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Dancing Dakar, 2011-2013
Keith Hennessy

In 2011 I was invited to teach and choreograph at AEx-Corps, an annual training and festival of 
contemporary dance in Dakar Senegal, produced by Andréya Ouamba and Association 1er Temps. In 
2013, Andréya invited me back to Dakar to mentor emerging choreographers from five African 
countries. Both trips were funded by The Suitcase Fund of New York Live Arts (NYLA) with 
performances presented at Dakar's French Institute (L'Institut Français du Sénégal). This writing began 
as a final report to the funders but was later developed as a way to introduce the contemporary dance 
situation in Dakar, and to describe how I approached my work there. I was imagining a potential guide 
for teachers and choreographers from outside the African continent.

Teaching and performing at AEx-Corps, 2011  

I taught at AEx-Corps from Nov 3-19, 2011. Additionally while in Dakar I made a new performance 
with three of the workshop participants. Negotiate was presented at the French Institute on Nov 17 in a 
shared program with a recent work by Andréya Ouamba,  director of the contemporary dance company, 
Cie 1ère Temps, and the semi-annual training program, AEx-Corps.

AEx-Corps 2011 involved six weeks of training with four teachers and a series of performances both 
by professional companies and by workshop participants. The teachers included: Keith Hennessy (San 
Francisco), Mar Gomez and company (Barcelona), Fatou Cissé (Dakar) and Andréya Ouamba 
(Dakar/Brazzaville).

Training involved two classes of 3.5 hours, five days per week. I taught one of the daily classes from 
Nov 3-19. My work was divided into three segments, built around the themes of 
Failure/Experimentation, Ritual/Energy, and Representation/Realness.

Student numbers fluctuated from 12 to 17 from a total pool of approximately 20 young dancers. In 
addition to Dakar-based dancers, there were two dancers from RDCongo, and one each from Togo, 
USA, and Gabon. A dancer from Japan also dropped in for a few days. Most of the workshop 
participants were in their early 20s.

The students came with previous training in folkloric and/or hiphop dance. Additionally all of them had 
been exposed to contemporary dance through previous workshops and performances and a few of them 
had more than three years of activity in the hybrid field of contemporary dance. Several of the dancers 
were members of active companies, again mostly folkloric or hiphop, and a few of them were already 
engaged in making their own contemporary choreographies. 

The dancers from RDCongo (Yves Mwamba and Michel Kiyombo) had been training with Faustin 
Linyekula and Studio Kabako in Kisingani (RDC). The dancer from Togo (Francis Djidjo-Blassou) is 
active in Lomé (Togo) and had previously traveled to a contemporary dance festival in Mali. The 
dancer from Gabon (Kaïsha Essiane Ti Coeur) was a college student in Dakar and part of the vibrant 
Gabonese hiphop community in Senegal. The Senegalese dancers had all previously studied with 
Andréya Ouamba and most had participated in workshops with international teachers as part of 
Ouamba’s work with Association 1er Temps. Some had also worked in the nearby town of Toubab 



Dialow with noted choreographer and teacher Germaine Acogny and members of her company Jant-Bi. 
Two of the dancers (Kumba Deme and Saliou Diene) were performers with a local mixed ability dance 
company (featuring differently abled / disabled dancers) that has toured in Europe and worked with 
both local and international choreographers.

The contemporary dance community or scene in Senegal is small yet dynamic. The French Institute 
annually programs visiting artists from France and other African countries. 2011 presentations included 
a work by Jerome Bêl and an evening of digital dance created by a collaborative team from Europe and 
Senegal. 

Physical conditions for dance in Dakar are rough by US and European standards. I did not see or hear 
about a sprung-wood dance floor in Dakar, which is something that US and European dancers take for 
granted and often insist upon. My classes were held at the Foyer des Jeunes in the neighborhood of 
Ouakam. For a dance floor, Cie 1er Temps uses a thin soft mat (imagine a play surface for children) to 
protect dancers from the hard tile or cement floors. Ouakam is a large and vibrant, mostly working 
class neighborhood. Most of the roads are dirt. The area around the Foyer des Jeunes is experiencing a 
lot of middle-class housing construction, but sightings of horses, sheep and cows are just as frequent. 
The dance space was dusty but lovely and no one ever complained. There were no injuries. After I left, 
Mar Gomez’ classes were held outdoors at the famed Blaise Senghor Cultural Center. The mats were 
placed over a concrete floor, and a shade structure was created to protect from the relentlessly hot sun.

All workshop participants ate lunch together in the courtyard of a local family, the sister of Andréya 
Ouamba’s wife, dance artist Fatou Cissé. This shared social time was an important part of the 
community building that marked AEx-Corps as generous and convivial. Food sharing is central to 
Senegalese culture and any guest was welcome. When I met friends that I knew from Europe they were 
immediately invited to join us for lunch.

The performance I made in Dakar is called Negotiate (Négocier). It featured Momar Ndiaye from 
Dakar (now Chicago), Francis Djidjo-Blassou from Lomé and Yves Mwamba from Kisingani. Music 
included both USAmerican pop and an original remix by DJ Klou / Momar Ndiaye. Negotiate was 
presented on the outdoor stage of the French Institute on Nov 17, 2011. There were approximately 150 
people in the audience, a mix of local dancers and their friends, with members of Dakar’s large 
international community (working at the UN or one of many NGO’s or studying at universities). After 
the performance I spoke with audience members from France, Spain, USA, Togo, Cameroon, Niger, 
Congo-Brazzaville, Congo-Kinshasa, Gabon, Slovakia, South Africa and Senegal.

Our working language was French with occasional translations into Wolof. All of us were speaking 
French as a second or third language. Nonetheless conversations were rich, driven by earnest curiosity 
and fierce opinions. Politics and family histories, religion and pop culture, art and economics were 
subjects of ongoing debate, investigation and exposition. The general tone of the workshop was a 
fusion of rigorous practice and warm generosity. It felt great everyday both to arrive in the studio and 
to say goodbye after a days work.

Two excerpts from my journal:

1. Andréya works them harder physically. Today they are rolling, working low, movements motivated 
by arms reaching into spaces around the body, an action that pulls the torso into twists but also seems to 
center the dance in the hands or in the mind driving the hands. He explicitly demonstrates that they 
should not drive the dance from an undulating spine and an articulated torso. Which seems counter to 



what I would tend to prioritize. My classroom proposals also tend towards habit interruption or 
deconstruction; awareness of habits or norms, then questioning and critique. But it shouldn’t be the role 
of a white guy from SF to move these dancers out of ‘African’ habits and bodies towards ‘European’ 
habits and bodies. Not that anyone is doing that but that’s mostly because we’ve internalized this 
critical perspective. When I discuss this with Andréya he talks about mobilizing or accessing the energy 
that they bring to folkloric dance into a single gesture or action. (Folkloric/traditional dances and hip 
hop are key dance experiences and references for most of these dancers). He points out that the dancing 
they are most familiar with is driven by music and pleasure, and that it engages the whole body 
simultaneously. Andréya then demonstrates a single arm movement extracted from Sabar, the most 
popular of Senegalese dances, and questions how to fill this gesture with the energy of a whole body 
event.

2. I wasn't prepared for most of the dancers to be devout Muslims. I knew that 90% of Senegalese 
identify as Muslim but somehow I didn’t expect my pop music and hiphip afficionado students to be 
praying after lunch and for some of the females among them to quickly pull two scarves out of their 
backbacks as we left the studio, one to cover their hair and another to fashion a quick skirt. I decided to 
shift a lot of my usual language about art making - not the political stuff, which they were fierce about 
engaging, but the language of ritual and energy. The students who weren't Senegalese/Wolof were not 
Muslim either, but they were from Christian sects including Assembly of God and smaller evangelical 
communities. Despite being super warm and generous people they all participate in contexts and beliefs 
that are negative about gays and atheists. I did not come out as gay, queer, or as a non-believer. Instead, 
when answering the frequent question about being married, I told them that I live at a critical distance 
to religion, government and traditional family systems. We discussed the parallel between an art 
practice that aims to reframe social norms and one’s personal life. I made frequent comments about 
gender and they responded mostly favorably to my many challenges to their choreographed 
representations of normative gender roles. When I answered no to questions about believing in God or 
being part of a religion, the conversation ended or switched topics, not dissimilarly from my 
experiences with religious people in my own family or social contexts in the US.

Mentoring choreographers, AEx-Corps 2013

For my second trip to Senegal, I was hired to “coach” five emerging choreographers selected by the 
core members of Pamoja, a pan-African network of dance production and residencies initiated by 
Andréya Ouamba (Dakar), Faustin Linyekula (Kisingani, DRCongo) and Panaibra Canda 
(Antananarivo, Madagascar). The choreographers age range was 25-42. They had a wide range of 
training and experience (including PARTS/Brussels, Jant-Bi/Senegal, folkloric/traditional, street 
dance/hip hop, improvisation, release, contact improv...) and each have toured internationally – 
although perhaps not with their own work - meaning outside their home country and all to Europe at 
least once. 

Fatou Cissé: Dakar, Senegal 
Bertrand Saky: Dakar, Senegal (originally from Côte d'Ivoire)
Adonis Nebie: Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso
Lovatiana Erica Rakotobe: Antananarivo, Mozambique.
Oumaïma Manaï: Tunis, Algeria and Paris, France

In each of these locales there is already a hybrid and emergent dance culture that is situated in 
relationship to the practices recognized in Europe as "contemporary dance." The term “African 
contemporary dance” is used frequently even if it is just as likely to be avoided as both vague or falsely 
unifying.



When I arrived the five artists had already been working for three weeks on a new choreographic work, 
rehearsing in various spaces from a neighborhood cultural center, to a youth facility, to the gleaming, 
massive and under-programmed National Theater. Manaï and Rakotobe were each working on solos 
engaging political themes. Rakotobe was also choreographing a duet with two local dancers, Dame 
Kassé and Badara Diop. Saky was working on a duet about street kids that referenced his own 
childhood, with Abdoulaye Kane, a fellow dancer from Germaine Acogny's all-male company Jant-Bi. 
Nebie was working on a duet with Fanny Mabondzo, a dancer from Congo that he had met three years 
previously at the festival Dialogue de Corps in Ouaga. Cissé was working on a women's quartet, with 
Aicha Kaboré, Alicia Gomis, and Clarisse Sagana, looking at women's social status and the role of 
appearance, especially clothing, in crafting social identity. All of the local dancers seemed to have 
extensive experience if not training in folk/traditional dances including Sabar, a traditional Wolof dance 
named after the Sabar drum. Two of Cissé's dancers were also involved in the vibrant, local hip hop 
scene.

For the first two weeks, Monday through Saturday, I led a morning choreography lab for the five 
choreographers. Each day I proposed a single approach or question and the work that followed ranged 
from two hour discussions to intensive creative projects with immediate showings or 
physical/performance research sessions. A morning focused entirely on space (dramaturgies of space) 
might be followed by a lab in which dancing was recontextualized or generated by face-distorting 
masks. Additional proposals included political images (making, reading), the influence of training on 
choreography (or not!), working with objects, tasks, non-ordinary states of physicality-consciousness, 
the duet, synchronized movement (or not!), and Curtis/Scaroni's score of symmetrical movement as a 
rupture of what are now habitual 'dances' based on spirals, circles, flow, quotidian, efficiency, and 
making contact at oblique angles. A few sessions were facilitated by the participating choreographers. 
Rakotobe shared some exercises developed during her work with blind dancers in Madagascar. Adonis 
proposed more intensely physical and repetitious, energizing exercises. Cissé guided a somatic process 
that began with shaking to activate interior body awareness leading to exterior and peripheral body 
attention as the dancing continued.

In the afternoon, the choreographers would rehearse 3-5 hours in their various studios. I would see one 
or two projects per afternoon, asking questions, provoking discussion and giving feedback. During the 
second week we shortened the lab from 4 to 3 hours so that participants could have more time to focus 
on their own projects.

We were occasionally joined by dancers Abdoulaye and Fanny and our showings and discussions often 
included Andréya, Ndèye, the company administrator, a young woman who seemed liked an intern, a 
young Senegalese theater director, two Dakar-based photographers who frequently document Andréya's 
projects, as well as Momar Ndiaye, an ex-local now living in Chicago who has been an active 
participant in several previous Aex-Corps trainings, including with me in 2011. Participation was fluid, 
and there were soft borders around those who constitute the working group. I can't tell how much this is 
just what they expect or habitually experience or if it flows from my own soft border work to include 
anyone who walks into the room.

Also during the first week, the four non-Dakar based artists (Louva, Oumaïma, Adonis, Keith) took a 
quick trip to Ecole des Sables, an hour away in a small fishing village called Toubab Dialow. The 
school is the home base for Germaine Acogny and her male and female companies, Jant-Bi and Jant-Bi 
Jageen. When the school is not in session with trainings in African-centric modern and contemporary 
dance, it is used as a residency site for visiting choreographers. During our visit we met French 



choreographer Olivier Dubois who was working on a piece with six male dancers, coming from six 
countries around the African continent (Egypt, Senegal, RDCongo, Côte d'Ivoire, Morocco). Sharing a 
bissap juice (hibiscus) with Germaine, she told us, “African contemporary dance should not all look the 
same. It should have regional flavors.”

On Monday and Tuesday of the third week, all efforts went to rehearsing and tech'ing the works-in-
progress for a group show at the French Institute (aka L' Institute Français aka CCF for Centre Culturel 
Français), arguably the city's most important cultural venue, especially for contemporary dance. All 
things considered - in presenting six unfinished works on a warm Tuesday night on the outdoor raised 
stage of the Institute - it went surprisingly well. The mixed audience of locals and ex-pats included 
many dancers including a few who had taken class with me in 2011. The feeling of community, of 
respectful and curious engagement, was not unlike a showing of new work in San Francisco, New York 
or Berlin. On Wednesday I facilitated a long feedback session which included overall notes or lessons 
learned as well as nearly 30 minutes of group commentary for each piece. We looked critically at 
patterns and tropes among the pieces, and lamented the last-minute lighting decisions that influenced 
the work differently than intended. Oumaïma and I both offered the suggestion that one or two days of 
the lab (perhaps next year) should be dedicated to working with lighting and other elements of 
theatrical staging that are difficult to imagine in the studio. On Thursday I directed a process of creating 
and producing an entire work in one hour – including budgets, a discussion of theme(s), promotional 
text, dramaturgical notes, casting/collaborators, initial movement research, title, three motivating 
questions, a tech rider, three proposed venues/co-producers and two additional sources of funding. The 
rest of the session involved presenting these works – on paper – and giving group feedback on the 
ideas, practicalities, potential resources, problematic politics and more. That night we all went to see 
Faustin Linyekula's moving and well-crafted solo Le Cargo at the Institute Français, as part of a ground 
breaking 17-city African tour which included N'Djamena (Chad), Nouakchott (Mauritania), Djibouti, 
Matabo & Bata (Equitorial Guinea), Niamey & Zinder (Niger), and other cities far from the known 
contemporary dance circuits. On the final day of the six-week residency, and my last day of the three 
week choreographic lab, we were treated to a final session with Linyekula who spoke at length about 
Le Cargo and prompted deep questions and discussion about dancing, story telling, conflicting versions 
of history and conflicting visions of the future, tensions around traditional and folkloric dance, the 
overwhelming influence of European, especially French money and programming, as part of the 
ongoing life and afterlife of colonialism...

I am a close watcher - with curiosity, with concern - about the role of European and American money, 
leadership, opportunities, and aesthetics in the work of contemporary artists in Africa. In my limited 
experience with dance artists from various regions of the continent, I find them to be very conscious 
and strategic about European programmers, festival directors, and funders. Post, neo and straight up 
colonialisms are neither invisible nor unnamed, as they are for (too many) white artists and arts 
administrators. With these observations in mind, I arrived full of doubt, hopes, intentions and especially 
questions: Can teaching or coaching be part of a mutual gift economy across lines of difference, a 
negotiated and collaborative encounter despite asymmetrical power and resources rather than 
unintentional neo-colonialism? What are the implications and results of "teaching" techniques and 
aesthetics sourced in American and European discourses, economies...? Am I providing access? Am I 
just doing what I'm always doing, where ever I am? And if so, how heavy or unaware is the whiteness 
in my work with students in Europe or the Americas? In my journal notes on the eve of starting the lab 
I wrote: I am nervous about meeting the students tomorrow and excited to be figuring out how I can 
help them achieve what they want to achieve...

Upon my return I wrote a short essay based on these considerations, grounded in my personal 



experience in Dakar. Titled “Colonial Pedagogy” the essay attempts to foreground what is usually 
shadowed or simply tolerated in the disidentificatory practice that African artists engage on a daily 
practice. I hope to open more of a space for critical engagement and generative resistance in my 
teaching, not by arriving as a modernist liberator with decolonizing illusions, but through a shared 
recognition and 'owning' of the structural asymmetries of power and access that produce not only my 
presence in Africa but the information or practices that I've come to share.

I heard from the local team several stories about foreigners having a difficult time adjusting to daily life 
in Dakar. I offer these reflections as potentially useful to future travelers along this (contemporary 
dance) route between the Americas and Africa, USA and Senegal, between any American city (except 
maybe Detroit and post Katrina New Orleans) and Dakar. Unless you are an experienced traveler in the 
world that cannot be named but has been called the Third World, a developing nation, or simply Africa, 
you will probably find it quite difficult especially during your first week. I found the food unfamiliar 
and the recommendation to avoid ingesting tap water became much harder to follow than I had 
anticipated. Disruptive noise (construction, airplanes landing nearby, soccer matches, amplified Islamic 
chanting) interrupted both sleep and studio rehearsals. Dakar is both simultaneously similar and 
dissimilar to big cities of Europe and North American. There are fancy and working class malls, 
theaters, tall buildings, extreme wealth disparity, too many cars, an airport. Less familiar to me were 
the urban livestock, the taxis/houses/restaurants that would never pass any minimum hygiene or 
physical safety requirements in the US, intense diesel or dirty gasoline fumes especially in traffic jams, 
constant price haggling or negotiation (including for taxis), a lack of towels, dust or sand everywhere 
yet somehow my hosts seemed to stay cleaner than me, pedestrians and cars in much closer proximity 
than might at first seem safe or sane, litter and trash everywhere, really loud and low flying major 
airplane traffic, and the possibility of power or water outages that locals will find annoying but not 
surprising. There is an industry of tactics for surviving and thriving in this 'new and different' world. I 
was glad that I had asked for advice before traveling but wished that I'd asked for more. Before going I 
watched a couple of Senegalese movies, I studied maps and read a little bit about Senegalese history, 
geography, and recent politics. One of the best preparations was reading Saidya Hartman's Lose Your 
Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (2007, Farrar, Straus and Giroux) for a deep and 
personal reflection on visiting West Africa, slavery tourism, African independence since the 50s, the 
afterlife of slavery, American and African American fantasies about the motherland, and African 
responses to these fantasies (projections, desires, misunderstandings...). I had to repeatedly let go of 
middle class habits and white privileges (especially those connected to comfort) so that I could delight 
in a hands-on, ground-level, generous and privileged experience of how the majority of the world lives, 
and in the art and artists whose genius emerges from these social and material contexts. Two practices 
that had a significant and positive influence on my trip: 3 drops of concentrated grapefruit seed (GSE) 
extract daily AND frequent swimming or beach time. Also, wifi access has grown enormously in two 
years. I could turn off data roaming and was still able to use email/web on a smart phone all over town. 

Yet despite having previously been to Dakar and having experienced temporary living in various 
contexts marked by poverty, failed or anti-capitalism, and recent war, I still had a tough time during my 
first week when my apartment had no running water for five days,  the food choices within walking 
distance of both my apartment and the lab studio were very limited, and the loud speakers from the 
neighborhood mosque were waking me up before 6am everyday. Writing on the plane back to the US, I 
feel really lucky and very inspired right now, and I look forward to returning. The experiences I had in 
Dakar could not be replicated by story or website or live performance at a white-led festival, and I 
wouldn't trade the experiences I had here (human encounters, discussions, studio performances, daily 
sights and sounds, stories, laughs, misunderstandings, fabric and fashion) for a working shower, 
drinkable tap water or fresh kale. Seeing Le Cargo in Dakar, within the walled colonial campus of the 



French Cultural Center while surrounded by Senegalese and African dancers, seemed so much more 
important and dangerous than when I saw it at the amazing TBA Festival in Portland.

Andréya and team, including his wife/partner Fatou, are making something lasting and important in 
Dakar. Building partnerships around Africa, especially with Pamoja, and internationally (primarily in 
France and in the US with The Suitcase Fund and the Africa Contemporary Arts Consortium) they are 
nurturing long-term visions for a sustainably growing contemporary dance community in Dakar, and 
for increased international exchange and collaboration within and beyond the African continent. I was 
honored to be invited back. Fingers crossed, this won't be my last visit, and I truly hope that I can 
inspire the support (find the money) to bring more people with me the next time. Why? Because I am 
increasingly confident that the lone artist as authority or master teacher is not the best way to teach, let 
alone to participate in dialogic, collaborative, and negotiated cultural exchange. And because I know so 
many artists, of African and other descents, in San Francisco, on the West Coast, and in Europe who are 
so genuinely curious, inspired by, and concerned about “Africa” and could give and get so much out of 
meeting their colleagues in Dakar (or Ouaga, Kisingani, Tana, Nairobi, Jo'burg, Bamako, Tunis, 
Algiers, Lomé, Marrakesh, Akkra...)

Positioning the speaker:

My perspectives bear the imprint of my experiences and identities as a hybrid artist-activist-academic, 
white, middle-aged, college educated, queer/gay, cismale, non-US citizen, Irish & French Canadian 
anglophone who speaks French, and an ex-punk with hippy values, San Franciscan since 1982. 
Through active engagement in leftist, anti-racist, anti-imperial and feminist social movements since the 
early 80s, I have become increasingly motivated by African American histories of struggle, philosophy, 
and art. bell hooks' naming of white supremacist capitalist patriarchy inspired me to re-consider my 
own investment in whiteness. My artistic and scholarly practices, re-imagined as decolonizing and anti-
racist, have led me to more closely observe and more ethically support black genius and black 
resistance. My invitation to Dakar was recommended by Faustin Linyekula with whom I have 
occasionally collaborated since 2005. 
I don't know how to write this biography without performing “the confession of privilege,” which,  
“while claiming to be anti-racist and anti-colonial, is actually a strategy that helps constitute the 
settler/white subject.” (Andrea Smith, 2013)


