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Odey’s Journey Towards New
African Dance Language

By Gregory Austin Nwakunor

THERE are moments in an artiste’s career when silence is mis-
taken for absence. However,as Anthony McCyprains Odey con-
fessed what happened in his case was, in reality, “a period of in-
cubation.”

His recent performance, Meyeyubalami, best revealed this. “If hi-

bernation represents a period of artistic incubation and trans-
formation, Meyeyubalami, meaning ‘experience my journey’ in Yala,
moves even closer to autobiography,” he quipped.
The premise resonates strongly with Odey’s own journeyand rais-
esanimportant question: what does it mean for an artiste to dis-
coveravocation in an environment where thatvocation maynot
initially be understood or accepted?
With over three decades, this distinction is important. Odey s not
returning to dance; he is returning to it with a different vocabu-
lary. Through Danzodey Artz and the Body Language Klinik, he has
trained and mentored more than 170 artists across beginner, in-
termediate and professional levels. His influence therefore can-
not be measured solely through his own performances.

His artistic legacy is also visible in the artists he has helped de-
velop. Among those associated with his mentorship are practi-
tioners such as Justine Ezirim (Wao Factor), Michael Ejinkeonye
(Ntoroso Odido), Wunmi Idowu (Woezo Africa)and Anthony Edet
Offiong (Thew Foundation/Thintalltony limited), whose subse-
quent professional journeys demonstrate the potential reach of
his pedagogical practice.

He is not merely teaching people how to dance. He is transmit-
ting knowledge about how an entire theatrical ecosystem func-
tions. For him, teaching extends beyond choreography. He is con-
cerned with theatre versatility: costume and set design, storytelling,
traditional musical instruments, maintenance and repair, per-
formance,and general theatre management. This is perhaps where
his identity as a cultural custodian becomes most evident.

“My artistic journey has taken me across Nigeria and beyond,
through dance, choreography; theatre, teaching, cultural festivals,
international exchanges,and multidisciplinary performance. My
movement from Western Nigeria to South-South Nigeria, Cross
River State precisely; has become particularly significant in my hi-
bernation. It is presented not simply as geographical migration
butasan artistic search for ‘more’: more experience, more cultural
knowledge, more possibilities, and perhaps, a deeper under-
standing of myself as an African artiste.”

Meyeyubalami, therefore, becomes more than a dance produc-
tion. It becomes a testimony to artistic courage. Its themes of re-
silience, self-discovery and determination are not abstract con-
cepts.They emerge from the lived experience of an artistwho has
spent decades building a career within ademanding and evolv-
ing creative environment. Justapose this with his decision to study
Dance and Choreography at university level. Can itself constitute
anactof resistance, especially in societies where professional suc-
cessis frequently measured through conventional career paths,
choosing dance requires conviction. The young artist must over-
come not only external expectations butalso the internal fear of
pursuing an uncertain path.

Perhaps the most significantevolution in Odey’s career is the tran-
sition from being a young dancer searching for direction to be-
coming a mentor responsible for helping others find theirs.

So, his Danzodey's Hibernation challenges the assumption thatan
artiste who becomes less visible has necessarily become less ac-
tive.

Odey presents hibernation asa period of intense artistic excavation
—atime of looking inward, moving across cultures, questioning
identity,and allowing new artistic possibilities to take form. “The
hibernation refers to my ‘disappearance’ from Lagos “the En-
tertainment and Creative mainstream/scene of Nigeria/Africa; a
journey to rediscover self; deeper reflection of my creative surgeon
spanning over three decades. In other words the hibernation is
the chronicle of an era within the journey of my recent explo-
rations that birthed Meyeyubalami.”

For Odey, the movement from one Nigerian cultural environment

toanother appears to have created an opportunity to encounter
differences from within his own country.
Thisis one of the most interesting dimensions of his work. Rather
than treating Nigerian culture as a single, homogeneous entity,
Odey’s practice recognises the multiplicity of movement traditions,
histories, rituals, aesthetics,and performance languages that ex-
istwithin Nigeria,” he says.

“My engagement with this vocabulary is, therefore, not simply
aesthetic. It becomes a method of asking questions about the body
and society. What happens when the dancer refuses the expect-
ed shape? What happens when movement becomes exaggerat-
ed?Whathappens when the familiar becomes strange? And what
happens when cultural traditions are not frozen in the past but

transformed into contemporary artistic languages?” he asks.
He believes that one challenge a contemporary African chore-
ographer confronts is “the relationship between indigenous move-
ment traditions and contemporary dance.”

He says: “There isa danger at both extremes: tradition can become
museum-like if it is reproduced without questioning, while
contemporary experimentation can become disconnected from
the cultural knowledge that gives the work its identity.”

Odey’s practice appears to occupy the space between these two
positions.

His choreography draws from indigenous movement vocabu-
laries while embracing contemporary dance, theatrical specta-
cleand experimentation. The resultisnotanat-
temptto choose between tradition and moder-
nity but to allow both to speak to one anoth-
er.

His experience in Eastern Nigeria, particularly
his long association with the cultural envi- *
ronment of Cross River State and Carnival Cal-
abar provided a new performance laboratory.
Here, dance intersects with masquerade, rit-
ual, spectacle, costume, music,communal cel-
ebration, theatrical exaggeration, and the
transformation of the human body.

In this sense, “hibernation can be read as a
record of artistic migration: the dancer
leaves one environment, encounters an-
other, and returns transformed.”

His sustained involvement with Carnival Cal-
abar from 2012 to 2025, including his work as Di-
rector of Dance and Choreography for Diamond Band, gave
him extensive experience working within one of Africa’s most
prominent cultural festivals.

Italso exposed him to the possibilities and contradictions of
large-scale cultural performance: spectacle and substance, tra-
dition and commercialisation,community and institution, her-
itage and contemporary entertainment.

“Carnival has traditionally provided a space where social con-
ventions can be inverted. The ordinary becomes extraordinary. The
marginal can become visible. The body can challenge authority,
convention and expectation.

Odey’s engagement with Carnival consequently provides him with
apowerful artisticlanguage for examining contemporary Nige-
ria,” he notes.

Carnival occupies a particularly important place in Odey’s
artistic development. Rather than viewing Carnival merely as en-
tertainment or spectacle, he appears to understand it as a so-
phisticated performance system in which the body can simul-
taneously become celebratory, grotesque, political, ritualistic, com-
ic,and disruptive.

This explains his fascination with the grotesque. “The grotesque
bodyrefuses perfection. It exaggerates, distorts, expands, contracts
and unsettles. It can be beautiful and disturbing at the same time.
Within carnivalesque traditions, such physical distortion can chal-
lenge conventional ideas about order, status, beauty, identityand
social behaviour.”

For Odey, “cultural custodianship does not appear to mean pre-
serving culture in a fixed or untouched form. It means under-
standing it deeply enough to carry it forward. Thatdistinction is
central to his artistic identity.”

In Danzodey Hibernation, the body becomes more than an in-
strument for choreography. Itbecomes an archive, he reiterates.
“It carries memory, migration, cultural inheritance, struggle, cel-
ebration and transformation. The dancer’s body remembers places
that the dancer has inhabited, people encountered, traditions
learned, performances experienced and identities negotiated. This
perspective gives the work a personal di-
mension.”

Odey’s choreography is in-

formed by his experiences as ~ S 2

a dancer, choreographer,

teacher; costume and props
designer, television pre-
senter and compere. These
apparently different cre-

ative identities converge ! s 4 = N
in his performance prac- 3 4 5
tice. He understands that '
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by movement alone. Cos- &
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riences an

Book On Spirit, Soul & Body To Help Young Women Navigate Pressures Of Identity; Sel-wWorth

By Balikis Ademuyiwa

S young women continue to navigate
Agrowing pressures around identity,
self-worth, emotional well-being, rela-
tionships and purpose, a new initiative is
seeking to provide practical guidanceand
sustained support during their formative
years.

Founded by Chinemerem Blessing
Wealth, the Spirit, Soul & Body (S.S.B.) Proj-
ect is a transformational initiative de-
signed to raise a generation of whole,
resilient and pur-
pose-driven
young women
) equipped to
lead mean-
ingful lives
and posi-
tively influ-
ence their
communities.

At the heart
of the initiative is
the Spirit, Soul &
Body
book, a
practi-
cal,

Wealth

faith-based resource created to help
young women nurture every dimension
of their lives while developing the confi-
dence and clarity needed to make healthy
decisions.

The official launch of the Spirit, Soul &
Body book and the SSB Project holds Au-
gust22.

The book introduces foundational
principles and provides participants with
a resource they can revisit. Participants
will take part in teaching sessions, reflec-
tive exercises, discussions and mentoring
moments, while also having opportuni-
ties to ask questions in a supportive envi-
ronment.

Part of the project is a three-hour SSB
workshop, which is expected to provide
an engaging and interactive experience,
with sessions covering identity, emo-
tional well-being, self-awareness, re-
silience, healthy relationships, personal
values, purpose discovery and practical
life skills hold.

The workshop, however, is intended to
serve as a starting point. Young women
who wish to continue their development
will have access to a broader TCW Acad-
emy programme offering ongoing learn-
ing, mentoring and  personal

development opportunities.

The goal, according to Wealth, is not
simply to provide information but to cre-
ate moments of reflection thatencourage
meaningful personal growth.

Over the next 18 months, the SSB Proj-
ectaims toreach atleast1,000 girlsacross
several Nigerian cities and the United
Kingdom. To achieve this target, TCW
Academy plans to build partnerships
with schools, churches, youth organisa-
tions and community groups that can
host workshops and support the distri-
bution of the handbook.

Theacademyis also developing a net-
work of trained mentors who will provide
continued guidance to participants after
each engagement.

While reaching 1,000 young women
is an important milestone, Wealth said
the project’s ultimate measure of success
will be the lasting transformation experi-
enced by participants.

She described the initiative as more
than a book launch, calling it an invita-
tion to invest in the next generation with
intentionality, compassion and practical
action.

Read the remaining part of this story on
www.guardian.ng
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