








Kathak’s Rhythmic Journey of Emotion

by MINA RIOS

WOMEN OF INFLUENCE from around the world
have made significant achievements over the
centuries; yet, the stories of their triumphs
are often overlooked. Fortunately, propo-
nents of some lesser told historic events
dedicate themselves to bringing these stories
to light through their art. In honor of Inter-
national Women's Day this March Kathak
artist Farah Yasmeen Shaikh, founder of
Noorani Dance, will present The Forgotten
Empress, the story of seventeenth century
Empress Noor Jahan, the most influential
Indian woman of her time. The forthcoming
production conceived, choreographed, and
danced by Shaikh, will be performed on two
Bay Area stages in late February and early
March with exuberant theatrics, live music,
and multimedia. The Forgotten Empress first
premiered in Lahore, Pakistan in 2017, in the
very city where Empress Noor Jahan is laid
to rest.

The Forgotten Empress is the fascinating
true story of Empress Jahan, a rare, brilliant,
and gifted empress of many talents. Empress
Jahan attained unprecedented equal power
and authority to her emperor husband for a
time, essentially becoming the de facto ruler
of the Mughal Empire while her husband
presumably dealt with alcoholism and opium
addiction.

Discerningly well versed in the complex
gestural language of Kathak, after perform-
ing with Chitresh Das Dance Company for
many years, Shaikh found her own artistic
vision through stories of history, politics,
and social relevance. She says, “I believe I'm
drawn to these topics because they move
me personally due to my family history and
being a Muslim woman dancing this form,
and especially now that I work so frequently
in Pakistan. However, I also feel a sense
of responsibility in using my privilege as
an American to shed light on these topics
through the medium that has been gifted to
me. 'm also a proponent of learning from
our past to inform our present and change
our future — for the better.”

By tradition, a Kathak artist is a soloist
virtuoso with the supreme ability to portray
all character roles (both male and female),
enact every character emotion using facial
expressions, dance, and elements of mime,
demonstrating a capacity to transport audi-
ences.

Kathak, derived from the Sanskrit word
“Katha” — meaning “story,” is native to
Northern India and asserts three main
schools of Kathak — based on the regions
from which they originate; Lucknow, Jaipur,
and Banaras. Before long, stories began
to integrate elements of both Hindu and
Muslim culture.

Shaikh’s introduction to dance began at
age five with the study of ballet and jazz,
along with baton twirling, offered at the
same dance school; all three of which she
continued her training in until she was
eighteen. In Shaikh’s experience, she found
baton twirling to be an invaluable medium
for developing technique. And while training
in ballet and jazz, Shaikh developed a solid
foundation in movement and choreography,
team building and competition, body aware-
ness and teaching, and an avid appreciation
for her mentors.

In 1996, midway through her fresh-
man year at San Francisco State University
(SFSU), Shaikh discovered Kathak dance
through the Classical Indian dance master,
the late Pandit Chitresh Das, who happened
to be teaching the first university accredited
Kathak course in the country. Shaikh’s
decision to pursue a dance form she knew
little about was a choice based on her
desire to feel closer to her culture and help
overcome certain cultural insecurities. To
her advantage, Shaikh’s previous dance
training and familiarity with the music of
India at home helped dispel any lingering
doubt about this newfound pursuit. One
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day a week the lesson included a 50-minute
lecture, followed by two separate days of
50-minute dance classes.

While Shaikh continued her educational
pursuit toward a degree in Women’s Studies
from SFSU, she embraced the lifelong com-
mitment to learning the Kathak tradition
through her instructor Das. Shaikh recalls,
“I was so challenged by so many aspects of
the form and completely taken by the teach-
ing style of my GuruJi (also referred to as
Pandit or Das). Pandit was faithful to its
classical foundation — Kathak as a way of
life, a service to society, and a path to self-
knowledge.”

Shaikh’s teacher Das was a child prod-
igy schooled in two of the Kathak tradi-
tions, Lucknow and Jaipur, both of which he
taught his student disciples. His performance
career in India led to international acclaim,
eventually bringing him to the United States
in 1970 through a Whitney Fellowship with
a commission to teach Kathak at the Uni-
versity of Maryland; thus, serving as an inte-
gral part in bringing Kathak to America. By
1980, Das established his own school, the
Chhandam School of Kathak and the Chi-
tresh Das Dance Company.

As a student, Shaikh says, “My Guru]i
gave limitlessly to his students, and for
the most part that was the case for me
most of the time. The way Guru]i trained
my peers and I was to maintain a standard
and style that he developed, but he also
kindled our individual styles and strengths
simultaneously.”

She continues, “Guru]i had this uncanny
ability to be what he referred to as a ‘modern
Guru in training.’ He was a traditionalist in
so many ways — old school, hard core, often
steeped in tough love. His lessons existed on
and off the dance floor. But then he could
be this super laid back person to hang out
with, laugh with. He was able to identify the
potential in each of his students, and this is
something I try to do with my students as
well. He knew how to push and protect just

enough and held up the proverbial mirror for
us (his students) to recognize and see our own
strengths and weaknesses — finding paral-
lels to how we approach our dance to that of
how we live our lives. He kindled a deep sense
of self awareness in me and that, in addition
to training my students with integrity and a
compassionate sense of nurturing, is some-
thing I try to utilize in my own teaching.”
Shaikh distinctly recalls the time when
Das revealed her readiness to perform her
first Kathak solo. She shares, “I had been
training with my GuruJi for over 10 years
at this point, and I had been a member of
his company for just shy of that. I had done
some smaller solo performances that had
also lent to my experience and preparedness.
Ultimately what deemed me ready was the
indication from my GuruJi through not only
his blessing and/or permission, but that he
felt I was ready to take on the process and
the commitment. And that he felt I was able

to engage with the musicians without him
always being present to direct them or me.”

To perform as a Kathak soloist, four ele-
ments must be mastered; all of which are
equally important: “Tayaari’ (technical
readiness), ‘Laykaari’ (rhythmic virtuos-
ity), ‘Khoobsurti’ (beauty and grace), and
‘Nazaakat’ (delicacy/refinement).

In the years that followed, a shift
occurred in Shaikh and her Guru]i’s rela-
tionship. Shaikh explains, “In 2014, I
decided to attempt to navigate this path on
my own. I needed to take risks, learn from
them, not feel controlled by others, and
keep moving forward. GuruJi and I did not
part on good terms, and generally speaking,
stepping away from the Guru is most often
frowned upon in traditions such as Kathak,
but carrying the dance forward on my own
felt like the best way to continue to honor
his teachings, and enable me to discover my
own artistic voice.”
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As an independent artist, Shaikh has
adapted many poems into Kathak dance
pieces. In 2015, Shaikh premiered Indu Sun-
daresan’s The Twentieth Wife at Z Space in
San Francisco, her first full length produc-
tion in which she choreographed, performed,
and helped adapt for the stage; phase one
of Shaikh’s tribute works dedicated to the
Empress Noor Jahan. That same year, Das
passed away suddenly at the age of 70.
Though there was no reconciliation between
the two a deep commitment to sharing his
gifts remains.

Shaikh began training the next genera-
tion of Kathak artists in 2015, when she
established Noorani Dance in Menlo Park. A
traditional Kathak dance school for students
age five and up, training includes the foun-
dational aspects of movement technique, the
theoretical aspects of the music, as well as
the history and philosophy.

Currently, Shaikh is working with a chil-
dren’s book author in Pakistan to adapt
her story for a new dance drama. Fur-
ther expanding her production repertoire,
Shaikh says, “My next production for

approximately 50 of my students is based on
the time during the Mughal period known as
the Golden Age when Emperor Akbar was
ruler. He was known for creating an environ-
ment in which the arts flourished and people
of various faiths coexisted and embraced one
another’s traditions and cultures. The show
titled Sunebra Noor - A Golden Light also
has a legend that emphasizes the arts as a
natural force, has the power to set fire, but
also bring rain to put out the fire.”

Shaikh has busied herself with another
project: “I am working on the next iteration

of The Partition Project in which dance will
be at the forefront of examining stories and
messages related to the 1947 India-Paki-
stan Partition (independence from the Brit-
ish Empire), bringing us to the present day,
where the tension between the two countries
is still ever present,” says Shaikh.

And starting February 11, 2020, Shaikh
will host a new podcast, The Heartistry, on
DASH Radio’s Rukus Avenue Radio; avail-
able on various podcast platforms. Invited
guests will include professionals from a vari-
ety of industries around the globe, with a
deep commitment to their work.

Believe it or not, in between teaching,
choreographing, networking, hosting a pod-
cast, developing stories for the stage, and
preparing for the upcoming production of
The Forgotten Empress, remarkably Shaikh
made time to host a local TED Talk in recent
weeks. Really. By any stretch of the imagina-
tion, Shaikh’s ambition has no limits. Evi-
dently when you’re a woman of influence,
or at least this woman of influence, ideas
never cease.

Originally from San Francisco, MINA RIOS is a
freelance journalist and voice for the global arts
community through stimulating, under-reported
journalism. Driven by her background in music,
dance, drama, and a passion for the arts, Rios writes
for a variety of publications including: In Dance,
Sonoma Magazine, North Bay Bohemian, Pacific
Sun, and The San Diego Reader. Rios also offers
writing services in ad copy, press releases, business
proposals, and grant acquisitions through her con-
sulting business Mina Communications.

The Forgotten Empress, Hammer
Theatre Center, San Jose, Feb 28 and
29 at 7:30pm and Z Space, San Fran-
cisco, March 5 and 6 at 7:30pm
nooranidance.com
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Diamano Coura Celebrates 45 Years of
Dancing with a Message

by ARIES JORDAN

FOR 45 YEARS, DIAMANO COURA has used
West African dance as a vehicle to further
the preservation, education, and appreciation
of traditional West African music, theater,
and culture. Under the leadership of Direc-
tor Dr. Zak Diouf and Artistic Direction of
Naomi Diouf, Diamano Coura has proven
to be more than a dance company, but a
community. Through ongoing workshops,
performances, youth programs, community
outreach, and creative partnership programs
Diamona Coura has nurtured generations

of Bay Area dancers. Diamano Coura Dance
Company and their well trained dancers
have brought West African dance and culture
to audiences in Europe, Asia and the Ameri-
cas. Diamona Coura has also participated in
innovative collaborations with San Francisco
and Singapore Ballets to combine classical
African dance with European style ballet.
Diamano Coura has served countless youth
through its arts in education program. More
important than their dance representation
they are respected elders and role models for
artists across various disciplines; including
myself. I have witnessed the dynamic dance
duo at cultural events and meetings authenti-
cally building bridges and connections with
members of the Oakland community. As Dia-
mano Coura celebrates its 45th anniversary,
I interviewed founders Zak and Naomi. They
openly shared what inspired their passion for
dance, origins of the Diamano Coura name
and their upcoming 25th annual Collage de
la Cultures Africaines program.

Early influences

Zak discovered his passion for dance close to
home in Senegal, while watching his mother’s
older sister Coura Thiaw. He endearingly
called her the “Grandmother of Senega-

lese dance.” She toured internationally and
performed traditional West African dance.
Zak describes the moment that ignited his
passion for dance: “It was 1942 and she had
returned from touring in Europe after WWI.
Coura Thiaw stood at 5°3” but had a big
presence. [ watched her in amazement as she
kicked her legs high in the air. That day, I
committed to pursuing dance.” Naomi recalls
a family event that featured traditional Libe-
rian dancers performing Doglor. The Doglor
is a war dance from the Grebo/Glebo people
of Cape Palmas in the Southeastern Region
of Liberia. "T was 6 years old and my family
was hosting an event with many people.
They began with powerful drumming and
then marching. They went through the yard
and around the house. I watched in amaze-
ment and from that moment I knew I wanted
to dance.”

Those who bring a message

Diamano Coura means “those who bring
the message” in Senegalese Wolof language.
Intrigued by the meaning of Diamano Cou-
ra, I ask Naomi and Zak to share what was
the original message they intended to share
45 years ago. Zak replies, “The message we
wanted to popularize is the historical com-
ponents of African dance and what it repre-
sents through the African lens. I see dance
as a myth created thousands of years ago
and an important resource in understanding
Africa’s past and present. Dance is a history
lesson! We also wanted to show that African
culture is not monolithic but includes a wide
range of diversity. Senegal is home to many
ethnic groups and each has their own way
of showing togetherness, strength, love and

respect through dance. In my ethnic group,
dance is a part of our religion. We dance
for joy, for sorrow and to pass the time.
Even Senegal’s first president encouraged
and funded cultural artists to travel abroad.

We were seen as Ambassadors that would
make the world more understanding and
diverse through traditional dance.” Naomi
shared similar sentiments about the name
and pointed out the historical context that
shaped their message. “The 1970s was the
time of the Black Arts and Black Power
movement in the United States. The African
Diaspora desired to change the narrative of
Africa and develop a strong sense of identity.
At the time African culture and dance was
devalued and considered primitive; despite
the precise muscle articulation required to
correctly execute the purpose and feel-

ings the movement entailed. West African
dance provided university students with

the opportunity to connect to their African
roots or engage with historical facts beyond
lecture. Dance had a way of connecting
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to students in ways words
alone could not. There is a
historical component to West
African dance that acknowl-
edges the great civilizations
and empires to whom these
dances belong. At the time,
students taking Zak’s West
African dance classes at San
Jose State University wanted
to extend cultural literacy
beyond the classroom. Dance
was seen as an additional
avenue to debunk myths
about Africa and convey to
audiences that West African dance was so
much more than jumping around.”

Evolution of Diamano Coura message
Over the last couple of decades African
dance and culture has gained more acknowl-
edgement and appreciation globally. In
almost every dance studio you will see some
form of African dance being offered. The in-
ternet has also provided access to traditional
and contemporary African dances to all in-
terested in learning the various dance forms.
I wondered: How has this global recognition
and appreciation for African dance changed
Diamano Coura’s original message? When
asked, Naomi acknowledged that the global
reverence and interest in West African dance
has exposed their original message to a wider
audience. The exposure has also created
more economic opportunities and creative
collaborations for African dancers world-
wide. Along with Naomi’s celebration of
how far African dance has come she doesn’t
shy away from the fact that African dance

collectively is still fighting to shake the label
of primitive dance: “Though African dance is
popularized on an international level; from
Germany to South America you see danc-

ers incorporating elements of traditional

and popular African dance. However, when
it comes to analyzing or critiquing African
dance techniques, there is still more work to
do.” Naomi went on to explain, “Even the
media struggles to do a proper critique of
African dance or doesn’t provide one at all,
compared to other dance forms. It is no fault
of anyone; many lack the language, vocabu-
lary or knowledge needed to provide a dance
critique. It is hard to critique or describe
what you don’t understand.”

Collage de la Cultures Africaines
Before wrapping up the interview we dis-
cussed another major milestone of Diamano
Coura, 25 years of the Collage de la Cultures
Africaines program. Collage is a four-day
conference featuring master classes in music,
dance and live performances by renowned
Bay Area dance companies, which also of-
fers an African marketplace, an opportunity
for local vendors to sell their merchandise.
Every year, Collage showcases the Bay Area’s
diverse, innovative and multigenerational
Black dance movement, in the heart of Oak-
land. This year’s festivities will be hosted at
Laney College. Zak describes Collage as an
opportunity for dancers of all backgrounds
to learn about the diversity of African dance
with world renowned instructors. “It is also
a homecoming! We have trained five genera-
tions of dancers and they often return with
their grandchildren or great grandchildren.”
Naomi also joins in on Zak’s excitement

of the upcoming Collage de la Cultures
Africaines program: “Collage is always an
exciting gathering of old friends and bring-
ing in new ones. At Collage you will see
political discourse, civic questions explored
and history through dance performances and
workshops. It is an intergenerational event
and open to all cultures interested in learning
about the evolution of African dance and
techniques found in all current dance.”

We have two new groups, Afro Urban So-
ciety and a soloist from the Ivory Coast. Afro
Urban Society pays homage to traditional
African dance while incorporating contem-
porary dance from the African diaspora. We
also will feature Soloist Fely Tchaco from
the Ivory Coast performing Zaouli Dance.
The Zaouli Dance is a masked dance that
is traditionally performed by a man, but, at
the Collage, will be performed by a woman.
Additionally, returning after many years rep-
resenting Tahiti dance group Halau Ka Ua
Tuahine will grace the stage. Every year we
attempt to break boundaries at Collage de
la Cultures Africaines and welcome dancers
of all backgrounds and levels to join in the
festivities.”

ARIES JORDAN is an Educator, Storyteller, and
Writer. She holds an MFA in English and Creative
Writing from Mills College. Her writing weaves
prose, proverbs, and cultural narratives into enticing
reviews, poems, blog posts, product and service de-
scriptions that provoke thought and inner reflection.
She is a proud New Yorker based in Oakland, CA.
Social media: @ariesjthepoet

Collage de la Cultures Africaines,
Malonga Casquelourd Center for the Arts,
Oakland, March 12-15, diamanocoura.org
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