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Project: 

Tribhangi Dance Theatre Rural Tour  
www.sampad.org.uk
Countries:   UK, South Africa
Partners:   Sampad; Tribhangi.
Funding Bodies: Arts Council of England West Midlands, Birmingham City Council, South African Department of Culture 

Thematic categorisation:
1. Intercultural dialogue (within countries)

   FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Intercultural Education
   FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Cross-border Dialogue
   FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Cultural Minorities & Communities
   FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Social Cohesion / Integration
   FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Diversity of Cultural Expressions


   FORMCHECKBOX 

Sector covered:

1. Arts and Heritage
   FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Media
   FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Socio-Culture 
   FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Education
   FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Language
   FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Youth
   FORMCHECKBOX 

7. Sport
   FORMCHECKBOX 

National policy developments/ approach:
The Arts Council of Great Britain began to look at the ways in which it supported and included non-indigenous arts and artists in the 1970s and has been through a sequence of policy approaches since then. Time has changed the agenda with the growing number of artists of non-British ancestry whose roots are now firmly within Britain and British culture. This has increased the range of intercultural work, while at the same time challenging the relevance of that nomenclature.

But it has also steadily become apparent that the issues extend beyond aesthetics. Research has shown that audiences of BME (Black and minority ethnic) origin are less represented in mainstream audiences, at the upper echelons of cultural management and on governing boards. Initiatives have been set in place – reinforced by the passing of the 2000 Race Relations (Amendment) Act that demanded that all major institutions be able to show that they are working for racial equality – to address this disparity. These radiate out from central government/Arts Council England to the regions and down to local authority. Again, however, they can conflict with the desire of many young BME artists to be seen as artists alone, with no reference to colour or discrimination.

Colin Mercer has argued strongly in support of the way in which the UK’s local authorities can provide valuable ways of grounding the arts and culture through government-inspired initiatives and frameworks like the Local Area Agreements. (‘Transculturalism and Interculturalism – Implementation Issues for Cultural Diversity at Local Level’). 

Support for international links is complex, with the Arts Council having adopted an international policy and directly funding posts first in China and now in Brazil. Where ‘cultural diversity’ is concerned, European funding has been most readily accessed for areas of economic and social disadvantage. This has not always been useful, since it has led to its funding initiatives in poor areas where there is little tradition of cultural institutions and has compounded problems rather than solving them. 

Contemporary moves indicate a ‘flattening’ process at work. While targets exist and are necessary for funding reports and accountability, many artists are finding a way to make alliances and partnerships through the internet. The Arts Council England’s conference, ‘Connecting Flights’ (2002) argued that the wider perspectives natural to diasporic artists are now becoming more the norm for artists of all backgrounds. 

Sampad’s partnership with Johannesburg’s Tribhangi is a good example of the way in which intercultural connections – established by a diaspora organisation – can expand horizons across the board.
Project description:
Sampad was established in 1990 in Birmingham, and has been a major force in investigating, interpreting and promoting the role of South Asian culture in the UK, with a focus on its intercultural significance. Although billing itself as a ‘South Asian Dance Development Agency’, it has steadily increased its reach, setting up a number of conferences and projects around South Asian music, theatre and literature variously and its new role in the west.

Sampad has been thoroughly involved in education at all levels, from primary school to higher education and professional training. It has been open-minded and meticulous in exploring ways that traditional arts can be deconstructed so that they can be integrated into current national frameworks. The organisation has respected the traditional but always looked forward, recognising both the need for cultural change and the creative excitement for society at large that comes with it.

Its founding director, Piali Ray, has been active in creating international links – though less with other European countries than she would like (largely due to a bureaucratic process that Sampad finds difficult). This case study concentrates on Sampad’s invitation to Tribhangi – a South African company that combines African folk, contemporary dance and South Asian classical dance – to tour rural halls, community halls, village halls and schools in the UK.  

The tour took place over 3 weeks in October 2005; it worked with 15 venues and presented a mix of performances, workshops with schools and ‘choreolabs’ (extended workshops with local dancers keen to expand their dance horizons). 

Sampad detailed the project’s first aim in its evaluation report:

· ‘To tour high quality cross-cultural [intercultural] dance to theatres and community venues in the UK with a view to reach wide and varied audiences.  

This aim was met as Tribhangi toured to 15 venues across three regions of UK.  The rural touring venues ranged from church and village halls to schools and arts centres. Audiences came from all sections of community depending on the location of the venue, and from all age ranges and backgrounds.  For many it was their first opportunity to see cross-cultural work and each audience, including many promoters, was captivated by Tribhangi’s performance.   The tour generated great interest in cross-cultural work.’   

Other aims comprised:

· To create learning opportunities for emerging professionals in South Asian dance styles who are keen to identify new ways to create and present their work.

· To establish new partnerships in presenting South Asian and cross-cultural dance

· To maximise on the visiting company’s skills and performance quality to raise profile of dance.
Sampad’s evaluation demonstrates the project’s success. The tour took different dance forms to venues that in some cases had never seen non-western dance before, let alone such an intercultural mixture. (It is noteworthy that local audiences had responded with interest to the new: in previous years they might have kept away, thinking it was not for them.)

It was not without its difficulties, but these were wholly related to the inexperience of those largely non-professional venues that they visited. In one case, the venue proved to have no ladder so their stage manager had to adjust the lights using a handy stick! Another village hall was located on the first floor and the vigour of Tribhangi’s gumboot dance was so great that plaster fell down from the ceiling of the post office beneath. In another, there was no technician to be found.

The city venues attracted multiracial audiences and did well. At one, it was reported, ‘The enthusiastic audience came from a mix of communities – Afro-Caribbean, Asian, white, and there were lots of young people.  Tribhangi’s interaction with some of the children during the gumboot dance went across well and during the interval; some of the boys were dancing the steps out in the foyer.  A local youth dance group leader asked if Tribhangi would pose for photos with her group after the performance.  Tribhangi not only did this but also took time to show the boys some detailed dance steps; this really made their evening very special.’     

A particular success was the enthusiasm shown by special needs group who accounted for seven of the thirteen workshops that were part of the package. The South African dancers themselves were moved by the experience. ‘Working with special needs children gave me a chance to understand that we all understand music and dance the same way,’ said one Tribhangi dancer. ‘Thank you for giving me a chance to learn and really understand the need to love, care for and respect every living being.’
Lessons to be learned:
This tour was organised by Sampad with a high degree of professionalism, building on a number of touring networks that had local knowledge. The advance publicity helped the venues to publicise the shows, while the guidance of touring agencies like ArtsService meant they went to potentially sympathetic venues.

Setting the tour in October – the UK’s Black History Month – meant that it was able to be included in targeted programmes and funding streams. 

Sampad/Tribhangi experienced problems in moving out of the conventional arts touring circuit, finding itself in venues without the sort of facilities that in mainstream venues would have been normal. This underlines the need for realistic expectations and planning. At the same time, the readiness of audiences for the new showed the benefits and the potential (and the importance) of moving out of urban and multicultural comfort zones.  

Although the dancers managed to find a methodology in dealing with the special-needs workshops – and everyone was happy with the experience – this area of work does require special skills. Other exercises like this should make sure that practitioners have had the chance to acquire them.

Target groups:
Rural audiences, young people, special needs, teachers, dancers of all disciplines, general audiences.
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