
Odile Gakire Katese and her cultural revolution in Rwanda
Odile Gakire Katese is a theatre director, playwright and director of the University Centre for arts and Drama (UCAD) in Rwanda. UCAD is a network partner of the Prince Claus Fund. Network partners and the Fund build a relationship through working together on innovative activities, giving advice, inspiration and support and sharing the experience of their networks. 
Odile Gakire Katese was there in 1999 when The University Centre for arts and Drama (UCAD) in Butare, Rwanda was founded by Koulsy Lamko. Odile participated in all workshops that were being organized by the Centre. She was a very active member of the theatre group of the University. As Odile was just following a language programme at the time and was learning English for a year she had lots of time for artistic activities. Her passion for those activities was growing so when she had to choose between attending an exam or a rehearsal she chose to be present at the rehearsal. 
Her passionate and active attitude towards the arts was noted by the rectors and Odile was given a scholarship for two years. Odile went to study theatre and became a playwright in France. For this she gave up her political and science studies. Odile was being prepared for taking over UCAD so the rector and Koulsy Lamko were awaiting her return to Rwanda anxiously. When she came back she discovered that she was one of the first professional artists of Rwanda and that there was no existing structure for artists at all. So Odile could not even be an artist as she had to start by building a structure in which artists could arise and work in Rwanda. This is why she started as deputy director of UCAD which focuses on creating projects as opportunities and creating an environment and even creating the artists in some way through the projects. The first focus was on workshops and training like Atelier Arts Azimuts. Workshops on dance, theatre, music, painting, scenario writing, documentary  and fashion were organized when possible and when funds were available. Trainers for the workshops were coming from other countries in Africa. One of the problems Odile encountered was that initially the imagination of the artists in Rwanda did not reach very far and they were skeptical as their minds were not very open and fertile. Odile stated that it felt like giving gold to people who did not see the value. Now they have come a long way as people are asking whether they can participate and they are even willing to pay for this. As a result from the workshops professional groups arose that presented high quality work like a dance company that went to the dance school of Germaine Acogny in Senegal (also a network partner of the Prince Claus Fund) and returned there two times. Now their work is valued, they were granted a silver medal at the ‘Sixieme Jeux de la Francophonie’ in Beirut from 16 countries that were competing. After all workshop there was a necessity to see a finished artistic production so the students could see the objective and goal of all training. They needed to see inspiring role models so UCAD invited all kinds of groups from Burkina Faso, Togo, Ivory coast, Senegal and Burundi and had them participate in a festival. This was the first International arts Festival ever to be held in Rwanda. There were only 2 cultural festivals at the time and they were both taking place in Kigali; a PAN African festival of dance and a film festival called Hillywood. Butare had the potential of becoming a cultural city as there was the National Museum and there was all other kinds of cultural activity. The next step was to create productions where the recently created artists could participate in. Another focus was to create opportunities that were not there yet by a focus on what had not yet been done. 
There were mostly male artists so Odile decided to work with women. She chose to do a project in which she would teach the women to drum. Drumming was also an activity just for men.  It was initially thought of by the community as a useless and crazy project. Why teach women how to drum, what’s the use? People were very skeptical. The first funding for this project came from the Prince Claus Fund. When the money was transferred the accountant in Rwanda asked Odile ‘Are you sure that this money is for this project, did you perhaps lie to them?’ he added ‘You must have a sweet tongue’.  Needless to say that Odile went ahead with the project and it was becoming more and more successful over time. In 2008 the drumming women were sent to Senegal to represent Rwanda at the concert for Doudou N'Diaye Rose's 50th Anniversary. In reaction to this performance people were asking ‘How can we join you?’, this coming even from those who had been very critical at first. Especially now the project was becoming more professional they needed people to dedicate all their time so it was mainly women without jobs, women in need who were part of the group. These women experienced the first travel by plane when they were asked to perform abroad, they met the president of Rwanda and a documentary was made about the women which was screened on television. Now these women have an identity, they are even known by the president. When they just started they were hiding their drumming sticks and now they are very proud to show their sticks that they carry in brightly colored fabrics. 

A first national festival of drum for women as well as men is one the results of the success of the women drummers. In addition to that the women have set up the very first ice cream shop in Rwanda, they called it ‘Sweet Dreams’,  it was opened on 5 June 2010. The women ate their first ice cream while touring abroad and realized that in Rwanda there was lots of milk but none of it was being used to make this lovely cool ice cream. With the shop they hope to provide a better future for themselves. 
The Prince Claus Fund is very proud of everything their network partner is accomplishing in Rwanda and supports the cultural revolution that UCAD and Odile started and are continuing with passion.   
Odile spoke on the importance of culture in an interview with Madelaine Hron in August 2009 in  the ‘Peace Review: A Journal of Social Justice’.  As the Prince Claus Fund believes that culture is a basic need we would like to quote this part of the interview.
‘MH: How would you define the role of culture in Rwanda, especially in light of Rwanda’s recent history of genocide? OGK: Culture is integral to one’s humanity. If a person doesn’t have
culture, is he or she really human? A lack of culture leads to forms of extremism, extremisms which in turn reflect a lack of humanity. As university professors or teachers (note that all mothers are teachers), we cannot help but ask ourselves, ‘‘Where did we fail, as far as the genocide is concerned?’’ For me, the answer is unequivocal: in the cultural domain. There was no humanity here then, during the genocide; that is indisputable. So something must have gone wrong in the cultural domain. In fact, I think it would be fair to say, that long before the actual genocide, there was a cultural genocide in Rwanda— an erasure, manipulation, and perversion of cultural values. Above all, an extermination of arts and culture that would make people think, judge, doubt—to cultivate their humanity and be attuned to their humanity. Now, after the genocide, we need to find these values—cultural
values—that will root people in their humanity. When we think of the absence or of the void left behind after the genocide, it’s not just an absence of people, or of missing buildings, there is something more palpable here—it’s a cultural absence. In fact, it would be fair to say that this cultural void or absence brings together all Rwandans: Rwandans living in Diaspora who are missing their culture, Rwandans here who have lost their culture, Rwandans who have come here to find
their culture. So that is what we are trying to do with our work here: to show the importance of culture here in Rwanda, or rather, to show the importance of having a cultural politics of consequence in Rwanda. Do people know what they are doing, when they don’t take charge of this part of their identity—the cultural part of their identity? MH: Would you say that’s the biggest challenge facing Rwanda fifteen years after the genocide—the lack of cultural development? Or what would you characterize as the greatest challenge facing Rwanda postgenocide? OGK: That’s a difficult question. For me, one of the advantages of being a developing nation—though I must say we are progressing well on all fronts as a developing nation—is that we can learn from the mistakes of others. Sometimes I feel that instead we are too busy trying to compare ourselves to others, to be equal to them or to have some sort of reputation on the world-scene or what not. Yet look at them [at these other ‘‘developed nations’’], does ‘‘Never Again’’ mean anything to them? I’m not so sure. So post-genocide we are investing in a lot of things—in technology, in machines, in the latest trends. But why are we
not investing in humankind? After all, humans killed humans here.
What is being done to rebuild the human here? In addition to investing in all these things therefore, I believe we have to think about investing in building the human. ‘‘Building the human’’ means building humanity, humanness, responsible humans, and all its attendant derivatives. Culture and arts, of course, play an important role in building a human.


