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Brief Description


Entertaining and insightful the Iroquois Creation Story comes to life in A Story Before Time. Original music, dance and theatre unite to weave a rich narrative including characters: Sky Woman, Hanging Flower, West Wind, Twin Brothers and animals. The journey begins as a wondrous Sky World is revealed and Sky Beings dance like stars in the cosmos.  It is when Sky Woman falls through the roots of the Celestial Tree to the Water World below that Life on Turtle’s back takes shape.  Sky Woman sings and dances her world into existence.  During the show animal characters swim across the stage, trees grow from silk. The incredibly powerful cultural story is explained through the movement and actions of the dancers and through the narration of the Storyteller. The exquisite musical score blends traditional Iroquoian social songs and contemporary music incorporating both Mohawk and Cayuga languages.  Visually stunning, musically rich and theatrically compelling A Story Before Time carries metaphors, symbols, dreams and beliefs of a people and runs 50 minutes in length.

The world premiere of A Story Before Time occurred at The Banff Centre’s Margaret Greenham Theatre during The Banff Summer Arts Festival, Banff, Alberta.  A Story Before Time touring has occurred at the following venues: The Betty Oliphant Theatre, Toronto, Ontario; Sanderson Centre, Brantford, Ontario and Nozhem First People’s Performance Space, Peterborough, Ontario; Dofasco Centre for the Arts, Hamilton, Ontario; Centre for the Arts, St. Catharines; Oakville Centre for the Arts, Oakville, Ontario; River Run Centre, Guelph, Ontario and the Mashantucket Pequot Museum, Connecticut, US.  A Story Before Time was nominated for two Dora Mavor Moore Awards for Outstanding Production and Outstanding Performance (Ensemble) in the Dance Division in June 2008.
Selected Reviews for A Story Before Time
“Amazing, beautiful, balance – the performance is complete, it captures you from the beginning to the end.” - D.C. from Toronto, ON
 

"I felt inspired, absorbed, happy and awestruck when I watched the dancers. My two boys (9 and 7 years) seemed quiet and absorbed!  I especially admire the expressiveness of the dancers and the creativity of the set, music, lighting and choreography." - J.B. (mom) from Peterborough, ON
 

"Powerful/silent flow of dance/passionate.  The essentials of all earth birth stories.  My grandchildren are blessed to have been at this "experience of expression!'" - T.F. (grandmother) from Brooklin, ON
 

"Polished, seamless, thought-provoking." - D.W from Warsaw, ON
 

"Historically, culturally and mythologically rich, beautifully danced." - J.P. from Toronto, ON
 

"Outstanding dance, music, storytelling. I would like to see this offered to Six Nations Schools." - P.L. from Ohsweken, ON
 

The Toronto Scene 

"There was an equally warm glow to Aboriginal choreographer Santee Smith's A Story Before Time, developed in a co-production with the Banff Centre for her Kaha:wi company and given its Toronto premiere in early December.  Smith's theatrical rendering in dance, word and music of the Iroquoian creation story is her most ambitious project to date and arguably her most impressive.

 

Despite the high production values, it has an inherent simplicity and soulfulness that complements the theme ideally.  It also helps to have strong dancers - Alex Meraz, Arizona-raised but of Aboriginal descent, was a knockout - and such able collaborators as writer Drew Hayden Taylor, narrator Tantoo Cardinal, composer Donald Quan and designers Linda Leon (set and costumes) and Arun Srinivasan (lighting)."      - Michael Crabb, Dance International Magazine: Spring 2008
Kaha:wi Dance Theatre (KDT): Overview
KDT is a dynamic Aboriginal dance company that creates, produces and presents original artistic works of excellence while drawing inspiration from innovative contemporary and Aboriginal dance.  Founded by Artistic Director/choreographer Santee Smith the company aims to create innovative contemporary work that is inspired by Aboriginal philosophy, stories and beliefs engaging both artists and audiences on an emotional, physical and spiritual level. KDT’s Artistic Director has become known for her work as a choreographer that is able to successfully blend elements of traditional with contemporary to essentially create a new form of dance expression.  This new style of dance expression can only be described broadly as contemporary Aboriginal dance.
Statement from the Artistic Director:

As a Haudenosaunee person I believe that song and dance were gifts given to us by the Creator, to celebrate our lives on Mother Earth.  It is what we do, it is what we know, since first we heard out mother’s heartbeat and her muffled voice, and moved along with the sway of her hips.  Song and dance are the ultimate expressions of who we are.  Dance or movement is the oldest form of communication.  Exploring ancestral memory, spirituality and connection to the earth are fundamental components of contemporary Aboriginal dance.  Contemporary Aboriginal dance is a continuation of celebrating our lives through music and dance and linking traditional and contemporaneous existence. Creativity and the continuation of cultural knowledge and practice is the foundation of my artistic expression.  I aim to express through movement/dance the power and the beauty inherent on Indigenous culture.  I aim to create artistic work that is engaging, meaningful and symbolic which can be shared with audiences and experienced on an emotional, physical and spiritual level. 

Our Vision  
Our vision is to be a dynamic force in Aboriginal dance in Canada and a centre for creativity, innovation, artistry and Aboriginal expression that reflects, honours and celebrates the integrity of Aboriginal culture. 

Our Mission 
Our mission is to create, present and promote Aboriginal artistic expression through the genre of dance and its associated disciplines of music, storytelling, theatre and design while drawing inspiration from both innovative contemporary and traditional Aboriginal dance forms that reflect and honor the integrity of Aboriginal culture, in so doing, generate works of artistic excellence that resonate with diverse audiences and increase awareness and appreciation of Aboriginal expression.

Brief History of KDT

Kaha:wi Dance Theatre (Kaha:wi means 'she carries' in Mohawk).  The company was founded on the artistic leadership of Mohawk artist Santee Smith.  Ms. Smith is the Artistic Director and company choreographer for KDT.  She is an innovative Aboriginal artist that is bridging the gap between contemporary and traditional dance in Canada.  Her success as an artist and director has made KDT grow from its most formative stage.  Operating as an artist run sole proprietorship since 2001, KDT officially incorporated into a not-for-profit organization in June 2005 received charitable status in 2006.  KDT is currently located on Six Nations reserve and the National Ballet School of Canada in Toronto.  

KDT’s repertoire major choreographic works include: Kaha:wi, Here On Earth, The Threshing Floor, A Constellation of Bones, A Story Before Time and A Soldier’s Tale.   Other choreographic works include:  Tripped up Blues which premiered at the Canada Dance Festival in June 2008;  MidWinter Dreaming (2004); Woman in White (2007); Sacred Spring and upcoming major work TransMigration.  In July 2006 KDT successfully presented Canada’s inaugural Living Ritual: World Indigenous Dance Festival which celebrates and promotes Aboriginal dance in Canada and is a means of strengthening the Aboriginal dance community and increasing the appreciation of Aboriginal artistic expression to the mainstream dance community in Canada and around the world. KDT has presented our work national and internationally in the following venues:  The Banff Centre for the Arts, Harbourfront Centre (Toronto), Canada Dance Festival (National Arts Centre, Ottawa), The Museum of Civilization, Hull, Q.C., Tangente (Montreal), New Dance Horizons (Regina), the National Aboriginal Achievement Awards, National Museum of the American Indian (Washington, D.C.),  and at festivals, Dancing on the Edge, Vancouver International Dance Festival, ImagiNative media arts,  JakArt,  Iroquois Indian Museum, Soo Ryu, and the World Dance Alliance global assembly, etc.
KDT has been featured on CBC radio and television, BravoTV, CKPC, APTN, CHTV, CityTV and in major newspapers, Toronto Star, Globe and Mail, The National, Calgary Herald, The Washington Post, as well as in magazines, the Smithsonian Institute, The Dance Current, Say Magazine, Sage, The NOW, and Native People’s Magazine, Dance International.  KDT has been featured on "Freedom" series with host Robert Desrosier aired on BravoTV, "The Sharing Circle" on APTN and on "Big City, Small World" on CBC Radio One. 

Santee Smith: B.P.E, BA Psychology, MA: Dance
Artistic Director/Choreographer: Kaha:wi Dance Theatre

Santee Smith is from the Mohawk Nation, Turtle Clan and lives on Six Nations Reserve, Ontario.  Ms. Smith is the founding Artistic Director and choreographer for Kaha:wi Dance Theatre. She holds a Masters Degree in Dance from York University and has spent most of her life committed to dance and creative expression.  Since 1996 she began creating her own choreography and developing a movement style that reflects who she is as an indigenous artist.  Santee creates, produces and presents her choreographic work nationally and internationally.

Santee is the recipient of the K.M. Hunter Award for Dance administered by the Ontario Arts Council.  She received Canada Council’s Victor Martyn Lynch-Staunton Award for the most outstanding mid-career artist in the field of Dance in 2006 and the first-ever John Hobday Award for Arts Management in 2008.  In 2008, she was honoured to have received the following nomination: Dora Mavor Moore Award for Best Performance (Ensemble) for A Story Before Time and Gemini Award for Best Performance for a Performing Arts Program or Series for Here On Earth.

Santee attended the National Ballet School (1982-88).  She expanded her knowledge of movement with a Kinesiology degree from McMaster University.  She choreographed for The Gift, a NFB documentary in 1996 and was an integral part of the Aboriginal Dance Project at The Banff Centre for the Arts from 1997 to 2001.  As a guest teacher, Santee has taught at: Canadian Children’s Dance Theatre, Iroquoian Indian Museum, York University, Red Roots Theatre, George Washington University, Hartwick College, Nipissing University and for numerous youth movement workshops.  Santee’s choreography has been showcased at ImagiNative Media Arts Festival, SooRyu, Iroquois Festival (NY), JakArt 2002 (Indonesia), Guelph Contemporary Dance Festival, Canadian Aboriginal Festival and the National Aboriginal Achievement Awards aired on CBS.

She presented the premiere of Kaha:wi at the Premiere Dance Theatre in Toronto, Ontario in 2004 and the Yoh Ha Hee Yoh International Tour in 2005.  She was a featured choreographer for the CanDance Network’s: Indigenous Dancelands I and II with performances at New Dance Horizons (Regina), University of Lethbridge, Peterborough New Dance, Tangente (Montreal) and Dancing On The Edge Festival (Vancouver) and the Vancouver International Dance Festival. 

Under Smith’s Artistic Direction, KDT has created and produced: Here On Earth which premiered at Harbourfront Centre Theatre as a DanceWorks Co-Works event (2005); The Threshing Floor co-created with Michael Greyeyes in partnership with Indigenous Performance Initiatives (2006), A Constellation of Bones an international indigenous collaboration which premiered at the Enwave Theatre, Harbourfront Centre as a DanceWorks Mainstage Event (2007); Woman In White solo choreography (2007); Sacred Spring presented by the Brantford Symphony Orchestra; Here On Earth tour national and international (2007); A Story Before Time co-production with The Banff Centre for the Arts premiere production and tour (2007); A Soldier's Tale a reinterpretation of Igor Stravinsky’s "L’histoire du Soldat" in partnership with Theatre Aquarius and the Hamilton Philharmonic Orchestra premiered at The Great Hall, Hamilton Place (2008); Fragmented Heart: Mixed Program including Tripped Up Blues (Aboriginal youth commission) at the Canada Dance Festival, National Arts Centre in June 2008.  Santee is in creation for TransMigration inspired by the work of iconic shaman artist Norval Morrisseau.
