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How can Screen Dance be used as a tool to reframe the Black female body in South Africa?

Abstract

Screen dance can be used to explore and celebrate the diversity and complexity of the Black
female body, highlighting — South

Africa. Through experimentation with movement, camera angles, and the manipulation of light
and sound, screen dance can be used to create a new visual language that reframes the Black
female body in a more nuanced and empowering way. This medium can be used as a tool to
reframe the Black female body in South Africa by breaking stereotypes, giving agency to Black
female dancers and choreographers, and exploring the diversity and complexity of the Black
female experience. Screen dance allows for greater creative control and representation of the
Black female body, offering a platform for self-expression, experimentation, and the exploration
of new perspectives. The research seeks to examine the ability to manipulate and reimagine the
image of the Black female body, through digital media which can be a powerful tool in

challenging dominant cultural narratives and re-centering the experiences and perspectives of

ck women. Additionally, it explores how screen dance can bring attention to the embodied
their bodies [l been subject to historical,

cultural, and societal oppression. By making the body visible, screen dance can create a space for

resistance, healing, and empowerment for Black women.

Keywords: The gaze, Black female body, screen dance, experimentation
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Introduction

My journey in doing my master’s research has become a deepening realization of how
institutionalized the objectification of Black female has become. The ideas put forth in the
writing stems from my experience of being a Black woman and how our bodies have been

represented on screen (film and television and social media). The trajectory I have been working

on comes from the perspective of reframing using

dance [l camera. This required me to interrogate can be

viewed [l society.

For Taylor Friar (2021), the gaze of

I i visual culture. It

I vizarre' raw [ (Friar, 2021). To Patricia-Hill
Collins (2006) and several other scholars such as Akeia Bernard (2014), Anne McClicktok(1995)
and Tate (2005), the Black female body has n greatly undermined since the genesis of
slavery, as it normalized and institutionalized the whilst [
I rcocy (N 2006). N
B siack female . havc been socially rejected and

‘thingafied’, which crafted cultural stereotyges such as the infamous Jezebel (Jackson, 2006). In
h, describes

Friar’s (2021) description, according to the

I —- 1 expand

can be seen using camera and dance. This dissertation aims to reframe and reconstruct the Black
female body by challenging stereotypes such as the Mammie, Jezebel, and Sapphire that
perpetuate violence in South African visual culture. The purpose is to not only facilitate agency

but the overarching concerns of social injustice and equality.

While I can provide some general information, it's crucial to approach the topic with sensitivity
and acknowledge that individual experiences and perspectives can differ greatly. To Stephane
Serge Ibinga (2007), in the context of South Africa, Black women have historically faced various

stereotypes that are deeply rooted in the country's history of colonization, apartheid, and ongoing




socioeconomic disparities. These stereotypes can include perceptions of Black women as

hypersexualized, aggressive, loud, or lacking intelligence. These stereotypes not only perpetuate
harmful biases but“ the marginalization - unequal _
Within . South African context, the notion of h sexual symbolism - Black
I ccfcs B woy in which are [N

med by Black and white men alike. The term ‘male gaze’ can be

an [——

hypersexualized, and co

defined as women being

B (Mulvey, 1989). [l states

roles.

In South Africa's apartheid and colonial periods, — was viewed [

_ labor, pleasure, and reproduction. During apartheid, the male gaze was and still is

prevalent in institutions of ority such as the police force and parliament (Ibinga, 2007). The

hypersexualized stereotype oman [l vsed [ cxploitation [N
- under apartheid, with the notion "Jezebel stereotype" - portrayed _
as [ 2nd immoral (Bernard, 2014).

This led to a culture of sexual expﬁ'tation and abuse of Black female bodies in how Black

women are represented on screen.

overriding narrative [ NN
(GBV) culture [l is predominant in South Africa.h become |Gz
oppression [JJj violence. According to Clark Hine (1989) although Black female body has more
autonomy now, the historical trauma of how Black bodies have been h

. The Black

female body is also used in advertising to appeal to the male gaze and encourage product
consumption. Many billboards and posters feature Black women in sexually suggestive poses,

further perpetuating these stereotypes.

The hypersexualisation of Black women's bodies can also be seen in South African popular
culture, including music videos, where Black women are often portrayed in sexually suggestive
positions, scantily clad, and twerking (from the likes of artists such as Chomi, Thembi Seete to
Babes Wodumo) . The sexual violence and harassment that Black women face are often seen as

justifiable due to these stereotypes. The lack of intervention from law enforcement and society




has perpetuated this abuse. This suggests thath sexual symbolism [ Black
I body B South Africa are deeply rooted in fistory and continue to perpetuate harmful
stereotypes. This has resulted in the exploitation b, eroding their
dignity [JJfj humanity. ] essential to continue to raise awareness and counter these harmful

stereotypes and practices to ensure the dignity and safety of Black women in South Africa.

The writing in Chapter 1: Politics of —_

I ¢ I femalc

d illuminates the Black female form and its journey. I argue that the Jezebel,
Mammie

I ol N in Africa.

I then go on to illustrate how can one use and experiment with screen dance to recognize and

negotiate the male gaze in the section reimagining dance and screen.

The conventions of screen dance have to do with how it is constructed and formed. The elements
and mechanisms are, mise-en-scene, ' cinematography, choreography narrative, and sound. The
experimental nature of the genre of screen dance can break down stereotypes and challenge
societal norms surrounding the Black female body. Screen dance can be used to challenge the
traditional gaze imposed on the Black female body by using non-linear narratives, abstract
imagery, and the manipulation of the frame to disrupt the traditional gaze and create a new
perspective. The moving image in screen dance has ways of portraying complex information and
transporting us through space and time. The language of cinema allows one to participate from

multiple points of view.

The process of reframing the Black female body in this research and construgting an alternative
gaze first has to do with the coloni female body. I will begin to unravel “
I its gaze sexualisation [
|

I— in front of_ including actors, props, lighting, set design, theh

I out into the scene”. [
I tos:// . /ccessed 6 May 2021




I also explore a feminine mode of production to provide new ways of representing and seeing the
female body based on socially engaged choreography of the resistive body using screen dance. I
found myself engaging with feminist writings that uncovered smaller narratives and discourses
on the female body that lie dormant in dance and camera. I interviewed South African screen
dance expert, Jeannette Ginslov’s, who uses an informed model that deals with the gultifaceted
experiences of women and our pursuit of agency and resistance. Ginslov’s work L

research [N genre of screen dance and her

s using a close reference to the case study that is explored in

‘Sandstone’(1988). feminine [ by uncovering [l
approaches [ | choreographing and filming the , specifically _

Chapter 2 — and [N inscribed

. Black _ and media. This includes conjunctive

conversations and a multitude of voices from post-colonial writers and women in film, whose

process/experimentati

writings support the notion of developing new semiotics of the female body. The theories by
South African Black feminist scholar, Pumla Gqola, a gender activist, feminist, renowned

scholar and author. Her works examine spaces that Black women choose to occupy subject

positions in which they determine the structures and_the meanings of their lives. Gqola argues
that postcolonial feminism/womanism is not only patriarchal [l
colonial focus [ but the [N aiso (NN Black women
I  —

This also includes critique [l notion [l male . which emphasizes
creating realistic portrayals of women on screen. Inspired by the manifesto of Laura Mulvey on
‘Visual pleasure and narrative cinema’ 1975). The writing is directed to experimental

filmmaking and offers alternate artistic discourses to challenge dominant narratives in cinema.

The finalpart of Chapter 2 follows Ketu Katrak and Ama Ata-Aidoo’s writings which critically

observe etu Katrak’s inquiry investigates

the works of postcolonial writers and critically observes how is experienc

B <otk s performance construct investigates the politics
I viith specific reference [ texts from Third world societies, on how
0 is I that one can resist this oppression using oral forms and language
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(Katrak, 2006). the body J] a site of oppression and

resistance can be found in the literature the

_ of_ {1977) . The - deals with exploitation of Africans, their

subjectivity, their struggle after gaining independence and the exile of an African woman.

The investigation further provides alternative ways of positioning looking at the Black female

body in non-dominant ways of meaning-making. This attests to the final formation in Chapter 2:
Theories on developing new semiotics of the female body of the research, which includes Helen
Cixous idea of making the female presence felt, where sheh using performance [Jj
- Y - R - 1 also use South African
performance artist , Nelisiwe Xaba’s, Inscribing new meanings on the female body through
theatre’(2006). I was intrigued by the notion of embodiment to deconstruct bodily experience in
my practice-based research using experimental methods. This idea of ‘embodiment’ brought
about questions notably around how theatricality and the dancing body can challenge cultural
construction. In what ways can I attempt to rebirth the female body to serve its purpose other

than that of the viewer? How does one break those boundaries, and critically engage and provoke

thought?

Chapter 3 of research looks at ways to reframe the Black female body by looking at devices used
by exploring the case studies Hatched (2008) & Uncles and Angels (2013). The politics of
South African female bodies are viewed in a problematic scope as highly sexualized, however,
there are new platforms such as screen dance being developed to represent the Black female

body in various ways . This section examines dance pedagogies and aesthetics of Black female

choreographers, Mamela Nyamza and Nelisiwe Xaba. Their case studies offer ways to
reconstruct the male gaze by using the body to h of I

- cultural - of - The theory . the research actively demonstrates ways in which
one can use the body and the camera to articulate an alternative gaze and ways of representation

and how one can break conventions using screen dance.

These theories actively engage with the methods of experimentation I explore in the practical
component of this research. Chapter 4 consists of an analysis of the screen dance documentary

SHE IS WOMEN (2022), which looks at the cinematographic and dance techniques that are

71




employed in reframing the Black female body. SHE IS WOMEN' is a screen dance informed by
real events of GBV that have occurred in South Africa from 2019 till today, which is the main
source of data for this investigation. Using existing GBV narratives, it offers an alternative

representation of women with a specific context in South Africa.

Chapter 5 is a framing document of the practical piece which is a critical reflection of the
practical work, SHE IS WOMEN (2022). The ideas in the framing document relate to the
conventions that have been discussed in the body of the research. The framing document is
illustrates the application of the theoretical framework provided throughout the research and how
I used these conventions in my own exploration. In this screen dance, I thought of possible ways

of representine the female body avoiding predictable ways of looking at the female body. I built

a different lens dance [ creative component is a
screen dance informed by real events that have occurred -

I rom 2019 till . which will be the main source of data for this investigation gathered
from social platforms. The practical component is based on the theme of violence against
women. Using existing narratives, it offers an alternative representation of women with a
specific context to femicide in South Africa. The screen dance is shot at a specific isolated

building in Johannesburg.

‘SHE IS WOMEN" (2022) refers to the countless victims of violence personified as one voice. It
is a screen dance that looks at the body as an entity to express fgzms of oppression. This piece is
influenced by the works that speak to the pandemic climate ofL experience [JJi
B struggle [ individual in South Africa. It proposes to critique the crippling
system of South Africa’s failure to deal with this issue. These stories are always forgotten, and
mostly, it is because there are so many of these narratives that it has become a norm to kill or
violate a woman. It serves as a reminder to the audience about the forms of violence inflicted on

the everyday Black woman and that it can happen to any one of us, at anytime, anywhere.

Women are not safe in South Africa.

It is inspired by the /6 Days of Activism GBV movement that is occurring in South Africa. The
aim is to create awareness about social issues in South African society through the medium of
screen dance. The research is based on the social-engaged choreography of the resistive body.

The screen dance looks at creating movement and reimagining the Black female body.

s | Il




The practical component attempts to reposition Black female subjectivity, restoring visibility I
I ¢iving voice [ body. This is achieved by uniting corporeality
and dance while rejecting the mainstream cinematic practice of obliterating the body as it
maintains the diegetic or non-diegetic Black female voice. How I position my body, by
redefining its position against traditional patriarchal representation that has dictated the image of

what and who a Black zoman is or is supposed to be. The idea is to create awareness about this

particular social issue medium [} screen

dance.

not promoting — the Black female body
. I dg.acknowledge individuals who
recognize themselves as a Black woman in a multitude of ways._ the

I che M of Black women.

Methodology
This paper will use a mixed-method approach that combines qualitative and practice-based,

including case studies, historical and document analysis.

The research uses both theoretical and practical academic applications of research compromising
of journals, chapters, interviews and video references of screen dance history and the
representation of the women on screen. The theoretical ideas in the research provide a framewo

for the practical component and have a significant impact on the work. [ subsequently seeki

I csihetics [ od how I can experiment in fragmenting my

body employing cinematic and movement.




Chapter 1 Politics of I

Colonialism [Jjjjj the ‘exotic’:

Although there have been significant shjfts— viewed [JJ visual

culture in South Africa, there still exists representations of Black women that are reminiscent or

nostalgic of European representations of the Black woman. The first chapter in my investigation

discusses the prevalence of colonialist framework in modern society and_the culture of

commodification around Black bodies. The chapter specifically addresses h

!

Since the beginning of colonialization, the Black race was seen as an ipferior race by colonizers.

McClintock (1995) states that documentation of maps and reflections b
. The ‘New

R (McClintock, 1995). I framework
. colonialism _ which suggested .
B docile [N romanticisation [
e sexuatisation |INEGN victims [
N sexuatisation NSRS colonial [N
R (Holmes, 2016:1). McClinktock’s ideas are

imperative as it foregrounds the genesis of sexualisation and abuse of the Black female body in a

historical setting.

western | ——

_ which carry many connotations of being sexually deviant, subhuman, primitive, and
uncontrollably erotic by nature, all under the perverse white male gaze e.g., Jezebel and Mammie
stereotypes (Tate, 2015). “'they were displayed nude for sale at slave auctions and exhibited
publicly or privately in the drawing rooms for the wealthy and aristocratic in Europe, as was the
case for the Hottentot Venuses' (Tate, 2015,4) . Tate (2015) suggests that the lens through which
Black women are viewed is rooted in the history of enslavement, colonial conquest, and

ethnographic exhibition.
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According to Dr Keisha Gordan and Deborah McMillan (2022), the ideology of the Black
female body has been shaped by white hegemony and supremacy, the representation of the Black
female is flawed (Gordon, Miller, 2022:247). Stereotypes usually evolve a period of overtime as
a result of repetitious erroneous portrayals of a specific group of people (Davis & Harris: 1998).
Although research is limited, there is still an inaccurate portrayal in the print media and screen
and these representations have a ruinous perception of Black female bodies. Research suggests
that print media and media have historically been dominated by the stereotypes of the Black
female: Jezebel, Sapphire and Mammie/Mammy. The ‘Jezebel’ representation derived from early
days of slavery and was used as a way for white men to justify their victimization of Black

women owned as slaves (Gordon, Miller, 2022:249).

The Jezebel is depicted as having insatiable appetite, lacking modesty and posing half naked.
This image has evolved from postcards, sheet music, ashtrays and print media and the image still
persists today. Turner (2011) found that Black women are more likely to appear provocative and
oversexualized in media and music videos compared to white women. The ‘Mammie’, originated
from the South during slavery and it described Black women who were nurturers and caretakers
of white families (Gordon, Miller, 2022:249). ‘Mammie’ is a term that defined the Black women
as a domestic worker, obese, asexual and is described as someone who puts others needs first
before her own. According to Kersti Myles (2017), the Mammie’s greatest virtue is her
willingness to love and submit to the white folk. This non-threatening image of the Mammie is
portrayed by affection by whites because it epitomized the sexist-racist ideal of Black
womanhood, complete submission to the whites. The ‘Sapphire’ stereotype became more
prevalent on radio during the 1940s and 1950s, it described Black women who were hostile and
angry especially towards Black men (West, 1995) notoriously what is known as the ‘angry Black

woman.’

Patricia-Hill Collins chapter in Black Feminist Thought (2000:69) critiques the negative
stereotypical images on Black women, and how they continue to oppress and perpetuate
dominant subjects definition of the object i.e. Black women. Omolara Ogundipe-Leslie argues
that colonialism has brought out the basic sexist tendencies in pre-capitalist Africa by

rearranging society in ways that effectively erased any existing sources of female empowerment.

11 | Page




(Ogundipe-Leslie, 1993: 109) The result of this is that when colonial power is finally
overthrown, even though the indigenous people feel the urge to embrace their old, suppressed
culture, colonial manipulation still exists in their minds. The images pervasive nature aid in
sustaining intersecting oppression because they reflect the dominant group’s interest in
maintaining the Black women subordination (Collins, 2000:69). These images are used to make

Black women’s oppression look normal and natural.

Throughout history, the male gaze has invoked sexual politics which reaffirms the power of
patriarchy by deploying women as props in service of heterosexual narratives that are prevalent
in African society. Consequently, in Ogundipe-Leslie’s ‘African Women, Culture and Another
Development’ (1993) she argues that African woman have six mountains burdening their back,
this references the six oppressions that Black women carry: colonial oppression, tradition, her
own backwardness, her color and herself. Frantz Fanon’s ‘The Wretched Earth’ (2004) suggests
that both Black and White men not only oppress Black women with law and tradition, but make
women feel like a burden upon men as well. Ogundipe-Leslie' text shows that the sixth mountain
‘herself” is the combined weight of the other mountains. Ogundipe-Leslie argues that colonialism
has brought out the basic sexist tendencies in pre-capitalist Africa by rearranging society in ways
that effectively erased any existing sources of female empowerment. (Ogundipe-Leslie, 1993:

109).

In the context of reframing the Black female body in screen dance, Ogundipe-Leslie’s
philosophy of the six mountains could be seen as a lens through which to explore and represent
the multifaceted experiences of Black women. Screen dance is a form of artistic expression that
combines dance and film, allowing for the exploration of movement, storytelling, and visual
aesthetics. By drawing on the six-mountain philosophy, screen dance practitioners and artists can
create narratives and imagery that challenge stereotypes, celebrate Black womanhood, and

provide alternative representations.

For example, in screen dance works, the Black female body can be portrayed in diverse ways,

showcasing its strength, beauty, and complexity. It can challenge dominant narratives that
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objectity or marginalize Black women, instead highlighting their agency, creativity, and spiritual
connections. By incorporating elements of the six-mountain philosophy into screen dance, artists
can explore themes of embodiment, labor, motherhood, political activism, creativity, and
spirituality, creating nuanced and empowering representations of Black women's experiences.

It's important to note that the connection between Ogundipe-Leslie's philosophy of the six
mountains and screen dance, as it is interpretive and subject to individual artistic choices and
intentions. However, the six-mountain philosophy offers a broader framework for understanding
and reframing the Black female body, providing a rich source of inspiration and a potential lens
through which to explore themes of identity, empowerment, and cultural narratives in the context
of screen dance. Although colonialism has somewhat dissipated into the history books, Black
people feel the urge to embrace their old and suppressed culture, but colonial manipulation still
exists in their minds. The image of Black women in modern today, aids in sustaining oppression
because it reflects dominant groups interest in maintaining Black women subordination (Collins,

2000:69). These images are used to make Black women’s oppression look normal and natural.

The gaze of the Black female body can be traced to the colonial archive. The iconography of
Black women was eroticized and romanticized by the horrors of colonialism and slavery,
labeling the Black women as willing and hypersexual (Nelson, 2010). The visual examples of
Sarah Baartman (fig.1) and the Sable-Saffron Venus (1765) (fig.2) epitomize hypersexualisation
of the Black female body. It is no surprise that the theme of hypersexualisation seen in the story
of Baartman and the Sable-Saffron (1765) continues to permeate through popular culture today.
The concept of exhibitionism and being displayed for voyeurs speaks back to how Black women

were auctioned naked, and their bodies used as entertainment for White audiences to gaze upon.

The same concept references Black women today. This exhibitionism has somewhat turned into
a fashion in current South African media and visual culture. The representation of Black women
in media and magazines was examined within a critical paradigm, specifically feminist studies
(Lombard, 2018). The studies revealed that Black women were revealed in non-working roles
rather than the decorative or working role. The study showed Black women posing in
subordinate ways and as mentally drifting from the scene, which is in opposition to the ideas of
empowerment of the South African agenda (Lombard, 2018).To reframe the Black female body,

one must look at ways of deconstructing the Black female body. This means finding ways to
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highlight Black women’s subjectivities, other than fulfilling pleasures of others or male desires,

rather to empower the woman, herself and the viewer.

A distinctive figure who experienced colonial sexualisation was a woman known as Saar(tjie)
Baartman, a diminutive colonial Dutch form of her name Sarah Baartman. The name also means
little, the (jie) makes her ‘less’ as Baartman was seen as property. Ms. Baartman was narrated in
colonial historiography and classified as having "steatopygia" which is ‘protuberant’ buttocks
(Parkinson, 2016). She was not only the epitome of colonial exploitation but an international
sensation of commodification. Sara Baartman’s representation had a significant impact on the
current representation and construction of African women in the 21st century and has shaped
how Black women are portrayed. After Baartman's death in 1815, her body was further violated
through the mutilation and display of her genitalia. Her genitals and brain were preserved and

exhibited in museums in France for nearly 200 years (Parkinson,2016).

This post-mortem objectification and voyeuristic display of her body reinforced the
dehumanization and commodification she had endured during her life .Originally, Baartman’s
body was ridiculed under the colonial gaze, however, South Africans recognize Baartman’s
contribution to the ideal Black female body-with a strong legacy of curvaceous posteriors lauded
on TV and celebrated on social media more than other races. Black women are now turning their
bodies into a business, and these women are comfortable with being objectified (Ashley, 2021).
While it has positive implications as these women are making a profit (social media ), these

portrayals accentuate stereotypes such as the ‘Jezebel’ as discussed early in the research.

The hypersexualisation can be seen in the construction of Sable-Venus (1765). In Western art,
Botticelli's Venus is represented by white females read as the ideal of beauty (Nelson, 2010).
Therefore, attaching words such as 'Hottentot, Sable, and Saffron ' as prefixes to 'Venus' is an
ironic gesture that substitutes a grotesque, racially Othered body for the expected white female
body (Nelson, 2010). In depicting primitivism, hyper sexuality, sexual availability, and
enslavement, These paintings (re)produced Blackness as infrahuman and located the white

female body as beautiful, and civilized (Tate, 2022: 107).

The Sable-Saffron Venus is a painting that predates Baartman. The painting enforced perceptions
of Black women in Europe and the Caribbean. The perception held was that Black women were

'naturally sexually open and they should serve as concubines or breeders’ (Tate, 2022). The
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significance of these painting highlights persist

viewed _ which

regards as [ denigration, primitive [Jlj exotic ‘other.’

For Tate (2022) —

These igages have influenced

N atifacts [ the (Tate, 2022: 105-106).
What one sees in the 'sable Venus=
that marks [N (fig. 3)

hyper sexualized., |G discarded [l used [ (Tate,

2022: 107). This shows that even prior the inception of filmmaking and the moving image, the

Black women'’s image was constructed for the intent to satisfy the ‘male gaze’

The voyeurism associated with Baartman's body and the female body on display reflect a broader
issue of the objectification of women throughout history.a_
treated [l objects [l desire [l spectacle, reduced to their physical appearance for the pleasure
and consumption of ofhers. This voyeurism is rooted in the power dynamics of gender, where
women are subjected h bodies are used _ for entertainment,
control, [l exploitation.

The nuances of violence associated with the display of female bodies on screen and in other
media forms are complex. Women are often depicted in hypersexualized or degrading ways,
perpetuating harmful stereotypes, and reinforcing the idea that their worth lies solely in their

physical attributes. This objectification can lead to various forms of violence, including

emotional, psychological, and physical abuse.

This colonial image and narrative is still inherent h It continues [ threaten [JJj

sexuality [JJ]Bll women [l positions Black female bodies into servitude . Within a political
and social context, this exhibitionism of the body jeopardizes the position of the Black female.
There are an astonishing number of cases of Gender based and issues of inequality basedL

B you are . and [l has been normalized. The influence and control these
images continue to on _ treated - perceived -
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our everyday lives. Studies %how— he .

as overtly sexual and promiscuous

it also [ NS
N cthnicity groups or [INNNEES
. 206).

The _, objectification, ] violence | N < the erotic’ | NN
_ makes issues of sexuality complicated (Hine, 1989: 912-920).

‘Rape: A South African Nightmare’ (2015)

perpetuated image |GG

umla Gqola brings an artistic approach to female

external infliction

presentation as it highlights pivotal aspects

I ¢azc or oppression on it in contemporary society.

society
(Davis, 2015). [JJ] ties in consequence [l societal view [ NN

piece of literature, ‘Rape: A South African Nightmare’ (2003), the reader sees results of the
power of the gaze. The solution, as | have articulated throughout this paper, is to reframe and
resist the contemporary gaze through the manner in which one represents and depicts the Black
female body in all spheres of performance. In my case, | have chosen to express activism through

screen dance.

Additionally, dehumanization _ can contribute . a

culture that normalizes violence against women. When women are continually portrayed as
objects to be consumed, it reinforces a harmful narrative that their bodies exist for the pleasure
and control of others. This can create an environment where violence against women is
trivialized or even justified. It is important to recognize and challenge these harmful
representations and the violence that accompanies them. Promoting a more equitable and
respectful portrayal of women in media and society is crucial for combating the objectification
and violence inflicted upon Black female bodies. This involves promoting diverse and nuanced
representations of women, celebrating their achievements and agency, and fostering a culture

that respects women's autonomy and dignity.
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Example 1: Sarah Baartman & Sable-Saffron Venus

Fig 1: Sable-Saffron Venus (1765) Fig 2: Sarah Baartman (1800)

Fig 3: The Birth of Venus: Botticelli (1484-1486)

The gaze— theatre and media:
- stereotypical representations _ have a long history, dating back since the
beginning of colonialism when Black peopl

ere often depicted in stereotypical and offensive
ways.as discussed. These stereotypes wereh enslavement and oppression [}

_ perpetuated harmful stereotypes that continue to have an impact today.

Colonial representations of Black women can still exist in theatre, althoughh

I ccpresentation [l Black [ theatre. like in other forms of media, has evolved




over-time, and is not limited to solely colonial portrayals. However, some productions may still
depict Black women in ways that are stereotypical, offensive, or perpetuate harmful colonial
narratives. It is important to acknowledge and critique these representations and support

productions that offer more nuanced and authentic portrayals of Black women.

In h’s |
Complicit (2018) Black women were written in silence through male narratives, through voices
that are not their own. Black women were not given positions of power and were never atforded
opportunities to frame the conditions of their representations. Black women were used, and their
creativity was tapped but was given limited space to exercise their voices. This has also been
prevalent since the inception of filmmaking (Hutchison, 2018); women were represented in
absentia and through memory, which perpetuates gender stereotypes and leads to gender

discrimination. Therefore, women and girls are underrepresented due to patriarchal

norms/traditions.

representation _ is situated in a patriarchal framework and
signifies

resonant [} thig_degradation due to the way Black
women choose to predominantly frame themselves. This is individualized ‘choices’

I slack N as “hypersexualized’. [l Black female body has

historically been exploited for profit and continuously treated in hyper-sexualized, hyper-
gendered settings in popular media culture. Women are misrepresented with faulty biases and
assumptions and visual media equates women to their bodies and exploits them; the content is
usually comprised of women being subjects of entertainment. As much as Black women are now
taking ownership of their bodies, their bodies have now turned into profit. This propagates the
idea of being commodified and the body being displayed, always on view meaning that it is not
your own. The current representation of Black female bodies on screen is still being viewed in a
negative light and it represented as a Jezebel which is done to please the buyers (mostly men) of

these products.

The Black women is being equated to silencg and portrayed as—

I overly [N
N
. To challenge dominant modes of how Black women’s




bodies are/portrayed, new visual grammars need to be used and created; _

“Negresses go unseen because we consider there is nothing to see and that we have basically

nothing to do with them.” (Mbembe, 2019: 173).

I went back to the idea of the archive looking at images, videos —

- bodies. Consequently, the S _

, which is the camera. This revealed that

guns and whips that caused

enabled |G (Said. 1979). W evokes an =

I i N and film, [N on:

(Farzan, 2022).

. 2004: ). The camera [ likened to a gun and is a weapon

that is responsible for creating the language and discourse around the Black female body. This

quotation connotes that the camera/gun is a detrimental weapon, a killing machine. It is used to

oppigss the subject and reminds subjects of their 'position’ in society. Colonial archival materials
are h brings about suffering, it reveals the gaze of the Bla
female body as repressed, denied and ultimately interrogating. These ideas _give me the chancei
I objectifying [l dominant jdeologies. h
_ where the camera can be used h
N (Azoulay, 2008).

The contemporary lens of the Black female body on screen

Colonialism has had a profound lasting impact on the perception of Black ale bodies. The
historical injustices have shaped stereotypes and biases that continue to affect

I .y . /cknowledging the roots of the historical context as the
I




problem is essential in providing evidence of how the Black female body is perceived. Whilst the

historical context is imperative, it is crucial to address contemporary issues too.

The stereotypes and biases still persist today in the media landscape this includes oversexualized
portrayals, one dimensional characters and limited positions for Black women in leading roles

(Bernard, 2016). There is also a lack of diversity in media ownership and production in South

African media. This can result in decigion makers of the industry not being able to make nuanced
decisions about authentic portrayals b impact that _
have to all audiences who may internalize these messages can have negative consequences on

how Black women are treated within a community.

Here are some of the contemporary examples that highlight issues related to Black female bodies
on screen. The issue of colorism is still prevalent in media, dark-skinned women are often under
represented and less favorable than light skinned Black women. For example, in Nina Simone
(2018) biopic, actress Zoe Saldana had to darken her complexion for the role to match Nina
Simone’s complexion (New York Times, 2016). Reality shows such as Real Housewives of
Johannesburg (2022) depict Black women as overly aggressive and dramatic. Black women are
continuously hypersexualized in media such as Instagram and music videos, and face criticism
for explicit content which some argue reinforces stereotypes of Black women being overly
sexual. South African artist Moonchild Sanelly, is often celebrated for challenging traditional
norms and advocating for self-expression and empowerment. Whilst Moonchild is known for her
unapologetic approach, critics mention that the artists brand perpetuates the negative stereotypes
of Black women (Khulu, 2022). Her stage performances feature explicit content, provocative
behavior and sexual themes. She adopts behaviors and certain personas that maybe seen as
stereotypical such as twerking and suggestive dance moves. Her music and lyrics use explicit
lyrics and vulgar language which contribute to the one dimensional image of Black women being

aggressive, insatiable and loud.

In addition to the contemporary lens on screen, there is a narrative of the “pickaninny’ (Evans,
2021: 6-7) and it is usually defined as the portrayal of young Black women that come from

challenging families and disadvantaged backgrounds. ‘Pickaninnies’ are usually portrayed as




undesirable, and resistant to pain. are also portrayed as adultified and having to take on

responsibilities from oung age. Beast [
I Qhuvezhan:h plays ‘Hushpuppy’, I six [INRMEEEN - N
B who N build their [N years. Another prevalent example is the film
Precious (2009) played by Gabourey Sidibe, is _ abused
I mother [ father [ (Evans, 2021, 7).

In Kgatela h’s (-: 198) _, acknowledges -
encourages the need for Black women to have accessto the camera in order to take back control
of the camera and cinema apparatus. This will giveb
I of womanhood as female subjectivity in Africa has been defined by men rather t

by women. Magogodi's work challenges the prevailing stereotypes and objectification ofi

_ body. Historically, _ been subjected . harmful - degrading

stereotypes that have reduced them to hypersexualized objects. By addressing the intersections of

sexuality, power, and race, Magogodi's chapter provides a criticgl analysis that challenges these
stereotypes and encourages a more nuanced understanding of
addition, ] chapter highlights [Jl] agency [l empowerment [ in shaping their

own narratives of sexuality. By reclaiming their sexuality and asserting their own desires, Black

women can challenge the power dynamics that have historically marginalized and silenced them.

is reframing of — empowerment allows for a more
experiences [l challenges dominant

narratives. Magogodi (2003: 199) argues that Black filmmakers have contributed to the
challenge of re-imaging the Black woman but have failed to transcend the patriarchal trap in
which woman are placed in sexual roles as opposed to engaging in politics. The Black woman

has fallen victim to a tendency to de-womanize Black womanhood.

For instance, in Sembene's Xala (1974) shows men in positions of power suffering from
impotence and picking up sexual diseases. The sexual impotence of the El Hadij’s (main
character) is symbolic of a sterile postcolonial social order which is a responsibility of the new
ruling elite in Senegal (Kgafela, 2003: 190). African nationalism is constructed around

masculinity. El Hadij's body is figured as a political spectacle and the body of his third wife,




Ngoni is an erotic spectacle. After El Hadij's failure to deflower Ngoni, one of the in laws is
heard saying "A girl like that could arouse a dead man” (Xala,1974) which shows the viewer
Ngoni's gexuality as opposed to her other qualities she may possess as a married woman. This
links to b where woman [J] portrayed as objects of pleasure
and rendered powerless in male directed films (Kgafela, 2003:196). The camera thus becomes a

political suspect.

There is a representational gap which exists outside fetishized visualizations of the Black
woman, as history and imagery has been dictated by the male view. Black women’s stories,
experiences and pain has been overshadowed, silenced and treated as normal to society and by
men. This has led me to challenge dominant discourse of how Black women are usgally
represented, by choosing an alternative discourse to undo and reveal the narrative from myE
_ Black _ wanted to construct a revised gaze and distort the idea
of the male gaze, by using the imagery, cinematic, dance devices and my form (body) to

construct a new visual language. The conventions of screen dance allow one to manipuli

elements of the cinematic imagery and dance to create and represent multiple points of view

Renewing [JJJJll in my research meant taking control of the ﬁge, taking control of my body,

the camera apparatus. Traditionally, the narrative and the gaze vy

B B

I predicated on a male radius of perception. Iny practical SHE IS WOMEN (2022), 1

explored ways of deconstructing preconceived notions establishing

a language [l intimacy [Jll mobility. I employed the antithesis

B idca [ that [ female gaze draws on representations of women by women for women and it
is how a woman sees herself, it seeks to empathize rather than objectify (Telfer, 2016). This
meant using the camera to create a narrative through the female director/creator’s perspective in
a subjective way to show the inner emotive being of being feminine, unashamed, emotional, and
intimate. The female gaze does not mean that subjects cannot be sexual or show their bodies, it

simply means the audience will see it differently through a woman's eyiii they will feel what a

woman feels using cinematic devices and dance. | shot from a feminine relation [Jj

I cxperiences of abuse ] South Africa, focusing on the victim’s experience. The




feminist mode provides new ways of representing and seeing the female body based on socially

engaged choreography of the resistive body using screen dance.

. According tg Tate (2015), Black women are rejecting this
manipulation of any kind and attempting h

. artists such as iiele Mubholi, Mary Sibande, Berni

Searle, Nelisiwe Xaba, Mamela, Nyamza and Mona Hatum

I e ﬁ
_ hypersexualisation. To Walters (2021),

the NN

ides a critical framework in
finding ways of decolonizing the body by creating a new discourse can

explore subjectivities _ ways.

My approach to—

male gaze [N Block [N i N itered I

relation [Jj

violence and

Black women’s [N This scction prov

(Jackson,2010:69). I am choreographing and filming from a feminine
_ experiences of abuse . South Africa, focusing on the victim’s experience. The
intention is to manipulate the gaze by using camera technology and dance challenging the

objectified female body emancipating it from patriarchal structures.

Re-Imagining Dance and Screen

I formulated a discourse to inscribe the Black female body which led me to choose the genre of
screen dance. Its hybrid nature and how fluid one can be in creating a narrative using the camera,
dance, and editing in which the finished dance takes in place of a film, rather than a live
performance, movement is devised with the camera. This section provides a critical framework
of screen dance and its history as well as the relationship between the camera and dance by

screen dance experts.

Here, I provide a succinct discussion on the origins of screen dance and the relationship between
camera and dance. The cinematic imagery and dance are much easier to understand and process

than written text. The camera can become a character in the narrative, from the composition of
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the elements (lighting, framing, mise-en-scene, and choreography). Screen dance is three-
dimensional; as it can alter the viewers' perception of the dance which can create a lively fluid

experience (McPherson, 2006).

Screen dance origins and history

First, the genesis of screen dance can be traced to the first dance recorded by the Lumiere
brothers by Thomas A Edison filming Ruth Dennis doing a skirt dance outdoors titled ‘Annabelle
Serpentine dance’ (1894 -95). Dodd’s ‘Dance for screen’ (2004) covers an extensive history of
the inception of filmmaking and the projection of film and television images within a line of
performance. Dance and movement were then expressed through media in the early nineteenth
century by pioneers such as Eadweard Muybridge and filmmaker Georges Melies who created
several films for stage productions (Dodd’s, 2004:1). The dance [N
D .- B of the century [ (Smith, 2018). Two
divergent paths were then posited, one mainstream and the other experimental. Mainstream

cinema was Hollywood epics in the 1930s, 40s, and 50s such as Busby Berkeley’s “Gold
diggers” (1936). The other form of filmmaking was experimental, and this can be seen through
avant-garde ‘Study in choreography for camera’ (1945).

Secondly, Rosenberg [l Brannigan’s literature provide a critical framework of screen dance

and its history as well as the gelationship between the camera and dance. In understanding the
definition of ‘screen dance’,h “dance film’ [N NN
I che [ -rmongst [N e camera

B thc I o the I (Brannigan, 2013:133). Rosenberg’s “Screen dance: Inscribing
the Ephemeral Image’ (2012) unpacks the screen dance definition in detail, as it discusses the
relationship between dance and technology. For Brannigan, choreography, cinema and moving
bodies share an intense relationship with space and time. Screen dance interrogates the nature
and quality of movement and produces a variety of movements through the body, mise-en-scene,

editing, design, camera, and postproduction effects (Brannigan, 2013:10).

Rosenberg uses screen dance _

N (Rosenberg, 2012). Screen dance is
I
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