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ABOUT  
OVERTURE CENTER  

FOR THE ARTS 

 Overture Center for the Arts fills a city block in downtown Madison with 
world-class venues for the performing and visual arts. Made possible by an 
extraordinary gift from Madison businessman W. Jerome Frautschi, the 
center presents the highest-quality arts and entertainment programming in 
a wide variety of disciplines for diverse audiences. Offerings include 
performances by acclaimed classical, jazz, pop, and folk performers; touring 
Broadway musicals; quality children’s entertainment; and world-class ballet, 
modern and jazz dance. Overture Center’s extensive outreach and 
educational programs serve thousands of Madison-area residents annually, 
including youth, older adults, people with limited financial resources and 
people with disabilities. The center is also home to ten independent 
resident organizations. 

 RESIDENT 
ORGANIZATIONS  

Bach Dancing and Dynamite Society 
Children's Theater of Madison 

Forward Theater Company  
Kanopy Dance Company 

Li Chiao-Ping Dance Company 
Madison Ballet  

Madison Opera 
Madison Symphony Orchestra  

Wisconsin Academy’s James Watrous Gallery  
Wisconsin Chamber Orchestra 

 Internationally renowned architect Cesar Pelli designed the center to 
provide the best possible environment for artists and audiences, as well as 
to complement Madison’s urban environment. Performance spaces range 
from the spectacular 2,250-seat Overture Hall to the casual and intimate 
Rotunda Stage. The renovated Capitol Theater seats approximately 1,110, 
and The Playhouse seats 350. In addition, three multi-purpose spaces 
provide flexible performance, meeting and rehearsal facilities. Overture 
Center also features several art exhibit spaces. Overture Galleries I, II and 
III display works by Dane County artists. The Playhouse Gallery features 
regional artists with an emphasis on collaborations with local organizations. 
The Wisconsin Academy of Sciences, Arts and Letters’ Watrous Gallery 
displays works by Wisconsin artists, and the Madison Museum of 
Contemporary Art offers works by national and international artists. 
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Activity – African Legends & Folktales – Told for a Purpose
By Susie Maughan 

Grade Level: K-4

Background: This lesson plan is developed around the 
children’s literature book by Ann Grifalconi, The Village of 
Round and Square Houses. This book is an African folktale 
about the village of Tos. This is a village like no other for the 
women live in round houses and the men live in square houses. 
The story is told from the point of view of a young girl who 
grew up there. The story tells about how a volcano near this 
village erupted and burned all of the homes except for one 
round house and one square house. The village chief called for 
the tall people (men) to live in the square house and the round 
people (women) to live in the round house. This story is told by 
a grandmother to her granddaughter one evening after dinner 
while they are sitting in the moonlight, looking up at Naka 
Mountain.

People in many of the villages in Africa live in mud huts with 
thatched roofs. The walls of the houses are made of mud bricks 
that have been dried in the sun. The roofs are made by weaving 
grass and plants around a cone-like structure.

Chinua Achebe, one of Africa’s most influential and widely 
published writers, explains in his book of essays, Morning Yet on Creation Day, about the African oral storytelling 
tradition, stemming from a belief that art is, and always was, at the service of people. He wrote, “Our ancestors created 
their myths and told their stories for a human purpose.” For this reason, Achebe believes that “any good story, any 
good novel, should have a message, should have a purpose.” Stories pass down explanations for certain events and 
ways of life. Legends are usually regarded as grounded in fact; in many instances, they have proved to be extremely 
accurate accounts of the history of a people. Folktales, on the other hand, are recognized as fiction. The Village of 
Round and Square Houses is considered a folktale, yet it is also an accurate account of the village of Tos.

Objective: Students will demonstrate their understanding of an African folktale and the African oral storytelling 
tradition, by orally sharing an example of a place they like to be alone and a place where they like to be together with 
others.

Materials: The Village of Round and Square Houses by Ann Grifalconi

Activities:

1. Ask students how many of them like to hear stories told to them from their parents or grandparents? Why? Tell 
students that today they get to hear an African story told by a grandmother to her granddaughter.

2. Begin by explaining to students about stories. Most stories pass down explanations for certain events and ways 
of life. Ask students if they can think of some examples of stories that they know that have been passed down from 
generation to generation. Some might include: Johnny Appleseed, Paul Bunyan, etc. Explain to students that these 
stories are called folktales. Folktales are recognized as fiction.
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3. Explain that you are going to read them a book that is an African folktale. Before reading the book explain that 
Africans have a rich oral storytelling tradition. Most of their stories were told orally. African ancestors created their 
myths and told their stories for a human purpose. Ask students to listen in the story and see if they can tell for what 
purpose this story was told.

4. Read the book.

5. Ask students what they feel the purpose of this story is. After listening to their suggestions, explain that one of 
Gran’ma’s purposes for telling this story to her granddaughter is to explain to her why they are able to live in peace. 
Reread the second to the last page. “So you see, Osa, we live together peacefully here-Because each one has a place 
to be apart, and a time to be together.”

6. Have students think-pair-share with a partner of a place they have in their own lives where they like to go and be 
alone, and also a place where they like to be together with others.

7. After both students have had a chance to share, invite willing students to share with the larger group. They will share 
their information in the African storytelling tradition (orally). 

Evaluation: Listen to students during think-pair-share and in large group sharing.
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From Cal Performances Engagement Guide for the Festival of 
South African Dance

Grade Level: 5-8

Materials:

•	 Copies of the poem, Old Sof’Town by Alfa Moolla

•	 Writing utensils and paper

Objectives:

•	 Students will read and understand the poem, Old Sof’Town 
by Alfa Moolla

•	 Students will be able to appreciate the words, message, and 
rhythms of the poem

•	 Students will be able to enhance these elements of the 
poem with body percussion, call and response, and other 
artistic choices

Background:

Sophiatown, also known as Sof’town or Kofifi, was a legendary 
cultural and political center in South Africa in the 1940s and 1950s. 
It was one of the few urban areas in South Africa where black people could legally own property before the 1990s. 
Located outside Johannesburg, at its peak Sophiatown was home to a dynamic, multi-racial, predominantly black 
community of 54,000. This is where both Tsaba-tsaba, a popular form of music which combined African melody with 
swing and jazz, and the renowned Archbishop Desmond Tutu were born. Even with poverty, crime, and overcrowding, 
it was a vibrant community, and its heyday is frequently likened to the Harlem Renaissance.

But as Johannesburg and its surrounding communities grew, eventually Sophiatown was deemed too close to 
white communities to satisfy the strict segregation laws of apartheid. It was also known to be a place where races 
mixed, which the apartheid regime had made illegal in most ways. The government decided to force the people of 
Sophiatown to move.

In 1955, 2,000 heavily-armed policemen forcibly removed 60,000 people from their homes. Some residents fought for 
as long as they could, but eventually Sophiatown was destroyed. The government built a new town which they named 
Triomf, or “Triumph” in Afrikaans.

However, in 2006, as the people of South Africa strove to deal with their past and forge more democratic future after 
the fall of apartheid, the community’s name was changed again – back to Sophiatown.

Activities:

1.	 Distribute copies of the poem, and read it aloud as students follow your voice. 

2.	 As a class (either in one voice, or with individual students reading various sections) read the poem out loud again. 

Activity - Examining Old Sof’Town poem
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3.	 Discuss the poem. 

•	 What images, thoughts, emotions does the 
poem bring up for you? 

•	 What rhythms do you hear in the poem? 

•	 Which lines lend themselves to call and 
response? 

•	 What gestures might accompany lines or 
words from the poem? 

4.	 Do call and response as a class 

•	 Discuss together: what are the lines or words 
that lend themselves to call and response? 

•	 Decide on the call and response (it doesn’t 
have to be words from the poem, you might 
add your own words.) 

•	 Choose who will be the call leader(s), and who 
will respond. Think about the energy, tempo, 
volume and rhythm of your call and response. 

•	 Read the poem again, adding your call and 
response. 

5.	 Find a rhythm, body percussion, and gestures to go with the poem 

•	 Discuss together: What are the rhythms underneath/behind the lines of the poem? 

•	 Read the poem through again until you find these rhythms. 

•	 Now experiment with trying different body percussion and vocal rhythms. What rhythms help accent lines/
words in the poem? If you have two or more rhythms accompanying the poem, experiment with how they can 
complement or work off each other well. 

6.	 Divide class into small groups of four or five and assign each group a stanza from the poem. Tell them each small 
group will share their stanza with rhythms and call and response

•	 Ask each group to decide how they want to perform their stanza. By taking turns with lines? One leader 
reading and the group responding? Reading certain sections all together? Ask groups to settle on their body 
percussion and/or vocal rhythms and practice combining both.

•	 As a class, read through the poem again out loud, with each group sharing their stanza in their chosen way. 

Soweto Gospel Choir











201 State Street, Madison, WI 53703

Overture Center’s mission is to support  
and elevate our community’s creative culture, 

economy and quality of life through the arts.
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