gathered 

momentum and rapidly converged into a national campaign. Students were demanding 

transformation, free quality education, an end to sexual harassment and outsourcing of 

contract workers.  The statue of Cecil John Rhodes was ultimately removed as a figure 

that symbolised Colonialism. This 2015 revolt unified black underclasses and inspired a 

movement that highlighted the consequences of poverty, the struggle of the marginalised 

and the on-going deprivation experienced by those who mainly come from the 

disadvantaged sectors in South Africa. As Christina Pather (2015: 1) notes, the student-

led protest was not about Rhodes or his fall but, rather, a “symbolic physical 

representation of all that is wrong with our universities and the country”. 

Having protested in the #FeesMustFall movement, which initially started out as a 

peaceful and sincere attempt by students to raise awareness of how Apartheid and 

colonialism was responsible for the deep inherited inequalities in South Africa, I 

																																																								
7 The term Hip Hop is credited to an ex-gang member Afrika Bambaata and The Universal Zulu 
Nation” (Jansen, 2008: 14). They were primarily responsible for bringing together the elements of 
DJing, MCing (rapping), Writing (graffiti), B-boying (break-dancing) and Knowledge of Self. “It is 
obvious from the above name Afrika Bambaata and The universal Zulu Nation, that Africa influenced 
the very creation of Hip Hop” (Jansen, 2008: 14). 
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witnessed the rise of the decolonisation project, which is now the buzzword in learning 

institutions.  

#RhodesMustFall highlighted the impact of imperialism and the human tragedy of 

colonisation. #FeesMustFall was activism directed at socio-economic inequality and 

redressing access for learners from poorer communities. Based on these two 

justifications, has Dance progressed enough through social introspection, cultural 

transformation and community inclusivity?  

As a self-reflexive performer-researcher, I am drawn to Critical Race Theory (CRT) for 

the reason that it is a “framework that seeks to identify, analyze and transform those 

structural and cultural aspects of education that maintain dominant and subordinate racial 

positions in and out of the classroom” (Solorzano and Yosso, 2002: 25).	Pivotal to CRT 

is storytelling as Ladson-Billings (1998) explains: “The primary reason, then, that 

stories, or narratives, are deemed important among CRT scholars is that they add 

necessary contextual contours to the seeming objectivity of positivist perspectives.” (p. 

11). By applying a CRT approach, the stories of people of colour begin to challenge the 

existing master narrative especially the propensity of deficit theorizing (Solorzano & 

Yosso, 2002). Amplifying the marginalized voices of the non-majority groups highlights 

counter narratives that test the master narrative and our broader understanding of reality 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998; Parker & Lynn, 2002; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  

By applying a CRT lens to this research I aim to hold space for the voices and 

experiences of underrepresented minority.  

In the following chapter (chapter 3) I discuss the research methodology followed in this 

study. 

 

 

 

 

 



	

	
20 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

Chapter three focuses on the methodology and research design of the study. I begin by 

explicating and justifying the research method and research design employed, choice of 

setting, sampling techniques, data presentation and analysis, research instruments, ethical 

considerations, validation procedures, and delimitations of the study. Babbie and Mouton 

(2001) view the research design as a projected outline or as a plan to conduct research. 

The purpose of conducting this research was to answer the research questions of this 

qualitative case study. 

3.2 A Qualitative self-reflective case study 

I applied a qualitative research methodology in this dissertation. In terms of the research 

paradigms, this qualitative study is one that can be located within critical theory. Denzin 

and Lincoln (2000: 2) argue that not only is “qualitative research a field of inquiry in its 

own right, crosses multiple disciplines, fields and subject matters”, but approaches such 

as politics and ethics, case studies, participatory inquiries are just some of the methods 

that fall into this paradigm. In this research methodology part of my dissertation, I 

further clarify why I chose a qualitative self-reflective case study expressing my lived 

experience as a teacher-performer. 

It aims to allow the participants/cast to explore and experience dance in a holistic way as 

well as address the role a dance teacher plays in effectively bringing about a change in 

how students create, construct, and reflect. Mouton (2001: 52) argues that only through 

action and active interventions are we able to address the societal issues, which is 

consistent with the ontological underpinnings of self-reflective research. 

3.3 Reflective Practice 

Brookfield (1995) brings to light the importance of literature on reflective practice. He 

encourages various approaches to research and validates the necessity of placing equal 

value on how we examine reflective practice. It also increases our understanding of the 

personal stories and experiences of teachers and researchers. In reflecting about my 
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experiences in the Minor Project and Medium Project performances as well as sharing 

the reflections of the performers in When Memories Break, I hope to bring awareness to 

how and why decolonising dance in South Africa is so vital to me. My lived experiences 

cannot be isolated from my teaching practice as they are intrinsically linked to my 

childhood memories and past influences. Self-study was initiated from teachers and 

researchers wanting to study their own practice (Samaras & Freese, 2006). The data from 

a diversity of sources was validated through the process of analysis (Cresswell, 2003).  

Storytelling is the primary method through which the basic CRT tenets are realized 

(Ladson-Billings, 1998; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Safeguarding space for the stories of 

people of colour challenges the notion of colour blindness and places people of colour as 

the narrator of the story rather than merely the object. Story telling by people of colour 

also allows for the emergence of counter narratives, those that contradict the dominant 

narrative perception, through which a call to action for social justice is more likely to 

permeate (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  

Gloria Ladson-Billings (1998: 14) explains the important role of counter narratives by 

reminding us, “oppression is rationalized, causing little self-examination by the 

oppressor. Stories by people of colour can catalyse the necessary cognitive conflict to 

counter racism”. The detailed experiences of underrepresented students provide 

important counter stories to the prevailing narrative of students as either commodities 

(numbers to be gained) or issue laden (problems to be managed). Counter stories from 

the perspective of marginalized group members are epistemologically valuable in 

understanding current educational practices especially if the goal is to seek change in 

current practices (Ladson-Billings, 1998).  

3.4 Resources Used In This Research 

On my intellectual journey I used various resources to gather my data and during the 

process of self-reflection I constantly read, perused materials and analysed and engaged 

with the data. Resources used included, literature reviews, participant observer, 

interviews, focus groups, questionnaires, field notes, student diaries and a reflective 

journal.  

The theory that I gathered from the literature I engaged with, together with my 

performances and choreography in practice, forms the basis of my research. When I 
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selected my reading material I consciously set about reading about and around the issues 

of my topic. To guide my decisions and activities in practice I reviewed and reflected on 

the work of some critical theorists. Thus my research practice was informed by theory. 

The reference list indicates the range of literature that was reviewed in this research 

process. As participant-observer I was involved in the activities, events, workshops with 

the cast. Interviewing the cast was quite useful. Unlike a questionnaire, an interview is 

an engagement between two or more persons allowing for more interpersonal interaction 

between the interviewer and interviewee. I also utilised two focus group activities in my 

research process. The cast was actively engaged in both the drawing up and moderating 

of reports, which made it the ideal research tool for doing research “with” instead of 

research “on” participants. In this research, I made use of getting the cast to collect initial 

responses from the performers. The questions were more probing and open-ended to 

stimulate contrasting viewpoints. The use of field notes provided a record of evidence in 

my reflective journal. Finally the cast provided interesting feedback and was indeed 

useful for my reflective research journey. 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

I followed correct and appropriate procedures to obtain permission to conduct the study. 

Letters were sent to the relevant departments and people. I obtained a certificate of 

ethical clearance from UCT’s ethical clearance office granting approval to conduct this 

research project. Letters to sought consent for all participants to be interviewed were sent 

out, requesting permission and also assuring the participants of the confidentiality of the 

interviews. 

3.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have outlined the qualitative research methodology with the case study 

research employed in the study. I have also covered the choice of data collection 

instruments used in the study. The data collection instruments will be used to generate 

rich and in-depth information to allow participants to relate their own experiences 

through narratives as stated. Validity and reliability of data were discussed. Ethical 

considerations, which emphasised confidentiality was explained. In the following 

chapter I give detailed explanation and description of my two projects and performances.  

 



	

	
23 

CHAPTER 4 

PERFORMANCES 

4.1 Introduction  

Having presented, in the last chapter, the research methodology employed for producing 

data for the study, I engage with my performances in this chapter. 

4.2 Minor Project – Amputation (2018) 

My Minor Project aimed to address the political, unethical and historical damage done 

by colonialism and apartheid, and how as a ‘trained’ performing artist in a Post-

Apartheid South Africa I am still constantly experimenting, reworking and attempting to 

conscientiously analyse the dance training that for a long time caused me great internal 

stress and actual physical discomfort. By this I mean that I was constantly instructed and 

incessantly “harassed” to do something about my low-arched feet, to tie(dy) up my very 

big Afro8 and at one stage I was recommended to have x-rays taken to check if I had a 

hip disorder because of my poor turnout9. I came to understand that ballet demanded 

‘perfection’ 10 . The Executive Director of the Cape Town City Ballet, Elizabeth 

Triegaardt’s comment in her article, Should Classical Ballet be celebrated in the new 

South Africa? (2011), ratifies this kind of ‘perfection’. She states,  

Until classical ballet stops being vilified because it requires a perfection of technique, self-discipline 
and the ability to stand out from the crowd – a quality unattainable by most. […] There is little cause 
for celebration! (Triegaardt, 2011: 96).   

 

 

 

 

																																																								
8 A “hairstyle of tight curls in a full evenly rounded shape” (Merriam-Webester). 
9 Turnout in ballet is “a rotation of the leg at the hips, which causes the feet (and knees) to turn outward 
and away from the front of the body. Turnout is measured in terms of the angle between the centre 
lines of the feet when heels are touching (First Position). Complete turnout (a 180° angle) is rarely 
attainable without conditioning” (Dictionary definition).  
 
10 I use inverted commas because of ballet’s attachment to what it deems as ‘perfection’. 
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Artistic Director and Choreographer of Flatfoot Dance Company, Lliane Loots expresses 

her concern when she talks about how black Contemporary dancers, who have been 

historically disadvantaged and have only come to perform later in life, have to, as she 

says,  

[…] compete with the hegemonic (and racial, in the South African context) privileging of ballet line 
and form as the dancing body ideal. While this notion of what constitutes the “correct” dancing body is 
being profoundly challenged in South Africa at the moment, performing arts cultural bodies  (as 
important bench-mark institutions for gauging artistic politics and policy) are doing very little to cross 
contextualise cultural dance performance and thus are adding to stereotyping (racial, gendered, 
cultural) of the dancing body (Loots, 2012: 57).   

I was always aware of my instinctive reaction to move outside the confines of what I was 

being taught in my ballet dance classes. It is what, I now term, my organic11 body 

response. This movement I believe comes from my embryological relationship with 

dance, as my mother would often tell me how she danced throughout her pregnancy with 

me. I was however constantly suppressing my yearning to obey what I identified as my 

natural impulses in exchange for what I was being taught and trained to do in ballet. I 

started burying my “soulfulness” and kept resurfacing, as an empty canvas to be filled in 

(as I understood at the time) with things someone else wanted me to do.  

Like the works of two internationally acclaimed choreographers’, Nelisiwe Xaba and 

Mamela Nyamza, my personal narratives will be laden with metaphors in my 

performance work. In her article, Speaking with Nelisiwe Xaba (2011), Annalisa 

Piccirillo describes Xaba’s approach as personalising her choreography “aimed at 

deconstructing the categories that have framed the African female ‘body continent’ – and 

others – into an essentialist and Eurocentric perspective” (Piccirillo, 2011: 68). In his 

article, Rites of passage: separation, liminality and an initiation into being in Mamela 

Nyamza’s ‘Hatched’ (2016), Alude Mahali describes how Nyamza, in her award-

winning role of The Dying Swan, “deconstructs the conventions of Western classical 

ballet” (Mahali, 2016: 9).  

In an attempt to deconstruct the categories that have framed the ‘trained’ body, my 

choreography will originate from my personal relationship with dance. In my Minor 

Project, I performed a piece that took place in Room 1 of UCT’s Centre for Theatre, 

Dance and Performance Studies; I deliberately chose to perform in a small, squared 

room, with limited space, like that of a prison cell. The cold, bleak space resonated with 
																																																								
11	By this I mean the movement that rises in me before I planned to move.	
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the numerous occasions I felt isolated and left behind in my ballet technique. An old 

battered piano in the corner that looked like I felt – Injured by repeated blows, pounding, 

censure and criticism. Against the other wall a white rope hanging from a clothing rail – 

the rope being symbolic of me hanging on to ballet despite my discomfort and confusion. 

My toxic relationship with ballet resonates with how journalist, Carl Collison describes 

Nyamza’s ‘love-hate relationship with ballet’ and how it is found in most of her work. In 

Hatched (2010), she takes an autobiographical look at “effectively challenging 

conventional and accepted notions of beauty and how, in reality, many women feel they 

fall short of these sought-after ideals” (Collins, 2010: 1). In her rendition of Michel 

Fokine’s renowned The Dying Swan (1905), Nyamza, as interviewed by UCT Scholar, 

Alude Mahali, describes how this ballet“made her feel evermore like ‘a black swan’ in 

that she felt separated from the ideals of the white delicate Western ballerina” and that 

“she will never realistically fit that mould and knowing that affords her a feeling of 

autonomy that makes it possible to re-imagine these ballets” (Mahali, 2016: 9). 

Xaba clarifies her intention with her work, They look at me and that’s all they think 

(2006) as she explains that the video she uses in her piece was “to challenge the 

stereotypes of beauty, the Eurocentric standards of beauty, that you’re beautiful only 

when you have Eurocentric features, that is: you have to have long hair, a long nose, or 

you have to be light of complexion, etc.” (Picirillo, 2011: 73). Erasmus (2000:381) 

states, 

Western racisms in their various mutations make claims about the body: about beauty and ugliness, and 
about sexuality. The politics and violence of this racism operate in and through the body. This legacy 
meant that, in general, white bodies have been graced with beauty while black bodies have been 
relegated to ugliness.  

 

It is this stereotyping that Xaba believes has negatively influenced the “black mind” as to 

how they view themselves and other black people. She therefore feels that the problem, 

for her, as she says, “is not how Westerners view me or us, it’s how Africans then view 

themselves, or how we look at ourselves, and how that becomes a standard of how we 

see black beauty” (Piccirillo, 2011: 74). In Xaba’s performance, an animation/cartoon 

clip shows Sarah Baartman going to a hair salon to have her hair straightened. They use 

a product called “hair-ko-rekt”, and once applied to Baartman’s hair, her curly Afro 

becomes long and straightened. There are about three scenes in the entire work that 

display these cartoon clips of Sarah Baartman and her hair “troubles”. Another clip 
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shows the hair stylist actually cutting her hair off, leaving her bald and Baartman looks 

devastated.  

In my experiences at school, in my ballet, modern dance classes, contemporary dance 

classes, and during my undergraduate studies, I was often told that my Afro needed to be 

‘neater’ so that it would not be too much of a ‘distraction’. By ‘neater’ I was often told 

that I could try ‘putting into a ponytail as long as the ‘fro’ part would not be ‘too ‘big’ as 

this may be the reason my neck tension in class increased. To create the ‘perfect’ bun I 

was forced to use of large quantities of hair gel. My hair became a painful experience, 

and I used this very experience in my Minor Project. I start my performance by playing a 

tune on the piano as the audience is entering the room. The tune I play is reminiscent of 

my despondency with dance. I struggle to find the right key. I go back to the clothing rail 

where memories of being incessantly reprimanded during ballet classes come flooding 

back. A recording of voices of instruction cuts through the thick silence; “Hair in a bun 

Danny, don’t tense your neck Danny, don’t be fake Danny, where is the honesty in your 

work Danny?” I grab the pair of leg warmers dangling from the clothing rail and use it to 

tie my hair into a bun12. At the same time I hear the voices of my mother, father, sister 

and little niece calling me. Their voices are encouraging and sweet but gradually it 

collides with the harsh instructions and cynical questioning. This collision creates a 

cacophony of confusion and anxiety within me. I release my wild curly hair from the bun 

I struggled to perfect. In her article, Hair Politics (2000), Zimitri Erasmus (2000: 389 – 

392) states, 

Hair carries the constant presence of ‘race’. […] ‘Race’ is always present even if only the detour on the 
way to new creations. It is always there because, whether we like it or not, we are still living in the 
shadow in the history of colonialism, slavery, and genocide, and their cultural and political aftermath”. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
12 This was due to conventional hairbands being ineffective. 
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Once my hair is let down, I am faced with the painting. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

On the left side of the painting is an image of a dancer’s amputated leg. The dictionary 

definition of the word amputation is “the surgical removal of all or part of a limb or 

extremities such as an arm, leg, foot, hand, toe or finger.” Once the limb is amputated it 

can never truly be replaced again. Did colonisation amputate the minds and hearts of a 

subjugated people? Omofolabo Soyinka Ajayi, an associate professor of Women’s 

Studies at the Research Institute on Women at the University of Kansas, in her book, 

Yoruba Dance (1998) says, “given the cultural importance of dance in many African 

cultures, it was politically expedient for the colonisers to prevent their survival” (Ajayi, 

1998: 4). This calculated destruction of the art of dance amongst African people not only 

helped colonialism to thrive and helped facilitate the act of ruling over the subjugated 

people, but it more specifically debilitated people’s rights to an intensified life as well as 

destroyed the art of dance causing its fall from national prominence (Ajayi, 1998). 

 

 

With leotard  
Amputation, Danielle-Marie Jones (2017)  
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Alongside the amputated leg is my ballet leotard dangling from nails on the painting. In 

her blog, Beyond the Barre, ballet teacher Haley Mathiot Smelcer talks about the 

importance of a dancer’s dress code by stating,  

[Tradition]. Ballet is one of the oldest forms of dance out there, and we’ve been wearing Leo/Tights for 
a while now. It’s culturally accepted, and part of ballet is being part of the traditions of it. [Respect]. 
Respect the tradition and wear your dress code. […] If your teacher wants you to wear leo and tights, 
wear it. If she wants you to wear leo, no tights, socks, and high bun (like RAD), do it. If she wants you 
to wear a tutu to class, wear it. Do what your teacher says. It’s their studio; it’s their rules. You don’t 
question your school dress code, so why would you question your teacher’s dress code? (Smelcer, 
2017). 

I often felt intimidated to wear a leotard… This is because I knew how exposed I would 

be. I felt awkward knowing that I did not ‘look’ like a ballet dancer. Nor did I ever feel 

like one. And because of this feeling, I saw my body as not ‘trained’ enough in dance – 

in ballet. My body felt restricted by my ‘limited’ range of motion13, and I disliked my 

‘thicker’ thighs. However, I am not alone I when it comes to thinking this way, 

particularly in ballet. In Jill Green’s study of Foucault and the Training of Docile Bodies 

in Dance Education (2002), this is what one of the students had to offer in her journal, as 

one of many body ‘type’ stories: 

I was sitting in [the ballet studio] putting on my street clothes after a typical ballet class. So that meant 
I felt like a total zero with two left feet. But of course I was not alone in my thoughts. Three of my 
friends were thinking and saying the same thing. Then walked in the stereotypical ballerinas, long legs 
and arms, skinny, white, hair pulled back or short, and very defined facial features. Don’t forget the 
flexibility for days [sic]. And all we did was say, “Here come the ‘real’ ballerinas and of course [we] 
are leaving. We would not fit in with them.” As I thought more about this the more I felt that I and my 
friends were still caught in the traditional attitude and myths [that you must look like this to be a “real” 
dancer]... I still fall so easily back into that stereotyped ballet body ideal. I even find myself wishing 
my body was like that and asking God for a body like that (2002: 13). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
13 A measurement of movement around a joint.  
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Within my performance, once I removed the leotard from the nails, a painted leotard 

with the words ‘SAVE YOURSELF’ was revealed. Beneath these words, are hands 

begging for water under a closed tap with a balloon hanging from it. The concept behind 

this image is that the balloon is filling up with water, denying the thirsty soul to quench 

his/her thirst. Has colonisation left behind a nation of hungry, thirsty souls? Leigh 

Nudelman, in her article The Hungry Artist, the Hungry Nation (2012) answers this 

question as she states, “the vast majority of South Africans are still hungry for freedom. 

Despite the dismantling of apartheid and a new dispensation, many citizens do not 

experience basic freedoms such as housing, running water, electricity, healthcare or a 

decent education” (Nudelman, 2012: 1). Donaldo Macedo, a Cape Verdean-American 

critical theorist and linguist was elected to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of the 

publication of Brazilian educator, philosopher and a leading advocate of critical 

pedagogy, Paulo Freire’s, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968). Macedo, a distinguished 

Professor of Liberal Arts and Education at the University of Massachusetts Boston, in 

his introduction, shares how Freire’s viewpoints helped him as a colonised young man 

 Without leotard  
Amputation, Danielle-Marie Jones (2017)  
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“to critically understand the tensions, contradictions, fears, doubts, hopes and deferred 

dreams that are part and parcel of living a borrowed and colonised cultural existence” 

(Macedo, 2000; 11). Macedo’s struggle with finding answers for the suppression of his 

own cultural identity and his intense yearning to be free of his oppressor resonated with 

the same painful cry for help shared by all who suffocated under the yoke of colonisation 

in Africa. Freire’s questioning whether the hunger for food extended itself to a cultural 

hunger, again strongly resonated with African people having being “torn away from their 

pasts, propelled into a universe fashioned from outside to suppress their values and 

dumbfounded by a cultural invasion that marginalises them” (Kodjo, 1987). Therefore, 

the balloon, in the painting, preventing the hands from receiving water leads me to ask 

the following: In whose hands is the future of Dance in South Africa?  

I turn to the mirror and start my ballet routine by standing in bras bas14 position. I start 

performing a plies15 exercise to the accompaniment of classical piano music. Suddenly, 

the music changes to a remixed version of classical piano music – with vocals, 

symphonic sounds and beats16. The words “I keep on falling” from the R&B American 

singer-songwriter, Alicia Keys in her song “Fallin’” resonates with how my body 

instinctively falls in love with certain rhythms. Keys’ album titled Remixed & 

Unplugged in A Minor (2003) inspired me to revisit my early childhood vision of 

Michael Jackson17, whose dancing to this day, still floods my memory. I feel my body 

move effortlessly as I explore moving in different ways. I start to play and flow from 

distorted plies to flexed feet and curving of my spine into abstract and eclectic gyrations 

and turns. I am still lost in the music and the moment. I move impulsively towards the 

piano and I play the tune that I initially struggled with. This time I find the right key and 

I am one with that moment. My entire being celebrates as I hit the note. This 

achievement elevates my spirit and I fearlessly further explore the movements that have 

been spontaneously rising from within me. 

																																																								
14 Ballet preparatory position: “Arms low or down. The arms form a circle with the palms facing each 
other and the back edge of the hands resting on the thighs. The arms should hang quite loosely but not 
allowing the elbows to touch the sides” (Ballet Dictionary). 
 
15	Ballet movement:	A bending of the knees outward with the back held straight. 
	
16 This song, titled, SAVE YOURSELF, was specifically created for this work, Amputation (2018). 
Produced by a composer and myself.  
 
17	Michael Jackson when I was growing up was a global music and dance icon and as a child I was 
highly influenced by his achievement as a dancer and entertainer.	
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4.3 Medium Project – When Memories Break (2019) 

4.3.1 A Story to be told – An Autobiographical Inquiry 

Once upon a time, far away from the Nico Malan Theatre, lived a curly-haired little 

girl with a very big dream. Where she lived, there were gangsters, terrible scenes of 

violence, and many poor people. Life was very difficult, but nothing on earth could 

smother the flame that was burning in her heart.  

 

She dreamt of being a dancer. She wanted to dance on a ‘proper’ stage with velvet 

curtains and pretty lights. The dream was impossible. There was very little to support 

it, other than the fiercest of her hearts longing. One day someone told her that ‘white 

ladies’ from the university were teaching the ‘poor’ children to dance in the hall… 

but the hall was a far distance to where she lived, which meant she needed bus fare to 

get there. Being one of nine children, there was no money for extra mural activities so 

she walked the distance to the dance hall and through the window, she watched the 

children dance. She did not watch the teacher; she watched the faces of the children 

dancing. Something beautiful was happening in the room. Their eyes were sparkling 

like diamonds; they had forgotten how poor they were. They had left all their 

heartache at home.  

 

The little girl walked home with big dreams to transform her backyard into a stage. 

There she spent many happy hours teaching herself to dance. At times she felt very 

lonely so she formed a dance group with her brothers, sisters, cousins, and the 

neighbors’ children. Once a month, on a Sunday night, their backyard changed into a 

beautiful theatre. The entire neighbourhood turned up to watch dance/dramas. 

Costumes were hand sewn and made from waste materials. The audience was always 

amazed at the level of creativity and innovation. What they did not know was that she 

spent sleepless nights designing sets and décor, and sewed costumes until her fingers 

bled because nothing could kill the passion that lived deep inside her soul.  

 

The little girl never realized her dream of becoming a professional dancer due to 

circumstances beyond her control. Instead, she dedicated her life to creating a place 
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for children from disadvantaged communities to dance… to dance until their eyes 

sparkled like diamonds.  

 

My mother, Glenda Jones, shared this memory with me when I was a little girl. The 

exact details of when she shared it are blurry, but what is clear is how I felt when I heard 

it. To this day, I have not shared with her how this childhood memory of hers 

encouraged me to delve deeply into the ramifications of being denied a potentially 

fulfilled destiny. And it is this story that inspired me to create, When Memories Break. 

The Medium Project set out to navigate ways of decolonising oppressive dominance and 

investigating the ramifications of indoctrination in dance. Spivak (2012) asserts the 

importance of being able to learn “from below”: “we want to open our minds to be 

haunted by the aboriginal” (Spivak, 2012: 189). To echo the views of Spivak, my 

intention with this Medium Project performance was to not idealise a “grand narrative” 

or fall into the trap of “sentimentalizing the oppressive experiences of the subaltern” 

(Zembylas, 2018: 116). If an important element of “hearing” subaltern oppression is to 

feel it viscerally and emotionally (Zembylas, 2018), then through the performance of 

When Memories Break, I intended for the cast and myself to achieve this as “the visceral 

enables our abilities to affectively register and comprehend time, space, and place; it 

helps us make sense of the social, political and economic world around us, individually 

and collectively” (Micieli-Voutsinas, 2013: 40).  

Research for the performance, When Memories Break started with a process of 

deconstructing a physical object that takes the form of a metal dome structure. The 

structure consisting of eight metal leaf-like pieces initially represents a traditional18 

ballet tutu wrapped around a centre dancer pirouetting like a traditional spinning 

ballerina found in a musical box. This dancing ballerina in a musical box represents a 

toy, which became a universally popular gift to children to this day and has for an 

estimated number of 100 years, maintained the spinning ballerina as a white dancer in a 

pink tutu. The heavy metal leaves also represented an oppressive force that made moving 

outside of it very challenging and obstructive thereby curtailing the dancers freedom to 

explore the space spontaneously and effectively. Eight dancers and the pirouetting 

ballerina perform a dance journal of revelations that is ventilated through each 

																																																								
18 It has existed as a long-established toy. 
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performers personal journey of struggle and oppression. As the overall performance 

progresses attention is shifted to a child standing by the window on the outside of the 

Playroom venue. The nine performers on the inside desperately try to engage with the 

child on the outside by constantly running to a window and then frantically scaling the 

burglar bars in a desperate attempt to connect and make contact with the child. This 

section of the performance aims to problematise the long-term ramifications of early 

childhood trauma and deprivation as psychoanalyst, Alice Miller, in her book, The 

Drama of Being a Child, describes, “Every child has a legitimate need to be noticed, 

understood, taken seriously, and respected” (Miller, 1987: 31). 

The use of the Playroom venue, which is situated at University of Cape Town (UCT), 

Hiddingh Campus, was suitable for the performance as it embraced all aspects for the 

story to unfold as a musical box, as a sacred space for individual expression, and as a 

barrier between the inside and the outside. The venue also provided an intimate setting 

for the audience to be in close proximity to the performers and for the performers to 

engage with the audience.  

4.3.2 The Dome – collaboration with Lauren Herrmann 

The dome has been pivotal in the creation of When Memories Break. I was fortunate to 

collaborate with Lauren Herrmann, an artist from UCT Michaelis School of Fine Art. 

The dome evoked significant conversations between the dancers, Lauren, and myself as 

the choreographer. Some of the questions that arose in the intermittent reflection sessions 

that took place at the Afrika Ablaze dance studio were: ‘how does this dome represent a 

relationship? Does the dome have human factors? Is the dome capable of human 

response?’ We spoke to our experiences, using the interaction with the structure as a 

metaphor for happenings in our lives. Lauren noted in her catalogue entitled, The 

Something Project (provided in the Addenda), when having attended the classes, that the 

more we worked with the dome, the more we “began to understand our body’s 

relationship to the structure through movement, becoming more trusting of it despite it’s 

sharp, cold and hard nature” (Herrmann, 2018) 
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Lauren shared her motivation for creating the dome: 

I hope for it to provide a breathing space that allows the mode of expression to be organic where artists 
can think about their work differently and be present in their own creativity rather than providing or 
seeking a kind of validation, however implicit […] so important in producing change and giving voices 
for different platforms to resonate in […] This is key to exploring new possibilities and ways of 
thinking and existing, particularly in spaces heavily dominated by Western epistemologies (Herrmann, 
2018). 

4.3.3 When Memories Break 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The dome is positioned in the centre of the Playroom. The dancers are inside the dome 

and I am positioned in a spot at the centre of dome with my top half exposed. The dome 

represents my tutu. The dancers are ‘echo chambers’ of my various memories of dance. 

The room is dark with a spot of light on me, a pirouetting ballerina. 

Outside the playroom is a child peering into the room through one of windows. She is 

my past and still my present memories of how I perceived dance as a child. She is also 

reminiscent of my mother and all who, during the apartheid era lived on the outside 

waiting to come inside.  

Music prompts the ballerina to start pirouetting and this becomes the very catalyst for the 

breaking of my memories. The ballerina in the musical toy box starts to turn. She is 

mimicking the famous musical box where a fair-faced ballerina doll in a pink tutu with 
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blonde hair in a perfect bun was the general template for what a ‘trained’ dancer looked 

like.  

The dome segments start to move away from me as if tearing away my tutu to expose 

only one active ballet leg. My other leg is held up as if amputated. I ask again: did 

apartheid amputate the minds, limbs and hearts of a disenfranchised people? The dancers 

interrogate their dome segments as they move it into different spaces of the room. Here, 

the dancers and the ballerina start revealing their various relationships with dance 

through a variety of movements that are at first restrictive, repetitive and docile. They 

then move around the room exploring through their own dance language, the challenges, 

the victories, the conflict, the revelations, the pressure, the euphoria, the tension and all 

that they have come to believe, experience, and understand about dance. At different 

moments in the piece, the dancers and the ballerina would sporadically run to windows 

in desperate search for the little girl outside. At a specific moment in the piece, the 

ballerina comes face-to-face with the little girl looking through the misty window. The 

ballerina, hounded by memories of having the ‘wrong’ hair for a perfect ballet bun, 

having the ‘wrong’ hips for a perfect ballet turn out, having a neckline that is fraught 

with tension, when face-to-face with the little girl, is forced to confront her vulnerability. 

When the ballerina makes eye contact with the little girl, there is an intrinsic connection 

that invites the little girl on the outside to come inside the room. The entire cast 

experiences this reconnection individually in absolute silence as if acknowledging the 

sacredness of the reunion. Vittoria (2018: 40) notes that “our manner of experiencing 

words depends on how we experience silence.” He states, “silence can signify 

submission, abnegation, resignation, but also reflection, poetry, creativity, culture” 

(2018: 40).  The little girl walks through the debris of the dome while the cast starts to 

recite a poem that questions the geographical, political, and physical land of humanity: 

 

Ask someone whose land is this where poetry fails to capture the grief of loss 

and love, of tied up tongues, speechless, stumbling around in dirt and dust 

amongst fallen cradles with bloodied identities… where conversations fail to 

explain how some live watching strangers build walls around a mountain 

stream that once quenched thirsty souls… 
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Ask someone whose land was this where humanity failed to capture the grief 

of loss and love, of tongues tied up, rendered speechless, lost identities 

stumbling around in desolation, denied the grace of dreams… shattered souls 

splintered in a million fragments denied the right to grieve…   

 

Stone cold faces that laugh through the open window of a house on a hill of 

illegitimate hatred… doors closed to the wandering shadow of a body that 

once lived there… all evidence of ownership concealed in wine and ego and 

drunkenness  

 

Swearing away what truth lies between two worlds of unrepentant greed and 

an executed life.  

 

Whose footprints would be found in the excavated soil? And whose stories 

would be found deeply preserved in mud and glory? How can we trust the 

wealthy storyteller that sells the seeds of grief stories to travellers whose 

desires then become the subtle disease of capturing land, in a land, where the 

landless are forced to sing an empty song, drink from a river that no longer 

laughs and forced to live in a place bankrupt of air  

 

A place without  

OXYGEN  

They then walk to the windows and place themselves alongside the burglar bars in a 

straight line. This line represents the conformity of docile bodies in dance classes. They 

stare out of the window whilst the Louis Daniel Armstrong’s song, What a Wonderful 

World, plays faintly in the background.  

The process of creating the medium project followed the steps taken from his article, 

Decolonising the university curriculum, Le Grange (2016). This article draws on the 

work of Poka Laenui Chilisa (2012), “who suggests five phases in the process of 

decolonisation: rediscovery and recovery; mourning; dreaming; commitment and action” 

(Le Grange: 2016, 3). 
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Rediscovery and Recovery is the beginning stage of reconnecting with what was 

organic19. Mourning concerns the process of grieving, numbness, pining and lamenting 

the constant abuse of the world’s colonised/oppressed peoples’ identities and social 

realities. This is a crucial and normal component that leads to dreaming and healing. 

Dreaming is the stage when colonised peoples invoke their emotions and expectations, 

delve into the deep chasms of their “histories, worldviews, and indigenous knowledge 

systems” to assist them with theorizing, imagining and anticipating alternative 

possibilities. (Le Grange, 2016: 3). When colonised peoples rediscover their own history, 

culture, language and identity an opportunity to recover what was natural to them is 

possible. Commitment refers to when students and academics take on political activism 

to communicate, translate and demonstrate their commitment to embrace and “include 

the voices of the colonised” (ibid.). Action is the phase where commitments and dreams 

translate into strategies for social transformation (ibid.). 

When working with the cast in rehearsals for When Memories Break there was an 

immediate hunger for discovering the dynamics of movement within their own bodies 

and within mine. This was achieved through creative brainstorming, capitalising on the 

body’s spontaneous responses, instantaneously recognising limitations, physical 

weaknesses and then discovering that our bodies had the capacity to instinctively adjust 

and rearrange itself to find natural pathways that enabled the body to redirect its course. 

The use of the dome created a space for the external, graphic expression of rediscovery 

and recovery and the use of poetry created an opportunity for the process of mourning 

and grieving. We dreamed of a better reality once we walked to the windows and looked 

out at the trees in the distance as What a Wonderful World played in the background.  

 

 

 

 

																																																								
19	The produce that is grown naturally without the use of synthetic fertilisers, pesticides, ionizing 
radiation or genetically modified organisms. 
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4.4 What a wonderful world… 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My motivation for using the song, What a Wonderful World, came about after watching 

a biography of Louis Armstrong. During the height of the Civil Rights Movement, he 

was performing in venues demarcated for ‘whites-only’ and he was the only African-

American member of an all-white band. Armstrong vehemently defended his stance 

because he felt that his music had the power to unite America. Black people in America 

boycotted his shows because he was seen to be a ‘sell-out’. As Riccardi (2014) noted in 

the Louis Armstrong Biography, Armstrong was on the outside of his own race as black 

people refused to support his stance of playing in all-white band for an all-white 

audience and then claiming that he was an activist for Civil Rights. In 1957, Armstrong 

made his first political public statement condemning the Little Rock Nine integration 

crisis as well as vigorously criticising president Eisenhower as a man of ‘no guts’. 

Despite these comments, the black community continued to boycott against Armstrong.  

Armstrong remained on the outside of his own race, but was desperately trying to get on 

the inside with his community. Therefore the song, What a Wonderful World that 

catapulted him to his greatest success is ironic because here was a man singing a highly 

optimistic song while suffering isolation from his people.  

The lyrics of What a Wonderful World was written by two white composers, George 

David Weiss and Bob Thiele, but was sung by Armstrong, a black artist whose race was 

Little Rock Nine High School integration crisis (1957) 
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subjected to vicious racist attacks and oppression at the time. In my view, it is ironic that 

Armstrong had to belt out utopian lyrics, yet the reality of black lives was that of 

suffering.  

I found the repetitive use of lyrics “what a wonderful world” hypnotic and had the power 

to seduce the listener into almost believing that we do live a wonderful world. However, 

it is when the song stops, that we are back to facing reality. In When Memories Break, 

this song, for me, strongly resonates with the state of South Africa.  

For the people who have plenty, it is a wonderful world.  

For the marginalised, oppressed, and the landless, it is a dream.  

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter provided the practical of my theory. In other words this chapter depicted 

theory in action. This was the phase of my research that I could see that the voices of the 

cast were being heard and most of all the silence was being broken. 
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CHAPTER 5 

REFLECTIONS & CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 Introduction 

In this concluding chapter I reflect on the findings of my study. I also highlight the 

possible limitations of the present study and recommendation for future studies. 

5.2 Reflections from the Cast 

As a critical researcher I am interested in creating space for untold or even silenced 

stories in hopes of identifying and eradicating oppression. I have an obligation in this 

endeavour to ensure that the cast’ voices are heard via the space secured by me as the 

researcher. My role as researcher is not to speak for the cast but rather to share their 

experiences in their own words and through their chosen experiences. I must also 

acknowledge that the ears with which I hear the cast’ stories are critical and attuned to 

issues of inequity or oppression.  

As Vittoria (2018: 40) writes in his article, Critical Education in Paulo Freire: 

Educational Action for Social Transformation, “sharing the words of the community 

means valorizing the experiences they describe”, I share some of the cast’ reflections that 

was written in May 2019. The cast of When Memories Break was given an opportunity 

to reflect on their journey: 

Lindiwe  

Performing in ‘When Memories Break’ served not only as a release for me personally 

but it also presented an educational platform and I’m so thankful and grateful that I 

was able to bring to life and to light the injustices and prejudices that people who are 

voiceless still have to endure.  

Ntando 

Dancing almost ten different dance pieces with this structure surrounding me proved 

to be a difficult task but once I gave in to the obstruction it became a catalyst to what 
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I believe was some of my most honest, genuine and authentic dancing. The dome 

represented different things for me throughout the entire piece. This, wasn't an exam 

piece for me, it was therapy. The structure constantly evolved; from a womb in the 

beginning of the piece then later on into a cage, and then onto a stage then, to a 

weapon I could use or one that could be used against me, to a friend, to a coloniser 

and finally to a destructured part of society that had oppressed my person and 

repressed my emotions. 

Quisha  

Working with the sharp shape of the dome segments in the beginning and constantly 

trying to change visual aspects of working with it, was difficult, because for me it was 

like working with a newborn baby. At other times the dome represented something 

else for me, like when I am driving in heavy pouring rain and my vision is blurred but 

then I drive under a bridge and suddenly everything stops. Everything goes silent and 

its peaceful, then as I move out from under the bridge, the rain hits my car a little 

harder than before and I am grateful for that moment of peace. I came to understand 

that the Dome is my bridge!  

Robyn-Dee 

My experience with performing in When Memories Break was extremely intense. The 

intensity rose from the personalisation of the choreography and how relevant 

Danny’s thesis is. At first, I was still trying to find myself within the movements but 

once that took place, it was easier for the emotions to intrude. The most painful 

experience is my body remembering things my mind has suppressed. It’s due to the 

recurring rehearsals and then the actual performance of When Memories Break that 

made me remember so many things.  

Wade  

The prop we used known as the dome, played a highly significant part of the journey I 

experienced in When Memories Break. The dome carried so much symbolism it was 

unreal. It was quite scary to work with it at first as it was a cutting edge prop literally 

and physically but as we worked with it more and more and played around with it I 

built some kind of trust and confidence around it.  
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I felt all the fear leave my body and I was free to accept the challenge of overcoming 

the dome and I could see the same happening in the other dancers. 

 

Lauren  

When Memories Break made me grow not only as a dancer but as a person. I had to 

dig deep in order to experience certain emotions.  It was truly liberating and I 

became fully invested in the piece. I could use the lessons that I learnt while we were 

working on this piece in my own life. The choreography made me grow as a dancer. It 

was different, new and so exciting. Pushing your mind and body to places you never 

thought possible and getting completely out of your comfort zone was an amazing 

experience.  

What also helps is when the choreographer believes in you and pushes you because 

she knows you have the potential.		

Davante  

With every movement came the real history. With every emotion came the real pain 

and suffering and with this story came the truth. This work of dance took me to the 

core as a performer. This isn’t just a story this, this is the harsh reality that we 

created - a world that’s an unfair place. Greed, destruction, jealousy and envy that 

fuels the core, not just of the planet we live on but the hearts of those who only care 

about themselves. This place where I see humans but no humanity. 

    

5.3 What have I learnt from this research? 

 

Reflecting on my Minor Project and Medium Project performances helped me to 

reenvisage and reimagine the role of dance education and to focus on the outcomes of 

my  research. I see myself now as a teacher-artist and I see the performers I work with as 

artist-teachers. This colloborative force I have come to understand has the potential to 

create fertile soil for innovative and original conceptualisations in dance. Given the 

carnage apartheid, oppression and victamisation has left behind with real life negative 

consequences, I find it imperative to recreate a space that will generate optimism, 

healing and a sense of security. I also discovered that the dancers revelled in their 
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freedom and autonomy to create movement and that it catapulted them to new heights 

and achievement.  

 

My experience in #FeesMustFall invigorated my quest for highlighting social justice 

through dance.  As part of my teaching practice, I collaborated with the cast of When 

Memories Break by encouraging them to rely on their own creative impulses and lived 

experiences, which was ultimately incorporated into their performances. We discovered 

that the connection with art, music, poetry, social and political systems is dance literacy 

itself and that if we continued to trust our instincts we could experience greater freedom 

by accepting that failure is paramount to success and that recovery is critical especially 

in South Africa where so many have and possibly still are being oppressed and 

marginalized. 

 

5.4 When Memories Break in more than one place… 

 

Since its inception of When Memories Break at UCT’s Hiddingh Campus, the 

performance has been staged in the following spaces in Cape Town: 

 

5.4.1 Zeitz MOCAA and V&A Silo District – #FREESPACE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Afrika Ablaze performing When Memories Break in collaboration 
with The Something Project for #FREESPACE: An events programme 

provoking different notions of public space – 24/01/2019 
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The notion of free space is a central debate within a South African context. Similar to other cities, the 
city of Cape Town is marked by inevitable contradictions and tensions; contemporary urban dynamics 
still tend to perpetuate the patterns of a dissented city, with its class, race and cultural characteristics 
marking the built fabric (Caroline Sohie, 2019 – Architectural Director of INSTINCT 
INTERNATIONAL). 

This architectural structure of this venue invited the cast and myself to explore and 

navigate the space to find new pathways whilst maintaining the integrity of When 

Memories Break.  

5.4.2 Baxter Theatre – OXYGEN  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I was given an opportunity to integrate When Memories Break in a dance/drama 

production titled OXYGEN that took place at the Baxter Theatre from 30th April – 4th 

May 2019. With the first half of OXYGEN being 35minutes, I had the challenge of 

reducing my exam piece of 30minutes to about 15-20minutes whilst still maintaining the 

integrity of the original piece. In other words, the transformation of the dance landscape 

in South Africa is both a “microcosm of and impetus for broader societal transformation” 

(ibid.). I had to adapt the piece to fit into a theatre setting from what was originally a 

site-specific work that took place in a room with windows. My painting, titled 

Amputation, from my Minor Project was used as a question ‘are we all born equal?’ The 

last part of my exam piece ‘what a wonderful world’ was used as the finale. It was a 

truly incredible experience to re-develop both my minor and medium project and blend it 

When Memories Break staged at Baxter Theatre in Ayana / Afrika 
Ablaze Dance Company’s Production, OXYGEN (30 April – 4 May 

2019) 
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into a production that delved into the past and present realities of land reform.   

5.4.3 Westerford High School – National Heritage Day  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We were invited to perform at Westerford High School (an ex Model C school) in 

honour of National Heritage Day.  The performance ignited a debate around 

decolonisation and transformation. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

 

In their article, Decolonization of knowledge, epistemicide, participatory research and 

higher education, Hall and Tandon (2017) states, “knowledge is a powerful tool 

fortaking action in social movements and elsewhere to deepen democracy and to struggle 

for a fairer and healthier world” (Hall & Tandon, 2017: 13). I am constantly aspiring to 

make a significant contribution to achieving a more just and healthier world… a 

wonderful world. Through my practice, my research will continue to strive towards 

questioning power relations and question whether elitism still exists in dance so that all 

other dance forms are valued and not muted nor amputated.     

In the words of Louis Armstrong, “Seems to me it ain’t the world that’s so bad but what 

we’re doing to it, and all I’m saying is: see what a wonderful world it would be if only 

we’d give it a chance” (Riccardi, 2011: 253). 

When Memories Break performed for the History and Art students at 
Westerford High School – 14/09/2019 
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I would like to end this paper the same way I ended When Memories Break, a song by 

Louis Daniel Armstrong titled, What a Wonderful World…  

 
I see trees of green, red roses too 
I see them bloom for me and you 
And I think to myself what a wonderful world 
 
I see skies of blue and clouds of white 
The bright blessed day, the dark sacred night 
And I think to myself what a wonderful world 
 
The colors of the rainbow so pretty in the sky 
Are also on the faces of people going by 
I see friends shaking hands saying how do you do 
They’re really saying I love you 
 
I hear babies crying, I watch them grow 
They’ll learn much more than I’ll never know 
And I think to myself what a wonderful world 
Yes I think to myself what a wonderful world 
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ADDENDA 

When Memories Break Reflection: 21 May 2019 

Lindiwe Le Brasseur  

Whenever I think of the title ‘When Memories Break’, I think of a childhood memory 

that has been tainted by the truths of reality. I think parents always try to protect their 

children and shelter them from the harsh realities of the world around them. Many of us 

are fortunate enough to have parents who did that for us and still have some childhood 

memories that are untainted and can still be seen through the innocent eyes of a child. 

But as we grow up, we lose our “child goggles” and start to see the world as it really is. 

We see those harsh realities of the world. I think those are the moments when memories 

break and the harsh cold realities overshadow those sacred and beautiful childhood 

memories.  

Performing in both ‘When Memories Break’ performances was an incredibly eye-

opening and rewarding experience.  

• Eye-opening: because until 3 years ago I had never set foot on a dance floor. I grew up

as a typical tom boy who played soccer and cricket with the boys. As a child I was

severely ADD so my mother enrolled me into gymnastics and tumbling in an attempt to

reign in my excessive energy. The gymnastics leotard was as close to the dance floor as I

got.  But after joining the Ayana/ Afrika Ablaze Transformation Through Dance

Company I realised how many injustices and prejudices there are in the dance world. In

particular the ballet world. It seems to me that the black body is intensely scrutinised

under a microscope and for just that being a black body. Yes, I have heard and read all

about Misty Copeland and everything she has endured to be where she is today, but what

really hit home for me was hearing Danielle-Marie Jones’s  experiences as a young black

dancer. From her being disrespected and ridiculed for her afro hair, to her being asked to

get X-rays to examine her hips as her turnout was not up to the colonialist ballet standard

and constantly being accused of having no honesty in her work. As a black woman I’ve

stood up for black students rights to education. I’ve stood up for the fight against

poverty, hunger, inequality and much sought freedom but I would never have imagined

that the fight stood in dance too. Performing in ‘When Memories Break’ served not only

as a release for me personally but it also presented an educational platform and I’m so
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thankful and grateful that I was able to bring to life and to light the injustices and 

prejudices that people who are voiceless still have to endure.  

• Rewarding: I am typically someone, who when given choreography, executes the set

piece but really struggles to get the emotional execution down. I think this is due to the

fact I’m a “Type A” personality, who tries to do anything and everything perfectly all the

time. I deal with the emotional strain and pain in my own a private capacity. However,

after hearing Danielle’s testimony and her experiences as a young dancer, I gained a

deeper insight and understanding into the message ‘When Memories Break’ was

conveying. I was now able to portray and share with the audience the authentic message

of ‘When Memories Break’. It no longer became a scripted “story” but rather someone’s

real life and their truth. Danielle’s truth.

Upon this realisation I did my best not to overthink and purely live in the moment.

During the final dress rehearsal of ‘When Memories Break’ I somehow shut my brain off

and lived Danielle’s truth. And in a weird way, her truth became my truth. I cannot really

explain what happened to me in that moment but at the end of the performance I felt

lighter, liberated and unburdened. In the final performance of ‘When Memories Break’

again I switched off my brain, allowed my body to take on the story and in a ‘weird’ way

I was guided purely by the truth I was living in those moments.

I’ve been in two other productions that the Ayana/Afrika Ablaze Dance Company has

produced and in both of those productions I executed the choreography exactly as I was

told. I followed the script to the T, almost in a robotic fashion. I’ve realised now that I

was not only doing myself an injustice but also tainting the message and truth that the

productions were conveying to the audience. I am so thankful that I was able to break the

barriers that inhibited my emotional execution and I think that ‘When Memories Break’

allowed me that breakthrough.

I never really understood how dance could be used as a therapeutic tool, to release

internal turmoil and to trust my body to tell a story when words simply weren’t enough.

It’s taken me almost 4 years to arrive at the point where I’ve gained a deeper

understanding of myself and I’ve found a deeper love and respect for dancing and I think

that ‘When Memories Break’ was the catalyst for my cathartic awakening, and I’m

inspired to explore greater experiences through dance.

signature removed
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When Memories Break - 22 May 2019 Ntando Mtsi 

My dome experience was exciting, scary and to some extents intimidating.  
I started working with the dome through physical movements which took the form of 
dance in 2018 when Danny Jones, my head choreographer and Lauren Manning 
Herrmann, creator of the something project (the dome) introduced us to it in a dance 
workshop at the Ayana/Afrika Ablaze Transformation Through Dance studio.  

Dome Experiment: 

I, unlike a few of my fellow dancers dove in head first, and with that enthusiasm came 
some bumps and scratches, but I was too indulged in the mystery of the brute, cold 
structure and its fragmented pieces to care about my physical scars. I was gaining 
emotional, creative and choreographic gold, and nothing was going to stop me.  

WHEN MEMORIES BREAK: 

My first dance experience with the dome was not my favourite. It was a thrill yes. It 
challenged me and my abilities to create but absolutely nothing challenged me like When 
Memories Break. Dancing almost ten different dance pieces with this structure 
surrounding me proved to be a difficult task but once I gave in to the obstruction it 
became a catalyst to what I believe was some of my most honest, genuine and authentic 
dancing. The dome represented different things for me throughout the entire piece. This, 
wasn't an exam piece for me, it was therapy. The structure constantly evolved; from a 
womb in the beginning of the piece then later on into a cage, and then onto a stage then, 
to a weapon I could use or one that could be used against me, to a friend, to a coloniser 
and finally to a destructured part of society that had oppressed my person and repressed 
my emotions. I had dismantled the dome and I was free from a friend or a foe that never 
provided any physical response other than the echoing clank of its metal.  
The dome is to date, one of the most intense pieces I have encountered. It challenged me 
physically, mentally, creatively and most of all emotionally. For me the piece wasn't for 
an audience watching, it was a cathartic release of tension, bondage, and bottled up 
emotions. The choreography had all become mine. I was given a landscape and a 
vocabulary of movement to work with and from there on it was about how much I put in, 
and trust me I put in my heart and soul. The dome was definitely a beautiful experience, 
one that I will never forget. I think the best way to describe my experience with the 
structure is, a challenge. The dome was a challenge I was not ready for. One that I've 
overcome and continue to overcome with each encounter I have with it.  

signature removed
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Quisha Dawood – 21 May 2019 

When Memories Break has been a very personal experience for me. From doing different 
dance genres to very intense movements was captivating and really intense. 
My favourite part in the dance piece was all the lifts. I was mesmerised by how different 
each lift could be done given the different weight capacities. 
The DOME section was very sacred to me and working with it for a really long time 
made me understand how special your life can be if you don’t give up and how much 
value dance could add to it. 

I was very insecure about working with the dome at first because I was so afraid that it 
might hurt me. I'm known to be quite a wild dancer but the longer I worked with the 
dome I eventually got used to the fact that it's just an obstacle that I could overcome and 
once I understood it, it became so easy that I flowed as one with the dome.  

I saw it as my protection from being colonised. 

Working with the sharp shape of the dome segments in the beginning and constantly 
trying to change visual aspects of working with it, was difficult, because for me it was 
like working with a newborn baby.  

At other times the dome represented something else for me, like when I am driving in 
heavy pouring rain and my vision is blurred but then I drive under a bridge and suddenly 
everything stops. Everything goes silent and its peaceful, then as I move out from under 
the bridge, the rain hits my car a little harder than before and I am grateful for that 
moment of peace. I came to understand that The Dome is my bridge!  

Getting to understand it, positively affected my life because it made me see things 
differently. Being part of When Memories Break opened me up in ways I did not think I 
was capable of. My confidence has grown tremendously as well as my love for this piece 
every time we perform it. 

I just want to say thank you for allowing me to be part of something so amazing and so 
great. 

I look forward in working with you and the dome again.

signature removed
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When Memories Break Reflection 

Robyn-Dee Van Neel  

21 May 2019 

My experience with performing in When Memories Break was extremely intense. The 
intensity rose from the personalisation of the choreography and how relevant 
Danny’s thesis is. At first, I was still trying to find myself within the movements but 
once that took place, it was easier for the emotions to intrude. The most painful 
experience is my body remembering things my mind has suppressed. It’s due to the 
recurring rehearsals and then the actual performance of When Memories Break that 
made me remember so many things.  

I joined a few dance companies at a young age for the sole purpose of wanting to do 
Ballet. I quickly became aware that they were prejudiced towards me due to the 
colour of my skin and the area I came from. The culture of the indigenous 
population I come from was perceived as simple, underdeveloped and generally on a 
lower level of ‘civilization’ than that of the European colonialists according to 
Glasser, (1991:115). 

When we worked with the dome, I saw it as my obstacle, my obstruction, meaning 
ballet, that was always in my way and I could never get rid of. Even during High 
School, the learners with a ballet background got more acknowledgements.  

At university I was forced into ballet classes and was marked at the same scale as 
students who have had years of ballet experience. I never auditioned to do ballet but 
yet I was forced into it because according to my lecturer, major dance companies 
won’t accept dancers without a ballet background. Even though apartheid is over, its 
prejudiced ideologies I feel are still very constant in today’s society. In the dance 
community Ballet for me remains the highest form of colonisation so when I got the 
chance to perform in, When Memories Break, I accepted the challenge whole 
heartedly because it gave me an opportunity to detox my frustrations and 
insecurities to the fullest extent. 

Glasser, S. (1991). Is Dance Political Movement? Journal for the Anthropological 
Study of human movement, 6(3), 112-122. 
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When Memories Break Reflection – 22 May 2019 

Wade Segers 

Being part of When Memories Break was somewhat of a strange experience at 

first because it was not just dancing that needed to take place but acting , 

emotional integrity, focus, and a self explanatory story.  

It was an exceptional story that required you to really dig deep within yourself 

and look back at where, why and how you came about.   

I enjoyed the fact that we could do all this through dance.  

The prop we used known as the dome, played a highly significant part of the 

journey I experienced in When Memories Break. The dome carried so much 

symbolism it was unreal. It was quite scary to work with it at first as it was a 

cutting edge prop literally and physically but as we worked with it more and more 

and played around with it I built some kind of trust and confidence around it.  

I felt all the fear leave my body and I was free to accept the challenge of 

overcoming the dome and i could see the same happening in the other dancers. 

Telling the tragedy of decolonisation through dance was a unique way for me to 

understand this part of our History and whilst I was deeply affected by the horror 

of apartheid, I was and still am proud and privileged to have been part of it.  

I never thought I'd be part of something quite as big as When Memories Break. 

I have no formal training in dance so  it made me more comfortable to perform 

other genres of dance, unlike ballet. I felt good after every performance.  

The piece itself never got boring because each time you performed it there was 

something new you discovered withn the piece and within yourself. 

signature removed
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When Memories Break Reflection - Lauren Jacobs 22 May 2019 

When we first started working on When Memories Break, I completely 

understood the concept but I was very unsure as to where it was going or what 

the end result would be. This was exciting but brought some anxiety as well. I 

clearly remember the day we had to start working with the dome. I didn't really 

like this strange object at first but once I started working with it I started to like it 

more and more. We were asked to view the dome as something more than just a 

piece of metal. I viewed the dome as myself having sharp edges, flat surfaces 

and a pointed tip. The flat surface of the dome was me being firmly grounded, 

whereas the pointed edge of the dome was me probing at life wanting to  know 

what I really want and where I want to be in life. The dome was who I was, 

different in many ways. The way I viewed myself and the way others viewed me. 

I also found a place of safety within the enclosed space of the dome. It shielded 

me from danger but also made me vulnerable once I moved outside it.  

When Memories Break made me grow not only as a dancer but as a person. I 

had to dig deep in order to experience certain emotions.  It was truly liberating 

and I became fully invested in the piece. I could use the lessons that I learnt 

while we were working on this piece in my own life. The choreography made me 

grow as a dancer. It was different, new and so exciting. Pushing your mind and 

body to places you never thought possible and getting completely out of your 

comfort zone was an amazing experience. What also helps is when the 

choreographer believes in you and pushes you because she knows you have 

the potential.  

I loved that we were de-colonising dance. I grew up doing ballet and as much as 

I enjoyed it, I never really LOVED it.  I became aware that Ballet made me feel 

like we are not all made and built for it and I now understand that we should 

never be made to feel that we are not able to fit into that ‘ballet box’ 

That ‘ballet box’ in which you need to have the perfect turnout, the  perfect 

posture, the perfect arch for the perfect pointe. I love dance that loves me. 

This experience was amazing and one I will always hold dear to my heart. 

signature removed
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When Memories Break Reflection 

Davante Donjeany – 21 May 2019 

With every movement came the real history. With every emotion came the real pain and 

suffering and with this story came the truth.   

This work of dance took me to the core as a performer. This isn’t just a story this, this is 

the harsh reality that we created - a world that’s an unfair place. Greed, destruction, 

jealousy and envy that fuels the core, not just of the planet we live on but the hearts of 

those who only care about themselves. This place where I see humans but no humanity. 

With all the emotions going through me, I was not just a dancer, but also a storyteller. I 

put my heart on the dance floor and performed to the best of my abilities.  I connected 

well with choreography shared and the choreography created by myself.  

I could do more than I thought I was capable of because we spent time on breaking 

barriers, building trust and bringing about excellent performance quality.  

Nothing was really difficult because difficult, I came to understand was just a mindset 

and that Danny Jones isn’t just a dancer sharing dance.  

Danny has s a story that should be told. 

A powerful story that I am honored to be a part of. 
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