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Collaborating
Across Cultures

South African choreographer Theo Ndindwa teams
up with New York’s Steps Repertory Ensemble.

BY LISA JO SAGOLLA

HragolioBearthiink .nal

n Dec. 16, South Africa cel-
chrates its Day of Reconcilia-

tion, an annual public holiday
established in 1994 1o mark the end of
apartheid and the fostering of nanonal
unity. ‘South African choreographer
Theo Ndindwa will be celebrating the
day with a dance presentation in Stel-
lenbosch, South Africa. The event will
feature Ndindwa's Cape Town-based
contemporary dance company, iKapa
Dance Theatre, and the Steps Reperto-
ry Ensemble, a preprofes-

work,” he says. “We offer free dance
classes—in hallet, contemporary, and
African dance—to about 300 students
in the wwiihips, which are the poor
communities of Cape Town and which
is where [ grew up. For me, it's sbout
giving thess kids the same oppormuni-
ties that [ was given.”

As a nonprofit organization, Ndind-

wa's company receives some govern-

ment funding for specific projects,
but the bulk of its support comes from
individual patrons, corporations, and
private sponsorships. “In South Africa,
the arts gre not supported very much
by the government, because there are

a whole Jot of other social

sional training company issues that take prority,”
affiliared with the New he explains. “Education.
York Ciry dance smdio poverty, unemployment—
Steps on Broadway, While c | those are the big conver-
the show will include sepa- | satons within the South

rate performances by each MOV EMENT

troupe, the centerpiece

will be “Find It Hard 1o Say.” & collab-
orative work choreographed by Ndind-
wa and performed by members of both
companies.

DANCE AS A SOCIAL TOOL

“1 always try to produce work that
is socially relevant and themed around
social issues and uplifting jdeas,” says
Ndindwa. “T like to create works that
are meaningful and really say some-
thing. This piece I'm doing for my com-
pany and the dancers from Steps is all
about healing.”

Ndindwzs was born and raised in
Cape Town and danced professionally
for six years in the UK. with compa-
nies such as Ballet Central and Phoenix
Dance Theatre. [n 2005, ke returned to
his hometown to help develop its com-
munity dance group into & professional
entity. In 2007, he and his partner, Tan-
ya Arshamian, established their own
company there, iKapa Dance Theatre,
with the dual mission of preseniing so-
cially significant choreography while
mentoring the vouth of the community,

MNdindwa sees dance as a tool for so-
cial transition and is committed o us-
ing the art form to teach life skills. In
addition to its performance work, his
company provides communily service
by teaching dance to South Africa’s
underprivileged populations, [twas ata
community center in Cape Town offer-
ing free ballet lessons to the rownships'
black children that Ndindwa received
his initial dance training. “T now oper-
ate the same kind of program as part
of my company's- educational outreach

African context. Most of
our funding comes from
private sourves, from within South Al-
ric and from the UK, What I'd really
like to do now is start establishing part-
nerships within the United States.”
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A THREE-PHASE PROCESS

The brainchild of South African
Warren Adams, head of the online
network HomedDance, and admin-
istered by the Global Arts Initiative, a
MNew York-based arts-education com-
pany focused on supporting cultural
exchange, the collaboration between
Mdindwa's company and the Steps
Repertory Ensemble was designed to
play out in three phases.

In May, two of the Steps dancers
maveled to Scuth Africa, where they
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Marielis Garcla and
Mbulelo Nhubombini
rehearse "Find i Hard fo
Soy.” choreogrophed by
Theo Ndindwo

began leamning the choreography for
Wdindwa's dance and also had the op-
portunity to teach classes o South Af-
rican children through iKapa's educa-
tional outreach program. In September,
Ndindwa and two dancers from his
company came to New York, where
they continued 10 work on the piece and
presented an excerpt in Steps’ fall per-
formance at the Riverside Theatre. In
addition, while the South African dane-
ers were in MNew York, they received
scholarships to take dance classes at the
Steps studio.

The final phase occurs in December,
when the entire Steps Repertory En-
semble will travel to South Afica and
perform Ndindwa'’s work in full with
the {Fapa dancers. “This collaboration
has been a conversation back and forth,
centering on peace and reconciliation,
trying to find new ways of communi-
cating and engaging with each other,”
says Ndindwa, who sees the challenges
of collaboration in the arts as reflecting
the larger issues of sccial and polirical
reconciliation.

“(hur two dancers who went to South
Africa in May were profoundly changed
by the experience,” says Claire Living-
stone, Steps Repertory Ensemble’s ar-
tistic director, “After having taught in
the educational outreach program over
there, they came back wanting to estab-
lish & similar program for underprivi-
leged children here. So it wasn't just
about collaborating with other dancers
and working choreographically with
someone they didn't know, which is of
course very important, but it actually
inspired them o initiate & weaching pro-
gram, which is not something they had
talked about wanting to do before, They
were really moved by the experience of
teaching the South African kids, seeing
their hunger and joy and eagerness w
soak it all up.”

Livingstone's goal for the collabora-
tion was to give the Steps dancers the
experience of being immersed in an
entirely different eulture. “The South
African dancers are trained differently,
their history is different, and the reason
why they're dancing is different,” she
says. “I was verv curious to see how our
dancers would adapt to all of that and
what they would take from the experi-
ence. They ook even more away from it
than I had ever imagined.”

WWW BACKSTAGE.COM
DANCEMYVIMT



