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L’'Ecole des Sables is a legendary Dance Acader®emegal. Its
roots reach deep down into the African Continerat tlanough
Maurice Bejart into Europe. Renate Klett paid st its
charismatic artistic director and watched a mageiit Boabab
Tree dance Salsa.

An early morning ritual around a massive Boabab.ehergy is to Germaine Acogny as
much an emblem as her proverbial pipe.

Germaine Acogny is the very Icon of African Danite emblematic choreographer the
treasurer of tradition and the visionary of its @xgion into a contemporary dimension.



The former Director of Mudra-Afrique is
today the creator of Africa’s largest,
most important and most professional
dance academy. L’Ecole des Sables w
her lifelong dream — and it has become
the dream world of all those who come
there to learn. And yet everything thereé
is so very different from any dance
school we know elsewhere, that even t
name cannot be properly translated : i
the English language there is no plural
for sand.
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When Senegal’s first President, the poet and vigiemmoter of the arts, Léopold Sédar
Senghor decided with Maurice Béjart; to open a islidry of Béjart’'s Mudra School in
Dakar; they called on Germaine Acogny to lead/Mhen President Senghor retired in
1980 (unusually for an African politician) Mudra+#fue’s funding was cut back and the
school succumbed two years later.

Acogny retreated to Brussels, initially to danc@gjart's Company, but for a variety of
reasons that came to naught. Thereupon, she artgeneman husband Helmut Vogt tried
for the next ten years to establish an African @aficademy in Toulouse (south-west
France), but funding was always the problem. Tohowt these years, she performed,
choreographed and taught in every corner of thédaaord gradually came to be
convinced that an African Dance Academy ought ttobated in Africa and nowhere
else. Even in the years of worldwide travel shiglté regularly in the South of Senegal,
until the political unrest in Casamance put a $toghat.



At the inauguration of Mudra-Afrique in Dakar, M&e Bejart had said : “Germaine
Acogny will breathe life into my idea, but she wdbb it differently”. That is precisely
what she is doing now at last, more than twentysykder : very differently indeed, very
wonderfully, very African.

In 1996, when the Toulouse bubble had burst andi@asce had become too dangerous,
Germaine and Helmut bought a large piece of lantherAtlantic seafront, near the
village of Toubab Dialaw. There, just over fortyles south of Dakar, they planned an
“International Center for Traditional and ContemgagrAfrican Dance”. But in the
beginning, there was nothing there at all — no waie electricity, no buildings, no road

— nothing other than sand, stones, wind and deaquired a great deal of idelism and
imagination — and an inflexible will to succeed.

Helmut Vogt : “We began by investing all our savsrand those of some friends in the
first dance studio and filled out any number of laggtions for funding. Eventually the
French Cooperation Authority funded the drilling feater and the Swiss Embassy paid
for the generator we needed to bring the watend-sm, by passing round the beggar’s
bowl, we gradually managed to put the school togrethit by bit. The real breakthrough
came when Arts International, a US-based organisakielped us build accommodation
and the canteen. Much later, the European Unimantied the second dance studio, the
offices and the rest”.

By 2004 the Ecole des Sables was complete atlesigh courses had already been
underway since 1998, when the students were sfiitithg in the sand (hence the name),
living in the village and having to walk miles eaghy every day. But the African talent
for improvisation stood them in good stead. Thises, while the school shows no sign
of its rough beginning, it has preserved the chafrits early days. Itis now one of the
world’s most attractive Dance Academies, with its@e but stylish architecture, which
is obviously African without kowtowing to folkloreén the midst of an environment of
sand, stone and a wide horizon. Tgesius locihas a profound impact on the courses
taught there.

Classes always begin with a ritual of greeting @lednsing. Germaine Acogny - whose
grandmother was an animistic priestess in Beniffiei@es with dignity and conviction.
When | was leaving, she honoured me with a bridftatally private travel-ritual,

marking out the stages of my journey with watevertatheists are moved by such
prayers to Life. Indeed, a strong spiritual foeceanates from this place, and his High
Priestess knows that. Every morning begins wietrgsne standing on the sun-baked
rocks, for Nature to penetrate them and for theshere it with each other hand-in-hand.
Their behavior is unesoteric, unselfconsciouslyigsin rather than pretentiously
European.

The simple ceremony is followed by a training s@s$n the “Alophoo Studio” (named
after Germain’s beloved grandmother) which isanobnventional space but rather a
vast round arena with no walls, surmounted by alsug-shelter. The feeling of being
both inside and outside at once leave the hedtkiait and the heart wide open.



Germaine Acogny mixes training techjniques takemfballet and contemporary dance
with torso and limb movements taken from the Afni¢eadition. Bare feet in the sand
require quite another approach than ballet slippara hard floor. Ayrand plie a

I'africaine is altogether more mobile, with hips ircling andtbuks swinging — here they
call it « la lune » (the moon). The chest is achlle soleil” (the sun) and belly “les
etoiles” (the stars). The various exercises aé&sovd their names from Nature : the
giraffe, the guinea-fowl, the rain or the boab&When the Boabab goes bananas in the
wind, it looks as though it's dancing Salsa. Hém@ining is not only supposed to
transmit technique, but also feeling, sensuality simeer pleasure. Rigidity and geometry
give way to flowing movement, while the piano iplexed by drums.

Certain exercises are so complex that the studiaves trouble mastering them. Still full
of strength and grace, Teacher then shows them ¢éw®v,and over again, and mocks :
Si la vieille peux le faire, toi aussi tu peux &€ (If the old bag can still do it, so can
you) The students, dancers and choreographersdilamer Africa, clearly love and
adore their teacher. The affectionately call hdarman”, but they also find her a little



frightening. Certainly Germaine Acogny commandspezt : tall, strong and beautiful,
every inch an African Queen, she reigns with digaitd the wisdom born of experience
over her little kingdom, where no detail escapeas Ine fag-end in the sand, and no
hiding in the back row. She is determined to Instthem “freedom in discipline”, to
develop each and every student’s individual tadewnt to make them all aware of their
culture’s riches. During a break she said : “firrag in traditional African Dance is in
my view the equivalent of training in European slaal ballet. The students we have
here know the traditional dances of their regiorg they exchange them amongst
themselves. In that way they come to appreciaedniety and beauty of African dance,
and on that foundation we aim to endow them withdancer’s and choreographer’s
craft, with which to move on. The teachers wet@Wom Europe, America and Africa
have the capability and talent to help them devalaghto confront what they know with
contemporary practice. This approach generatgsdiferent styles : sometimes the
traditional dancers are still shimmering throughmstimes they disappear altogether.
But they are and remain the essence and foundattitheir creativity”.

Even back in 1968, Germaine Acogny was alreadyhiegaance in Dakar, improvising
to the sound of drums. Over the years she widanddsystematized these dance idioms
into her personal Method. In her book “La Dansecaine” (first published in 1982 by
Fricke in German, French and English, later by Warten, but now unfortunately out of
print), she writes : “Dance is for me a naturalestion of everyday movements — Dance
thus connects thought to feeling ..... Dance is t{ier ancestors’) equivalent of writing,
of holding fast in time and space to what is ackieand what is not achieved. Since the
dawn of Humanity, people have honoured their Creattheir different Gods through
Dance. That is why in the beginning all Dance waslistic and sacred”



When African Dance became fad in Europe, like taedgb or Flamenco later, Germaine
Acogny was upset by the barefaced marketing. Waatyet another reason why she was
longing for a school to preserve what was authentatto develop those elements
tenderly. She wanted such a school to be pan-gifrinot universal. And that is exactly
what L’Ecole des Sables is to this day. The coatsehich | was a spectator brought
twenty dancers from twelve African countries togetlof whom several had been on a
course here once, event twice before.

This particular course was exceptional, in thatds not this time about dance training
but rather focussed on choreography : Advancetdutraining. Eight weeks of
concentrated work with a succession of black anilenbachers. The two white tutors |
met during my stay, Gabriel Smeets from AmsterdachMeta Pulvermacher from New
York, were deeply impressed by the students, by thenger for knowledge, their
imagination and spontaneity.

Apart from the purely African training courses thare sessions geared to the black
diaspora. And the most recent development is peristage” every summer for both
African and non-African dancers. The demand igmios. The “open stage” welcomes
anyone seriously interested in African Dance whetha means, the patience and the
stamina to learn (it's not as easy as some thidgrmaine attends to them all, supported
by her son Patrick Acogny, in the sand of the Almpktudio or on the dance floor of the



Salle Henriette, so called after Senegalese wtigriette Bathully, which is a proper
theatre, except that there is no wall at the bddk so that the spectator’'s gaze can travel
across the savannah, the lagoon to the Ocean beyoodhere in the world can a theatre
audience be better seated than here.



