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Abstract

This visual essay questions what constitutes an archive.
Using autoethnography as a method, it frames the relation
between my family’s sixty-five-year-old dance archive and
embodiment as co-constitutive and relational dynamics. It
foregrounds minor histories as a tactic for resisting hegem-
ony, in the face of homogenisation and operations of con-
trol. This situates dance as a counter-archive: a site where
memory, resistance, and cultural knowledge are preserved
through embodied movement when material traces have
been erased or lost. In South Africa, issues of citizenry,
xenophobia, genocide and poor living conditions persist.
Moving against this genealogy of oppression, the essay
spans from indenture and migration, through apartheid
to the present, and aligns personal archive, diasporic his-
tory, and contemporary practices to examine how dancing
bodies rehearse and reconfigure the often misunderstood
or under-represented. It presents minor socio-political

narratives of the ‘Other’, across generations, and offers
new modes for understanding citizenship and belonging.

Keywords
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One sentence summary

The movement and migration of the Indian dancing body
to and within South Africa, and its socio-political experi-
ences are explored through the family archive of pioneer-
ing Indian dance pedagogues.
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| am a descendant of indenture. My ancestry was forged
by empire’s need to replace slavery with a labour force
to produce ‘white gold’: sugar.! Consequently, the Indian
diaspora was dispersed across the globe in the fifteenth
century to the Caribbean (1845) and to Africa, particularly
Mauritius (1834) and South Africa (1860). As Anita Ratnam
observes, ‘The diaspora body is intersected with location
and dislocation — of an uprooting and a transplanting in
distant and strange soils’.2 This visual essay draws on my
family dance archive, carefully documented over a period of
sixty-five years, initially by my late mother, Rani Govender
(1944-2005), the first South African pedagogue of Bharata
Natyam and Kathak, and later by me. In the late 1950s,

she and her sisters, Prema and Radha Nydoo along with
Salochana Naidoo, were the first South African women of
Indian descent to travel to Madras, now Chennai, India, to
study a full repertoire of Bharata Natyam — a South Indian
classical dance form. Limited resources and the lack of
diplomatic ties between India and apartheid South Africa
severed traditional, cultural and religious moorings.® Like
the Ghanaian Sankofa bird, | look back to look forward,
using artefacts from the archive to re-story how the body
performs under repression through dance and embodi-
ment. For me, movement and migration are inseparable
from dance.

Fig. 1: Programme from the Nydoo Sisters’ Arangetral or debut performance in Bharata Natyam, where the title ‘Natya Thillakum’ (meaning

dance excellence or eminence) was bestowed on them in Madras, India (1961). Source: anonymous, Govender family archive.
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Girmitiya in South Africa

Famine, colonial religious and social restrictions, dis-
ease, and extreme deprivation in India compelled twenty-
two-year-old Parumaul to put his thumbprint to a girmit
(indenture agreement), written in the foreign language
of English, and believe a false promise of an abundant
life. | located a copy of the original emigration certifi-
cate (ship’s list) of my maternal ancestor, certified by
the former Department of Indian Affairs. The realisation
that ‘the migrants can’'t use these certificates, ... they
nevertheless function as erstwhile documents through
which a certain (retrospective) humanity may be given
to a people without “history” is stark.* According to my
late aya (great-grandmother), the girmitiya (indentured

labourers) were transported across the kala pani (‘black
waters’), and upon arrival at the port of Durban on South
Africa’s east coast, they were lined up like cattle, pub-
licly stripped and inspected for identifying markings, and
personal belongings were burnt — a symbolic erasure
of personhood.® Gayatri Spivak asks: ‘As the historical
record is made up, who dropped out, when and why?’®
Although materially dispossessed and physically humili-
ated, the indentured carried their culture within them. Our
family archive is therefore bereft of any early material
belongings. Beyond ethnic dance and music, the possi-
bility remains that some of the indentured had received
training in classical dance.

Fig. 2: My ancestor’s record on a ship’s list in 1894 (updated by the Department of Home Affairs, 1988).
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Dance

Ashwin Desai and Goolam Vahed, among other authors,
argue that the indentured’s struggle for survival, or prac-
tice of their culture, was not considered a colonial prior-
ity.” Singing or dancing while working in the sugarcane
fields was punishable by lashing and many new arrivals
struggled with this adjustment. It took a century before
the Indian diaspora in South Africa could publicly express
themselves in a full repertoire of Indian classical dance.
| am left to reimagine what the Nydoo Sisters’ Bharata
Natyam choreographed duets would have looked like, as
much of the early visual record (film and pictures) were
lost in a fire. Their choreography, through body positioning,

footwork, mudras (hand gestures) and rasa (facial
expressions), where bodies become archives, narrated
stories from ancient religious texts. These performances,
an act of archiving itself, were subversive.® The physi-
cal archive began as a scrapbook, compiled by my
mother at the start of her dance career in 1959, to mark
achievements. It is not merely a collection of artefacts,
but an embodied historical record of how Indian (clas-
sical) dance migrated to, and evolved in, South Africa.
As Neeraj Bhatia argues, ‘There is no political power
without control of the archive’, foregrounding it as a crit-
ical site of cultural resistance and historical reclamation,

Fig. 3—6: The Nydoo Sisters in a portion of a Bharata Natyam performance sequence (1961). Photos: anonymous, Govender family archive.
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functioning as both a counter-history and a means of
restoring agency.®

| became the custodian, curator, witness, and embodied
archive, bridging past and future Indo-South African dance
traditions. Due to South Africa’s (historic) lack of diplomatic
ties with India, traditional expressions differ from those of
other Indian diasporas, and formal training required self-
funded study abroad. This severely limited Indian South
Africans’ access to formal training in traditional dance.
In addition to the two classical dance styles introduced
by my family, | became South Africa’s first exponent of
Odissi (1986) and Sufi Kathak (1990), while my mother

and | researched and introduced ethnic Indian dance
styles into the country. In 1993, we converted The Nydoo
Sisters School of Dance into the non-profit Anavarata
Dance Institute, offering low-cost or free dance educa-
tion to South Africans, while hosting inclusive multicultural
performances, nationally and internationally. In 1996, we
were commissioned by the National Education Department
to develop the country’s first Indian dance syllabi, which
despite the constitutional promise of an inclusive cultural
expression, is yet to be implemented at basic education
level and therefore limits current local tertiary study and
research.

Fig. 7: A puppet mechanism depicting Indian dance as cultural isolation during apartheid, and a miniaturised representation of my family

archive, in the installation Where Do We Leave Our Footprints?, OSUN exhibition in collaboration with UniAndes (Colombia), Baard
University (Berlin), and Latitudes Art Fair and Contra Arts Festival in Johannesburg, 23-26 May 2024. Photo: Robert Elshove.
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Apartheid

Apartheid was a system of legislated separation which
disenfranchised all aspects of life, for people of colour,
including restrictions on movement and the right to vote.
The 1950 Group Areas Act was choreographed as concen-
tric rings, according to racialised hierarchies, with whites
constituting the centre, followed by Indians, Coloureds (a
mixed-race category) and Black townships on the periph-
ery. Since the 1906 Asiatic Law Amendment Ordinance, or
‘Black Act’ as it came to be called, was passed to control
Indian and Chinese entry into the Transvaal Colony, move-
ment into ‘white’ areas required a ‘pass’. This prompted
Gandhi’s leadership in the 1908 mass burning of passes,
and the 1913 Satyagraha Campaign, which became a cul-
tural incubator, created by apartheid, galvanising cultural

resistance. Within the oppressive socio-political climate of
apartheid, our dance became a form of satyagraha (pas-
sive resistance) and ahimsa (non-violence) to reclaim
agency and identity. Despite legal prohibitions against
interracial association, my family subverted apartheid
laws by inviting the late South African actor Ken Gampu
(1929-2003) as guest of honour at their 1965 performance
in Durban. Ironically, as my maternal grandmother noted
in a newspaper interview, most audience members were
white; drawn to the ‘exotic’ costumes and movement.'°
The Nydoo Sisters received fan mail in Afrikaans, consid-
ered the ‘white’ oppressor’s language. Interracial dance
classes were at first taught surreptitiously and then, after
the advent of democracy in 1994, publicly.

Fig. 8: Ken Gampu, the Nydoo sisters’ guest of honour at a Durban performance, with their students, prior to their return to India to study

Kathak, a North Indian classical dance style, known for its storytelling through rhythmic footwork, hand gestures and lightning pirouettes.

Photo: The India Trend, 1965.
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The present

Post-apartheid South Africa is characterised by move-
ment, in and through spaces and places once denied to
the ‘Other’. Contemporary dance transcends race, as evi-
denced by the growing cultural exchange and acceptance
beyond inherited identities. | now predominantly teach
Indian dance, from classical to Bollywood and world dance
styles, to Black South Africans. The repetition, focus, group
cohesion and consistency of dance practice and perfor-
mance temporarily suspend lived reality, offering dancers,
many from disadvantaged communities, the opportunity to
process hardships. It provides respite from contemporary
challenges, while fostering resilience, collaboration and a
sense of achievement. Dance empowers individuals and
groups to resolve conflicts through collaboration. South
Africa, shaped through trade, migration and hegemonic
invasions, is a hybrid nation with a mélange culture,

an intermingling of cultures and bloodlines. The eclectic
nature of my dance repertoire and of the archive reflect this
multi-racial configuration, becoming a lens through which
| interrogate my own cultural heritage and identity. Human
experience always leaves a trace, however fragmented,
shaping how we become. The future holds multiple pos-
sibilities for how the body, as individual, community, soci-
ety and the danced, continues to evolve and respond to
the challenges, traumas, adversities and triumphs. Africa,
and South Africa in particular, have continued challenging
hegemony. It is not just about biopolitics — the placement
and structuring of bodies — but extends to the entire ecol-
ogy, thus constituting a cosmo-technical operation. Dance
continues to be a medium for resistance, an expression
of tenacity, resilience, healing, celebration and way of life.

Fig. 9: Choreographic notes and costume design for a performance titled ‘lllumination’ that interwove Indian dance with African and other

world dance styles for our Mauritian Independence Day Tour (1995), by Rani (Nydoo) Govender. Photo: author.

Fig. 10: A collaboration of professional South African dancers (from left to right), seated: Janell Barnard and Anusia Govender-Elshove;

standing: Harry Khumalo and Oupa Mokwena (2002) in a Johannesburg performance combining Kathak (North Indian classical dance) and

South Indian (Kalaripayattu) martial arts. Photo: Rani Govender.
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