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African	Dance		
Africa is the second largest continent in the world, with a land mass of about 11,699,000 square miles 
(30,330,000 km2). The continent is bordered on the north by the Mediterranean Sea, on the west by the 
Atlantic Ocean, and the east by the Indian Ocean. 

 

The climate and geography of Africa are varied. The landscape includes coastal plains, mountains, 
deserts, plateaus for agriculture, large valleys, and semi-arid savannas. Natural resource icons include 
the Nile River, Mount Kilimanjaro, Victoria Falls, and the Sahara Desert among others. The Nile is the 
longest river in in the world. It begins in northeastern Africa at Ethiopia’s Lake Tana and flows north and 
east through Egypt. Mount Kilimanjaro at Uhuru Point in Tanzania is the second highest peak in the 
world, at 19,249 feet (5,895 m). The Sahara Desert continues to expand at approximately half a mile a 
month. The Namib Desert is considered the world’s oldest desert. The Namib is the only desert where 
elephants, rhinos, giraffes, and lions reside. 

 

The African continent is made up of 54 countries. People on the African continent speak more than 
3,000 languages. African people and cultures represent diverse economic and social structures with 
many beliefs, religions, and arts.  

History	of	Africa	
Africa has been called the birthplace of human societies and civilization. Archeologists can trace 
evidence of early humans, homo heidelbergensis, who lived around 600,000 to 250,000 years ago.  

 

The following map presents a number of ancient civilizations: Egyptian civilization, Kingdom of Ghana, 
Sondai civilization, Kingdom of Mali, Kingdom of Lozi, and Great Zimbabwe. 



 

Africa’s kingdoms and empires. 

The Egyptian pyramids were built nearly 4,000 years ago. The image of African slaves is familiar, yet 
slavery was one small part of African history and one part of this huge continent. In ancient times, the 
Phoenicians explored and colonized the coast of Africa. Christianity in Africa arrived early in the 
Common Era (CE) followed by Islam in the seventh century CE.  

Before the renaissance, Africa had been explored by people from around the Mediterranean Sea, farther 
north and east. The history of Africa evolved through great migrations, wars, centuries of colonization, 
slavery, and various political systems. During the era of African colonization, exports such as agriculture, 
raw materials, and minerals (e.g., salt, gold, copper, and diamonds) were of great trading value with 
Europe and the Americas. Africa’s transition from colonization to independence covered many 
centuries. African culture and knowledge have permeated many North American cultures and the rest of 
the world. 



Discovering	African	Dance	
African dance represents a history that stretches from prehistoric times to today. Many dances are part 
of life events, religious and community ceremonies, and festivals, and they have endured the test of 
time. Other dances have absorbed the influences that come from migration, colonization, war, and 
independence.  

 

African dance heritage is a testimony to how diverse groups of people respond to a core value of art. In 
African culture, art is an integral part of everyday life; it is not separate from life. African cultures link 
the world of daily routines to the cosmic order. In contrast, Western societies look at the world as 
dualistic (opposites), such as secular and religious or nature and culture. African culture views nature 
and culture to be in a give-and-take relationship that benefits everyone.  

 

In most cases African dance accompanies music, which is an important agent in all cultures. For 
millennia, dance continues as an integral part of ceremonies, festivals, and rites. African mythology 
permeates ceremonies. Ceremonies occur at specific times of the year in a village, its immediate 
surroundings, or in a sacred place. Orchestral or choral music, storytelling, dance, and costumes are all 
part of a ceremony, giving it a deep community meaning. Festivals are occasions with food and drink. 
Rites are controlled events. The person conducting a rite wears a specific costume. A mask is worn to 
absorb the energy from performing the rite; it protects and distributes this energy to the dancers and 
the community.  

 

In addition to rites, masks are frequently part of ceremonies and festivals. African cultures include a 
great variety of masks made from many materials. They include masks made of leaves, wicker, or cloth; 
facial masks, helmet masks, and helmet peaks; blade-shaped masks; and masks surmounted by 
sculpture. Symbols are incorporated in many masks. All kinds of animals, humans, fantastic beings, 
sculptures, or objects such as sewing machines or motorbikes are incorporated into masks. Masks can 
have a wide variety of forms or focus on a theme. 

 

In the plateau region of Mali in the west of Africa, the Dogon people use masks in their sacred operas. 
Their masks have been adopted by neighboring cultures. The masks then absorbed the myths and 
history of their adopted culture.  

 

Farmers, such as the Bobo people, wear leaf masks for their purification ceremonies. Leaf masks are said 
to attract the particles of the evil spirits that roam the villages. 

  



 

SPOTLIGHT 

PEARL PRIMUS 

Pearl Primus (1919-1994) was an American modern dance pioneer and anthropologist. African dance 
influenced her choreography and her academic studies. She made her debut in New York in 1943 
performing a work entitled African Ceremonial. In 1946 she founded her own dance company. Primus 
danced with strong, vital movement style. She explored racial issues and the African American 
experience with choreography based on African American writers such as Langston Hughes (e.g., the 
poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers,” 1944). In 1949 Primus received a grant to study dance in Central 
and West Africa. Her methods blended African and Caribbean dance styles with modern dance and 
ballet techniques. Dr. Primus’ work is an example of how cultural dance and other genres can blend to 
form works of art that are educational and meaningful. 

 

Exploring	African	Dance	
African dances relate to religion and community. They include ceremonial dances, rites, and festivals. 
Dances focus on coming of age, weddings, funerals, religion and healing, hunting, war, tribal unity, self-
expression, trance, and competition. Dances focus on animals, gods, and nature. The dancer may imitate 
animals realistically such as the eagle, rabbit, and the crow. Dancers may wear masks or bells and carry 
vases, spears, or jugs.  

 

History	of	African	Dance	
African dance history stretches back to prehistoric times and Africa’s first people. Archeological and 
historical research continues to reveal more about African dance and its significance in different regions. 
In Tassili, wall paintings represent ceremonial scenes with masked and unmasked dancers. In parts of 
Sub-Saharan Africa, sculptures symbolically represent dancers.  
 

In the renaissance, African music and dance became a subject of interest to other people. At the end of 
the renaissance and beginning of the baroque period, objects of art from Sub-Saharan Africa and other 
regions were imported to Europe. They included elephant tusk sculptures from the coast of Guinea, 
musical instruments carved from elephant tusks, and masks. Other information about African art came 
from drawings made by travelers and several writings about African art during the 17th century. 
Information about Africa, its dance, and its music spread to the New World with the importation of 
slaves. Colonialism in Africa continued until the 20th century, which had both direct and indirect 
influences on African dance. With the rise of the disciplines of cultural anthropology and ethnology in 
the 20th century, African dance and arts became more accessible for studying. 



 

African dance is often associated with its two major cultural regions, North Africa and Sub-Saharan 
Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa includes Central and East Africa, South Africa, and West Africa. 
 

North	Africa	
North African nations are of the Maghreb. North Africa includes many ethnic groups. In the northern 
part of the continent, Christianity had spread in the early part of the Common Era (CE). Around 7th 
century CE, Islamic Arab cavalry invaded North Africa. As a result, the dominant religion in North Africa 
became Islam.  
 

Indigenous to North Africa, the Berbers are a nomadic people; they lived in fortified towns in the Atlas 
Mountains. The Berbers absorbed many foreign influences, beginning with Phoenician mariners who 
colonized North Africa on the Atlantic coast during ancient times. Berber dances include both choral and 
mixed-gender dances. 
 

In the Western Sahara, Libya, Algeria, Chad, Mali, or Mauritania people are descendants of the Tuareg, 
Tekna, Berabish, and other tribes.    
 

In the late 1400s, the Moors came to North Africa to reclaim this region for Spain. North African dances 
may contain stamping, leaping, and complicated footwork associated with Moorish dances. Gypsies, 
originally from India, wandered and settled in the region that is present-day Niger. Some Indian 
influences in music linger in isolated regions of North Africa. 
 
During the era of empire building in the 18th and 19th centuries, European nations’ armies colonized 
Africa. North Africa came under Turkish control as an Ottoman province. Turkish music, dance, and 
costume influences have been woven into North African dances. During the 20th century political 
boundaries for countries were established. These boundaries often divided cultures. 
 

Dances are categorized by ethnic groups, religion, class, and occupations. In Arab regions of North 
Africa, men and women dance separately unless the dance is done by a family.  
 

Sword dances (in which a dancer balances a sword on the head while dancing) have had a long tradition 
in North Africa. In addition, other items also can be used as props in North African dance. When 
performing raqs al-juzur (also known as a Tunisian pot dance), dancers balance jugs on their heads while 
they dance. This dance originated on the islands of Djerba and Kerkennah located off the east coast of 
Tunisia. The chief industry is pottery making. This dance is performed at weddings and social events. 



 

 

DID YOU KNOW?  

DR. CHARLES “CHUCK” DAVIS 

African American Master Teacher, dance artist, and educator Charles Davis is considered a national 
treasure. Since the 1980s, Dr. Davis has been on the faculty of the American Dance Festival. He founded 
the African American Dance Ensemble in Durham, North Carolina. He and his company have performed 
and taught African dance, music, and culture to the world. Dr. Davis has received many awards and 
honorary doctorates for his work. He has been recognized as a U.S. Goodwill Ambassador. His 
philosophy is Peace! Love! Respect! For Everybody!  

 

To learn more about Dr. Davis, try the following web searches. 

 

Search term: African American Dance Ensemble Part 4 Video 

In this video interview with Dr. Charles Davis, his background and contributions to African American 
dance are explored. 

 

Search term: African American Dance Ensemble Part 2 Video 

In this video clip, Dr. Charles Davis introduces African instruments to a student audience. 

 

Sub-Saharan	Africa	
The geography and climate of Sub-Saharan Africa is diverse, with swamps of the Niger delta, desert 
people, and savanna farmers. Trade routes, intertribal wars, migration, and religion affect the region’s 
culture and therefore its dances.  

 

In Sub-Saharan Africa, dance is a deep part of community life. Various cultures and people accord dance 
different styles and functions within society. Dances can be categorized by status, age, sex, or work.  

 

Nigeria is the region’s largest nation. The country has more than 400 distinct ethnic groups. The people 
perform dances named for their simple to complex rhythms.  

 



The Yoruba people, who live in Southwest Nigeria and Benin, are a hierarchical society. How a tribe 
leader can dance relates to the leader’s dignity, leadership, and status. Priests and priestesses provide 
spiritual leadership through dance. Masquerade dancers represent religious beliefs and traditions and 
take various roles, including the following: 

• Embodying deities and spirits  
• Taking on ancestral spirits returning to guide descendants 
• Soothing spirits, such as after killing an animal to appease the spirit of the animal 
• Acting as entertainers in community events and for visitors 

 

In Africa, different societies use life stages to delineate dance types. Dance is an educational medium 
within society. Young men dance for physical fitness and to prepare for battle. Coming of age, marriage, 
death, and other ceremonies include dance as part of individuals of communities moving through life 
stages. 

 

In most traditional Sub-Saharan African dances, men and women dance separately and their dance 
styles are different. For example, men perform war dances, and most often women dance wedding or 
anniversary dances alone. Some group dances are for both males and females, but they are performed 
without partners. Men and women rarely touch in mixed-gender dances; it is considered immoral for a 
male and female to dance in closed position.  

 

Dance formations can be an open group of individuals, one or more circles, or lines that move 
counterclockwise. Dance styles range from traditional to improvisational. Group dances can be 
individual dancers performing the dance or the entire group performing the dance together.  

 

As Zulus moved north, they introduced circular dancing. Some dances from colonial and later eras used 
lines, marching, and movements based on army activities. Often in circular or partial circular formations, 
soloists emerge to improvise. Warrior dance formations are in lines. Throughout the dancing, the 
performers, the musicians, and the audience maintain a strong interconnectivity. The audience supports 
performance with clapping and singing. 

 

Rhythm is often the primary focus for the musician, the singer, and the dancer. The musician may lead 
the dancer, or the dancer leads the musician. The rhythm of the dance moves through the dancer. 
Dancers are evaluated on their rhythmic skills. Dancers often create two or three rhythms using parts of 
the body in a dance. They replicate the drum rhythms with foot patterns. Body rhythms such as 
isolations and percussive movements such as clapping range from simple to complex. These movements 
are coordinated to create polyrhythms, torso contractions, shoulder isolations, and strong hip 
movements. Each dance has a characteristic movement pattern with specific foot patterns, use of the 
torso, and body isolations. 



 

African dance includes three primary body postures: 

• Upright posture: The back is vertical. This posture is used by chiefs and people in power. 
• Inclined posture: The torso inclines forward from the hips. This position may be for part of or an 

entire dance. In this inclined position, the focus is on the ground or the gestures the dancer 
does. 

• Parallel posture: The back is parallel to the ground with the weight on the balls of the feet. 

 

Depending upon the dance, the dancer may move between these postures.  

 

African dance is performed barefoot and uses flatfoot, gliding, dragging, or shuffling steps. The knees 
are bent, the spine is flexible and the torso does fluid movements. Although movement is grounded and 
focused toward the earth, dancers do perform leaps, jumps, and falls. Different body parts move in 
isolation often along with strong hip movements. Improvisation is important. Most dances use repetitive 
movement. Both the music and the dances use polyrhythms. 

 

One example of an African dance that has many versions in many African countries and beyond is Funga 
Alafia. 

 

Funga	Alafia	
In Liberia, this dance and its rhythm function as an invocation to the earth and the sky. In other African 
countries it is also known as a welcome song. Bound with this tradition is that an African American 
created the song, “Funga Alafia,” which accompanies the rhythm and dance. Other traditions explain the 
dance, song, and rhythm differently. Although the name Funga has different origins, the dance has 
spread throughout Africa and the world.  

 

The traditional song and its translation are as follows: 

Funga a la fe ah (Welcome and peace to you) 

Ascher ascher (Amen amen) 

Funga a la fe ah  

Ascher  

Ascher  

Ascher ascher  



Ascher ascher 

Ascher ascher  

Ascher ascher 

 

The song and the dance each have different versions. Often traditional dances develop variations as 
people perform their dances over time or move to different places. To view, compare, and learn 
different versions of the song and dance, do a web search using the term Funga Alafia. 

 

African dance can be challenging and rewarding to learn. Beyond the rhythm, dance and songs there is a 
wealth of history and tradition that surround and contribute to the performance. Each dance has a role 
within the fabric of African society and a meaning that has deep roots in community and its celebrations 
of life.  
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