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pwinyai dance displays Zimbabwe culture
I

Robert Lothian

? DPortland State Saturday night, the 
African dance troupe Owinyai had 
noet of the audience up and dancing.

It was the kind of performance that 
mcouraged people to overcome their 
ihyness about moving to the music of 
xngas and the “ mbira," which is like 
■ colimba and sometimes called a 
“thumb p iano ”

More than that, the group impart­
ed some of the spirit of the new Zim ­
babwe, the country once known as 
Rhodesia which attained m ajority  
Black rule in 1980 after a bitter civil 
war.

Gwinyai means “ to be strong”  or 
“ to keep on keeping on" in the Shona 
language o f Zimbabwe. Five out of 
nine of Gwinyai’s dancers and musi­
cians are from Zimbabwe.

The group opened with a moving 
song in the Shona language Then the 
colorfully dressed dancers, accom­
panied by drums, shakers, mbiras, 
whistles, singing and shouts o f joy , 
moved onto the floor to demonstrate 
the high kicking, foot drumming style 
that characterizes Shona dance.

Taking a break from the dancing, 
the troupe sang the African national 
anthem in the Shona language. “ We 
keep pushing for this for all the coun­
tries of A frica,”  said Sherree Sparks, 
conga player, dancer and one o f the 
founders of the group. They also per­
formed "gumboot dancing,”  dressed 
in rubber boots and hard hats, dedi­
cated to Zimbabwe’s many miners.

They pulled people from the audi­
ence out onto the floor, encouraging 
them with a saying from  the Shona 
people — " I f  you can talk you can 
sing and i f  you can walk you can 
dance.”  Lora Lou Chiorah D ai, 
lead dancer and director o f the 
troupe, moved to Seattle from Z im ­
babwe to go to school in 1973. She 
and Sparks, who is from  Seattle, 
founded the group shortly after that. 
Gwinyai makes its home at the Lang­
ston Hughes Cultural Center in 
Seattle.

By the end of their performance at

Members of the Gwinyai dance troupe entertain at PSU.

Saturday, Chiorah-Dai and Sparks 
were joined by dancers August Drake 
and Kevin How ard and singers and 
percussionists Janet Taylor and Patty 
Peasch. Four children also per­
formed with the group — Michael 
Chiorah-Dai, 7, Christopher Sparks, 
9. Danae Sparks, I I ,  and Ten Dai 
Maraire, 10. Moraire has been danc­
ing since the age of 18 months, said 
Sparks.

G winyai conveys the traditional 
and contemporary culture o f Z im ­
babwe, said Chiorah-Dai. “ We try to 
dispose of all the bad stereotypes that 
people have of Africa, that it's all jun­
gle and people have no culture,”  she 
said. Chiorah-D ai said she learned 
traditional music and dancing “ as just 
part o f growing up”  in Zim babwe. 
“ I t ’s much warmer and drier there,” 
she said, and many houses don’t even

have heaters. Needless to say, she has 
had d ifficu lty  adapting to the cold, 
wet Northwest climate.

Shona dance "has to do w ith the 
moment or the time, whether you are 
working in the fields or washing 
dishes. . songs and dances to fit what­
ever you are doing,”  she said.

C hiorah-D ai originally came to 
Seattle to study home economics at 
the University o f Washington and 
Seattle-Pacific University. She now 
works for the Seattle Parks Dept., as 
does Sparks, teaching dance to chil­
dren, adults and senior citizens. Her 
children just returned after living with 
their grandparents for a year in Z im ­
babwe. “ They had a great time and 
now it’s my turn to go,”  she said.

Life has improved with m ajority  
rule, she said. In the field of educa-
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tion, for instance, she said, "every­
body can go to school now, which
was never the case before........... there
weren’ t enough schools for every­
body. The main problem is building 
an economy in the country to sup­
port the people.”

Chiroah-Dai said she would like to 
return and live in Zimbabwe, to teach 
and possibly start a company to make 
traditional clothing. “ I don’t like the 
British style. I would like to introduce 
my own traditional style where we 
have traditional materials.”

“ 1 would like to create a new spirit
that it’s O .K . to be African......... that
was destroyed by the Europeans, you 
couldn’t be African. But now it ’s all 
right to be African."

Gwinyai is closely associated and 
often performs with the Sukutai M a­
rimba Ensemble, also based in Seat­
tle, which performs traditional and 
contemporary music on the marimba
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An opera is a musical play. Porgy 

and Bess was a play set to music. Be­
cause most of us have seen Porgy and 
Bess and much less frequently been 
exposed to opera, it is a fresh idea 
whose time has come.

The Portland Opera Association 
sponsors a season o f opera that is 
currently running at the Civic Audi­
torium . A frican  Americans don't 
frequent the Civic A uditorium  in 
large numbers for general fare and 
certainly very little opera.

The opera Sherman, a tragic story 
of a great local saxophonist Sherman 
Thomas and the shipwreck of original 
American art forms, Jazz and specif­
ically be-bop, will play Saturday night 
at the Interstate Firehouse Cultural 
Center. It is significant that it pre­
miers in this area as a jazz landmark 
and carries with it the legacy of gen­
erations.

“ Opera is a classic way of preserv­
ing one’s cu ltu re ,”  says composer 
Thara Memory, “ even when it brings 
to light the great neglect o f some of 
America’s greatest a r t ."  When have

you seen an African American opera? 
When have you gotten this close to a 
composer?

Before the excerpts were performed 
on October 14 of this year, some peo­
ple had intim ated that opera was 
boring. What they were saying is that 
they did not understand the method 
of delivery. Thara Memory has made 
it relevant and combined a common 
story line with the creative processes 
that have made America marvel at the 
Black man.

“ I t ’ s an old story lin e ,”  reports 
Thara , “ but th a t’s exactly what I 
want to achieve. The commonality  
with operatic form makes it w ork."  
W ork! T h a t’s exactly w hat’s going 
on. This piece cooks.

The talents o f Anise H a ll, James 
Johnson, Julianne Johnson, Danny 
Osborne, Ken Berry, and Ron Steen 
all support this production. W orld  
Arts Foundation, Inc., with yet an­
other product to enrich the commun­
ity, again puts itself on the cutting 
edge of the arts with this premier of 
Sherman.DR. PHILIP MEGDALDENTAL GROUP
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The libretto is written by Charles 
Deemer. The themes that he has cap­
tured and magnified are striking and 
compelling. People can be in any situ­
ation and relate to the drama and uni­
versality of this story. The score com­
posed by Thara M em ory deserves 
credit for its sophistication and style.

Such bold artistic endeavor is sup­
ported by the M etropo litan  Arts 
Commission, the Oregon Arts Com ­
mission and the sweat and tears of joy 
from  the volunteers at W orld  Arts 
Foundation, Inc.

Saturday, December 8, at the 
IFCC, 5340 N. Interstate Ave., will be 
the location. The 8:30 p.m. curtain 
w ill be preceeded by the exciting 
Youthsound Stagehand under the di­
rection o f Greg M cKelvey and his 
“ big band”  baton starting at 7:30. 
The $6.00 seats are very lim ited so 
come early and enjoy. This intimate 
little event is the kind o f thing that 
makes a difference; where our history 
takes place. M ark your calendar — 
make arrangements — don't miss it.

Portland 
Brass Society 
holiday concert

The Portland Brass Society pre­
sents an exciting concert of festive 
holiday music on Sunday, December 
16, at 5 p .m . The concert w ill take 
place at T rin ity  Episcopal Church, 
whose rich and resonant accoustics 
provide the ideal setting for the more 
than thirty top brass players who will 
be on hand for this event. The church 
is located at N W  19th and Everett. 
Tickets are $5 and $3.50, and will be 
sold at the door.

Food
contributions
needed

According to executive director 
Tim  Hornbecker, “ The need for 
food this Christmas is expected to be 
even greater than last year, when St. 
Vincent de Paul delivered food to 
more than 15,000 people.

Scouts and other volunteers w ill 
pick up contributions o f nonperish­
able food door to door in Portland 
neighborhoods Saturdays, December 
8 and IS. In addition, food may be 
taken to any Wendy's restaurant or 
to any St. Vincent de Paul store
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Your Convenient Food Mart 
store Is your answer to one- 
sfop shopping pleasure. With 
over 4000 quality Items close 
at hand, you're sure to find 
whet you need quickly end 
easily. And our friendly em­
ployees work hard to help 
make your shopping enjoyable. 
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