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THE NONINO PRIZE 
 
Germaine Acogny 
«Dance can be a political act» 
 
The choreographer awarded Master of our time 
«It is a communication element that changes ideas» 
 
THE INTERVIEW 
 
Fabiana Dalla Valle 
 
She is considered “the mother of contemporary African dance”, but words are not enough to 
describe the beauty, the strength of the gesture, the enchantment of the movement of this 
extraordinary and powerful dancer and choreographer who has created a technique that is a 
synthesis of traditional dances from West Africa as well as classical and modern dances and which 
is at the same time thought, encounter with oneself and with others, tolerance and openness to 
the sacred. Tomorrow, Saturday 25, at the Nonino Distillery in Ronchi di Percoto, Germaine 
Acogny will receive the Nonino Prize “Master of our time”. An acknowledgement, we read in the 
incipit of the motivation, to the one who through dance “expresses the most arcane voices of the 
earth. Earth whose protection and care have always been the reasons for the Nonino Prize”. 
The Nonino prize consecrates you as “Maestra (Master) of our time”, and it is the first time 
that the word “Maestra” has been assigned to the women who received this important 
recognition before you, is translated in the feminine. But it is not the first time that a tradition 
or a word changes in your honor. You were also awarded the Golden Lion for Lifetime 
Achievement in Venice. How does this affect you? 
«It moves me a lot. I'm a little intimidated and I feel lucky. Women in the world have professions 
that are finally translated into the feminine. And I'm really very happy that “Maestro” has 
become “Maestra”. I'm very proud. Just as I was for the Golden Lion in Venice. It's a lucky 
charm for Africa that takes its place among the international awards and this is good». 
There is often a tendency to believe that dance in Africa is innate... 
«Well, no. Dance is not innate. African dance is a concept. It is a big mistake to say that dance 
and music are innate in Africans. We can say that they “move” and that they move well. African 
dances are learned. You go to the sacred forest to be initiated. And initiation happens through 
dance. Initiation dances for women or men are so complex and difficult that it is not possible not 
to study them. Dance is a vital element and completes the education of a lifetime. I was born in 
Benin and grew up in Senegal. In my gesture there are two cultures. First I learned the essence of 
traditional African dances and then I created my own technique». 
You directed the Mudra d’Afrique, the school created by Maurice Béjart (with whom you 
worked for a long time in Brussels) and Léopold Sédar Senghor (who was awarded the Nonino 
International Prize in 1985), in Dakar. Later, you created your own school where entire 
generations of dancers learned the technique and were able to live from their art. 
«Together with my husband Helmut Vogt, twenty-five years ago, we founded the École des 
Sables near Dakar. From the sand and rocks we have created a dance village. Those who come to 
school must know traditional dance, know its stories, and then learn contemporary dance: those 
who have no roots cannot grow». 
What is your connection with the German Pina Bausch, mythological creator, one of the 
greatest artists of recent history?  
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«We have often crossed paths in life, the first time I saw the Sacre du printemps, Pina Bausch's 
emblematic work, at the Paris Opera, and I was struck and captivated by the fact that the 
choreography recalled our dances in its movements, undulations and contractions. I said: but it's 
African! Then, Pina came to see one of my creations at a festival. We had dinner together after 
the show. We talked for a long time. I smoked my pipe, she smoked her cigarette, we discussed 
and exchanged ideas. It was a joy. A shared enchantment. A few years after her death, her son 
Salomon called us to perform his mother's “Le Sacre” with our exceptional African dancers from 
the École des Sables. And I found it normal that this transmission of Pina Bausch’s choreography 
to us happened». 
Do you think contemporary dance is a political act? 
«All the gestures of dance are political for me, to change ideas and mentalities in a country. 
Dance is an essential element of communication, to become aware of what is true and right». — 
 
Nonino Prize “Master of our time” to Germaine Acogny 
 


