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A joyful, energetic, expression of daily activities and social commentary: a 
celebration of life. 
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CONTACT DETAILS:  

Annette Briscoe 

Email briscoea@dphs.co.za 

Landline DPHS +27 31 3122154 

Fax +27 31 3032361 

DPHS 99 Gordon Road DURBAN 4001 

www.dphs.co.za 
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Gumboot Dance is the channel for understanding and appreciating the practices of 
a milieu/melting pot of cultural traditions in our South African Society. The roots 
of Gumboot dance are firmly entrenched in the traditional dances of the 
representative groups of people who worked on the mines. The dance steps were 
transferred to, transformed and utilised in the working environment which was 
totally different to the traditional, tribal lifestyle of the miners/dancers. 

By tradition, these workers experienced art as an integral part of everyday life. 
Recreational Gumboot Dance for the migrant mine workers filled the void created 
by a working environment stripped bare of familiar means of expressing happiness, 
joy, sorrow, grief, frustration, contentment and the celebration of significant  
events. 

Gumboot Dance reflects everyday life in microcosm. 

 

 Remembering the Past 

 Migrant labourers working in the dank, dark, underground tunnels of the gold 
mines, clad in working garments and “Wellington” style boots (Gumboots) to 
protect their feet from the fetid water and resulting skin conditions, were banned 
from talking or communicating with fellow workers. This ban on communication 
was strictly enforced by the mine bosses. 

Mine workers created an alternate communication channel by tapping on their 
boots and slapping on their chests. They greeted each other, established 
underground working locations, criticised poor working and living conditions, bad 
pay and commented on the behaviour of the mine bosses in precisely formulated 
codes. Rattling of chains was also included as a communication tool. 

Despite the banning of Traditional Tribal dress and activities for mine workers 
during their leisure time, mine management recognised and acknowledged the 
recreational style of dance in which the miners wore their gumboots and deployed 
the taps and slaps in vigorous, energised sequences as socially uplifting. Gumboot 
Dance was formally recognised as the preferred recreational activity for mine 
workers.  

A lesson from Madiba 

To him, (Mandela) the warders were a microcosm of the Afrikaans 
population as a whole, and if he could win over these poorly 
educated and often prejudiced men, he could win over a whole 
people. 

Mandela realized that he not only had to learn the language, 
(Afrikaans) he had to comprehend the culture. 

Lesson 8 Know Your Enemy  1 

 

                                                             
1 Richard Stengel, Mandela’s Way  Lessons on Life  (Great Britain: Random House,2010), 138 
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Art is not a universal language. To understand art, one needs to appreciate the 
elements of the art and the cultural context from which the elements are derived. 

“Understanding, appreciating and enjoying differences in musics is one way of 
opening doors between peoples. It is one way of realizing that cultural diversity is 
a cause for celebration.” 2 

  

 Celebrating the present 

Gumboot Dance is a popular art form. The dances acknowledge and reflect the 
lifestyles of South Africans. Cultural traditions and practices must be understood 
and embraced for the dance to be successful. 

Boys learn to use their feet, hands and brains! They must follow directions and 
focus on new skills. The importance of repetition and practice is highlighted as 
they work hard to master new dance steps and rhythms. 

Each member has to be the best that he can be, as the success of the team 
depends on the contribution of every member. Dancers must collaborate in a group 
endeavour.  Boys must work together without the competitive element of winning 
a game. Fundamental aspects of team work for the success of the group are the 
same as those in sport; however, the goal is to deliver a meaningful performance.  

The message of the dance is of paramount importance. It may be reflective or it 
might provide commentary on an event or it might simply be entertaining.  The 
whole team derives performance satisfaction when the message is successfully 
delivered. Audience responses are encouraged during the performance.  

 

Gumboot Dance at Durban Prep is a multi-cultural activity. It transcends 
traditional cultural boundaries. All boys in Grade 6 and 7 are eligible to participate 
as part of the school co/extra- curricular programme. 

Durban Prep Principles viz, honesty, respect for self and others, discipline, self-
discipline, integrity and commitment are put in practice. These guidelines are 
observed in rehearsal and performance. Gumboot dance is a holistic experience. 

Dancers thrive on the support and encouragement of fellow team members. Team 
work is essential. Leaders emerge to fulfill the roles of teacher, mentor, 
choreographer, caller (of the dance patterns) and dance captain.  

The Prep motto, “from small beginnings, better fortune follows.”  rings true for 
the Prep Gumboot Dance Team. In 2003, 8 performers inspired their peers to join 
the team. Currently, 65 performers are members of the team.  

The unique Prep style of Gumboot Dance is shared in workshops and successfully 
show- cased on stage. Traditional renditions of the dances and adaptations to the 

                                                             
2 Elizabeth Oehrle, A new direction for South African music education 
(Pietermaritzburg:Shuter&Shooter,1987,)Introduction  
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genre for Western theatre performances take the repertoire to a wide range of 
audiences. 

 Creating the Future 

A legacy of Gumboot Dance has been built at Durban Prep. This community activity 
will perpetuate itself as it is entrenched in folkloric genre. Dances are passed from 
team to team. Traditional dances will remain in the repertoire. 

New dances are created, learned and then shared with subsequent teams.  

Contemporary dances are adapted to modern contexts of performance. 

Illustration of adaptation of final step in Karethe: 

Dancers modified the step after participating in a Sotho dance workshop. Evidence 
of the internalisation of dance steps was observed when team leaders were 
teaching Karethe to new team members. One step was modified to include a heel 
kick. This felt good and served as a suitable physical expression of the attempt to 
convince the young lady to agree to a date. This physical communication of an idea 
was expressed in most effective style. An element of the Sotho culture embraced 
to enhance a contemporary Gumboot dance. 
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TRADITIONAL DANCES 

Video clip from “Shall We Dance 2008”-a showcase of various dance forms, 
presented at the Playhouse, Durban, South Africa. Staged theatre presentation. 

A Traditional dance calling dancers to gather together to perform.  

 “One, ‘tention” followed by “Die Skaap se Dans” 

Style: Call and Response. NOTE: There is only ONE caller 

Leader calls, dancers respond with movement assigned to the call. 

Word “Vala” (Zulu, meaning close) indicates execution of one more complete 
pattern before the next call.  

Calls: 

One ‘tention: Two ‘tention: Three ‘tention: Sidulu: Sidulu wena 

Die Skaap se Dans - Stomps, claps and taps on the boots. 

 

Video clip from International Marimba and Steelpan Festival (IMASF) 2012 
workshop. 

This dance celebrates a traditional, productive, successful day. Supreme 
satisfaction.  A day in the life of a fulfilled contented person.  

  “Isi Rava Rava” 

Calls which outline daily activities: 

Sli duzu- washing of clothes 

Nkomo –moo! –herding cattle 

Bema-aah!-enjoying a cigarette 

Stagwah!-the after effects of drinking beer 

 

CONTEMPORARY DANCE.  

Choreographer- Sicelo Cele, DPHS Old Boy and Gumboot Dance Team member, 
2007.  

Video clip from International Marimba and Steelpan Festival (IMASF) 2012 
workshop. 

This dance describes a young man’s unsuccessful attempt to arrange a date with a 
beautiful young girl. 
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 “Karethe”  

The caller initiates the first dance step.  

All team members join in subsequent calls. 

 

Glossary 

Zulu words and phrases used in the Leader’s calls 

Vala-to close 

Wena-you (plural) everybody 

Sidulu-turn/spin 

Hamba- go 

Bafana-boys 

Sli duzu-wash the clothes. The dance moves depicts a traditional   
 method of washing clothes using a washing board. 

Nkomo – cow 

Bema – to smoke  

Stagwah –to stagger after drinking too much beer 

 

AFRIKAANS 

Die Skaap se Dans   - Dance of the Sheep  
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