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an unshakeable concern for art in life
by Bridget Cauthery
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- E l er knee lifts in a step that gets caught in mid-air, suspended while the
underbeat of the drums gradually coaxes its way through her torso and

out her shoulders, arms, and wrists until it reaches a final parting caress in her

hands. Then another, and another, each step rising like the tide through her body

while she tilts her head to listen and wait for another impulse to move ...”

American feminist performance
scholar Ann Cooper Albright begins
her analysis of the work of Montréal-
based dance artist Zab Maboungou
with this undulating impression of the
artist in motion. In her 1997 book
Choreographing Difference: The Body
and Identity in Contemporary Dance,
Cooper Albright opens with a discus-
sion of feminist theory in performance.
Cooper Albright’s aim is to “demon-
strate how dance can stretch and rein-
vigorate feminist discussions of the
body, representation, social differences,
and cultural identity.” To illustrate her
point, Cooper Albright chose to level
her gaze at Maboungou.

Maboungou grew up in the
Republic of Congo, a former French
colony in west central Africa, during a
period when post-colonial unrest led to
an artistic and cultural renaissance that
placed an emphasis on African identity.
She was drawn to dance and by the age
of thirteen understood that her life’s
work lay in aligning herself with the art
form. After leaving the Congo in 1969,
Maboungou studied philosophy in
France and joined various dance per-
formance groups formed by African
student associations. She came to
reside in Montréal not, as she says, with
“a sad story about immigration” but
because of love. Arriving in 1973, she
intended to stay only for one year but
was thwarted when the love story grew.

Once she finally settled in Canada,
Maboungou continued to deepen her
knowledge of Congolese music and
dance and, at the same time, undertook
studies in the traditional dances of
Mali, Ivory Coast, Senegal, Guinea,
Nigeria and Zimbabwe. In the early

1980s, she joined and worked with vari-
ous Congolese dance companies in
both Europe and America including
Fua Dia Kongo in San Francisco,
Malaki Ma Kongo in New York and
Ballet Lokolé in Paris. Over the years,
Maboungou has studied and worked
closely with many masters of tradition-
al African music and dance, citing
Babatunda Olatunji from Nigeria and
Lucky Zebila from the Congo as two
particularly influential mentors.

Today, Maboungou is firmly estab-
lished as a dance artist, choreographer,
writer and educator in a city that pro-
duces some of the country’s most inno-
vative modern dance. In this setting,
she has forged a career that spans three
decades and is recognized as a pioneer
of modern African dance in Canada.

Overall, Maboungou’s work has
been well supported in this country.
She was in fact the first Canadian artist
of African descent (she was a Canadian
citizen by this time) to receive funding
from both the Canada Council for the
Arts and the Conseil des Arts et des
Lettres du Québec. While she feels that
since receiving those ground-breaking
grants her work has continued to be
adequately supported, she knows that
“support also means that those who
can produce and present works of art
must also have the will to educate
themselves and take those necessary
steps that are required to promote art
that is culturally diverse.”

Education is key to Maboungou’s
personal philosophy and pervades all
aspects of her work. Since founding
Compagnie Danse Nyata Nyata in 1986,
Maboungou has developed her own
teaching technique called “Rhythms

and Movement”. The technique, which
she calls “the rhythm of breathing’, is
the subject of her soon-to-be-pub-
lished book HEYA: an historic, poetic
and didactic treatise of African dance.
Teaching African dance in Montréal
and in workshops throughout the
world forms part of Maboungou’s
Cercle d’expression artistique Nyata
Nyata, or The Nyata Nyata Circle of
Artistic Expression, the name of the
umbrella enterprise for her production
and performing company, her
studio/administrative centre and the
Rhythms and Movement technique.
Cercle d’expression artistique Nyata
Nyata “embraces the specific objective
to explore and develop the particular
aesthetics of African dance as it relates
to music, poetry, mythology, ritual and
the related arts, and to bring forth
essential aspects which link the ances-
tral with the contemporary.”

In keeping with her focus on edu-
cation, this month Maboungou is a
keynote speaker at the three-day
AfriCan Dance Conference: The
Business of Dance, hosted by Toronto-
based African dance presenter dance
Immersion. The conference is intended
to provide an opportunity for partici-
pants to come together, identify and
address the business of being a dance
artist of African descent. Maboungou
feels privileged to have been invited to
speak at the conference alongside fel-
low dance pioneers and choreographers
Len Gibson, Eleo Pomare and Jeni
LeGon: “The possibilities of gathering
with people who, in some way or
another, share this concern of ‘being an
artist of African descent’ or, in a more
general term, who are interested in
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