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AN INTERVIEW TO GERMAINE ACOGNY, WINNER OF THE NONINO PRIZE 
 
ANCHORED TO THE GROUND I RISE TOWARDS THE SKY  
 
"Dance is a form of prayer, to be done anywhere: on the seashore or in a hotel room", she says " I am 
inspired by nature: my spine is like a tree" 
 
by Roberto Zichittella  
 

«Dance is divine joy and Germaine Acogny is dance», reads the motivation for the 2025 
Nonino Prize awarded to the famous African dancer and choreographer. When we repeat these 
words to Germaine Acogny, she smiles, evades, says that others define her like this. Then she 
confides amused: «My husband Helmut and I love good food, we like to eat and drink well, when 
we are in Italy we always ask for grappa at the end of a meal. So I am very happy to receive this 
prize». The prize awarded by the Nonino family is only the latest of many conferred on the 
eighty-year-old Germaine Acogny during her career. Among these, the Legion d’Honneur of the 
French Republic and in 2021 the Golden Lion for Lifetime Achievement at the Venice Biennale.  

Born in Benin in 1944 to a Senegalese father, Acogny moved with her family to Dakar, 
Senegal, at the age of 10, where she spent the rest of her childhood. In the 1960s, after showing a 
natural talent for dance, she decided to move to France to study modern dance and ballet at the 
École Simon-Siégel from Paris. In 1968, at the age of 24, she founded her first dance school in 
Dakar. Between 1977 and 1982, she was the artistic director of Mudra Afrique (Dakar), a school 
established by Maurice Béjart and Senegalese president and poet Léopold Sédar Senghor.  

The poem Femme nue, femme noire (Naked woman, black woman) written by Senghor 
himself was the inspiration for a ballet by Acogny and Béjart. "Senghor", the dancer recalls, 
"came to compliment us, saying that we had completed each other: I embodied the woman of the 
Sahel, whereas Bejart had given life to the woman of the forest". Acogny considers it a wealth 
having been born in Benin and raised in Senegal. «It is a fortune», she explains, «having absorbed 
these two African cultures that helped me grow and inspired me. In Benin dance the center of 
gravity is closer to the ground, whereas in Senegalese dance the elevation is important. The 
anchoring to the ground and the elevation to the sky have always inspired me».  

Acogny's main source of inspiration is nature. «I consider the body as a reflection of nature. 
In my dance, the chest is the sun, the moon is the buttocks and the pelvis represents the stars. 
The spine is like a tree, deeply rooted but rising towards the sky». Considered "the mother of 
African dance" («the others tell me that, I've never thought about it», she says), Acogny tries to 
transmit her idea of dance to the students of her schools. «My technique", explains the artist, "is 
rooted in the tradition of my ancestors and then passed down from generation to generation». 

Acogny has trained many dancers, first in Europe (she lived for a long time in Brussels and 
France), then in Dakar, Senegal, where she created an International Center for Traditional and 
Contemporary African Dances: a meeting point for dancers from Africa and all over the world, a 
place of professional training for dancers who come from all over the continent with the aim of 
orienting them towards a contemporary African dance. The construction of the Center, called 
L'École des Sables, was completed in June 2004. 

She is convinced that in this school she has achieved something that politicians have not: «At 
the École we have united Africans. Dancers come to us from all over Africa and they immediately 
understand each other. All Africa is united by dance, without borders. In the school founded by 
me and my husband Helmut, who is German and white, we have united the entire world, inviting 
dancers from all continents. For us it is a source of pride: thanks to respect for different cultures 
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and to love we have managed to do something extraordinary. I pray every day that love always 
prevails over the hatred that exists in the world». Can dance also be a form of prayer? «Of 
course. One of my students dedicated a danced prayer to me and I dance it every day, wherever I 
am. On the seashore or even in a hotel room. It always accompanies me». 
 
 
A RHYTHM THAT COMES FROM AFRICA  
On the left, Germaine Acogny, 80 years old: she is considered "the mother of African dance". 
She has won the Nonino Prize 2025, one of the many awards for her long career. Among these: 
the Legion d’Honneur of the French Republic and in 2021 the Golden Lion for Lifetime 
Achievement at the Venice Biennale. 
 
A close-up photo of dancer and choreographer Germaine Acogny. Below, a student from the 
École des Sables which she founded in Senegal and the artist engaged in the live performance at 
X Factor in 2018. 
 
the acknowledgement 
The Nonino Prize is experiencing a truly special edition in 2025: it is the fiftieth edition of the 
prestigious cultural project, which more than once has anticipated the Nobel Prizes, and is 
dedicated to Benito, «the father of Italian grappa», as the Times called him, who passed away last 
July. In addition to Germaine Acogny, the other winners are: Dominique de Villepin, diplomat, 
former French minister, committed to peace; Michael Krüger, great German writer, Ben Little 
and the Friulian vine variety Pignolo. The award ceremony and the celebrations for the fiftieth 
anniversary of the institution of the Prize are scheduled in the distillery in Ronchi di Percoto on 
Saturday 25 January. 
 


