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CHAPTER I 

ORIENTATION TO THE STUDY 

Introduction 

The present study is concerned with the lives and 

contributions of two contemporary black male dance artists-

Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey--exponents of two uni�er

sally accepted art forms, ballet and modern dance, r�spec-

tively. In order to place these internationally recognized 

black dance artists in historical perspective, the bio

graphical material is preceded by a summary of dance ·as a 

fine art and with a brief overview of the evolution of 

ballet and modern dance as two forms of fine art. 

Dance as a Fine Art 

From historical indications, man danced before he 

spoke, made mus ic, or created objects of beauty. Curt Sachs 

states that " dance is the mother of the arts. 111

Sheldon Cheney, historian of the drama, corroborates Sachs' 

statement in his explanation of the significance of-dance in 

primitive societies: 

1 Curt Sa ch s , W,o r 1 d H i s t or y of th e D a n c e ( New Yo r k :
W. W. Norton and Company, Inc., 1963), p. 3. 
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After the activities that secure to primitive peoples 
the material necessities, food and shelter, the dance 
comes first. It is the earliest outlet for emotion 
and the beginning of the arts •... 

Not only did drama as such--the art of which action 
is a pivotal material--arise out of primitive dance 
• • • • Music too, ... traces its ancestry to the 
sounds made to accentuate the primitive dance rhythm, 
the stamping of feet and clapping of hands, the 
shaking of rattles, the beating of drums and sticks. 
Dance,then, is the great mother of the arts.l 

Dance as an art form may be classified in two major 

categories--dance as a folk art and dance as a fine art. 

The distinction between the two art forms can be made with 

respect to whether or not the dance is performed with an 

audience or for an audience.2 Dance as a folk art is com-

munal in nature, encompassing such broad fields as tradi-

tiona! ethnic dance or folk dance as well as some of the 

avant-garde dance of the late 1960's and the early 1970's. 3 

Dance as a fine art, the major concern of this study, may 

be distinguished by a definite line of separation between 

!sheldon Cheney, Three Thousand Years of Drama, 
Acting. and Stagecraft (New York: Tudor Publishing Company, 
1929), pp. 11-12. 

2Anne Schley Duggan, "Class Notes," HPER 531W, 
College of Health, Physical Education and Recreation, Texas 
Woman's University, Denton, Texas, Summer, 1966. 

3Reference is made here to such contemporary works 
as those of Deborah Hay, where the involvement of the 
audience is a part of the choreography. 
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the performers of the dance and those who view the per

formance.! 

When the sole purpose for the creation of art is 

aesthetic, to satisfy man's desire for beauty, the art form 

is classified as a fine art. 2 According to Duggan, there 

are three categories of fine arts: (1) arts which exist 

in space or the visual arts, which include architecture, 

sculpture, and painting; (2) arts which exist in time or 

the audible arts, which include music, poetry, and drama; 

and (3) art which exists in time and space, which is dance.3 

In this present era of free artistic expression, the 

products labeled "fine art" which are placed before audiences 

are many, varied, and sometimes questionable. It has become 

increasingly necessary, therefore, to establish criteria or 

standards by which an artistic work may be evaluated. Most 

authorities seem to agree with Duggan that the following 

criteria should obtain in manifestations of fine art: 

(1) creativity, (2) definiteness and clarity of form, 

(3) communicativeness, (4) independence, (5) high level of 

skill, and (6) enrichment of personal e~periences. 4 

!Duggan, "Class Notes," Summer, 1966. 

2Marg'aret H' Doubler, Dance, A Creative Art Experience 
(Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1968), p. 55. 

-3 4 Duggan, "Class Notes," Summer, 1966. l.!U.!J_. 
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The basic element of all artistic expression is 

creativity. 1 This does not mean that the material used to 

shape the object of art is new but rather that the artist 

has found a new way to " . . . fa s h ion h i s work s as o b j e c t s 

of beauty. "2 His product of art emerges because of his 

" . desire to probe for fresh, penetrating views of his 

life experiences and because of his desire to give outward 

form to h i s u n i que and i magi nat i v e res p on s e . " 3 When t h e 

artist becomes aware of the effects of his expressive efforts 

upon himself and upon others and consciously shapes his 

creation into a definite and clear form for presentation, 

the final product satisfies another criterion for the eval

uation of fine art.4 This criterion implies that the work 

of art be " . internally structured and sensitively 

integrated •.. " and that it has "organization and unity, " 5 

whereby diverse elements " achieve collectively an 

aesthetic vitality which except by this association they 

l.!.!UJ!. 

2H'Doubler, Dance, A Creative Art Experience, p. 49. 

3Alma M. Hawkins, Creating Through Dance (Englewood 
Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1965), p. 11. 

4ouggan, ''Class Notes," Summer, 1966. 

5Hawkins, Creating Through Dance, p. 94. 
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would not possess." 1 The artist will insure that his work 

communicates its raison d'etre and needs no further explana

tion for the purpose of clarification. 2 The artist will 

further insure that his work is a complete entity within 

itself--that it will be independent and self-sufficient. 3 

The work of art will be indicative of a high level of skill 

within the range and capabilities of the creative artist.4 

The serious artist will see that his technique is perfected 

5 sufficiently to convey his intention to the spectator. 

Finally, the artist will see that his work provides enrich

ment of the personal experiences of the spectator. 6 The 

meaning of this criterion may be grasped from Margaret 

Lloyd's discourse on modern dance in which she states: 

It [modern dance] is a thing of the spirit. If you 
come away from a modern dance performance as one who 
walks on air, chest lifted, head held high, a sense 
of renewal pervading your being, ... spirit has 
spoken to spirit, something ineffable has been con
veyed. It is a spiritual elation. 

The dancer dances for us who have been deprived 
of dancing, to vent for us our need of rhythmic 

lJohn Martin, The Modern Dance (Brooklyn: Dance 
Horizons, Inc., 1968), p. 35. 

2ouggan, "Class Notes," Summer, 1966. 

3Ibid. 

4Ibid. 

5Martin, The Modern Dance, p. 62. 

6ouggan, "Class Notes," Summer, 1966. 
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movement, so that we may share vicariously the 
refreshment of the dance experience. The modern 
dance goes further and reveals us to ourselves. But 
elation of the spirit is within the power of all 
dance to give •... our rhythmic natures cannot 
help responding to rhythmic movement.! 

Ballet and modern dance, which may be evaluated 

positively by all of the foregoing criteria, represent today 

--:wo dominant idioms of dance as a fine art. Since the 

presentation of ballet preceded that of modern dance on the 

concert stage in the United States of America, it is in 

this order that the two idioms of dance are discussed in 

the present study. 

An Oyerview of Ballet as a Fine Art 

Ballet, like all other forms of dance, has its roots 

in the rituals of primitive man, but its present form did 

not become recognizable until the Renaissance Period. At 

that time, the dances of the peasants were copied by the 

nobility and adapted to the dancing space, the elaborate 

costumes, and the prescribed etiquette of the court. Italy 

led the way in this new wave of cultural enrichment. As 

the upper classes became increasingly affluent, celebrations 

oecurred more and more frequently. Dancing was an integral 

1Margaret Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance 
(Brooklyn: Dance Horizons, Inc., 1963), p. 2. 
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part of all such celebrations. 1 As other courts soon fol-

lowed the pattern established by the nobility of Italy, a 

dance movement swept the European continent. According to 

Kraus, this movement had two essential aspects: 

One was the creation of a variety of new court dances, 
performed by the nobility themselves as a form of 
aristocratic amusement and, more than this, a means 
of educating courtiers in social deportment and grace. 
The second was the development of a number of major 
entertainments, or spectacles, which ultimately gave 
rise to the art of ballet in France.2 

In keeping with this new movement, a special profession 

developed, that of the dancing master.3 llis main function 

was to bring to the court the steps of the peasant dances 

and to adapt and teach those which would be appropriate 

for performances by the nobility. He served, in addition, 

as an arbiter of etiquette and as a director of court 

festivals. This person, often of less than noble birth, 

gained the favor of the court to which he was attached and 

held a trustworthy and respected position.4 

1Hans Verwer, Guide to the Ballet (New York: 
Barnes and Noble, Inc., 1963), p. 2. 

2Richard Kraus, History of the Dance in Art and 
Education (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 
Inc., 1969), p. 64. 

3Ibid., p. 60. 

4Paul Nettl, The Story of Dance Music (New York: 
The Philosophical Library, 1947), pp. 71-72. 
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The court dances, or pre-classic dances, were of 

two general types--the basse danse, characterized by grave, 

dignified movements in which the feet did not leave the 

floor, and the haute danse, characterized by lighter, 

faster movements in which there were skips and jumps. 1 At 

first these dances were loosely arranged with no precise 

steps or floor patterns. During the sixteenth century, 

rules governing the proper steps for each dance were for-

mulated, and each dance was accompanied by a strict musical 

form. It was not long before the dances were grouped into 

a certain order by composers, thus giving rise to the 

musical Suite, which ultimately developed into the Sonata 

form.2 

The earliest court dances were the pavane, gillarde, 

allemande, tordion, courante, la volta, gavotte, canaries, 

and branles. 3 Later, the sarabande, gigue, and the minuet 

were introduced. 4 A suite of dances during the sixteenth 

!Louis Horst, Pre-Classic Dance Forms (Brooklyn: 
Dance Horizons, Inc., 1937), pp. 4-5. 

21.!2.i.9. • , p • 5 • 

3nescribed by Jehan Tabourot in 1588, writing under 
the pseudonym of Thoinot Arbeau. In his book Orchesoqraphie, 
he conducts a dialogue with a youth during which time he 
teaches him all of the popular dances of the period. 

4Horst, Pre-Classic Dance Forms, pp. 45-69. 
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century generally represented a slow dance followed by one 

of a faster pace and typically was comprised of an arrange-

ment of the allemande, the courante, the sarabande, and the 

gigue. Although the court dances were not ballet as such, 

they ultimately evolved into the art as it is known today. 1 

In 1489, Bergonzio di Botta of Tortona, Italy, gave 

a dinner-ballet in honor of the wedding of Galeazzo, the 

Duke of Milan, and Isabella of Aragon. Bergonzio, a 

fervent devotee of both dining and dancing, presented his 

guests with an event to remember. The dinner included many 

courses, each of which was introduced by waiters and servers 

performing dances in the characters suggestive of their 

particular costumes. During and following the repast, a 

magnificent spectacle was presented. Selected historical 

and mythological characters appeared at appropriate inter-

vals offering songs, poetry, and dances t~ suit the occa-

sion. The fete achieved fame throughout Italy and estab

lished a precedent for the society hostesses of the period.2 

The most important outgrowth of Botta's dinner-

ballet was that it instituted protocol for the Royal and 

Ducal courts throughout Europe for at least a century. This 

lKraus, History of the Dance, p. 70. 

2Mark Edward Perugini, A Pageant of the Dance and 
Ballet (London: Jarrolds Publishers, 1946), pp. 51-52. 
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fashion was fostered by Catherine de Medici of Italy who, 

in 1533, became the Queen of France by virtue of her marri-

age to King Henry II of that country. She introduced the 

practices of the Italian courts to the French nobility; 

but, more important than that, she was responsible for what 

most dance historians consider the first ballet. Catherine 

de Medici commissioned her valet de chambre, the Italian 

violinist and dancing master Balthasar de Beaujoyeux, to 

produce a ballet to celebrate the betrothal of the Due de 

Joyeuse and Margaret of Lorraine, the sister of the Queen.l 

The production which resulted was Beaujoyeux's famous 

Ballet Comigue de la Reine on October 15, 1581.2 

Beaujoyeux devised the dances and supervised the spectacle 

while he employed professional court musicians to compose 

the accompanying music, poetry, and songs. The theme of 

the production, that of Circe, the Greek enchantress, 

represented the first attempt to confine a spectacular 

entertainment to one dramatic theme. Although the splendor 

of the performance far exceeded any court entertainment 

that had been devised previously, the use of a single major 

1John Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance (New 
York: Tudor Publishing Company, 1963), p. 26. 

2verwer, A Guide to Ballet, p. 3. 
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artistic suec~ss o( th~ ~nd~avor.l 

Althouuh the Italians b~gan thtt art o( the ballt-t, 

th~ fr~nch with th~ lt-adt-rship o! d~ Mrdici r~!ined th~ 

urt. The printed account of Ut-aujoycux•s ballet was pro-

duct•d by the noyal Printrrs, Uallard, in 150:! and circulated 

t o o t h ~ r c o u r t s t h r o u u h u u t E u r o p " • \' n r i o u s c o u r t s v 1 " cJ 

w i t h '' o c h o t h e r i n t h r p r t• s r n t a t 1 o n o ( s i m 1 l n r tt n t r r t o i n -

m t• n t s o s n r r s u l t • 2 F r n n c r , h o w ., \• " r , r r o n i n r d t h ., u n d i s ,, u t r cJ 

c c n t c r t o r t h ~ d «' \' r 1 o p or n t o ( t h r b n I 1 r t • :\ 

Until the sttvrntrttnth century, nristocrntlc nmntr.urs 

continued to br thc only prr!or11crs o( bnllttt, nnd, hctwr.rn 

1509 nnd llllO, ttlghty hnllcts wr.rc Jlroduccd ot thr. court or 

llc n r y IV o ( F r n n c c • ·I til s s u c c c s so r, l. o u i s X I I I , n 1 so an 

~nthusiastlc pntron o( the hn1lct, coaposcd the auslc !or 

~cvr.rnl dance works and, In l61i, played a lr.ndino rolr. in 

t h c b n 1 l c t r n t i t I r. d L a n r 1 i ,. c r a n c s: d c H c n n u 1 t • It wns the 

S u n t\ i n g , I. o u i s X I \' , h ow r. \' c r , w h o c h n n gr. d t h c n n t u r c o C 

11\rnus, ttistory o( tlnnce in ,\rt nnd Educntion, 
"p. ; o-; 1 • 

., 
... Pcruglnl, ,, flagrant o( thr tlqncr and Hnllct, 

pp. 55-56. 

p. ; 1 • 
3". nrnus, fflstor)' o( llgncc in ,\rt nnd Education, 

·l P c r u o i n i , ,\ P n 9 c a n t o C t h e 0 n n c c n n d n n 1 1 t~ t , 
p. 301 . 
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ballet from amateur to pro!essiona1. 1 lfaving begun his own 

career at the age of thirteen with a performance in the 

ballet ~asgue of Cassandra, Louis XIV was an excellent 

dancer who delighted in performing and took daily lessons 

from his dancing master, Pierre Heouchamps. In 1661, 

realizing that this art form could be developed to a greater 

degree than obtained at that time, he asked Beouchamps to 

formulate rules for ballet. In so doing, Benuchamps estnb-

lished the basic positions upon which bnllet technique is 

structurcd.2 

Louis XIV, in 1661, established the Academic Royale 

de Oqnsc in order to provide n place for professional in-

struction in the donee. Although it was comprised of 

thirteen of the most experienced dancing masters of the 

period, the Academy apparently did not function effectively 

until it was combined with the Academic Royale de Music, in 

1672, under the directorship of Jean-Baptiste Lully, who 

capitalized upon this union and popularized the Opera

Ballet.3 Two years later, the Royal Academy of Music and 

Dance was given the usc of the theatre in the Palais Royal, 

1Krous, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 75. 

3Perugini, A Pageant of the Dance and Ballet, 
pp. 100-101, 302. 
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a move which resulted in two major effects upon the ballet 

as a professional art. First, with respect to his appear

ance, the dancer was concerned only with the view from the 

audience, and, as a result, the turnout characteristic of 

ballet became more pronounced. Second, the performers, 

having an elevated stage, were separated markedly from their 

audiences. Performances, therefore, became more and more 

the prerogative of the professional dancers who were trained 

at the Royal Academy and who had developed a higher level of 

skill than that of the amateur performers of the nobility.! 

During the second half of the seventeenth century, 

women dancers appeared for the first time in ballet. In 

1681, Lully persuaded some of the greatest ladies of the 

court to appear in his Le Triomphe de !'Amour. Among these 

were the Dauphiness, the Princess de Conti, and a Madmoiselle 

La Fontaine who was the first premi~re danseuse of the 

Academic Royale.2 

Under the directorship of Lully, the ballet became 

increasingly professional. The five positions of the feet 

and the twelve positions of the arms, which were established 

by Beauchamps, served as focal points around which a wide 

!Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 76. 

2Perugini, A Pageant of the Dance and Ballet, 
p. 302. 
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variety of steps and movements were developed and named. 

These techniques served as the basis of the professional 

performer's education in the ballet.l 

At the turn of the eighteenth century, another 

important innovation in the ballet occurred--the develop

ment of a pattern with respect to the role of the sexes in 

the dance. The lending producers of the dance were men, 

such as Lully and Beauchamps, while the star performers in 

the ballet were women. The two mo~t famous female stars of 

the period were Marie Camargo, famous for her elevation and 

her execution of entrechots, and Marie Salle, who brought 

dramatic realism and n natural expressiveness to her art.2 

Both women initiated costume changes which allowed greater 

freedom to the dancers than did the stiffly hooped, heavily 

panniered, floor length skirts, the elaborate headdresses, 

and the masks which were the wearing apparel in the eighteenth 

century.3 Camargo adopted a shorter skirt which enabled her 

audiences to view her "ingenious improvisations." In addi

tion, she adopted a soft undergarment and soft slippers. 

Salle's contribution to the costume changes of the eighteenth 

llJLU!.. 

2Kraus, History of Oancc in Art and Education, 
p. 78. 
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century was the introduction of flowing draperies after the 

fashion of Greek sculpture.! 

Professional dancers educated in Paris during the 

eighteenth century began to travel throughout Europe and 

performed at the various courts or, in some instances, 

founded their own ballet schools and companies. Hulers 

throughout Europe built Hoyol Opera Houses and Theatres 

which, in turn, established ballet companies in permanent 

residencies with guaranteed continuity and protection.2 

Although the companies hod the protection of the Royalty, 

this security stalemated the creative development of the 

ballet for several decodes until Jean Georges Noverre pro

posed reforms in the art. 3 

Novcrre, born in 1727, was a French dancer, teacher, 

nod choreographer " ... whose time put him in such ill 

humor, and who was not ofrnid to confess, • I'm sick to 

death of passe-pieds nnd minuets.' "4 Instigating a complete 

reform of the art, Noverre visualized ballet not os o mere 

ll!?.!J!. 

2Agnes DeMille, The Rook of the Dance (New York: 
Golden Press, 1963), pp. 90-91. 

3Kraus, lfistory of l>ance in ,\rt and Education, 
p. 80. 

4Ferdinondo Reyna, A Concise History of Ballet 
(New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1965), p. 60. 
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display of technical virtuosity but rather, as a dance form 

with dramatic quality. He advocated a return to nature as 

a source ot inspiration. Noverre was responsible tor the 

ballet d'gction in which the dance promoted and enhanced the 

dramatic theme.l IUs book, l.ettrf's sur lo Ugnse, published 

in 1760, made his ideas, which were revolutionary in his 
•) 

time, available on a widespread basis.~ Although he hod 

several critics, he nlso hod mnny followers who slowly 

spread the principles of the ballet d'nction.3 

During the French Revolution, ballet wns temporarily 

suspended in !nvor of patriotic spectocles.4 following the 

Revolution, however, classicism was revived; costumes become 

simpler nnd sandal-like slippers replaced the satin shoe. 

Perhaps more important thon the chanqc in footwear wos the 

contribution of costume designer Maillot who introduced 

close-fitting tights which arc still on essential port of 
t! 

th~ dancer's costume.~ 

1 K r n u s , ft i s t o r )' o C n a n c e i n ,, r t o n d Ed u c o t 1 o n , 
p. 81 • 

2Reyna, ,\Concise History of Ballet, p. 62. 

3 ~~ n r t i n , .J o h ., ~ a r t 1 n ' s R o o k o f t h c 0 a n c e , p • 3 3 • 

41f\raus, ffistory of the llance in Art and Education, 
p. 83. 

Svcrwer, Guide to the Ballet, p. 11. 
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Romanticism, a literary rebellion against the rigid 

forms established by academic schools, prevailed throughout 

Europe from 1815 through 1635. 1 This movement brought with 

it the ethereal ballets, or ballets blancs, which featured 

supernatural creatures and their conquests over earth beings. 2 

During this period, the feminine charms of women were empha-

sized also; while the male dancers were pushed into the 

background, the ballerinas were admired and worshiped. This 

was the era of such extraordinary ballerinas as Marie 

Taglioni, Fanny Eissler, Fanny Cerito, Carlotta Grisi, and 

Lucile Grahn. Little attention was given to the great 

choreographers--Jean Coralli, Jules Perrot, and Arthur 

Saint-Leon--who designed the dances which made these bal

lerinas famous.3 

By the middle of the nineteenth century, interest in 

the ballet began to decline throughout the western world. 

Perhaps the absence of the great male dancer from the stage 

during this period was a major factor in this decline. The 

typical ballet of the day was based upon a classical myth 

or a fairy tale in which the entire performance was focused 

lKraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 85. 

2Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, 
pp. 34-35. 

3verwer, Guide to the Ballet, pp. 20-21. 
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upon the technical proficiency and beauty of the ballerina.l

The appreciation of the audience declined, and, by the 

beginning of the twentieth century, ballet had fallen to a 

very low ebb indeed 2--except in Czarist Russia. 

The first bal let seen at the Russian Court was 

produced for the Czar Alexis in 1675.3 The Russian ballet

was not founded, however, until 1735 when the Empress Anne 

established an academy at St. Petersburg and imported a 

Frenchman, Jean Baptiste Lande, as Ballet Master.4 A few

years later he was placed in charge of the Imperial School 

for which, through the years that followed, the finest 

ballet masters were imported from Italy and France to 

insure that the Russian ballet would be the most splendid 

in the world.5

Outstanding among the foreign Ballet Masters was 

Charles Louis Didelot, an extraordinary French dancer, 

choreographer, and teacher. Brought to the court as Ballet 

Master of the Imperial Theatre in 1801 by the Czar Paul, 

1Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 39.

2Ted Shawn, Dance We Must (London: Dennis Dobson, 
Ltd., 1946), p. 22. 

3rerugini, A Pageant of the Dance and Ballet, 
p. 302.

5Martin, John Martin• s Book of the Dance, p. 40. 



- 19 -

Didelot choreographed over fifty ballets for the St. 

Petersburg school.1

During the latter half of the nineteenth century, 

ballet declined in France but reached new heights in Russ'ia. 

Much of this success was attributed to Jules Perrot, who 

arrived from France in 1848; Joseph Mazilier, also a French

man who came to Russia in 1851; Marius Petipa, who became 

an instructor at the Imperial School in 1854; and a nativ'e 

Russian, Lev Ivanov. The undisputed master of the ballet 

during this time, however, was Petipa. He produced approxi

mately sixty ballets from 1862 through 1903 during which 

time he was chief choreographer of the Imperial Ballet.2

Under the influence of Petipa, who felt that the 

function of the ballet was to display the technical mastery 

of the body, stage machinery disappeared. Petipa is ac-

credited for the growth of the ballet in Russia to its 

cherished classic style. Under his tutelage, the ballerina 

was promoted to a position of elegance.3 He also developed

the form of the full-length ballet which consisted of four 

or five acts--a practice which has prevailed throughout the 

p. 9 2.
1Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education,

. ) '"Verwer, Guide to the Ballet, p. 55. 

3Ibid., p. 57. 
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years. He established, in addition, the structure for the 

pas de deux and worked closely with his composers, designfrs, 

and writers in the coordination of all of his creations. 

While demanding a coordinated entity, Petipa, nevertheless, 

maintained that the choreography of the ballets should take 

precedence over each of the supporting arts.1 Many of 

Petipa's ballets remain today in the repertoire of leading 

ballet companies throughout the world. 

The revival of the importance of the male dancer· 

in ballet is also credited to Russia. Under the expert' 

guidance of Christian Johannson, a Swede, and Enrico 

Cecchetti, an Italian, the technical ability of the male 

dancer improved remarkably during the late nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries. Vaslav Nijinsky, a student of 

Cecchetti, was acclaimed as the single most influential 

male dancer of the period. DeMille, in her Book of the 

Dance, writes of his phenomenal elevation and the fact that 

he was able to pause in the air before he returned to earth; 

also of the fact that he executed a flawless entrechat: 

douze--a feat which still remains to be matched.3

p. 95.

1DeMille, The Book of the Dance, p. 116.

2Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 

3DeMille, The Book of the Dance, p. 149.
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Russia dominated the world of ballet from 1885 

through 1914. During this time, two main branches of 

Russian ballet matured--the Marinsky Theatre (1869) at 

St. Petersburg, presently known as the Kirov State Academic 

Theatre of Opera and Ballet at Leningrad, which stressed 

quietness, restraint, musicality, and body line, and, ip 

contrast, the Bolshoi Ballet Theatre (1776) in Moscow, 

which stressed athleticism, acrobatic feats, vigor, and 

endurance. By the end of the nineteenth century, the 

exponents of the Russian ballet schools excelled in 

virtuosity but, according to DeMille, lacked " . . . one 

essential necessary to the growth of an art--free imagina

tion. 111 This paucity of free imagination prompted Michel

Fokine and Serge Diaghilev to make radical reforms in the 

ballet.2 

Fokine, a product of the Imperial School of Ballet 

and the Marinsky Theatre Ballet Company in St. Petersburg� 

early in his career became disillusioned by the sterility 

and the rigidity of the ballet in Russia.3 He maintained

that a ballet dancer should be individually outstanding 

11.!!ls!., p. I 76.

2Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education,
p. 1 70.
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while playing his role as a member of the group. He main� 

tained also that ballet is more than ballet dancing, " 

it is music, dancing, drama, painting--four equal partners'. 

making up one whole."1 His writings in 1904 established

the basic philosophy for the modern ballet: 

1. The dancing shall be composed in a manner cor
responding to the subject and must express the
period and ethnographical character.

2. Dance and mime shall be employed only in expres�
sion of the theme and not as a mere visual
entertainment.

3. Gesture shall partake of the whole body, con
ventional gesture of the hands to be employed
only when required by the style of the ballet.

4. Expressiveness shall reside in every part of the
choreographic design.

5. In the arts associated with ballet, perfect
freedom shall be allowed to the composer and
decorator. The music need not be a simple
accompaniment to the dancer's movement; every
kind of good music shall be permissible so long
as it is good and expressive. Finally, it is
not imperative that the dancer be costumed in
the traditional ballet skirts.2

Fokine's ideas were somewhat ignored until Serge Diaghilev, 

perhaps the greatest impresario that the ballet has ever 

known, translated the ideas of the young dance artist into 

practice. 

In 1909, Diaghilev organized a company comprised 

of great composers, painters, poets, and dancers which 

1Arnold L. Haskell, The Wonderful World of Dance
(New York: Doubleday Company, 1969), p. 59. 

2cyril Beaumont, Short History of Ballet (London: 
Wyman and Sons, Ltd., 1933), p. 34. 
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dazzled audiences throughout western Europe and South 

America for the next twenty years. As collaborators in 

the Ballet Russe, Diaghilev encouraged such choreographers· 

as Michel Fokine, Vaslav Nijinsky, Leonide Massine, and 

George Balanchine; such painters as Leon Bakst and Pablo 

Picasso; such composers as Igor Stravinsky and Rimsky

Korsakov; and such dancers as Thamar Karsavina, Anna 

Pavlova, Vaslav Nijinsky, Adolph Bolm, Mikhail Mordkin, 

Alexandra Danilova, and the English ballerina Alicia 

Markova. Diaghilev died in 1929 after having brought to 

the western stages Russian music, painting, and dancing. 

His dancers subsequently settled throughout Europe and 

the United States and became advisors, master teachers, and/ 

or directors of their own companies, thereby continuing to 

educate dancers in the Russian tradition.1

In the same year as the death of Diaghilev, 1929, 

England began to emerge as a force in the world of ballet. 

The Camargo Society produced a series of concerts featuring 

choreography by Marie Rambert, Ninette de Valois, and 

Frederick Ashton. The Society was unsuccessful as an 

organization, but these three choreographers later became 

dominant figures in the development of ballet in England.2

1verwer, Guide to the Ballet, pp. 82-87.

2DeMille, The Book of the Dance, p. 176.
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English audiences welcomed and responded appreciatively 
.,, f \ -� 

:, ·J, ' 1 

to the foreign artists of the ballet as evidenced by the .. J 
f> \::;,

success of the Diaghilev Company, the Pavlova Company, the,3l., 

;:t���tCecchetti Society, and Madame Adeline Genee, a Danish 

ballerina.1 . �,I
i 

Ballet was slow in developing as an art for� 

in England, however, because of ,the disinterest of the 

English in becoming performers during the early part of 

the twentieth century.2 

Marie Rambert, a former student of Cecchetti, 

believed that among the British youth was ballet material 

equal to the youth of other countries. 

and a small theatre in an old church vestry, and this groupt 

with a long range plan and daily discipline, proved to be ) �. 
. 

\ ,t�::f: 

the turning point in the lives of talented English dancer.s.l 
f(, tt 

Rambert formed the Ballet Club for the sole purpose of 

developing English choreographers and dancers, and there 

she introduced the works of such personalities as Frederick 
,;:-. 

Ashton and Anthony Tudor. She also provided a stage for_lhe 

developing ballerina, Ali�ia Markova. 

into the Ballet Rambert and has made extensive tours 

1Perugini, A Pageant of the Dance and Ballet,
pp. 307-308.

2verwer, Guide to the Ballet, p. 107.
3DeMille, The Book of the Dance, p. 176.
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throughout the world. In 1962, Marie Rambert was created 

a Dame of the British Empire in recognition of her out

standing contributions to the ballet.1

Ninette de Valois was responsible for the develgp�0 

ment of the Royal Ballet of England.2 Originally a

Diaghilev dancer, she opened her own school in London in 

1926.3 De Valois and her dancers were employed by Lilian.

Baylis, Director of the Old Vic and the Sadler's Wells 

Theatre, to present incidental ballet interludes at both of. 

these theatres. The group of dancers was known as the Vi2-
, 

Wells Ballet, but when the Old Vic was no longer on its 

schedule, the organization became the Sadler's Wells Ballet-

residing at the theatre. There the company grew and even

tually produced full-length ballets. Following the bombing 

of the Sadler's Wells Theatre during World War II, the 

company moved into central London and presented nightly 

performances throughout the seige of the city. These 

courageous performances gave the company the prestige which 

led to its establishment at the Royal Opera House, Covent 

Garden, and brought it favor from the Crown which led 

1Ibid.

2Ibid., p. 177.

3cyril Swinson, Guidebook to the Ballet (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1958), p. 152. 
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::;::::� l: h :: t ::: d c::

p

:::�: ::::::::ht:;• :•Y• I Ballet t :i,

The chief choreographer for de Valois was Fredefi€k., 
''4' i1 �. 

:>··f··· �;:{ 

Ashton who succeeded her as Director of the Royal Balle't:'i'� 
·-�) < !, �i:: 

upon h er re t i rem e n t i n 1 9 6 3 • A sh t on i s c om p a red w i t h Ge o f;iJe

Balanchine in his accomplishments as a choreographer.2

The major bapet company in England, the Royal Ballet ha's,\
,; ( 
·"'1,1 

produced the "super ballerina," Dame Margot Fonteyn, an�1 

., 

provided choreographic outlets for such dance personalitifs 
,f 

as John Cranko and Kenneth MacMillan.3 � -· 

The production of The Black Crook in 1866 is 

credited with being the first to include a ballet conceived 

and presented in the United States. Its major atttaction, 
�:, 

<1, 
however, was in its spectacle and in the scantiness of thi 

dress of the women rather than in the quality of the danci_ng •· 

It did, in a small way, provide an incentive to the apprecia-
-,I" }' 

tion of the art in this country as it was the forerunner 00 f 

series of similar productions throughout the United Stale:.4 

1Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 116.

2Ibid., p. 117. 

3DeMille, The Book of the Dance, p. 179.

4Lincoln Kirstein, Dance; A Short History of 
Classical Theatrical Dancing (Brooklyn: Dance Horizons, 
1942), pp. 346-47. 

a 
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Although many foreign artists of the ballet 

appeared and were well received on concert stages in 

United States, this nation did not become the focal poi 

of balletic activity until after the first world war.1 

Anna Pavlova began a series of American tours in 1910, 
. i' 

Diaghilev's Ballet Russe made its first visit to the Unit�d 

States in 1916; but there were many barren years with 

respect to real progress in the art.2 Many Russian emi'gres 
/\ ;}' 

settled in the United States after the war, and,althouefh ihe 
7�:{ 

Ru s s i a n i n fl u e n c e w a s rec o g n i z a b 1 e , th e s e a rt i s t s co n t ri-

b u t e d immeasurably toward the emergence of a ballet which 

was distinctly American. Michel Fokine came to New York 

City to live in 1922 and made an appearance on the stage 
s'l 

with a number of his students. Two years later he appear�d 

again, this time with his own company, at the Metropolitan 

Opera House. Adolph Bolm, a former Diaghilev dancer, and 

Mikhail Mordkin, Pavlova's former partner, came to live and 

work in the United States in the early twenties.3 The 

leadership and influence of these two artists have been 

felt throughout the American movement in ballet. The tour 

1walter Sorrell, The Dance Through the Ages (New
York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1967), p. 215. 

2Reyna, A Concise History of the Ballet, p. 213.
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of the Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo in 1932, with Leonide 

Massine as chief choreographer and Alexandra Danilova as 

leading ballerina, under the direction of the impresario 

Sol Hurok, served to reawaken interest in the ballet. 

George Balanchine and Lincoln Kirstein were to provide 

foundation, however, for the development of ballet as an 

art form in America.1 

Kirstein and Balanchine opened the School of 

American Ballet in New York City in 1934. Their idea was 

to develop a school and a performing company simultaneously'; 

The premi�re performance of the company, in March of 1935, 

met with mildly negative reactions. The main objection 

was that Balanchine, a Russian, was not an appropriate 

choice for the director of the company if the main purpose 

of this endeavor was to develop an American style of ballet� 

Following an unsuccessful tour, the company and its chore

ographer became the resident company of the Metropolitan 

Opera. This venture, too, was unsuccessful, and Balanchine' 

left the Metropolitan Opera in 1938. He turned then to the 

Broadway stage and to the motion pictures for his liveli

hood.2 

1Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education,
p. 182.
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In 1939, Kirstein organized Ballet Caravan in still. 
'

another attempt to develop ballet as an art indigenous to 

the United States of America. Although the company lasted 
' 

. 

only slightly longer than one year, Kirstein' s purpose wa.s 

achieved as he presented works which dealt with American 

themes, choreographed by Lew Christensen, William Dollar, 

and Eugene Loring. Following World War II, Kirstein formed 

another company in conjunction with George Balanchine--The 

Ballet Society--a membership organization which presented 

works of such American choreographers as Merce Cunningham 

and Todd Bolender. Two years later, in 1948, Ballet Society, 

under the title of the New York City Ballet, became asso

ciated with the New York City Center of Music and Drama. 

It has since grown to become· one of the world's foremost 

ballet companies.1

Under the artistic direction of George Balanchine, .. · 

" the performing style of the New York City Ballet is 

crisp, precise, brilliant, and impersonal." 

to Balanchine's philosophy, Reyna adds that "  

With respect 
,. ,_ 

. . he 

belongs to a school of thought that is now common in the .. 

field of the modern dance; the school that believes that the 

subject matter of dance is dancing. 112 Balanchine, according

1.1.!2.i.9,., p. 183.

2Reyna, A Concise iii story of the Ballet, p. 217.
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to Reyna, forms the link between modern dance and the 

ballet in the United States. His approach to ballet is 

almost purely musical, and he has set his ballets to the 

scores of some of the greatest composers. Through the 

years, his choreography has favored the ballerina, and h� 

has developed some of the best. Included on this list of 

distinguished ballerinas are Melissa Hayden, Maria Tal_Ictiief, 

Allegra Kent, and Diana Adams. Three outstanding male. 

dancers have also developed within the New York City 

Ballet--Jacques D'Amboise, Edward Villella, and Arthur 

Mitchell,1 who is the co-subject of this study.

While the New York City Ballet was developing under 

its Russian Director, various American ballet personalities 

began to emerge in their own right. In Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, in 1935, Catherine Littlefield founded the 

Littlefield Ballet, the forerunner of the Philadelphia 

Ballet.2 Ruth Page, another American-born dancer and chore

ographer, danced on leading stages in the United States and 

abroad and formed, with Bentley Stone, the Page-Stone Ballet 

Company in 1938. She choreographed some of the first 

ballets based upon American folklore, among which Frankie 

11.!li!!,, pp. 216-17.

2Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 190.
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and Johnny was the most popular.! Lew Christensen, a native 

of Brigham City, Utah, contributed much to the development 

of regional interest in the ballet after having served as 

Ballet Master for the Ballet Caravan from 1936 to 1940. 

During this period, he choreographed a number of ballets 

with American themes including Filling Station and Pocahontas. 

He later moved to San Francisco, California, and joined the 

San Francisco Ballet of which he became the Director in 

1951.2 Eugene Loring, with his Billy the Kid in 1938, and 

Agnes DeMille, with her Rodeo in 1942, Oklahoma in 1943, and 

Fall River Legend in 1948, are two other choreographers who 

have used American folklore and ideas as thematic sources 

for their ballets.3 

The second major ballet company in the United States 

is the American Ballet Theatre. According to Verwer, it is 

more "typically American" than the New York City Ballet 

because over the years it has " •.• mirrored American life 

in the art of ballet in a highly dramatic manner."4 The 

company was founded in 1939 and, under the expert leadership 

lsorrell, The Dance Through the Ages, p. 215. 

2Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
pp. 191-92. 

3ve rwe r, Guide to the Ba 11 e t, p. 115. 

4rbid., p. 112. 
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of Lucia Chase and Oliver Smith, it has acquired �n �clectic 

repertory. While preserving the classics, Ballet Th'eatre 

granted opportunities to new choreographers also. F�mous 

choreographers who have been especially successful in their 
"·::i,f,},· 

works presented by the American Ballet Theatre are �nthony 

Tudor, Jerome Robbins, Michael Kidd, and Agnes DeMille. In 

its peak period, American Ballet Theatre has developed such 

dancers as Alicia Alonso, Nora Kaye, Lupe Serrano, and 

Royes Fernandez.I 

American Ballet Theatre has been harassed from time 

to time by near financial disaster and the lack of a per

manent home. With the opening of the new John Fitzgerald 

Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, D. c.,

on October 8, 1971, the problem of a permanent home for the 

organization was solved.2 The American Ballet Theatre 

became the official resident company of the new Center 

with its first performance in the Opera House on September 

11, 1971.3

The dance personalities in the American Ballet 

Theatre are as eclectic as its repertoire. The company has 

1Reyna, A Concise History of the Ballet, pp. 214-45.

2winfred Blevins, "ABT Finds Home," Los Angeles
Herald-Examiner, September 13, 1971. 

p. 6.

30Presstime News," Dance Magazine, August, 1971,
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attracted many foreign stars throughout the years including 

Erick Bruhn, the great Danish dancer who announced his 

retirement during American Ballet Theatre's winter season 

in 197 2 ,l Among the current stars are Niels Kehlet of the 

Royal Danish Ballet, who dances Bruhn's roles; 2 Ivan Nagy, 

a Hungarian who has been with American Ballet Theatre since 

l9b8;3 and Natalie Makarova, the Russian ballerina who 

defected to the United States.4 Like the New York City

Ballet, the American Ballet Theatre has only one black 

dancer in its company--Keith Lee. Lee, recently promoted 

to soloist and listed among the stars, dances leading roles 

in such ballets as Petrouchka, The Riyer, and The Traitor.5

The fact that the two major ballet companies in 

the United States each have only one black performer is 

representative of the difficulty which the black dancer 

has experienced whenever he has attempted to perform the 

p. 5.
111Presstime News," Dance Magazine, February, 1972,

2Ibid., p. 4.

301ga Maynard, "Ivan Nagy: Albrecht and Others,"
Dance Magazine, September, 1971, p. 46. 

4William Como, "American Ballet Theatre, A Wish to
Cheri sh and a W i 1 1 t o Exp 1 ore , " Dance Mag a z i n e , September, 
1971, p. 26. 

5Leonore Lynne Fauley Emery, "Black Dance in the
U. S., From 1619 to 1970" (unpublished Doctor of Philosophy
dissertation, University of Southern California, December,
1970), p. 267.
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so-called "white ballet." His early attempts atperforming 

balletic movements were negated by the critics wbo ~layed 

influential roles in shaping the responses of predominately 

white audiences. Ballet was not considered "natural" for 

the black performers, and this stereotyped opiniori,'has 
i:f 

prevailed through the years. 1 The plight of the blatk 

d a n c e r i n b a 11 e t w i 1 1 be d i s c u s sed fur t h e r i n C h a p:'f er I I I 

of this dissertation. 

According to Reyna, the twentieth century bro~ght 
,.,,,_, 

w i t h i t a m o s t s t r i k i n g a r t i s t i c p h e n om e n o n-- " T h e ,red i s-

covery of dance. " 2 Both Diaghilev and Isadora Duncan, the 

pioneer of modern dance, exerted their separate influences--

Diaghilev toward innovations in ballet and Duncan toward 

freedom of expression. The disciples of Diaghilev and 

Pavlova, who traveled throughout the western world, were 

largely responsible for the success of ballet in many 

countries. Reyna explains the diversity of ballet in dif-

ferent countries when he writes: "Ballet is an art as 

various and as constantly changing as life itself, and 

after the ages of Noverre and Blasis the twentieth century 

has undoubtedly been the most fertile in invention.,"3 

!Reyna, A Concise History of the Ballet, p. 221. 

2programme, "The American Ballet Theatre," Los 
Angeles Music Center, Los Angeles, California, Febru~ry 21, 
1972. 

3Reyna, A Concise History of the Ballet, p. 224. 
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Ballet has grown to such a status in many countries that 

ballet companies are awarded Royal and National standing 

and are official representatives of the Crown or the :h.ead 
,, . ~ 

of the government. Although all ballet is based upon the 

same classical tradition, each company from each country 

has a distinct character of its own. This character is 

" . shaped by national history, climate, customs, and 
l 'i, 

temperament."! The contemporary companies which exist 

throughout the western world are far too numerous for dis-

cussion within the scope of this study. Those seen fre-

quently in performances throughout the United States have 

been the Kirov Ballet of Leningrad and the Bolshoi Ballet 

of Moscow, the Royal Ballet of England, The Royal Winnipeg 

Ballet of Canada, and the Royal Danish Ballet. These 

companies are founded upon the classic tradition. There 

are other ballet companies rooted in folk or ethnic tradi-

tion such as the Moiseyev Dance Company of Russia, the 

Hungarian National Ballet, and the Ballet Folklorico of 

Mexico.2 In addition, a new type of foreign ballet company 

has come to the American stage--the ultra-modern ballet 

company such as Maurice Bejart's Ballet of the 20th Century3 

2Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 210. 

3Norma McLain Stoop, "Mudra: Maurice Bej art's 
Gesture," Dance Magazine, November, 1971, p. 30. 
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and the Stuttgart Ballet under the direction of John Cranko. 

Although these foreign groups are no longer necessary to 

inspire the audiences of the United States and to k~ep the 

native talent alive, they do offer the American companies a 

basis for contrast or comparison with respect to choreo

graphic works and artistic styles.l 

By 1950 it was obvious that ballet in the United 

States had grown far beyond the illusionary stage. Native 

choreographers who used indigenous American themes were on 

the scene; schools with high standards were established for 

the training of American dancers; and a vitally interested 

American audience existed which offered hope for financial 

security.2 

During the ensuing years, New York City became the 

center for ballet activity. The city has served as home 

base for the New York City Ballet, unquestionably the 

highest ranking company in the United States; for the Ameri

can Ballet Theatre, until September of 1971; for the City 

Center Joffrey Ballet, the resident company of the New York 

City Center of Music and Drama; for Jerome Robbins' Ballet 

U.S.A., activated on special occasions for performances; 

!Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 209. 

2Ibid., p. 193. 
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for the Harkness Ballet, in operation until the summer of 

1970; and, more recently, for the Dance Theatre of'Harlem, 

Arthur Mitchell's company of black classical dancer~~ The 

stages in New York City, in addition, have been open con

tinuously to performances by foreign companies. This 

national interest in the ballet has given rise to several 

other major ballet companies throughout the United States. 

Among these are the Boston Ballet, the National Ballet of 

Washington, D.C., the Houston Ballet Foundation, the San 

Francisco Ballet, the Pennsylvania Ballet, and the Chicago 

Opera Ballet. 1 

The present status of ballet in the United States 

cannot be attributed wholly to the success of major com-

panies. There exists also what Kraus labels " •.. a 

uniquely American phenomenon--the development of a far-flung 

network of highly successful regional ballet companies."2 

Non-professional ballet companies comprised of directors 

and non-salaried dancers are called regional companies.3 

A large number of these companies also use the word "civic" 

in their titles. This does not imply financial support 

from the city, but rather, that the company serves the 

city.4 For the most part, these companies are financed by 

1~., pp. 205-06. 2Ibid., p. 206. 3 Ibid. 

4Anatole Chuj oy and P. W. Manchester, The Dance 
Encyclopedia (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1967), p. 504. 
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community organizations comprised of persons interested in 

the arts and willing to contribute their services. The 

majority of the dancers in regional ballet companies are 

teenagers and are attached to a particular school of ballet. 

The company performs locally and/or regionally and provides 

performing opportunities for local dancers while spreading 

interest in the ballet throughout their respective regions. 1 

The formation of the Atlanta Civic Ballet in 1929 

marked the beginning of the regional ballet movement. Since 

then, over 200 such groups have emerged throughout the 

country.2 The first regional ballet festival was held in 

Atlanta, Georgia, in 1956. Five regional companies partici-

pated, and the Southeastern Regional Ballet Festival was 

formed. Three other regional associations were established 

during the years which followed. The Festivals represent a 

climax to the activities engaged in by the separate companies 

throughout the year and culminate in a public performance 

presenting works which were selected by a panel of experts 

who have judged all productions presented by each of the 

participating companies.3 

!Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 206. 

2Doris Hering, "Dance and Decentralization," Dance 
Magazine, December, 1965, p. 129. 

3Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 208. 
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Regional ballet companies have many and varied 

goals. Two goals which seem to be universal with the 

companies are: (1) to provide a medium of expression for 

regional choreographers, designers, musicians, and dancers; 

and (2) to stimulate interest in and support of ballet per

formances and schools of ballet.! The latter goal is per-

haps the most important contribution of the regional ballet 

to the status of dance as a performing art today. According 

to Kraus, "The growth of larger professional companies 

around the United States must in large measure be supported 

by the existence of knowledgeable and enthusiastic audiences, 

young and old, throughout the country ... 2 And thus the art 

of the ballet, which evolved from the peasant heritage of 

the people and was dominated by the nobility during the 

Renaissance Period, has again returned to the people. In 

the twentieth century, ballet exists for all. 

An Overview of Modern Dance 
as a Fine Art 

Archeologists affirm that primitive man leapt when 

he was happy, beat his breast and tore his hair when he was 

sad, and stretched his hands to heaven or bowed to the 

looris Hering, "Framework of a Regional Ballet," 
Dance Magazine, October, 1958, p. 49. 

2Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
p. 209. 
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earth when he was thankful. 1 Such was the origin of the 

art of modern dance, a form which is concerned 'specifically 

with the communication of emotions, ideas, and fee,lings 

through rhythmic movement.2 

The dances of primitive man were performed originally 

to express his reactions to natural phenomena, reactions 

which eventually evolved into religious beliefs., Later, he 

began to mime various aspects of his life and environment--

his quest for food, love, war, and his wonder at the ever

present spectacle of nature.3 In all stages of primitive 

civilization, there is evidence that representation played 

an important role in dancing--especially in pageants of war, 

the hunt, fertility, and in the enactment of sacrificial 

rites. These types of dances were based upon anticipating 

the event, desiring the end, and forcing that end to occur.4 

Primitive mime dancing is believed to be practiced 

today among some groups in the same manner as in the begin-

ning of civilization. This is especially true among some of 

lJ. G. Marash, Mime in Class and Theatre (London: 
George G. Harrap and Co., Ltd., 1950), pp. 9-10. 

2Margery Turner, Modern Dance for High School and 
College (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 
1959), p. 1. 

3M a rash , Mime in C 1 a s s and The at r e , p . 1 0. 

4Haskell, The Wonderful World of Dance, p. 10. 
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the Indian tribes of North America, some of the African and 

Australian tribes, and a number of the various ethnic groups 

in the South Sea Islands. The Aborigines of Austral(a~ in 

the dance of the Emu, reproduce faithfully the movements of 

the bird. In their snake dance, they also link their 

bodies together, painted to resemble the reptile, and 

seemingly reproduce its sinuous movement in a shuffling, 

undulating line. 1 

Primitive man, constantly alert to his existing 

environment, learned by experiences. He recognized that 

there were certain frightening events in his life beyond 

his control and that among these were the wr~th of natural 

environmental forces and the phenomenon of death which were 

attributed to the "spirits." He pursued the only logical 

course--that of offering something to appease those spirits. 

Rituals and sacrifices were innovated, therefore, and primi

tive man "mimed for magic." 2 He developed ritualistic 

dances for every event in his life as well as in the life 

of the community. He danced in times of peace and in times 

of war.3 

1 Marash, Mime in Class and Theatre, p. 10. 

2Haskell, The Wonderful World of Dance, pp. 18-20. 

3Ibid. 
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According to Sachs, the religious dances of primi

tive cultures " •.. gradually transformed the dance from 

an involuntary motor discharge, from a state of frenzied 

movement and a ceremonial rite, into a work of ait conscious 

of and intended for observation. " 1 The importa~ce of the 

r e 1 i g i o u s d a n c e t o t h e 1 i f e a n d we 1 fa r e of t h e, ~.tr i be p r e -

eluded random improvisation; it called, instead, for 

precise formulation and faithful adherence to t'radition. 

Each error was capable of reducing the possibility of 

receiving the favor sought. In most cases, therefore, 

instruction in the dance was given to insure perfection 

among the future dancers, leaders, and teachers.2 

Just as primitive man had his ritualistic and 

religious observances, so did the earliest civilizations 

which followed. The Ancient Egyptians used dance as their 

chief medium of religious expression.3 Their religion was 

based in mythology, and they were deeply concerned with 

death and resurrection. The Egyptians were probably the 

first, however, to organize mythology into any kind of 

system. The priesthood was the most powerful social class, 

and, in its efforts to make religion mysterious to the 

lsachs, World History of the Dance, p. 218. 

21.!li.Q.., p. 219. 

3shawn, Dance We Must, p. 16. 
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layman, the priests devised certain animal represeniations 

as the visible symbols of their deities. For example, the 

m o s t p o p u 1 a r o f t h e s e d e i t i e s , 0 s i r i s , be c a me a b u 1 1· ·. 

Transformations such as this one, together with the annual 

rise and fall of the River Nile, were the thematic sources 

for numerous dance-dramas.l 

One festival of the Egyptians which deserves mention 

here is in honor of the sacred bull, Apis. The animal was 

chosen with considerable care by the priest who knew the 

numerous qualifications to be fulfilled and signs by which 

it must be isolated. Following the selection of the choice 

bull, the animal was kept in a specially constructed stable-

temple where he was attended by forty nude virgins and fed 

with milk. When he was full-grown, at the time of a new 

moon, the bull was transported on a royal barge to the 

Apeum, which was his future home. Once there, his servants 

performed secret dances which portrayed in detail the 

adventures of Osiris whose living image the bull represented.2 

Concerning this festival, Broadbent states, "In their dance 

parades inside and outside the temple, the priests acted 

out the adventures and benefactions of Osiris in pantomime; 

lR. J. Broadbent, A History of Pantomime (New York: 
Benjamin Bloom, Inc., 1964), p. 26. 

2Lincoln Kirstein, Dance (New York: G. P. Putman's 
Sons, 1935), p. 13. 
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his mysterious birth, the games of his childhood, his love 

for his sister." 1 Many other festivals were held in honor 

of the gods or benefactors in which the joy of the people 

was expressed in the form of appropriate music, song, dance, 

and pantomime. Upon these small foundations, tragedies and 

comedies were built.2 

The Egyptians adhered to a definite cl~ss system 

and the members of the aristocracy enjoyed the services of 

selected professional dancers and acrobats for the purpose 

of entertainment. Separate from the temple dancers was a 

class of independent, professional performers; to these 

performers or to slaves, all secular dancing was relegated. 

Kraus attributes to the Ancient Egyptians the following 

influences upon the development of dance: 

1. The formal use of dance in religious practices. 
2. The use of dance as a popular courtly entertain

ment. 
3. The increased scope and variety of dance movements. 
4. The development of a professional class of dancers 

within the increasingly differentiated Egyptian 
social structure.3 

Greek dancing developed from the communal form of 

choral dance. As in primitive cultures, the Greeks used 

lsroadbent, A History of Pantomime, p. 40. 

3Kraus, History of Dance in Art and Education, 
pp. 31-32. 
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dance as a language of their various actions. They had 

dances for worship, war, and for everyday events in life. 

Unlike the Egyptians who regarded dancing as th~ privilege 

of priests and the entertainment of kings, the Greeks 

regarded dance as a necessity for the entire poptilace and 

encouraged its use as an exercise to gain harmony of mind 

and body.l To the Greeks, dancing was more than a show of 

skill, however, it was a way of life.2 Even the military 

danced--the Pyrrhic dances which date back to the Cretans 

were cultivated with particular zeal by the Spartans. The 

dances were variants of military pantomime which were 

altered according to the character of the performance but 

comprised primarily of genuine guarding and fighting move

ments. These dances were regarded as preparation for actual 

warfare and could be distinguished from gymnastics only by 

their artistic movements, rhythm, and musical accompani

ment.3 

In Greece drama flourished. In the great tragedies 

and comedies of the Fifth Century B.C., the choral dancers 

were all important. In the huge theatres the choral odes 

assisted· in the development of the themes of the drama, and, 

!Haskell, The Wonderful World of Dance, p. 24. 

2Ibid. 

3sachs, World History of the Dance, p. 239. 
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in conjunction with mime dances and gestures, __ the odes 

helped the spectators grasp the true meaning ~i the text. 1 

Although poetry was exalted by the Greeks, their major 

contribution was the creation of total theatr~; poetry, 

music, and dance were "inseparably imagined. "2 

According to Kirstein, "We study the hi'story of the 

Roman stage to show not a connection with dance,~ but a 

separation from it."3 It was the Romans, however, who 

developed the Greek pantomime into an independent branch 

of art. At first the pantomimic dances were accompanied 

by a singer, or by a chorus which chanted the development 

of the pantomimic plot. Later, this dancing evolved into 

dramatic action without words. The rise of popularity 

of the pantomime during the Roman Empire may be attributed 

to the fact that, within the Empire, there were many dif-

ferent spoken languages. The " ... need for universal 

communication" 4 is illustrated in the following anecdote. 

In the time of Nero, it is said that a foreigner 

from the house of Pontus had the good fortune of witnessing 

lMarash, Mime in Class and Theatre, p. 12. 

2Kirstein, Dance, p. 26. 

3 Ibid., p. 40. 

4Allardyce Nicoll, Masks, Mimes, and Miracles (New 
York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc., 1963), p. 147. 
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a pantomime while he visited the Emperor on business~ The 

pantomime was concerned with the story of the loves of 

Ares and Aphrodite. The chorus and musicians were ~idered 

t o o b s e r v e c om p 1 e t e s i 1 e n c e , 1 e a v i n g t h e p a n t om i m i s t "' f o 

his own resources. He so delighted the visitor that i~e 

latter requested this pantomimist as his departing g'ift. 

The visitor wished to use him as a kind of "minister 'of 

state" to communicate by means of gesticulations with his 

foreign neighbors.! 

One author, in his commentaries on Rome, describes 

the pantomime as "the art of interpretive dancing." 2 

Another states that some of the mimes in Rome were so 

skilled that they seemed to have a mouth at the end of 

each finger.3 The consensus is that pantomime is credited 

with being the universal means of communication between 

peoples speaking different languages and that the mimes-

often Greek slaves--were obliged to provide both entertain

ment and communication for their Roman masters. This dual 

purpose brought into focus two distinct types of mimes-

those whose purpose was to be serious and to evoke awe, 

and those whose purpose was to amuse. It was not unusual 

lsachs, World History of the Dance, pp. 247-48. 

2Nico11, Masks, Mimes, and Miracles, p. 131. 

3Marash, Mime in Class and Theatre, p. 12. 
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for the Greek slaves to be more intelligent .than the Roman 

warlords and the conquered leaders whom they.entertained. 

As performers, therefore, the mimes strove fdi clarity and 

simplicity in order to be understood by both host and guest.l 

This was no doubt the beginning of the high degree of re-

finement of the art of pantomime which occurred during the 

period of Roman supremacy. 

The successful pantomimist was a master of his mind 

and body. He was subject to continuous training and careful 

dieting. His body had to be forever pliable, elastic, and 

capable of executing graceful, elegant, and effeminate move-

ments because he often played female roles. The superbly 

qualified pantomimist was well-versed in such cultural sub

jects as history, music, art and philosophy. 2 

As the Romans cultivated the art of pantomime, the 

following developments were attributed to them: 

1. The establishment of a special school for the 
development of pantomime. 

2. The employment of scenic effects for background. 
3. The use of masks to distinguish certain characters. 
4. The application of the word "pantomime" to the 

actor as well as to the action itself. 
5. The use of the word "pantomime" to signify the 

method of the actor when it was confined to 
gesticulation.3 

1 .J o a n Laws on , M i me ( L o n d o n : S i r I s s a c P i t man a n d 
Sons, Ltd., 1957), p. 132. 

2Kirstein, Dance, pp. 49-51. 

3 "Pantomime," Encyclopedia Britannica, 28th ed., 
XV I I, 19 2. 
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The thematic sources for the Roman pantomimes, like 

those for Egyptian and Greek dancing, were also of a 

mythological nature. They were so well executed that the 

audiences had no trouble in following the story line with 

ease.l In retrospect, the major differences between the 

pantomime of the Romans and the later ballet d·'action of 

t h e We s t e r n d r a m a we r e t h a t , i n t h e 1 a t t e r , t he p a r t i c i p a n t s 

usually did not wear masks, and that the ballet d'action 

was accompanied by instrumental music only.2 

The fall of the Roman Empire and the progress 

of Christianity throughout Europe brought formal development 

of the art of pantomime to a halt. Though the pantomimists 

were banished from the kingdoms proper, they appeared at 

festivals whenever their services were desired. These 

wanderers were referred to by many names but, for the most 

part, they were called mummers or troubadours.3 

Following the fall of the Roman Empire, the 

history of the dance is closely related to the development 

of the Roman Catholic Church in Europe. Although the first 

Christians despised the rituals of the Greeks and Romans, 

many pagan dances were adapted for use in rites of worship. 

lsroadbent, A History of Pantomime, p. 62. 

2"Pantomime," Encyclopedia Britannica, p. 192. 

3sroadbent, A History of Pantomime, p. 74. 
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It was possible for these rites to be performed by one or 

many dancers and to be comprised of steps which varied from 

simple leaps to a complete round or procession. 1 Because 

of the paganistic rituals fostered by the Church, the art 

of the dance survived during the Dark Ages.2 

During the Middle Ages, a new attitude toward death 

prevailed. Unlike the Dark Ages when death was considered 

a release, the people of the Middle Ages regarded death as 

a prison. From this attitude emerged the danse macabre. 

Based upon the premise that all must ultimately join in 

the fatal Dance of Death, dances in conjunction with the 

danse macabre were performed in medieval churchyards. These 

dances were both for and against the dead and were comprised 

0 f ". boisterous, three-step hopping dances in a 

circle. u3 

With the coming of the Renaissance, history had 

made a full cycle with respect to the arts. Sorrell com-

ments that: 

European man felt as if he had rediscovered his own 
being. He found himself surrounded by an atmosphere 
in which he could not help but become creative ... 
Kings did a great deal for the arts and particularly 
for the dance. Thus we find the cradle of theatre 

1Haskell, The Wonderful World of Dance, p. 38. 

21.Ql.f!.., p. 39. 

3Ibid., p. 41. 
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dance in Italy, although it received its p6lished 
stylization and, later, its baroque beauty in 
France.l 

The outstanding contribution to the dance during the 

Renaissance Period was the development of ballet> into a 

form of art. This evolution was discussed on pages 6 

through 39 of this chapter. From the beginning of the 

Renaissance, ballet reigned supreme as the idiom of dance 

which was considered a form of art and remained in this 

position until the early twentieth century when modern 

dance emerged as an important art form. 

Modern dance, known today as a unique American art, 

began in the United States with Isadora Duncan. Although 

she left no definite system of dance, she was the first to 

break away from what she considered artificial balletic 

movements in order to lay the foundations for the develop

ment of modern dance. 2 According to DeMille, "What we 

inherit [from Duncan] is a point of view, a sense of dignity 

and passion, where before there was none; a tradition of 

glory in a field long soiled and shabby. "3 Duncan re-

discovered the natural, free movements of the human body. 

She discarded ballet slippers and brought the foot in 

libid., p. 89. 

2Duggan, "Class Notes," Summer, 1966. 

3DeMi'lle, The Book of the Dance, p. 135. 
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contact with the ground. She cleared away the scenery and 

freed herself of restricting costumes. Duncan advocated 

dancing for everyone and brought about reforms in the dress 

of women. Her philosophy concerning this was: ~·ores s 

sensibly. Move freely. Keep healthy. Consider yourself 

no one's slave--not even your husband's. Express your 

emotions deeply and freely in art ... l Although Duncan's 

philosophy was advocated at a time when freedoms of all 

kinds were being sought, her concepts concerning dance were 

not well received by American audiences. Her ideas con

cerning freedom, however, were not ignored.2 Margaret Lloyd 

feels that the legacy left by Duncan was a spiritual one,3 

and Sorrell states that: 

She [Duncan] gave the human body its natural rights. 
She delivered the dance from the fetters of mere 
entertainment and recreated the art in its oldest 
form: as a means of self expression. She gave the 
twentiet~ century dancer his passport to complete 
freedom. 

Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn are credited with the 

official founding of American dance. Having begun their 

careers independently, they met and married in 1914, and 

l.lb.i.fl., p. 137. 

2 J..b.iJL. 

3Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 7. 

4sorrell, Dance Through the Ages, p. 179. 
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established the Denishawn School and Company which provided 

the rebels against the classic tradition with a place to 

study. From 1915 through 1932, the school associated with 

Denishawn existed in some fashion--either in Los·Angeles, 

California, or in New York City. 1 Ruth St., Denis pursued a 

spiritualistic approach to dance as she "wanted to dance 

God . " 2 I n h e r yo u t h , s h e s o u g h t t o a c c om p 1 i s' h ·· h e r g o a 1 

through oriental dance themes. According to Maynard, these 

t h em e s " . . . ex p r e s s e d h e r rom a n t i c i m a g i n a t i on , a n d s h e 

had the physical ability to personify a sinuous grace and 

a mysterious seductive femininity. "3 In a further descrip-

tion of St. Denis' approach to dance, Maynard explains: 

St. Denis's approach to dance was feminine and 
intuitive ... [she] built her career on the 
mystery and seductiveness of the East .•.. [she] 
was mercurial in temperament, naturally rhythmic, 
instinctively gifted for gesture and the usage of 
drapery in the dance. She was at her best teaching 
women of deeply feminine natures like her own.4 

With maturity, Miss Ruth--as she was affectionately called 

in her later years--became primarily concerned with religious 

!Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 22. 

2walter Terry, The Dance in America (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1956), p. 60. 

3olga Maynard, American Modern Dancers; The 
Pioneers (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1965), 
pp. 84-85. 

4.Ib..Ul., p. 95. 
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explorations. 1 She was the leader of her Church of the 

Divine Dance where she performed and taught ~ance as a form 

of divine worship.2 

Ted Shawn, determined to become an "American" 

dancer, was the first American male to abandori ~is studies 

of the ballet and to search for a new expression of dance. 

He brought to Denishawn his own eclectic version of tech

niques--aspects of primitive dance and popular dance as 

well as an adapted version of ballet.3 Shawn, as the chief 

organizer and teacher, believed that the dance-educated 

person should be exposed to the techniques of all possible 

forms of dance. 4 His outstanding works and contributions 

are many, but he is perhaps best known for helping the male 

dancer gain recognition through his all male dance groupS 

and for the founding and direction of the Jacob's Pillow Dance 

Festival, Incorporated, and the University of the Dance in 

the Berkshire Hills of Massachusetts.6 

p. 85. 

lTerry, The Dance in America, p. 60. 

2Maynard, American Modern Dancers: The Pioneers, 

3Terry, The Dance in America, p. 71. 

4Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern.Dance, p. 23. 

5 So r r e 11 , Dance Through t h e Age s, p . 1 81 . 

6Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 31. 



- 55 -

During the first two decades of the twentieth cen-

tury, Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn gave Denishawn to America. 

Denishawn became " ••. the cradle and stronghold of modern 

dance in America. St. Denis and Shawn [became] the parent 

force of the dance. "1 At Denishawn, these two inn'ovators 

worked toward releasing the innermost potentialities of 

their dancers. In so doing, they produced three "rebels" 

who were to become the core of the second generation of 

:\me r i c a n d a n c er s-- M a r t h a G r a h a m , Do r i s Hump h r e y , a n d C h a r 1 e s 

Weidman. 2 

These rebels left Denishawn because they believed 

that they could make personal contributions to the develop-

ment of modern dance which would far exceed those conceived 

within the boundaries of Denishawn.3 Each one reacted to 

the effects of Denishawn in his own specific fashion. 

Lloyd cites an example with respect to St. Denis' idea of 

religious expression and how this idea influenced each of 

the three rebels in his expression of religious impulses: 

Martha Graham [expresses religious impulses] by a 
terrific exposure of the evils in the recesses in 
the human heart; Doris Humphrey [expressed these 

!Maynard, American Modern Dancers: The Pioneers, 
p. 94. 

2Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Uance, pp. 33-34. 

3oon McDonagh, The Rise and Fall and Rise of Modern 
Dance (New York: Outerbridge and Dienstfrey, 1970), p. 24. 
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impulses] by social criticism and exhaltation of 
the human spirit; and Charles Weidman [expresses 
them] by spearing with wit and humor the social 
and separate frailties of mankind.! 

The contributions of these three artists as dancers, 

teachers, and choreographers are monumental. Many of the 

third generation of American dancers owe their fertile back-

ground to this trio. 

Concurrent with the dance activities of Graham, 

Humphrey, and Weidman in the Eastern United States, Lester 

Horton was developing his Modern Dance Theatre on the West 

Coast. Horton approached modern dance from the aspect of 

total theatre, and his performances were theatre produc-

tions rather than concerts. Although they had had no 

contact with each other, several of Horton's dances were 

surprisingly similar to those of Graham and Humphrey. He 

abandoned these works, however, when he discovered the 

similarity. Horton developed his own techniques and pro

duced many fine dancers.2 He had an unusual love for all 

kinds of people--an attitude shared by Martha Graham on the 

East Coast3--and, therefore, his company was open to dancers 

77. 

!Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 25. 

2Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, pp. 176-

3Mary Hinkson, personal interview held in New York 
City, August 13, 1970. 
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of all races. Consequently, the outstanding contemporary 

black male dancers--James Truitte, Don Martin, Claude 

Thompson, and Alvin Ailey--are exponents of the dance school 

which was directed by Lester Horton. 

By the 1940's modern dance leaders of various back-

grounds began to appear on the concert stages in the United 

States. Many of them were trying to find that basic Ameri-

can pulse about which Ted Shawn wrote when he stated that, 

in order to develop a great American ballet, it must be 

comprised of: 

American born and American trained dancers, dancing 
to music by American composers, with scenery and 
costumes designed by American artists, and under the 
direction or management of American business men of 
great vision.l 

It was during this time, the early forties, that the black 

dancer emerged as an important figure on the concert stage. 

The performer whose songs and music had already been the 

thematic inspiration for dances which were considered 

basically American was finally allowed to perform dances 

other than those in keeping with the stereotyped image of 

the happy-go-lucky, grinning, tapping, Negro. 2 The subject 

1Ted Shawn, Thirty-Three Years of American Dance 
(1927-1959) and the American Ballet (Pittsfield, 
Massachusetts: The Eagle Printing and Binding Company, 
1Q59), p. 40. 

2Emery, "Black Dance in the U.S., from 1619 to 
1970, II p o 266 o 
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of the black dancer on the concert stage in the United 

States will be discussed in Chapter III of this study. 

Statement of the Problem 

The present study was undertaken in order to make 

available biographical information concerning two contem-

porary black male dance artists--Arthur Mitchell and Alvin 

Ailey. Included in the study is information concerning the 

personal life of Arthur Mitchell from the time of his birth 

through 1971 and the personal life of Alvin Ailey from the 

time of his birth through 1972; each subject's special 

studies in various types of dance; his professional career 

as a dancer, as a choreographer, as a teacher, and as a 

director of professional dance companies; and his out-

standing contributions to the field of dance in the idioms 

of ballet and modern dance, respectively. 

Definitions and/or Explanations 
of Terms 

The following definitions and/or explanations of 

terms have been established for use in the proposed study: 

Biography--The investigator accepts the following 

explanation by Garraty who states that 

• biography is the reconstruction of a human 
life. It attempts to describe and evaluate one 
individual's career, and also to reproduce the 
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image of his living personality, analyzing its 
impact upon his actions and the world in which he 
lived.! 

Contemporary--The investigator accepts the clari-

fication of this term as it appears in the Oxford English 

Dictionary which defines "contemporary" as "belonging to 

the same time, age, or period; living, existing, or occur

ring together in time. "2 

Choreographer--The investigator accepts the defini-

tion of Chujoy and Manchester who state that a choreographer 

is "a composer of dance and ballets; the author of the 

choreography of a ballet, modern dance, dances in shows, 

The foregoing definition is applicable to the 

structuring of dance compositions in all idioms. 

Dance--The investigator accepts the explanation of 

Ted Shawn who states that 

The art of dance is too big to be encompassed by any 
one system, school, or style. On the contrary, the 
dance includes every way men of all races in every 
period of the world's history have moved rhythmically 
to express themselves.4 

lJohn A. Garraty, The Nature of Biography (New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1957), p. 28. 

2"Contemporary," The Oxford English Dictionary, 
1933, II, 895. 

3chujoy and Manchester, The Encyclopedia of the 
Dance, p. 200. 

4Ted Shawn, Every Little Movement (Pittsfield, 
Massachusetts: The Eagle Printing and Binding Company, 
1954), p. 7. 
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The investigator chose this explanation from among many pos-

sible choices because it encompasses the two universally 

recognized art forms of dance represented in this study. 

Modern Dance--The investigator accepts the explana-

tion of Turner who states that modern dance is 

• an art form that uses movement as a medium of 
expression. It is the result of intentional ordering 
of movement by a choreographer. The movement is 
created in response to the re-experiencing of emo
tional values, which are thus given a new existence. 
The expressive movement is highly selected, spatially 
designed, and organized through rhythmic structure; 
the result is the communication of an idea, mood, 
feeling, state, or situation.! 

Ballet--The investigator accepts the explanation of 

Krokover who states that ballet is a form of dance which 

" .•• uses a vocabulary of movement built on traditional 

techniques developed over the centuries and involving the 

five specific positions."2 Curt Sachs explains the codifi-

cation of the classical ballet in the following manner: 

The systematic spirit of the dance instruction of 
the time can be traced in the foundation of the 
teaching method on a scheme. of invariable basic 
positions of the head, the trunk, the arms, and the 
legs as the beginning and end of each movement.3 

!Turner, Modern Dance for High School and College, 
p. 1. 

2Rosalyn Krokover, The New Borzoi Book of Ballet 
(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1956), p. 3. 

3sachs, World History of the Dance, p. 394. 
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Ethnological Dance--The investigator accepts the 

explanation of La Meri who states that 

• the ethnological dance does not include the 
folk dance, the former being an art dance and the 
latter a communal dance. But I believe it is safe 
to say that all ethnological dance arts spring 
from communal dance.l 

The investigator agrees with La Meri in the foregoing 

explanation in that it implies that ethnological dance as 

an art form is based upon the indigenous steps, movements, 

and music of a particular racial or ethnic group. 

Purposes of the Study 

The general purpose of this study was to report 

information regarding the lives of Arthur Mitchell and 

Alvin Ailey with emphasis upon each one's professional 

career and his contributions to the field of dance in the 

idioms of ballet and modern dance, respectively. The in-

vestigator conducted a critical examination of the contri-

butions of each of the artists as a dancer, as a chore-

ographer, as a teacher, and as a director of professional 

dance companies. Specific purposes of the study were to 

describe the following sequences of experiences as they 

relate to each of the subjects: 

lLa Meri, "The Ethnological Dance Arts," The Dance 
Has Many Faces, ed. by Walter Sorrell (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1966), p. 4. 



- 62 -

1. Early life, educational background, and dance 

education. 

2. Experiences as a professional dancer. 

3. Teaching experiences. 

4. Choreographic achievements. 

5. Activities involving each subject's particular 

professional dance companies and tours. 

6. Appearances on radio and television broadcasts. 

7. Contributions to dance literature. 

8. Honors and/or awards of merit. 

9. Unique contributions to the field of dance as 

a black male dance artist in contemporary society. 

Limitations of the Study 

The present study was limited to biographical data 

pertaining to the life of Arthur Mitchell from the time of 

his birth through 1971 and to the life of Alvin Ailey from 

the time of his birth through 1972, and to each subject's 

contributions to the field of dance in the idioms of ballet 

and modern dance, respectively. The study was limited 

further by the availability of relevant background material 

concerning the contemporary black male dancer in the United 

States of America and to the availability of both documentary 

and human sources of data with·respect to biographical in

formation pertaining to the two selected subjects. 
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Survey of Previous Studies 

The investigator found no previous research studies 

which duplicate the present dissertation. Several studies, 

however, are closely related in that they are biographical 

or historical reports of outstanding figures in the field 

of dance. Those studies most closely related to this dis-

sertation in scope and intent were selected, therefore, for 

presentation in a survey of previous studies. 

In 1963, Poindexter completed a detailed biographi-

cal account of Ted Shawn and the imprint which he made upon 

the American dance scene.! The general purpose of this 

study was to make available a biographical account of the 

personal life of Ted Shawn, his professional career, and 

his contributions to the development of dance in the United 

States. The subject's life and career had extended over a 

period of more than fifty years at the time the study was 

conducted. Further purposes of the study, therefore, were 

to report information concerning (1) the early life of Ted 

Shawn, (2) his educational background, (3) his personal 

interest and hobbies, (4) his professional dance experiences 

lsetty Poindexter, "Ted Shawn: His Personal Life, 
His Professional Career, and His Contributions to the 
Development of Dance in the United States from 1891 to 
1963" (unpublished Doctor of Philosophy dissertation, 
College of Health, Physical Education, and Recreation, Texas 
Woman's University, August, 1963). 
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during his early career, (5) his affiliation with Denishawn, 

(6) the development and direction of his famous group known 

as Shawn and his Men Dancers, (7) his direction of, and 

participation in concert and lecture tours, (8) his founding 

and directing of Jacob's Pillow, known now as The University 

of the Dance and Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated, 

(9) his published writings, (10) his lectures, (11) his 

awards and honors, and (12) his contributions to the devel

opment of dance as attributed to him by recognized authori

ties in the field. 

Data for Poindexter's study were secured through 

personal interviews and correspondence with Ted Shawn, with 

selected individuals who were familiar with his personal 

life and career, and through published and unpublished 

materials written by and about Shawn. Poindexter concluded· 

that Shawn was a dynamic leader in the field of dance with 

respect to dance education, dance for men, and dance as a 

performing art. 

This study is similar to Poindexter's in that both 

are concerned with the contributions of male dancers to the 

field of.dance. The present study is similar also in that 

biographical techniques were utilized in conducting and in 

reporting the study. The two studies differ in that 

Poindexter focused upon the life and contributions of Ted 
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Shawn, who is generally considered as the "Father of 

American Dance," whereas the present study focused upon the 

lives and contributions of two black male dance artists--

Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey--to the field of dance in 

the idioms of ballet and modern dance, respectively. 

In 1950, Kulynitch completed a study p~rtaining to 

Louis Horst which chronicled his contributions to the 

choreography of modern dance through his courses in dance 

composition as well as those evidenced by the influences 

of his teachings upon the choreography of selected profes

sional modern dancers who had studied with him.l The pur-

pose of the study was to record the contributions of Louis 

Horst and the subsequent influences of his teaching upon 

the development of the choreography of modern dance composi-

tions. 

Data were secured from personal interviews with 

Louis Horst, personal interviews and correspondence with 

selected professional modern dancers who had studied with 

him, published and unpublished materials written by and 

about Horst, and from materials and class notes recorded 

by the investigator while enrolled in courses in dance 

1Mary Kulynitch, "Louis Horst, A Historical Study 
of His Contributions to Modern Dance Choreography" (un
published Master's thesis, School of Education, New York 
University, 1950). 
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composition taught by him. It was concluded that Louis 

Horst's contributions to choreography are evidenced by the 

frequent use of his techniques in dance education today. 

The present study is similar to that of Kulynitch 

in that both studies are concerned with the contributions 

of the selected subjects to the field of dance. The 

present study is similar also in that biographical tech-

niques were utilized in conducting and in reporting the 

study. The two studies differ with respect to the subjects 

chosen. 

In 1965, Wynne completed a study pertaining to the 

life and contributions of Jose Limon as a modern dance 

artist. 1 The purposes of the study were to report infor

mation concerning (1) the boyhood of Jose Limon in Mexico, 

(2) his education in the United States, (3) his early years 

as a dancer at the Humphrey-Weidman Studie, (4) his dance 

activities in the Armed Forces, (5) the organization and 

development of his own professional dance company, (6) his 

development as a choreographer, and (7) his contributions 

to the art of dance. 

The human sources of data for Wynne's study included 

Limon and selected persons who were well acquainted with him. 

lKathleen Wynne, "The Life and Contributions of 
Jose Limon" ( u n pub 1 i shed Master ' s thesis, Smith Co 11 e g e, 
1965). 
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These data were collected through personal interviews and 

correspondence. Documentary sources of data included writ-

ten materials concerning the life and contributions of 

Limon, books, periodicals, and newspaper articles pertain-

ing to Limon and articles written by Limon concerning the 

choreography of modern dance, and the tours of his profes-

sional dance company. Wynne concluded that Limon has made 

a significant contribution to modern dance. 

The present study is similar to Wynne's in that it 

is concerned with the contributions of one of the selected 

subjects to the idiom of modern dance. The present study 

is similar also in that biographical techniques were uti!-

ized in conducting and in reporting the data. The studies 

differ in that Wynne's study is concerned with the life and 

contributions to Jose Limon to the art of modern dance 

whereas the proposed investigation entails a detailed study 

of the lives and contributions of Arthur Mitchell and Alvin 

Ailey to the arts of ballet and modern dance, respectively. 

In 1966, Yerg completed a study of the professional 

life of Isadora Duncan and the influence of her philosophy 

upon modern dance.l The purposes of the study were to 

examine (1) the professional life of Isadora Duncan, (2) her 

lRenee Yerg, "An Historical Study of the Profes
sional Life of Isadora Duncan and the Influence of Her 
Philosophy on Modern Dance Today" (unpublished Master's 
thesis, Brigham Young University, 1966). 
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influence upon selected individuals who were her con-

temporaries, and (3) the effects of her understanding of 

dance upon the present status of modern dance as an art 

form as well as an integral part of educational curriculums. 

Data were obtained from personal interviews with 

Irma Duncan, Margaret H'Uoubler, and Walter Terry; from 

autobiographies, periodicals, biographies, and pamphlets; 

and from articles written by Isadora Duncan and by artists, 

authors, and critics of the dance. It was concluded that 

Isadora Duncan has influenced contemporary artists and 

educators in the field of dance. 

The present study is similar to Yerg's in that it 

is concerned with the contributions of the selected subjects 

to the field of dance. The present study is similar also 

in that biographical techniques were used in conducting and 

in reporting the study. The two studies differ in that 

Yerg's study is concerned with the life of Isadora Duncan 

whereas this investigation entails a detailed study of the 

lives of Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey and their contri-

butions to the field of dance in the idioms of ballet and 

modern dance, respectively. 

In 1955, Brown completed a study pertaining to the 

contributions of Mary Wigman to the field of dance.l This 

lKatherine M. Brown, "The Work of Mary Wigman" 
(unpublished Master's thesis, University of Utah, May, 1955). 
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study was conducted when Wigman was approaching her thirty-

ninth year as an outstanding figure in the dance world. The 

purposes of Brown's study were (1) to chronicle the evolu

tion of an original form of dance as created, performed, 

and taught by Mary Wigman, and (2) to present a discussion 

of factors which might have influenced the choreography, 

teaching techniques, and personal philosophy of this German 

artist. 

Data were obtained through personal interviews with 

Mary Wigman, selected professional associates, former stu

dents, and from published and unpublished materials by and 

about Mary Wigman. The study chronicled the factors which 

influenced Wigman's' life and the interrelationship of these 

factors with the dance form generally ascribed to her, the 

establishment of her school in Dresden, Germany, and her 

public performances. The study was concluded with an index 

of the dances which were choreographed by Wigman and a 

review of her major compositions. 

The present study is similar to Brown's in that it 

is concerned with the contributions of one of the selected 

subjects to the idiom of modern dance. The present study 

is similar also in that biographical techniques were util

ized in conducting and in reporting the study. The two 

studies differ in that Brown's study is concerned with the 
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~~olution of an original dance form as created, performed, 

;~nd taught by a German artist, Mary Wigman, and a discussion 

6f factors which might have influenced Wigman's choreography, 
'f' 

~eaching, and personal philosophy of the dance whereas this 

Jnvestigation entails a detailed study of the lives of 

~Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey and their contributions to 

ithe field of dance in the idioms of ballet and modern dance, 

·respectively. 

In 1971, Andreasen completed a biographical study 

of Walter Terry which emphasizes his professional career 

and his contributions to the field of dance. 1 The specific 

purposes of the study were to describe information concern-

ing Terry's (1) formal education, dance education, and 

professional career; (2) association with the Boston Herald, 

the New York Herald Tribune, the Saturday Review, and the 

President's special International Program for Cultural 

Presentation; (3) lectures and lecture-demonstrations 

focusing upon dance history, dance criticism, and his own 

philosophy of dance; (4) appearances on radio and television; 

(5) contributions to dance literature; (6) personal views on 

dance criticism and the future of dance in the United States 

!Lois Andreasen, "A Biography of Walter Terry with 
Emphasis Upon His Professional Career and His Contributions 
to the Field of Dance" (unpublished Doctor of Philosophy 
dissertation, Texas Woman's University, 1971). 
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of America; and (7) recognition through various honors and 

awards bestowed upon him. 

Data were obtained through personal 'interviews with 

Walter Terry, personal interviews and corresp~ndence with 

selected individuals acquainted with Terry during various 

periods of his life and career, and published and unpub

lished material by and about Walter Terry. The present study 

is similar to Andreasen's in that it is of a biographical 

nature and emphasizes the contributions of the selected sub

jects to the field of dance. The study is similar also in 

that biographical techniques were utilized in conducting 

and in reporting the study. The two· studies differ in that 

Andreasen's study is concerned with the life and contribu

tions of a noted dance critic to the field of dance whereas 

this investigation entails a detailed study of the lives and 

contributions of two noted performers to the field of dance. 

In 1970, Emery completed a study pertaining to black 

dance in the United States. 1 The specific purpose of the 

study was to develop a history of the Negro and dance in 

the United States between the years of 1619 and 1970. Her 

study was based upon three assumptions: (1) there exists 

an abundance of primary source material dealing with the 

lEmery, "Black Dance in the U. s. from 1619 to 1970." 
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dance of the Negro in the United States; (2) it is possible, 

by careful and diligent searching and examination, to 

separate fact from fiction, supposition, bias, and imag~ 

ination in the existent sources; and (3) that white Americans 

have invented and developed a stereotyped image of the 

Negro, and, in many cases, the Negro himself has accepted 

and lived that image. It was assumed, therefore, that some 

of the dance performed by the Negro in the New World was in 

fulfillment of this image. 

Data were secured through personal and telephone 

interviews and correspondence with contemporary leaders in 

the area of black dance and with selected individuals con

sidered knowledgeable in the field, and through published 

materials made available through contact with numerous 

libraries throughout the United States. Emery concluded 

that (1) much primary source material still remains un

touched, (2) the biases and prejudices of many authors were 

all too obvious in many of the references, (3) the minstrel 

stereotype of the black is less frequently practiced by 

blacks than expected, (4) the Afro-American has contributed 

more and has been more influential in the American dance 

than nearly any other source throughout the years, and 

(5) through the dance, the universality of man as man, not 

as black or white, can be revealed. 
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This study is similar to Emery's in that both are 

concerned with black dance in the United States. The 

present study is similar also in that biographical tech-

niques were utilized in conducting and in reporting the 

study. The two studies differ, however, in that Emery's 

is an historical study which aims to encompass the entire 

scope of the black dance in the United States whereas the 

present investigation entails a biographical study of two 

black artists--Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey--and their 

contributions to the field of dance in the idioms of ballet 

and modern dance, respectively. 

In addition to the studies reviewed by the investi-

gator, several published biographies and autobiographies 

were of interest and particular value to her and proved to 

be of great assistance in the development of this disserta

tion. Among these was Madame Sarah, 1 the life of Sarah 

Bernhardt, by Cornelia Otis Skinner. Miss Skinner, a 

distinguished writer and a gifted actress in her own right, 

presented an excellent picture of the life and career of 

Sarah Bernhardt, considered one of the greatest actresses 

t h a t t'h e w o r 1 d h a s e v e r k n own . S k i n n e r t r e a t s t h e p e r s on a 1 

and theatrical lives of "Madam Sarah" with the same 

1cornelia Otis Skinner, Madame Sarah (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1967). 
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inexhaustible attention and chronicles important historical 

events which tended to shape the destiny of the great act-

ress. This investigator found the informal style of writing 

of particular interest and the historical approach to bio

graphical writing valuable in the organization and develop-

ment of the biographical studies of Arthur Mitchell and 

Alvin Ailey. 

Dance; The Story of Katherine Dunham, 1 by Ruth 

Biemiller, is a biographical sketch of the early life of 

Katherine Dunham with emphasis upon the factors which shaped 

her professional career. Miss Biemiller gives an enlight-

ening and in-depth account of Katherine Dunham's activities 

during the years that the anthropologist-dancer was devel-

oping into one of the most exciting and original artists in 

the contemporary theatre. This book was of particular 

interest to the investigator because it represents the only 

publication of its kind concerning contemporary black dance 

artists. 

A published autobiography which was particularly 

helpful in the development of this dissertation was Theatre 

Street2 by Tamara Karsavina. Karsavina, who was one of the 

!Ruth Biemiller, ~D~a~n~c~e~;--~T~h~e~S~t~o~r~y~o~f~K~a~t~h~e~r~i~n~e 
Dunham (Garden City, New York; Doubleday and Company, Inc., 
1969). 

2Tamara Karsavina, Theatre Street (New York; E. P. 
Dutton and Company, Inc., 1961). 
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greatest stars of the Diaghilev period of leadership in 

ballet, not only presented a vivid picture of her own life 

and career as a prima ballerina, but she also presented 

character sketches of her teachers and fellow artists. Her 

autobiography is an invaluable historical account of great 

moments in the Russian ballet. Theatre Street was of par

ticular interest and value to the investigator because it 

represents the personal feelings and views of a performer 

in the art of the ballet and because of the historical 

significance of the work. 

Summary 

The present investigation entails a biographical 

study of two outstanding artists--Arthur Mitchell and Alvin 

Ailey--exponents of two universally recognized forms of 

fine art, ballet and modern dance, respectively. Dance as 

an art form falls into two major categories--a folk art or 

a fine art. Dance as a folk art is communal dance and 

encompasses such major categories as ethnic dance, folk 

dance, and some avant-garde dance. Dance as a fine art 

may be distinguished by a definite separation between 

audience and performer and may be judged by the criteria 

of creativity, definiteness and clarity of form, communi

cativeness, independence, a high level of skill, and 
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enrichment of personal experience. It is in this category 

that ballet and modern dance are considered. 

Although ballet has its roots in the rituals of 

primitive man, it was not until the Renaissance Period 

that semblances of its present form became recognizable. 

Italy led the way in the elevation of the peasant dances 

to a noble quality worthy of the aristocracy, but France 

refined the dance into an art form. The present day con

cept of ballet owes its beginning to Louis XIV, who had 

his personal dancing master, Beauchamps, establish definite 

rules for the ballet. These rules have endured throughout 

the centuries as the basis for ballet technique. 

The establishment of the Academie Royale de Qanse 

in 1661 marked the beginning of professional education for 

dancers of the ballet. Combined with the Academie Royale 

de Music in 1672, this institution was responsible for 

producing many outstanding dance artists. Professional 

dancers educated in Paris soon began to travel throughout 

Europe, and they, in turn, performed at various courts or 

founded their own ballet schools and companies. 

Ballet reigned supreme among the dance arts in 

France until the French Revolution. Following the Revolu

tion and the rise of Romanticism, ballet began to decline 

throughout the western world with the exception of 
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Russia. There, ballet was supported by the State and, 

under the tutalage of outstanding foreign Ballet Masters, 

two distinct schools of ballet came into being--the Kirov 

State Academic Theatre of Opera and Ballet at Leningrad, 

and the Bolshoi Ballet Theatre in Moscow. Outstanding 

Russian dancers and choreographers developed, but, with 

the desire for freedom of creativity, many of these artists 

have since left their homeland to spread the Russian ballet 

to other parts of the world. 

The Russian impresario, Diaghilev, organized a 

unique company of superior dancers, choreographers, 

composers, and painters to form the Ballet Russe which was 

responsible for the re-emergence of ballet as an important 

art form during the early twentieth century. Diaghilev 

died in 1929, but his dancers settled throughout Europe and 

the United States, keeping the Russian influence on the 

ballet alive. 

England was somewhat slower than other European 

countries in the development of native ballet dancers and 

choreographers, owing perhaps to the British lack of inter

est in performin~. The persons most influential in the 

development of native talent were Marie Rambert, a former 

student of Cecchetti, who established the Ballet Rambert, 

and Ninette de Valois, a former Diaghilev dancer, who 
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founded the Vic-Wells Ballet which ultimately became the 

Royal Ballet of England. England has produced such ballet 

personalities as Dame Margot Fonteyn, Sir Frederick Ashton, 

John Cranko, and Kenneth MacMillan. 

The production of the Black Crook in 1886 was ap

parently the first to include a ballet conceived and pre

sented in the United States. This country did not become 

a focal point for ballet, however, until after the first 

world war. Following the war, many Russian immigrants 

settled in the United States, and the ballet artists began 

laying the foundation for the development of ballet in 

America. Among the foreign artists who made outstanding 

contributions are Mikhail Mordkin, Leonide Massine, and 

George Balanchine. 

Lincoln Kirstein and George Balanchine formed a 

partnership in 1934, when they opened the School of American 

Ballet in New York City. From this beginning, the New York 

City Ballet emerged fourteen years later. Under the 

artistic direction of George Balanchine, the New York City 

Ballet has become one of the world's foremost ballet com

panies. This cofupany was the first major ballet company in 

the United States to employ a black dancer as a permanent 

member of the company. The dancer was Arthur Mitchell, 

co-subject of this study. 
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During the twentieth century, dance was re-discovered. 

Nearly every country in the world now has its own ballet 

company, many of which have achieved Royal and National 

standing and are official representatives of the heads of 

governments. Although all ballet is based upon the same 

classical tradition, each native country has a distinct 

character of its own. Among those companies typically 

represent~tive of the history, climate, customs, and 

temperament of the country are the Moiseyev Dance Company 

of Russia, the Hungarian National Ballet, and the Ballet 

Folklor1co of Mexico. 

Concurrent with the development of the New York City 

Ballet, other companies and native choreographers began to 

emerge throughout the United States. Among these companies 

were the American Ballet Theatre, the National Ballet of 

Washington~ the Houston Ballet Foundation, the San Francisco 

Ballet, the Pennsylvania Ballet, and the Chicago Opera 

Ballet. The outstanding list of native choreographers 

includes such personalities as Agnes DeMille, Lew Christensen, 

Ruth Page, and Jerome Robbins. 

The present status of ballet in the United States 

cannot be attributed wholly to the success of major companies. 

There exists in the United States today an increasing number 

of regional ballet companies. These non-professional ball"et 
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companies, comprised of directors and non-salaried dancers, 

have as their major goals the stimulation of interest in 

ballet and the support of ballet companies and of schools 

of ballet. These regional companies provide the larger 

professional companies with knowledgeable and enthusiastic 

audiences. In the twentieth century, the art of ballet has 

again embraced the people. 

The dances of primitive man were performed origin

ally to express his reactions to natural phenomena, reac

tions which eventually evolved into religious beliefs. 

Later he began to mime various aspects of his life and 

environment--his quest for food, love, war, and his wonder 

at the ever-present spectacle of nature. The importance of 

the religious dances to the life and welfare of the tribe, 

however, was responsible for organized instruction in the 

art and execution of certain dances among primitive 

societies. Any error in the performance of the dance steps 

was believed to reduce the possibility of receiving the 

favor which was sought from the deity. Instruction was 

given, therefore, to insure perfection among the future 

dancers, leaders, and teachers of dance. 

The Ancient Egyptians used dance as their chief 

medium of religious expression in much the same fashion as 

did primitive man. Their religion was based in mythology 
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with the various adventures of their mythological gods, 

together with the annual rise and fall of the river Nile 

serving as thematic sources for the ritualistic dance-dramas 

which the Ancient Egyptians performed as religious rites. 

Separate from the temple dancers was a class of profes

sional performers; secular dancing was relegated to these 

dancers or to slaves. 

Greek dancing developed from the communal form of 

choral dance. The Greeks also used dance as a language of 

their various actions but elevated this form of communica

tion to the level of pantomime. The drama flourished in 

Greece and, as a result, the Greeks' major contribution to 

the arts was total theatre--a marriage of poetry, music, 

and dan~e. Greece was the home of the great tragedies and 

comedies. In the huge theatres, the choral dancers were 

all important; through the use of mime, dances and gestures, 

they helped the spectator grasp the true meaning of the 

text. 

The Romans did not contribute to the development of 

the dance per se, but they developed the Greek pantomime 

into an independent branch of art. This development may be 

attributed to the need of a form of universal language 

because of the number of different languages spoken in the 

Roman Empire. 
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Following the fall of the Roman Empire, the 

history of dance is closely related to the history of the 

Roman Catholic Church in Europe. Although the first 

Christians despised the rituals of the Greeks and Romans, 

many pagan dances were adapted for use in Christian rites 

of worship. 

The outstanding development in the dance during the 

Renaissance Period was the refinement of ballet into a form 

of art. From the beginning of this Period, ballet assumed 

a position of supremacy in the dance and remained in that 

position until the early twentieth century. 

Modern dance, known today as a unique American art, 

began in the United States with Isadora Duncan. Although 

she left no definite system of dance, she was the first to 

rebel against what she considered artificial balletic move

ments and thereby laid the foundation for the development 

of modern dance. Duncan advocated freedom in life and in 

art and left to the world a spiritual rather than a techni

cal inheritance. 

Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn are credited with the 

official founding of American dance. Having begun their 

careers independently, they met and married in 1914, and 

established the Denishawn School and Company which provided 

the rebels against the classic tradition a place to study. 
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The most outstanding among these rebels were Martha Graham, 

Doris Humphrey, and Charles Weidman--each of whom has made 

monumental contributions to the field of dance. 

Concurrent with the dance activities of Graham,. 

Humphrey, and Weidman on the East Coast, Lester Horton was 

developing his modern dance theatre on the West Coast. 

Horton, who evolved his own special techniques, opened the 

doors of his school and company to dancers of all races and 

colors. Among the contemporary black dancers who are 

alumni of the Lester Horton group are James Truitte and 

Alvin Ailey--the latter a co-subject of this study. 

By the 1940's, modern dance leaders of various back

grounds began to appear on the concert stages in the United 

States--many of them trying to find the basic American pulse 

with respect to the dance. It was during this time also 

that the black dance artist emerged as an important figure 

on the concert stage where he was finally allowed to per

form dances other than those in keeping with the stereotyped 

image of the happy-go-lucky, grinning, tapping Negro. The 

subjects of this study, Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey, 

are two contemporary black male dance artists who have made 

outstanding contributions to the field of dance on the 

concert stage in the United States. 
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Specific terms utilized throughout this study were 

defined and clarified by the investigator. The terms 

include biography, contemporary, choreographer, dance, 

modern dance, ballet, and ethnological dance. 

The purposes of the study were to describe the early 

life, educational background, and dance education of each 

subject; to describe his experiences as a professional 

dancer; to describe his teaching experiences; to describe 

his choreographic achievements; to describe the activities 

involving his particular professional dance companies and 

tours; to describe his appearances on radio and television 

broadcasts; to describe his contributions to dance litera

ture; to describe his honors and/or awards of merit; and to 

describe his unique contributions to the field of dance as 

a black male dance artist in contemporary society. 

The investigator established the following limita

tions in the development of her study: biographical data 

pertaining to the lives of Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey 

and their contributions to the field of dance in the idioms 

of ballet and modern dance, respectively; the availability 

of relevant background material concerning the contemporary 

black male dancer in the United States; and the availability 

of data pertaining to the two selected subjects from both 

documentary and human sources. 
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Several studies have been completed which are 

closely related to the present investigation in that they 

are biographical or historical reports of outstanding 

figures in the field of dance. None of the studies which 

were reviewed by the investigator duplicated the present 

dissertation. 

The following unpublished studies were reviewed by 

the investigator: "Ted Shawn: His Personal Life, His 

Professional Career, and His Contributions to the Develop

ment of Dance in the United States from 1891 to 1963" by 

Betty Poindexter; "Louis Horst, A Historical Study of His 

Contributions to Modern Dance Choreography" by Mary 

Kulynitch; "The Life and Contributions of Jose Limon" by 

Kat h 1 e en Wynne; "An Hi s tori c a 1 Study of the Profession a 1 

Life of Isadora Duncan and the Influence of Her Philosophy 

on Modern Dance Today" by Renee Yerg; "The Work of Mary 

Wigman" by Katherine M. Brown; "A Biography of Walter Terry 

with Emphasis Upon His Professional Career and His Contribu

tions to the Field of Dance" by Lois Andreasen; and "Black 

Dance in the United States From 1619 to 1970" by Leonore 

Lynne Fauley Emery. 

In addition to the biographical and historical 

studies reviewed by the investigator, several published 

biographies and autobiographies were of interest and 
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particular value to her and proved to be ot great assist

ance in the development of this dissertation. Published 

biographical and autobiographical materials reviewed in

cluded: Madame Sarah by Cornelia Otis Skinner, Dance: The 

Story of Katherine Dunham by Ruth Biemiller, and Theatre 

Street by Tamara Karsavina. 

The procedures followed in the development of this 

dissertation will be reported in Chapter II. 



CHAPTER II 

PROCEDURES FOLLOWED IN THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF THE STUDY 

The present investigation entailed a biographical 

study of two contemporary black male dance artists--Arthur 

Mitchell and Alvin Ailey--and their contributions to the 

field of dance in the idioms of ballet and modern dance, 

respectively. Procedures utilized in the development of 

this study were divided into the following five major cate

gories: (1) Preliminary Procedures, (2) Procedures Followed 

in the Collection of Data from Documentary Sources, (3) Pro

cedures Followed in the Collection of Data from Human 

Sources, (4) Procedures Employed in the Organization, 

Analysis, and the Presentation of Data in the Form of a 

Final Written Report, (5) Preparation of a Classified 

Bibliography, and (6) Preparation of Appropriate Appendixes. 

Preliminary Procedures 

The investigator conferred with Doctor Anne Schley 

Duggan, Dean of the College of Health, Physical Education, 

and Recreation at the Texas Woman's University in Denton, 

Texas, with respect to the feasibility of undertaking the 

- 87 -



- 88 -

proposed study. Inasmuch as the investigator chose to limit 

the study to one contemporary black male dance artist from 

the idioms of ballet and modern dance, respectively, an 

overall effort was made to select the leading representative 

in each idiom. 

Prior to the selection of the two subjects, the 

investigator surveyed, studied, and assimilated data from 

all available literature pertaining to contemporary black 

male dance artists in the United States of America. Upon 

the basis of the documentary data reviewed, criteria were 

established for the selection of one outstanding representa-

tive of contemporary black male dance artists in ballet and 

in modern dance, respectively. These criteria were sub-

mitted to members of the Dissertation Committee and were 

revised in accordance with their corrections and suggestions. 

The established criteria used in the selection of these 

representative artists are listed below: 

1. The persons in question must be black male dance 
artists who have made their contributions in the 
respective dance idioms within the past decade--
1960 through 1970. 

2. The works of the artists must have been recog
nized and reviewed by noted dance critics. 

3. The accomplishments of the artists must have 
appeared in leading dance periodicals and other 
pertinent literature as well as other media of 
communication such as television and cinema
tography. 
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4. The persons in question must have been performing 
dancers as well as creative artists. 

5. The persons in question must have directed their 
own dance companies or projects of similar 
magnitude. 

6. The selection of the artists must be corroborated 
by the opinions of recognized leaders in the field 
of dance. 

Several artists who met the established criteria were 

selected from those representative of the two idioms of 

dance. In order to limit the selection to two of the most 

outstanding representatives in the respective idioms of 

ballet and modern dance, however, the investigator selected 

empirically recognized authorities in the field of dance to 

serve as a jury of experts to assist in the identification 

of the artists. This selected jury of experts included: 

(1) the late Ted Shawn, pioneer in modern dance and Founder-

Director of the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated, 

and the University of the Dance; (2) Walter Terry, Dance 

Critic for the Saturday Review; (3) Doris Hering, Critic-

at-Large and former Associate Editor for Dance Magazine; (4) 

Ann Barzel, Dance Critic for the Chicago American. 

A letter of explanation with respect to the pro-

posed dissertation was developed and sent to the jury of 

experts accompanied by a postal card questionnaire request

ing that they list three preferences among the most out

standing black male dance artists in the idioms of ballet 
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and of modern dance in the United States. The results of 

this questionnaire were tabulated, and the artists selected 

as subjects for this study were those most frequently chosen 

by the jury of experts. 

Arthur Mitchell was selected as the outstanding 

representative of ballet, and Alvin Ailey was selected as 

the outstanding representative of modern dance. Since the 

subjects are both living, it was necessary to obtain each 

one's permission to study his life and contributions to the 

field of dance before preliminary plans could be initiated. 

Dean Duggan placed long distance telephone calls to Arthur 

Mitchell and to Alvin Ailey in New York City to obtain their 

approval of the proposed investigation. Each subject stated 

that he was not committed and would not commit himself to 

any other biographer. Each subject granted permission to 

the investigator to undertake his biography, stated that he 

would be in New York City and available for interviews 

during the summer of 1970, and pledged his cooperation 

throughout the duration of the study. 

Immediately following the telephone conversations, 

the investigator initiated correspondence with each subject 

confirming his commitment to her. She also requested that 

each subject compile a list of the names and addresses of 

persons associated with him throughout the various phases 
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of his life and professional career who could provide addi

tional information relevant to the proposed study. 

The investigator developed interview questions and 

data sheets for use in obtaining data from individuals in 

each of the following categories: (1) the selected subjects, 

Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey; (2) selected relatives, 

friends, teachers, colleagues, and students; (3) selected 

members of the professional dance companies of the two sub

jects; (4) contemporary black male dance artists; and 

(5) former teachers of successful black male dance artists. 

The interview questions and data sheets were submitted to 

members of the Dissertation Committee and revised and cor

rected in accordance with suggestions made by them. 

Additional preliminary procedures entailed a survey 

of the literature pertaining to biographical research as 

well as selected biographies and autobiographies of persons 

in the field of dance and related arts. A further docu

mentary analysis of all available literature pertaining 

specifically to the lives, professional careers, and con

tributions of Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey in the idioms 

of ballet and of modern dance, respectively, was undertaken 

by the investigator. Upon the basis of this documentary 

analysis, the investigator prepared a Tentative Outline of 

the proposed dissertation. 
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The Tentative Outline of the proposed study was 

presented on June 12, 1970, in a Graduate Seminar conducted 

by Dean Duggan in the College of Health, Physical Education, 

and Recreation at the Texas Woman's University. During the 

Graduate Seminar, members of the faculty in the College of 

Health, Physical Education, and Recreation, along \'lith mem

bers of the Dissertation Committee, suggested changes in the 

Tentative Outline. All feasible changes were incorporated 

in the Outline, and the investigator filed the revised and 

approved Outline in the form of a Prospectus in the Office 

of the Dean of Graduate Studies at the Texas Woman's Uni

versity. 

The selected subjects were requested to provide the 

investigator with their specific performance and travel 

schedules during the summer of 1970. On the basis of this 

information pertinent to the availability of the subjects, 

the investigator arranged to spend the period of time from 

June 17 through September 19, 1970, in New York City, in 

Washington, D. C., and at the University of the Dance at 

Jacob's Pillow in Lee, Massachusetts, for the purpose of 

collecting data relevant to the proposed study. 

A Topical Outline of the dissertation as a whole 

was prepared to serve as a guide in the organization of the 

accumulated data and in the preparation of the final written 
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report. The Topical Outline was submitted to the members of 

the Dissertation Committee for their revisions and correc-

tions. After incorporating these suggested revisions and 

corrections, the investigator made a return trip to New 

York City which extended from January 3 through 19, 1971. 

During this period, she personally reviewed the Topical 

Outline with each of the subjects, incorporated their sug-

gestions and corrections, and received final approval of 

the Outline. 

Procedures Followed in the Collection of Data 
from Documentary Sources 

During the summer of 1970, and the first two weeks 

of January, 1971, Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey, the 

subjects of this study, made their personal and professional 

files accessible to the investigator. These materials were 

examined and analyzed, and extensive notes were made with 

respect to the data relevant to her study. In many 

instances, duplicate copies of pertinent materials were 

provided for the investigator through the administrative 

offices of the professional, non-profit organizations 

directed by the respective subjects. In addition, Mrs. 

Willie Mae Mitchell, the mother of Arthur Mitchell, lent 

the investigator materials from scrapbooks and family 

albums. Mrs. Fred Cooper, the mother of Alvin Ailey, also 
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provided the investigator with family records and memorabilia 

of Ailey's childhood and his early career in dance. This 

material was acquired from Mrs. Cooper during a special 

visit with her in Los Angeles, California, from April 7 

through 14, 1971. 

The investigator also used the documentary sources 

of data found in the Dance Collection, Library and Museum 

of Performing Arts, New York Public Library at Lincoln 

Center in New York City, and in the Schomburg Collection of 

Negro Literature and History at the !35th Street Branch of 

the New York Public Library in New York City. Through the 

facilities at the Dance Collection, the investigator was 

able to view films of dances representing the choreography 

and performances of black male dance artists as well as 

Clipping Folders containing publicity materials, programs, 

and reviews of the performances of these artists. In the 

Schomburg Collection, she found invaluable background 

materials concerning the early pioneers of black dance in 

the United States. 

Procedures Followed in the Collection of 
Data from Human Sources 

The investigator compiled a working card file of 

names, addresses, and specific categories of possible con

tributors to the study as such names were revealed to her 
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by the subjects or through documentary analysis. The pos-

sible contributions of these human sources of data were 

categorized with respect to their familiarity with the 

personal lives or with the professional careers of the 

respective subjects. This file was comprised of forty

eight persons who might provide information concerning 

Arthur Mitchell, twenty-three persons who might provide 

information concerning Alvin Ailey, and twenty-eight black 

male dance artists and former teachers of these artists 

who could provide additional information for the docu

mentary analysis of background material for this disserta

tion. Since the majority of the human sources of data 

lived and worked in New York City and neighboring states, 

made frequent visits to New York City, or resided in 

Southern California, the biographical data were obtained 

from these individuals through the use of personal inter

views which were recorded on tape, or through informal 

discussions during which the investigator made copious 

notes of materials considered relevant to her study. When

ever such interviews or discussions were precluded by 

geographical locations, the investigator resorted to tele

phone interviews or personal correspondence accompanied by 

biographical data sheets and/or recording tape. 
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Personal letters drafted for collecting data from 

individuals were divided into the following three categories: 

(1) Biographical Data from Friends and Fellow Dancers of the 

Selected Subject, (2) Biographical Data Concerning Out

standing Black Male Dance Artists in the Idioms of Ballet 

and of Modern Dance, and (3) Biographical Data Collected 

from Teachers of Black Male Dance Artists. Sample copies 

of these letters and data sheets may be found in Appendix A, 

page 869, of this dissertation. 

Within the period from June 17, 1970, through 

September 19, 1970, the investigator conducted numerous 

interviews with both Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey. These 

interviews were recorded on tape and accompanied by the 

investigator's personal notations. In the course of the 

interviews, the subjects were guided by the interview 

questions and the Prospectus of the dissertation although 

each subject contributed additional information which was 

relevant to the study whenever he deemed it necessary. 

From June 19 through 29, 1970, the investigator was 

the constant companion of Alvin Ailey. She observed him 

while he choreographed The River and rehearsed dancers of 

the American Ballet Theatre for its premiere on June 25, 

1970, at the New York State Theatre located in Lincoln 

Center; she accompanied him to Washington, D. C., to a 
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performance of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater on 

June 23, 1970; and she accompanied him to rehearsals as he 

prepared his company for its tour of North Africa during 

the month of July, 1970. This informal companionship with 

the subject gave the investigator the opportunity of gain

ing special insight into his personality both as a private 

individual and as an artist. On July 6, 1970, the investi

gator began sharing living facilities with Miss Ivy Clarke, 

Administrator for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, 

Incorporated, thereby acquiring a direct connection with all 

aspects of Ailey's dance organization. Through the personal 

friendship of Miss Clarke, the investigator was able to 

move about easily within the circle of dancers and dance 

artists who have been, or who are currently associated with 

Alvin Ailey. Formal interviews were conducted with Alvin 

Ailey in New York City during the months of August and 

September of 1970, and January of 1971. 

On July 6, 1970, Arthur Mitchell returned to the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem following a Caribbean Tour with his 

Company. From this date until September 19, 1970, the 

investigator was privileged to visit freely the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem and to observe Arthur Mitchell in his 

various capacities as teacher, choreographer, friend, direc

tor, and business man. The investigator also accompanied 
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the Dance Theatre of Harlem Company as it fulfilled 

scheduled engagements and was regarded as a member of the 

company by the dancers, technicians, and administrators of 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem. This arrangement facilitated 

personal interviews with personnel associated with the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem as well as numerous informal discussions 

which yielded invaluable information pertaining to Arthur 

Mitchell. The investigator had the opportunity to observe 

Arthur Mitchell as a professional dancer during the week of 

August 23 through 30, 1970, at which time he performed as 

a premier danseur with the New York City Ballet at the New 

York State Theatre at Lincoln Center in New York City. 

Formal interviews were conducted with Arthur Mitchell in 

New York City and at High Folly in Chester, Massachusetts. 

These interviews were held in July and August of 1970, and 

in January of 1971. 

The interviews which were recorded on tapes were 

transcribed by the investigator and typewritten copies of 

the relevant information were prepared and submitted to 

each of the subjects for his appraisal. Such a procedure 

was necessary in order to ascertain the accuracy of spelling 

of specific names, to check the validity of the information 

provided, and to obtain permission to use direct quotations 

from the text of the taped responses of the two subjects. 
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Procedures Employed in the Organization. Analysis, 
and Presentation of the Data in the Form of 

a Final Written Report 

The data collected from both documentary and human 

sources for each subject were organized and analyzed under 

the following topical headings: (1) Early Life, Educational 

Background, and Dance Education; (2) Experiences as a Pro-

fessional Dancer; (3) Choreographic Achievements; (4) Teach

ing Experiences; (5) Independent Professional Dance Companies 

and Tours; (6) Contributions to Dance Literature; (7) Ap-

pearances on Radio and Television Broadcasts; (8) Honors and 

Awards of Merit; (9) Experiences in Films; and (10) Unique 

Contributions to the Field of Dance as a Black Male Dance 

Artist in Contemporary Society. Additional data collected 

with respect to contemporary black male dance artists were 

organized and analyzed under the topical heading of Con

temporary Black Male Dance Artists in the Idioms of Ballet 

and of Modern Dance. After the data were collected and 

organized, they were subjected to further critical analysis 

with respect to their value to the study. The investigator 

then prepared a written report of the study, chapter by 

chapter, and submitted each chapter to the members of the 

Dissertation Committee for suggested revisions and correc-

tions. The chapters were revised in accordance with these 

suggestions and submitted to Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey 
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for revisions, corrections, and approvnl. Following the 

incorporation of the suggested revisions and corrections, 

the report was re-submitted to the respective subjects and 

to the members of the Dissertation Committee for their final 

approval. 

The study is divided into the following twelve 

chapters: Chapter I, Orientation to the Study; Chapter II, 

Procedures Followed in the Development of the Study; 

Chapter III, Contemporary Black Male Dance Artists of the 

Concert Stage in the Idioms of Ballet and Modern Dance; 

Chapter IV, The Early Years of Arthur Mitchell; Chapter V, 

Arthur Mitchell: Professional Ballet Dancer; Chapter VI, 

Arthur Mitchell as a Teacher and as a Director of Profes-

sional Dance Companies; Chapter VII, Summary: Arthur 

Mitchell, Black Harlem's Artistic Messiah, Chapter VIII, 

Alvin Ailey: The Formative Years; Chapter IX, Early Profes

sional Preparation and Career of Alvin Ailey; Chapter X, 

Alvin Ailey: Artist in New York City; Chapter XI, Summary: 

Alvin Ailey, Explorer of the Roots of the Black Man; and 

Chapter XII, Summary of the Dissertation as a Whole and 

Recommendations for Further Studies. 

Preparation of a Classified Bibliography 
and Appendixes 

The investigator compiled a classified bibliography 

of all sources of data utilized in the development of this 
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study. The classified bibliography may be found on pages 

830 through 860 of this dissertation. 

The postal card questionnaire, selected sample 

letters, interview questions, and biographical data sht>ets 

used by the investigotor in obtaining data for this study 

appenr in Appendix A on pages 069 through U99; names and 

addresses of persons who contributed dnta pt>rtinent to this 

s t u d y a p p e a r i n A p p e n d i x B o n p a g e s 9 0 0 t h r o u g h 9 0 (J ; p r o

fessional performances nnd Lecture-Demonstrations of the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem were compiled and included in 

Appendix C on pages 907 through 916; major tours of the 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater appear in Appendix D 

on pages 917 through 931; selected photographs representa

tive of activities of both subjects--Arthur Mitchell and 

Alvin Ailey--and their respective dance companies may be 

found in Appendix E on pages 932 through 976; and sample 

programs and reviews from performances of the companies of 

both artists are included in Appendix r on pages 977 through 

1,000. 

Summary 

The procedures followed in the development of this 

study included: (1) Preliminary Procedures, (2) Procedures 

Followed in the Collection of Data from Documentary Sources, 

(3) Procedures Followed in the Collection of Data from Human 
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Sources, (4) Procedures Employed in the Organization, 

Analysis and Preparation of the Data in the Form of a Final 

Written Report, and (5) Preparation of a Classified Bibli

ography and Appendixes. 

The final written report was organized and presented 

in the following twelve chapters: Chapter I, Orientation to 

·the Study; Chapter II, Procedures Followed in the Development 

of the Study; Chapter III, Contemporary Black Male Dance 

Artists of the Concert Stage in the Idioms of Ballet and 

Modern Dance; Chapter IV, The Early Years of Arthur Mitchell; 

Chapter V, Arthur Mitchell: Professional Ballet Dancer; 

Chapter VI, Arthur Mitchell as a Teacher and as a Director 

of Professional Dance Companies; Chapter VII, Summary: 

Arthur Mitchell, Black Harlem's Artistic Messiah; Chapter 

VIII, Alvin Ailey: The Formative Years; Chapter IX, Early 

Professional Preparation and Career of Alvin Ailey; 

Chapter X, Alvin Ailey: Artist in New York City; Chapter XI, 

Summary: Alvin Ailey, Explorer of the Roots of the Black 

Man; and Chapter XII, Summary of the Dissertation as a Whole 

and Recommendations for Further Studies. 

A classified bibliography of all sources of data 

utilized in the development of the study was prepared. Also 

included in the final written report are six appendixes 

which are comprised of information relevant to the study 
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such as questions used in the interviews conducted, selected 

photographs, and sample programs and critical reviews which 

could not be incorporated in the text of the dissertation 

proper. 

Chapter III of this dissertation presents brief 

biographical sketches of outstanding contemporary black 

cmale dance artists in the idioms of ballet and of modern 

dance. 



CHAPTER III 

CONTEMPORARY BLACK MALE DANCE ARTISTS OF THE CONCERT 

STAGE IN THE IDIOMS OF BALLET AND MODERN DANCE 

The black entertainer was the first to provide what 

many authorities consider an " ••• entirely American 

theatrical element ••• "which has influenced stage per

formances and dancing styles in the United States.! The 

influence referred to stems from the Minstrel Show which is 

the ancestor of Vaudeville and of the American Music Hall.2 

Although the music and the movements were those of the 

black entertainer, he did not receive immediate recognition 

for his contributions. Marian Eames describes the situation 

in the following manner: 

Appearing first in alleys, dance-halls and saloons, 
the Negro entertainer did not attain widespread 
popularity or professional status until many of 
his imitators--white men in blackface--had already 
successfully exploited his "act."3 

Black music-making and dance arrived in this country 

with the importation of the first slaves during the six

teenth century.4 Coming primarily from the Gold Coast, 

!Marian Eames, "Comment," Dance Index, February, 
1947, p. iii. 

4Alice Bonner and others, eds., In Black America 
(Los Angeles: Presidential Publishers, 1970), p. 4. 
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Ivory Coast, Congo, Angola, Benin, Gambia, Senegal, Nigeria, 

Dahomey, and Togoland, 1 these slaves brought to America a 

rich cultural heritage--especially in the areas of music, 

dance, and African folklore. 2 According to Gorer, Africans, 

in their motherland, danced to express every emotion--not 

in a cannibalistic nor primitive developmental sense--but 

ia an exotic and rhythmical sense. 3 During the period of 

the slave trade, Africans danced for survival under the 

ubiquitous threat of the application of the whip wielded by 

the slave dealers. 4 Blacks continued to dance in the New 

World, again to express their emotions. In the new environ-

ment, however, the black man's dances tended to express 

sadness and loneliness.5 

The separation of the slaves from the members of 

their families and their friends, the restrictions imposed 

upon them by their masters, and the dissolution of their 

cultural traditions forced them to develop new forms of 

!Marian Hannah Winter, "Juba and the American 
Minstrelsy," Dance Index, February, 1947, p. 28. 

2Rayford W. Logan and Irving S. Cohen, The American 
Negro (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1967), pp. 15-16. 

3Go~ffrey Gorer, Africa Dances: A Short Book About 
West African Negroes (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 
Inc., 1962), p. 213. 

4Emery, "Black Dance in the U.S., From 1619 to 
1970!>" 
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artistic expression. These new forms were drawn from the 

Western European traditions of the settlers in the New 

_World, from the inventiveness and creativity of the blacks 

".:in providing instruments of sound and rhythm, and from the 

desire of these oppressed individuals for communion and 

communication with each other.l Black music-making and 

dance survived even the stringent slave laws of 1740 which 

forbade the beating of the drums, the blowing of the horns, 

or the use of any such noise makers which might have aroused 

slaves to insurrectionary activity. 2 They substituted for 

the forbidden instruments bone clappers, jawbones, scrap 

iron, hand clapping, and virtuosity of footbeats to accom-

pany their dance movements; these footbeats, expressive and 

communicative in quality, became, therefore, the forerunner 

of the dialogue " ••. tapped out by two performers in 

d . ..3 modern tap anc1ng. 

The earliest black dancers on the American stage 

were featured as exotics, comics, and dandies. As early as 

1791, a troupe of black comedians and entertainers performed 

in New Orleans.4 In the early part of the nineteenth 

lwinter, "Juba and the American Minstrelsy," p. 28. 

2.I.h.iJ1. 

4.JJU.!!. 

3 .l.b.id... 
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century, the singing and dancing "Negro boy" had become 

established as a dance hall and circus character.! By this 

time, also, white performers in blackface make-up had begun 

to capitalize upon the rich theatrical source materials 

provided by the blacks who often had no theatrical inter-

ests or aspiratio~s themselves. The early authentic black 

performer continued to appear only in "sporadic interludes."2 

By the late 1920's, the stereotyped image of the 

black dancer as a comic, dandy, or an exotic primitive was 

well established.3 Tap, soft shoe, and jazz dance were 

considered "natural" to black performers and were accepted 

favorably by white audiences. 4 The twentieth century black 

dancer, however, became restless and disenchanted with the 

old stereotyped image which no longer applied to him as an 

artist in his own right. Now a definite part of the American 

scene, he felt again the need to express his dance which was 

rooted in the emotions resulting from his cultural awareness 

that he was a full-fledged American citizen. 5 

3Emery, "Black Dance in the U.S., 1619 to 1970," 
pp. 266-67. 

4.lhiJ1. 

5 .lhiJ1. 
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Black Artists Who Payed the Way 

Among the earliest pioneers in black concert dance 

were those who danced with the Hampton Institute Creative 

Dance Group, the Negro Art Theatre Dance Group, the American 

Negro Ballet, and the Negro Dance Company.! Although not 

many outstanding performers emerged from these early con-

cert dance groups, the leaders deserve mention. 

The Hampton Institute Creative Dance Group was 

directed during the 1920's and the 1930's by Charles H. 

Williams and Charlotte Moton Kennedy.2 The Group presented 

concerts in modern dance idiom in schools throughout the 

country,3 with dances based primarily upon the African heri-

tage and the experiences of blacks, both enroute to and as 

residents in America.4 The greatest contribution of this 

Group perhaps was the fact that its members affiliated 

themselves with black schools throughout the United States 

in order to continue to teach black source materials to 

their students.s 

l.l.h.iJJ.. 

2Margaret Lloyd, "African Dances, American Plan," 
Christian Science Monitor, May 17, 1938. 

3Emery, "Black Dance in the U.S., 1619 to 19701 "p. '270. 

4Lloyd, "African Dances, American Plan." 

5Emery, "Black Dance in the U.S., 1619 to 1970,"p.271. 
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Hemsley Winfield organized the Negro Art Theatre 

Dance Group and, on April 29, 1931, presented what was billed 

as the "First Negro (Dance] Concert in America" in a small 

theatre atop the Chanin Building in New York City.l In-

eluded among the dancers in this first group were Edna Guy 

and Randolph Sawyer. Edna Guy was recognized by the dance 

critic, John Martin, for her solo suite of Negro Spirituals. 

Martin stated that he considered her Negro Spirituals more 

natural to the Negro dancer than her other two solos 

entitled Ankor-Vat and Offering, respectively, because he 

felt the latter two solos were imitative of " ••• the 

manner of dancers of another race .... " 2 Guy was moti-

vated to work with Negro Spirituals after she had heard 

Paul Robeson sing them, and she is credited with being the 

first to include the Negro Spiritual as a part of programs 

presented by black dancers. 3 Later in 1931, Sawyer became 

a member of the all-white Dance Center of Gluck-Sandor and 

Felicia Sore1. 4 In this newly formed company, John Martin 

lEdna Guy, "Negro Dance Pioneer!" Dance Herald, 
March, 1938, p. 6. 

2John Martin, "Dance Recital Given by Negro Artists," 
New York Times, April 30, 1931. 

3Guy, "Negro Dance Pioneer!" p. 6. 

4Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 169. 
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refers to Sawyer as " ••• appropriately cast and irreplace

able."! In 1933, Winfield's group joined the cast of Hall 

. Johnson's Broadway musical entitled Run, Li'l Chillun, 

choreographed by Doris Humphrey.2 During this same year, 

Winfield also became the first black man to dance with the 

Metropolitan Opera, performing the role of the Witch Doctor 

in Louis Gruenberg's opera entitled The Emperor Jones.3 

Winfield was still performing this role when he died sud

denly from an attack of pneumonia at the age of twenty-seven.4 

Apparently his death marked the end of the Negro Art Theatre 

Dance Group as no further reference to it was found in the 

literature. 

The American Negro Ballet made its debut in Harlem's 

Lafayette Theatre on November 21, 1937, under the direction 

of Eugene Von Grona.s Von Grona, a non-black, believed that 

the blacks were instinctively rhythmical and should be able 

to evolve a dance form which would, in the words of a writer 

lrbid. 

3rbid. 

4"Winfield Dead at 27; 'Emperor Jones' Dancer," 
New York Herald Tribune, undated newspaper clipping from 
the Dance Clipping File of the Dance Collection in the 
Library and Museum of the Performin~ Arts, New York Public 
Library, Lincoln Center, New York C1ty. 

5John Martin, "Negro Ballet Has Debut in Harlem," 
New York Times, November 22, 1937, p. 15. 
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for Newsweek, " ... make established ballets look feeble. "1 

He had launched his project of proving his belief three 

years prior to the initial concert presented by the American 

Negro Ballet in 1937.2 He offered free lessons to 150 

blacks in the gymnasium of the Harlem Young Women's Christian 

Association, and from these students emerged a concert group 

of thirty members. The Group, comprised of both male and 

female dancers, performed dances ranging from Stravinsky's 

Firebird to racial ballets which received mixed responses 

from the dance critics. Jon Edwards was singled out for 

personal acclaim as a performer.3 The performance as a 

whole was considered successful, and subsequently the Company 

performed in Lew Leslie's Blackbirds, 4 the musical which 

opened at the Liberty Theatre in early 1928 and became a 

"New York institution."5 

During the early 1940's, Wilson Williams organized 

the Negro Dance Company in an attempt to diminish further 

!"Harlem Under Control: Negro Ballet Gives Firebird 
and Park Avenue Approves," Newsweek, November 29, 1937, p. 28. 

2rbid. 

4Langston Hughes and Milton Meltzer, Black Magic: 
A Pictorial History of the Negro in American Entertainment 
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1967), 
p. 264. 

SJames Weldon Johnson, Black Manhattan (Kingsport, 
Tennessee: Kingsport Press, Inc., 1968), p. 212. 

• 
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the stereotyped concept of the black performer of the early 

Minstrel Shows. He felt that it was unfair that the black 

artist who had provided the thematic source materials for 

theatrical dancing for well over a century was unsuccessful 

in the use and performance of such materials.! Williams 

attributed this lack of success to (1} the overpraise of 

the efforts of black artists rather than praise of their 

true accomplishments, (2} the false notion that the black 

artist is a natural dancer and does not need the same 

training and strict discipline as the white dancer, and 

(3) the lack of a recognized school established to channel 

the innate talents of the black dancer into precise, crea

tive expression.2 

These early companies of black dancers were short-

lived because, according to Leonore Emery, the predominately 

white audiences failed to accept the performances of black 

dancers which deviated from their preconceived stereotyped 

image of such dancers. The opinion of the critics influ

enced, in turn, the responses of the audiences. 3 The 

leading dance critic in New York City at that time, John 

!Elena Maximoina, "Negro Dance on the Scene," 
Dance Magazine, December, 1942, p. 24. 

2Ibid. 

3Emery, "Black Dance in the u.s., 1619 to 1970," 
p. 267. 
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Martin, voiced many times the opinion which he expressed in 

his book, John Martin's Book of the Dance: 

While he [the American Negro] has been looking 
into his own traditions, ... he has also taken a 
glance at the traditions that his American col
leagues of other races have been concerned with, 
especially the academic ballet. By and large, he 
has been wise enough not to be drawn into it, for 
its wholly European outlook, history and technical 
theory are alien to him culturally, temperamentally 
and anatomically.l 

Marti n state s further t h a t "When the Neg r o take s on the 

style of the European, he succeeds only in being affected." 2 

At this point in history, it appears that the only way for 

blacks to enter concert dance was by means of the ethnologi-

cal idiom. 

Asadata Dafora: Leader and 
Exponent of African Dance 

Asadata Dafora Horton is considered by most author-

ities on dance as the first black man to bring the dance of 

the Africans to the attention of the public.3 Dafora was 

the great grandson of an ex-slave who had returned to Sierra 

Leone, Africa, upon gaining his freedom in Nova Scotia. 4 

!Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, pp. 178-79. 

21..1UJ1., p. 179. 

3Hughes and Meltzer, Black Magic: A Pictorial 
History of the Negro in American Entertainment, p. 266. 

4Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 180. 
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Dafora's great grandfather had adopted the surname of his 

former owner, Horton, which was soon dropped by Dafora as 

a performing dance artist in the United States of America. 1 

During his boyhood, Asadata Dafora Horton observed 

intently the native dances in Africa as he wandered from 

district to district " •.. taking in every gesture and 

body movement. "2 Later, when he entered the white world, 

he was disappointed with the Negro dancing which he saw, 

and he considered it a disgrace to the genuine African art 

of dance. In order to rectify the situation, Horton organ-

ized his own dance company--Asadata Dafora and His African 

Dancers--to perform authentic African dances.3 Dafora 

placed such emphasis upon authe~ticity that he taught 

African dialects to all persons involved in his company of 

dancers in New York City.4 

Dafora came to the United States in 1929.5 Five 

years later he presented Kykunkor, which he called an opera, 

2charlotte Hughes, "Sing a Song of Suffern," 
untitled and undated newspaper clipping from the Dance 
Clipping File of the Dance Collection in the Library and 
Museum of the Performing Arts, New York Public Library, 
Lincoln Center, New York City. 

5Martha Dreillott, "Dafora--Dancer From Sierra 
Leone," Africa, Today and Tomorrow, April, 1945, p. 25. 
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to the New York public at the Unity Theatre located on 

23rd Street. 1 Lincoln Kirstein, in a review for the Nation, 

expressed the opinion that even though " ... one visit to 

Kykunkor is more rewarding than any other recital has been 

this spring, •. " he felt that the production was not 

likely to become " . a cult like for example 'Four 

Saints in Three Acts' because so much of it is unrelieved 

and hard to look at."2 

During the three decades which followed, Dafora 

presented many other productions which he called dance-

dramas. Although they were of the same general character 

as Kykunkor, none of these dance-dramas had the impact of 

Dafora's first created work. 3 Kykunkor was based upon 

tribal life and served as a vehicle for the expression of 

authentic African music, songs, and dances. The plot was 

fictional, and the cast was comprised of Africans and black 

Americans.4 This particular work paved the way for the 

theatrical use of ethnic material by the black dancer; in 

this regard, Emery states that it was proved that " 

!Lincoln Kirstein, "Kykunkor: Native African 
0 p e r a , '' N a t i o n , J u n e 1 3 , 1 9 3 4 , p • 6 8 4 • 

2J.ti.9.. 

3Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 180. 

4Ibid. 
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black dancers working with material from their own heritage 

could be successful on the American concert stage. "1 It also 

paved the way for and thus eased the path of the American

born Katherine Dunham who is referred to affectionately as 

the "mother" of black concert dance in the United States.2 

Katherine Dunham; First Lady of Olack 
Concert Dance in the 

United States 

A native of Chicago, Illinois, Katherine Dunham, 

who was born in 1914,3 was first impressed by her theatri-

cally inclined relatives as they rehearsed in a Chicago 

basement for the presentation of a show about Indians 

entitled Minnehaha.4 At that time, Dunham, who was only 

four years of age, was not permitted to participate in the 

performance. She promised herself, however, that she would 

sing and dance as much as she pleased when she became an 

adult.5 During those early years in Chicago, Dunham was 

lEmery, "Black Dance in the U.S., 1619 to 1970," 
p. 276. 

2opinion formed by the investigator following nu
merous interviews with leading black contemporary dance 
artists. 

3"Awards 1968: To Katherine Dunham," Dance 
Magazine, April, 1969, p. 37. 

4Biemiller, Dance: the Story of Katherine Dunham, 
pp. 11-15. 

5 ..!..ti.[. 
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exposed to Vaudeville during the weekdays and, on Sundays, 

she visited her uncle Arthur who lived in Mecca Flats--an 

apartment building which housed many "sho\'1 business" per

formers.1 

The period of excitement about "show business" did 

not last long for little Katherine as she and her brother, 

Albert, went to Joliet, Illinois, to re-join their own 

father, to meet their new step-mother, and to settle down 

into a new kind of life. 2 Her father, being somewhat of a 

musician, insisted that his daughter take piano lessons at 

a v e r y e a r 1 y a g e . He r c a r e e r i n d a n c e d i d n o t b e g i n , h ow

ever, until she was twelve years of age.3 One day, when 

Dunham was in the seventh grade, as she passed from one 

class to another, she was approached by her teacher of 

physical education, a Miss Kirby, and invited to join the 

dance club.4 She enjoyed the experience so much that she 

convinced her parents to allow her to add three lessons in 

dance each week to her schedule which was already over-

crowded with household chores, piano practice, and school 

work.s 

111l.!J!. 2rbid., p. 19. 

3Jbid., p. 28. 4rbid., pp. 27-28. 

5Jbid., P· 30. -
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Dunham's first experience in theatrical productions 

occurred a short time after she became involved with her 

lessons in dance. The members of her church agreed reluc

tantly to permit her to present a cabaret party as a money

raising project.! The night of this cabaret party was to 

be long remembered by young Katherine, who had planned to 

speak, to sing, and to dance as part of the program. She 

became ill with an attack of tonsilitis on the day of the 

performance, however, and was permitted only to dance. And 

dance she did! To the cheers and shouts of her audience, 

she leaped and whirled successfully through her Russian 

Hopak.2 Her so-called cabaret party was successful 

financially, netting about seventy-six dollars from the 

sale of tickets which sold for only twenty-five cents each.3 

An ardent admirer of her older brother, Albert, 

Katherine Dunham followed him to Chicago, Illinois, to 

attend the University of Chicago in that city. 4 She worked 

her way through college with money earned from teaching of 

classes in dance. These classes were held in her living 

quarters which doubled as her school of dance.5 After her 

arrival at the University, she decided upon a major sequence 

lJ.!U.f!.' PP • 34-35. 2rbid., p. 41. 

31.!U.f!. 4rbid., p. 76. 

sl.!U.f!.' p. 81. 



- 119 -

in anthropology because a lecture which she attended on 

that subject opened her eyes to the " ... deep-rooted con-

nection between the dance, music, and archaic ceremonials 

of a people and that people's social and economic history.! 

During the period of her college career, she operated a dance 

school, directed several dance groups, and gave performances 

from time to time for audiences which were usually comprised 

of the parents of her students and interested friends. At 

one such performance, she was informed by one of her stu-

dents that the white lady in the audience was Mrs. Alfred 

Rosenwald Stern. The excited student exclaimed: 

You've heard of the Rosenwald foundation, haven't 
you? The organization that gives money to people 
to study or start new projects in the theatre, or 
art, or the dance? Well! And Mrs. Stern looks as 
if she likes what she's seen so far!2 

A few days later, Dunham received an invitation to attend 

a meeting of the Members of the Board of the Rosenwald 

Foundation; she left that meeting as the proud recipient of 

a Julius Rosenwald Traveling Fellowship for anthropological 

research which afforded her the opportunity to travel in 

the West Indies. 3 

lA. v. Coton, "Katherine Dunham: Her Story," 
Ballet, July, 1948, p. 17. 

2Biemiller, Dance; The Story of Katherine Dunham, 
p. 87. 

3 Ibid . , p. 89. 
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Prior to Dunham's West Indian trip, she continued 

both her teaching and her study of dance. Among her 

teachers were Ludmila Speranzeva, a former Wigman dancer, 

and Mark Turbyfill, an eccentric poet and dancer who per

formed with Ruth Pagc.l Ruth Page, the Ballet Mistress of 

the Chicago Civic Opera, provided Dunham with her first 

opportunity to perform as a professional dancer.2 She cast 

the young Dunham in one of the three leading roles in her 

West Indian ballet, La Guiablesse. This role, which Dunham 

danced during the Opera seasons from 1933 through 1936,3 

did not make her famous, but it attracted an increasing 

number of students to the classes which she taught. 4 

When Dunham returned to Chicago from the West Indies, 

she had gathered sufficient data to write an analysis of 

The Dances of Haiti; Their Form. Function, and Social 

Organization--a manuscript which she presented as a thesis 

for a Master of Arts degree in Anthropology at the University 

p. 84. 

!Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 250. 

2niemiller, Dance; The Story of Katherine Dunham, 

3"Curriculum Vitae of Katherine Dunham,'' obtained 
through personal correspondence with Katherine Dunham, 
October 17 and 27, 1972. 

4Biemiller, Dance; The Story of Katherine Dunham, 
p. 85. 
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of Chicago. 1 More important than that, how£lver, she brought 

back exciting source materials upon which she could base her 

choreography in the future. In late 1936, Dunham rapidly 

assembled a group comprised of her former dancers and began 

work on new compositions. She also became involved with a 

writers' project sponsored by the Chicago City Theatre 

which was designed to study various cultures, and, by 

special request from the Federal Theatre of Chicago, she 

choreographed the full-length ballet entitled L'tlq'Ya.2 

The success of L'Ag'Ya brought invitations from New York 

City for Katherine Dunham and fler Dancers to appear at the 

Young Men and Young Women's Hebrew Association, located on 

92nd Street, in an evening of Negro dance on March 7, 1937,3 

and for Dunham to serve as Director of Dance for a musical 

show entitled Pins and Needles, under the sponsorship of 

the International Ladies Garment Workers Union.4 

lDorothi Bock Pierre, "Katherine Dunham, Cool 
Scientist or Sultry Performer?" Dance Magazine, May, 1947, 
p. 13. 

2siemiller, Dance: The Story of Katherine Dunham, 
p. 118. 

3programme, "Negro Dance Evening," Kaufmann 
Auditorium, New York City, March 7, 1931. 

4Biemiller, Dance: The Story of Katherine Dunham, 
p. 118. 
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Determined that her Company should have a proper 

Broadway debut, Dunham rented the Windsor Theatre and 

planned a single performance for Sunday, February 18, 1940.1 

Upon presenting her Tropics and Le Jazz Hot to the Ne\~ 

York public, she experienced such success that her per

formances continued to run for twelve additional Sundays. 2 

No previous black concert dance had made such a favorable 

and enthusiastically received impression upon the New York 

audiences since Dafora's Kykunkor presented six years prior 

t o D u n h am ' s c o n c e r t s • 3 A c c o r d i n g t o ,J o h n M a r t i n , t h e 

importance of Dunham's dance may have surpassed that of 

Dafora's inasmuch as it represented the beginning " of 

a genuine American Negro dance art. "4 

In the years which followed, Dunham, the dancer-

anthropologist, played roles in the following motion pic

tures: Carnival in Rhythm in 1939; Star Spangled Rhythm in 

1941; Stormy Weather in 1943; Casbah in 1948; and in the 

musical entitled Cabin in the Sky in 1940 through 1942. 5 

She also choreographed and staged the dances for the motion 

!Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 181. 

2Ibid. -
3Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 181. 

5"Curriculum Vitae of Katherine Dunham," October, 1972. 
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pictures entitled, respectively, Pardon My Sarong in 1952 

and Green Mansions in 1959.1 In addition to her responsi

bilities as choreographer and producer of many ballets for 

her own dance company, Dunham appeared also in 1949 as a 

guest artist with both the Los Angeles and the San Francisco 

Symphony Orchestras.2 During the period from 1939 through 

1969, she wrote several books and articles for publication 

and, in early 1945, she established the Katherine Dunham 

School of Cultural Arts, Incorporated, in New York City, 

which served as a "home base" for the members of her dance 

company.3 Here, the Dunham method of dance, which combined 

ballet with Caribbean, African, and Central European dance 

elements, was taught. Students at the Katherine Dunham 

School of Cultural Arts received instruction also in all 

other recognized idioms of dance as well as in choreography, 

acting, anthropology, and various languages. 4 Dunham sur

rounded herself with hard-working, well-disciplined teachers 

and dancers. Her teachers kept the School operating smoothly 

while Dunham and her dancers drew praise wherever they 

appeared on tours or in fulfilling special engagements.s 

1lli9.. 2rbid. 

3aiemiller, Dance: The Story of Katherine Dunham, 
p. 132. 

4.lll.id... 

5Playbill, The Broadway Theatre, New York City, 
beginning Monday, May B, 1950. 
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Under the management of the noted impresario, Sol fJurok, 

Dunham and her Gompany toured the United States, Europe, 

South America, the Far East, and Australia.! The tours 

abroad were so successful that Dunham was called "Katherine 

the Great" by her European public and became the subject of 

essays by Cocteau, Breton, and other famous writers as well 

as the model for many outstanding painters.2 Some of her 

most famous choreographic achievements are L'Aq'Ya, Le Jazz 

!!.2.!., Barrelhouse, Tropics, Rites de Passage, Shango, and 

Bambouche.3 

At one time or another, most of the early black 

dance artists studied at the Katherine Dunham School of 

Cultural Arts which was in operation from 1950 through 

19534 in New York City. Outstanding dancers of her early 

Company included Talley Beatty and Archie Savage. 5 Later, 

more permanent members of the Company included Roger 

Ohardieno, Tommy Gomez, Lenwood Morris, Eddy Clay, Claude 

Marchant, Andre Drew, Vanoye Aikens, Delores Harper, 

!Albert J. Elias, "Conversation with Katherine 
Dunham," Dance Magazine, February, 1956, p. 9. 

2playbill, The Broadway Theatre, May 8, 1950. 

31JJ..i.9.. 

4syvilla Fort, "Biographical Data Sheet for Teachers 
of Black Male Dance Artists," July 21, 1971. 

5Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 244. 
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Richardena Jackson, Lawaune Ingram, Laverne french, Lavinia 

Williams, Gloria Mitchell, Ora Lee, Ramona Erwin, Syvilla 

Fort , and L u c i 1 1 e Evans • 1 0 the r outs tan d i n g p e r son a 1 i t i e s 

in the theatre who have been associated as students with 

the Katherine Dunham School of Cultural Arts include Eartha 

Kitt, Marlon Brando, James Dean, Chita Rivera, Betta St. 

John, Jennifer Jones, and Bobby Capo.2 Unfortunately, an 

examination of the existing literature concerning black 

dance reveals that, with the exception of Talley Beatty, 

the noted choreographer, no great dance leaders have emerged 

among the black male dance artists who danced with Katherine 

Dunham.3 Many of these individuals, however, are still 

actively involved in some phase of the dance as is Miss 

Dunham herself. 

Katherine Dunham, the first lady of black dance in 

America, is now Professor of Anthropology at Southern 

Illinois University in East Saint Louis, Illinois, where 

she has established the Training Center and Dynamic Museum 

where the Dunham techniques can flourish again and where 

!souvenir Programme, ''Sol Hurok Presents Katherine 
Dunham and Her Dancers," 1950. 

2Biemiller, Dance: The Story of Katherine Dunham, 
p. 132. 

30pinion formed by the investigator following 
extensive documentary research with respect to black male 
dance artists. 
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students may study also her art treasures collected from 

worldwide dance tours. 1 Lenwood Morris, a former Dunham 

dancer, is Director of Performing Arts at the Training 

Center and Dynamic Museum, and Miss Dunham was negotiating 

in January of 1971 with several other members of her former 

Company with respect to their rejoining her and working 

in this venture.2 Of the former Dunham dancers, however, 

Syvilla Fort is singled out and highly praised by black 

contemporary dance artists as the one person who has done 

more than any other teacher in New York City to continue 

the Dunham tradition.3 

Remembering her days with Katherine Dunham, Fort, 

former Dunham dancer and former Director of the Katherine 

Dunham School of Cultural Arts in New York City, writes: 

Her [Katherine Dunham's] contribution to the 
modern dance trend in the United States and in many 
other parts of the world must be recognized thoroughly 
and dramatically--the need of young artists for a 
creative push in their individual career objectives 
was provided or at least recognized by this vibrant 
woman who sustained a working and creative effort 
throughout the 1940's and 1950's for young dancers, 

!Katherine Dunham, personal interview held in New 
York City, January 10, 1971. 

2Jbid. 

3opinion formed by the investigator following 
interviews with numerous black contemporary dance artists 
in New York City during the summer of 1970. 
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ethnic style drummers, musicians, and singers. The 
basis of the known careers of several worldwide 
artists has been recorded for posterity many times 
over as a result of the exposure which these indi
viduals had with Miss Dunham's dancers and singers. 
Her contribution as a catalyst toward a workable 
dance technique is unquestionable, undisputed, and 
definite. Her ability to pull individuals into her 
working situation and push them past the needed and 
·immediate performance level of skill is almost a 
monumental procedure.! 

In recognition of her contributions to the field of dance, 

Dunham received the Dance Magqzine Award in 1968. The 

following tribute to her is concise but revealing: 

This anthropological scholar proved herself, on 
stage the world over, to be one of the most glamorous 
of performers and a choreographer with the knack of 
turning research (which she personally conducted in 
Haiti and throughout the Caribbean) into theatrical 
excitement.2 

Syvilla Fort: Influential Teacher 

Syvilla Fort was born in Seattle, Washington, where 

she received her early dance training. She attended the 

Seattle Repertory Playhouse Theatre and the University of 

Washington as well as the Cornish School of Arts, also 

located in Seattle.3 It was in this city that Karel Shook, 

Associate Director of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, first 

lsyvilla Fort, personal correspondence with the 
investigator, July 21, 1971. 

2"Awards 1968: To Katherine Dunham," p. 37. 

3syvilla Fort, "Biographical Data Sheet for Teachers 
of Black Male Dance Artists." 
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saw her dance. He described her as " absolutely one 

of the most fantastically talented persons I have ever seen. 

She could do anything with her body ... 1 She received wide 

acclaim as a Dunham dancer and also served as Uallet 

Mistress for Katherine Dunham and ller Uancers during the 

1940's.2 From 1950 through 1953, she served as Acting 

Director of the Katherine Dunham School of Cultural Arts 

in New York City.3 

Not only was Syvilla Fort a gifted artist but she 

was also a dedicated teacher. 4 Shortly before Dunham's 

School was closed early in 1954, Fort became director of 

her own dance studio in New York City--The Studio of Theatre 

Dance--where she and her husband, Buddy Phillips, an out

standing tap and jazz dancer, 5 pursued their idea of 

blending modern-Afro dance techniques with those in the 

idiom of American jazz. 6 Their Studio at 153 West 44th 

!Karel Shook, personal interview held in New York 
City, January 17, 1971. 

2Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 245. 

3Fort, "Biographical Data Sheet for Teachers of 
Black Male Dance Artists." 

4shook, personal interview, January 17, 1971. 

5Louis Williams, personal interview held in New 
York City, January 15, 1971. 

6Fort, "Biographical Data Sheet for Teachers of 
Black Male Dance Artists." 

• 
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Street became their functional laboratory and it remains so 

in the 1970's. In the words of Syvilla Fort, " the 

faces change, but the Studio continues ... 1 She comments 

that dance artists and drummers associated with the Studio 

have ventured " •.. from the Studio nucleus to places all 

over the country and the outside world."2 

Several well-known black male dance artists have 

studied with Syvilla Fort. Some have made notable contri-

butions in the area of dance, others in the area of acting, 

and still others in the area of rhythms.3 tligh on the list 

of outstanding dance personalities is Walter Nicks, a 

teacher and choreographer in both the modern and ethn~logi

cal idioms of dance. Fort first taught Nicks during the 

early period of the Katherine Dunham School of Cultural Arts 

and continued as his teacher until he became the first 

scholarship student to be advanced to the position of 

assistant teacher in that School. 4 Fort feels that she 

gave him the encouragement and hope which he needed at the 

beginning of his career. 

following observation: 

She is quick, however, to make the 

•.. he was always above the average student when 
it came to intelligently surveying the trends and 
problems of the creative artist and he made many 

ll.!U.!!.. 

3_DW!. 

2.1Jll.!!. 

4Ibid. 
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~ecisions which, in my opinion, allowed him to stay 
1n the profession and function creatively during the 
days when very little attention was paid to the 
black male dance artist.1 

Nicks spent most of the 1960's teaching in Europe, 

fulfilling assignments in France, Germany, and Spain, but 

maintaining his adopted home in Sweden. Ouring the summer 

of 1970, he served as a guest instructor at the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem in New York City.2 At that time, he 

expressed an interest in returning to the United Stntes on 

a permanent basis, and, during the spring semester of 1971, 

he returned as Artist-in-Residence at the University of 

Maryland.3 

Jaime Rogers is another dancer-teacher-choreographer 

who came directly under the influence of Syvilla Fort. She 

taught him as a child at the Katherine Dunham School of 

Cultural Arts and believes that this early work gave him 

direction and helped him to establish certain goals which 

led to his later experiences and interests. ~iss Fort feels 

that this is particularly true of Rogers because, when he 

was asked as a child what he wished to become as an adult, 

l.lQl.!!. 

2walter Nicks, informal discussion at a dinner in 
his honor at the home of Karel Shook, New York City, 
July 12, 1970. 

3 s h 0 0 k , p e r s on a 1 i n t e r v i e w, .1 a n u a r y 1 7 , 1 9 71 • 
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he replied, "a chemist." He has since become an outstanding 

figure in the area of modern jazz and presents a strong 

image for the black male dancer. Rogers is probably best 

remembered for his portrayal of the "opposition fighter" 

to Sammy Davis, Junior, in the Broadway musical Golden Boy. 

He has produced the choreography for several Hollywood 

television specials and is presently living and working on 

the West Coast. 1 

Harold Pierson began his first years of serious 

study with Syvilla Fort in 1953. It was at the Dunham 

Studio that the direction of his career became evident.2 

He has since been a prominent member of the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater, and, more recently, he has proved 

to be an outstanding performer in Broadway musicals.3 The 

dancer-teacher-singer has to his credits the following 

Broadway musicals: Jimmy Kicks and Company, Copper and 

Brass, Sweet Charity, Golden Boy, How Now, Dow Jones, and 

Purlie. During the summer of 1970, Pierson left the Broad

way stage to undertake a program of study directed toward 

adding further dimension to his personal aims--especially 

!Fort, "Biographical Data Sheet for Teachers of 
Black Male Dance Artists." 

2Ibid. 

3Harold Pierson, "Resume," prepared for the 
investigator, September 11, 1970. • 
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to that of becoming a dramatic artist.l During 1971, this 

dynamic dance personality was engaged in the teaching of 

classes in modern dance in private studios in Phi: adelphia, 

Pennsylvania.2 

Chuck Davis specializes in Modern-Afro and 

authentic African dance forms. lie, too, received his 

basic training in dance from Syvilla Fort. Although he 

heads his own group in New York City, he still returns to 

Miss Fort from time to time for refresher courses. He has 

expressed the feeling that her work has always been a source 

of support and inspiration for him.3 According to Miss Fort, 

Chuck Davis is an exciting talent of "giant height" who 

works well with a large group in projecting Afro-dance 

f o r m s • Wh e n h e p e r f o r me d a t t h e Wo r l d ' s Fa i r i n 1 9 6 6 , M i s s 

Fort says that he" ... even excited the \qatusi group who 

had been brought in from Africa." 4 Davis has exerted 

intense influences in New York City where the Chuck Davis 

Dance Company examines the heritage of the Afro-American 

and presents him with a confrontation of his present status 

2 F 0 r t , " Bio gr a ph i c a 1 D a t a S h e e t f o r T e a c h e r s o f 
Black Male Dance Artists." 

3 .Dlif!. 

4rbid. -
• 
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in contemporary society. Davis accomplishes his purpose 

through dance.l 

Douglas Crutchfield is a dancer and teacher of 

Modern-Afro dance forms who has extended the techniques 

of this idiom to various European bases. fie is presently 

living in Denmark where he adapts his dance techniques for 

use in the field of geriatrics. Crutchfield received his 

first formal dance training with Syvilla Fort, to whom he 

accredits his strength in pursuing his personal goals. 

According to Miss Fort, Crutchfield has great command of 

the Modern-Afro technique and attracts dancers to study 

with him wherever he goes.2 

Syvilla Fort's influence has not been limited to 

dance artists. Many outstanding black male artists in 

other fields have received valuable dance training under 

her tutelage. Among these are such actors as Leo Coleman, 

now living in Rome, Italy--famous for the role of the deaf 

mute in the Gian-Carlo Menotti Opera, The Medium: James 

Earl Jones, famous for his Othello and The Great White Hope; 

Yaphet Kotto, who replaced James Earl Jones in the Broad

way production of The Great White Hope when Jones left to 

lTroy Dubois, "Chuck Davis Dance Company," The 
Feet, November, 1970, p. 2. 

2Fort "Biographical Data Sheet for Teachers of , . " 
Black Male Dance Artists. 
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fulfill his commitment in the motion picture version of 

this play; Raymond St. Jacques, who starred in Cotton Comes 

to Harlem; and Otis Young, noted for his role in Black 

Cowboy. In addition, many drummers who help sustain the 

percussion accompaniment in the New York City dance 

studios began as dancers at the Katherine Dunham School 

of Cultural Arts but transferred their interest to the 

field of accompaniment because it afforded more lucrative 

opportunities than those available to dancers. Among 

these current drummers extraordinaires arc Alex Cambrclan, 

Danny Barrajanos, and Roland De Longoria. 1 

Syvilla Fort has touched the lives of many black 

artists and she continues to be an influential force. 

Inspired by her work with Katherine Dunham, she took the 

Modern~primitive techniques and developed a Modern-Afro

American style of dance--thus blending the old and the new 

to produce a Modern-Afro technique combined with that of 

jazz.2 The Dunham idea, however, is not passe in New York 

City; it has been extended and enlarged as Syvilla Fort 

continues a tradition. In addition to her work as Director 

of her ow~ Studfo of Dance Arts for the past seventeen 

years, she choreographed the Langston Hughes production of 

libid. 

2Ibid. 
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The Prodigal Son which toured the United States and Europe 

before Hughes' death in 1967. She also choreographed the 

experimental production of Sartre's The Flies for the 

Repertory Theatre Company in residence at the University of 

Michigan under the direction of Vinette Carrol. In 1964-

1965, she was a member of a team of dance specialists who 

were chosen by Harry Belafonte and the Guinean Government to 

observe, select, and train West African dancers as a step 

toward forming a National Dance Company in Africa. Since 

1967, she has served as a special teacher of dance at 

Teacher's College, Columbia University, New York City, 

where she offers instruction in Afro-Caribbean forms of 

dance. During 1971, she also served as Associate Teacher 

at the Lee Strasberg Theatre Institute in New York City, 

teaching rhythms and Modern-Afro forms as well as becoming 

Supervisor of Afro dance forms at the Hudson Guild Theatre 

and at the Clark Center of the Performing Arts in New York 

City.l 

Pearl Primus: Dynamic Leader in 
Black Concert Dance 

Another great lady of black dance in the United 

States is Pearl Primus. Primus was born in Trinidad in 

1919, but her parents brought her to New York City at the 
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age of three. There she received her education at Hunter 

High School and Hunter College with a major sequence in 

biology and pre-medical sciences. Upon her graduation from 

college in 1940--the year of Katherine Dunham's New York 

City d6but--Primus encountered her first experiences of 

overt racial prejudice when she was unable to secure employ

ment as a laboratory technician.! Intent upon pursuing her 

formal education, she attended night classes in health edu-

cation and psychology and searched for any remunerative work 

which was available in order to support herself. Some of 

these early experiences included working in factories and 

shipyards as a welder, a burner, a riveter, and in several 

other industrial capacities. While she was employed in the 

wardrobe department of the National Youth Administration in 

1941, she appeared in the dance group as a replacement 

because there was " ••• no one else around. "2 After a 

very bad start on the night of the performance, she sud

denly began to delight in physical movement and, according 

to the dance critic, John Martin, she " ••• cut loose and 

stole the show, to nobody's greater surprise than her own ... 3 

!"Pearl Primus," Current Biography, 1944, p. 551. 

2Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 268. 

3Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 182. 
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Following her first performing experience, Primus 

auditioned for and won a working scholarship to the New 

Dance Group, a non-profit corporation which mnintained a 

professional company and school in New York City.l Among 

the leaders of the New Dance Group at that time were such 

personalities as Jane Dudley, Sophie Maslow, and Willinm 

Bales. A good student, Primus was soon choreographing her 

own dances.2 

Partly as an outgrowth of her student work and 

partly to soothe the wounds which she felt had been inflicted 

upon her by racial discrimination, Primus became engaged in 

research on primitive dances.3 Margaret Lloyd states that 

this examination of African culture gave her 

••• confidence and courage, ••• it gave her 
a sense of background, of belonging to an 
aristocracy of the spirit; for the Africans were 
a proud and honorable people, a rich and hapgy 
people, before the white man exploited them. 

After her first six months of study, Primus had choreographed 

African Ceremonial, based upon a legend from the Belgian 

Congo.s 

!Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 174. 

2Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 182. 

3Lioyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 269. 

4 .il>..i.il· 
srbid., p. 210. 
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During the months which followed, Primus prepared 

for the presentation of three modern dance solos--Strange 

Fruit, the aftermath of a lynching; Rock Uqnicl, a lesson 

in jazz; and Hard Time Blues, a protest against share

cropping.! She presented her dances to a New York audience 

on February 14, 1943, at the Kaufmann Auditorium of the 

92nd Street YM-YWHA.2 John Martin praised her performance 

so highly that she sought his opinion with respect to 

whether or not she should continue in medicine or in dance 

as a profession.3 Acting upon his encouragement with 

respect to a career in dance, Primus undertook a regimen 

to become what Martin terms " ••• obviously the greatest 

Negro dancer of them all."4 

All of Primus' choreography was based upon careful 

and extensive research.s During the first five years of 

her career, she continued to choreograph African dances 

although she had never been to Africa. From the memories 

of members of her Trinidadian family, she structured 

1~., pp. 270-71. 

2programm~, "Pearl Primus and Group in Dance 
Recital," Roosevelt School Auditorium, Gary, Indiana, 
February 1, 1947. 

3"Pearl Primus," Current Biography, 1944, p. 552. 

4Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 183. 

SLloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 269. 
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Caribbean dances. 1 Although it was not until 1944 that 

Primus made an extended tour of the Deep South, her first 

solo dances depicted the emotions of Southern blacks.2 

Wh i 1 e studying the dances among those b Ia c k s, she reach c d 

the conclusion that the religion of the Southern black, 

just as that of the West Indian, " . is a superficial 

=coating of Christianity over the inbred pagan superstitions, 

and the movement can be traced straight to African origins."3 

In 1945, Primus was awarded a Rosenwald Fellowship to study 

dances in Africa. She was so successful in Africa that she 

was renamed "Omowale" in Nigeria--a title which means "child 

returned home." In addition, the giant \~atusi dancers of 

the Belgian Congo adopted her as n member of their tribe.4 

Although Primus eventually visited Africa, the West 

Indies, and the Deep South for source materials, she dis

covered that those of her dances structured upon the basis 

of research were just as powerful and, in some instances, 

better compositions than those produced following her visits 

to the actual sites. In addition to her African Ceremonial, 

other well-remembered African dances choreographed by Pearl 

l..!.!UJ!., p. 267. 

3Ibid. -
2Ibid., p. 274. 

4"Pearl Primus and Her Company," Official Souvenir 
Programme, 1946. 
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Primus include Dnnce of Strenqth, Donee of Bt~nuty, Te Monna, 

Excerpts From an African Journey, and The Initiation. Among 

the dances based upon sources in the West Indit~s are Suntos, 

Shouters of Sobo, War Dance, Yanvaloo, Play Dance, and 

Caribbean Congo. Those dances in the Primus repertory 

which were based upon the experiences of the black American 

include Study in Nothing, The Negro Spenks of Hivers, 

Strange Fruit, Mischieveous Interlude, Mean and Evil Blues, 

Hard Time Blues, Folk Dance, Freedom Train, nnd n group of 

Spirituals.! 

In an article devoted to a comparison of Katherine 

Dunham and Pearl Primus, Dan Deleighbur, of the Amsterdam 

News, states that "She [Primus] dances and expresses [in her 

dances] a deep and sincere understanding of her people, of 

the Negro's struggles, his frustrations." lie further states 

that " she is an artist of the people in the same sense 

that Paul Robeson is a people's singer." Deleighbur pre-

ferred Primus to Dunham because he felt that Dunham had been 

influenced by Hollywood and the box office receipts to the 

extent of over-glamorizing the authenticity of her art.2 

2Dan Deleighbur, "Katherine Dunham vs Pearl Primus: 
Styles and Purposes in Negro Folk Dancing are Compared," 
Amsterdam News, 1944. Newspaper clipping from the personal 
files of Joe Nash, n.d. 
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In an official souvenir program of her 1946 season, 

Primus was described as "a mixture of excitement." The 

description further states that Primus was 

••. inspired by the throbbing depths of the 
ancient drums of Africa, the strong calypso rhythms 
of her native Trinidad, the powerful revivals of 
our Southland, the work songs, the blues songs and 
the swift-pulsating jazz of America.l 

Imagining the drums of Africa as the "voice of the earth," 

Primus 

• has taken this voice as the basis of her work 
. she says her technique is of the earth--and 

that the dance for her is in obedience to those 
forces which grow from the earth and stretch to the 
distant heavens • . • • She listens to the earth-
she visits it. She studies the oceans. She runs 
her hands over the smooth resisting rocks. She 
watches the movement of people and animals. Then 
she creates and recreates in obedience to that 
voice within her--the "voice of the earth."2 

The Pearl Primus of 1970 still responds to the 

"voice of the earth." She still maintains an active studio 

in association with her husband, Percival Borde, at 17 West 

28th Street, in New York City. She is also on the faculty 

of Hunter College where she is working toward a Doctor of 

Philosophy degree in Anthropology. 3 She is available also 

!"Pearl Primus'' Official Souvenir Programme Pearl 
Primus and Her Company, 1946, p.ll. 

2Ibid., p. 3. 

3pearl Primus, telephone interview 
York City, September 2, 1970. 

held in New 
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for guest appearances and, on January a, 1971, the llarambee 

Black Arts Council presented her in concert at The Inter-

church Center in New York City where her progrnm was com

prised of dances from her series entitled Cultural Hridges-

The African Dance Style, Its Meaning. At this concert, 

Primus was her usual dynamic self and continued to arouse 

interest in the African dance style.l 

Although Primus has choreographed successful group 

dances, it seems that she has achieved highest critical 

acclaim for dances which she choreographed for her company 

of dancers which was relatively small in size.2 Some out-

standing black male dancers have emerged through performing 

in her company; she has directed such personalities as 

Percival Borde, her dancer-husband; Charles Queenan, an 

original member of the Negro Dance Theatre; Charles Blackwell, 

employed by Merrick Productions and currently serving as 

stage manager for the Broadway musical, Promises Promises; 

and Joe Nash, a multi-media specialist with the National 

Council of Churches and Director of the Black Resource 

!Joe Nash, personal interview held in New York City, 
January 9, 1 9 71 • 

2opinion formed by the investigator after reading 
numerous reviews of performances by Pearl Primus and Her 
Company obtained from the personal files of Joe Nash. 
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Center established in September of 1970 in the Office of 

Urban Education in New York City.l 

Of the former members of Pearl Primus' concert 

dance group, Joe Nash has had a most interesting cnrePr. 

Although he is no longer dancing, he has a personal library 

which includes practically every book and article about 

black dance in the United States. In recent years, he has 

been extending his collection to include resource materials 

pertaining to all forms of black art.2 

Joe Nash: Authority on Blgck Resources 

Joe Nash, born in New York City on October 5, 1926, 

beg a n h i s c a r e e r i n p r o f e s s i o n a 1 d a n c e on .J a n u a r y 6 , 1 9 4 6 , 

at the Ziegfield Theatre in the Broadway musical Showboat.3 

Helen Tamiris was the choreographer, and Pearl Primus was 

the featured dancer. 4 During this same year, Nash became a 

member of Primus' concert dance group, performing in New 

York City, and on tour throughout the South, Midwest, and 

New England. With Pearl Primus and Her Company, he was not 

lJoe Nash, personal interview held in New York 
City, September 10, 1970. 

21..bJ1!. 

3Joe Nash, "Biographical Information Sheet," 
prepared for the investigator, November 23, 1970. 

4Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, p. 152. 
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only featured as a solo dancer but he served also as a dance 

partner for Jacqueline Hairston. Primus' works in which he 

danced include Te Moana, Dqnce of Bequty, Afro-Huitiqn Play 

Dance, Caribbean Congo, .Ml.!ll, Folk Song, Trio, Mischievous 

Interlude, and Legend.! Throughout the season of 1946-1947, 

Nash was praised by various dance critics for his interpre-

tations of Dance of Beauty in which he assumed the role of 

a seven-foot member of the Watusi Tribe from the hills of 

the Belgian Congo. Critics and audiences alike enjoyed 

especially the Afro-Haitian Play Dance and Cqrihbenn Congo 

as danced by Nash and Hairston.2 

Included in Joe Nash's eleven-year career as a 

professional dancer are appearances in many musicals, tele-

vision shows, and other dance-related activities which 

include Finian's Rainbow in 1947; Inside U.S.A. in 1949; 

Bless You All in 1950; Flahooley in 1951; My Darling Aida 

in 1952; and Living the Life in 1953. In 1957, he danced 

in the production of Showboat at Jones Beach with June 

Taylor as choreographer and Geoffrey Holder as featured 

!Nash, "Biographical Information Sheet." 

2Joe Nash, numerous newspaper clippings of reviews 
from the 1946-1947 touring season of Pearl Primus and her 
company, from the personal files of Joe Nash lent to the 
investigator, July, 1971. 
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dancer. Other concert groups with which Nash has performed 

include Donald McKayle and Company, Theatre Dance, Inc., 

and Charles Weidman and Company. On television, he has 

appeared in choreography by Pearl Primus, Talley Ueatty, 

Donald McKayle, Valerie Bettis, and others. tlis o\\'n 

choreographic activities have included the NBC "Today Show"-

with Dave Garroway and cast from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania-

in February of 1956; Aida, for the National Negro Opera 

Company in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania, in October of 1954; The 

Blue Venus in Philadelphia in December of 1954; and 

Persephone in December of 1955 for the Philadelphia Cotil

lion Society. During the mid-fifties, he instructed classes 

in modern-primitive technique, fundamentals of primitive 

dance, history of dance, and dance personalities, in 

Philadelphia, at meetings of dance educators and of the 

Dancing Masters of America, and in conjunction with local 

seminar groups. 1 

Nash studied with a number of outstanding person-

a 1 i t i e s i n New Y o r k C i t y i n c 1 u d i n g Do r i s H u mph r e y , C h a rl e s 

Weidman, Vitale Fokine, Helene Platove, Matt Mattox, Syvilla 

Fort, and Pearl Primus. He was a dance instructor at 

Syvilla Fort's Studio of Theatre Dance for many years, and 

is now a dance instructor upon a free-lance basis. At the 

lNash, "Biographical Information Sheet." 
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request of Syvilla fort, his personal collection of dance 

resources has been displayed at Teachers College, Columbia 

University in New York City, and studied extensively by stu

dents and faculty members of that and other institutions. 

At this time, he is engaged in designing a course on "The 

History of the Black Dancer in America," based upon his 

dance memorabilia.l 

A survey of Nash's many activities revealed that, 

from 1958 through 1970, he worked in the field of curriculum 

development with the Division of Christian Educntion, 

National Council of Churches at The Interchurch Center in 

New York City. He assisted in the prepnrntion of curriculum 

outlines for the Sunday Schools, the Vncntion Church Schools, 

a series entitled Through-the-Week, and programs for cxcep-

tional persons including the mentally retarded nnd the 

physically handicapped. This endeavor culminated in the 

publication of The Church's Educqtional Ministry: A Cur

riculum Plan, and Tools for Curriculum Development. These 

resources were written by denominational representatives 

participating in the Cooperative Curriculum Project.2 

During the annual meeting of the Division of 

Christian Education which was entitled "Man and the City" 

lJoe Nash, personal correspondence with the investi
gator, October 20, 1972. 

2 .l..b.id.. 



- 147 -

and held in Chicago in February o! 1969, Nash produced a 

unique program called llighli!e comprised of coordinated 

workshops in folk music, black art, dance, politics, civic 

concerns, black poetry, drama, welfare and urban issues.l 

In August of 1970, on behalf of the Black Christian 

Education Project, Nash mounted a comprehensive exhibit 

called "Educational Resources !or lllack Churches" at the 

Krisheim Study Center in Philadelphia, Pcnnsylvanin.2 This 

led to the creation of a Black Resources Center in September 

of 1970 in the Office of Urban Education in New York City 

where Nash now functions as media coordinator and authority 

on black educational resources. As Director of the Center, 

he consults with Christian educators, seminarians, media 

personnel, community organizations, public school and col

lege personnel, and other persons and agencies interested 

in black resources. He offers also a workshop entitled 

"Journey Into Discovery" which is designed to develop skills 

in locating, identifying, interpreting, creating, utilizing, 

and evaluating black educational resources. He describes 

his programs as " . a process of helping all persons 

become aware of the rich heritage of black people, and their 

outstanding contributions to American culture."3 
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Outstanding Artists Among Black 
Men in Ballet 

Most of the early attempts of black men in ballet 

were discouraged by the stereotyped classification of the 

dance critics, and by the failure of predominately \1/hite 

audiences to accept these black men strictly upon their 

merits as dancers. The majority of the dance audiences 

came to performances with preconceived viewpoints with 

respect to whether or not b 1 a c k dancers s h o u 1 d "i n vade" the 

white ballet. 1 As late as the 1950's, two black ballet 

companies still attempted to exist in order to provide 

separate outlets for black talent with specific training 

in classical dance. 

During the summer of 1954, the Negro Dance Theatre, 

an all-male ballet company directed by Aubrey llitchins, 

made its debut at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, 

Incorporated in Lee, Massachusetts. Among those dancers 

who participated in the debut performance were Charles 

Queenan, Moire-Carson, Norman Oejoie, Charles Martin, and 

Bernard Johnson.2 The Company lasted through a return per-

formance at Jacob's Pillow the following year during which 

lEmery, "Black Dance in the U. S., 1619 to 1970," 
p. 310. 

2sernard Johnson, personal interview held in New 
York City, August 28, 1970. 
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time it premi~red Gothic Suite, choreographed by Tony 

CharmoliJ Outlook for Three, choreographed by Oania Krutska; 

and the Liszt Prelude, choreographed by Aubrey lfitchins. 

This Company was dissolved soon after its Massachusetts 

performance in 1955 because sufficient funds were not avail

able for its continued operation.! 

The experiences of the New York Negro Ballet were 

similar to those of the Negro Dance Theatre. This Compnny 

w a s c om p r i s e d o f b 1 a c k d a n c e r s o f b o t h s e x e s w h o \'I c r e 

trained in classical ballet. Ward Fleming was the ~rtistic 

Director of the Company.2 Prior to the autumn of 1956, 

Fleming managed to present a sufficient number of perform-

ances in and around New York City to raise the funds ncces-

sary for a European tour. The Company toured Scotland, 

Wales, and England with the high point of the tour being 

an eight-week residency in the Drury Lane Theatre in London. 

Wherever the Company performed, the theatres were crowded, 

but the individual dancers were not reviewed as members of 

a ballet company. They were reviewed instead as black 

entertainers. Although the Company was not recognized as 

l.lll.llL. 

2unless otherwise documented, all information con
cerning the New York.Negro Ba~let wa~ obtained through a 
personal interview w1th Georg1a Coll1ns, former member of 
the New York Negro Ballet, held in New York City, January 9, 
1971. 
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being technically good, individual personalities were 

singled out for recognition. Following the engagement of 

eight weeks at the Urury Lane Theatre, the Compnny was 

forced to disband because of a lack of operational funds. 

Many black dancers left the United Stntcs to reside 

in Europe where they were recognized as dance artists and 

given opportunities to star in white classical ballets. 

One such artist who left the United States for this pur

pose early in his career was Sylvester Campbell. 

Sylvester Campbell; Ballet Stnr 
in Europel 

Sylvester Campbell was born into an artistic family 

i n 0 k 1 a h om a C i t y , 0 k 1 a h om a , o n .J a n u a r y 2 2 , 1 9 3 8 • II i s 

father, Sylvester Briscoe, was a trombone player with 

Blanche Calloway's Band, and his mother and grandmother 

were proficient in modern dance. Campbell began tap dancing 

at an early age, and his interest in ballet was sparked when 

he accompanied his two sisters to a ballet class at the 

Jones-Haywood School of Ballet in Washington, D. C. After 

the class, the teacher asked Campbell to attempt various 

techniques which he had observed during the class, and she 

lunless otherwise documented, all information con
cerning Sylvester Campbell was obtained from the "Data 
Sheet for Black Male Dance Artists" and additional bio
graphical data prepared for the investigator by Sylvester 
Campbell, December 15, 1970. 



- 151 -

was so impressed by his performance that she invited him to 

return the following day in order to participate regularly 

in her classes. Because his parents were unable to pay for 

.lessons for their two daughters and for Syl\'cster, he sold 

newspapers and cleaned the studio to earn money for his 

tuition. 

Sylvester Campbell proved to be a promising student 

at the Jones-Haywood School of Ballet, and the Directors, 

Doris Jones and Claire Baywood, became his lasting friends. 

They secured a scholarship for him to attend the School of 

American Ballet in New York City where he studied with 

Karel Shook and began to perfect his techniques in the 

classical ballet. 

Campbell began his professional career with the New 

York Negro Ballet Company during its 1956-1957 season of 

performances. In the autumn of 1957, when this Company 

left the United States for a tour of Great Britain, Campbell 

was among its thirty members and one of several who chose 

to remain in Europe at the close of the tour. 

During his visit to London with the New York Negro 

Ballet Company, Campbell met the English choreographer, 

Jack Carter. Following Campbell's decision to remain in 

Europe, Carter invited him to dance in some of the works 

which he was arranging for the television network of the 
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British Broadcasting Company. In 1958, Campbell joined an 

all-English Revue in which he toured !or two months through

out Sweden. At the end of this engagement, he remained in 

Sweden where he worked with a Swedish Hevue and studied for 

a year in local schools of ballet. In 1959, he returned to 

London where he was invited to join a company formed by 

Marina Svetlova, the American ballerina. With Svctlova's 

Company, he danced Blue Beard, The Nutcracker Suite, Jack 

Carter's Dark Angel, and his only choreographic study to 

date--Such Sweet Thunder, a solo set to music by Duke 

Ellington. He danced also in such classic ballets as ~ 

Sylphides and Giselle. In 1959, Campbell appeared as a 

soloist with Pierre Lacotte's Ballet de la Tour L'Eiffel 

and as a guest artist with the Dublin Theatre Aallet, where 

he danced the role of Albrecht in Giselle. 

Campbell joined the llet Nederlands Ballet in Holland 

in 1960 under the direction of Sonia Gaskell. He began as 

a member of the corps de ballet, but two weeks later he was 

dancing a leading role in Les Presages. In 1963, when Sonia 

Gaskell became the director of a newly formed Dutch ballet 

company, The National Ballet, Campbell became its premier 

danseur. 

campbell has chosen to remain abroad because he 

believes that many more opportunities for him to perform 
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in the area of classical ballet exist in Europe than in the 

United States. He compares his situation with that of his 

black friends who chose to remain in the United States and 

who maintain that they have never had nn opportunity to 

dance leading roles in the great classical ballets in this 

country. Campbell occupies n unique position in that he is 

probably the only black classical ballet dancer in the world 

who has performed all of the male lending roles in such 

ballets as Swan Lake, The Sleeping Beauty, Romeo and Juliet, 

Giselle, and Les Sylphides. ffis favorites among the pas de 

deux which he dances include those in The Black Swan and in 

Don Quixote. 

Campbell is making his contribution to the field of 

dance as an outstanding black classical ballet dancer. ffe 

has appeared on stages in Spain, Germany, Poland, France, 

England, Italy, Sweden, Yugoslavia, South America, Switzer

land, Russia, Belgium, Portugal, Austria, and North Africa. 

Although he has achieved outstanding recognition for his 

various performances in the many countries in which he has 

danced, Campbell wishes to dance in his native United 

States. He would like to show the dance audiences in his 

own country what he has achieved abroad and feels confident 

that as a mature artist, he would experience the same , 
success in the United States as he has realized abroad. 
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Billy Wilson: Dancer-Teachcr-Choreoqrnpher 
in the Bnlletl 

Billy Wilson is another black male dance artist 

who has attained success in Europe. Wilson has born 

April 21, 1935, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and is a 

graduate of a business college. He became interested in 

dance primarily through his participation in n black crea

tive dance group which was active in the public school 

system which he attended. His professional career began 

at the age of seven and, by the time he was eleven years 

old, he had danced on the stage of almost every public 

school in the city of Philadelphia. At the age of eleven, 

he won first prize at the University of Pennsylvania Cul

tural Olympics for his performance with the creative dance 

group which was comprised of children attending the Reynolds 

S c h o o 1 • In 1 9 52 , w h en h e w a s s i x t e e n y c a r s o f a g e , \~ i 1 s o n 

received a scholarship to study with Antony Tudor at the 

Philadelphia Ballet Guild School in Philadelphia, Pennsyl

vania, where he performed as a soloist with the company 

associated with this school. He left Philadelphia in 1955, 

at the age of nineteen, in order to work and to study in 

New York City. He performed in the 1956 production of 

lunless otherwise documented, all information con
cerning Billy Wilson was obtained from the "Data Sheet for 
Black Male Dance Artists," prepared for the investigator 
by Billy Wilson, November 26, 1970. 
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Carmen Jones and states that he studied .. everything 

from tap to ballet to survive the best of both worlds."! 

While in New York, he studied with such nuthoritative 

teachers as Karel Shook in ballet, Walter Nicks in primi

tive, and Pearl Lang in modern dance. 

Musicals have had a special meaning for Hilly Wilson. 

Not only have they afforded him the opportunity to work with 

such famous Broadway choreographers as Jnck Cole and Jerome 

Robbins, but he has the distinction also of being the only 

black dancer appearing in Bells Arc Ringing, produced in 

1956-1957, and one of two black dancers who performed in 

the 1958 London production of West Side Story. The latter 

engagement resulted in an offer for him to become a member 

of the National Ballet of Holland in which Billy Wilson 

became the only black soloist in the Company. 

According to Wilson, he chose to live and to work 

in Europe because European audiences accepted him first, 

as an artist, and second, as a black man. This evaluation 

afforded him both the time and the opportunity to experi

ence success as a classical dancer early in his career. He 

admits, however, that at no point in his professional 

career has he been able to forget the color of his skin. 

He has always been aware of his heritage and of the respon

sibility whi~h has acco~panied his being a "first black" 

lwilson, "Data Sheet for Black Male Dance Artists." 
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in so many professional capacities. Before going to Europe, 

he states that he always experienced anxiety with respect 

to whether or not he would be accepted at various auditions. 

Following his acceptance after such auditions, he states 

that he felt a constant determination to prove that he was 

better than the white ballet dancers. These concerns, 

coupled with anxiety with respect to his assurance of con

tinuous employment, harassed other black professional 

dancers of the early fifties. In general, those dancers, 

trained in the classical ballet, had to depend upon obtain

ing work in musicals for their livelihood. The opportunity 

to become affiliated with the National Ballet of Holland, 

however, alleviated some of these anxieties for Wilson. ffe 

performed with this Company for four years before going to 

Rotterdam to stage the productions of Kiss Me Kate and~' 

I Do for the Rotterdam Theatre Company. 

Wilson spent his formative years of performing in 

Europe but returned to the United States to serve as Chair

man of the Department of Dance at Brandeis University in 

Waltham, Massachusetts,where he remained for the academic 

year of 1965-1966. At the close of the year, he returned 

to Europe for a brief period before deciding to move his 

family to the United States and to establish a permanent 

home in this country. 
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Unlike Campbell, \~ilson is involved in much more 

than the performance aspects of his profession. fie is a 

teacher and a choreographer as \~ell as a dancer. fie had 

several reasons for returning to the United States includ-

ing the desire to work again in his O\'in country; to intro-

duce his wife, Sonja van Beers, former prima ballerina of 

the National Ballet of Holland, to this country in order 

that she might become acquainted with his family and learn 

something of his heritage; to be a part of the so-called 

"black cultural revolution" in the United States; and to 

help provide black children with their own heroes and images 

which he felt was a way of " ••. replenishing the soil." 

Since his return to the United States, \1/ilson has \Yorked 

with children in underprivileged areas of Boston in asso-

ciation with the Cambridge School of Ballet and with the 

Greater Boston Public School System. He has participated 

also in a federally subsidized program entitled "Arts 6" 

in the greater Boston area. Wilson has directed and chore-

ographed the famous Hasty Pudding Theatrical Revue of 

Harvard University each year since 1966, 1 and he has estab

lished a dance program at St. Paul's School for Boys in 

Concord, New Hampshire. At this time, in 1972, he is 

l"Hasty Pudding A la Billy Wilson," Ebony Magazine, 
March, 1969, p. 139. 
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serving as Artistic Director of the Dance Company of the 

National Center of Afro-American Artists in Ooston, Massa

chusetts.1 

At the Center, Wilson has assembled n company of 

talented dancers, versatile in the idioms of ballet, modern, 

and primitive dance. He feels that "Black people can • t have 

the luxury of just doing one thing. We've been touched by 

so many things and since we nrc about building for the 

future, we have to be multifnceted."2 Wilson's Afro-American 

Dance Company performed during the week of August 23 through 

28, 1971, at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated, 

in Lee, Massachusetts. Here he performed Adrift with his 

ballerina wife, Sonja van Beers.3 Although he is involved 

primarily in teaching, directing, and choreographing, he 

still performs as a dance artist when, in his own words, 

" it [performing] is interesting and lucrative. u4 

!untitled newspaper article, The Boston Sunday 
Globe, May 24, 1970, p. 27, personal files of Billy Wilson. 

2silly Wilson, quoted by Dyann Robinson in "Rebuttal: 
Their Skin Should be Pale •.. " A joint letter to the 
editor of Vogue Magazine in rebuttal to an article entitled 
"Ballet Girls" which contained a controversial quote by 
George Balanchine and was printed in the August first issue 
of Vogue. The letter was printed in The Feet, September, 
1971, p. 5. 

3"Dance Company of the National Center of Afro
American Artists," The Feet, September, 1971, p. 4. 

4wilson, "Data Sheet for Black Dance Artists." 
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Two of Campbell's friends who had remained in the 

United States and had tried to break through all barriers 

into the world of ballet during the early 1950's are Louis 

Johnson and Arthur Mitchell. The lot ter is one of the t\'t'o 

subjects of this biographical study and has achieved inter

national recognition as a dancer in classical ballet. Louis 

Johnson is recognized for his choreographic contributions 

to the field of dance.l 

Louis Johnson: Outstanding 
Choreographer2 

Louis Johnson is another black dancer who is a 

product of the Jones-Haywood School of Bnllet in Washington, 

D. C. Born in Statesville, North Carolina, on March 19, 

1932, he moved to Washington, D. C. as a young child. 

During his senior year in high school, he went to New York 

City to audition for the School of American Ballet. He was 

accepted but deferred a half year until he finished high 

school with a major sequence in commercial art. In 1950, 

he returned to New York City where he studied nt the School 

lclive Barnes, "Dance: Cultivated Jazz," New York 
Times, clipping from the personal files of Louis Johnson, 
n.d. 

2unless otherwise documented all information con
cerning Louis Johnson was obtained from a "Biographical 
Resume" prepared for the investigator by Louis .Johnson, New 
York City, December 5, 1970. 
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of American Ballet and at the Katherine Uunham School of 

Cultural Arts. He also studied with teachers from the 

Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo and from the Metropolitan Hallet. 

After two years at the School of American Onllct, he becnme 

the first black dancer to perform o major role with the New 

York City Ballet. 1 On February 14, 1952, he dnnced a solo 

role in Jerome Robbins' ballet entitled Oallod(~, set to the 

music of Debussy. This may be considered a token perform-

·. ance only, however, since Johnson has not had the opportunity 

since 
•) 

to perform with a major classical ballet company.~ 

Johnson has, however, experienced outstnnding sue-

cess as a performer in Broad\'lay musicals. He began per-

forming on Broadway in 1953 in the Harold Arlen-Gertrude 

Stein production of Four Saints in Three Acts. Since then, 

he has performed successfully in My Darling Aidn, House of 

Flowers, Damn Yankees, Kwomia, and Hallelujah Raby.3 

Johnson, like many other black artists of the 1950's, 

formed his own company, the Louis Johnson Dance Company, 

in 1953 in order to provide black ballet dancers with some 

.lLouis Johnson, personal interview held in New 
York City, July 28, 1970. 

2Ibid. 

3Johnson, "Biographical Resume." 
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o u t 1 e t for t h e i r t a 1 en t s a s n o \1/ h i t e b n 1 1 e t c o rn p a n i {~ s n t t h c 

time were accepting b 1 a c k dan c c r s. 1 Johnson support t• d h i s 

Company with funds earned through various typt•s of employ-

ment, and managed to present mnny successful nnd remunera-

tive concerts. The members of his Compnny \'e'ould convene 

periodically to rehearse for scheduled concerts. ~ftcr such 

performances, they w o u 1 d be f o r c e d to d i shan d i n or de r t o 

seek other sources of remuncrntive employment, renssemhl ing 

') 
when needed for other performnnces.~ 

Although Johnson has proved himself to hen strong 

dancer, it is through his choreogrnphic prowess that he has 

made his lasting impression upon those comprising the dance 

world.3 His first work, entitled Lament and presented in 

1953 at the American Ballet Club's Annual Choreographer's 

Night, dominated the evening.4 Since that time, he has 

choreographed many ballets including Kindergnrten, Harlequin, 

Spiritual Suite, How Many Miles, Ode to ~nrtin Luther King, 

. .\ V i e w f rom a G h e t t o , F i r s t S i n , \~ h n t a \\' o r 1 d , a n d No 

Outlet.s In the fall of 1970, he choreographed Intermezzo 

1 J 0 h n s 0 n , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w, .J u 1 y 2 8 , 1 9 7 0 • 

2Ibid. 

3"Louis Johnson Choreographs Esteban for WCA," The 
.E£li, August, 1971, p. 2. 

4"Reviews: Third Annual Choreographer's Night," 
Dance Magazine, May, 1953. 

SJohnson, "Biographical Resume.'' 



- 162 -

which was first presented by the Capital Ua1lct Company-

the professional dance company of the Jones-Haywood School 

of Ballet--in March of 1971.1 More recently, ht• choreo-

graphed for the Dance Theatre of Hnrlem a work cnt it 1 ed 

Sources of Rhythm which had its premidre at the Hunter 

College Playhouse in New York City on December 11, 1971. 

Dance Magazine's Gil Forman called this ballet "exciting" 

and added that " ••. the effect wns harmonious and stimu

lating."2 

Johnson's choreographic activity has not been 

limited to ballets in the classical idiom. Since 1955, he 

has added seven "off-Broadway shows" to his credits. Among 

the most popular of these productions were Black Nativity, 

Black Electra, and God is a Guess What. In summer stock, 

he has choreographed such musicals as Kiss "e Kate, Damn 

Yankees, and Pal Joey. As Director of Dance for the Negro 

Ensemble Company, he staged the movement for the Sons of 

the Lusitanian Bogey which won the 1968 Obie ANard.
3 

Among 

his credits in Broadway productions, he has Les B1ancs 4 and 

!"Jones-Haywood Dance School," The Feet, August, 

1971, p. 5. 

2Gil Forman, "Reviews: Dance Theatre of Harlem," 
Dance Magazine, February, 1971, p. 31. 

3Johnson, "Biographical Hesume." 
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Purlie Victorious. 1 Because of his work with th~ latter, 

he became the first black choreographer ever no~inated for 

a Tony Award. 2 In 1969, he choreographed tht~ dnnces for tht~ 

Metro-Goldwyn-Meyer motion picture entitlr~d Cotton Comt•s to 

Harlem.3 

Johnson has also devoted his talents to the teachinu 

f i e 1 d • T h r o u g h o u t t h e y c n r s , h e h n s w o r k e d a s n t t~ a c h t• r n n d 

c h o r e o g r a p h e r w i t h t h e II n r y o u ,\ n t 1 - p o v e r t y P r o g r am i n N e "-' 

Y o r k C i t y , w i t h T h e C h i 1 d r e n ' s A 1 d So c i c t y , w i t h t h e N t~ g r o 

Ensemble Company, and with the ffnrlem Cultural Counci 1. lfc 

has taught dance in workshops designed to promote black art 

at Yale University, and he has served as a Unncc Consultant 

and Symposium Co-ordinator at Howard University in \\'ashington, 

D. c., the Virginia State College, the flampton Institute in 

Virginia, and Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia.4 

During the 1970's, Johnson remains active as a 

choreographer, creating works for The Dance Theatre of 

Harlem, the Capital Ballet, and The ~lvin Ailey ~merican 

Dance Theater.S Whenever time permitted, he has assembled 

!programme, "Purlie Victorious," The .\lvin Theatre, 
Summer, 1970. 

2Johnson, "Biographical Resume." 

3 4Th~~. 1.UQ.. ~ 

Sivy Clarke, personal interview held in Los Angeles, 
California, May 24, 1972. 
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his own company known as The Louis Johnson Donee Theatre, 

in order to share his expertise and experience with young 

black dancers and choreographers. He feels that, with the 

,proper guidance and assistance, they wi 11 reap the rewards 

which he and many of his fellow students failed to have on 

opportunity to enjoy.l 

There are other young black male dancers in the 

1970's who have attracted attention and favorable critical 

praise for their performances in conjunction \1/ith major 

ballet companies in the United States. Among these arc 

Christian Holder of the City Center Joffrcy Ballet and 

Keith Lee of American Ballet Theatre. Holder is the son of 

the famous Trinidadian dancer and painter, Boscoe Holder, 

and the nephew of Geoffrey Holder, outstanding figure in 

ethnological dance in this country.2 During the season of 

1970-1971, Christian Holder became a dancer with the City 

Center Joffrey Ballet, performing major roles in such 

ballets as The Mingus Dances, Weewis, Trinity, and Astarte.3 

During the summer of 1970, Keith Lee choreographed 

a tribute to Cole Porter, entitled Times Past, for performance 

lJohnson, "Biographical Resume." 

2Boscoe Holder, personal interview held in Port-of
Spain, Trinidad, August 1, 1970. 

3Doris Hering, , "Joffrey Journey," Dance Magazine, 
January, 1972, pp. 31-36. 
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by the American Ballet Theatre.! The premi~re of the ballet 

evoked rousing applause of the audience on July 23, 1970, 

at the New York State Theatre.2 Keith Lee, who is an 

excellent performer, has danced featured roles in both 

traditional and contemporary ballets; among these arc 

P e t r o u c h k a , J o s e L i m o n ' s T h e T r a i t o r , a n d •\ 1 v i n 1\ i 1 e y ' s T h e 

River. 3 At the age of twenty, Lee wns promoted to the rank 

of soloist with the American Ballet Theatre during the 

autumn of 1971.4 

Outstanding Artists Among Blnck 
Men in Modern Dnnce 

Among the black leaders who immediately followed 

Dafora, Dunham, and Primus in the field of modern dance in 

the United States are three men who have achieved success 

as dancers, as choreographers, and as directors of their 

own dance companies. These men--Talley Beatty, Donald 

!Keith Lee, personal conversation with the investi
gator during rehearsals at the New York State Theatre for 
the summer season of the American Ballet Theatre, New York 
City, June 19, 1970. 

2programme, "American Ballet Theatre at the New 
York State Theatre," New York City, July 23, 1970. 

3personal observation by the investigator during 
the 1970 summer season of the American Ballet Theatre at 
the New York State Theatre in New York City. 

4"Presstime News," Dance Magazine, December, 1971, 
p. 6. 
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McKayle, and Alvin Ailey--based their early choreographic 

works upon themes centered around the experiences of black 

individuals. Later, they broadened their scope of crea

tivity to include abstract as well as classical themes.l 

Talley Beatty: Serious Artist 
Of the Modern Dance 

Talley Beatty was a member of the original dance 

company of Katherine Dunham which performed in New York City 

in 1937.2 It appears that he remained with Katherine Uunham 

a n d h e r c om p a n y t h r o ugh 1 9 4 0 a s e a r 1 y i n t h a t y e n r .J o h n 

Martin, in a review of Le Jazz ffot, mentioned the young 

dancer.3 During Beatty's early years as n dancer, his per-

forming experiences were varied as he appeared in works 

produced by Helen Tamiris and by Esther Junger. 4 Maya Deren 

also enlisted his talents, making him the sole subject of 

her dance film, A Study in Choreography for Camera, which 

she termed " ••• a duet between space and a dancer ... s 

!Emery, "Black Dance in the U.S., 1619 to 1970," 
p. 292. 

2Programme, "Negro Dance Evening," March 7, 1937. 

3John Martin, "Negro Dance Art," New York Times, 
February 19, 1940 1 p. 26. 

4Lloyd, The Borzoi Book of Modern Dance, pp. 152, 

232. 

s.!!U.f!., p. 352. 
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Dr i v e n b y a d e s i r e t o p r o c e e d i n a n i n d t• p t• n d t~ n t 

f a s h i o n , Be a t t y o r g a n i z e d n r e v u ., c a 1 1 e d 'f r o p 1 c a n a i n t h t• 

s t y 1 e of t h e rev u e s p r e v i o u s 1 y p rod u c e d by t\ n t h ,. r i n e 

Dunham. lie toured in the United States and nhroad '"ith 

this production for a period of five years. It was not 

until 1958, however, that Oeatty nchievt•d succt•ss in a 

series of solo recitals which included o suite of primit ivc 

dances, a surrealistic piece called Nobody Come, nnd n 

performance of Icarus which was choreographed lor him by 

1 Earnest Parham, a fellow dancer •• John Martin character-

ized Beatty at this time as an ". nrtist to he taken 

seriously, with passion, imagination, and n courngeous 

breaking through of forms."2 

In 1959, a Lena Robbins foundation Grant made it 

possible for Beatty to give to the dance world his most 

famous choreographic work, The Rood of the Phoebe Snow.3 

This composition, which has since become a classic, is 

based upon his childhood memories of games, fights, and 

romances associated with the railroad tracks outside the 

!Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 165. 

3Hughes and Meltzer, Black Magic~ A Pictori!l 
History of the Negro ip American Entertalnment, p. 2t0. 
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City of Chicago and with the famous Lackawanna train called 

t h e "Phoebe Snow. " 1 The c h o reo g rap h y w a s s ~ t t o t h t• m u s i c 

of Duke Ellington. In 1962, he choreographed Com~ nnd Get 

t h e 8 e a u t y o f I t H o t , 2 w h i c h w a s , a c c o r d i n g t o .J o h n .\f a r t i n , 

" full of human relations und implications hut essen

tially an abstraction."3 

Beatty has experienced many problems ns the director 

of his own dance company. Often he hus managed to stage his 

performances only by sharing the program with some of his 

colleagues; at other times, he danced with other companies 

in order to earn money for his livclihood.lj During the 

1960's, he lived in Europe where he worked as n guest 

choreographer wherever he was invited to serve in this 

capacity. His fame has increased throughout Europe and 

other countries because of the performances of his works 

by the widely traveled Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater. 

Ailey has exerted every effort to keep Beatty's choreography 

alive. 5 

!Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 185. 

2 H u g h e s a n d Me 1 t z e r , . B 1 a c ~ ~~a g i c : 1\ P i c t o r i : 1 
History of the Negro in American Entertainment, p. 2t0. 

3Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 186. 

4Ibid. 

SAlvin Ailey, personal interview, New York City, 
August 15, 1970. 
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In the ear 1 y 1 9 7 0 ' s, Bent t y r t: t u r n t· d t o t he t; n i t t• d 

States to teach at the National Center of Afro-A~ericun 

Artists in Boston, Massachusetts, and to choreovraph a nPw 

ballet for the Boston Bnllct.l 

Honold McKoylc; Dunct•r-
C h o reo g r o ph t• r- T tl~J c h tl r 

Donald McKayle was born in Nt~w York City on .July {,, 

1930,2 and became interested in dnnce during his final yenr 

in high school after having seen one of tht! t~nrly perform-

ances of Pearl Primus.3 In 19,17, he nuditiont~d for, nnd 

won, a scholarship to the New flance Group \1/hcrc he studif~d 

with such dance personalities as Sophie Mnslo\\', .Jnnc l>udlcy, 

William Bales, Jean Erdman, Pearl Primus, and tfadassnh.4 

In the spring of 1948, McKayle made his d~but as a 

dancer at the Mansfield Theatre in New York City where he 

performed in choreographic works by Sophie Maslow and Jean 

Erdman, respectively. lJuring the following summer, he 

studied with Martha Graham at the Connecticut College Summer 

lralley Beatty, telephone intervie111·, 
to Boston, July 12, 1970. 

~cw York 

2oonald McKayle, personal correspondence with the 
investigator, November 1, 1972. 

3oeMille, The Book of the lJance, p. 203. 

4saul Goodman, "Brief Biographies: Donald \fcKayle," 
Dance Magazine, June, 1960, P· 50. 
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S c h o o 1 o f D a n c e i n N e w L o n d o n , C o n n e c t i c u t , a t w h 1 c h t i m t• 

s h e a w a r d e d a s c h o l a r s h i p t o h i m t o s t u d y a t h t• r s c h o o 1 i n 

New York City--an award which led to futurt~ JH•rfort~tanct•s as 

a member of the Martha Graham Dance Cornpnny.l 

M c K a y 1 e h a s p c r f o r m c d i n d n n c t~ s c h o r t~ o g r a p h e d h y 

many well-known artists in New York City. Uurinu the first 

few years of his career, he danced in Charles \\'t>idmnn's 

Traditions, in Daniel Nagrin's Fnccs of Walt h'hitmnn, in 

M e r c e C u n n i n g h a m ' s L c s No c e s , n n d i n ,\ n n n s o k o 1 o w ' s H o o m s 

and Lyric Suite.2 P. W. Manchester describes McKaylc's 

p e r f o r m a n c e i n R o om s a s o n e w h i c h h a s n c v t! r b f! e n e q u n 1 e d • 

She comments that he danced the role of " •.. the despcr-

ate creature seeking solace from his fellows and meeting 

only with indifference until he is reduced to n cowering 

heap of despair ... 3 

Although his early dancing was impressive, John 

Martin felt that McKayle's primary interest was chorcog

raphy.4 Martin's prophecy wns fulfilled when, in 1950, 

Donald McKayle presented his first group work entitled 

2 p • w • M a n c h e s t e r , " M e e t Do n a 1 d ~~ c K a y 1 c , " n a n c i n g 
Times, London, January, 1967, p. 186. 

3.1JU.Q.. 

4Martin, John Martin's Book of the Dance, p. 187. 
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Games, which Agnes De .\tille says" •.. rt·ilt~ctt•d tht• jo)· 

a n d t e r r o r o f p o o r c h i 1 d r e n i n b i g c i t i t• s . • · 1 (; r u w i n '.1 u p 

in the city himself, McKny1e chort•oyrnphed !ror~ first-hand 

knowledge a work which has sine~ become a classic.~ Con-

c e r n i n g t h i s c h o r c o g r n p h y , M a n c h (• s t t~ r \¥ r i t e s t h a t \I c K a y 1 e 

e x e m p 1 i f i e s h i s g r e a t e s t s t r c n u t h i n h i s f t~ 1 1 o w r.1 a n • " : i S h e 

describes him as a "humanist" and commt!nts thnt" . :t11 

h i s be s t work s d e a 1 , no t w i t h a b s t r a c t i o n s , h u t •v i t h p «~ o p 1 e : 

living, laughing, suffering, bitter, pitiful, l'rott•stinu, 

superbly human bcings."'1 Mcl\aylc's other two classic pieces 

are Rainbow Round My Shoulder, choreographed in 1959, nnd 
r._ 

District Storyyillc, choreographed in 1961.'' Uuinbow Hound 

My Shoulder is set to the songs of chain gangs nnd is con

cerned with the dreams and illusions of n black man on a 

chain gang. With respect to this composition, Manchester 

states that "It is another of McKnylc's statements about 

life. He is reminding us of things many of us would prefer 

to forget."6 District Storyvillc is about ~ew Orleans nt 

loeMille, Book of the Oancc, p. 203. 

2 .!.!?l..!! • 
3M an c h e s t e r, '' ~~ e c t 0 o n a 1 d •t c 1\ a Y 1 e , .. p • 1 0 6 • 

4Jbid. 

5McKayle, personal correspondence, November 1, 19i2. 

6Mancbester, "Meet Donald McKayle," p. 186. 
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the turn of the century when jazz music took its plnct• in 

the world of the American nrtist.l 

McKayle formed his own dnnce company in 19~1.:! 

Like many directors of modern dance compnnit~s durin«J tht• 

e a r 1 y 1 9 50 ' s , h e w a s u n n b 1 e C i n a n c i a 1 1 y t o k e ~~ p h i s c o m p n n y 

together except at those times when specific conc~rts and 

tours were scheduled.3 In nddition to his own compnny, 

McKayle choreographed for Brondwoy nnd television produc-

tions, staged acts for well-known thcatricnl stnrs, nnd 

t a ugh t i n n u mer o u s co 11 c g e s n n d pro C (~ s s i on n 1 s c h o o 1 s . ·2 If i s 

m o s t p o p u 1 a r B r o a d way c r c d i t w n s Go 1 d e n no y i n 1 9 6 ~1 , 

starring Sammy Davis, Junior. According to Mnnch~stcr, hi5 

~ 

choreography saved the piny." As n choreographer, his film 

credits include The Grcnt \~hi te flopc and Bed Knobs nnd 

Broomsticks.6 Recently he staged the movement for the 1971 

Academy Awards presentation on the television network of 

the National Broadcasting Company on April 15, 1971. 7 In 

!Martin, John Martin's Book of the nancc, p. 100. 

2rbid. 

3Manchester, "Meet Donald Mcf\aylc," p. 106. 

4Martin, John ~fartin's Book of the nance, p. 100. 

5Manchester, "Meet Donald Mcf\ayle," p. 107. 

6"Dona1d McKayle Choreographs for Forty-third 
Oscar Awards Show," Waco Messenger, h'aco, Texas, Fcbrua ry 19, 

1971, p. 1. 

1l.J2.iJJ.. 
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1 9 7 2 , h e s e r v e d n s t h e c h o r c o g r a ph t_4 r ! o r t h ~ ~ ,. h' B i 1 1 c o s b )' 

Show on the television network of the Cu1ur.Jhia Brondcnsting 

System.l 

McKayle came to California in July of 19t,9 for the 

filming of The Greqt White ffnrH•, and ns chor(•ographt•r for 
•) 

t h e L e s 1 i e U g gam s t e 1 e vi s i on s e r i e s • .. lJ p o n t h t• com p 1 t~ t i on 

o f t h e s e c om m i t m e n t s , h e r e m n i n o d i n t h (\ I. o s ·\ n ~~ n I (~ s n r t> a 

w h e r e h e b e c a me n me m be r o C t h c C n c u 1 t y n t t h «~ C n 1 i f o r n i n 

I n s t i t u t e o f t h e A r t s n n d n t t h c I n n e r C i t y J n s t i t u t ·~ i n 

Los Angeles.3 He serves n1so ns Artistic Uircctor of the 

Inner City Repertory Donee Compony. 4 
On Jonunry 20 through 

23, 1972, McKayle presented a complete program of his own 

w o r k s a t t h e I n n e r C i t y T h c a t r e i n L o s ,\ n g c 1 e s \~ h i c h i n-

eluded Daughters of Eden, Gnmes, Migrntions, Rainbow Round 

My Shoulder, Nocturne, and So I ourn.5 \\'i th the Inner City 

Repertory Dance Compony, McKny1c continues to choreogrnph 

and to provide opportunities for gifted young dancers to 

lMcKayle, personal correspondence, November 1, 1972. 

2 L e a M c K a y 1 e , t e 1 e p h o n e i n t e r v i e w , L o s ,\ n g c 1 e s t o 
Sherman Oaks, California, July i, 1C)i2. 

3o0 nald McKaylc, personal interview held in Los 
4ngeles, California, January 8, 19i2. 

4programme, "Inner City Repertory Dance Company," 
Inner City Cultural Center, Los Angeles, California, 
January 20 through 23, 1972. 

5 .ll2.iJ!.. 
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p e r f o r m • I n n d d i t i o n t o t h e w o r k s k e p t a 1 i \' t· i n h i s 

c om p n n y, the I nne r C i t y H c p c r t or y U a n c c co r.1 p n n y , s t• \' t• r u 1 o f 

M c K n y 1 e ' s c h o r e o g r u p h i e s a r e i n t h e r e p c r t o r i t) s o f o t h t• r 

d an c e com pan i e s • G g me s i s i n the rep c r t or y o f t h t~ G 1 o r i a 

Newman Donee Company and The t\mericnn Unllct Company, both 

of New York City; Hainbow Hound My Shoulder is in tht• 

r e p e r t o r y o f t h e 1\1 v i n A i 1 e y C i t y C e n t e r U u n c t• T h ·~ a t ~~ r o f 

N e w Y o r k C i t y ; ()a u g h t <~ r s o f Ed t~ n i s i n t h c r •~ p t• r t o r y o f t h t• 

B a t- She v a Company of I s r a c 1 o n d t he II u r k n c s s B a 1 1 e t o f ~ «~ w 

York City; and Nocturne is in the repertory of the Ht!pt~rtory 

Dance Theatre of Salt Lake City, Utoh.l 

Throughout the years, McKoylc has gained the respect 

of his colleagues as o writer on the subject of the black 

dancer.2 McKayle affirms his belief thnt, .. In the chore

ographic field, the Negro artist of today has blazed his 

own trail." He adds that the works of these Negro artists 

••• are not limited to nor do they necessarily 
exclude Negro source materials •••• as to the 
future of the Negro artist in American dance, it 
must be stressed that it cannot be viewed outside 
the whole seething shifting social scene. One 
thing is sure. It will not become stagnnnt.3 

p. 304. 

lMcKayle, personal correspondence, November 1, 1q72. 

2Emery, "Black Dance in the U.S., from l6lq to }q;o," 

3oonald McKayle, "The Negro Dancer in Our Time," in 
Walter Sorrell, ed., The Dance Has Many Faces (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1966), p. 191. 
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The 1960's brought a bevy of youny black choreo

uraphers and dancers to the attention of the dance '"orld.1 

E a c h h a d h i s own s p e c i n 1 a p p r o a c h t o c h o r t~ o u r n p h y a n d h i s 

highly personal comments upon tht~ experiences of blacks. 

Foremost among this new generation of choreogrnphers is 

Eleo Pomare.2 

Eleo Pomqrt~; Hcyolutionary 
Choreographer 

Eleo Pomare was born in Colombia, South America, 

a n d r e a r e d i n P a n a m a , C e n t r a 1 1\ m e r i c a • II e s t u d i t• t1 f i r s t 

at the High School of Performing Arts in New York City and 

later with Jos~ Lim6n and Curtis James. In Germany, he 

studied with Kurt Jooss at the Volkswnngschule in Essen. 

Pomare formed the original Eleo Pomarc Dance Company in 

New York City in May of 1958. In 1959, the members of 

the Com p any d e c 1 a red t h e i r b a s i c p u r p o s c a s '' T h e c r e a t i v c 

utilization of Negro talent and ability in American modern 

dance."3 From 1961 through 1964, Pomarc studied in Europe 

under the auspice s of a John flay Wh i t n c Y F c 1 1 o"' s h i p . \~h i 1 e 

lEmery, "Black Dance in the U. S., From 1619 to 

19 70' " p. 309. 

2Ric Estrada, "3 Leading Negro Artists and Boll/ They 
Feel About Dance in the Community," Dance Magazine, 
November, 1968, p. 45. 

3programme "Spelman College Presents Eleo Pomare 
Dance Company," Atianta, Georgia, April 17, 1969. 
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in Europe, he formed The Eleo Pomnre Unncc Company in 

Amsterdam, performing and teaching for the Hoynl Uutch 

Ballet, at the Scopino Ballet, at the Stockholm t!nivt•rsity, 

and at the first International Ounce Seminar of the Roynl 

Danish Ballet held in Stockholm. ffis ,\merican Company 

could not realize its purpose, therefore, until his return 

to the United States in 1964. 1 

The reorganized Elco Pomore Dance Company presented 

its first performance at Kaufman Hall in the 92ncl Street 
') 

YM-YWHA on October 16, 1967 ... Hegarding this performance, 

Clive Barnes, Dance Critic for the New York Times, writes: 

Mr. Pomare is a Negro choreographer of great 
muscular energy and a good eye for the commanding 
dance image. At present, his failing seems partly 
insufficient discipline, his dances needing more 
shape and form. But at his not-infrequent best, he 
is a wonderfully persuasive advocate for the Afro
American dance. While Mr. Pomare is not directly 
ethnic in orientation, throughout his \\'ork there 
seems to stalk the presence of the African dance, 
a presence that makes itself felt as much among the 
fine groupings and classic momentum of his 
"Serendipity 1966," set to Hand31, as in the ritual 
celebration of his "Miss Luba. "' 

A revised version of Pomare's choreography, entitled 

Blues for the Jungle, which was originally created in 

2ciive Barnes, "Blues Work Convinces at the 92d 'Y'," 
New York Times, October 17, 1966. 
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i\ m s t e r d a m i n 1 9 6 2 , w a s c on s i d e r c d t h e be s t w o r k o n t h t• p r o -

gram. T h i s d a n c e i s c once r ned h' i t h t h c h i s t o r i c n 1 s p t• c t r u m 

o f t he 1 i f e of t h c Am e r i c n n N c g r o " . • • f rom t h t• s 1 a\' t· 

m a r k e t t o t h e II a r 1 e m G h P t t o • " 1 0 t h e r c h o r t• t)(J r a p h i c '" o r k s 

designed for a large group by Pomare include Pp Tiqht, a 

dance about the Harlem women during the "not-so-ruarinu 

twenties";2 Las Ucsennmorndns, hnsed upon the plny t•ntit lf~d 

T h e IJ o u s c o f Be r n a r d n A 1 h n by Fe d e r i c o G n r c i a I. u r c n ; :\ a n d 

S e r e n d i p i t y 1 9 6 6 , a m o d e r n b n 1 1 c t i c c o m p o s i t i o n t o t h ~~ m u s i c 

of Handcl.4 

Pomare feels that his choreography is "non-orty" 

which, to him, means that its purpose is ••• • to be 

s p e c i f i c a n d a v o i d c 1 o u d y s y m b o 1 i s m • " 5 ,\ c c o r d i n g t o 

Courtney Campbell, a writer for The Villager, 

••• [the] important part of the l'omnre aesthetic 
is his sense of negritude. Originally South 
American, he has consciously steeped himself in 
the peculiar experience of black Americans. fie 

2 p r 0 g r a mm e , "T h e E 1 7 o Po m a r e D a n c 7 Com p a n y , " .\ r t s 
Council Program, Philadclphla, Pennsylvan1n, December i, 
1968. 

3o 0 n McDonagh, "Dance is Offered on a Loren Theme," 
New York Times, April 24, 1967. 

4courtney Campbell, "Pomare Company: Unified 
Te c h n i q u e , " Th e Vi 11 age r, G r e e n w i c h Vi 1 1 age , N e \\' Yo r k , 
March 16, 1967. 

5 .l.llid.· 
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has used their rhythms, their music, and their 
hang-ups to make his "non-arty .. dance cxpt•ricncc.l 

Pomare has been called "an angry man," but ht• rt•ft•rs to him-

self as "alert." He contends that ho .. . lt!lls it like 

it is." He adds further that: 

I don't create \t~orks to amuse white cro\'l'ds, 
nor do I wish to show them how charming, strong, 
and folksy Negro people nrc--as whites imagine 
t h em-- Neg roe s d a n c i n g i n t h c m a n n c r o f J c r om f! 
Robbins or Martha Graham. Instead I'm showing 
them the Negro experience from inside: what it's 
like to live in Harlem, to be hung-up and up-tight 
and trapped and black and wanting to get out. And 
I'm saying it in a dance language that originates 
in Harlem itself. My audiences, some of them very 
sophisticated, though black, sense this ond identify 
with it in a way no white man ever identifies with 
most white works.2 

Pomare feels that the so-called black revolution should not 

be limited to politics but should be reflected in art as 

well. He feels that the duty of the artist is 

• to help perpetuate positive black images. 
the black revolution supporte and sustains me. This 
new climate is allowing me to grow. I talk to black 
people. Instant communication. I know whom I'm 
talking to. I am alive.3 

Pomare is a revolutionist, but his attitude is not neces-

sarily typical of that of all of the young choreographers 

during the 1960's. 

l.lJWL. 

2Estrada "3 Lading Negro Artists, and Ho\r~ They 
Fee 1 A b 

0 
u t D a n c e ' i n t h e Com m u n i t Y , '' p p • 4 5- •2 6 • 

3"Eleo Pomare," Ebony Magazine, December, 1969, 

p. 100. 
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Rod Rodgers; Artist of Celebrntion 

R o d Rod g e r s i s a b 1 a c k d a n c e r- c h o r e o u r a p h t• r- d i r t• c t o r 

whose ideas support the "celebration of blackness" but in 

less of a revolutionary manner than those of Pomnrt~. liP 

writes: 

I have little patience with those who sny to be n 
b 1 a c k choreographer one m us t 1 1m 1 t h 1 s s c ope n n d d tnt 1 
exclusively with traditional Afro-American materials • 
• • • whether one functions ns n choreographer who 
happens to be black or as a black man who happens to 
be a choreographer is determined by his point of 
view at a given moment.l 

Rodgers grew up in Detroit where his father hnd 

moved as a young man.2 After having decided to become n 

professional dancer, the elder Rodgers applied to donee 

academies only to discover that they would not nccept a 

black student. He finally received employment as n 

custodian in a school of dance where he practiced nt night 

the techniques which he was able to observe during the dny.3 

Times changed for the black dancer of the younger Rodgers' 

era, however, and he came to New York City in 1962 where, 

after studying with Hanya Holm, Mary Anthony, and Erick 

!Rod Rodgers, "A Black Dancer's Credo: Don't Tell 
Me Wh o I Am, " Negro Digest , J u 1 y , 1 9 6 8, p • 1 5 • 

2Emery, "Black Dance in the U. s., From 1619 to 
1970," p. 325. 

3Rod Rodgers, "For the Celebration of Our Black
ness," Dance Scope, Spring, 1967, P· 6. 
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Hawkins, he became a member of the Erick Hawkins Onnce 

Company. 1 He was awarded n John tfay Whitney Felloh·ship in 

1965 for work and study in dance.2 

In 1966, Rodgers formed his own integrntetl compuny, 

called the Rod Rodgers Oance Company, nnd pr(!Scnted SC\'t-ral 

non-representational works including those t•ntitled Inven-

tion, Trajectories, Tangents, and Percussion Suitt!. 3 In-

fluenced, no doubt, by his association with lla\1/kins, 

Rodgers' early works were representative of the views which 

he states in the following manner: 

Images which encourage intolerance of racial sup
pression and show the proud Afro-American heritage 
are not the only means of communicating a hlack 
consciousness ••• if an artist's Individual sense 
of immediacy is to vitalize his works, he should 
have freedom to decide which ideas he feels a need 
to communicate at a particular time.4 

Rodgers contends, however, that his dance is Afro-American 

simply because he is an Afro-American.5 fie feels that his 

blackness is a part of his identity as a human being and 

lEmery, "Black Dance in the U. S., From 1619 to 

1970," p. 325. 

2Rodgers, "For the Celebration of Our Blackness," 

p. 6. 

3Emery, "Black Dance in the U. S., From 1619 to 

1970," p. 325. 

4Rodgers, "A Black Dancer's Credo: Don • t Te 11 Me 

Who I Am," p. 16. 

Srbid. 
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that his exploration of dance evolves in relationship to 

his total experiences as a man. He writes: 

Each dance I create has grown out o! my personal 
ex peri en c e a s a b 1 a c k Am e r i c an • Each move m t• n t I 
explore is part of my own personal heri tag•·. \ty 
emphasis is on exploring through my medium, 
experimenting with dance, trying to !ind fresh 
ways of evoking physical and spiritunl imnu•~s, to 
make new poetic comments nhout man's eternal ht~auty 
and pathos. My function in the [Black] Hcvolution 
will be to share my personnl experienct· throuuh 
dance.l 

Rodgers' choreography is not removed !rom the 

experiences of blacks. Ouring the early 1970's, he hccnmc 

involved in special performance workshops and lecture-

demonstrations designed to promote a better understanding 

of black dance. He mixes medin--using slides, props, nnd 

the bodies of his dancers--as he feels it is necessary to 

do so in order to accomplish his purpose. lie dnnces Invcn-

tions as a solo and the members of his Company perform 

Die Nigga, Change, and Say What in which they all relate 

and mingle freely with the audience. 2 In addition to the 

dances mentioned, Rodgers' concert repertory includes also 

such dances as Dance Sketches and Dances in Proiccted 

2Jackie Earley, "Editorial: Evolution and Revolu
tion in Black Dance," The Feet, December, 1970, pp. 2-5. 
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1 Space. Rodgers' choreography and his feelings about it 

arc reflected in his writing as he states: 

The Negro dancers and the Negro public r.1ust be 
brought together. Dance can express i~aues of 
t h e N e g r o w h i c h a r e r e 1 e v n n t , a u t tu~ n t i c n n d w i t h -
out stereotype. These images must he di scovt•red 
in black people's terms, hccnuse, thouuh our 
children will be Americans, they never ~·i 11 he 
white. Negro dance art, whatever form it mny 
take, can be a celebration of the beauty and the 
virtue of our blackness.2 

There arc other blnck donee artists who C(dchrnte 

the beauty and the virtues of blnck peoples throuuhout the 

world. The United States is the home of several outstnnding 

ethnological artists. Although it is beyond the scop(~ of 

this study to discuss these black ethnological artists, it 

is only fitting to mention .Jcan-L6on Destine, the Haitian

born dance artist; 3 Percival Borde, a Trinidadian dancer

choreographer-teacher who specializes in African and West 

Indian dance and culture; 4 and Geoffrey Holder, the multi-

talented dancer-choreographer-teacher-actor-painter-singer-

lsernadine Jennings, ''Rod Rodgers Dance Company, 
Clark Center for the Performing Arts," The Feet, March-

April, 1971, p. 6. 

2Rodgers, "For the Celebration of Our Blackness," 

p. 10. 

3Jean-L6on Destine, biographical and publicity 
materials sent to the investigator, November 20, 1970. 

4Jonathan Miller, "Dancers 10 Feet Tall!" Journal 
Herald, Dayton, Ohio, March 31, 1970. 
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designer, and radio and television personality from Trinidad 

who uses West Indian folklore as the basis for much of his 

choreography.! These artists have collectiVt!ly mude tht• 

contributions of the bluck male dance artist an increasingly 

power f u 1 force i n the h i s to r y o f d a n c e i n t h t~ U n i t e d S t a t e s • 

.Summn ry 

The black entertainer wns the first to supply \r~hat 

many authorities consider an entirely American th«>ntricnl 

element. The thematic source material for the American 

Minstrel Show--the ancestor of Vaudeville and the American 

~usic Hall--was black music-making and dnnce which nppenred 

in this country in the sixteenth century with the importa

tion of the first slaves who, in their motherland, danced 

to express their every emotion. White performers in black

face capitalized upon the rich source materials provided hy 

the blacks while early black performers appeared only in 

sporadic interludes. These black dancers on the American 

stage were featured as exotics, comics, and dandies--a 

stereotyped image which followed black entertainers well 

into the twentieth century. The twentieth century black 

dancer, however, became restless and was no longer satisfied 

with the old stereotyped image. Now a part of the American 

!Geoffrey Holder, personal interview held in NeN 
York City, June 25, 1970. 
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scene, he felt the need of returning to dance as an expres

sion of his emotions--the emotions resulting from his 

c u 1 t u r a 1 aware n e s s t h a t he w a s n f u 1 1 - ( 1 .. d g e d .\ r.u• r i c n n 

citizen. 

In the pioneer days of black concert dance, several 

leaders emerged. Among these lenders were Charlt~s \~illiams 

and Char 1 ott e Moton K c n n c d y, D i r e c tors of t h t~ II amp ton 

Institute Creative Dance Group; llensley Winfield, orgnnizer 

of the Negro Art Dance Group; Eugene Von Grona, Director 

of the American Negro Ballet; and Wilson Willinms, organizer 

of the Negro Dance Company. 

Asadata Dafora Horton is considered the first black 

man to bring the dance of the Africans to the attention of 

the public in a theatrical sense. In 1934, he presented 

his opera entitled Kykynkor to the New York public. 

Kykunkor received favorable reviews and during the three 

decades which followed, Dafora presented many other produc

tions which he termed dance-dramas. Critical and audience 

acceptance of Dafora's theatrical use of ethnic material 

paved the way for the American-born Katherine Dunham to 

ascend to the concert stage. 

Katherine Dunham is considered the ''mother" of 

black concert dance in the United States. A native of 

Chicago, Illinois, Dunham's career in dance began when she 
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joined the school dance club at the age of twt~lve. She 

c o n t i n u e d t o t a k e d a n c e 1 e s s o n s a s o f t e n a s s h t~ c o u 1 d 

throughout her high school years. 

Dunham worked her way through coll euc '"i th money 

e a r n e d f rom t e a c h i n g c la s s e s i n d n n c e . It c r m n j o r s e q u t~ n c e , 

however, was Anthropology, which led to her receiving n 

Julius Rosenwald Traveling fellowship for anthropological 

research in the West Indies. Dunham's Master of Arts 

thesis, entitled "The Donees of llniti--Their Form, Function, 

and Sociological organization," provided exciting source 

material upon which she could base her future choreography. 

By special request from the Federal Theatre of 

Chicago, Dunham choreographed the full-length bnllet, 

L'Ag'Ya. The success of this ballet brought invitations 

from New York City for Dunham and her Company to appear in 

an evening of Negro dance at the 92nd Street Y'f-Y\~tfi\, and 

for Dunham to direct a musical show entitled Pins and 

Needles. Determined that her Company should have a proper 

Broadway debut, Dunham rented the Windsor Theatre in order 

to present her dancers in one performance on Sunday, 

February 18, 1940. This performance met with such success 

that her Company continued to perform for twelve additional 

Sundays. 
In the years which followed, in addition to choreo

graphing for her own company, the dancer-anthropologist 
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played roles in several motion pictures and in the musical 

C a b i n i n t h e S k Y • U n d c r t h c m a n a g em e n t o ( t h c n o t t• d i m p r c-

sario, Sol llurok, Dunham and her Company tourt.~d the United 

S t a t e s , E u r o p c , S o u t h Am e r i c n , t h e F o r E o s t , n n d ,\ u s t r n 1 i n . 

Some of her most famous choreographic achievements are 

L'Ag'Ya, Lc Jazz flot, Tropics, and Barrelhouse. During 

this period, Dunham established in New York City the 

Katherine Dunham School of Cultural Arts, Incorpornted, 

which served as a home bose for her Company ns well ns n 

place where aspiring young donee artists could study. ~any 

outstanding show business personalities studied at Dunhnm's 

School; among them were Eartha Kitt and Marlon Brando. Of 

the early Dunham dancers, Talley Beatty, Syvilla Fort, 

Lavinia Williams, and Claude Marchant hove emerged as note

worthy figures in the dance world. 

Dunham staffed her School with outstanding teachers--

several of whom made lasting impressions upon aspiring black 

dance artists. Among these is Syvilla Fort who is compli

mented highly by black artists as the one person who has 

done the most in New York City to continue the Dunham tradi-

tion. 

Syvilla Fort, a former Dunham Dancer, served as 

acting director of Dunham's School from 1950 through 1953 

s h 0 r t 1 y be f 0 r e t h e S c h o o 1 w a s o f f i ci a 1 1 y c 1 o s e d . I n 1 a t e 
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1953, Fort opened her own Studio of Theatre Unnce in New 

York City. Inspired by her work with Katherine lJunhnm, 

Fort took the modern-primitive technique of Uunham nnd 

developed it into a modern-Afro technique combint•d with 

American jazz. The Dunham technique did not die with the 

c 1 o s i n g o f h e r S c h o o 1 i n N e w Y o r k C i t y ; i t h n s he t~ n t~ x-

tended and enlarged as Syvillo Fort continues n tradition. 

Fort's studio remains functional today, in 1973--n place 

where artists may study modern-Afro dance techniques and 

American jazz. 

Several well-known black male dance artists hove 

enjoyed the tutelage of Syvilla fort. Among those who have 

made notable contributions in the orca of dance arc Walter 

Nicks, teacher and choreographer in the modern and ethno

logical idioms of dance; Jaime Rogers, dancer-teacher

choreographer active on the West Coast; ffarold Pierson, 

dancer and teacher in the modern dance idiom; and Chuck 

Davis, specialist in the area of modern-Afro and authentic 

African dance forms. Other black artists who have received 

valuable dance instruction from Syvilla Fort include such 

personalities as James Earl Jones, noted stage and film 

actor; and Danny Barrajanas, drummer extraordinaire and 

accompanist for primitive technique. 
Another great lady of dance in the United States 

is Pearl Primus. The Trinidadian-born dancer, already a 
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c o 1 1 e g e g r a d u a t e , be g a n h e r p r o r e s s 1 o n a 1 c a r t: ~ r i n 1 9 •2 1 

quite accidentally--as a replacement in thr dance group of 

the National Youth Administration. Following her first 

performing experience, Primus won a working scholarship 

to the New Dance Group. A good student, Primus \'ins soon 

choreographing her own dances. As on outgrowth of her 

student work and in order to soothe the wounds which she 

felt had been inflicted upon her because of rncinl discrim

ination, Primus became engaged in research on primitive 

dances. After her first six months of study she hnd 

choreographed African Cercmonigl, based upon n legend from 

the Belgian Congo. During the months which followed, she 

choreographed three modern solos and presented her dances 

to the New York audience on February 14, 19,23. At that 

time, John Martin, leading dance critic, described Primus 

as the greatest Negro dancer of them all. 

All of Primus' choreography was based upon careful 

and extensive research. The artist choreographed African 

dances before she went to Africa, she choreographed Carib

bean dances from memoirs of members of her family, and she 

choreographed dances about southern blacks before she 

traveled in the south. Although Primus eventually visited 

Africa, the West Indies, and the Deep South for source 

materiaJs, she discovered that those dances constructed 
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upon the basis of research were just as powerful and, in 

some instances, better compositions than those produced 

following her visits to the actual sites. 

As a dancer and choreographer, Primus is. credited. 

with a deep and sincere understanding of her people .• : 'As: a: 

director, she has influenced several outstanding bla·ck:· male 

dance personalities who have been associated with her· 

companies. Among these arti~ts are Percival Borde,··:Primus·; 

dancer-husband; Charles Queenan, an original member of.,the 
;'I 

Negro Dance Theatre; Charles Blackwell, stage maniger 

em p 1 o y e d by Me r r i c k Prod u c t i o n s ; a n d Joe N a s h , a:~. mu rt i-

media specialist and authority on black resourc~s' 

United States. 

Most of the early attempts of black men ~as ·ball~·t 
'!'··· 

',:· '.".bj >:" 

d a n c e r s we r e d i s c o u raged by t h e fa i 1 u r e of t h e ·c r i t 'i' cs. a n d ' 
.~r 

the predominately white audiences to accept these ·bla.ck 
'\! 

men strict 1 y upon their merit s as dancers • As 1 ate \'.a·.s > t h 

1 9 50 ' s , two b 1 a c k b a 1 1 e t c om pan i e s s t i 11 a t t em p ted ·.fo p r o- . ,. · 
' il ., ' 

vide separate outlets for talented blacks with sp.e<?).fic·. '· 

training in classical dance. The Negro Dance Theatre, 
'.•\; 

d i r e c t e d by Aubrey H i t c h i n s , m a d e i t s deb u t i n t h e su m'm e r 
•' Jt'" :,1 ~ 

. ' 

of 1 9 54, a t the Jacob ' s Pi 11 ow Dance Fe s t iva 1 , I ri .co' rp o r a~ e d •.. 

Th e Com p any I.a s t e d t h rough a r e t u r n p e r form an c e th e .. f o 1 -

lowing year after which it was forced to disband :because 
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s u f f i c i en t funds co u 1 d not be maintained for i t ~. opera t i on. 

Th e ex peri en c e s of the New Yo r k Negro Ba 11 e t .~e r e s i m i 1 a r. 

to those of the Negro Dance Theatre. This Company,, directed 

by Ward Fleming, managed to present enough performances in 

and around New York City to raise the funds ~~cessary for a 

European tour. Following, a memorable eight-V?~ek .r~sidency 

at the Drury Lane Theatre in the spring of 1956, 

was forced to disband because of a lack of 

Sylvester Campbell is a black ballet,·:artist who l~i·t. · 
~. ' i ' : 

t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s e a r 1 y i n h i s c a r e e r t o s e e k ., o' p.'p,o r tu n i ! i'~ ~ 

for performing in Europe. Born into an artistic<:famil)', 

Campbell became interested in dance following. ·a visit·, to.· 

. · .. ·,''· ". ,I 

the Jones-Haywood School of Ballet in Washington/>D~ C~ 

the School of American Ballet in New York City~~· ;:·Ccl"mpb;e1"1·.: 
;- "i;'''·'/ 

:;/ .: ,;·,' ... : 
began h i s prof e s s i o n a 1 care e r w i t h t h e New York Neg r o ·;: Ba l' r e ~. ~ · 

; '( ~ 

Company during the 1956-1957 performance seas:~{ri ... When' the 
.•· .. ;·, ' ' 

·'' 

Company to u red G r e a t B r i t a i n i n t h e a u t u m n o f' ·:; 19 57,, Camp~ · 

be 11 c h o s e t o rem a i n i n E u rope a t t he c 1 o s e of. · t h e t o 1:1 r • 

He remained abroad to live and work because 

more possibilities for him as a performer in the.·a:r.ea--of 
'' 

c 1 a s s i c a 1 b a 11 e t . He o c c u p i e s a u n i q u e p o s i t f () n ·i,,n · t h' a ~ 

i s p rob a b 1 y t h e on 1 y b 1 a c k c 1 a s s i c a 1 d a n c e r i n r;: the · w o r 1 d, 

who has performed all of the male leading roles in such 
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ballets as Swan Lake, The Sleeping Beauty, Romeo and ·Jufiet, 

Giselle, and Les Sylphides. Campbell is maki~g his 8oriiri

butions to the field of dance as an outstandi~~ black 

classical dance performer. 

Billy Wilson is another black dance ariist •~o~h~~ 

ex peri en c e d s u c c e s s in Europe • Born in Phi 1 ad e 1 phi a;' 

Pennsylvania, Wilson's professional career begah at'ih~ age 

0 f s eve n 0 n t h e s t age s 0 f t h e p u b 1 i c s c h 0 0 1 s i n ph i fade 1 ph ia t ,. 
'1, "'~-'':! 

At age sixteen, he received a scholarship to studi wi~h 

Antony Tudor at the Philadelphia Ballet Guild S~ho~l whe 

he performed as a soloist with the 

this school. In 1955, Wilson went to New York 

and study. Here, he joined the cast of -.c ... a ... r...,m .... e....._n ___ _ 

s t u d i e d w i t h s u c h a u t h o r i t a t i v e t e a c h e r s a s K a r,~, 1 / Sh'o o k , 

Walter Nicks, and Pearl Lang. Wi 1 son's performance,s·>jn 
~ ' ' ~:.i~· . \ 

musicals afforded him the opportunity to work wi.th such 
"·'' :: "X· 

·,,..r, 

famous Broadway choreographers as Jack Cole and~J~~~m~ 
·~ .. :. ' 

Robbins. In addition, his performance in the 

production of West Side Story brought him the offer to j 

the National Ballet of Holland where he became the 

black soloist in the Company. 

W i 1 s on c h o s e t o 1 i v e a n d w o r k i n E u r o p e' ,be c au's e, · o.f 

his acceptance, first, as an artist and, 

man. At no time in his professional career, however,-· has 
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been able to forget the color of his skin. He has always 

been aware of his heritage and the responsibility which he 

has accepted--being a "first black" in so many professional 

situations. 

After spending his formative performance years in 

Europe, W i 1 son, i n v o 1 v e d a 1 so i n t each i n g and ' · c h o. reo graph y , 

r e t urn e d t o the U n i t e d S t a t e s i n 1 9 6 5 • Am o n g ':' h is ·many i .>~ 

reasons for returning to work in his own country is the r 

fact that he wishes to help provide black ch~ldren. with 

their own heroes and images. since his return 'to' the 
;, r:~ "' 

U n i t e d S t a t e s , h e h a s worked w i t h c h i 1 d r e n i n 't h e: 

p r i v i 1 e g e d a r e a s o f B o s t o n a s we 11 a s i n "A r t s 6 ',: 

federally subsidized program in the g~eater 

Presently, in 1972, he is Artistic Director 

company of the National Center of Afro-American i.f~i~f{ i.O 
'."~ 

Boston, Massachusetts. 

Of the few black artists who remained in.'this coun-
... ~ it;· ,. .•t-' ~- :' 

,,, 

try and tried to break through all barriers into tfhe w,o_rld 

of ballet during the early 1950's, two have e,xper.fe,nc~d· , 

de g r e e s of s u c c e s s--A r t h u r M i t c h e 11 , t h e c o- s u b j e c.~ : o f ~ h i s . 
,' 

':,J-,' •"' 

study, and Louis Johnson. Mitchell achieved his success 
'1-- ',·o· 

a performer, Johnson as a choreographer. 

Louis Johnson is also a product of the., J .. on~s-Ha.Y:~ood 

School of Ballet in Washington, D. C. Following his 
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graduation from high school in 1950, Johnson went to New 

York City where he studied at several leading ~chools of 

dance among which was the School of American Ballet. After 

two years at the School, Johnson became the first black 

dancer to perform a major role with the New Yprk Ci,ty 

B a 11 e t • He d a n c e d a s o 1 o i n J e r om e R o b b i n s ' B a 11 ad e . . .. T h is 

appearance proved to be only a token performance as .. Johnson 
~ ' .'' t - \ -'' ¥' .. ~ 

has had no other opportunity to perform with' a;major 

company. 

L i k e many o t h e r b 1 a c k art i s t s of the ·;f9 5 b ' s ,; 
~:,J 

Johnson formed his own dance company in ordef. to pr:o.vi·de,,, · 
i ' ' ' ' ~ .. , ~- r 

black ballet dancers with some outlet for their ·t.a'lerifsl .. 

He funded his company with money he earned iri 

and managed to give many successful concerts~ 

Johnson was a strong dancer, he made his greatest:)'i.'mpre·s., . 
. <;',If.:; 

s i on upon the dance w or 1 d a s a c h ore o graph e r •. ·' H ;~ s, firs~,'·. ,' 

work, Lament, in 1953, dominated the evening it 
' '~ ' ' ' I ·,' ? .: ; . , ·~ 

can Ballet Club's Annual Choreographer's Night.' ·,.Sinc.e 
",'' 

then, he has choreographed many ballets--several:or<whi~c~· 

are in the repertories of lead in~ dance compani~S·• . F,~r 'hi~ .. 

choreography of the musical Purlie Victorious, ~oh~son be-. 

came t h e f i r s t b 1 a c k c h ore o graph e r ever nom i nat e d , for 'a .,;·: 

Tony award. Johnson remains busy, i n t h e 1 9 7 0 ~ s ., : cr e a t i n g 
... . ~ ~ 
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works for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, the Capit·al Balfet; c 

and for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theati~. ·· · 

Among those emerging black leaders iti modern d~nce 

in the United States who immediately followed Dafora, 

Dunham, and Prim u s , t h r e e men h ave a c h i eve d out s' t arid i n g ·· 

s u c c e s s a s d an c e r s , c h o reo g rap h e r s , and d i r e c fo r s ·o 'f '· the i r 

own d an c e com p a n i e s • T h e s e men a r e T a 11 e y Be a tt y , Doria l d 

McKay 1 e , a n d A 1 v i n A i 1 e y , t h e c o- s u b j e c t o f t h { s s t' tid'y • 

Talley Beatty was one of the dancers ~n t __ h'·e· ·orig'.in'al 
. " 

company of Katherine Dunham which came to New,.York·C}ty 
' ' 'lj',• 

'. 

perform in 1937. He apparently remained with Katherine 
. ' · . . :< ~ :,;;/,:· 

Dunham and Her Dancers through 1940, after which .tflne; h 

appeared in works by Helen Tamiris, Esther Ju~ger, an~ May~ 

Deren. He a 1 so organ i zed hi s own revue in the >"'JJ, u n ham, sty~ e 

and t o u red w i t h i t f o r f i v e y e a r s • In 1 9 59 , Be a t t y .. , gave 
.:.:!'"' . ' ' '~-· J'-\~: :1: ·.,~:··', 
. . ~f.;, ;,;)~: .· . 

t o t h e d an c e w or 1 d h i s c 1 a s s i c w o r k en t i t 1 e d '.fir'·~ Road·:.; of 

the Phoebe Snow. Another representative balle~, 

G e t t h e Beauty of I t H o t , so on f o 11 owed a n d t o d ~ y , . fn 

1 9 7 0 ' s , Be a t t y ' s u n i q u e w o r k s a r e k e p t a 1 i v e i n . t h e E ~ p e ~:.~ ·:r'' , 
,·,,. 1.' 

tories of leading dance companies. 

Do n a 1 d McKay 1 e , a p rod u c t o f t h e N e w D a n c e .. · G r,~ up, 
• . q . 

made his debut performance in the spring of 194~-' i,p,chore-

ography by Sophie Maslow and Jean Erdman. The. following 

summer, a scholarship to study with Martha Gra~am i~~ to 
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future performances as a member of Graham's Company.:, Other 

outstanding artists whose choreography McKayle• has performed 

include Charles Weidman, Daniel Nagrin, Merce Cunningham, 

and Anna Sokolow. 

Although he was an outstanding dancer,. it .is through 

his choreography that McKayle has made his greatest :coil-

tributions to the dance world. The reflection:s in his'work 

indicate that the artist is a humanist with a passionate 

concern for his fellow man. McKayle's three classic works 

are Games, Rainbow Round My 

ville. To d a y , i n 1 9 7 3 , McKay 1 e i s a me m be r o f t h e " fa c u l;t y 
~f "' '". 

. •', ~ 

at the California Institute of the Arts and at,. the~:;Jnner:.~r;· 

City Institute in Los Angeles. He continues to chor~ogfaph 
. •. ' ,•;, t, 

for moving picture and television audiences as: welr··.as f.or 

his own dance company, the Inner City Repertorj Darice 
' _.<~' 'j 

Company. 

The 1960's brought a bevy of young bla6k chore~ ,. 

0 g raphe r s a n d dan c e r s t 0 t h e a t t e n t i 0 n 0 f t h e .' d a nc e w 0 r rei~-
each with his own idea concerning the black e~peri~nce 

Jj 
Representing two factions of the black dance scene .·are Eleo 

).fl 

~ 

Pomare and Rod Rodgers. 

Eleo Pomare formed a company in New Yoik City in~~ 

1958 which proposed to utilize creative Negro .:~aleni:. an'c.f-' · 

ability in American modern dance. His American .company'·, 
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began to realize its purpose, however, only after Pomare 

returned from his professional experiences in Europe in 

1964. The re-organized Eleo Pomare Dance Company presented 

its first performance in New York City in October of 1967. 

According to the critics, his Blues for the Jungle was his 

most powerful presentation. Critics sensed a deep feeling 

of "Negritude" in Pomare's works along with the fac·t that 

he has consciously steeped himself in the peculiar experi

ences of black Americans. Pomare feels that the Black 

Revolution should be reflected in art as well as in politics; 

his choreography exemplifies his viewpoint in this regard. 

Rod Rodgers is a black dancer-choreographer

director whose ideas support the "celebration of blackness" 

but in less of a revolutionary manner than that of Pomare. 

Rodgers came to New York City in 1962 where he studied with 

Hanya Holm, Mary Anthony, and Erick Hawkins. The Hawkins 

influence was reflected in his program in 1966 when he 

presented several non-representational works. These early 

works expressed the artist's view that images which encour

age intolerance of racial oppression are not the only means 

of communicating a black consciousness. Rodgers' later 

work has included such dances as Die Nigga and Say What, 

supporting, therefore, the feeling of the artist that Negro 

dance art, whatever form it may take, can be a celebration 

of the beauty and virtue of blackness. 
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There are other black dance artists who celebrate 

t h e be au t y and v i r t u e of b 1 a c k · :p e o p le s ·t h r o ugh o u t t h e w o r 1 d . 

The United States is the home of sevex"a1. ~u·'ts,tanding ethno

logical dance artists. Althou.gh it is. bey,ond the scope of 

t h i s s t u d y t o c o v e r t h e s e a r t i st s , i t ~ fs > ·o n' 1 y f i t t i n g t o 
" '\ ' 

men t i o n t h a t Jean-Leon De s t i n e o f H a i f i~~ ·;.;~-rid, . P e r c iva 1 B o r d e 

and Geoffrey Holder of Trinidad have cont·r.fbuted immea

surably to the image of the black male''da~·6:e ·artist as a 

powerful force in the history of dance i n.~~ ... th e United 

States. 
•',,,-.... '),·' 

f"··g 

'"<~r,) 

Chapters IV, V, VI, and VII of" this dissertation 

w i 11 be de v o t e d t o the 1 i f e and c on t r i b u t I' on s" o f t h e f i r s t 

of the two subjects of this study. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE EARLY YEARS OF ARTHUR MITCHELl;-~ ", 

Arthur Mitchell does not approve of the titl~, 

"Me s s i a h , " by w h i c h h e r a p i d 1 y i s be c om i n g k n o w n ; :U n · 1 i IZ e 

a "Me s s i a h , " h e s e em s t o be c o 1 d a n d c a 1 c u 1 a t in g a s h ~ 

eXam i n e S a n d qUe S t i 0 n S e a C h p e r S 0 n a n d eVen t C.·Q D n ~e C t:~ d :;:~ f' t h 
' ' ' 

his art. He is calculating but with reason. Li.ke.th'e 

m i g h t y e a g 1 e wh i c h g u a r d s t h e f rag i 1 e egg or t in y ~,;,.~a ~Y 
':/:; 

her nest, Arthur Mitchell protects his fledgling, ~vuln~rabl 
·~ ' 

child--The Dance Theatre of Harlem. 

to the world, and now--at the peak of his 

career--he has returned to Harlem to give other~bla~k 

dancers to the world. The accomplishments of 

are so miraculous that his followers do think 

their liberator and savior--their "Messiah." 

Childhood of Arthur Mitchell 

A r t h u r M i t c h e 1 1 , S e n i o r , a n d W i 11 i e M a e~\ 

n a t i v e s of Sa v a n n a h , G e o r g i a , w h e r e t h e y me t a n d~ mar r i 

1unless otherwise documented, all data include 
i~ this chapter were obtained through personal ··intervie·w~. 
with Arthur Mitch e 11 in Ju 1 y and August of 1970~ in: , .·. · 
January of 1971, and through a personal interview a'n.~ 'a .. ~'i 
telephone interview with Willie Mae Mitchell, Moth~f~of:' 
Arthur Mitchell, in July of 1970 and in February'·of 1971, 
respectively. 
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several years before coming north to live. They lived 

first in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, for three years·before 

they decided to make their home in Upper Manhattan. Until 

two years after moving to New York City, the\Mit~hells had 

no children and, although their financial resources were 

meager, t h e y we r e a b 1 e t o a f f o r d t h e n e c e s s { t f e s ~.' o f 1 i f e • 
'' \ ~ ' I 

A t h i s p a r e n t s ' r e s i d e n c e 1 o c a t e d o ri 112 t h ·· S t r e et 

between Seventh and Lenox Avenues, on March ~!~ 1934, 

Art h u r Ad am s M i t c h e 11 , J u n i o r , e n t e red t h i s w'o r i d , '.'fee t . 
~' j i 

first and kicking. " 1 Young Arthur, the second c11.irct .. o! ,·i 
' ·~ ' ) 

Mitchells, was born fourteen years after the biri~ 
·tA;. t~ 

sister, Frances Marie, and sixteen years after hT~ . 
:--r.~, 

m o v e d t o N e w Yo r k C i t y • A 1 t h o u g h h i s c o n c e p i' i o n 'I "Ya s , :;. ,. 

according to his mother, "quite a surprise," he ·'t)'~came:··a 

member of a sizable family because, within th:~ n:e·xi' fou.r 

yea r s , C h a r 1 e s Wi 11 i am, Laura M a e , Herbert G e.r a l~!;~ 
.,: t ' ~ !' ~ .. ~ ' 

Shirley Elizabeth, respectively, were born. 
·'·', 

Mr. Mitchell, a riveter, was employed·;at 
t/ ·fl 

Brook l y n Navy Y a r d but h e w a s e q u a 11 y ad e p t ,{i c a Y p e ni r'y , , 

plumbing, and automotive mechanics. 

c r e a s e i n t h e s i z e o f t h e M i t c h e 11 f am i 1 y , t h'·e s e o t h e r · , 

aptitudes were frequently called upon to supp'leme_nt t~·~···· 

!Willie Mae Mitchell, personal interv.'iew. held'•'in· 
New York City, July 13, 1970. 
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family income. Mr. Mitchell often found it necessary, 

therefore, to move the family residence either;nearer to 

his work or to a location where he could maintain·a work-

shop at home. For these practical reasons, the fami,ly · 

moved to 114th Street when young Arthur was abou£0thr~e 

yea r s of age and 1 at e r, when Art h u r w a s of s c h o. o ;1 ·~age ;; . 

the Mitchells moved even farther uptown to 

" 
h i s fa t h e r c o u 1 d m a i n t a i n a c a r p en t r y s h o p i n ~ t h e . b a s e ni en. t , · 

of their residence. 

By the e a r 1 y f o r t i e s , t h e a r e a of New /~:X o rk city 
f "' .. ··~~~ { 

:~) :·:·_,(~:~f.. '<.··~ ',/ . ..-

in which the Mitchell family lived was near the secti~n~ 
r~·)£~· \·.: 

H a r 1 em wh i c h w a s t h e c en t e r of t h e b 1 a c k en t e r t ai rime n {;:~/ 
.. ' ' . '·t~ ;~( 

,;,·}·./ 

world--a section which was attractive also to pr.ostit.~,:t.~s, 
·"yr 

bootleggers, and bookmakers. 
~ ,,·.~ ;< )<""" 

Furthermore, there 'was fittle 
'" 

outlet for the senior Mitchell's self-learned skiils. 
ij ::. : •. ~;',. 

',' .,/:; ,,r 
Be c au s e of t h e s e fa c t o r s , t h e n e i g h b o r h o o d on 1 3 9 t h St~r e e t 

',•.< ( ·~ ~·'.jj ., >I 

be t wee n Seventh and L e no x Ave n u e s became s o i ~·'to 1 e r a bt ~;~ 
~. ',;,::: 

·.' ,' . . . . r;~.:~~t(~. :· 
f o r t h e M i t c he 11 s a n d t h e i r s m a 1 1 c h i 1 d r en t h a t t hey 'sou g h t 

•. • ' ,: ~ . : . ·: ~ ·~ i"', < 

:}r-1jf 

a home and remunerative employment farther uptown., A,.(t,r~~r 

m o vi n g i n t o an a p a r t me n t on 15 1 s t S t r e e t , h owe v e r, . t h:>~'j/' 
, r:·t ~ 

discovered that their new landlord, in antici~aiion oihis 
~. ~ 1'1 

f i r s t b 1 a c k t e n a n t s a n d o f a r. e w s u p e r i n t e n d e n t , h ad .i,~~~ 
' ' ;/} ... 

p 1 a c e d t h e e 1 e c t r i c k i t c h e n a p p 1 i an c e s w i t h a d i 1 api d at ed 
t ,· ·"·4'~ . 

wooden icebox and an iron stove. This fraudulent act ~as 

• ,.·'' 
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promptly taken to court but to no avail. Mr •. Mitchell 

fortunately served as a repairman for the realtors who 

owned apartment buildings on 143rd Street; through this 

connection, he succeeded in changing positions ·and .. became 

the superintendent of the buildings located at 532 and 

53 6 We s t 1 4 3 r d S t r e e t • It w a s a t 5 3 6 We s t 1 4 3 rd' . S tree t . 

in the City of New York that the Mitchell chi1dr:en. grew up. 

I t i s t h i s p 1 a c e , a 1 s o , t h a t A r t h u r ' s ··· ri i e'c e s , a n d 

nephews still love to call home even though the{r"pa·rents · 
; ~ ~ .._., ' . 

live in different sections of the city. Many would con7~ .. 
1 r {~·' ~· 

-~ ,:· . ,.;;,: 
sider the fusion of these close family ties noth1~g_ 

z- ,1 (~ '''.-~··, , 

than a miracle in a situation in which a boy of fi'ftee 
i "i': 

ll 

became the head of a Harlem household. This .is 

concerning various members of the family are still·.mad 
,i','·~·'<.;t·i ; 

"U n c 1 e J u n i or, " a s Art h u r ' s n i e c e s a n d n e ph e w s: a f f e c t i on- · 

ately call him.l 
.:fr:; . ', 

Young Arthur, being the eldest son, assurrie'ct•·· 
;·'1 ;-· 

•' 

e c on om i c r e s p on s i b i 1 i t y a n d i n d e p e n d en c e at a r{ e a'r:.J. y,:·. 
·~~( ,' ·::-: ::,: 

When he was seven or eight years old, he sold ;:-,news'papers· .. 
,·;:;1' 

a n d s h i n e d s h o e s , " . . b u t , " h e s t a t e s , "my ·· f i r s 

j ob--I mean where I was actually on a payroll;;..-wa·~·;··~hen':'T: 

1Mrs. Shirley Mills, personal interview h·~'·iJ',. 
New York City, July 30, 1970. 
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w~s twelve years old. It was in a butcher shop right 

around the corner from our apartment."! From the very 

beginning, Arthur, Junior, turned his earnings over to his 

mother in order to supplement the family-income because, 

at that time, there were six children. 

Employment in the butcher shop set the stage for 

what was to be the obligatory pattern of young Arthur's 

life. By now, his sister, Frances Marie, had succumbed 

to diabetes and Arthur was officially the eldest child. As 

he accepted this role of seniority in the family, the 

burden of economic responsibility grew heavier and heavier 

until it became completely his own at the age of fifteen 

when Arthur Mitchell, Senior, became ill and was no longer 

able to support his family. Young Arthur's responsibility 

as the head of the household did not shift for the next 

sixteen years of his father's illness which terminated with 

the death of the senior Mitchell on July 1, 1965. Arthur 

recalls his last visit with his father in the hospital, 

saying, " ••. my father, who was always a fighter, said to 

me, 'I'm tired, I'm really just tired' . " His son did 

not expect these to be his father's final words--but they 

were. 

lArthur Mitchell, personal interview held in New 
York City, January 13, 1971. 
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Showing his independence at a very early age, 

Arthur chose to attend school of his own volition. Mrs. 

Mitchell dressed her four-year-old son and put him on the 

playground in the school yard which was located across ~pe 

street from their apartment. She felt that he would be 

safe there and not be tempted to run to and fro across the. 
,. J • 

street. Arthur was not concerned with the street,~bu~. 

chose, instead, to follow the kindergarten ch.ildren into 

their classes every day. It was not long before.the~school 
-.' ' ' , ,': ·~' I , ' 

authorities sent for Mrs. Mitchell and informe·d 'her .that; 

her son would be allowed to attend the 
... , ·- .. "k· ", ·. 

since he insisted upon doing so but that he could no~:be 

registered officially because of his age. Th~ budding· 

scholar began at four years of age to attend the·'·p,u-b}i~,,t 
I ' 

elementary school on !39th Street between 

Lenox Avenues. 

Arthur's first teacher was a young 

p r 0 v i de d h e r s t u d en t s w i t h m a n y v a r i e d and i n t e r e s t i n':g 

activities in which to participate. One acti vi ty ... whJc 
~. ·"'' . . 

\ •. •· 
attracted young Arthur's attention was a rhytlfm'· band }n~· 

which she permitted him to perform. Each Friday, the·,· 

parent s of the c h i 1 d r en i n t h e r h y t h m band we r'e ~ n v ({e'<:f.; t o 
:.'). . . . 

become acquainted with the various projects in which ·their 

children were engaged. Mrs. Mitchell remembers_loo~ing on: 
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with great pride as Arthur began his official participation 

in a musical environment by playing the maracas with the 

kindergarten band. During the year of 1940, Arthur was 

officially enrolled in the kindergarten which he had been 

attending. Reminiscing a bit, Mrs. Mitchell feels that 

the school authorities did not object to her son's attend-

ing kindergarten at such an early age because he was always 

"so clean and so nicely dressed." 

Because young Arthur had supplemented the family 

income since he was quite young, he had few occasions for 

socializing outside of his home. As he grew older, he sang 

in the Convent Avenue Baptist Church Choir, and occasionally 

he "shot a few baskets" in the park. He does recall, how-

ever, that he was a member of the local street gang, of 

which he says, "First we were called the 'Rebels'--then we 

switched to being called the 'Hill Top Lovers.' I remember 

my red satin jacket with 'Artie' written over the left 

pocket. " 1 In recalling his limited social activities, 

Arthur Mitchell's mother states that he chose "shooting 

baskets" because " . he would never participate in any-

thing that would get him dirty--he simply could not tolerate 

being dirty." Mitchell explains his obsession for 

!Arthur Mitchell, personal correspondence to the 
investigator, March 30, 1971. 
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cleanliness in the following manner: 

As my father was the superintendent of the apart
ment buildings, we boys had to stoke the coal 
burners and clean the boilers plus collect the 
garbage. When the dumb-waiters were broken, w~ 
collected the garbage from door to door in h~ge 
burlap bags. There were two buildings comprised 
of six floors and four apartments on each floor. 
By the time we reached the basement, not only ~ere 
the bags quite heavy but we were also dirty and 
smelly ourselves. So the rest of the time I took 
baths.l 

Arthur's obsession for cleanliness often made him 

the object of various practical jokes within the~family 
\ ., .. · -· ,. 

circle. The anecdote that his nieces like to recall >cent~rs 
)_: •. :1;,'' t 

around his indulgence in taking several baths 

During the course of one of his many daily baths;'·/'.'iii·s, 
:; ' 

brother Charles--described by his mother as the "devili's~ 

one"--came in from a game of football hot, tired, 

for a bath. As usual, Arthur was soaking himself 

only bathtub. Charles requested that Arthur hurry and'· ., 

finish--a request to which Arthur paid no attentlo~. 

Finally, tiring of the wait and planning an approprfaj·e .. 

punishment for his brother, Charles went into the· 

and threw his dirty clothes into the tub. Arthur was\•.so. 

thoroughly upset that he let all of the water 

the tub, and began his bath again! 

!Ibid. 
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The Mitchell family was comprised ot individuals 

w i t h d i s t i n c t i v e 1 y d i f fer en t p e r s on a 1 i t i e s w h 'o · g o t : ·a 1 on g 

with each other unusually well. Their admitable inter-

relationships created a uniquely harmonious ~ituation, 
.·' . 

e spec i a 11 y w i t h f i v e c h i 1 d r en i n a s m a 11 a p a rt me n t' i n 

Harlem where there was no big, open space for them to' roam ··' · 

about; nor were there open yards in which they could play. 

As Arthur comments, " •.. there were so many of?us and we 

always shared everything which we had with each";other: "1 

Almost everything is nearer the truth for the.re 
\' . 

I:. 

the ritual of Arthur's ice cream which even today·~is .. ··hJs' .. 

favorite food. Because he was independent and .earn~d .h'is· 

own money, he always had his own ice cream c.o.ne each day· .. 

This he shared whenever he wanted his sister.s or ·:broth'~',rs:•. 
I·~·'' ,f ·~ { ~ 

to undert~ke a chore for him. For their reimburs~men~ 
j: I" 

., 

they were permitted to have a "lick" from his' da1''1~ .. i_~e. 

cream cone. Following this "fair exchange" he reireat~ed 
.!;)''\' 

to a quiet place and continued to enjoy his i9.e cream .. · 

Art h u r g r e w o 1 de r, h i s mom en t s o f s o 1 i t u d e we r e . spent::(: 
r .. ,-·.:1·'{ 

,·~ , · · " r·.:·~----· 1 • > 1. 

r e ad i n g a b o o k i n a s m a 11 r o om i n t h e c e n t e r 'o ·r t h e. a p ~ x:' ~ ,..:.: ''· 

ment. Mrs . Mitch e 11, who had hoped that her : el de 5 t son 
<~ t-'·.-;.· 

would become a physician, soon found that all of, t~e,se:~

books were about history. 

1Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, January 13, 
1971. 
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Young Arthur was in the second grade when the 

family moved into the apartment on 143rd Street. He 

attended Public School 186, which was the neighborhood 

elementary school located on 145th Street. During his 

junior high school years, he was enrolled in Public School 

143, which accommodated grades seven through nine, and it 

was during these junior high school years that Arthur's 

musical interests were again brought to the foreground. 

In New York City, the Police Athletic League is 

a community service organization which provides facilities 

for, and instruction in, various recreational activities. 

At the age of ten, Arthur joined the PAL Glee Club and 

thus began his "training in the arts." ~rthur recalls that 

he received no formal education in dance during his early 

years; in fact, he was the on1y member of his family eve.n 

remotely interested in performing in the theatre. He feels 

that he must have been interested in becoming a dancer from 

the time that he was very young and supports his feeling 

in the following words: 

My mother tells me that when I was a child I loved 
to dance and that, when guests would come to the 
house, I would hide behind the door until everyone 
was seated; she says that I would then emerge and 
start performing--totally untrained--with "lots of 
guts" as usual.! . 

1Arthur Mitchell, personal interview held in New 
York City, July 8, 1970. 
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Mrs. Mitchell corroborates this reminiscence of Arthur's 

as she describes his first interest in dance. "After he 

began to walk, whenever he heard music he began to dance. 

I think that he was born to dance because as a toddler--

whenever he heard music--that was it!" 

In 1944, while Arthur, at the age of ten, was in 

the PAL Glee Club he began to study tap dance. At that 

time, various individuals would go from home to home 

periodically canvassing parents for the enrollment of their 

gifted children in a series of lessons in various areas of 

study. Approximately ten lessons would be included in a 

"package de a 1 , " and a 11 of the students en r o 11 e d w o u ld be 

taught together in a studio in the building housing the 

Columbia Broadcasting System. Arthur remembers those 

sessions as having " •.• about fifty kids in a room, and 

we would stand up and sing one song and learn a time step-

that was the extent of it."l And that was the extent of 

Arthur Mitchell's early formal education in dance. 

Professional Preparation of 
Arthur Mitchell 

While he was enrolled in Public School 143, Arthur's 

life took on a new direction as the result of participation 

in a class party held at the end of the term. Arthur, who 
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had always been good at social dances, was "hamming it up" 

with one of the girls. The guidance teacher noticed him, 

and subsequently asked him if he wished to become a profes-

sional dancer. Although Arthur was about to finish junior 

high school, he had given little thought to the course 

that his professional life would take, and told his guidance 
I 

teacher that it really did not matter since he did not know 

what he wished to become anyway. The teacher, recognizing 

the fact that young Arthur possessed a definite talent in 

dance, requested a conference with his mother. Mrs. 

Mitchell's reaction to the suggestion that her son become 

an entertainer was, " . it's up to him." 1 So the 

guidance teacher and Arthur initiated the procedures 

necessary to obtain a scholarship to the High School of 

Performing Arts. 

The High School of Performing Arts was opened in 

1948 as an experimental school associated with the Metro-

politan Vocational High School--a trade school under the 

auspices of the Board of Education of New York City.2 

The School had been given a building on West 46th Street 

between Broadway and The Avenue of the Americas, and it was 

1Willie Mae Mitchell, personal interview, July 13, 
1970. 

2oavid Baroff, "High School With a Flair," Dance 
Magazine, February, 1962, pp. 28-33. 
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in the second semester of its first year of existence when 

Arthur Mitchell wrote for application forms for admission. 

In addition to specified academic requirements, Arthur 

learned that he would have to prepare a three-minute "dance 

routine" for an audition as a part of the admission pro

cedures. 

With no formal training in dance, Arthur sought the 

help of Tom Nip, an old-time black vaudevillian who taught 

him a tap dance routine to "Stepping Out With My Baby." 

The picture of the audition remains a vivid one in Arthur's 

mind. He recalls that the other auditioners, who had been 

studying ballet and modern dance, were performing either 

classical ballet or very complicated modern dance composi-

tions, and comments: " .. there I was with this rented 

top hat, white tie, and tails, but, when my number was 

called, I came out and sold." Reflectively, Jle smiles and 

adds, "I have always _felt, however, that they accepted me 

because they needed male dancers in addition to the fact 

that I had lots of guts! ,l 

Arthur Mitchell entered the High School of Perform

ing Arts in the fall of 1949 with a major sequence in 

Modern Dance--a selection which Nanette Charisse, an 

instructor at the School at that time, pointed out 

·!Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 8, 1970. 
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repeatedly was an error. Throughout his high school career, 

she continually told Arthur that he was "a ballet dancer 

gone wrong," and that he should be in the Ballet Department 

instead of the Modern Dance Department of the High School 

of Performing Arts. Arthur disagreed with her because he 

now had become intensely interested in modern dance, and 

felt sincerely that he had a "message to the world" through 

this particular dance idiom. 

His first year of enrollment in the High School of 

Performing Arts was not an easy one for Arthur Mitchell. 

His body was not naturally flexible and lacked various 

other physical requirements of a dancer. In fact, near the 

close of the year, one of his teachers suggested that he 

give up dance altogether. Little did she know that those 

. very words would motivate a little black boy to become one 

of the world's outstanding ballet dancers! Remembering 

those days Arthur explains, " ..• the minute she said 

that, I made up my mind that I would not only become a 

dancer, but that I would try to become one of the best 

dancers in the school-. ul Because Arthur Mitchell has 

always been an individual who could not walk away from a 

challenge, the very next day he begah a regimen designed 

to disprove the ideas of this instructor whom he prefers 

l.!.!UJ!. 
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not .-to name •. He immediat'ely proceeded to··overstretch :his 
~ ..... ' / .• ·, ·, '<, 

'·.~.· 

body and to rip"--his stomach musc-les apart·,~, :Although he had 

to.,·be rushed to·the-hospital, th~se)nJurie's in .. ·no·,,way 

halted his career ~because a :rema.rkable::physici'an "put him 

t o g e t h e r ·a g a i n ". · s o ; t h a t , h e w a s ' "u p. ,_a ~d a b o u· t " -i n a : v e r y 

s h o r t · t i me • ' Wh e n ;·;Art h u r h ad me n d ~-(f 's u f f i c i en tl y , ·>-h e r e-

t urn e d t o ' s c h o o 1 as , s o on a s, _ pos s i ~ 1 ~ and · ::qi p 1 ci e d h im s e 1 f.:· 
'- . 
'i{,~ 

dilig·e.ntly toward 'becomi_ng an •·expe-rt dancer·. 

Concurrent -:with_his profes_sional preparatio·n;· 

Arthur Mitchell launched h s B,,rofe_ssional) career.·· He be~ 

came a'member of the· Rep~rtory.Dance Gorripany-of the .. High 
~- ;;/·~ :. ' ·, . .. ,, " ' .. ·' '. . 

School -of Performing 'Arts a"rid; __ begaii·: to perform wfth tll'at 

organization ·as welL'as· to ex,pe-rime_nt with .:the-development 
. ,, ·;,. '· 

of: choreography._ The Repert'bfy Da:n_ce G~mpany.' was c·o'mprY:s'ed ,! 

·;··. 

of nin-e Alumnae o':f_:.-th_e High Sch.oo(·'of Performing Arts; ~_nd 

Henry Brunjes and ·A,r~hur Mitch-~-11,' >two undergraduate·$ wh_o 

we r e- t h e on 1 y . m a -1 e·.: c1 a n c e r s • affilfat'ioh with 

Compa ~Y rna rked the -~b~_gi nni ng ()_ _ an~ exfended-· associ a t·i on 
----: ·' '!; 

with. Shirley ~roug!Jton with- w~~m he: has performe-d 
. ..,-, 

danc.e concerts th<iro,~~hout 'the interveni_hg:years. Perform~~-
., , , ~//~~;.\~-~ '\ r ., 

ing with the;' Repertory Dance Company of the High School of 
' / ~ ~;~_/> ··<; <> ; . ~~~~., ·:·' -

P e r f o r m i n g Art s , Art h u r M i t c h e 11 w a s . ex p o s ed t o · d a n c e : 
)'" ~ .' .,; 't"'"~ ~ 4 

" c:f' ' 

1 Pro g ram me -, ,, "M u s i c in M o t i on , " . 'Alto-on a; ; U n d e r g r a d u a t e 
C e n ! e··r, A l t. o o n a , P e n n • , M a r c h 3} 1 9 5 1 • 

' '.~: ' :; 

r• 
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au d i en c e s wh o 1 i n t u r n ; were in fro d u c· e d t o s om e of ; hi s 
• . ~· . ,i 't. 

{< ~ "-i~ ?,: 

c h ore o g rap h y • 0 f h i s P ri m i ti v e ·study, , ·p r e s en t e d at t h e 

Altoona Undergraduate Center,····in' ~.lt.oona, Pennsylvania·, in 

1951, a critic stated that the··.Yo,ung danc,er ·found···an' 
., 

"a p p r e c i at i v e au d i e n c e.'~ a n d t h a t ., .. he e vi n c e d i n t e n s e fee 1 -

ing in his dancing.l 

Arthur was not ex~;r,:.eme,ly interested >j n choreography 

at this time because his'primary·, nte·r~st \Vas.directed 
".;•(<, I 

toward becoming a ·:performi_hg. art i·s·t. He danced, th.erefor.e, 
• ,"};' ( .• ·:·-,r- )' 

W i t h SeVe r a 1 ffi 0 d e r n d a Jl C e r's W h O.Y a r e DOted t 0 d a Y f0 r t h e i r 
' "I ft i: · .. ' ~\; ,;··,· ;.:f·· • ~ '! . ' ' . ;· ' . ~~ .'_ . ' ' 

outstanding works. Alnong ·:t_h'e_~-~~~_artist·~ ·are. Donald M.cKayle· 
{,· k.·.·. ,-·-: .' ,-:. ·;,-- . ..·._. :· :,· ' 

John Butler, Louis Jo;hriso·~, Soph~'i~ Mas'l.ow, ··and'Anna: Sokolo'w_, . 
. 1 ~ ,• . ':. '. ·' .. - '·; .•• ;. . . . • ', . ·, 

He became associated with\ the.1a,~i"er two .·in' 1952 wh~n :.he 
I" •/~:. ~ • .\;\ 

was invited by the' membe-rs ·:6{:rf')1'~ Gre~·ter.-New .. York ·commit.tee; 
. · •.. · .· "": }' ·~·;:,,." • ·. ~--.... . .• . ., ' i;.·. 

for the State of I srae~ B~:,~d ~·:· to· d a nee' f,or the Purim ·Fest f.-
., ; .., ',.: l . ·; " . ' 

\· ,11 ; 

v a 1 c h 0 r e 0 g rap h e d by )\ n n a ' s 0 k 0 i \ o::w' and f 0 r. ,·; t h e c h a n u k a h ': '

Festival of Light .chore~graphe'd:,_>by S~phfe Maslow. The-se 

two artists were m~mbe rs ;1: ~:~';:~:}:)',the New D3 nee Group,, a n'd 
. ' 

through them Arthur- Mitch 
<<., :· . . . . .· .. , . : . . . ' 

began his as.sociation with this· 

organization. The i\Vo Fest,/;\a'rs. in which he particip-ated,,<'., 

were held as gala benefi ts;;,vf~ .. ;b:e:half of the iu~wl.y for~~ed ;, 

Democratic State of Israei·:·~.:;r Arthur danced iWi th· .an"d for 

· • • :' "'t~ ',). ~ \i<· .. 

1 "Dance Review," Al'io.ori~;.;Tribune, M.arch 7 1951. 

2Manuel Manisoff, :lette·r· to Arthur· Mi:tchell, New 
Yo r k C i t y , M a r c h 2 0, 1 9 52 '·~ :. : P. ~. !. s o n a 1 s, c r a p b o o k o f M i t c h e 1 1 • 

•''tf• 
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everyone who invited :~hi~ to_· do_ so at tb'at ·time The 

experience of dancing./was· what. he consider.ed the most 

important thing:and, acc9rding: to h"im', /'• • ·• it was· fun 

also." He further·::exclaiJ!lSi "Can't you jus_t see me:in 
,·, "j' ' ' 

1952--as black.: as ,I .. am~~s~JlJng .• ~::~~nds· for. Israel?"~ 
During Arthur' s.· se'n('or. y~ar. at 'the,· High'· Schoo.l of. 

Performing Arts, .,he esca_ped the_ an~u~l term project,}because 
' . ' . 

of a fortunate encounter' wh,ic'h 'occurred whe'ri he accomp~·nied 
1',' 

some of his friends.':to ·~udit.i_ons bei.ng h'eld for the/revival 

of Four Saints in Three"' Ar''t·s ;, ~n 'oper<i.· wifh: .text by Gert!"ud'e 
.·:; 

,, )-'·(~_~~\:. 

Stein and music by. Virgii··\Th·~·m,son. a·ecause he himself._ had 
f. ." ., ·• >< '/ •• 0 ~! 

1 !1; rJJ., '~' 

no intention of audi t~on~,n_g,· .A·r~_hur w·as ,seated fn .the 

you'll make a p~rfect ~pge • He then· a u d i t .i one d f o r'.. t he . 

production and was .. ?asf of the six 

dancing angels. ··Arthur b~fi~ve~: that Miss ··.Reine.r was 
.·:.:' .;·, ··~,J. 

impressed by hi:~ "old.er io·oiCs'· ;, When he w·a's .twelve:·:years 
-;;y:·/: :,.~··~( ';.~-,<~·:._~ 

old, he had a natura'! moJ~-,~/~-c~e, and' ~e is convinced' thaf<' 
:·-· ;:>;~} ;a~.r~ ·r ~ 

he looks younger at thirty~s~x :.years of .·age·· than he d'id_r·a·s 

a teenager. 

lArthur Mitchell, p~rs~nal interview.·held in· New 
York C i t y , J u 1 y . 2 5 , ;19 7 0 • 

2 Art h u r M i t c h e 11 , pe rs o n a 1 i n t er v i e w, J u 1 y 8, 1 9 7 0 • · 
,, ·:: ., : .·.·,··:; / 

" 
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0 r i g in a 11 y p ~ e sent e d · i n 1 9 3 4; Four -Sa i n .t s i n , : Th r e e 

~was being revived:.:for a· Broadway season at ~the .American 

National Theater and Academy during the spring of 1952. 

Following the Broadway ;season, .the cast left for Paris, 

France, to represent the. United ··.States of America in the 

International Festival ·of .-the Arts. Pl~)ying at· the Theatre 

Des Champs-Elysees, the two Festival performances-met with 

such success that, by popular d~mand, four additional;:per~. 

f 0 r man c e s we r e s c h e d u 1 e d •1 r 0 r A rth u r M i t c h e 11 ' IF· 0 u r ' ' sa in t s 

in Three Acts affords many· riteani,ng,ful. mem~~Jes. · Not only 

did it mark his -first· profes·s_iorial. app~"aranc·e·, but also. it~ 
,; ,' \ , .. :, .:'' .· '·.; 

constituted his Broadway debut--q~ite ~n achi~vement for 

a youth who had been told.:j ust,' .t.wo y~ars earlier ·that:he 

s h o u 1 d g i v e up d an c e for : s om e :6 i h··:~·,;' { i e ld ! · A s . i f ·_: d a n c i n f(" 
, , -~. • ' ,., , ·w.·,, r:: , . , 

o n Broadway we r e · ··n o t ~cfpportuni ty·' ar'forded-

Arthur his first' ·-traver ·experie'nc._e-.;.a~d ·nothing less than 
f ~ : '1, l > ;"; ' 

~ :. ! If 

the romantic excftement oif P,a'r:fs .', Ar'thur' ~-.fondest memor:res', 
' ' .'\ t .,.,, 

~ I ,--_ 

however, center' around the,;·c~libre of individuals· whom >'•he 
:;~.-~}tt'·,:\:' ,;·:· 

met and with whom he worked.~'· Among the·~oments which'>he' 

treasures most hi~'~ly arf1~~~'iift~en-minute breaks or "the 
' ~·~·~· - . • • ~·- ' :' '' ··c 

" •. ~"1 /· .~ 1~.~ 

peri 0 d s between r e 'h e a r s a 1 s 'w he n 'the s in g e r s w 0 u ld get r't; 0 ""7 

ge the r t 0 sing ~:~ oilei·c ri be~ the res .;h a nf'lf;: 

1Billboard Announ~_emen_t;··, Theatre des ·chan1ps-Elysees, 
Paris, France, June, 195.~-~i ·. 

t'' 
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sounds as " • absolutely incredible--music which you " 

could not have paid enough to hear. ul Such personalities 

as Rawn Spearman, Billy Daniel, Olga James, Martha Flowers, 

and Leontyne Price were among the singers and Louis Johnson, 

who was later to become an outstanding choreograph~r,;was 

one of the three male dancers. Far from the least:among 

these gifted individuals of the Opera is the producer who 

had discovered Arthur Mitchell, Gertrude Linder Reiner, . 

whom he refers to as" •.• just an absolutely marvelous 

person and we're still friends today." 2 

A proud and happy eighteen-year-old returned from 

Paris to receive his certificate in modern dance a~d ,to' 

term i n a t e h i s en r o 11 me n t i n t h e Hi g h S c h o o 1 of P e r forming , ! 
I 

Arts. His period of good fortune had not yet ended'; 1Jpon, 

graduation, he received the Dance Award from the Sc~ool~-. 

the first male to receive this award which is given :annually ". 
to the graduating senior who has made the greatest improve-

ment throughout his high school career. Following gradua~ 

tion from the High School of Performing Arts, Arthu~ f~u~d 
' ' . 

himself confronted with what was to become ihe mosl imp6~--· 

tant decision of his career--which of two scholarships,.· to · 

1 Arthur M i t c he 11 , person a 1 interview, J u 1 y ·.e, 1 9 7 0 • 
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accept. He was offered a scholarship to Benni~gt~n~~9llege 

which was about to become co-educational; and he w,as offered 

a scholarship to attend The School of American Ballet by 

L i nco 1 n K i r s t e i n , a n anonym ou s me m be r o f t h e Boa r d of 

Directors of the High School ,of Performing Arts. Arthur's 

constant dream had always been to complete a college degree 

and Bennington College was offering him an opp9rtu~ity to 

make this dream a reality. 0~ the other hand, ho~ey~r, the 

other scholarship would enable him to attend the sc~ool 

belonging to one of the world's leading ballet ~ompanies--

The New York City Ballet. 

During the days which .followed his graduation'· from 

high school, Arthur deliberated upon his future. He had had 

n o f o r m a 1 t r a i n i n g i n b a 11 e t , a n d t o beg i n a p r o g r' a in o -~ · 

i n t e n s i v e s t u d y a t t h e S c h o o 1 of Am e r i can B a 11 e t, at r e fg ~ i'e e•n 

years of age he recognized as a grueling and de~andingit~sk. 

He realized also that no black dancer had become a:per·man.ent 
' if"'<', ~·,;· :. ,., '' 

member of a recognized ballet company in this c~~n~ry, and 

he had already begun to encounter racial prejud~ce with 

r e spec t t o au d i t i on s for Broadway shows • A 1 t h o ugh . he, .d a n c e d 

better than almost everyone participating in the auditions, 
( ~ . 

h e i n v a r i a b 1 y r e c e i v e d t h e same r e s p on s e-- " We ' 11 ca 11: you." 
'£ ·.t· 

He e v e n n o t i c e d t h a t o n e i n d i v i d u a 1 w h o w a s c o n d u c. i i. n g a l1 

audition used a special code beside the names on his list. 
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The code included the letters "W" and "N". When Arthur 

inquired about the meaning of the code, there was no satis-

factory reply; he noticed, however, that the only two "N' s" 

on the list followed his name and the name of the other 

black auditioner present. He realized immediately that 

the "W" meant white and the "N" negro. 

If he were to accept the scholarship to Bennington 

College, the decision would fulfill his dream of going to 

college but would remove him from the immediate atmosphere 

of the dance world which New York City afforded. Finally, 

one night, as Arthur was lying in bed, he reached a deci-

sion about his future. He said to himself: 

Well, Arthur, you have got to beat them at their 
own game. If you cun take what you have as a black 
dancer--a sense of rhythm, a style, and a way of 
moving--and couple that with the discipline and the 
training of classical ballet--you will be in a 
totally different class from anybody. There will 
be no white dancer and there will be no colored 
dancer like you.l 

He decided, therefore, to accept the scholarship to the 

School of American Ballet. Having made this decision, it 

was clear that he would work toward becoming a performing 

artist--and any idea of becoming an educator had to be 

discarded or postponed indefinitely. 
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It was at about this time in his life that Arthur 

met Karel Shook, a superb ballet teacher who was later to 

become his Associate Artistic Director of the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem. Shook was teaching at the Katherine Dunham 

School of Cultural Arts when someone told him about a very 

gifted black boy from the High School of Performing Arts 

who had been encouraged to go into modern dance because 

there was no future for him in ballet. Although Mitchell 

would still continue his studies at the School of American 

Balle~, Shook immediately requested that Arthur be brought 

to him. Arthur came, and Shook gave him a scholarship to 

the Dunham School, saying, "We shall see what happens. "1 

Wh at "h a p pen e d " w a s t hat hi s "en o rm o u s drive and am b i t i on , "2 

as Mary Hinkson describes his distinguishing attributes, 

became uppermost from that time on. Arthur remembers 

Mr. Shook's telling him that he had all the possibilities 

of becoming a first dancer if he would work, and that was 

all that Arthur Mitchell needed to hear. "Work" was like a 

magic word to him, and he concluded that " . if work was 

all that was required--well, that was easy! "3 It was to 

lKarel Shook, personal interview held in New York 
City, July 7, 1970. 

2Mary Hinkson, personal interview held in New York 
City, August 27, 1970. 

3Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 8, 1970. 
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become even easier because :Shook developed- a special 

interest in young Arthur which led' to his~ acceptance of 

, . 
him as a protege 1n much the same fashion as the great 

English playwrights an~ -~~to~sdre~arded:their proteg~s 

d u r i n g t h e E 1 i z a bet h ~ n ··,an~' R e s t o ra t i on P e r i o d s • 1 

At t h e t i me : t h a f~ Art h u r came· -t o S h o ()k , h e :, w a s ,, 

eighteen years old and had, ass!lmed full- resp()nsibility for 

the support of hi s Ill other and four sis t e r.s . and - b r o _the r s • 

In the past, part~ time_ positions ha·d to be ~it-ted into )1i s 
·:;; •,,,; .• " >»' 

sch ed u 1 e of da nee cl'a.s~s.,e's, ·th ~_re by ere at ing -~n 0 b s t a c 1 e ." 
' ' .:~;';''4 ··'-~; :, ' - ' - ' " '- . ' ,. 

which interfered 7"With'_ ·A'rthtir's t·otal dedication to dance. 
, 1 '>~. :-;.:; r, ,, 

In addition to his Jo~b:?in_"-·the.·butcher shop .at which he 

still worked on 'the 'wetik~_e~d-s,-h'e • a'cquired _another part~ .. 
. · ,.,_,.':'[t:f(;(_ ' '- _- :' . --. -·- ,' 

time job in the g'arme'nt--'distr~c-·t .. of New'Yo.rk_-city,,at which-
. < -~d}:: f :::1~:-:-:.:~.,,}:. -- ' --- -__ ·-

h e worked d u r 1 n g t h e . , week • . · D 1 s t u r bed by th 1-s s i t u at· ion-, . ' 
-.. <;;sc y):''''·'· . - . ' . -.>.": 

he began thinking·:abo\i:t:methods which might r,em~ve the 

obsta c 1 e of esse ~t i a l'Y<V:~~*~:~a t i ve emp foYRie nt out s'ide of 
; ___ ;} ;;pi;·_:;·>' - ' •· • ' .;··-

and restrictive f''o hi~~::'dedfca·t'i.on and dev'otion of all of:. his· 
• •.. .:'~_'';(::,:-,·:f._-:;:., ... ·. ' ' ' ' 

time to dance. Th1s problem was soon re'solved sinc'e .the 
''t· ·"· ~.;.~ .,~':"'-1-" ·~.~.:~: 

Katherine Dunham ·School ;~o{i .. Cuftural Arts closed shortfy 
li 0 :~ ~ f·. ·• f' 

!1:~~-.:~ ~: .:··.·--·:>-;.' ,.· . . ' .'i.:,(,~ .· 

after Arthur enrolled in it~:5 'ari~' Mr. Shook o_pened ,his own 

Studio of Dance Arts. Ar~~h··~'~ and several other sfudent s 

lJohn Gassner, 'A Treasury of the Theatre from. 
Aeschylus to Ostrovsky .<Ne~ Simon and··schuster, 
1967), p. 430. ''<' 
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of Karel Shook were invited to teach for him in a stimu

lating environment which attracted such extraordinary 

students as Mary Hinkson, Geoffrey Holder, and Alvin Ailey. 

For many of the black student dancers, it was their first 

formal training in ballet. 1 

This period was indeed a fertile one for Arthur 

Mitchell, He had already studied tap dance at the Police 

Athletic League, modern dance at the High School of Per

forming Arts, ethnological dance at the Katherine Dunham 

School of Cultural Arts, and now he was engaged in a con

centrated program of ballet. Not only was Shook a most 

dynamic Ballet Master, but he was also a friend and a 

mentor for Arthur. In fact, Mitchell was even surrounded 

by friends and fellow artists at his livin~ quarters 

because, even though he still supported his family, he had 

now moved away from home. 

Mary Hinkson and Matt Turney, members of the Martha 

Graham Company, had found a loft on 23rd Street owned by 

an indulgent landlord who either loved artists or knew that 

they never had much money. With the assistance of the 

landlord, therefore, several of their artist friends moved 

into lofts on 23rd Street--among whom were Mr. Shook, 

1Karel Shook, personal interview, July 7, 1970. 
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Arthur Mitchell, and Louis Johnson.! Mary Hinkson remembers 

that Arthur would awaken at approximately 8:00 a.m. to do 

his pre-barre exercises so that his body would be ready 

for his first class of the day with Shook. He then danced 

in a second class, after which he went home to sleep and 

to prepare for his third class. When his day finally 

ended, according to Mary Hinkson, " •... he would eat for 

the rest of the night as he always ate a lot. "2 The next 

morning, he arose and began with pre-barre exercises again. 

Mary Hinkson summarizes his self-imposed regimen in the 

following manner: "You talk about discipline--! mean he 

was possessed with this whole thing!" Regarding Arthur's 

relationship with Shook, Hinkson says, "I remember that 

Karel was his teacher and his friend--just as he is now, 

he [Karel] is just a marvelous, inspiring, warm, and 

fantastic person."3 

Shook, who was by this time giving Arthur private 

ballet lessons whenever possible, had provided him with the 

encouragement which he needed to support his idea that he 

could truly become a unique dancer. Arthur was possessed 

with the necessary dedication, drive, and ambition,essential 

1Hinkson, personal interview, August 27, 1970. 

2Ibid. 

3 .!..!l!J!. 
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requisites for the achievement of his goal. One example 

of his dedication is evidenced in the rigorous schedule to 

which he confined himself in order to make his feet point. 

When Arthur began studying ballet with Shook, he had flat 

feet at which he often laughed and referred to as "flat 

irons. ul In the Studio of Dance Arts, Arthur began his 

daily dance lessons in specially constructed shoes of 

leather and steel. Recalling those days, Louis Johnson 

reports, " •.. when we would arrive for classes, Arthur 

would have already been there for an hour working on his 

feet--later Karel would exercise them for him. "2 Of his 

industrious young student, Mr. Shook had the following to 

say: 

He was simply a remarkable student. How does one 
say it? It's very easy to teach talented students-
they teach themselves, so to speak. But Arthur 
was tremendously energetic--always laughing and 
always very happy. He could work hours and hours 
every day and he accepted gracefully every cor
rection that was ever given to him.3 

In addition to being engaged in the classes at the 

Studio of Dance Arts, Arthur was by now deeply immersed in 

his studies at the School of American Ballet. Some time 

l Ibid. 

2Louis Johnson, personal interview held in New 
York City, July 28, 1970. 

3Karel Shook, personal interview, July 7, 1970. 
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after he had begun his studies there, Arthur found out that 

the anonymous Board Member at the High School of Performing 

Arts who had given him a scholarship to the School of 

American Ballet was none other than Lincoln Kirstein, the 

President of the Board. This was another "ego booster" 

which gave Arthur a further incentive to strive for 

excellence. 

It was not the usual practice for a student who was 

not oriented to classical ballet to progress through the 

program at the School of American Ballet in the minimum 

number of three years--but Arthur Mitchell did so. 1 He was 

no less personable here than at The Studio of Dance Arts, 

and he immediately became a great favorite at the School. 

Remembering her first impression of him, Madame Ouroussow, 

the Director of the School·of American Ballet, says: 

I think I saw him at the barre in class--! just 
immediately thought, first of all, that he was a 
very gifted boy and secondly--a very charming boy. 
He has great charm--his very gay, cheerful tempera
ment always put us all in a good humor.2 

The following schedule was in operation while Arthur 

Mitchell was in attendance at the School of American Ballet: 

First Intermediate Division (A): 
Academic Ballet one and one-half hours six 

times a week. 

lMadame Eugenie Ouroussow, personal interview held 
in New York City, September 10, 1970. 

2.!.!?...!.!! • 
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Sec on d Inter me d i ate D iv lsi on ( B ):' 
Academic.< Ballet o'ne and .'I:on'e-half hours six times 

a.~week; 

Elementary or Intermediate Toe one hour twice 
a•week· · ' 

' Me n ' s C las s on e a n d one- h a 1 f 'h ours o n c e a week • 

Advanced D i vi s ion ( C): 
~· A c adem i c B a 11 e t one ari' d one ... h a lf · h o 1i r s s ix t i me s 

a we:ek; . ·... . . .···· .. 
. Advanced Toe one and· 'one~h a lf hour's .·t wi·c e: a' week; 
Adagio or Variations one and one-half hours 

0 n ce a week; '~ \ ; <I 
Men's Class one and· one-half hours once a week. 

Professional Division (D): 
Academic Ballet on~ and on~~half hciurs six ti~es 

a week plus al·l~othe~ ·~ourses listed for 
'Ad v an c e d D i v i si on.. · · · · · .. ·· ··. · 

Graded· co·urses in Laba~~·tati on one h'o.iir>once ·a· we.ek,. 
to:s~t·u·dents enrolled.,on a/yearly basis in 

,. ,. D i v i s i'~ n s B , C , a n d · D • 1 · 

Arthur· Mitchel(' progressed "through .Division A. and B ~in one· 

year, ,Div.~si,o}i ··c in one year, arid Div:ision D in one year~ 

He participat~.d in each class available to' him wi.rh· the. · 

ex c e p f i C? n · of t h o s e de s i gnat e~ s p e ~ i'f i ca 11 y f o r t h e 
[' • "/ •, . t~ ~ .. _. . .: ' 

women.·.· 

to h i s . i n ten s fv e s t u d i e s and hi 5'·." tea c li in g · d·u ti es at ··t h e 
',\ ,,· ~\).'';';. .. ' . ,•• . "< 

st·u.dio_~·:~~ f Dance Arts, Arthur s\,tll d a need with a nyon'e:· who 
·~-·,:·-.:, ' ' --~,: < .. ; /<>·;" ' 

""·, ··.·,· ~:~. '(,''" ~ 

. l Brochure, Schoo 1 of Am.e'ri c a rf ·Ba11.e t ;· .. :_New ·xo·rk · 
City, 1954. 
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asked him ··to perform--regardle·ss;.:.of. ·'ther·dcince i-diom. Mary 
' ; ' ' 'i ~ .• .I 

Hinkson reccl'ils that " ••• 'when 1you. said~dance, Arthur, 

danced!"! Often dancers were n~~ reimbufied for their 

p e r form a n c e s but money w a s of s e <?On d a .r y, · imp o r t a n c e t o m o s t 

young , asp i r i n g p r of e s s i on a ~ d ~ n, J e .r s !> . It w a s c: a 1 ways t h e 
'f,. 

experience which they sought arid . .valued •. Typically;·· Arthur 

Mitchell reasoned that the ~id.e.r.'he spread himself and the 

better knowll h'e became, the rriore· auditions:.he'-';would c•hear 

about, thereby making it possible,··for him ·to·: sec.ure an 

i n c rea s i n g : number of e n gage men t s w h i c h~ . .W o u 1 d e v en t u a 11 y 
,, ~... ~ -~;, ·,· ' 

become remunerative. Still de~p.ly.' iiJlme:fs~d ··in .his position 

as a teacher and in his role as a' ~:fudent,' .Arthur· was .p.er-

forming professionally under the direction 'of\several dif.-
·• . :c 

ferent c~o~~ographers. During·.·the tirs.t ·fwo· year·s :aft~r: 
',: ,; ... ,· . ·' .. ' ;; - .... ,· . 

leaving th~·~,High School of Perfoi-mi'rig Arts·, he··· cont"intied 
~; '. ·~ '\- . '.; t-' ·. . . '1., 

to work with. Shirley Brought ~n:; ~ ~d with Nata ny a Nuemann.·.· .· 
'·'· ' •• > '- •' ~ :. • :.~ '· '- ' '. • • • ' ·' 

"Quartet," choreographed and p~o~uc'e~ ;by ·sh.i)~ley Brough_t~.n:, 
,. ;, • ·t ••. , L. . ·_"-_,_, '-·.:~) 

was··a dance_~·Jor which Arthur rece'ived many ~avorable 
•.. :·""-''' :! . 

Ea r'!.'Y in 1953, Arthur Mltch ell beg a.n :work, i ng wit h,t .. 

b 1 a c k c h 0 r e ~: g r a ph e r s , t h e f i r s f:;< 0 f w h 0 IJL w a s L· 0 u i s ' J 0 h ri s 0 ri • 

He and Arthur had danced together. .Three 

1952. 

1 M a r y Hi n k s o n , p e r son a 1 i n t e rv ~ e w·, Au g'ti s t 2 7 ; . 1 9 7 0 :! 

2 "Reviews," Dance Magazine, ~May,, 1952; Dece:m-ber, 
; '-.y 

I. 
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~and lived in adjacent lofts on 23rd Street.l On 

April 12, 1953, Arthur danced in the premiere of Johnson's 

Lament in conjunction with the New York City Ballet Club's 

Third Annual Choreographers' Night. Concerning this per-

f o rm a n c e , c r i t i c s s a i d t h a t M i t c h e 11 " • . . s up p o r t e d t h e 

choreographer most nobly. "2 He was to dance this ballet 

many times in the future. 

During the summer of 1953, Arthur danced his debut 

performance at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incor-

porated, as a member of the professional company of another 

outstanding black choreographer, Donald McKayle.3 This 

association with Donald McKayle and Dance Company proved 

to be one of considerable duration because Mitchell con-

tinued to dance in McKayle's famous works--Games, ~ 

Street, and Nocturne--at well-known concert halls and 

t h eat r e s i n New York C i t y such a s t h e Kaufmann Au d i t o r i u m 

of the 92nd Street YM-YWHA, and the Brooklyn Academy of 

Music.4 Whenever possible, such performances were 

lMary Hinkson, personal interview, August 27, 1970. 

2"Reviews," Dance Magazine, June, 1953. 

3Ted Shawn, speech delivered at Matinee performance 
of the Dance Theatre of Harlem at the Jacob's Pillow Dance 
Festival, Incorporated, Lee, Massachusetts, August 20, 1970. 

4rrogrammes, "Donald McKayle and Dance Cmpany," The 
Kaufmann Auditorium and The Brooklyn Academy of Music, 
New York City, January 31 and February'l7, 1954. 



programmed· as' presented by t~e Dpriald McKayle and Dance 

Com p a n y o r by McKay 1 e ' s Com p a n y r:·n c oll a b or: a t i o n w i t h t h e 
' '' 1 . ''f,;~ 

New Dance Group .. Company .I 

The New. Dance Group pro~ided a place~in:which 

a r t i s t s c o u 1 d me ei , c h ore o g rap li ·, work , a n d s t u d y ; t o g e ~ h er . 
,;.•; 

'~- 'i~J-· ~,,. 

In add i t i o n t o. ·one o f i t s f o u nder.s,, So ph i e , M a s 1 ow; c o t h, e r ~ 

out s t a n d i n g d an c e art i s t s t o e111.e r g e· ·from . t h a f 1 9 5 4 Com p a n y 
-'~ 

inc 1 uded "Mary <:·Ant,h ony, Wi 11 i am. Ehile:(, Joseph Gi f f <? rd, ·~.Dona 1 d 
f.,J < ' 

'r.c•'' ' ' 

McKay 1 e , J o e i N a s h'; Eve G e n t r y , ·ria~ i el Nag r in , ·. E th e 1 · W i n t e r, 

a n d Art h u r M i f'c he 11 , 

person alii··]. e's. o'"f the modern dan~::~ world, Arthur .. was ·,enj ~'~-
::~: .. -~ ;: ~/'~ 

ing invaltiable.,experiences with.·)u~h·e 1
'pa.ssing' of. each -,~ay. 

ll) Ap~ll of 1954, Will.ia'rri ·norl~r gave Arthu_r Mitchell 

his first opp~~~unity to dance publi:c:l'y ipca' classical : 
' .. 

ballet. The;.Ballet Theatre Work~hop was ,comprised :.•pri7 _ 
1 'l_·Y~·;: ,.' f),t 

rna ri 1 y--alih o'~g·h' not exc 1 us i ve rY'--of s.t udent s :·,from the . 
' • • ; }; ~;''« 

s c h 0 0 1 a s s 0 c i'a't'e d w i t h t h e 
.. :.,_.·J 

·:~~~ 

Th e a tr e , ·with: whi c h . .. . ,, ' . . ' 

A r t h u r wa s ~ :o :~:.'·~·conn e c t e d • Th e W ~ tk ~.~ b p , ex p e ri merit a 1, i n . 
--~'- "'"t .~ ·f·. d 

nature, was. es-tablished to give t~·e ,Yoting d'ancers opportt:u1:-

within a purely cia's sic al :framework. ·Al-· 
Fi,' j ' .. 

though other·~choreographers were :·fea~ .. ~~edJ'. the pr<?,gram was 

arranged by William Dollar. Art h u r d anced i n Do 1 i. ~ r '·· s 
) 

. ' ' 

!Programme, "The New Dance Group," Kaufmann 
Auditorium, New York City, March ,;30, 1954. 

) " 
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Concert o , w i t h a s c o r e by Mende 1 s s· o 11 n , a s : well · a s i n ·: 0 u t 

o f Eden , , w i t h o r i g i n a 1 s c o r e a n d ch ore o graph y .. by · H u bert 

Farringt~n. Like many other dance performances during that 

period, this program was presented also ·,in:the Kaufmann. 

~.. \ .. 1 Au d i t or i u m a t the fa m o u s 9 2nd S t r e e t YMHA •... · , · A c c o r d i n g t o 

David Roher, the idea for the work·· was". ~ · charming but 

not ideally suited for the classical style~!' 2 

.) l 

,. The Jones Beach Marine Th ea''t re at )\'ant agh, New 

York, was the site of the Guy Lombardo production°of the 

extravaganza e nt it 1 ed Ara hi an Nights",. ·.'which' ··.open ed ... on 
; . . . '' :· ; l.~·. ·.~ ~ ·;·· 

Thursday, June 24, 1954. 

M i t c he 11 w a s t h e on 1 y per s on wh o w c.l's· · bl a c k • ~- ~ r t h u r r e- _· 

members t h e eX p e r i en c e w i t h A r a b i a n' N i g h t s . a s 0 n e ~. 0 f 'his . ,,, 

most -ex~it.ing. Not on 1 y w a s he a part of· ·a . _,;fan t a·· s t fc' a 11 y 
,.,, . ,. ·, .,, 

spectacular production," but he had ari·,; opportunity·.t·b. 1'do 
.~ . ! ' 

h i s t h i n g • ).~ When Guy Lombardo watched th·e. ·rna 1 e dan ce·r s 

perform ~.:t_he sword dance, he was heard_·· .. to remark, '~.We nee:d· 
.. ·, ~ 

a whole ,co'iripany of Arthur Mitchells !:"3 . After· .Arabi an 

Nights, ·the 'famous Lombardo began t6 .. pres~rit;,;.;·black<'produ'c·-
/,;·:, 

tions wifh ·an integrated cast. Feeling tha·t._his pe!formances 
. ~:.) 

·. "_ti:Programme, "The Ballet Thea~tre Wo_rk.sJH)p," Kaufmann 
Auditorlu·m, New York City, April 27,:_:'1954. 

~p av i d R o h e r, "D a n c e , " u n t i t 'T'e·d, u n d a ted.. news pap e r 
a r t i c 1 e "!rom t h e per s on a 1 s c rap book -.·: 6 f: -·Art h u r · · M f t c h e 11 . 

,_.,, ' " j"' 
'~ ~ . .... c 

· ._3 Art h u r Mitch e 11 , person a 1 interview, J u 1 y 8, 1 9 7 0. 
~ :">" 
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impressed Lombardo tremendously with·: .. ,respect to black 

t a 1 en t , Art h u r con s i de red Arabi an N.i g h t s a spec i a 1 '.' f e a t h e r 

in my cap.'-' 

During the autumn of 1954, ,Arthur. continued: to dance 

w i t h anyone · w h ~ a s ked h i m t o d o s o • · .. Co n c e.~ n i n g t h e s e ... 

experienc~s~he relates: 

U n fort uri a t e 1 y , t h i s w a s t h e on 1 y· way to g e t · s t· age 
experience here in America at that time:-:--partic-
u 1 a r ly: in.·. t h e d a n c e w o r 1 d • • I · t h i n k,, . I,' v e 
danced i n eve r y n o o k a n d c r a n n y-- eve r y. · off~ B r o ad way , 
every o£f~·~ff, off-Broadway tha~~you can name.l 

:\ 

Aft e r t h r e e y e a r s of s t u d y at. t h e . S c h o ol · o f Am e r i c a n 

B a 11 e t , ·,·Ar·'t ~· u r M i t c h e 1 1 mad e h i s s e ~ on d ·a p p'e'k r a i1 c e . <».. ~ 
. "~ " 

Broadway. ··ne. was accepted as a member._pf t.hft'ca'st:·.rn• the 
•'" ... 

Truman Cap o t~ ~ H a r o 1 d A r 1 e n m u s i c a 1 en t i ~.led H o u s e 6 fl F 1 owe r s • 

Starring p'earr ·Bailey, the cast for ;thi:s mti'si.~al 'inc).uded 

exceptional J;kYack talent personified. Tn thfs piciduction, 
-,.: ~ ' / 

Arthur was afforded the exciting p r iy ile~e ·of. wo rk.ing .. with 
: .'1, '-,-

s u c h per s on ·a { i t i e s a s Raw n Spear m a n , De 1 ores Ha r p e r ·, D i an e 

Carroll, .Geoffrey Holder, Juanita Hall·~ Alvill Ailey/ Carmen 
~ ~ ' ' .,~. . c{.-, i 

Du r i n g t h e t h r e e-m on t h Broadway r u n of H o u s e . of 

Flowers, John Butler, who had now become a n~ted 

·!Ibid. 

2Playbill, The Alvin Theatre,' New York 'City, week 
beginning February 28, 1955. 



' c h o r e o graph e r , · w ~ s .f o rm i ng ~he , Jo h. n · B u t 1 e r/ D a n c e T h e at r e 

and preparing .... to take it···on.'a<EJ'roJ)ean tour .• · 'Arthur was'·, 

a s ked t 0 j 0 i n t h is c 0 m p a n y and '. . a'f t e r s 0 me J de 1 j be r a t i 0 n ' 
\!.._', : -.. ,--'' 

he decided to do so~ He hcid .been ·he'sitant because he still 

had hopes of beconting ··.~:!filiated wfth the New- York City 

Ballet. 

years, he .still had not been invited to join· the 'official 
1,, .·.; "<: 

performing~co~pani~ ~is optiml~m, therefore, had becrime 

1 e s s s t r 0 n g ' t ha n ~i ,t! ~ a 'd be en i n, ! pre v: i 0 u s . yea r s • 1 ' ' 

Before emb.ark·fng upoft ·ri's, European T.our", the .. John. 
; .' .: ;-~-·.,:~·,.' :~~:_,--. . , .. ' -~:, ' 

Butler Dance cTheat·~·~·:·:·~~ontinued?;?t'o pr.esent· as··~any p~r-
,,, .,.:< 
~.~ -vz. ./ 

formances :as ·possi.b, .. _fe·; 
I 

. ) 

Important o'n· the list.,was ~its '.i -· 

,. ! >'.'( '' ;...~. t 

Broadway .pe:rformanc,.e ·_in Americ·~-n Dance, a .three-week .pre-
. !/oft ,_,. ((• 

sentation of ·~:.contem,p·~:rary dan_c:~·;. May 3 through ~21 ,· 1955, 
. ' 

at the Ameri~·~n Na~:i;~nal Theatre and Academy spon~ored by_ 
~<,;!,-:',; 

the B. de ·Rot,hschfia· F;~undation:.2 Here Arthur danced.i1n· · 
~ :-~t:·--~ 

on the·.evening of 

May 18, 1955'.: ··The /j~~hn Butler·.·.J)anc·~'- Theatre _appeared: on 
T _, ,, ' ' 

July 1 and·:.2 ~} the '5'·ame· year a~ the,- Jacob's 'pillow Dan·ce 

Fe s t i v a 1 , I ~.co· r p o r a ted , . w h e r e A'rt h u r · d a n c e d i n B u t 1 e r ' s 
,·_;'.y•, 

' .~ 
Malocchio or,~'The Evil Eye and in the 'world premi~re of hi·s· 

',.;·, 

1Mitchell, personal interview, July 8, 1970. 

2 P 1 a y b i 11 , Th e ANT A Th:. at r e , New York C i t y , 'May 1 7 
t:, h r o ugh 21 , 1 9 55 . . , :.: .. { 
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Clowns and Ange 1 s, during the first week of the Festival .1 

The John Butler Dance Theatre, which was comprised "Of John 

Butler and six additional dancers, was re-named the John 

Butler American Dance Theatre and embarked upon its European 

tour in July of 1955.2 Initially the company went to 
!) 

Europe to appear in the Festival Internazionale Del Balletto 

at the Piccolo Theatre in Geneva. The performance -at the 

Festival was highly successful and was followed by a tour 

of other European countries. Recalling these experiences, 

A r t h u r s a i d , "We t our e d Europe i n a V o 1 k s w a g e n b u s-- rea_.! 1 y 

barnstorming--and we had great success. "3 

"Barnstorming" across Europe gave Arthur Mit'chell 

his first real taste of the less than glamorous life and of 

the hardships often experienced by members of touring -

companies. He remembers that he probably could not haye 

endured it were it not for one of the girls in the compan~, 

Mary Ann Niles. She decided that, to save money, ihey 

should pool their resources and become roommates. Th~s 

they did, but in spite of stringent economies, they were 

1Matinee Programme, Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, 
Incorporated, July 1 and 2, 1955. 

2Programme, Festival Internazionale Del Balletto, 
Geneva, July 8 through August 8, 1955. 

3Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 8, 
1970. 



reduced to one meal a day once ,:when there was no work at 
"',=' £ 

all. Arthur de s c r i be s the s e 1 e~ __ n days r.i n the f o 11 ow i n g 
(•\" 

manner: 

We used to sleep all day or .. as long as. we could.;.- , 
t~en when we would wake up, we would e~tertain 
e. a c h other by taking turn s · performing ·skit s ." Each 
fn his own turn would emer'ge from behin'd the·· screen 
which we had erected betwe,en.our beds e1nd sing., 
d an c e , or d o c om e d y s k i t s so. we w o u 1 d .no t not ice 
that we were hungry. Then ,·when we :coutd. no donger 
e·ndure it, we would dress ,up and go out,·for. our· one 
me a 1 . Eve r yon e i n the h o t e 1 though t we·~ we r e a · · · 
h 0 n e ym 0 0 n c 0 up 1 e and they ',,g a :v e us 1 itt l_e spec ia 1 
courtesies--actually, we were just ,trying no;t .;to 
starve.! · · 

A 1 \h' o ~ g h many d a y s we r e 1 e a n a n d h u n g r y on e s from a 

materialistic viewpoint, the rewards of the:experi~n9e were 
;j : t>;j 

preponderant and although he d.id not realize it at the time 
;. ,,:,_ 

A. r t h u r w a s r e c e i v i n g i n v a 1 u a b le t r a in i n g for h i s eve n t u a 1 
ll 

r o 1 ~ ~ ~ s a D i r e c t o r o f h i s own d a n c e c om p an r j.· M i t c hell'' s 

de s t i'n y ' w h i c h 0 b v i 0 u s 1 y e s c a p e d . h i m a,~:- t hl e t i me ' mu s t . h a v e 

be e n f o r e seen by m a n y p e r s on s • An art i c 1 e : f tom a it Am s t e r d am 

newspaper--the ti t1e of which wa.s :·not pr~seived--was d'edi-

cated to Arthur Mitchell. It w~s writter):·:fn:::a manner which 

reflec'ted the thoughts of a freelance writ~,r:. who was just 
. (' 

• a young, supple Negro boy sitting ·on the 
t e r r a c e of t h e Am e r i c a n H o t e 1 • He w a s j u s t ··:s i 't't i n g 

1 A r t h u r M i t c h e 11 , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w , · J ~ 1 y 2 5 ,_ 1 9 7 0 • 
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there closing his eyes, a little against the sun 
and enjoying it ••.. He gave the impression of 
being able to jump up [of] pleasure, and to land 
with an enormous leap on the table of that fat 
lady next to him. . • . Of course he did not do 
so ...• although he might, because his job is 
being a dancer, and he has the courage in his face 
to do things like that. His name was Arthur 
Mitchell, and he was dancing with the John Butler 
American Dance Theatre, which gave lately some 
performances in our country. A boy who seemed to 
step on the terrace straight from a hard American 
book . • • . Very b o 1 d , t h i s Art h u r M i·tch ell w i t h 
his twenty-one years. When the photographers came 
to shoot his picture, he walked to the bridge over 
the Stadhounderskade, and gave a show of posing, 
and Amsterdam stopped for a while. He' 11 probably 
go a long way, this Mitchell. Because somewhere he 
just got "it" in his attitude and his eyes . 1 

And Arthur Mitchell had every right to have "it" in his 

attitude and in his eyes for he had just been invited back 

by Lincoln Kirstein to become a permanent performing 

member of the New York City Ballet! At last, his dream 

was fulfilled.2· 

1unsigned translation of an untitled and unsigned 
newspaper article from an Amsterdam newspaper, August, 1955, 
personal scrapbook of Arthur Mitchell. 

2Lincoln Kirstein, telegram to Arthur Mitchell, 
New York to Holland, August 24, 1955, personal scrapbook of 
Arthur Mitch e 11 . 



CHAPTER V 

ARTHUR MITCHELL: PROFESSIONAL 

BALLET DANCER! 

Mitchell as a Member of the 
New York City Ballet 

While Arthur Mitchell was touring Europe during the 

summer of 1955 with the John Butler American Dance Theatrei 

he received a cable offering him an opportunity to join the 

New Xork City Ballet as a permanent member of that company~2 

The invitation came on August 24, 1955, from Lincoln 

Kirstein, Managing Director of the New York City Ballet--

the same Lincoln Kirstein who had been a member of the 

Board of Directors of the High School of Performing Arts, 

and had given Arthur Mitchell the scholarship to study at 

the School of the American Ballet three years earlier. 

John Butler American Dance Theatre had been "barnstorming" 

in Europe for approximately one month because only a part 

of the European tour was actually booked for performances 

lunless otherwise documented, all data included in~ 
this chapter were obtained through personal interviews with 
Arthur Mitchell in July and August of 1970, and January of 
1971. 

2Kirstein, telegram to Arthur Mitchell, August 24, 
1955. 

- 235 -



- 236 -

by the company. Butler hoped to secure additional engage7 .. 

ments as news concerning the successful performances of his 

company was circulated throughout the continent. Because 

of this uncertainty, however, the company was often without 

work or ·means of financial support, and Mitchell received 

his coveted invitation during one of these periods. · t 

Although the John Butler American Dance Theatre was 

in financial trouble when Mitchell was invited to join the 

New York City Ballet, he again was faced with a delicate 

decision concerning his future--whether to finish the tour 

with John Butler or to return to New York City and fulfill 

his own dream of becoming a classical ballet dancer. For 

someone other than Arthur Mitchell, this might not have 

been a difficult decision to make, but he is a person of: 

s i n g u 1 a r i n t e g r i t y who fee 1 s c om p 1 e t e 1 y o b 1 i g a ted t o f u 1 r,·iTJ 

any commitment which he has made regardless of the 

sacrifices evolving from such commitments. 

The John Butler American Dance Theater, then 

the end of its tour, was scheduled to appear in a few week.s:( 

at the Festival of Two Worlds in Spoleto, Italy. Since the:· 

company of seven dancers was so small, Mitchell would ha~~ 

to be replaced if he were to leave. In addition to financial 

strain involved in meeting the added expense, John Butler· 

would find it difficult to obtain a replacement in the 
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United States and bring that individual to Europe to finish 

a tour which was already approaching its end. If Mitchell 

should remain with Butler, however, his career as a pro-

fessional dancer would not be guaranteed beyond the dura-

tion of that particular tour. On the other hand, the New 

York City Ballet was offering him a permanent position with' 

a guaranteed minimum salary established by the American 

Guild for Musical Artists, the union for professional 

dancers. 1 After giving the matter much thought, Arthur 

Mitchell finally concluded that he should choose' 

geously with respect to his own future as a professional, 

dancer. With this part of the decision settled, he regr~i~ 

fully resigned from Butler's company and returned "very 

nervous and excited" to New York City to become the first 

black dancer to serve as a permanent member of a major 

ballet company in the United States of America. 

Wh en Art h u r M i t c he 1 1 j o i ned t h e New Yo r k C i t y 

Ballet in November of 1955, it was not just a major 

company in the United States of America. Under the 

guidance of Lincoln Kirstein, one of its Founder-Directo~s· 

and of George Balanchine, its Artistic Director, it had 

grown from its beginning in 1934 as The American Ballet ~d 
.. :;-

become the company noted for " the American style· o~. 
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ballet. nl Since its first foreign tour in the summer of 

1950, during which the company performed in Covent Garden 

in London, the New York City Ballet had acquired consider-

able prestige abroad as a result of a European tour in 

1952, performances at the Teatro Alia Scala in Milan, 

Italy, in 1953, and another European tour in 1955. By 

the time that Arthur Mitchell became a member of the 

company, therefore, the New York City Ballet had gained 

recognition as one of the leading ballet companies in the 

world.2 

Although Arthur Mitchell joined the New York City 

Ballet in his official capacity as a member of the Corps 

de Ballet, he experienced an unexpected and special debut 

as a featured dancer at his first performance. Jacques 

D'Amboise, who normally danced the Fourth Movement of 

George Balanchine's Western Symphony, was absent at this 

time making the film entitled Seven Brides for Seven 

Brothers. In his absence, Mr. Balanchine cast Arthur 

Mitchell in the D'Amboise role of partner for Tanaquil 

LeClerq, then a prima ballerina with the company. At 

Arthur's request, there had been no advance notices with 

1chujoy and Manchester, eds., The Dance 
Encyclopedia, p. 665. 

2Ibid., p. 662. 
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respect to the addition of a black dancer to the organiza-

tion. He wished to avoid any newspaper headlines which 

might have read, "Negro Breaks Barrier" or similar refer-

ence to his appearance. The press honored Mitchell's wish 

in that the November issue of Dance Magazine merely added 

his name to a list of eight other new members of the New 

York City Ballet,! and dance critics for the New York Citi 

newspapers made statements similar to that made by John 

Martin,at that time the Dance Critic for the New York Times, 

w h o w r o t e , "A c a s t i n g nove 1 t y a n d a de b u t w a s t h e a p p e a r a n ce 

of the talented young Negro dancer, Arthur Mitchell, in thi 

rcle usually danced by Jacques D'Amboise in Western 

Symphony. "2 The reaction of the audience, however, was more 

dramatic than that of the press. Mitchell says that his 

reception by those comprising the audience was "quite 

incredible," pointing out that he will never forget his 

first appearance on stage in his debut performance with 

New York City Ballet on November 8, 1955. He describes 

experience in the following words: 

After my four-count cue following the introductory 
m u s i c f o r t h e f our t h move me n t of We s t e r n S ym ph o n y , ~~, 
I walked out with Tanaquil and there was a bald-headed 

1 ''News of Dance and D a n c e r s , " Dance Magazine , 
November, 1955, p. 3. 

2John Martin, "Ballet: A Homecoming," New York 
Times, November 9, 1955. 
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man sitting right behind the Conductor at center; 
the minute I walked onto the stage, his head 
"shot" up into the light in a way that you cannot 
imagine! And from another direction came a loud 
gasp followed by a voice exclaiming, "My God, 
they've got a Nigger in the Company!" Still 
another voice was heard saying, ". . but you 
know, he is not bad at ali--in fact, he is very 
good." The audience was taken completely by 
surprise and the comments were precious--absolutely 
incredible!! 

Once the initial shock of his being black had been overcome 

by those comprising the audience, they began judging 

Mitchell upon the bases of his artistry and skill as a 

dancer only and without reference to the color of his skin. 

Although Mitchell gave the impression of being in 

total command of the situation, he admits that he was 

nervous from the minute that he began learning Western 

Symphony until the moment of his actual debut. He remembers 

that on opening night, he could not determine why his 

trousers kept feeling uncomfortable. It was not until he 

came onstage, just before his entrance, that he discovered 

that, in his anxiety, he had put them on backwards. Another 

incident which had occurred in the preparation for Western 

Symphony which Mitchell loves to recall is concerned with 

Balanchine's complete obliviousness to Mitchell's color. 

The two of them were trying to decide what the color of 

Mitchell's hat should be; Jacques D'Amboise had always worn. 

1Mitchell, personal interview, July 25, 1970. 
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black and Arthur Mitchell suggested that he should wear 

either beige or brown. Balanchine stated that brown was 

not a good color on the stage--a comment to which the young 

dancer retorted mischieviously, "I beg your pardon, I think 

brown is the most beautiful color that there is!"l 

Balanchine was pleased with his new addition to the 

company as Mitchell received complimentary reviews for his 

performances in Jerome Robbins' Fanfare and Pied Piper--

ballets which) in addition to Western Symphony, were all 

performed during the initial week of Arthur Mitchell's first. 

season with the New York City Ballet. 2 Asked when he first 

became aware of Mitchell as a potentially outstanding 

c 1 a s s i c a 1 d a n c e r, Ba 1 an c h i n e , t h e fa m o u s b a 11 e t per s o n a 1 i t y', 

replied, 
I 

••• ·it was when he came to the School of American 
Ballet--he was at the barre and I observed him and 
noticed that he was very handsome with nice, long 
legs--two very important qualifications for the 
c 1 a s s i c a 1. d a n c e r • 3 

When asked whether- or not he had any plans for Mitchell at 

that time, Balanchine answered, "No, I am a very patient 

man. I usually wait until I am sure that they are serious 

2walter Terry, "Dance," The New York Herald 
Tribune, November 14, 1955. 

3George Balanchine, personal interview held in ~ew 
York City, September 10, 1970. 

.~' ' . ' ' 
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and really want to dance before I make a move." He 

proceeded to explain that he treated all potential classi-

cal dancers in the same way, stating that once they have 

made an impression upon him, he does not forget them. They 

must show him, however, why they wish to become dancers and 

the reason must be the right one--to dance for Balanchine's 

pleasure and for the pleasure of the audience rather than 

for self-pleasure.l Once Arthur Mitchell had made this 

point obvious to Balanchine, the way was clear. Balanchine 

feels that Arthur Mitchell even had an advantage by being 

a member of the black race as he explains: 

I think that the colored people have an advantage, 
not in rhythm, but in looks. If they have a 
beautiful body, they don't have to do much of 
anything--just dress up and stand while the music 
plays and people say it is great. But the white 
person cannot do that-~not a chance! We could 
never just dress up and stand and still look good. 
In the field of dance, the white person has to be 
extraordinary to please the public.2 

Balanchine was speaking from experience based upon periodic 

contacts with many black children. Each year, several 

black students had been accepted in the School of American 

Ballet. Very often the parents of these children visited 

Balanchine, inquiring about the length of time during which 

their children would need to study in order to become 
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recognized as dancers. Whenever he told them that it would 

take at least ten years, many of the children were withdrawn 

from the School. Most of the economically restricted 

parents were not willing to wait ten years before their 

children could show them some wotthwhile results with 

r e spec t to mater i a1 i s tic a c h i eve men t . 1 Arthur Mitch e 11 w a s 

different from the other young students and his mother had 

not tried to persuade Balanchine to prepare her son for a 

financially rewarding career around which he might shape 

his future; she had, in turn, made certain that he had the 

freedom to make all decisions concerning his professional 

career. Because he was endowed with good looks, a long, 

slender body, stamina, and a determination to become "a 

dancer extraordinaire"--all of the qualifications requisite 

for a successful career in ballet, Balanchine was pleased 

with him from the beginning of study.2 

In contrast to Balanchine's quiet, patient, matter

of-fact acceptance of Arthur Mitchell from an artistic 

point of view, however, Lincoln Kirstein foresaw realistic 

obstacles which would have to be overcome. In his initial 

conference with Arthur, therefore, Kirstein told him that 

he could not accept him in the company on the same basis 
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as a white dancer. He pointed out the fact that Arthur 

would have to work harder than his white fellow students 

and that h~ would al~ays have to be a solo dancer. Even 

as a member of the Corps de Ballet, according to Kirstein's 

appraisal, Arthur Mitchell would still have to achieve the 

technical ability of a soloist. Kirstein explained to 

young Arthur that he would have to be three times as good 

as any white dancer in order to be judged upon the same 

performance level by a white-oriented ballet audience. 

Mitchell agreed to join the company with these words of 

warning and advice serving as a constant challenge to him·;_ 

he had never been afraid of a challenge, and he had decid~~ 

definitely that he wished to be a classical dancer and 

would stop at nothing short of realizing his goal. 

Following his debut with the New York City Ballet' 

in the Fourth Movement of Western Symphony, Arthur 

has danced numerous roles in practically every ballet in 

the repertory during the intervening years in which he has 

been a member of the company. He recalls that, at one 

point in his career, he could expect the telephone to ri~g; 

at 2:00 p.m. in the afternoon with a request for him to · 

rush down to the theatre to learn a part for someone who,· 

for one reason or another, could not meet the 8:00 p.m. 

curtain that same evening. Concerning this seeming 
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imposition, Mitchell explains " •.. you see, I could learn 

anything super fast and they knew that they could depend 

upon me ••. I soon learned not to learn so fast." In 

addition to the Fourth Movement, Arthur Mitchell also has 

danced the First and Third Movements of Western Symphony. 

This particular ballet, for the obvious reason of his d~but 

performance, will be one that Mitchell holds most dear in 

his memory. 

Although Arthur Mitchell was just a member of t~e 

Corps de Ballet, he did not take long to develop himself 

into what he terms a "demi-soloist." On 

during his first week of performances with the New York 

City Ballet, he danced a male pas de deux with Jonathan 

Watts in Jerome Robbins' Fanfare in which 

competitive trumpets.! On the same program, he again 

as a principal with Tanaquil LeClerq in Robbins' Pied Piper . 
. I'< 

Arthur was elated with both of these roles, remembering 

them as "great fun" to perform. The first season during 

which he was with the New York City Ballet marked the ','', 

o.·"· 

seventeenth engagement of the company at the New York City~·. 
~t" 

C e n t e r of M u s i c a n d Dram a • T h e s e a s on 1 a s t e d s i x week s a n:~.1 • 
ended on January 1, 1956. The engage~ent of the New York· 

City Ballet at the City Center of Music and Drama from 

lTerry, "Dance, " The New York Herald Tribune, 
November 14, 1955. 

I ' 



- 246 -

February 24 through March 24, 1956, found Arthur Mitchell 

dancing what he refers to as another "fun" role. He danced 

the leading male role in Jerome Robbins' Interplay. Inter-

play, like Western Symphony, is based upon an American 

theme. The ballet, with no narrative content and no 

particular locale, is comprised of four movements, appro-

priately and informally entitled, respectively, "Free Play," 

"Horseplay," "Byplay," and "Team Play. ul Reviewing this 

work, Walter Terry states that the dancers of the New York 

City Ballet did not seem comfortable with Robbins' brisk: 

and "jazzy" work, expressing his reactions in the followi:ng 

manner: 

Everyone danced hard but the air of improvisation, 
th·e sporting instincts were missing. • • Barbara . 
Fallis and Arthur Mitchell alone caught the ballet's 
feeling of fun. For the rest, this performance of 

4 

Interplay substituted smiling effort for genuine 
liveliness.2 

Of this same performance, John Martin reports, "Arthur 

Mitchell, the young Negro dancer, had far and away his 

opportunity thus far, and gave a winning and delightful 

form an c e • "3 It i s not sur p r i s in g that M i t c he 11 gave a 

!George Balanchine, Balanchine's New Complete 
Stories of the Great Ballets (New York: Doubleday and 
Company, 1968), PP·. 114-15. 

2wa1ter Terry, "Dance," The New York Herald Tribune,~ 
February, 1956. · · ·" 

3John Martin, "Ballet: Comedy Night," The New York 
Times, February3,1956. 
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delightful performance since the ballet was basically jazz 

in idiom and Arthur has always felt that jazz movements were 

a basic part of his being. Other ballets in which Mitchell 

performed during his second New York engagement with the 

company were Allegro Brillante, choreographed by George 

Balanchine to music by Tchaikovsky, and The Concert with 

choreography by Jerome Robbins and music by Frederic Chopin. 

Allegro Brillante opened on March 1, 1956, at the New York 

City Center of Music and Drama, and The Concert followed 

five days later with its premiere on March 6, 1956. 1 In 

reviewing the season which ended on March 25, 1956, Doris 

Hering comments upon the male contingent of the New York 
~·I 

C i t y B a 11 e t by s t a t i n g t h a t " . . . . a s u s u a 1 , t h e m a 1-e r o s t e ~· 

lagged behind the female. But there was nicely styled 

dancing from Arthur Mitchell, Roland Vazquez, and John 

Mandia. "2 

During the late summer of 1956, Arthur Mitchell 

made his first European tour with the New York City Ballet~~ 

an experience which provided him with both trying and beau-~ 

tiful memories. In refer r i n g t o t h i s t our, Art h u r r e c a 11 s .. ,· 

that 

1Arthur Todd, "New Ballets," Dance and Dancers, 
May, 1956, p. 18. 

2Dori s Hering, "Reviews," ·Dance Magazine, May, 
1956, p. 80. 
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••• it was a very lonely tour for me because it 
was very hard for me to relate to the people [white 
members of the company] then. I had been with the 
company less than a year and did not have any close 
friends per se. I have always been a very earthy, 
relaxed person and being the only black in the 
company, there was no one with whom I could really 
communicate. For instance, if the two of us are 
in a room filled with other people, one look passed 
between us can transmit a message that no one else 
in the room can understand. All ethnic groups have 
their own common bonds, shared and understood by 
them alone. When you have it--it is indeed a 
beautiful thing; without it--it can be very lonely. 
Please do not misunderstand me--everyone was kind 
to me, but I felt like an outsider because I was 
not a ballet-oriented, ballet-minded person.l 

During the months of September and October of 1956, 

the New York City Ballet appeared in Vienna, Zurich, Venipe; 
;, : '~· '· ""· I 

Berlin, Munich, Frankfort, Brussels, Antwerp, Paris, Col9g~~j',( 

Copenhagen, and Stockholm. Arthur Mitchell, who has always 

been very fashionable with respect to dress, spent much o'f 

his leisure shopping and observing the Europeans 

day to day activities. At other times, he wrote letters to 

his parents, visited museums and churches, and went sight~ 

seeing to pass the hours away. Although he had been to 

Europe with John Butler, this was Arthur Mitchell's firs 

tour with a large dance company. He envisioned a 

ized, fairy-tale existence in his day-dreams only 

to the unpleasant task of packing, moving, and always 

ing for inexpensive places in which to live. 

1Arthur Mitchell, personal interview held in Chest~i, 
Massachusetts, August 20, 1970. 
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It was in Europe on this particular tour that 

Arthur Mitchell decided that his "off-stage" role with the· 

New York City Ballet would have to be as important as any. 

role which he might perform on stage. He remembers asking 

himself the question, "Are you, Arthur Mitchell, going to 

be happy and satisfy your own personal desires--or are you 

going to suppress 'self' and work for a bigger cause?" He; 

finally resolved that, no matter what the personal cost 

might be, a black person must remain in ballet in the 

United States. He concluded that even if there were only 

one aspiring young black danceis might have someone about 

whom to say, "Well, if he made it, so can I. nl Thus, 

Mitchell made another major decision, and began to develop. 

a significant but "off-stage" role with the New York City· 

Ballet. 

The July, 1956, issue of Dance Magazine carried the 

announcement that Gian Carlo Menotti, on commission from 

the Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge Foundation, was writing a 

Madrigal opera entitled The Unicorn, the Gorgon, and the 

Manticore, to be choreographed by John Butler.2 The 

performed by the New York City Ballet, was based upon the 

!Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, August 20, 
1970. 

2"News of Dance and Dancers,"Dance Magazine, July; 
1956, p. 3. 

' 
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"pain wrought children of a poet's fancy" and had, as its 

main characters, three monsters who had a special relation-

ship to their hero. The Unicorn represented the dreams of 

the poet's youth, the Gorgon represented manhood for him, 

and the Manitcore was the symbol of old age. 1 Arthur 

Mitchell, dancing the role of the Unicorn, was delighted 

when these marvelous monsters received critical acclaim for 

many seasons. Life Magazine hailed The Unicorn, the ·Gorgon, 

a n d t he M a n t i c o r e a s "t h e s e a s o n ' s be s t n e w b a 1 1 e t • "-~ 

During the company's season of three weeks at the Ci~iB. 

0 p e r a H o u s e i n C h i c a g o, Apr i 1 2 3 t h r o ugh May 1 2 , 1 9 51,:' t>h i s 
r l ,-'i 

spirited ballet proved to be the favorite among the Chi<?ago 

theatre-goers. Ann Barzel, noted critic for the Chi·c~qo.· 

Am e r i can , de s c r i bed t h e b a 11 e t a s " an i n t r i g u i n g the at r {:c a 1 
t :' '·, ~ 

experience." With respect to Arthur Mitchell's perf~rmance,· 
,,·· \ , .. 

she had the following to say: " We have had four/ 

Unicorn ballets in the past two years and this spirited 
';~:, I L._ 

animal, danced magnificently by Arthur Mitchell, was~:·,mos't 
•'-i ~·f.' 

evocative of all." 3 

1- ,< 

1Programme, The New Chamber Orchestra of Phil~~elphia, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, November 3, 1957. 

2 "Be a s t s i n a B a 11 e t , " L i f e M a g a z i n e , J a n u a r'y , : J 9 5 7 , 
,,·~:- ' p. 7. 

3Ann Barzel, "Dance Review," The Chicago Amer'ican, 
May 8, 1957, p. 26. 
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Art h u r M i t c he 11 c on s i de r s t h e y e a r of 1 9 5:7 a s o n e i' 

of the high points in his career with the New York City 

Ballet. During that year, Balanchine began choreographing:, 

the work which completed a trilogy of ballets.begun in 1928 

with the ballet Apollo, 1 and continued in 1948 with. the,, 

ballet Orphe~s. 2 For th-is trilogy, Balanchine used, mu:sical 

scores written by the late Igor StraVinsky, and;it was 

Stravinsky who suggested that the third ballet be ,com::- , 

p r i sed of a s u i t e of d an c e s b a sed up o n F r e n c h c ,<> u r ~~: · d .. a :t1 c e s , 

w h i c h he h ad f o u n d i n a s eve n t e e h t h-c e n t u r y m a n u a 1 , .. r a .t h e ~ : 

than upon another Greek myth as were the first ·.two ballet~'· 
,·· ',,1 

in the trilogy. The name of the ballet was .A.ruu:!.•.:the. Gr.eek 

w o r d for co n t e s t , pro t a g o n i s t , a g on y , o r st rug g 1 e--:- w h i c h 

was to be the only thing Greek about the ballet. The" ... ,.:':' 

French dancing manual whi.ch served as the insp{tat.io~· rri;\~ · 

S t r a v i n sky i n h i s c om p o s i t i o n . of t h e s c o r e w a s t h e. ··fo n ly,, )::; 
; r .,,;·,',' .• -: .Lv "" ' 

thing French about it. Agon was to become whai is~gene~ally 
; • ~ . , I /~J~ L,! ' . ,. 

r e fer red t o a s B a 1 an c h i n e ' s f i r s t mod e r n b a 11 e t., · A r t h l1 r:: 

M i t c he 11 w a s s e 1 e c t e d for t h e 1 e ad i n g r o 1 e a n d , d a n c ed. , t h'e 
',. /,' . fl.":~., .. :~~··~ 

I ' " / •,1 

0 n 1 y p a S d e d e U X i DC 1 U d e d i n t h e t h r e e- p a r t b a 1 i e t-~ a'::·;;:p :~s 
• ~ ·' i'· ~ ~ ' 

~ f' ,,. ' 

d e u x c reate d e s p e c i a 11 y for him • Hi s p a r t n e r w a s Dian a Ad am s ; 

lsalanchine, Balanchine's Stories of 
Ballets, p. 18. 

2Jbid., p. 276. 
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A preview of Agon was presented at a "March of Dimes" 

benefit on November 27, 1957, but the official premiere of 

the Stravinsky-Balanchine ballet took place at the New York 

City Center of Music and Drama on December 1, 1957. 1 Many 

of the dance critics had mixed views with respect to the 

discipline of the music, the lack of another Greek theme, 

or the new vein of Balanchine's choreography. For the 

pas de deux by Mitchell and Adams, however, they all had 

nothing but praise. Even Doris Hering, of Dance Magazine, 

who heretofore had had little to say about Arthur Mitchell, 

praised the pas de deux in the following manner: 

" 

••• in the ensuing duet for Diana Adams and her 
magnificent partner, Arthur Mitchell, the motiva
tion came always from Mr. Mitchell. Miss Adams 
was his lovely, pliant, intentionally passive doll. 

Their dance was a constant play of physical 
contrasts ••• complicated movement against 
simple movement, rounded movement against angulated 
movement. Mr. Mitchell propelled her body about 
his. He placed her in an arabesque with the raised 
leg finally folding against his chest, ·her foot 
crooking under his chin. He knelt and Miss Adams 
floated fishlike over his shoulders and head and 
down his chest. He poised her body in semi-flight 
and stretched out on the floor to admire it.2 

Miss Hering further stated that this work was 

virile and intellectually stimulating and it 

l"Presstime News," Dance Magazine, November, 1957, 
p. 3. I 

2ooris Hering, "Review, "-Dance Magazine, January, 
1958, p. 25. 
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promises new rewards with every showing. ul p. w. 

Manchester, of the Dance News, was not as impressed by 

Agon as were most of the critics; she seemed to have been 

annoyed by every aspect of the ballet. She compared 

watching Agon to watching the trapeze routine of a circus 

act, and she stated that the particular fascination of the 

pas de deux danced by Arthur Mitchell and Diana Adams was 

in the element of danger rather than in any aesthetic 

enjoyment. ,Miss Manchester did admit, however, that her 

review represented a minority opinion as the audience 

received Aqon "with almost hysterical rapture. "2 

From mid-April through mid-August of 1958, Arthur 

Mitchell toured again with the New York City Ballet, 

traveling to Japan, the Philippine Islands, and Australia. 3 

During this tour, Arthur began to dance leading roles in 

Stars and Stripes, Bourree Fantasgue, and The Four Tempera-

ments. In The Four Temperaments, he danced the part of 

Phlegmatic which he recalls as being one of his most excit-

ing roles. The choreographic idea for The Four Temperaments 

was derived from the ancient belief that the human organism 

l.!..b..ll!. 

2 P. W. Manchester, "The Season in Review," Dance 
News, January, 1958, p. 8. 

3chujoy and Manchester, The Dance Encyclopedia, 
p. 66 2. 

• 
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i s made up of f o u r h u m o r s . w h i c h , i n t urn , p rod u c e ,,. f o u r 

corresponding physical and psychological types of p~rsons--

melancholic, sanguinic, phlegmatic, and choleric. These 

t y p e s , i n t urn co r r e s pond· r e s p e c t i v e 1 y w i t h . ,t h e ., f o u r e 1 e

ments--earth, water, fire, and air.l Describing the joy 

t h a t h e h a s a 1 way s ex p e r i e nc e d i n p e r f o r m i n g t h i s :· r o 1 e , 

Arthur Mitchell explains:· 

I like dancing Phlegmatic--not only for the tech~ 
n i que of i t b u t f o r t he d ram at i c qua 1 i t y w h ic h. . 
the dancer can portray through movement. I'' like 
working from the standpoint of a theme or an 
i de a • E v e n w h en I am w o r k i n g w i t h a b s t r act .... pie c ~ s , 
I try to give myself an emotional story line or~· 
something from which to draw the abstract mo~e-
ments.2 ····. 

1(., .. ••' 
·:~.,1(§1~ • 

The choreography for the role of Phlegmatic .·re:quire's 
-,~_·, ·' ~' ·,_·.·~(~:!f ·: : 

t h e m a 1 e d a n c e r t 0 en t e r t h e s t age and d a n c e , a l 0 ne ·:··if 0 r . a 
.,· ,.,,, 

•' .a. d"'.:.. 

short time. With variations in the music, the; danc~er';i,S:·:,,:;_: 
" ·, ~ ·;; • '1 ·, ., ': ' ~" ;! 

, ••• • ~> t;:~ '""'1::.., 

mood changes, and he is joined by four girls wiJh :Whom,·_.h:ef·\ 
' ' ,; ·:"·" { ··· .... _, .. ,· •, 

dances to the sequence of 1 i g h t , gay, and h u m:;o :r: ~ u s:,r>~~···i.'?·~ ~~~~s • 3 : 
' ... , ~-(~:7~,.- ; -~/~.i.:,,)': l ·~ 

For his performance of the leading role in the ·Phl~gma.!·(~'1 ' 
,. ; . ~' . ·: .. : ~J::·'·/ ··-' ... ·- ,.• 

variation of The Four Temperaments, Arthur Mi.tc'h;efi:·;ha'~ .·s 
' ' ,·. ' :'' ·;,.·:x~b:.:: 

received enthusiastic critical acclaim. He w·as·:·the.'sub'jlect 
' ' . '' ... - . '" >-' . . --~'1·~'\ 

1 B a 1 a n c h i n e , B a 1 a n c h i n e ' s s t 0 r i e s 0 f G rea t''' B:a 1 re<{·~ , 
p. 171. 

2Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, ,:July.\25, 

3 B a 1 a n c h i n e , B a 1 a n c h i n e ' s S t o r i e s of G rea t '8 a 11 e t s', 
p. 171. 
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of many newspaper articles in Sydney, Australia, w~~r~ the 

company spent the greater portion of the tour. Although 

many of the newspaper titles were not preserved, some .of 

t h e c r i t i c a 1 ex p r e s s i on s a r e worth y o f n o t e s u c h a s ~"t h e 

one which read: 

One has waited for the opportunity to grant the~ 
dancer Arthur Mitchell his due praise. In this," 
ballet [The Four Temperaments] he revealed him~ 
self as a dancer from the tips of his hands t~ · 
the tips of his feet. He is never static. He 
dances as no one else with a native aptitude for 
rhythm and with always a beautiful classical 
expression.! 

In describing the power which Arthur Mitchf{l'r·· 

' ; . 

p o s s e s s e s a s a d a n c e r a n d w h i c h , i n turn , en a b 1 e s h i m .·.' ~~'.o '·c 

;'.; 

force the aesthetic communication intended by the p~t .. ~e.rns 

of classical ballet upon a receptive or a non-receptive 

audience, another Australian critic had the followin_g. 

say about the able young dancer: 

There is no doubt that Arthur Mitchell has this 
power in a degree which transcends the average. 

,':J")}f,·, 

We saw him dance two different solos in "Western···': 
Symphony" and a glittering all-male pas de deux 
in "Fanfare." The choreography of these three dan 
was of high standard but by no means extraordinaiy. 
Arthur Mitchell made them tremble with life. There 
was a complete absence of dead moments. Even wh·en 
promena d i n g h u m b 1 y around the b a 11 e r i n a and sup~ .. · 
porting her in an arabesque he displayed the ga{eiy 
of a stylish boy-scout who is assiduously trying:.;to 

Iunsigned, untitled newspaper· article, Sydney., 
Australia, 1958, personal scrapbook of Arthur Mitchell·. 
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do his best. He has a way of performing the most 
innocuous movements as if they were the expres
sions of the very spirit of dance. 

He has attack. That means that he throws 
himself into every step with an artful impetuosity 
that pushes each movement to its outermost border 
without exaggerating or disturbing its sensitive 
proportions. Thus every movement is not only 
being realized, but the secret arch of beauty 
which towers above the sensual content of a work 
of art is disclosed to our sight with magic inten
sity. Arthur Mitchell supplies the movements of 
classical ballet with a meaning which is not only 
their own but which is the inexplicable meaning of 
art itself .1 

Throughout the year that followed Arthur Mitchell's 

successful reception in Australia, he continued to dance 

increasingly difficult and challenging roles. On 

December 17, 1959, he danced his first wholly dramatic 

role as Jason in Birgit Cullberg's Medea. To Mitchell, 

generally considered a light, gay dancer, the leading male 

role in this dramatic and tragic ballet was a challenge 

as it requires the dancer to project a strong, heavy quality. 

For this role, Mitchell had to develop a new approach in 

his style of dancing--the success of which may be noted in 

the following words of Walter Terry: " Arthur Mitchell 

did admirably in the role of Jason, although he has not yet 

discovered all of the dramatic values of the part. "2 With 

1Anton Sedlar, "An Interview with a New York Ballet 
Personality,"" Tempo and Television, July, 1958, p. 38. 

2Wal ter Terry, "Dance," The New York Herald 
Tribune, December 18, 1959. 

• 
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future performances of Medea, Arthur made a dedicated effort 

to discover all of the dramatic values of Jason and to 

accept the challenge of extending those values in his 

dancing. 

In the spring of 1960, on the occasion of the 

Fourth International Congress of Iranian Art and Archaeology 

which convened in New York City, Balanchine choreographed 

The Figure in the Carpet as a tribute to the Congress. 

Stylistically, this ballet is patterned upon the formal 

entertainment of the Courts of Louis XIV, but the 

choreography has been designed to portray the actual 

creation of a Persian carpet in terms of dance. The third 

scene of the ballet, "The Building of the Palace," repre-

sents a formal court reception at which ambassadors from 

various countries are received by the Prince and Princess 

of Persia before whom the diplomats perform a series of 

dances typical of each one's national character. 1 

Balanchine asked Arthur Mitchell to find a black girl with 

whom he might dance a pas de deux as the representatives 

from Africa. For the role, Arthur called Mary Hinkson, a 

Martha Graham dancer, and asked her to audition for the 

part. Miss Hinkson recalls the occasion in the following 

manner: 

lBalanchine, Balanchine's Stories of the Great 
Ballets, pp. 152-53. 



It was evening when! AJ:"t'hul"" c,all,ed' and: my. husband 
and I were having cham.pag.l1.~· "i:n:~··,.,celebrati on of my 
birthday. · .. ·r have afway·s: been'(yery 'nerv'ous about.· 
b a 11 e t b u t h e [M i t c h e 1 1] . 's ·a. i'~ , ' " . . . . .' d r o p eve r y
thing and ··com'e down t·o the·:··a.uditions 'right nQw,.·"" · 
I d i d j u s t t h at and I · b I" e e· ~ e d through .. them before 
I really had time to' reali 'zeiwh·a t r w,a s . doing-- . 
perhaps it was th~ champagne·,-'';, but .~;:got: .. the part! 1 

(' .~ \ 

The p rem i~ re o( ... :·T,h'e·: F.i g u·fe ···in . the ':·c'a·rpe t was on 
' ., . ···,' '~:, --, . ' 

Apr i 1 1 3, 1 9 6 0, a n d wa s · r e c e} V e :d , e n'th u s i a s .t i c a 11 y • John 
,, ' 

Martin's comment was " •. ~ ··Mary .. :,:;H}nk:son a·nd 'Arthur Mitchell 

do an African twosom'e .t.ii'at is:';':dash'i''n'g ·iuid~sty.li~h. " 2 
I" • ¢' . ·' ' ' '· •" ,• ' -; {! ' ' ' ' . ; ' ·,'• ~ 

r \· 

Mitchell cori~iders th'is· "marve'iou's little d{vert'issement" 

the lowering of)·all'o~.h.er barrie·~/ b'~~'a'u'se Mar'y Hinkson wa.s.\. 

the first blac:k,.,,.girl ;)<e.ver to dance with the New'.York City 

Ballet. Even th.o··ugfi:·,it was not' on .. 'a permanent.· 'basis, a 
I • ~' • W • 

black girl had now o.'!ficially dart.~.~·d.with the company .•.. 
'f/~ 1 ·t\ ... '· 

During the s~·mmer months when the New York .Ci'ty. 
t1v·~ · . :~·:·.·~ :; .; 

B a 11 e t w a s n' o t r~ u r·i~·~, Art h u r M i t~~·~ ~ 11 u s u a lly . , 
l ' ;.'' 

himself in other, dan~~:···proj ects •. ·.The summer of. 
:t~ . '· •• >·' ~- .i, ·,':I·: 

" ~- I '\ ' , 1 

h i m o r g a n i z i, n g a 11: d t a k i n g a c om pan' Y~ p f hi s o' w n· 
,, f 

Italy, in order to P.~,rticipate in/ihe, Festival o~. 'T~o''~· · 

Worlds. The activities of this particular summer~are 
-~!"';'./.' ', ,, '~ 

recorded in Chapter "'vj .. of this disse:rtation. 

------------· r'f, '.) -, 

2 J o h n M a r t i n , ,, "B a 11 e t : New 
York Times, April 14, 1960. 



In t h e . ea r ly fa 11 · o f · i 9 ~ 0, ·/Art h u r r e- j o i ned t h e New 
:-~ '. t.' ;1'j.t'' 

York City Ballet.-•this tim€{ .Pe.rforming pure classical 

ballets such as. Symphony ln c.·.·a'nd Allegro Brill ante for 

t h e f i r s t t i me • · T h e s e ro 1 E{ s c o:n s t i' t u t e d a n e w c h a 1 1 e n g e 
r: ~·~\":~· 

f o r Art h u r M i t c h e 11 , . but:, i.f was ·;:;one··, t h a t h e w o u 1 d c h e r i s h 
· , i;~r· · .. , ~ /:\ 

be c a u s e now h e cou 1 d. ) e' re fe r r e d t o off i c i a 11 y a s a c 1 a s si -

cal dancer. His·· feeling~· fowafd da~-~cing pure classical 
~ ' - . ;_ ~ t < _· ' -< .<·~~- . ·~ .:/;·.:~·:~~ <' ·' . . 

ballet are summed ~p in'thi foll.owibg statement: 
' - . . ; ' .,< ~ . . ·, 

'' t:, 

To dance in a pure. cla:ssi c'al· style is harder than 
any other form<.of df1nce,. in fhe ,world because, there 
is nothing w,orse· than a bad .. cla·ssical dancer~ .The 
technique i'~.volV'eA in d'ancfng classically can be 
compared to· thatA'o.r'·:.playing·;·a piano--you must' hit 
the right note o·r.)t -just .doesn',t work. The same 
thing is true of._d'ancing classically. The tech-
nique must .be "there and .. it .must,'·:be right .1 

; ~ ; • ''. • . ' ' •. \ . ~ l . ) . • • / 

MitchelL··:;was very n;ervous at.·first about his role 
, .. :~.~ ·" 

in the purely classical·:ballets. It, was not long, .howeve'r; 

before he was c omp 1 ete'Iy at; ease in what he imp i sh',ly. re''fe ¥ s;~··: 
. -~.- ·, .'~'1. ' ' ~ ., ' .. 

to as "the white balle·i~" He w a s i n v o 1 v e d a 1 so during 
~ ' 

s am e p e r i 0 d i n 0 t h e r :.·s p e c'i a 1 r 0 1 e s wh i c h h e c 0 n s i d ere d ' 
~-~ .. ; ;' '' . ~ ' '' ' 

"rather natural" for h'im such as_, the principal pas d.e ~:i'eux·' 

with Patricia McBride'/~'in John Tares'. Ebony Concerto'' 'and the j 

!,,) 

role of the snake in Todd Bolender's Creation of the. World~.,· 

The latter role is very un-balletic and Arthur is able ·to 

interpret it in a disturbing, sensuous manner, never 
,'J . ' 

1Arthur Mitche.ll, personal interview, July 25, 1970. 
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allowing· the audience. to becorn'e aware of., eith.er a beginni'ng 

or an, end\to~.a movement •. : He',·:feels. fhat this rot·e~:;,gave him 
'L 

a n ext r a or d i n a ry ,o p p o r t 11 nit. y · t ·o "exp 1 ore a n d t ·o, u t i 1 i z e a :1 1 

of the other forms::rof.: dance·J~hich "were· a .part of' his edu-

c a t i o n a L. back g r~ u n d •. · 

. ' 

a black· dancer to, be ,a "g~e s.,t: perforine:r,-'' wf,th the New York 

c i t y Ba i 1~ t • He r e c om me n'd e d ' J 0 h n ·. J 0 n e s ' a . 'y, 0 u ~ g ; t a 1 e n t e d.' 
,,.- ,.. I,,¢ ,• 1 

choreographing _ac·~~.~e.rn 

Modern Jazz Quartet· • 
. , :.; /+'-)· ' r 

<·} ,~ .. ··~~l • \ ),;, 

Arthur. Mit'c.he'll with Melis~a ·Hayden. and~·,:Joh.n 'iones 
} rf, ' . . '" ··~ , ., .; • • 1 i C .'' ·~ .;, f 

with Diana···Ad.arn.s 6·ed·am~··:~~~k~·~.'~~rfn'cfpar q·~a.rtet .. oJ::'Jdance~s ···,. 
in Balanchine1 ~·- MoJ·~·t,n J£~~~ , . t~~ hal ~·~·i. whic'h 

! . _·_,, . ~~-

;~/ •".'-; 

its prerDihe i~ Ne;~;York at theCi ty Center for Music':~. lid 

Drama oniJanuafY 4~\ 1961: 1/ Jo~~~ M~rt'i~' s revie·;~::of th·~' . 
•· '; -~:: · , .. :-~·.:r""·w~-;.., · , · : ..... ··~-~ ~;·\ 

: -~~i(":; ~ ~;~·· 

performance im·ptl ied) in a manner whfch' was· easy to ':d:etec't, 

that Bal~·.;~h i ne sho~ld not.ven i ure into the cho;eO!iraph;, ~f 
jazz bal ;;t s.. He m~niio~e~ also that, A;th:r,Mit~he~ ~ and 

\ "'~~ • n '~ 

John Jo~1~ danced wt{~ "as·a matter ~f co~'~se "2·. One has 
'' ~~ • • • • ! 

!Walter Terry, 
January 5, 1961. 

"Dance " ' \ 

2John Martin, "Ballet: 
York Times, January 5, 1961. 

., ~· 
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but to study John Martin's reviews to reach the conclusion 

that the former noted critic for The New York Times 

possessed stereotyped ideas concerning the roles of black 

dancers. It is especially evident in his "end of the 

season" comments with respect to the male contingency of 

the New York City Ballet: 

Among the other younger members [of the New York 
City Ballet] Arthur Mitchell is finding himself 
admirably in a difficult situation, since for 
a Negro dancer not all roles are automaticalll 
credible, and there must be many adjustments. 

John Martin's viewpoint naturally disappointed Arthur 

because one of the foremost dance critics in the United 

States of America was judging a dancer upon the basis of 

the color of his skin rather than upon his merits as a 

dancer. Arthur expressed his disappointment in John Martin 

when he said, " ••• does he [John Martin] say that, 

because Edward Vilella is Italian, he should not play the 

role of The Prodigal Son since he is not a Jew?"2 

In spite of stereotyped undertones based upon 

personal and biased opinions which were reflected periodi-

cally in dance reviews, Arthur Mitchell's spirits remained 

undampened as he continued to dance his way to his present 

lJohn Martin, "The Dance: Summing Up," The New 
York Times, January, 1959. 

2Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 25, 
1970. 
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position as one of ·the- male ·ball.et dancers i-n· the 

world. The next major s(ep 'in>·his career·came in·:I962. 

when Balanchine_ asked~ him.'to ·perform: the rpte of Puck in· 

A Midsummer Night's Dream: Bal~inchine told Arthur:: that 'the 

role would be structured'~·in form; ,but· rafh·~:f .freely~, in.·. 
I •, '"',1. ,, . ~ ~ 

,., 

order that the ·port raya~:,:,~f the fre shnes_s'i .·a~d. 'V,ersat i 1 i ty 
~~· . ·~ 

r e q u ired of P u· c k m i g h t ~ e\.v en h anced by . h is •:• i nt e r pre tat i o n ) 
~tl':~·~.' ,· I' j 1 ···.1: / ; 

and portrayal of the role. Arthur remempe'rsi ''that,: as·~ 
~ ~z ·..: t ~ ··"··· ~)~· .. ;_:.~~-, ;., , , 

r e h e a r s a 1 s p r o g res _s e ~ , . Ba:l a nc h in e . p r e sen t e d _ h im wi t h n o 

definitely st rllcCre~d ·d~:reographj foi: h'i.s ~:()1 e as. Puck •.. 

Mitch e 11 finally beC8m~:~S o de pres sed'\~~·~_tii~: ~poke to .:u;; 
. ~~:" ,1">.~<\·,.,l,i • --r · : ;_ · . ~- / 

famous Director abo.'ut ti'is feeling_s of'b~ing_ neglected ''an.~ 
. --~ .. -\: ; . 

.i .J_ 

was quickly informed' th:at his ro·i'e ·was nof:-·.going t'~ depe_nd 
,· t '. -~ 0> ~· ' ' ,, 

upon dancing as'' much as it would '·depen_d- u'l:>on_;··acting·,.·· Hav·i.n~ 
i " •! ' ' - . • " . ~- • ' 

always had an in'terest in dramatic,s, ·th·i~ :r·~ply intri __ gued 
;>· 

Arthur so much that·;ihe acquired- a copy 'of- ?.hakespeare •.:s 

diligently. As he began to r'e~li_'ze_ "that .many qualiiie:~:

which were inherent in Shakespea'·re •'s _de,,p~c-i'ron :of Pu~~~ 

characteristic of himself, his po,rt'rayal:'o{.•the role c{ssum 
"',f,. • • ._,;·:·,, ' 1 'c!.' • (' I ".·. ' ,, 

to feel such a kinship with i:,t .~,-th:at A. Mi,~.(~ummer Ni<{h'·{• s 

A Midsummer Night's Dream:,,. base,d upon Shakes,peare 's 

we 11- 1 o v e d c om e d y a n d d a n c e d t o' '· "(h ·e m u s i c o f Fe 1 i x 
.~)·~t::-



Mendelssohn, had it-s ptemi~re at; th·e New_ York_·. City Center on 
\ f,l'·~! >~i ~ 

the evening of January,~ 17, 1962-.;;~! This was.,the '<first f-ull-
~~.~:,.~: ! 

length ballet wh-ich Balanchine had choreo-graphed since ·the 
,,'"f ,• ' .. . 

p r e s e n t a t i o n o f i h f s v e rs i o n o f ,; T h e S u i t e: -in ... 1 9 5 4 • 
<. ·-'1~ .·1 •f 

He again had produ:~~d'·---~_:·:~~uccessf-ulballet·\. and. drew extrava-
, -- ~ ' ;"~;,-) 

(,~':'!',; 

,;,Arth u'r 

Mitchell's performan_ce ,o:f- Puck was photogr:aphe,d repeatedly 
, : •• : -._,' t __ ·· '\:, ~-~ , ,~. . , . ~ .· '· 'r •, • , .:: 

and drew COmplimenf;ar~:t:apprai sals from all:';-~Of :t_he ·dance 
,.,. . , t, . ·;::;; ,.. • s; .- -!_,. ::"1.. ·, ·: . 

!'11 ... • .. 

critics with the _exc:~:-p''t{.dn of John Martir( who merely men-

tioned that Mit~hel'f pfa'yed the role '<of Pu§k.) ~alter.--.Terry

had the followir:t{J praise for Mi tche.ll.' s p;er~ci-Z:nlf{nce: 

Arthur Mitch~ell is:.·not o~ly the .m-ost 'i.Jf~-~feCi,;_Pu'ck 
I h ave ever ~ s e e n __ .but I c o u 1 d n ' t ,-i mag i ne ; _-·a··_ '::be 't. t e r 
one. As he irots,,about with his magica:l flo-wer 
that will induce love, uses ft.on the ··wrong. 
persons, unscrambles his mistakes·, gri)ts.·,r_ougish:ly' 
leaps with the shimmer of a _moonbeam a·mong· the leaves, 
M r • M i t c h e 11 1 e ad s u s i n t () a· w or 1 d of · de 1 fg- ht' f u 1' 
fantasy.2 · · ·;· · · · .. 

f \' 

won d e r f u 1 t h i n g s .. h a p pen e d i n A M i d s u m me r N f'g h t ' s ·ore am, 
s t i 11 d i s a g r e e d w i t h B a 1 a n c h i n e . i' n hi ( c a~ :-t .i. n g ,.. c 'i~ o i c e s • 

Basing her opinion perhaps upon, h~r.--··pre-co_nce~ved interpre_. 
' 0, .• ., ' . ' . .... . - ~ ' ·• I . ·I • ' \ 

tation of the original script· or'.::the' 'shak:espe~~ean_ pl.~y, 
" '~· ,1 ' .·''if, 

-~ ~ . ' {;: ' 

·' \ ·~_,.; ':. !_;:· 
'~f' ,.,, ·~ '.~::~~, 

1 John Martin, "Ballet: , A' ·Gala Pr,.eniiere," ·The~~'New 
York Time s , J a n u a r y 1 8, 1 9 6 2 ._ ' -,.. :,...,-

2walter Terry, "The Ci,ty:·,'Has .. _a Roya! .,Ballet 'in 
'Dream,'" The New York Herald Trihurie~ January. 28, 1962. 
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she pointed out the fact that the Puck in Balanchine's 

ballet should not be taller than his master. The casting 

of Edward Vilella as Oberon and Arthur Mitchell as Puck was 

in direct opposition to this premise. Manchester does, 

however, give the dancers their due credit when she notes: 

The fault is neither in Vilella nor Mitchell; 
both dancers in their different ways are superb. 
Mitchell is spilling quicksilver, all over the 
stage in darts and jumps, naughtiness incarnate.! 

Another critic was moved to the point of making a 

prolonged analysis concerning Arthur Mitchell's performance 

as Puck. Doris Hering devoted an entire article in the 

March, 1962, issue of Dance Magazine to an appraisal of the 

new ballet. The opening paragraph of her article reads: 

We knew it all the time. George Balanchine is 
really Puck. With all the fleetness and magic 
of Shakespeare's "merry wanderer of the night," 
he conjured up a two-act Midsummer Night's Dream 
that was, like Titania's bower, "filled with 
dances and delight."2 

In her analysis of Puck, Miss Hering wrote: 

There was nothing dreamy about Puck. Arthur 
Mitchell, his body glistening, the corners of his 
eyes drawn up in playful wisdom, was truly the 
link between the two worlds. Half-mortal, half
bewitched, he skittered across the stage, knees 
bent--or he alighted upstage to pluck the magical 

1P. W. Manchester, "The Season in Review," Dance 
February, 1962, p. 4. 

2Doris Hering, " •.• With Dances and Delight," 
Dance Magazine, March, 1962, p. 37. 
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flower. At every moment he proved not only what 
an intuitive comedian he is, but what a resource
ful actor.l 

Arthur Mitchell feels that the role of Puck has 

been one of his best roles to date because he both enjoys 

the ballet as a whole and he has great fun dancing his 

particular role. He feels, also, that it is so enjoyable 

because he has the opportunity to use his own creativity--

within a certain framework--and to employ acting and timing 

techniques which are essential requisites in the theatre. 

He again feels that he was able to draw upon his previous 

experiences and training outside of the realm of classical 

ballet in order to perfect his role in A Midsummer Night's 

Dream. And perfected the rol~ was, because Arthur was 

destined to receive "rave reviews" for his portrayal of 

Puck for years to come. Typical of one of these reviews 

is that of Allen Hughes of the New York Times concerning the 

New York City Ballet's performance of A Midsummer Night's 

Dream in their new home, the New York State Theatre at 

Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, on April 24, 1964: 

The part of Puck was acted and danced as usual 
by Arthur Mitchell, which means that it was about 
as nearly perfect as it could be. How he retains 
the spirit of freshness that imbues his every 

ll.!ll.!!., p. 39. 
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appearance in the role is a secret known only 
to him.l · 

When asked about this "secret," Arthur Mitchell flashed his 

characteristic big grin and replied: 

I run a lot, in and out all over the place-
I've often threatened to attach a pedometer to 
my waist just to see how many miles I run per 
performance--it must be at least ten miles! 
But I love every minute of it.2 

The audience loves every minute of Mitchell's per-

formance too, and, in the words of Walter Terry, " • even 

Shakespeare would have loved it for Mr. Mitchell has given 

us an unforgettable characterization, mischievous, antic, 

lovable and, in movement matters, muscularly thrilling." 3 

The rQle of Puck remains the last role to date 

which Balanchine has created specifically for Arthur 

Mitchell. Since then Arthur, however, has danced in 

practically every ballet in the repertory of the New York 

City Ballet. Other roles which he has enjoyed performing 

particularly have included those of the Ragtime pas de deux 

in Ivesiana and of the Bridegroom in Bugaku~ Although 

Mitchell became involved in many activities during the late 

!Allen Hughes, "Ballet: City Company at New 
Theatre," The New York Times, April 25, 1964, p. 18L. 

2Mitchell, personal interview, July 25, 1970. 

3walter Terry, "Ballet Glitters in Regal New Home," 
New York Herald Tribune, April 25, 1964. 
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1960's which took him away from the New York City Ballet, 

he still dances with the company whenever his schedule 

permits. When Balanchine was asked to state how he felt 

about having one of his principal dancers absent from his 

stage for long periods of time, he replied: 

There is always a place for Arthur Mitchell with 
the New York City Ballet. I realize that he has 
to go and "do his own thing," but whenever he 
has the time to come and dance with us, we are happy 
to have him do so.l 

Mitchell's Experiences Outside the 
New York City Ballet 

Arthur Mitchell's stellar performances have never 

been confined to activities with the New York City Ballet. 

He has always had a thirst for knowledge and a burning 

desire to learn as much as possible about every aspect of 

the theatre both technically and artistically. Since his 

boyhood days at the High School of Performing Arts, whenever 

his schedule permits him to do so, Mitchell has continued 

to study both acting and voice. He has always believed 

that a dancer should never allow himself to become satisfied 

totally with concentration in any one area of the theatre 

or with involvement with any one ballet company. In his 

opinion, such a situation tends to hamper the growth of the 

!George Balanchine, personal interview, September 
10, 1970. 
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i n d i v i d u a 1 ' a n d h e fee 1 s t h at;·, t h e/, m 0 r'e a d a n c e r g r 0 w s w i t h 

r e s p e c t , t o . t h e a t r i c-a 1 tech n i que. s and/or t o t a 1 t h e a t r e , t h e 

better dancer he becomes " •• ·• ·and .bes-ides," Arthur adds, 

"they [varied performance exp·erienc'esl:keep you from growing 
,. ' 

' . 

old. "1 Mitchell keeps his techniques polished in types of 

dance other than ballet by pe_rformillg in musicals, making 
, ,; ' 

guest appeara nee s, and accep fi ng engagements whenever the 

New York'City Ballet has a break in~it~ performance schedule. 

Since Arthur Mitchell' first::appeared on Broadway in 

H o u s e of F 1 ower s , d i s c us sed : in ·· C ha pte r;~ .. ~ V of t h i s d i s s e r t a-

tion, he has performed in four oth~r,:.B~oadway musicals 
" ~ I >.', 

entitled, respectively, Carme~~J~n~s, kiss Me Kate, Shinbone 

Alley, and_ Noel Coward's Sweet- .Potato •. _·- Revivals of Carmen 
.. 

Jones 'and .Kiss Me Kate were both P:r,esented at the City 

Center -.of Music and Drama durif:lg 't'h·e late spring and the 

e a r 1 y .: sum me r of 1 9 56 • B o t h m u s __ i c a l s . r a n for t h r e e-we e k 

periods and were presented in:,the;·_.for~<·o·f summer stock. 2 

A 1 t h o ugh M i t c h e 11 d i d not h ave _a 'n out stand i n g r o 1 e i n e i t h e r 
j .,_,;i,,,' 

of th~se musicals, he 

cal ·produ-ctions was necessary to' keep· him imformed with 

· , · 1 Art h u r M i t c he 11 , per so' ria 1. i n t e r vi e w he 1 d i n New 
York City, January 13, 1971. 

_,-2Programme, "Spring Musica( S,;:~ason 1956," City Center 
of Mu sfc and Drama, New York c~·ty, beginning May 9, 1956. 
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respect to the dance environment outside of that provided 

by the New York City Ballet. 

During the spring of 1957, Arthur Mitchell's role· 

in Shinbone Alley was more colorful than those he had played 

in either Carmen Jones or Kiss Me Kate. He served as 

Assistant Choreographer to Rod Alexander for whom Mitchell 

had auditioned for the television production of'Show of 

Shows" two years prior to the production of Shinbone Alley. 

In recalling the occasion of the audition of "Show of Shows7~ 

Arthur states: 

It was one of those days when I felt as if the 
hand of God were upon me--if he [Rod] asked me to 
do three pirouettes, I did five--if he asked me 
to jump two feet, I jumped four--! simply could 
not do anything wrong. At the completion of the 
audition, Rod told me that it was the most 
incredible audition that he had ever seen but, 
unfortunately, he could not use me because he 
could not put me in the chorus of the show. How
ever, he said if he could work out a solo spot for 
me, he would use me. You see, they were not using 
black dancers on television as a part of a white 
ensemble at that time.l 

Rod Alexander, in preparing to choreograph Shinbone Alley,, 

remembered that incredible audition and asked Arthur to 

serve as his Assistant Choreographer and Dance Captain. 

About halfway through the development of the choreography 

for the show, a misunderstanding with the management 

1Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 25, 
1970. 

., ' 
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and Rod Alexander resigned, leaving Arthur to complete the 

choreography. Although his interest was still not particu-

larly keen with respect to choreography, Arthur was fo~ced 

' to assume complete choreographic responsibilities. The 

production, starring Eartha Kitt and Eddie Bracken, had its 

premi~re performance on April 13, 1957. 1 Although t~~ show 

was not well accepted by the critics, it provided Arthur 

with invaluable experiences. 

During the New York City Ballet's season of 

November 19, 1967, through February 16, 1968, in addft'ion 

to dancing with the company at the New York State The~tre, 

Arthur Mitchell became an undisputed dance star in th~ 

Broadway revue entitled Noel Coward's Sweet Potato. This 

proved t o be t h e m o s t r e c e n t Broad way p rod u c t i o n . i r(:' w hi c h 

Arthur Mitchell received star billing. 

At t h i s peri o d i n h i s 1 i f e , Art h u r h ad be c om e.· : 

involved in several of the many projects which have: s'ince 
,' ~,J 

earned him the popular title of "The Man Who Never·: Sleeps."~ 

During weekdays, he worked with the children at the/ H~arlem ., 

School of the Arts, an involvement which will be diL~cussed 

1 P 1 a y b i 11 , T h e B r o ad way The a t r e , New Yo r k ·_City , 
week beginning May 20, 1957. 

2 Informal discussion with members of the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, High Folly, Chester, Massachusetts, 
August 19, 1970. 
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i n C h apt e r v, I.,. o fJ ,t h is d i s s e r t at i on ; o n S u n day s , h e d a n c e d 

with the New, York:: City Ballet; and at night, he sang, 

acted, and .. dan.ced at the Ethel Barrymore Theater in Noe·l 

Cow a r d ' s Sw e e t Po tat o • Wh e n a s k e d by W a 1 t e r Te r r y , t h e 

former Dance Editor for the Saturday Review, why he would 

perform in .a, ,Broa~w'ay show when he was i nvo 1 ved a 1 ready in 

so many oth~r~. activities, Mitchell replied: 

We 11 , . i t .) _is · f,u n a n d s om e t h i n g t o t r y • Be s i d e s , 
I love to perform. and I have to plan ahead to 
my perfo,t;~ming future. I will not always be able 
to dance a s 'I do now, and I have to 1 o o k ahead t o 
-the··time.~(when, dance must be minimized. I want to 
be ready f o r, · t h at • B u t t h i s I w i 11 s a y n ow--
b a 11e t . p rep a·:r e s you f o r a n y t h i n g • Such a 
discipline :·1 ·~ .. ; .. , 

The numbers in(which Arthur sang and danced in No~l Coward's 
!\ J{ l": ' 

Sweet Potato iricl·~~e~ "Word Weary," "Matelot," "Headless 

Dance," and "T;each::Me.'to Dance Like Grandma." The last 

s o n g w a s a : cfu ¢~t which ,:he s a n g a n d d a n c e d w i t h t h e v e r s a t i 1 e 
: - ·· ~ : .. :;~· z!{ ti_ .. 

c om e d i en~ e '· · : JJ6 .. ! o t :l{y Loud on • W a 1 t e r Terry d e s c r i be s 

Arthur's. danci,ng i'~ Noel Coward's Sweet Potato as" • 
. ,;,;,•t'- ' ., 

p a r t b a 11 et i c ,; ~~·; p a r. t mp d e r n d a n c e , p a r t j a z z , a n d a 11 
' ' .,.'"'"> 'l ''"I 

S h eat h. e d.. i n · a : . .-l be a U t i f U 1 C 0 m b i n a t i 0 n 0 f S eX i n e S S a n d 
• i, 

elegance. n2 

1 ' 
Walter Terry, "World of Dance," The Saturday 

Review, Octobe''r 19, 1968, p. 49. • 
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Arthur Mitchell's association with perforain~ 

nrtists other than those otfiliated with th~ New \'ork Cit)' 

Ballet often led to lasting friendships and additional 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s r or pert o rm 1 n u • U u r 1 n u t he p rod u c t i o n o f 

Shinbone AlleY, he formed a friendship with Eorthu Kitt 

w h o w a s p 1 a y i n g t h c 1 end 1 n g t em n 1 e r o 1 e l n t h n t ,, rod u c t i o n . 

When the show closed, she invittJd Arthur to Newport, Hhodt• 

Island, to participate with her in the 1')59 Newport .Jnzz 

Festival. This appearance con be described os n .. Clnssy 

Night C 1 u b Act " i n wh i c h Arthur M 1 t c he 11 sup Jl or t t! d M 1 s s 

Ki tt with songs and dance.l These performances in conj unc-

tion with the Newport Jazz Festival served only os tht! 

beginning of a series of appearances for Witchcll os n 

guest artist which were to take place whenever the New York 

City Ballet hod an interval of freedom between scosons or 

engagements. 

Arthur Mitchell's friendship with Gion Carlo 

Menotti developed in a fashion similar to that which 

fostered his friendship with Eartha Kitt. )lenotti observed 

Mitchell in his portrayal of the Unicorn in the Mcnotti

Butler opera, The Unicorn, the Gorgon, and the Mant icore, 

and invited him to form a company to participate in the 

lArthur Mitchell, personal interview, ,January 13, 

1971. 
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Third Festival of Two Worlds which was to be ht·ld in 

Spoleto, Italy, from June 0 through July 10, tt~c,o. ,.\rthur 

and the company which he ossemblfld Cor th~ Ft-:iti\'ttl dunct·d 

w o r k s c h o r e o g r a p h e d by K o r c 1 S h o o k , () o n o 1 d w c K a )' 1 .. , t1 ,. r h ,. r t 

Hoss, and Paul Tnylor.l 

A policy o! the l>lrectlnu Uonrd of tht~ Ft•st.i\'n1 of 

Two W o r 1 d s i n S p o 1 e t o I s t o i m p o r t d 1 ( r e r e n t n r t 1 ~ t s ,. n c h 

year in order to offer the audiences n vnriety of artistic 

a p p r o a c h e s t o d a n c e • A r t h u r •t i t c h o 1 1 , h ow «! v •• r , r:1 n cJ •• s u c h 

an impression upon the Festival audiences thnt h~ wn5 

invited bock to perform the following yenr nt thtt Fourth 

Festival which convened from June 15 through .July 16, 1961.2 

G i a n C a r 1 o Me no t t i , w h o n g o 1 n w a s G e n e r n 1 U 1 r c c t o r o ( t h «' 

Festival which was subtitled Fogli d'Album 19hl, extrnded 

the invitation to Arthur, asking him to bring o female donee 

partner. Arthur chose Akiko Kondo, a member o( the Martha 

Graham Dance Company. Upon their orrlvnl in Spolcto, 

Menotti provided Mitchell and his pnrtncr with n srnnll 

theatre, the Teatro Piccolo, in which to work on choreog-

raphy in preparation for the forthcoming festival. .\rthur 

was still not deeply interested in developing choreography, 

lprogramme, Terzo Festival l>ei Osu Mondi, Tcatro 
Nuevo, Spoleto, Italy, .June 6-July 10, 1960. 

2programme, Quarto Festival Oie Oue Mondi, Tcatro 
Caio Melisso, Spoleto, Italy, June 15-July 16, 1961. 
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but it was expected ot him, and he e~pluins th.-. situutiun 

q u i t c h one s t 1 y by s t a t in g : " I h a v., a 1 w u y ~ ( ... 1 t t h :a t t h ,. r ... 

were too many bad choreographers in the world, untJ 1 did not 

want to add my name to tho 11 st; how.,vcr, wh~·n t ht•rtt is no 

m o n c y , o n e h n s t o d o w h n t o n c h o s t o d o : '· 1 ,\ r t h u r c h o r ,. -

ographcd three dances Cor presentation nt tht~ Ft•sti\'al--

Snla di provo, a pas de deux for 1\kiko 1\andn and himsttlf; 

Monsieur Chocolat, n solo which he doncutl; and In c;iardino, 
., 

nnothcr pas de deux with Akiko Kondo.~ 

Arthur Mitchell's choreographic activities for the• 

summer were not limited to the three donees which were 

presented as a part of Fogll d';\lhum lq61 since he wos 

em p 1 o y e d a 1 s o t o c h o r cog r a ph t h c "() n n c c o C t h c S c \' c n \' c i 1 s .. 

for the Luchino Visconti production of Salom~. It was not 

the success of the choreography--which wns praised hy the 

critics in the Italian newspnpers 3--which ~rthur considered 

the most exciting aspect oC the production of Snlom?!, hut 

rather, the opportunity to work with Mr. Visconti whom 

Arthur refers to as "a most difficult task-master." Whi lc 

working with Mr. Visconti, Arthur had to choreograph as a 

lArthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 25, l<)iO. 

2programme, Quarto Festival Die Ouc Mondi. 

3untitled, undated newspaper articles, Spoleto, 
Italy, personal scrapbook of Arthur Mitchell. 
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prescribed assignment rother than as a cr~ati\'t" t-).prt-ssion 

uoverned by his own desires. Concerning this restriction, 

h c states, ''. • • the t r o in in g w 8 s ex c e 11,. n t tor e.~ t•-- h u \' i n '.J 

to take what I wanted to do ns a choreourupht•r und t rnns (t•r 

it into a framework designed by someone tdsc."l 

The summer of 1961 held still another int~r~stinu 

e x p e r i e n c e f o r A r t h u r M i t c h c 1 1 I n S 1> o 1 c t o , I t 8 1 y - - n o n ,. - n c t 

ploy entitled II Pegno written ospcclnlly Cor him by Gian 

Carlo Menotti. The ploy is a melancholy love story uhout 

an American sailor who had come to Itnly on a tour ond, 

upon visiting a certain church, saw o casket containing 

the body of a Saint who reminded him of his former sweet-

heart who had now deserted him. Arthur, who docs not spcnk 

a word of Italian, learned the ploy phonetically and mode 

such an extraordinary impression upon his audiences that, 

following one performance, o director or a french company 

of actors extended him a standing invitation to come and 

join the French company in Paris at any time that he so 

desired. 

Arthur Mitchell takes an impish kind of delight in 

remembering the spring of 1962 as " ••• the season during 

which I replaced Dame Markova at the Wet ... 1 Alica Marko\'a, 

!Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 25, 19i0. 

2Ibid., August 20, 1970. -
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upon becoming ill, hod hod to relinquish ht"r in\'itstion to 

become dancer-choreographer-director of the opera Orf~o Pd 

Euridice, 1 and Arthur Mitchell and Violette Verdy, both of 

the New York City Ballet, were asked to appear in the opera 

ns guest artists. Arthur danced in the season • s four 

scheduled performances presented on Nnrch 3, 10, 21, ond 

n n d i n a s u b s e q u c n t p c r f o r m o n c c o n t\ p r i 1 2 0 , 1 9 6 2 • :J t\ 1 t h o u g h 

the dancing foiled to receive nny scnsotlonnl rt•vicws, tht~ 

performances were exciting for Arthur bccnusc they comprised 

his first experience as o premier danseur with the Metropol

itan Opera.4 

In the years which followed Arthur Mitchell's 

success at Spoleto and his performances with the Metro-

politan Opera, he has mode innumerable appearances ns o 

guest artist--both as o soloist and in conjunction with 

special presentations of the New York City Onllct •. John 

Cranko, the outstanding choreographer, sow Mitchell dance 

with the New York City Ballet on one of its European tours 

looris Hering, "Reviews,'' nonce Mnaozine, April, 
1962. 

2Arthur Mitchell, contract issued by the Metropoli
tan Opera Association, New York City, February 20, 1962. 

3John Gutman, letter to Arthur Mitchell, New York 
City, March 30 1 1962. 

4Programme, Orfeo ed Euridice, The Metropolitan 
Opera, New York City, March 3, 1962. 
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a n d i n v i t e d h i m t o G c r many t o d a n c t+ w i t h h i s c o o p u n )' . 

Cranko, therefore, providt.~d ltitchcll with ont" o! his most 

m c m o r a b 1 c c x p e r i c n c c s - - t h o t o ! d a n c i n v t h t" r o 1 t• o ( \I t• r c u t i o 

i n C r a n k o ' s v c r s i o n o C S h o k t\ s p c a r c ' s H o r."l ,. o a n d .J u 1 i t• t • tf t• 

n 1 s o d a n c e d t h e 1 e ad i n g r o 1 e I n C r n n k o • s C :1 t a 1 \' s r i n t h ·~ 

a n n u a 1 g n 1 o b a 1 1 e t c e 1 c b r o t 1 o n g i v t~ n h y t h t• S t u t t g n r t S t a t t• 

0 p c r a n a 1 1 c t i n S t u t t g a r t 1 G c r m a n y 1 i n 1 9 6 :\. 1 ,\ s u r ,. s tal t 

o f t h e s e p e r f o r m a n c e s 1 A r t h u r w n s 1 n v 1 t c d 1 n t ·~ r t h n t s n m (~ 

ycnr to Munich, Germany, to dnnct~ th«! l«~ndinu rolt~ in ff••inz 

H o s c n ' s 0 t h e 1 1 o 1 i n G e o r g e B n 1 n n c h i n e • s no n i z «~ t t i V n r 1 n t 1 o n s , 

nnd in John Tarns' Orpheus. fie later returned to \lunich in 

1964 to preform in a special work entitled Unnc•~ Pnnf•ls in 

Seven Sections, created by Heinz Hoscn to the music of 

Aaron Copland, for the opening of the new \tunich Opera 

llouse. Arthur remembers that Clive Barnes, who wns then 

Dance Critic of the London Times, praised his role of 

Othello as one of the two best versions of that role which 

the noted critic had ever seen. Other memorable guest per-

formances of Arthur Mitchell entailed his appearing in 

choreography by George Balanchine. Arthur danced in~ 

and in the role of the Dark Angel in Orpheus at the Hamburg 

Stravinsky Festival in Germany, and he appeared with the 

lchujoy and Manchester, The Oance Encyclopedia, 

p. 634. 
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New York City Ballet in Stars and Strip~::~ and in k'r-stern 

Symphony at the inaugural presentations !or Pr~sitlt·nts 

J o h n F • K e n n e d y i n 1 9 6 1 a n d L y n d o n n • J o h n s o n i n 1 ') 6:; . 

II e a p p c a r e d a t t h c G c n e v n 0 p o r n i n c; c n u \' n , S w 1 t z t• r 1 n n d , 

w h e r c h c d a n c e d i n ..rut2.n d u r l n u t h e w ·~ t' k o ! 0 c t o h •• r 1 0- 1 :, , 

1970. This performance wos in conjunction with n complettt 

p r o g r a m o f B a 1 a n c h i n c ' s w o r k s p r e s c n t t.• d n s a t r i h u t ~ t o t h t' 

fa m o u s c h o r e o g r a ph c r w h o i s o n c o C t h c t\ r t i s t i c U i n~ c t o r s 

of the Geneva Opera. 

Arthur Mitchell hos mode individual nppcoranccs 

be f o r e t e 1 e v i s i o n v i e w i n g a u d i c n c c s i n t h c tJ n i t t~ d S t a t t~ s 

on the Jinx Folkenburg Show, the Jackie Gleason Show, ond 

the Harry Belafonte Specials. The Jackie Gleason Show 

provided Arthur with an opportunity to obs~rvc and to 

learn many helpful techniques from thnt dynamic "show 

business" personality--Jackie Gleason, himself. Arthur, 

who played the role of a "Cop" in Gleason's show entitled 

Tawny, found himself observing the mannerisms of the 

members of the New York City Police Force in order to 

portray his role realistically. On the first Belafonte 

Special, Arthur danced with Mary Hinkson and the show--

"Belafonte: New York 19''--,~on an Emmy Award for the best 

Television Musical of 1960. The following year, Arthur 
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d a n c e d a g a i n o n t h e Be 1 a f o n t e S p e c i a 1 1 n n d t h i s t i me t h t~ 

show was nominated for an Emmy Award. 

'1 h e t e 1 e v i s i o n a p p e 8 r 8 n c e s o ( A r t h u r .\1 i t c h t~ 1 1 , f o r 

the most part, have been in conjunction \dth the dane~ 

companies of which he was a member. While dancing with 

Donald McKayle in 1953, the company filmed Gnmt!s, Nocturne, 

and Rainbow Round My Shoulder for presentation on "Cnmcrn 

Three," associated with the National Educntionnl Television 

net\tJork, which is a subsidiary of the Columhin Urondcnstinu 

System. Later, when Arthur became o member of the John 

Butler American Dance Theatre, he danced in Outler's Thr"c 

Promenades With the Lord for television audiences in this 

country and again in Italy while the company was touring 

Europe. In 1960, Arthur's own company was filmed for 

Italian audiences during its engagement ot Spolcto. 

Although Arthur Mitchell has danced in many theatres 

with the New York City Ballet "\dthout regard to color," 

his television experiences with the company have not been 

quite as pleasant. He has appeared with the New York City 

Ballet on television networks in Canada without a hint of 

a n i n c i d e n t , b u t a t h om e i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s o f .\me r i c a , 

the administrative personnel of various television stations 

felt that they had to insure the fact that he would not 

dance with a white girl.lest the Southern stations would 
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t) l) n t h C S h 0 W. 1 When t h..... N " L c ' f "' ew ,or-. ,ty tallrt was prr,parint.J 

to film Stars ond Stript's !or presttntation on thr "Urll 

Telephone flour," Arthur, who was not sch"'dult"d to duncr• in 

Stnrs and Stri&les, was asked by (;tJ>oru .. Uulanchintt to sut,-

stitutc for a member ot the cnst!mble. tft• aurrr•l to do so 

and later learnod that persons rt'prttscnttnu tht• r.snnnu••ot•nt 

o f t h c t e 1 e v i s i o n s t o t i o n h n d t n ( o r m c d n n 1 n n (: h i n e t h n r t h ,. )' 

could not allow a black boy to donee with n whitt• utrl. 

B a 1 u n c h i n e , i n t u r n , i n C o r m n d t h c m t h n t i ( ;\ r r h u r d i cJ n n 1 

dance, then the New York City Bnllot would not dnncr!J nnd 

he, therefore, placed Arthur in the bnllt~t which wns filmed 

nnd shown without incident. 

The New York City Bnllet was filmed in thr! Nut-

crncker Suite for presentation on the Coluohin Brondcnsting 

System television network on December 22, 1'>5i. 2 George 

Balanchine had been giving his audiences surprises with 

last-minute changes in the final scene o! the Sutcrackf!r 

Suite during a period of several performances of the ballet. 

At the filming session, Arthur Mitchell, who wns plnyfng the 

role of Coffee, won the hand of the Fairy flrlnc~ss in the 

closing scene--another Balanchine surprise. This was during 

!Allen Hughes, .. Without Regard for Color,•• The New 

York Times, February 21, 1965. 

2 " N e w s 0 f o a n c e a n d D a n c e r s , " D a n c c 11 a g a z i n c , 
October, 1957, p. 3. 
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the time of the racial tension in Little Rock, Arkansas, 

3nd ll3lanchine was heard to remark as he watched the play

back of the television rushes, "I hope Governor Faubus is 

w a t c h i n g t h i s • "1 When Art h u r M i t c he 1 1 r e f 1 e c t s upon h i s 

experiences as the pioneer black dancer to become a member 

of a major ballet company in the United States, he has the 

following to say: 

I am a fighter--and I fight with my art. Each 
unpleasant experience has made me stronger and 
more determined to give to the world black classi
cal dancers who have instilled within themselves 
the attitude that the major distinction between 
performing artists lies not in the color of their 
skin, but in their ability to perform. This is 
why the Dance Theatre of Harlem must exist.2 

Today, Arthur Mitchell, "the fighter," devotes most of his 

time to the use of his art in such a manner that highly 

proficient black classical dancers have not only become a 

reality but will continue to do so in increasing numbers. 

!Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, July 25, 1970. 

21..Q.!_g_. , January 14, 19 71 • 
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1\HTtiUR MITCHELL AS A TEACIIEH ANU AS A UIIH.CTOH 

0 F P ll 0 FE S S 1 0 N A l.. U r\ N C E CoW p AN J t: S 1 

Mitcht!ll's Enrly lnvolvt-esC4nt .. ith 

T ·~ n c h i n '' lJ n t1 U i r" c t i n •J 

T h e m u 1 t l - Co c c t ·~ d r o 1 e w h it~ h A r t h u r W 1 t c h r 1 1 w n s 

e v c n tun 11 y to p 1 o y beg n n t o m n n l rest l t s t• l C 1 n 1 9 5:\ n t 

npproxlmntcJy the some period in hls llfu ns thf• b~oinning 

of his education in bollct. Knrcl Shook, his fncous 

t e a c h c r , s o o n r c c o g n l z c d M l t e h o l 1 • s n b 1 l i t y t o t «! n c h n n d 

often delegated certoin or his own classes to thr aspiring 

young dancer. Mitchell's first teaching oxpcricnco occurred 

i n t h e K o t h c r i n c () u n h n m S c h o o 1 , l n N c w Y o r k C 1 t )' , w h «Y r c 

Shook was employed; loter cxpcrlcnccs were nf!ordcd nt th~ 

Studio of Dance Arts, olso in New York City, which Shook 

owned and operated. Further opportunities Cor traching 

resulted either directly or indircctl)' Croc \litchcll's 

association with the New York City natl(~t. \lclissn ttnydcn, 

a prima ballerina with the New York City Ballet, owned 0 

school nf dance in Cedarhurst, Long Island, nt which 

lunless otherwise documented, all data included in 
this chapter were obtained through personal interviews with 
Arthur Mitchell in August oC 1q;o and in January of 19il. 

- 202 -
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Mitchell taught !or a short til!'!t1 be(or~ brcoeing associatt'd 

with the Jones-ffnywood School o( nallttt in tll'ashinC)tOn, ''· c. 

Directors Doris Jones and Clairt> Hu)'Woo•t for r-~nny 

y c a r s h o v c p r o v 1 d c d, t h r o u g h t h e i r s c h o o 1 o ( b tt 1 1 r t , n p 1 a c t• 

where block children may study clnssicul dune«•. !Juring tht• 

late 1950's Louis Johnson, who was n !ellow-studt-nt o! 

Mitchell at the School or Amorlcnn Bnllnt nnd nn nlu~nus 

o f t h e J o n e s -If a y w o o d S c h o o 1 o t o o 1 1 c t , i n t o r M t1 d w i t c h •· 1 1 

that the Directors or the Washington school Mrrc srrkino 

black professional dnnccrs to pnrticlpntr in their nnnual 

dance performance. Johnson and ~itchrll went to Washington, 

D. C. where the two dancers performed with th•! .Jonf!S-

H a y wood g r o u p • F o r M i t c h c 1 1 , t h I s n p p c n r a n c c p r o \' (! d t o h t! 

the beginning of a long friendship nnd nssoclntlon with 

both Jones and Haywood. The worm relationship nmong the 

three artists has endured throughout the intcr\'f~ning years, 

and has provided Mitchell with some of his most exciting 

and rewarding teaching experiences. 

Arthur Mitchell's involvement with tcnching was 

interrupted temporarily in 1960 when his role ns a director 

assumed major importance. Gian Cnrlo Nenotti invited 

Mitchell to organize a company of dancers to be presented 
• 

a t t h e Th i r d Fe s t i v a 1 of Two W o r 1 d s i n S p o 1 e t o , I t a 1 y • I n 

retrospect, it appears that some of the inner frustrations 
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of the young block artist wtor~ evidrnt in his work at 

Spolcto; it was much later, however, whrn Witcht·ll realizf"d 

that the germination or his philosophy wu~ oonifrst in the 

f a c t t h a t f o r t h i s w o r k h c o r g o n i z u d " o u 1 t i - r u c 1 n 1 c o r.1 p a n )' 

of varied skin tones--persons ot ,\cu~ricun, Eurupr~on, r11ttt 

Asian ancestry, all working touether tor tht~ devtdopnu,nt of 

the art of dance. lie realizes now thnt he hod n bnsic 

desire to show the world that the Q«!nuin~ tnlt~nts o! 

i n d i v i d u a 1 s - - r c g a r d 1 e s s o r r n c e , c r «! c d o r c o 1 o r - - c o u 1 d h t~ 

c om b i n e d r e a d i 1 y ! o r t h c p r e s c n t n t l o n o t b r l 1 1 l n n t cJ n n c t! 

p c r f o r m a n c e s • II e be 1 i e v e d t h n t o u d 1 e n c «~ s w o u 1 d «! v n 1 u n t (~ 

the individual participant upon the bnsis o! the quality ot 

his art rather than upon the color o! his skin or the 

religious sect which he represented. His expectations 

were fulfilled when dance critics in Spolcto responded with 

enthusiastic reviews.l 

The program organized for presentation at the Third 

Festival of Two Worlds in Spoleto was entitled New Amcricqn 

Ballets. The nine performances o( the program were com-

prised of Donald McKoyle's Games and Rainbow Round MY 

Shoulder, Karel Shook's Entrance, Paul Tnylor•s Meridian, 

luntitled, unsigned newspaper articles, Spoleto, 
Italy, personal scrapbook of Arthur Mitchell, June q and 

July 3, 1960. 
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and Herbert Ross' Toccnto tor P""rcussion.l Th"" successful 

performances by the mf.lmbers ot thtt coapany and tht· hiuhly 

acclaimed artistry o( thu program ttarned an in\·itntion for 

A r t h u r M 1 t c h e 1 1 t o r c t u r n t h e C o 11 ow i n g y e a r • ,\ 1 t h o u u h t h ,. 

p o 1 i c y o f t h e Fe s t i v n 1 p r c c 1 u d u d h i s b r i n u 1 n u n c o rn p n n )' o ( 

d a n c e r s t w o y e a r s i n s u c c e s s 1 o n , h tt r e t u r n 6 d w i t h ,. 'I u n 1 

success as a guest artist with Akiko 1\nndn, n dnnct~r frorn 

the Martha Graham Dance Company. 

On December 16 1 1963, the Ford Foundation announced 

a project designed to promote !urtht?r dcv~lopmt!nt and st.ntus 
') 

of professional ballet In the United States ... Of tht! 

$7,756
1
000 granted for the project, $1,500,000 wns channeled 

through the School ot American Ballet in New York City for 

the improvement of instruction and performance in locnl 

communities.3 Mitchell was requested by Lincoln 1\irstcin, 

t h e D i r e c t o r o f t h e S c h o o 1 o f ,\me r 1 c o n n n 1 1 e t , t o i n q u i r c 

about schools which offered specialization In bnllct for 

black dancers in and around New York City. Knowing of none 

in the city, Mitchell Informed Kirstein of the existence 

of the Jones-Haywood School of Ballet in Washington, D. c. 

!programme, "New American Ballets, .. Teatro Nuovo, 
Spoleto, Italy, June 8 through July 10, 1960. 

2chujoy and Manchester, The Oancc Encyclopedia, 

p. 663. 



,\ s 11 r e s u 1 t , t h i s a c h o u l • • s a o 1 e c t e d t u v :a r ~ 1 c 1 v ~ t r 1 , 

t h ~ p r o j o c t a p o n s u r tt cJ b y t b " •· u r d t' u ..- a c.S o 1 1 o a ,. rs 1 ~, !:. , 1 tt ~ h 1 , 

case, took th~ !ora ot 1 ICbulorsblp clatt tor tu~~ltuu~·rs 

runglnu in 8{)6 !roa six to nin~ yoart.a 

0 n 0 c t o h u r 5 , l q t, •I , M i t c h r l 1 t, c tJ " as c on n u t 1 11 'J t u 

Wnshington, U. c:. on Munday t~!tctrnouna 1n urttrr to tr:tt·h 

c 1 n s s i c n 1 h a 1 1 c l t o tho "n t h u ll 1 1 1 l l c h u )' 1 .:t n d 4J 1 r l , r n r ,, I 1 r ct 

in thu Jonos-llaywood School o! Uallrt. The)' wetrr not lh«" 

only onos who wnro nnthusloltic, howrv"r• thrlr .,,~uall)' 

stimulntod teacher Cound thlt uroup nC chlldrrn to hr thet 

most rosponsivo group oC atud,ntt with wh•Jn hrt ha•l "'·rr 

worked. llo woa ospoclttlly plt!AIC'Id with • cl:a•• oC lltt a., 

boys ns a "tiny-tot,'' all-aalt- ballc:?t clalt 11 an unu-&u:al 

group situation. l'ald a ••all stlpC'Ind which co\"rrrd a 

little more than his travrl e~p,nsC?t, tclt.choll w:a1 now 

engaged In a com•unlt)' project which t'!rvcd aa \"4lu:ahlr. 

preparatory cxpcrlcncc (or thr. role? which hr. waa to pl:~)· 

ultimately. Ito contlnur.d to tr.11ch and to p(!rCorn .:tt tht:t 

Jones-Baywood School o( Olllr.t until 1'~66 whf!n a t)usy 

schedule o! actlvltlcs with his own pro(caslon.:tl d:~nc" 

companies pr~cluded his continur.d clotr. assocl.:ttlon with 

this School. 

lnughes, "Without Rl'!g:ard tor Color .... 
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The First World Festival ot Negro Arts h~ld in 

U n k a r , S c n e g a 1, A p r 1 1 2 t h r o u g h 2 4 , 1 9 t) 6 , 1 r d t o w i d ~ s p r t• u d 

r e c o g n i t ion of M i t c he 11 • s o r gun i z at i on za 1 c o p u td 1 1 t i t• s • T h t~ 

sponsors of the Festival asked every notion in the world 

which hod o black population to J>nrticipotc in tht~ir 

pro j c c t • Because of his v a r 1 6 cJ don c t! buck ground n n d t h c· 

fa c t t h at M i t c he 1 1 wo s n c i t h tJ r o d n n c., r i n no r n d J r t• c t o r 

of a black dance compnny, rcprcscntot ivcs Cror.1 the linitcd 

S t a t e s Com m i t t e c f o r t h c F c s t 1 v n 1 , c h o i r •• cJ by V l r u 1 n i n 

I n n i s n row n , b c 1 i e v e d t h o t h c w o u 1 d no t b c! b 1 n s e d 1 n h i s 

s e 1 c c t i o n o f d a n c e r s ; h c w a s 1 n v i t c d , t h e r c C o r (! , t o s c r v ·~ 

as Dance Chairman for the committee representing tht! tJnitt!d 

States--a position which he accepted in Janunry of 1966. 

Subsequent to his acceptance of thot chni rmanship, the 

diligent young artist organized o company of thirty-one 

black dancers of phenomenal cnpabilities. This tnlcntf"d 

group was comprised of such personalities as Pnuln Kelly, 

Claude Thompson, Carmen de lavnllade, Llnnchic Stevenson, 

Sarah Yarborough, and William louther. ,\lthough the majority 

of these dancers was oriented primarily toward modern dance, 

Mitchell required them to enroll in a two-hour ballet class 

each day because he believed that classical ballet tech

niques represent the best discipline for performance in any 

dance idiom. 
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M i t c h c 1 1 ' s p 1 a n t o r t h e c o 1!'.1 p n n y a t t h ~ r i r s t k' o r 1 d 

Festival of Negro Arts was to present oajor churt•o«Jr4tphic 

s t u d i e s c r e a t c d by b 1 a c k a r t i s t s o ( t he l! n i t t• d S t a t t• s • T h t• 

m c m b c r s o f t h c n c w c om p a n y w o r k ·~ d d a 1 1 y w i t h o u t u n y c o r.'1 -

pensation and soon reached a hiyh 1cvt•l of ski II nnd 

n r t i s t r y i n p e r f o r m a n c c • M i t c h c 1 1 r om o m b t~ r s t h n t II y F n i n t~ , 

t h e P r c s i d e n t o f t h c Am c r i c a n G u i 1 d o ( \t u s i c n 1 ,\ r t i s r s , 

w h 0 w a s pre sen t a t a II run- t h r 0 u u h II 0 r 0 n ·~ 0 f T n l 1 t! y n ·~ a t. t y . s 

c h o r e o g r a ph i c w o r k s , c x c 1 a i m c d , "My God , I h n \' t! n (~ v •• r s t! t• n 

b 1 a c k p e r s o n s d a n c c t h i s w a y b c f o r c • " I n r '' s p o n s e t o t h i s 

ex c 1 a m a t i o n 1 M i t c h e 1 1 q u i c k 1 y r c p 1 i e d , "Y c s , h e c a u s c! t h c y 

have never had the opportunity to do so before." This 

extraordinary company of dancers, however, fnilf!d to 

realize the rewards of its labors becouse, two we•~ks prior 

to the Festival date, Mitchell \!lOS informed that the budget 

of the Festival Committee had been reduced nnd that the 

money for sending the new donee compnny to participate in 

t h e F i r s t Wo r 1 d Fe s t i v a 1 o f N c g r o 1\ r t s c o u 1 d n o t h c p r o \' i d e d • 

Upset by this news, Mitchell registered a protest with 

representatives of the Committee, basing his rationale upon 

the fact that comparable funds had been expended upon 

previous occasions for other similar projects. According 

to Mitchell, his protest was ignored. Later he learned 

that, prior to his notification, the Festival Committee had 
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already selected the Alvin Ailey Aoerlcan Doner Thrutre, 

comprised of predominantly black modern dancers who wer~ 

marooned in Europe at the time, and sent theo on to Unkor, 

Senegal, to represent the United States at tht.~ Fr•stivol. 

T h c s e r v i c e s of t h e A 1 v i n A i 1 e y i\m c r i c a n U a n c t! Co r.1 p n n y 

were secured for only one third of the mont')' ''hich hnd 

b c en a 11 ocate d or i gin ally to s c n d ~li t c h t~ 1 1 n n d t h (' m t~ m h t~ r s 

of his company to Dakar. 

The disappointment of having" •.. to dishnnd his 

magnificently trained groupo! dancers" was not tht! only 

disillusioning incident in conjunction with the Festivnl 

in Senegal. A few days after acquainting the members of 

his company with the disheartening news of the cnnccllntion 

of their engagement, Mitch c 11 f c 1 t tho t '' . personal 

insult was added to injury .. when he received n cnhlc from 

t h e Fe s t i v a 1 c i t y w i t h a n i n v i t a t i o n t o h i m C rom ,\ 1 v i n 

Ailey to come to the Festival along with Carmen de Lnvolladc 

a n d Sa r a h Y a r b o r o ugh a s g u e s t a r t i s t s w i t h t h c A 1 v i n ,\ i 1 c y 

American Dance Company for a fcc of Sl,OOO per performance. 

Mitchell promptly refused this offer as he !ell that, if 

the Festival Committee could afford that sum of money for 

his guest performances, it could afford to send his company 

in toto as originally scheduled. The disappointed artist 

replied, " ••• either the entire company comes or no one 

come s , i n c 1 u d i n g my s c 1 f. '' 
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Although the foregoing experienc~s eoonating !roo 

the First World Festival o! Negro Arts were till~d with 

heartaches for Arthur Mitchell, his orgnnizat ionnl cnpo-

b i 1 i t i e s d i d n o t g o u n n o t i c e d • I m m c tJ i n t tl 1 y 0 t t t~ r t h t• 

collapse of his company, he was called upon to porticipnte 

i n a C u 1 t u r o 1 Ex c h a n g e P r o g r a m w i t h t h c n r n z i 1 1 o n g o v t• r n -

ment. This experimental program in which individuols 

possessing expertise in the arts were sent to undcrdt•Vtdoped 

countries to assist the natives of such countries in lnunch

i n g t h e i r own a r t i s t i c p r o g ram s w a s o n c o ! s e v c r a 1 b «! 1 n g 

initiated by the United States government. Mitchell 

accepted the assignment and, on March 15, 1966, he, as 

Director, Gloria Contreras, as Choreographer, and Suzznnc 

Ames, as Recorder, left for Rio de Janeiro, nrazil, in 

order to organize the first National Ballet Company of 

Brazil. The determined trio entered a country which lacked 

the atmosphere most conducive to the organization of a 

professional ballet company. Climatic conditions, combined 

with a national penchant for spectacular carnivals, pre-

sented a problem. The Brazilians themselves doubted that 

the project would materialize. Mitchell remembers that he 

was popularly referred to as " ••• a crazy man beating the 

Brazilians to death and whipping them into shape." Once 

the sincere and selfless ambitions of the three artists 

• 
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from the United States were recognized, howe\'t•r, th~y 

r c c e i v e d t h e n e c e s s a r y 1 o c a 1 s u p p o r t t o t o r,., w h a t \f 1 t c h t~ 1 1 

terms "a fabulous little company." 

A 1 though the Nat 1 on al B o 1 1 e t Com p n n y o t n r n 1. i 1 w a s 

s u c c e s s f u 1 , i t 1 a s t e d f o r o n 1 y t h r c c m o n t h s • 'f h t• r t• i u n i n g 

g o v c r n me n t w a s s o on rep 1 a c e d h y a m i 1 i t a r y r t~ g i m c w h i c h 

severed all connections with any projects initintcd by the 

former r u 1 in g powers • As o res u 1 t , t h c C u 1 t urn 1 Ex c h n no c 

Program between the United States ond Brazil wns dlscon-

tinued. Good fortune wos with the dancers, hoh'C\'cr, ns 

one of the young women in the National Bnllet Compnny of 

Brazil was married to a wealthy Brazilian, Pnblo Fcrraz, 

who asked Mitchell to return the following year and form a 

private ballet company. On January 13, 1967, therefore, 

Mitchell again began traveling to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 

where he was employed as Premier Danseur, Choreographer, 

and Director of the new Brazilian Company of Ballet when-

ever he was not appearing with the New York City Ballet. 

The Brazilian Company had a new theatre in Rio de Janeiro, 

the Teatro Nova, and it was here that the maturing artist, 

Arthur Mitchell, began to develop serious chorcography.l 

Prior to this time, Mitchell had not considered his 

!catherine Hughes, "Poet in Motion," Ebony 
Magazine, October, 1968, p. 216. 
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choreography worthy ot thtt ort to which hl' Wit~ tlr•tlcatrtt. 

T h ·~ B r a z i 1 i u n s , h o we v e r , p r o v 1 d e d h i 11 w t t h b n "" n \' 1 r 0 n r. r n t 

for donee which wns rich Jn folklore and rr>lltJiou:; ta·ltr!s-

n n t~ n v i r o n m e n t w h i c h w n s t r e r.s tt n •J o u s l y s t i n u 1 ta t i n tJ t o h a $ 

e r ,. n t i v e m i n d • M 1 t c h td 1 c h o reo u r n ph ., d s t- \'" r a 1 h.;:~ J 1 .., t $ f u r 

the Brnzilinn Compnny ot thirty-on" dttnt~rrs. flrt <~on:ildt•rs 

H h y t h m (~ t r o n - - w h i c h h o 1 n t ~ r o d o p t ,. d t o r t h " U n n c r r h r n t r r 

o f II a r 1 c m - - h i s m o s t n o t «~ w o r t h y o c c o m p I i :s h es to n t i n c h o r •. o u r n p h )' 

while in Rrnzi1. For the moat pnrt, hrt usrd Ur:~"tilinn 

themes, idcns, ond music, nnd choroogrnpht'd thC"• h:.llrts in 

tht! clnssicnl idiom. tfo Celt thnt tho usn ot indigonuul 

sources gave the Company a un I quo vn 1 uo 1 n 1 tar 1 t. Ito 

believes that too mnny chorcogrnphor5, llvlnu in countri"s 

which nrc rich in exciting folklore, sonrch outsido of th"ir 

own boundaries for thematic sources tor their dnncos ttnd, 

thereby, crente o subsequent culturnl loss. 

Arthur Mitchell, keenly interested in r~l lgious 

practices as possible themntic sources !or his ballets, 

had already explored to some degree the Christian and 

Buddhist religions before going to nrazi 1. ,\s 11 =nt tcr oC 

course, he sought conferences with the local rcl igious 

a u t h o r i t i e s u p o n h i s a r r I v a 1 l n t h a t c o u n t r y • ,\ 1 t h o u o h i t 

is usually difficult for an outsider to witness religious 

ceremonies in any country in which the Christian faith is 

• 
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not the predominant religion, the Brazilians soon accepted 

Mitchell as one of their own--a person totally interested 

in their culture and mores and in improving their artistic 

environment. He, in turn, was soon deeply immersed in the 

study of the Candombles which is the dominant religion 

practiced in Rio de Janeiro. According to Mitchell, those 

who practice Candombles believe it to be the direct 

antithesis of Voodoo in that they feel that Voodoo is 

for those who are "bad" and Candombl~s is for those \'lho arc 

"good." 

Other manifestations of the Brazilian culture which 

awed Mitchell were the folk and national dances of that 

country. Once when he was in Bahia, he began learning the 

Capeira, a dance indigenous to the Angolese, an African 

tribe. The dance is based upon the fact that, although the 

tribesmen are not permitted to carry weapons, they have 

developed a technique by means of which they carry sharp 

razors between their toes; thus armed, they are able to 

slash a foe to ribbons. Mitchell refers to the Capei ra as 

" •.. an incredible dance, the mother and father of 

jujitsu, karate, and other similar defense tactics." He 

hopes eventually to choreograph a ballet usin~ the Capeira 

as its thematic source. 
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Mitchell experienced such personal grutification 

through his work with the Brazilian Cor.spany of Ballt"t that 

he might have remained in that country hod it not been Cor 

the assassination of Doctor Martin Luther King, Junior, the 

f n m o u s n o n - v i o 1 e n t 1 e a d e r o C t h e C i v i 1 H i g h t s \I o \' t~ me n t i n 

the United States. On the dny of King's assassination, 

M i t c h e 1 1 a r r i v e d a t t h e J o h n F • K e n n e d y ,\i r p o r t i n New Yo r k 

City just as the announcement of King's death was broadcast. 

lie remembers weeping as he sot on the plnnc cnroutt' to Brnzi 1 

nnd saying to himself, " ••• here I am going hundreds of 

miles away to give of my talents to persons in another 

country; I should be right here helping my own peoplc."l 

Although not yet ready to leove the newly-formed Brazilian 

Company of Ballet, Mitchell knew that, as its director, 

this was to be his last trip to Brazil. Later, in recalling 

his feelings evoked on this tragic occasion to Olga Maynard, 

Contributing Editor of Dance Magazine, he said: 

After Martin Luther King was assassinated, and 
there were all the eulogies, I asked myself: 
Arthur Mitchell what can you do? When you pay 
homage you do the thing that you do best--if you 
make music, you beat your drum; if you arc a singer, 
you sing; if you are a dancer, you dance. Once 1 
made up my mind to (pay homage throu~h dance], all 
I needed were money, work, and love. 

!Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, ~\ugust 20, 

1970. 

2olga Maynard, "Arthur Mitchell and the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem," Dance Magazine, March, 19i0, p. 62. 
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Arthur Mitchell !ound these thr~~ ess~ntials and cunbin~d 

them into o working formula which spells the 1:1a~ic o! thr 

Uancn Theatre ot Hnrlttm. This •ogle was nourishc:od throut.Jh 

s ·~ v e r o 1 s t a g e s , h o we v ., r , b c t o r o i t b tt e a •., tt r " tt 1 i t y • 

T h o II u r 1 •• m s c; h 9 o 1 o C t h tJ ; r t s 

Dorothy Muynor, o Cormrr profcssionttl stnurr of 

fame ond the Foundor-Uiroctor o( the flnrlro School of tht· 

Arts, hod plons !or extending thr culturrd prourn~ or thr 

School to include n l>epnrtmont o! Unncr durlnu thP ~uor.srr 

of 1960. The responsibility o( orunnizinu thi~ f)rpnrtctrnt 

hnd been delegated to Noncy l.nSnllc, n mrohcr o( thr flortrd 

of Uirectors of the School. Rcnlizing that she' hnd no 

expertise in this orca ond thnt n block person should 

assume the responsibility delegntcd to her, Miss tnSnllr 

suggested Arthur Mitchell Cor the tnsk. When WI ss Waynor, 

acting upon Miss LaSalle's recommendation, Clrst discussed 

the proposed project with Mitchell, he was not interested. 

His schedule was already over-taxed hy his nctl\•ftlcs in 

Brazil as well as by his regular duties with thr Sew York 

City Ballet. Following the assnssinntion of rJctor Wartin 

Luther King, Junior, however, Mitchell called Wiss Woynor 

and offered his services to the Harlem School o( the Arts. 

The Department oC Dance at this School was still in 

an embryonic stage when Mitchell agreed to join its faculty. 
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The fact that Miss Maynor had no money for financing her 

project did not deter Mitchell. ffc immediately set his 

organizational abilities in action and interested enough 

private donors in the project to raise $25,000 for operating 

expenses. The Department of llance at the Harlem School of 

the Arts opened on July 8, 1968, three months after King's 

assassination.! 

Prior to the opening of the Deportment of Unncc in 

the Harlem School of the Arts, Karel Shook, friend and 

f o rm e r teach e r of Art h u r M i t c h c 1 1 , h ad b c c n t h c '' s soc i a t c 

1\ r t i s t i c D i r e c t o r f o r t h e N a t i o n a I B a 1 1 c t o f II o 1 1 a n d • 1\ s 

unusual as it may appear, the death of Martin Luther King 

also marked a special decision-making date for Shook who 

recalls events of that evening. En route home !rom a day 

in rehearsal with the National Ballet of Holland, he came 

upon a huge crowd gathered at the Westerkerk, the largest 

church in Amsterdam. The cars of diplomats as well as 

those of the mayor of Amsterdam and other high-ranking Dutch 

officials were parked at the Church also. When Shook 

inquired about the occasion for the gathering of such 

personages, he learned of the death of Doctor King. Not 

having read a newspaper for three days, and knowing that 

!Karel Shook, original notes for the manuscript of 
"Recollections of the First Two Years of the Dance Theatre 
of Harlem," lent to the investigator. 



King was a great friend o! Quti~n Jul iono of ltollund, Shook 

a s k e d i f K i n g we r e 1 n t h e c h u r c h • T h e t o 1 1 ow i n u c o n \' e r s o-

tion ensued: 

• • e s not here--he is deud ... " N 0 , " • II II i 
"De ad?" 
"lie was assassinated by the Nazi Am~ricans this 
morning. nl 

Shook, appalled nt these answers to his <tucstlons, rt~cuunts 

his reactions in the following manner: 

I did not say any more, but went quietly into the 
Westerkcrk which was crowded with pcrhnps three 
t h o u s a n d p e o p 1 e • M a r t i n L u t h c r K i n g w n s d t! n d , n n d 
in Amsterdam, Holland, some Cew hours n!tcr his 
murder, he was receiving one or the grt•ntf•st t.ributcs 
that any man, olive or dead, has ever rr.ctdVf•d. I 
was lucky to find a seat close to the nltnr ond 
listened for two hours while the elite of llollond 
spoke his eulogies. The people around me cried, 
but I could not cry because I knew thnt tho death 
of this man must lead to liCe--out o( the pessimistic 
must come the optimism that keeps man surviving. 
I determined to go back to America •.• nnd start 
over again. I did not know how I would do it, but 
I knew I had to do it. From the ashes of n man 
meaninglessly assassinated, some kind of phoenix hnd 

to arise.2 

A few days later, Arthur Mitchell telephoned Mr. 

Shook in Amsterdam and invited him back to Now York City as 

Ballet Master and Associate Artistic Director of the Depart-

ment of Dance at the Harlem School of the Art'. Feeling a 

compulsion to accept the invitation, Shook left his position 

1.!.!!11!., P· 6. 

2 .!Jilil. 
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i n fl o I 1 n n d a n d j o i n o cJ M i t c h e I I i n N ~ w ¥ o r k r i t y o n J u 1 )' :J 1 , 

1966.
1 

This reunion with his !or•er stuc.Jf'nl was short-

lived, however, and the responsibiliti6s tnhrrttc--d fro~ 

~t i t c h e 1 1 by S h o o k w c r e c n o r m o u s • Wttehrdl, who had nor 

ht!en idle for n moment sJnco th6 inCf1Jltion of his idrtt u! 

n school and company in flnrlem, wns schrdulrd to l"ll\'r on 

;\ u fl u s t 1 , 1 9 6 0 , t o s p e n d o m o n t h i n V n n c o u v .., r , c :a n tl ,f n , w h r r .., 

h c w n s s t o r r i n U l n t h o p rt' - U r o n d w n y r u n o ( N n r 1 C n w a r cJ • s 

., 
Sweet Potato ... Shook, thurt•foro, ns:surru•d t•'mpornry 

directorship or 0 thron-wcr~k old (h:'JHtrtmont o( Unncf' nnd 

n four-member donee compony.3 The sltuntlon rr(l('Ctrd 

Mitchell's philosophy that o school nnd compnny o( dnncrr5 

must co-exist. lie hod mointnlncd constantly th:at n 5Chool 

of dance provides a company o( dnnccrs with the Cresh 

talent which it needs, and that the compnny, in turn, pro

vides the school with on ultimate oonl to which the Jtud••nts 

may aspire--membership in n profcssionnl concert dnncr 

company. 

During the month oC 1\ugust, while Mitchell wns In 

Canada, Shook worked diligently to realize 'litchell's CJOal. 

Dy the end of the summer or 1960, the Uepartocnt o( nonce in 

the Harlem School of the Arts, which began with on 

lJJU.g,. , p. 7. 

3..!.1LUI.., p. 10. 

2 J..lU.i., p. 6. 
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t! n r o 1 1 m c n t o f o b o u t t h i r t y a t u d tt n t s i n Q g y es n a $ i u t."! i n t h r• 

Community Center of St. Jtuses' Presbyterian t:hurch at 

l•tlst Street nnd St. Nicholas Avenue, httd reacht"d an rnroll-

mcnt of 250. Excited ond encouraged by such o successful 

h e g i n n i n g , M i t c h c 1 1 s o u g h t m t~ n n s t o 1 n s u r e t h r c o n t i n u ,. d 

existence of the fledgling Ueportment. Uecolling thnt 11 

ford Foundation Gront hod subsidiznd the prournm nt thr 

.J o n c s -II n y w o o d s c h o o 1 o f no 1 1 c t i n 1 9 6 ·I , h ., s o u g h t tt~«! h td p 

of this Foundation in subsidizing his ncwly-formrd orunnt-

zntion. lie learned thot, in order to rtlC«!IVc !inonciol 

support through the Ford Foundation, th(! orgnniznt ion hnd 

to exist as o non-profit corporntion. Acting upon this 

information, he appl led for nnd received n grnnt tor the 

flnrlem School of the Arts which wns ollocotcd spcciticolly 

for the financing of the Ucportmcnt o! l>once. 

The Harlem School ot the ;\rts hod ocquircd on old 

street-level garage located odjocent to St. Jnocs• 

Presbyterian Church on St. Nicholas Avenue. Plans were 

mode to remodel this building into a donee theatre-studio 

in which the Deportment of Donee would be housed. 1 Work 

was begun on the theatre-studio but the available !unds 

were exhausted shortly after a stage, designed by George 

lJoan Barthel, "When Mitchell Dreams, He Dreams 
Big," New York Times:, August 16, 1960. 
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Bnlnnchine, was complet"d, nnd further rc:-etodclln~ tlfas 

brought to a stondsti 11. Mitchell oifcrod to r:ti sc:- thc:-

funds for the completion of th~ th~ntrc-studio it Wiss 

Muynor would oyrce to employ n controctor. Sh~ kas not 

recoptivo to this suggestion, hownvt:?r, bocztusu 1htt prrf,·rr~d 

t.o servo os her own contrnctor. Althouuh work wns not 

rc•suml~d on the theatre-studio, tho dnncars cl~nrrtd ~tW!lY 

tht• rubble left by tho carpenters and convf!rtt:?d the con-

s t r u c t i o n s i t c i n t o o s t u d 1 o o r c n • 1 U n s p i t t1 t h c r ,. 1 n t 1 \' «• 1 )' 

minor lock of agreement botwoon tho ortlst Witcholl nnd thf' 

ndministrator Moynor, thn proornm oC donco dr\•clopcd os 

scheduled. 

By September of 1960, the nnws or the llt'pnrtacnt of 

Dance at the lforlcm School of thn ,\rts hnd sprrnd through-

out New York City. Students !rom downtown hl~onn oaking 

the long trek uptown to study with Mitchell nnd Shook, nnd 

additional dancers had become members o( th~ dnnce conpnny 

with which the school wos identified. Shook decided not to 

return to Holland but to remain with this project and to 

nssumc full responsibilities as both Ballet Waster ond 

Associate Artistic Director. Shook • s decision, in turn, 

freed Mitchell for his necessary concentration upon the 

1 s h 0 0 k "R e c o 1 l e c t 1 on s o f t h e ~· i r s t Two Y e a r s o C 
, .. 1 t: 

the Dance Theatre of flarlem, p. ;>. 
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development of choreography for the repertoire of the 

evolving dance company. During the ensuing weeks, he 

choreographed and produced Ode to Otis, to a score by 

Coleridge Taylor Perkinson, and the first movement of 

Tones, set to music by Tanya Leon; he also adapted 

Rhythmetron from his Brazilian repertoire for performances 

by the members of the young company. Under the collabora-

tive artistic direction of Mitchell and Shook, the dancers 

were eager learners and, within three weeks, they had 

mastered an adequate repertoire of Mitchell's works for 

public presentation at lecture-demonstrations. 1 

As a method of involving the community with the 

newly-formed Department of Dance, Mitchell and Shook 

initiated a series of lecture-demonstrations at the Harlem 

School of the Arts. Each program was presented informally 

at an Open House to which the public was invited. The 

first half of each program was devoted to a demonstration 

lesson with students and members of the company partici-

pating; the second half was comprised of segments of 

repertory danced by the members of the company. Recalling 

the first such lecture-demonstration given at the Harlem 

School of the Arts, Shook wrote: 

The dancers arrived on stage beautifully groomed 
and looking like dark gods and goddesses. Arthur 

1 Ibid. 
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used them all--even the youngest . . the 
demonstration part of the program went like a 
dream--Arthur was his usual breathtaking self 
and the kids danced like dark angels. The 
audience was enthralled, and when it was finished, 
applauded wildly.l 

After the program, one of the members of the Board of 

Directors of the Harlem School of the Arts was overheard 

saying to Miss Maynor, its illustrious Founder, "My God! 

Dorothy, this is fantastic! At last you have someone 

professional. This is what it should be--this is the way 

it must be!"2 

The Department of Dance soon became a threat to 

the Harlem School of the Arts. This was an unfortunate 

situation since the two artists--Maynor and Mitchell--were, 

in essence, working for the same cause--to bring the arts 

to the people. The School was established by Miss Maynor 

in order to offer children at place in which they might 

study music, art, drama, and dance, all day, every day if 

they so d~sired.3 Mitchell's hope was to build within this 

same establishment a dance department which would prove 

second to none in the world. Little did he realize that 

his particular project would overshadow the School as a 

whole and outgrow its particular space and position. He 

1 Ibid., p. 16. 

3sarthel, "When Mitchell Dreams, He Dreams Big." 
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simply plunged ahead as an aspiring young artist yea.rning 

for fulfillment who had finally discovered the path wh'ich 

he should follow. Joan Barthel, of the New York Time;s, 

sensing this extraordinary situation, writes: 

The Harlem School of the Arts is where Arthur 
Mitchell took over last month as dance director; 
this is where there is more than enough desire, · ..... 
ambition, creativity, ideas and talent, and not 
nearly enough money. This is where a small blac~ 
boy came in off the street one day, walked up to 
Mitchell and said, "Teach me anything. "1 

Miss Barthel, who visited the School in its very:.· 

early stage of existence, observed Mitchell working-~ith 

two of his dancers, Lydia Abarca and Gerald Banks, who 

apprentices at the time. She describes the atmosphere 

which pervaded the rehearsal in progress in these words: 

The door to the street stands open; several 
little girls and two boys have drifted in, and 
even the boys are wide eyed. A Harlem housewife 
on her way home from the grocery store has stoppe~ 
in; she will watch for an entire hour, sitting on 
a concrete block. From the garage next door, a ·. 
mechanic has come in and is trying to make himser·r 
invisible, pressed up against the back wall. Lydia 
skims across the platform like a bird in flight; 
J e r r y s t a n d s t a 11 a n d p o i s e d , w a i t i n g • T h e y m e et , . 
merge and bend; supple and free and black is 
beautiful. The room is very still. 2 

What Barthel observed and described was the result rif. 

M i t c he 11 ' s a c c om p 1 i s h me n t s after a p e r i o d o f o n 1 y t h r e e week s ~·.:' 
' . :'~ 

,I 

'; 
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The ensuing months.from September of 1968 through 

September of 1969 were filled with joys and frustrations 

for the fledgling organization. The Wednesday afternoon 

Open House Sessions attracted many devotees and those who 

were periodic observers began to refer to Mitchell's work 

as the "miracle of 14lst Street." By the same token and 

for reasons not understood by Mitchell, an opposing con-

tingent developed, accusing the young group of dancers of 

"moving too fast." Shook believes that this contingent 

did not wish Mitchell's dance company to exist because, 

as he says, 

... we had begun to show up the seams of the 
entire establishment of the dance world and we 
were accomplishing, in a frightfully short period 
of time, what they knew they should have done 
years ago.l 

Parallel to the dichotomy which existed among the 

observers, the administrative relationship of the Harlem 

School of the Arts was engulfed in an aura of uncertainty. 

Disagreements, which Mitchell prefers not to discuss, arose 

periodically. From the time tha~ the School was founded, 

Miss Maynor had been considered the patron saint of the 

arts for the Harlem community. It is conceivable, there-

fore, that the rapid expansion of the new Department of 

lshook, "Recollections of the First Two Years of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem," p. 22. 
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Dance might have presented a direct threat to her posi-

tion, according to Mitchell. In spite of whatever strain 

the artists may have suffered, however, the dance program 

continued to flourish. Children came from all over New 

York City, and the staff of teachers expanded to include 

Tanaquil Le Clerq, James Truitte, Pearl Reynolds, and 

Mary Hinkson. In addition to these able teachers of dance, 

Tanya Leon was appointed Musical Director and Daniel 

Barrajanos the official drummer.! 

The advent of the summer session of 1969 brought 

additional anxieties as rumors circulated to the effect 

that the Department of Dance was to leave the Harlem School 

of the Arts. The parents of the children plead with the 

members of the dance staff to stay; the garage men next 

door begged them to stay; but, exactly as the rumor had 

indicated, Miss Maynor asked them to leave. On August 1, 

1969, two weeks before the scheduled end of summer classes, 

Miss Maynor left for Africa, leaving orders for Mitchell 

and his dance company to vacate the premises by August 15. 

The Department of Dance was still operating under a Ford 

Foundation Grant and such an order meant that a portion of 

the funds must be forfeited although they had been allocated 

1 Ibid., p. 23. 
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specifically for use by the Department of Dance. Despite 

this financial loss, Miss Maynor's orders were obeyed and·· 

the Department of Dance of the Harlem School of the Arts.,: 

was closed on August 15, 1969. 1 

Although this severance brought temporary reli'ef 
',_ "i, 

for the dance artists with respect to their adminisiratf~~; 

difficulties, they were keenly aware of the void which ,was: 
' ',r .. '~ ' 

created by their departure. In writing about his last day· 
' : ~ 

at the School, Shook recalls that, when he said goodbye 

the garage men and to their helpers, they were visibly 

shaken. He remembers that one old man gripped his h·and 

t i g h t 1 y and said, "Mr. S h o o k, you and M i t c he 11 have brought 

love and joy and soul to this street and it is a sin that:··'·. 

y o u h ave t o g o away , b u t we w i 11 be s a y i n g o u r p r a y e r s f ~· f 

you no matter where you are. ,2 Another man tried to give. 

Shook a ten dollar bill, explaining that, although it was 
~ : ' ' . i;' 

a 11 of the money which he posses sed, he wished it to ··~erve 

as his contribution wherever the dancers went because he· 

knew that ". . the children would need dancing shoes.'~ 

After persuading the potential donor to hold the money until 

a later date, Shook left with the conviction that he and all 

of the company would have to return to Harlem soon. 

llbid., p. 25. 

2Ibid., p. 27. 

~ ', ·, 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

In keeping with Mitchell's philosophy that "out of 

death, comes birth," the closing of the Department of Dance 

at the Harlem School of the Arts opened the door for the 

official birth of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. The idea 

had been conceived, according to Shook, in the mid-nineteen, 

fifties at his Studio of Dance Arts located at !44th Street 

and 8th Avenue in Manhattan. He recalls the conception of 

the,idea in the following manner: 

Here, Arthur Mitchell, my student and assistant 
teacher, and a rising young dancer of extraordinary 
gifts, first spoke of his dream to one day found a 
school and company devoted to the development of 
black people as classical dance artists, and to 
provide an outlet for the display of their developed· 
talents.! 

Mitchell had nourished his idea alone through years 

of personal preparation but he could contain it no longer 

after King's assassination. He revealed it to those 

individuals whom he loved and trusted and on whom he would 

rely for assistance and implementation. He remembers 

Balanchine's warning to him at that time: 

Once you begin this, Arthur, you will never sleep 
again. You begin as an artist with just the idea 
of a school and a company in mind--but then you 
will meet dozens of other ramifications of which 
you never dreamed. There will be no more rest.2 

llbid.' p. 1. 

2Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, August 20, 1970. 
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Despite this warning, Arthur Mitchell, the individual, was 

no longer important to Arthur·· Mitchell, the crusader. His 

physical self was obsessed by his idea and by his dream for 

the future. Although Mitchell's original intention was to 

develop a dance program within Maynor's school, it took 

only a few months at the Harlem School of the Arts for 

Mitchell to realize that his idea of a dance school and a 

dance company could not be contained within another organi-

zation. He took measures, therefore, to insure the future 

realization of his dual project whenever the time was right. 

Toward this end, he sought the assistance of his friend, 

-Charles DeRose, a financial planning consultant for indi-

viduals in the theatre and for key executives of corpora

tions.! Mitchell became DeRose's client in December of 
• 

1968. The first step in insuring the future stability of 

Mitchell's obsessive idea was to form a non-profit corpora-

tion. He invited DeRose to visit the Harlem School of the 

Arts and to observe the dedication and total commitment of 

the black children studying in the Department of Dance. 

DeRose .describes his reaction to the visit in this ·fashion: 

•.. I was intrigued. I told them [Mitchell and 
Shook] that I would help them, primarily because 
it was a tremendous challenge. It is one thing to 
plan for the financial development and growth of a 

lcharles DeRose, personal interview held in Fort 
Lee, New Jersey, January 15, 1971. 
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corporation for which you can predict "X" amount 
of dollars in profit and revenue each year, but it 
is quite another thing to do the same thing for a 
non-profit organization that doesn't know where 
tomorrow is coming from. I had never done anything 
like this before and I guess that man will always 
do what challenges him the most.l 

The organization was formed--unknown to Maynor--

and named the Dance Theatre of Harlem. Its certificate 

of incorporation was granted by the State of New York on 

February 11, 1969. A Board of Directors of six members 

was appointed. It was integrated politically, financially, 

and racially, and the members were selected very carefully 

in order to create a sense of professional balance. This 

Board was comprised of Mitchell, as President; George 

Balanchine, Artistic Director of the New York City Ballet, 

as First Vice-President; Cicely Tyson, motion picture and 

television actress, as Second Vice-President; Brock Peters, 

motion picture and television actor, as Third Vice Presi-

dent; Nancy La Salle, a member of the Board of Directors 

of the City Center of Music and Drama, as Secretary; and 

Charles DeRose, financial planning consultant, as Treasurer. 

The Board of Directors was balanced also in the sense that 

it was comprised of three blacks and three whites.2 The 

2Ibid. 
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non-profit status of the organization was granted on 

August 15, 1969, and its tax-exemption certificate was 

issued on October 15, 1969. 

During these organizational months, Mitchell and 

DeRose became true partners although DeRose originally had 

no idea that his own personal involvement with the project 

would become so intense. Together they walked the streets, 

knocked upon doors of potentia 1 donors, submitted , rev i sed 

and re-revised various financial proposals to major founda-

tions only to be dismissed because of one reason after 

another. DeRose wondered why he ever became involved, but 

Mitchell kept preaching, "never give up." His enthusiasm 

was infectious, and DeRose soon became as determined as his 

client. DeRose states that he realized later that: 

. heretofore, I just had not been able to find 
the right vehicle with the same amount of dedica
tion and intensity as my beliefs. I have found 
that in Dance Theatre of Harlem and my life is now 
dedicated to it. The purpose is good and it is 
right. The Dance Theatre of Harlem is there to 
help children; it is as simple as that.l 

In response to a revelation of this nature, Mitchell simply 

laughs and says, " • once you are in, honey, you are 

hooked." He radiates a magical, confident air although it 

is evident that he is completely serious. 

When the Department of Dance was closed at the 

Harlem School of the Arts on August 15, 1969, Mitchell 

!Ibid.· 
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established his company and school temporarily in Glen 

Tetley's studio at 124 West 18th Street in Greenwich 

Village. The studio was located in a loft and was not 

properly insured to allow the owner of the building to 

take the risk which a school situation presented. On 

September 15, 1969, therefore, he asked Mitchell to move. 

Mitchell successfully plead with him for an extension of 

at least one week to allow him enough time to find another 

place for his school. In his own words, Mitchell insists 

that " looking for space in New York City is equiva-

lent to looking for a needle in a haystack--it is almost 

an impossible situation. ,l 

Luckily for Mitchell, Mariette Dockery, a member of 

h i s ..\ d v i s o r y B o a r d , t o 1 d h i m a b o u t t h e a· v a i 1 a b i 1 i t y o f t h e 

Church of the Master which became the new home of the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem. The Church of the Master appeared to be 

a godsend. Located across the street from Morningside 

Park at 122nd Street and Morningside Avenue, this church 

had a basement with a fine wooden floor and a raised seating 

area on one side. The congregation of the Church of the 

Master was building a new church adjacent to this one and 

they planned to move to the new building soon. Mitchell 

immediately envisioned the conversion of the main church 

1Arthur Mitchell, pe,lsonal interview, August 20, 
1970. 
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into a studio-theatre and the prayer hall into an addi-

tional studio. The church itself was noted for its 

sponsorship of various community projects, and it was 

already housing such organizations as Voices, Incorporated 

and Headstart in the upstairs section of the building. 

This was an ideal location for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, 

and Mitchell leased the entire basement area for his 

immediate use. 

On September 23, 1969, the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

emerged as a co-existent dance school and dance company in 

Harlem where Mitchell felt that it belonged. He believed 

that, 

... establishment of a permanent school of 
ballet in the Harlem community would encourage 
and develop ghetto youngsters in the art and 
discipline of the dance, as well as instill 
"pride of ownership" throughout that community. 1 

Concerning this belief, Mitchell told Olga Maynard, 

It had to be in Harlem; the arts belong to 
the people and we must carry the arts to the 
people, not wait for the people to come to the 
arts. We are training black dancers for a black 
b a 11 e t • Wh e r e e 1 s e w o u 1 d i t be , i f n o t i n H a r 1 em ? 2 

lThe Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Dance Theatre of 
Harlem Company History," from the files of the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, June, 1971. 

2Maynard, "Arthur Mitchell and the Dance Theatre 
of Harlem," p. 54. 
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According to Mitchell, even the selection of the 

name for his organization had to include the word "Harlem." 

He further added " ••. you see, Harlem to all black people 

all over the world is like 'Mecca,' and they all can iden-

t i f y w i t h i t • " Wh i 1 e s t i 1 1 a p a r t o f t h e H a r 1 em S c h o o I o f 

the Arts, he explained to Joan Barthel that his school and 

company had to be housed in Harlem and staffed by black 

dancers, artists, administrators, and teachers in order to: 

•.. give the young people an incentive to achieve 
something with their lives and to give them pride. 
One day I hope it will be an integrated company and 
school but in its beginning I feel it must be 
[blackj in every sense, in order to bring to the 
attention of the [black] community and the world the 
heights to which [black] artists can rise and the 
true goals of personal accomplishment to which the 
[blacks] should aspire.! 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem was located in the 

Church of the Master from September 23, 1969, through 

September 20, 1972. With the proper reconstruction, the 

Church of the Master would provide adequate space for all 

that Mitchell hoped to accomplish. He envisioned courses 

in costume,design and construction, lighting for the stage, 

set design and construction, accompaniment and sound 

effects, and photography. He knew that there were young 

persons interested in various aspects of the theatre other 

than those in the immediate realm of a professional dance 

1 B a r t h e 1 , " Wh e n M i t c h e 1 1 Dr e a m s , He Dr e am s B i g . " 
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career. He felt, therefore, that the Dance Theatre of , 

Harlem could afford such individuals the type of out~~i · 

for their creative abilities through which they would be 

connected with the theatre and associated with dance. 

Be a u t i f u 1 d ream s , i n t h i s c a s e , made rea 1 i t y ea sie r 

to bear as ". . poverty was sniffing at the door. "1 

Mitchell accepted total responsibility for his new sch.ool 

and company. He depleted all of his investments and 

negotiated a series of personal loans in order to reimbur~e 

the members of his staff and to give the students their 

weekly dance scholarship stipends. 2 Mr. Shook describes 

the situation succinctly: "He kept food on the table and 

salaries were paid on the dot, and no one knew what he was 

going through when he was alone." 3 Mitchell, who does not 

discuss his personal sacrifices in conjunction with his 

project, hints at his tribulations when he states: 

I believe that God or something, some force, what.;.. 
ever one chooses to believe in as a God--is behind· 
this project because the core of it is right, and 
nothing can transcend that. Sure, I make it sound 
very wonderful, but I readily admit that I often go 
home and cry at night simply because I am so weary.; 
There is no time to rest. There are so rna ny 

1 shook, "Recollections of the First Two Years of ·.r: 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem," p. 28. 

2oeRose, personal interview, January 15, 1971. 

3shook, "Recollections of the First Two Years of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem," p. 28. 
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problems to solve--financial and otherwise. But 
then, everyone is given a choice. I chose Dance 
Theatre of Harlem and, somehow, it just has to be. 1 

Relief came for Mitchell and his organization on 

October 1, 1969, when he received a grant of $315,000 from 

the Ford Foundation. The total budget was $466,000, 

$151,000 of which had to be matched. This meant that the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, was assured of 

receiving the $315,000 as long as its independent earnings 

during the year reached a total of $151,000. It was hoped 

that this projected income would materialize through per-

sonal contributions and the ticket sales for performances 

and lecture-demonstrations--a somewhat hazardous gamble for 

a young dance company which had not yet made its formal 

debut. Although Balanchine's fateful warning to Mitchell 

that " ... you will never sleep again" became more mean-

ingful to him than ever before, he felt confident that he 

would find a way to realize his goals. 

~Perhaps the greatest lesson which Mitchell had to 

learn was that he was not asking for money for Arthur 

Mitchell personally but for the Dance Theatre of Harlem; 

prior to this adjustment in his reasoning, he suffered emo-

tional turmoil as a result of his personal pride. In addi-

tion to learning to keep books, to develop schedules, and 

lArthur Mitchell, personal interview, August 20, 1970. 
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to cope with all of the administrative details of his 

organization with many different personalities. As Arthur 

Mitchell, the individual, he would have walked away from 

many situations--but Arthur Mitchell, the protagonist, 

states that " ... as the representative of thirty other 

i n d i vi d u a 1 s , he had to g r i n and be a r i t • " When he r e c a 11 s 

those difficult times, he feels that the inevitable rebuffs 

were actually salutary, basic experiences because, through 

them " • the Dance Theatre of Harlem was really built 

from the ground up. ,l 

Throughout this early period, the dance school and 

company remained unaffected by the difficulties experienced 

by their illustrious Director. Under the expert leadership 

of Associate Artistic Director, Karel Shook, the dancers 

were making daily progress and the enrollment in the school 

increased rapidly to capacity. Wednesday afternoon "open

rehearsal sessions" were initiated as a means of estab

lishing community contact and of promoting good public rela

tions. The viewing deck adjacent to the dance studio was 

ideal for this purpose as it facilitated seating accommoda-

tions for approximately sixty persons. It was not long 

before these sessions provided the children who attended the 

school an opportunity to associate with such celebrities as 

1 Ibid. 
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Leontyne Price, Lucchine Visconti, Lord Snowden, Pearl 

Lang, John Christian, and Lydia Joel, who attended these 

rehearsals and mingled freely with the children. Many 

personages who first visited out of curiosity left uttering 

such words as "astounding," "incredible," and "miraculous." 

Mr. Shook received congratulatory letters from colleagues 

in all parts of the world, one of whom stated that he was 

•.• amazed and intrigued with the idea that in 
the heart of Harlem, one of the world's most 
notorious ghettos, one of the most important move
ments in contemporary dance was taking place.l 

On December 4, 1969, the dreams associated with the 

initial affiliation with the Church of the Master began to 

fade when the minister of the Church informed Mitchell of 

an increase in rent from $170 per month to $600 per month. 

Shook feels that this increase in rent might be attributed 

to the fact that the minister knew that the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem now had the support of the Ford Foundation as well as 

that of the large number of children enrolled in daily 

classes. When he first moved into the building, Mitchell 

had realized that necessary renovations and proper con-.. 
version of the facilities to his purposes would cost many 

thousands of dollars. The exorbitant increase in rent in 

addition to the proposed cost of renovations made it evident 

lshook, "Recollections of the First Two Years of the 
Dance Theatre of Harlem," p. 30. 
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that the Church of the Master was to provide only a temporary 

home for the Dance Theatre of Harlem. 1 

Mitchell began a discreet search for a new location 

for the Dance Theatre of Harlem--discreet because he knew 

that the organization must remain housed at the Church of 

the Master until it could be moved to a building of its own. 

He soon found such a building and tells the following story 

concerning its discovery: 

There is this taxi driver with whom I often 
ride, who drives a gypsy cab. He knew that we 
were looking for a building. One morning about 
3:00 a.m., he called me and said, "Mr. Mitchell, I 
have found a building." Apparently he had heard 
that the garage man who kept his car was moving to 
a larger place and that the building which housed 
the garage would soon be available. I got out of 
bed and went with him to look at the building. It 
was perfect.2 

The s t r u c t u r e was perfect , the 1 o cat i on was ide a 1 , and 

arrangements began in June of 1970 for its purchase and 

donation to the Dance Theatre of Harlem. Mrs. Alva Gimbel, 

a member of the family controlling Gimbel's Department 

Store organization was the generous benefactor. Mrs . .... 
Michael Winter, Chairman of the Friends of the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem, had brought Mrs-;' Gimbel to the Church of the 

Master 'to attend one of· the Wednesday afternoon open-

lrbid. 

2 A r t h u r M i t c h e 1 1 , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w., A 'u g u.s t 2 0 , 
1970. 



- 319 -

rehearsal sessions. Mrs. Gimbel was most impressed with 

what she witnessed, and has since been very generous in her 

support of Mitchell's project. 

A long period of negotiations for the new building 

ensued, and from these transactions Arthur Mitchell's Dance 

Theatre of Harlem emerged as the proud owner of its own 

home located at 466 West l52nd Street in Harlem. No longer. 

oppressed by the lack of a permanent home, Mitchell busied 

h i m s e l f w i t h l a y i n g t h e g r o u n d w o r k f o r a r e n o v a t i o n n e c e s..s a r y, 

to convert the building into a combined dance theatre and 

dance school such as he had begun at the Church of the 

Master. 

~The Dance Theatre of Harlem continues to provide a 

magnetic atmosphere for students of varied backgrounds and 

abilities. For some, it has opened the doors to an 

artistic world which had heretofore been alien to them. 

For others, it is a constructive channel through which they .. 
may direct their creative energies. For still others, it 

affords an opportunity for professional performances which· 

might otherwise be unavailable. To meet the varied needs of 

his students, Mitchell has assembled a staff well suited 

for the multiple tasks involved. 

Although the core of study in the school is classi-

cal ballet, each member of the diversified staff is a 
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specialist in his own right and contributes a personal 

touch to the students' experiences in ethnological and 

modern dance styles as well as in ballet. From time to 

time, guest artists are employed or contribute freely of 

their talents in order to enrich the learning environment 

at the dance school with unforgettable experiences which 

excite the children to the point of believing, as Mitchell 

be 1 ie v e s , t h a t : ''A d a n c e r i s an a c t or a n d a m u s i c i an , a n d 

he's a person who has developed his body in the most 

disciplined art form there is. He's a thoroughbred, the 

best of the human race. "I At the school of the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem, one can see daily hundreds of "little 

thoroughbreds in the making"--a fact that often makes 

Arthur Mitchell sad whenever he thinks of the years of 

untapped talent which, in his words, have "gone down the 

drain." It is the enthusiastic response of these young 

girls and boys which makes Arthur Mitchell more determined 

than ever that this school must remain in Harlem where the 

material already exists--the same material which ~rompted 

Shook to say, "The Dance Theatre of Harlem [isl springing 

out of the community,- existing in the community, and being 

reabsorbed by the community. "2 

1 B a r t h e 1 , ".Wh e n M i t c he 11 Dr e am s , He Dr e am s B i g . " 

2shook, "Recollections of the First Two Years of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem, p. 13. 
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The Professional Dance Co~pany 

T h e d a n c e c om p a n y o f t h e D a n c e T h e a t r e of H a, r l'e m 

has progressed through various stages of deVelopment _since 

A r t h u r M i t c h e 1 1 i n i t i a t e d h i s p r o j e c t i n 1 9 6 8 i n a s s. o c i a

t i o n w i t h t h e H a r 1 em S c h o o 1 o f t h e A r t s • -De t e r m i n e d'" t o -, 

develop a dance school and a dance company_si~~Ltaneo~sl~, 
i • 

h e s t a r t e d w i t h a s m a 1 1 n u c 1 e u s c om p r i s e d o f ~e r a 1 d B a ~ k s ; 

Llanchie Stevenson, Walter Raines, and Lydia Abarca. ·sank's; 
i_._, __ , 

Stevenson, and Raines had performed professiona'l:'i:y _prior t-o·'~.>·'

this time, but Abarca had merely taken some ·cla'sse.s i'n 

ballet two years prior to coming to the Dance Theatre'- 'o'f--<' 
' \ : 

Harlem. Upon viewing the three-week old companY, __ fo:r the.· 
' (! 

f i r s t t i m e , S h o o k , t h e i r n e w A s s o c i a t e A r t i s t i c> D ir ~ ·c t' o r ; :, : ,-~ 
described them as " all terribly weak and 

very poor."l 

Inspired by the enthusiasm of their 

ever, these young members of the dance company d fd' not':• 
> ~~·; ' ' • 

' ;', - . ·~, . ) 

allow themselves to be discouraged by their techni-~~1 

weaknesses. They subjected themselves to an unbelie\rabl'i-: 

rigorous schedule designed for their physical and artisti~. 
f'., 

improvement. For the most part, they worke-d fr'6m_ 10:.30 a-~·m. 
I' , 

until 4:30 p.m. each day while Mitchell contt'nuoust'y·; 

" preached his gospel of individual determfnation and 

libid., p. 10. 



- 322 -

the fact that one reaps the benefits of one's efforts. "1 

His proteges believed wholeheartedly in his regimen and 

gave to him their best efforts. They apparently never 

doubted that his was "a gospel of truth" inasmuch as he 

personally set for them an example of tireless work and 

unflagging determination. His teaching by both precept 

and example prompted Charles DeRose to say, 

Arthur oversaw everything. After he had worked 
all day with his students and company, we then 
worked practically all night every night; we worked 
on building an organization of excellence; on 
building a school and a company of excellence 
simultaneously. The hours, the work, the dedica
tion that have gone into t.his project disproves 
any theory that one can set a certain time period 
upon human performance. Sometimes the right 
proportions of effort, work, and dedication can 
produce the results in two years that would normally 
take ten. This is exactly what has happened with the 
Dance Theatre of Harlem.2 

The company comprised of four members was scarcely 

a month old when it was required to present a lecture-

demonstration on August 6, 1968 in Rensselaerville, New 

York, which was arranged through the Harlem School of the 

Arts. Mitchell was in Vancouver, Canada, at the time, busy 

with the production of the musical entitled Noel Coward's 

Sweet Potato, so Shook directed the lecture-demonstration, 

1 oeRose, personal interview, January 15, 1971. 

2Ibid. 



- 323 -

assisted by his accompanist, John Childs.l The program 

began with barre and centre work, and ended with a pas de 

deux by each couple. Abarca and Banks danced what later 

became the first movement of the ballet entitled Tones, 

and Stevenson and Raines danced what was incorporated later. 

into the Holberg Suite. Raines recounts his feelings con-

cerning this performance: 

. By no stretch of the imagination could one 
have called this a good performance. The four of 
us could hardly stand up, let alone dance. Llanchie 
and I had danced more than Lydia and Jerry but that 
made little difference as we were literally falling 
all over the place. It was the reaction of the 
people after we had finished that struck me. It 
was the look on their faces--expressing that they 
had just witnessed one of the most beautiful things 
that they had ever seen in their lives.2 

Raines was even further impressed because he knew 

that these viewers were well versed in the arts and that 

they must have recognized some genuine promise in the four 

young dancers. Raines had terminated his dancing career 

prior to this time, but he had been persuaded to resume it 

and join the Dance Theatre of Harlem. He recalls that he 

" ... was now very happy that he did return to his first 

love. ,3 Shook was also pleased with the performance and 

1 Shook, "Re co 11 e c t ions of the Fir's t Two Years of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem," p. 12. 

2Walter Raines, personal interview, held in New 
York City, January 13, 1971. 

3Ibid. 

·: 
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spoke of the fact that the "rather elite public" was both 

"appreciative and complimentary."! 

Cognizant of the fact that the majority of the 

students enrolled in the school might not become profes-

sional dancers, Mitchell originated a system whereby the 

most promising students were channeled into a special 

apprentice group preparatory to their becoming full fledged 

members of the dance company--a practice which he still 

continues. Following the lecture-demonstration at 

Rensselaerville, and while Mitchell was still in Canada, 

Shook began very intensive work with both the members of 

the company and with the apprentice group. He has described 

their daily progress as "astonishing. " 2 Black dancers 

throughout the City of New York soon heard about the project 

in Harlem and, by September of 1968, four more dancers--

Gayle McKinney, Patricia Ricketts, Arturo Vivaldo, and Derek 

Williams--had joined the company. The apprentice group, 

which was comprised of Valerie Bower, Laura and Susan 

Lovelle, Yvonne Hall, Cassandra Pheifer, and Jewel Melchior, 

engendered great satisfaction in Shook, its famous Ballet 

Master, whose feelings are expressed in the following words: 

1 shook, "Recollections of the First Two Years of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem," p. 11. 

2rbid. 



\ 

- 325 -

For many years, I had not had the privilege of 
working with students possessing such energy, 
discipline, and capacity for hard work; not to 
mention talent. The ever growing need that I had 
been feeling that my work must bring moral, social 
and spiritual satisfaction was beginning to be 
fulfilled. I abandoned all intention of returning 
to the Dutch company even temporarily.! 

The performances of the company of the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem during the period preceding its official debut 

were limited to lecture-demonstrations and an occasional 

"one-night stand." The lecture-demonstrations were highly 

successful and, according to many of their hosts and 

hostesses, the response of their audiences was far superior 

to that given other dance companies. 2 The "one-night-

stands'' provided their own special meanings to the indi-

vidual members of the company. Gerald Banks recalls the 

program on March 7, 1970, at Nazareth College in Rochester, 

New York, where the company performed for the first time in 

costume. He explains: 

We received a standing ovation and I was almost in 
tears on stage when the entire audience just rose 
en masse. They applauded and just would not stop. 
This, to me, was the most exciting thing that has 
happened.3 

!Ibid., p. 12. 

2Raines, personal interview, January 13, 1971. 

3Gerald Banks, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 21, 1971. 
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Another phase of Mitchell's project included a 

scholarship stipend for promising ydung students i~ ~is 

school and for members of his dance ·company. The source 

of funds for this purpose presented one of his most haras-

sing "growing pains." He feels that. such· a problem e·xisted 

because " . it is so hard to get others, especially·· 

p e r s o n s w i t h m o n e y , t o be 1 i e v e i n a n e w ca u s e . " 1 He 

deplores the difficulty of obtaini'ng ·financial assistance 

w h e n i t i s n e e d e d m o s t d u r i n g t h e · i'n fa n c y o f a p r 0 j e ~ t a n d . 

the ironical fact that such assistance·". 
. . ' 2 

offered r e ad i 1 y on t h e he e 1 s of s u c c e s s .. " In t h e f i n a 1 

a n a 1 y s i s , h o we v e r , A r t h u r M it c h e 1 1 c o n s i de r .s h i m s e 1 ~ v e r y 

fortunate because there were such persons as McNeil Lowry, 

with the Ford Foundation, who "took a chance on my project"--

perhaps because of his own (Mitchell's) established reput.a-;-

tion. He also had the support of Lincoln Kirstein, who 

1 a t e r be c am e · C h a i rm an o f t h e B o a r d of D i r e c t or s o f t h e '· D a n c ·~\ .. 

Theatre of Harlem, and of George Balanchine, his own per

. sonal mentor and Vice-Chairman of the Board. 

Since the official formation of the company of the 1 

Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, on October 15, 1969, 

1Arthur Mitchell, personal.interview held in New ' 
York City, January 14, 1971. 

2rbid. 

... 
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t h e o r g an i z a t i on h a s be e n a s o u r c e o f ·. p r.i de and : o f . a b u n d a n t 

rewards for all individuals associated with it .. , Mitchell 

considers the series of lecture-demonstrations as~the ·~ ~ 

c om p a n y ' s m o s t imp o r t a n t me d i u m o f c o n t rib u t i o n s t o th e 

d a n c e a s o f J a n u a r y , 1 9 7 1 • P r e s e n t e _d i n · p u b l i c '; s c h o o 1 s . , 

t h rough o u t t h e S t a t e o f N e w Yo r k a n d n e ig h b or fn g. s tate s arid . 
. ,· 

before various community groups such as the io~ng_Men's 

C h r i s t i a n A s s o c i a t i o n i n We s t 0 r a n g e , New .. J e i· s e y .. , · an d . t h., e 

Middlesex County Regional Arts Counc.i_l· in· Middles.eX:.<'Count;, 
' ~. ? 

'·<' ' ' '· 

New J e r s e y , t h e s e r i e s o f 1 e c t u re-d em o' ns t r a t i o'n s i n t rod u de d 

a w h o 1 e n e w p u b 1 i c t o t h e t h e a t r e a nd t o. t h e , ar t s • · > T h i s<' ~i ~ · 
I' 

p a r t i c u 1 a r 1 y t r u e o f t h e b 1 a c k p u b li'c. • · .- Seve r a 1 p ~ r form an c e s . 

were pre s en t e d i n t he G u g g en he i m M u s e ,u m' · t~ w h i c h '. c h ildre. n!/ 
from t h e i n n e r c i t y we r e b r o u g h t • , F o r m ~- n y o f t h em , · it'· Wa's 

' ~ • ' ; ~. ,' ; ' ' ' '• \ ',-·, '::·'·I·' \- i 
• ~ ', t ' •. 

not only their first trip to a mu.seum.but the fir.st ti'me':.· 

that they had seen or heard of a ballet. 

I n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h h i s 1 e c t u re-d e mo n s t r a· t l ·on s ' .. ·· 
··,. .·· .... ' '/,.'' ' ,• 

Mitch e 11 often in v o 1 v e d those com p r i sing hi s · you rig' ·au die nc e s 

by having volunteers demonstrate ciu~r~n~ ~o~uf~r d~ncp steps 

w h i c h h e w o u 1 d t ran s 1 a t e i n t o b a 1 1 e. t i c move~ e nt' s •. ' · He · 

encourages children to study ballet by 'showing th~m ·wh'~t 

t h e t h i r t e e n a n d f o u r t e e n- y e a r- o 1 d me In be r 5 · o L · h i_s: _: c om p ·any 

have accomplished. T h e a t m 0 s p h e r e i s' m a g n e t i c . a n d .e X c i .t i n g ' 
,'". .. . 

and these demonstrations often end with the childien in the 

. ~ ,. 

,. 
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a u d i e n c e " a p p 1 a u d i n g a n d s c r e am i n g f o r m o r e • " . · . M i, t c h e 1 i: 

emphasizes the fact that, " .. we, in the arts; ha:ve fo. 

s t o p w a i t i n g for t h e p e o p 1 e t o c om e t o u s ; . we m u s t ·: t a k e . t h e . 

arts to the people." He further points out that " " .. the 

art of being an artist is to make it an inte~ral part ~f) 
. .. ' 

our dai 1y 1 i ves--thi s is a major goal for the .Dane~ T~e~)f.ie,·:; · 

of Harlem--to get the community jnvolved. "l In ·_addi'tfo~,. 
,, 

t h e f r e e 1 e c t u re-d em o n s t r a t i on s p r e s e n ted a t t h e :s t ti di'o ~ .{ 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem every Wednesday aftern.~on 'h;a:Je.~··: 
grown into a unique attraction which impels indi'viduali {rom·.· 

' ., ~ '' • ·j .. -, ·~ ' .-

all walks of life to travel to Harlem to share their 'mutu'.~r· 

appreciation of the arts.2 

An important achievement for the company ··of the 

D a n c e T h e a t r e 0 f H a r 1 em d u r i n g t h e y e a r 1 9 6 9- 1 '9 7 0 .i w~s: . 'i {s I 

acceptance on October 7, 1969, as one of the touring·· 
.,,. •·,., 

c om p a n i e s s p on s ore d by t h e New Yo r k S t a t e Co u n c i 1 · on' .fh e ' · 

Arts, and on October 17, 1969, by the National Endowment'· 

for the Arts. To be recognized and included in t~e ~~J~~~g 
p r o gram s of t h e s e two o r g a n i z a t i o n s w a s a r a r e a n d: e.x ·c 'i ti ·n g 
a s s ig n men t f 0 r a c 0 m p a n y s 0 y 0 u n g ' e spec i a 11 y s i n. c e i t l • h a~ 

not yet made an official debut in New York City. 

libid. 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Information Sheet 
for the D a n c e The at r e of H a r 1 em, Inc o r p or ate d , " f rom the: 
files of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, June, 1971. · '· 

\;,, t, : 
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governing both touring programs state specificafly that a 

dance company should have been in exi~t~nce for·~a p~riod 

of five years prior to its selection. 

M i t c h e 11 ' s c om p a n y w a s s o g rea t , h o we v e r , · t h a t .: i t w a s 
... ,, 

accepted when it was only one year old!: ·: 

' Following its emergence as an offi~ial dance 

company, the Dance Theatre of Harlem made .sev.era.l. appear-
; ' ' ; ' 

ances throughout the United States. A s e a rl y a ~ . Nov em be r · 2 ; . 
' " . ' • • ' : t ' ~ ' ' ' . • ' ' 

1 9 6 9 , t h e c 0 m p a n y 0 f y 0 u n g men a n d w. 0 'men . a p ~· e ~ red' a t ... the 

Academy of Music in Philadelphia, Pennsylva·nia, on· the same 

p r o gram w i t h s u c h c e 1 e b r i t i e s a s Ed w a r d ·y i ll.e i 1 a a n d 

Patricia McBride . The company of fifteen dancers performed · 

Rhythmetron; its success is attested to in the· following· 

review: 

The dancers in form-fitting costumes~-the 
women in white, the men in black--perfor~ed 
superbly. The ensemble was unified .and free-
f 1 ow i n g , a n d e a c h d a n c e r h a s a g o o d t e c h ri i ·que . 

The Harlem company was roundlj applauded~! 

Very important for the company were .its performances 
I • 

a t S p e 1m an Co 11 e g e and at C 1 ark Co 11 e g e in At .1 ~ n t a , Georgi a, 

on March 28 and 29, 1969, respectively. Mitchell and the 

members of his company conducted master classes .. for. the 

Department of Physical Education at Spelman College. It 

1 samuel L. Singer, "Ballet's Greatest Moments 
Presented," The Philadelphia Inquirer, November 3, 1969. 
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was here that Mitchell discovered Clover Mathis and Rosaljn. 

and Rhonda Sampson. They were offered and accepted scholar-, 

ships to study at the Dance Theatre of Harlem and to pertorm 

with the company.! The three dancers have since proved 

valuable assets to the organization. 

An invitation to perform as the major attraction· 

in conjunction with the First Bermuda Arts Council Summer 

Festival held in Hamilton Proper, Bermuda, June 17 through 

20, 1970, opened the door for the first major tour for 

the young company of dancers. Other engagements in the 

Caribbean included those in Nassau, the Bahamas, on June·24 

through 27, 1970, and in Curacao, Netherlands Antilles, 

2 June 29 through July 1, 1970. The repertory which the 

members of the Dance Theatre of Harlem performed during 

this Caribbean Tour was comprised of Mitchell's Holberg 

Suite, Biosfera, Tones, Ode to Otis, and Rhythmetron, and 

George Balanchine's Concerto Barocco. 

Holberg Suite is choreographed in the neo-classic 

style to the music of Edvard Grieg. The suite is com-

prised of an opening, a pas de neuf, a pas de trois, .a pas, 

de deux, and a finale. Arthur Mitchell considers this 

!Clover Mathis, Rhonda Sampson, ana Rosalyn Sampson, 
group interview held in Lee, Massachusetts, August 19, 1970. 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Performance Schedule 
for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 1970-1971," 
from the f i 1 e s of the Dance The at r e of H a r 1 em, June, 1 9 71 • 
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ballet a very light, romantic work which is suitable as a · 

beginning dance for an evening's performance. The .picture· '·· 

of a tapestry and the imaginary activities in which the 

members of the community were engaged during the time when 

the tapestry was woven served as the thematic· s'ource .for 

the choreographer. 
- t;, 
~; I 

Biosfera is a pas de deux performed to music ··l)y: ·the 

Brazilian composer Marlos Nobre which exempliii'es,. Mi tch.el.('}.:· ·'. 

o b s e s s i o n w i t h 1 i n e a n d f o r m i n m o v em e n t a s a ·me a n s · of · 

expressing an aspect of his basic philosophy which, fs· 

centered around the fact that life is a continuous c~cle 

of events evolving from a given point and always !~turning 

t o t h a t p o i n t • T h e b a 11 e t , w h i c h b e g i n s w i t h t w o ... d c(~ c ~ ~- s .. · 
' l. l ""' 

on separate transparent platforms, may be conside·r·e·a .r'ep~e~ 
, .. ·,!I'' 

' f .;;' }. 

s e n t a t i v e o f t w o w o r 1 d s , two c o 1 o r s , t w o i n d i v i d u a I' s.· , ,, · :? r 

two anything. The dancers unfold and descend from.··the.i'~ i. 

platforms in a fashion suggestive of moving s~ulpiu~~~ 

figures. B r i e f 1 y , t h e two figure s r e 1 a t e t o one an:~ t h.er · 'i n · '. 
. ~' . ' 

perfect harmony only to return to their separate ~iatf~rm~ 
. . ' 

where each poses in a sculptural design. 

Tones was inspired by the atonal score c~m~o~~d 

specifically for the Dance Theatre of Harlem by Miich~ll's 

Musical Director, Tanya Leon. The choreographer again · ,.:· 

turned to the distinct lines of sculpture in structurfng · 
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this ballet. Mitchell states that: 

Tones is somewhat like abstract sculpture come to 
life. It flows from different poses, patterns, 
and angles throughout the three movements of which 
it is comprised. The line is smooth, and the 
design is clear.l 

The choreographic inspiration for the ballet, Ode 

to Otis, came from the late Otis Redding, popular singer 

from Georgia who died in a plane crash at the peak of his 

career. The score for the ballet was composed by Coleridge 

Taylor Perkinson; it is introduced with an interesting 

arrangement of Redding's "Sitting on the Dock of the Bay." 

Contrary to popular belief, the ballet is not about the 

life of Otis Redding. The choreographer pays tribute to 

Redding by relating through dance the futility of man's 

search for "greener pastures" together with the "glorifica-

tion of women" which Mitchell feels was the essence of the 

work of the late musical artist. 

In Rhythmetron, Arthur Mitchell fuses movements 

which are characteristic of jazz, primitive, ethnic, and 

modern dance into a classical base. The ballet is performed 

to a score by the Brazilian composer, Marlos Nobre, which 

requires the use of thirty-three percussive instruments. 

Based upon abstract African ritual, the ballet is comprised 

1Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, January 14, 
1971. 
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of three sections, entitled respectively, "The Preparation,;~'·· 

"The Chosen," and "The Ritual." During the first section, ·· 

the High Priestess purifies a circular area in which al·l-

who wish to participate in the ceremony may become cleans~d. 

In the second section, the dancers who are "The Chosen" 

perform a precision pas de six which is in celebration'of 

their high position. Again, Mitchell's concentratio~ upon 

line and design is evident in this section of the bal'let .. -

The dancers move easily from one sculptural pose to ano~her 

without losing the continuity of the dance. 

section of the ballet, all of the participants in the 

c e rem o n y h a v e e n t e r e d i n t o a " t r a n c e - 1 i k e " s t a t e a n d h 'a v e' 

become "possessed." Mitchell has the curtain lowered whil~ · -· 
. ; ·.·: . I"; 

t h e d a n c e r s a r e a t t h e h e i g h t o f t h e i r "p o s s e s s i o n " i n <or-de r_' 

to communicate the idea that" . the dance goes on 

on. '' 

The invitation extended to the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem to perform in Bermuda in 1970 had a most inter~s~ihg 

origin. A black woman from Philadelphia, married to 'a 

Bermudian, was working on the committee responsible fo~ t'tie 

'· selection of artists for the First Bermuda Arts Council 

Summer Festival. All of the artists selected were Caucas~an, 

and she wished to have blacks represented on the program. 

She had never heard about Mitchell's company but, when ·she 



- 334 -

happened to read the March, 1970, issue of Dance Magazine 

which featured a story about Arthur Mitchell and··his 

company, she decided that this group should be invited to 

appear in the Festival and recommended its select.ion to trye ·' 

me m be r s o f t h e A r t s C o u n c i 1 • T h r o u g h a b i t o f " p o 1 it i c a 1 · 

b 1 a c k m a i 1 "-- s p e c i f i c a 1 1 y , by t h r e a t e n i n g a m a j o r ·. r io t in';' : 

the black section of town unless her recommendation was 

acted upon favorably--she was very convincing. 1 

The young company arrived in Hampton Proper, 

Bermuda, on June 15, 1970, where they were greeted. ·by 

very nervous hostess who hoped that they would live· 

her expectations and to those of the members of the 

Her worries were soon dispelled as those comprising .. the 

company were indeed ready to perform. Walter Raines 

explains the prevailing atmosphere in the following 

The company was very calm--mainly because the 
majority of the members were so young and did not 
know any better. We older ones were a bit nervous,' 
at first, but somehow, the vibrations felt good. 
We knew that this tour would be a great success.2 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem was the first of :the· 

groups of performing artists presented at the Fest~v~l. 

lunless otherwise documented, all of the following :·:·;
information· concerning the major tours of the company ·is'·take._n 
from' an interview with Walter Raines, one of the original · 
members of. the company, held in New York City on January-;J3, 
1971. 

" ·. 

2rhict. 

··' 
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They danced in a s m a 11 the at r e i n the City H a 11 but , on the 

opening night, the theatre was not full--perhaps the 

unknown company had to prove itself worthy of a capacity 

audience. For each performance thereafter, however, it was 

almost impossible to obtain a seat. Concerning this situa-

tion, Mirian Robb, of the Royal Gazette, made the following 

comments: 

Word must have got around of the excellence 
of Arthur Mitchell's Dance Theatre of Harlem, 
which is proving a bright star in the crown of the 
Be r m u d a Sum me r Fe s t i v a 1 • Wh e n t h e i r s e c on d p r o -
gramme opened last night at City Hall, people 
alerted too late to what they were missing were 
standing around the lobby hoping wistfully for 
cancellations.l 

During the days which followed, special seminars 

were scheduled each day in order for Bermudian teachers of 

ballet to bring their students to meet and to dance for 

Arthur Mitchell. These teachers wished to have him evalu-

ate their work and to make suggestions for improvement in 

their instructionai techniques. It was obvious that the 

Bermudians were deeply moved by this company of young black 

dancers. 

An important' premiere performance for the company 

w h i 1 e i n Be r mud a w a s <>,_n J u n e 1 9 , 1 9 7 0 , w h e n i t s member s 
•, i''r'' 

,• '' 

danced George Balanchine's Concerto Barocco, choreographed 

lMirian. Hobb, "Excellence of Harlem Dance Theatre," 
The Hoyal Gazette, Hamilton Proper, Bermuda, June 20, 1970. 
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to the music of Johann Sebastian Bach. Given only two 

weeks in which to learn the ballet--which " ••• has no 

subject matter beyond the score to which it is danced" 1--

the dancers performed flawlessly. It was here that Arthur 

Mitchell sat in the audience and saw his "beautiful black 

children" in soft white costumes, dancing with the expertise 

of a seasoned company one of the best ballets of one of the 

greatest choreographers living today. Mitchell states 

further "It was like a culmination to so many things that 

have all become a part of me. I sat there and cried like 

a baby. " 2 Llanchie Stevenson believes that it was the best 

received ballet of the Caribbean tour. 3 

From Bermuda, the company went to Nassau, The 

Bahamas, where it appeared under the auspices of the Nassau 

Civic Ballet, directed by Hubert Farrington, a friend of 

Arthur Mitchell's for many years. Here, in the Dundas 'Civic 

Center, the story pertaining to attendance was repeated; 

the audience was small at the opening performance of the 

engagement; but, thereafter, every seat in the theatre was 

1Balanchine, Balanchine's New Complete Stories of 
the Great Ballets, p. 93. 

2Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, August 20, 
1970. 

3 Llanchie Stevenson, personal interview held in 
Lee, Massachusetts, August ?I, 1970. 
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occupied. Here the young company received high critical 

acclaim evidenced in the following review by Winsome Lane: 

These Negro dancers have a primitive virility 
in movement that makes a company of white dancers 
look decadent by contrast. With perfect muscular 
control and coordination they seemed'to fly across 
the stage .. · •. Never has the fluidity of the human 
body, and its power to express the spirit been better 
illustrated •.. ~ the magnificent dark-skinned 
bodies looked superbly in place. One could not help 
thinking--these are the new people. It could be 
the future of the world belongs to them.l 

The company performed four nights in Nassau from June 24 

through 27, 1970, before departing for Curacao, Netherlands 

Antilles, where they had three performances scheduled on 

J u n e 2 9 , 3 0 , a n d J· u 1 y 1 , 1 9 7 0 , r e s p e c t i v e 1 y • 

In Curacao, ,?t the Centre Pro Arte Theatre, the 

company received its, warmest reception of the tour although, 

by t h i s t i me , the, dancers were qui t e fat i g u e d and beginning 

to show the strain";of their first strenuous tour. According 

to Walter Raines, " < "~ • • ~, .- •• the audience stamped, hooted, and 

screamed • . it· was· an unforgettable experience. " 2 Dutch 

critics had only words of praise for the company as evi-

denced by the following excerpt from an article in a 

Curacao newspaper: 

1 W i n s ~me L'~n ~ , "L o c a 1 s Fa i 1 t o Support B a 1 1 e t , " 
Nassau Guardian and Bahamas Observer, June 26, 1970. 

2Raines, personal interview, January 13, 1971. 
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At seeing such a sublime int~rpretation of 
ballet, which can be undoubtedly:.considered: of 
the highest level and which is perfQrmed with 
such effortlessness and suppleness, one asks one
self if the Negro is not the right pers6n to 
interpret this form of dancing. In any case the 
deeply impressed audience has real~zed, even if 
only for a fraction of a second, that rigid 
t r a i n i n g , s e 1 f d i s c i p 1 i n e a n d , i n c r e d. i b 1 e · ·' 
p e r s e v e r a n c e m u s t h a v e pre c e de d t h is , ;· e s p e c i a·ll y, 
when you realize that the group. was formed only· .,. 
in 1968.1 · -

Throughout the Caribbean tour, persons ~ad voiced . . . 

reactions with respect to the myth· of ·the unsuitability; 
•. ,. r ·; ··;.; : 

' ' • l - " ~ -

black dancers for classical dance. T h is w a s ·t h e f fr s .t; . 

time, however, that the idea act·u·ail~;a~pp'·eared 'in,··(pr.int·~ :;. 
' . '• ,\, ' 

. ' 'l ' 

The opening program in Curacao,·in6I'u:ct';ed. fourJ 

ballets--the Holberg Suite, Biosf~r·a~ . .:~~~{.rriov,~n}~·nt;s···of 

Tones, and Rhythmetron. Each dane~' wa's··,ariaty;zed ··and. highl.y·: 

praised by the critics. B i o s f e r a was · c: o ri:'s i d e r. e d :. t h e' m o s t 
·,(' • ' . '' ' ' •. • • / ' ~· !' .: • ' ' ' • 

impressive dance of the evening by one' critr'c· who stated:;.·. 
e j. 

0 
' ,•'' :·; ''.I> 

that, ". . the breathless audie~ee;· hiivi~g :wa·tched ey.e_ry 
- . • ''-<,' •'' ' '• .•• 

move of the two dancers in an almost ·:trance~i·ik'.e stat"e''\·.· 
• ' . ' ' • ' ! ' ~ >' : ' ! ' ' 

broke out in spontaneous and enthusicist:i·c···appl'au'se. ,;·: Con.- .. ; . . . - ~ . ' ' . ~- . - ' . . ' . . . ' 

cerning the entire evening, he wro·t.e fu.ri'he.r:·, 

The ovation to the New York.·d·~~d:e··.:~h'.~atre.6·~·m~·: 
directly from the hearts and 'sou'ls :of>the' a'udience· 

. ·- ~ .. '-··· 

1 .. "Brilliant Performance of the ria·nce Theatre of" 
Harlem," Beurs En Nieuwsherichten, Curacao, N~~herlands, .. 
Antilles, June 30, 1970. 

L J., 

.f 
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and can only be considered as a dim reflection 
of the great respect for such a talented dance 
group.l 

Still another reviewer stated that, " .. it was ·a bal'leP 

performance that cannot be described by any pen. You· had 

to be there •.. nothing is left to chance. It is .. all 

a r o u n d p e r f e c t i o n . " 2 A f t e r r e a d i n g t h i s rev i e w , S h o o k_ , 

who had remained in New York City to teach the classes at 

the school, was prompted to say: "Being familiar.with 

usual wont of Dutch critics, I was bowled over 

the paper from Curacao and read 'Dance Theatre of Harlem: 

Unbelievable Perfection.' we had it made. " 3 

When the company 1 eft Cur a c a o at the com p 1 ~ t i on of·. · . 

a most successful tour, each member felt that he or. she 

rea p e d h i s own s p e c i a 1 r e w a r d s o v e r a n d bey o n d t h ·. o se o f .. · 

artistic achievement. For the younger members, it had. 

proved exciting socially as well as professionally. Several 

of the girls made a special effort to play "adult" roles 

with respect to dress and manners. F o r s om e _, i t . h ad : mea n t 
'. ',' 

the f i r s t rea 1 o p port u ni t y to t rave 1 out side of the · s t' ate of 

,.~,. 

2 " D a n c e T h e a t r e o f H a r 1 em : U n be 1 i eva b 1 e Pe r f e c t i on, ~, . 
Amigee, Curacao, Netherlands Antilles, June 30, 1970. 

3shook, "Recollections of the First Two Years of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem," p. 31. 
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New York .1 For others, it had meant observation of 

political and economic environments other than their own 

for the first time in their young lives. For those who 

were more mature, it had meant taking a rather long, hard 

look at their leader and wondering whether or not he had 

still another role to play of which he was unaware. On 

each of the three islands on which the company performed, 

the audiences responded in a similar manner, and special 

day-time sessions were arranged in order to allow as many 

individuals as possible to meet and to exchange ideas with 

Arthur Mitchell. Raines describes the atmosphere which 

surrounded each p~rformance and each session with Mitchell 

in this fashion: 

It was like the coming of a Messiah; the air was 
filled with a kind of electricity. One could just 
see the anticipation on the faces of the audiences 
as they awaited Arthur's appearances. At the end 
of a performance or following a discussion with 
Arthur, it wa's as though they were convinced that 
this was the one man who could unify us as a people. 
There was nothing political involved. It was as 
though his presence had been expected for a long 
time.2 ' · 

The members of the Dance Theatre of Harlem returned 

to their New York,studio, fulfilled but exhausted, to 

prepare for their·,next scheduled performances at the 

1 Lydia _'.Abarca, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts/· ·August 21, 1970. 

2 Raines, personal interview, January 13, 1971. 
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Saratoga Performing Arts Center in Saratoga Springs, New 

York, and at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated, 

at Jacob's Pillow near Lee, Massachusetts. August 1 and 2, 

1970, found the company participating in the first weekend 

of "showcase performances" presented by the School of 

Modern Dance of the Saratoga Performing Arts Center. As 

they had done in Bermuda, these artists opened the series 

of "showcase performances." Again, they were placed in a 

small theatre, and again, the theatre could not accommodate 

the audiences. Commenting upon this error in planning, 

Raines states : 

It always appears that we have to prove ourselves. 
It is almost as if they do not expect us to be 
good enough and they want to save us the embarrass
ment of playing in a large theatre to a small and, 
perhaps, unresponsive audience.l 

According to Raines, the opposite was always true, however, 

and often the planning committee was embarrassed by failing 

to anticipate adequate space for the capacity audiences 

which sought tickets. 

At the Spa Summer Theatre in Saratoga, the company 

presented the world premiere of the pas de deux from 

Mitchell's new work in progress entitled Fun and Games. 

This ballet is set to the music of Piere Piccioni, and is 

1 Ibid. 
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based upon the idea of man's inhumanity to man. Peg 

Churchill gives the foilowing account of the opening per-

forman c e: 

Throughout the program, the dancing was strong, 
precise and well-disciplined. And yet, Mitchell's 
dancers have about them an earthy, natural sensuality 
which sets this company apart from others. Especially 
noteworthy, the men dance with the jazzy movements 
of Broadway (where Mitchell has frequently performed) 
and a virile aggressiveness suggesting the streets of 
the ghetto ... 

. the Dance Theatre of Harlem demonstrated that 
despite what many modern dancers may think, their 
dance form and the toe shoe do mix. Not only well, 
but sensationally.! 

Again, as in Bermuda, an extra dance seminar was 

scheduled. Many persons in the audience were participants 

in a summer program for teachers of dance which was in 

progress in Saratoga. They demanded and received an oppor-

tunity_ to meet and to talk freely with Arthur Mitchell. 

The meeting developed into a question ~rid answer session 

concerned primarily with organizational problems. The 

t·e a c h e r s · we r e a 11 f a s c i n a t e d w i t h t h e e f f i c i e n c y o f o p e r a -

tion exemplified by the Dance Theatre of Harlem.2 

Arthur Mitchell considers the week of August 18 

through August 22, 1970, a special landmark in the brief 

1Peg Churchill, "Harlem Dance Group in Superb 
Program," Schenectady Gazette, August 3, 19!0. 

2Raines, personal interview, January 13, 1971. 
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history of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. It marks the first 

"real engagement" of the company in the United States._,,·In 

t h e T e d S h awn T h e a t r e , i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h t he J ac o b ': s ._. 

Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated, near Lee, Massachusetts,\·., 

this two-year-old company had the unusual honor of b~ing 

the only performing group scheduled for the ninth week of 

the Festiva1. 1 
•l' 

Since the original typical program ea'ch. 

week of the season of the Festival was shared by two· or 

m o r e p e r f o r m i n g a r t i s t s o r g r o u p s , t h i s w a s a s p e c i a _1 -. · h o· ~ o ,r 
which exemplified the respect which the late Founder~ 

Director, Ted Shawn, paid to Mitchell in a personal· letter 

to the investigator when he wrote, "I must write this extra· 

n o t e t o s a y t h a t t h e r e i s r e a 1 1 y n o b 1 a c k m a 1 e d a n c e r . i n · t. h·e ·-

f i e 1 d o f b a 1 1 e t ex c e p t A r t h u r M i t c h e 1 1 w h o i s , o r h a s b e.~ 'n · -
•{ I 

.. r I 

influential. u2 

The program at Jacob's Pillow had to be esp.eci.a'i-ly 

challenging for the dance-oriented audience at the fa~~d 

University of the Dance. The response of the audience 

there would be indicative of audiences throughout the 

United State s . Mitch e 11 , who had first performed at· ·Jacob·, :5 :·_ 

1 Programme, "Dance Theatre of Harlem," Jacob Is' 
P i 1 1 ow D a n c e Fe s t i v a 1 , L e e , M a s s a c h u s e t t s , Au g u s t 1 8 · t h r_'o u· g h -
22, 1970. 

2 Ted Shawn, personal letter to the investigator, 
February 16, 1970. 
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Pillow with the all-black modern dance company of Donald 

McKayle, decided that everything about these performances 

had to be black. The program was comprised of the Holberg 

Suite; the pas de deux entitled Biosfera, alternating with 

the pas de deux from a work in progress entitled Fun and 

Games on evening and matinee performances; Ode to Otis; 

and Rhythmetron. Because it was important that the new 

all-black classical dance company perform the ballets of 

its black choreographer, Arthur Mitchell carefully selected 

the dances to be presented. 

Opening night for the Dance Theatre ~f Harlem in 

the Ted Shawn Theater was a "sell-out." The appreciative 

audience gave the young dancers a standing ovation and 

demanded nine curtain calls. The remainder of the week 

was equally successful as the capacity crowds kept coming 

for both the matinee and evening performances. Critics and 

photographers came from New York City and from neighboring 

towns, and the reviews were more than favorable. The 

excerpts which follow represent examples of the critical 

response to the company. Richard Happel of the Berkshire 

Eagle writes: 

This company of nearly 20 performers has 
obviously been trained beautifully, and we rather 
suspect, relentlessly. Good dancing isn't come 
by easily; and superb dancing such as this comes 



- 345 -

of long gruelling hours of stress, strain, trial 
and error until the fine finished product emerges.! 

Susan Daniels, of the Patriot Ledger states, 

"Black is beautiful and ballet is too, especially when 

combined into the Dance Theatre of Harlem. "2 

A writer for Dance News reports: 

A highspot of the summer [programs presented 
in conjunction with the Jacob's Pillow Dance 
Festival, Incorporated] was reached in the ninth 
week, with the appearance of the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem •... Watching this youthful but already 
skilled troupe perform, many visitors came away 
with the impression that Mr. Mitchell and his 
associate director have created an important dance 
company on the American scene.3 

Walter Terry, formerly Dance Editor of the Saturday 

Review, writes: 

The program that the Dance Theatre of Harlem pre
sented at the Pillow was choreographed by Mitchell 
and ranged from the purest and most elegant examples 
of classical ballet to dance episodes that echoed 
ancient rituals. In all, the Mitchell-Shook dancers 
performed beautifully and gave pleasure to the seven 
sets of audiences who had traveled from near and far 
to see them. Now, how about a New York "engagement"? 4 

!Richard V. Happel, "Harlem Dancers at Pillow," 
The Berkshire Eagle, August 19, 1970. 

2Susan Daniels, "A Classical Discipline for 
Translating Black's Beauty," The Patriot Ledger, Quincy, 
Massachusetts, August, 1970. 

3"Lively 38th Year at Jacob's Pillow," Dance News, 
October, 1970. 

4walter Terry, "Black Dance," Saturday Review, 
September 26, 1970, p. 26. 
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Judging from the reports of the critics, Rhythmetron, the 

closing ballet for each of the performances, appeared to be 

the favorite. This obviously brought pleasure to Mitchell 

as can be detected in his explanation of the ballet to 

Newsweek's Abigail Kuflik: 

Rhythmetron is the basic style or line that I would 
like to develop for the company. I want to take all 
things inherent to black dancers--rhythmic quality, 
attack, feline quality, a certain freedom--and combine 
them. Put these things in the confines of ballet and 
you have something very exciting: classical ballet with 
soul.l 

If the reception at Jacob's Pillow was any indication of what 

the future holds for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Mitchell 

has every reason to be very pleased. Following its success 

at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated, the 

company completed 1970 with a continuation of the series 

of lecture-demonstrations, several memorable performances 

in New England and in the Mid-West, a tour which took the 

comp~ny to the West Indies, and two television appearances. 

In the West Indies, the Dance Theater of Harlem 

performed in San Fernando, Trinidad, on October 26, 1970, 

at the Naparima Bowl; in Port-of-Spain, Trinidad, October 

28 through 31, 1970, at Queens Hall; and in Kingston, 

Jamaica, November 4 through 7, 1970, at the National Theatre 

1 "Ballet with Soul," Newsweek, August 31, 1970. 
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Trust. This tour was as successful as the first one--a 

source of pride for Mitchell and for the members of his 

staff. An important outgrowth of the tours was the deci-

sion of representatives of each of the Islands to send 

students to Harlem to study at the school. This response 

is typical of the attraction which the company emanates as 

it appears throughout the United States. Students and 

potential company members seem drawn magnetically to the 

unique atmosphere of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. 

Television appearances for the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem came early in the career of the company at the end 

of its second year of existence. The first television 

appearance of the company was presented on October 22, 1970, 

in the form of a master class which was taped for viewing 

for Cincinnati, Ohio's Educational Television Station WCET. 

On December 24 of the same year, four members of the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem--Llanchie Stevenson, Sheila Rohan, Pamela 

Jones, and Clover Mathis--danced an excerpt from Mitchell's 

Holberg Suite on the Polaroid Television Special entitled 

"A Holiday Celebration with Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee" and 

presented on New York City's WOR-TV.l 

1The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Radio and Tele
VISion Interviews and Appearances for the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, Incorporated, 1970-1971," from the files of the 
Dance Theatre of Harlem, June, 1971. 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem opened its 1971 season 

of performances with an official New York City debut at the 

Guggenheim Museum. Two nights prior to this performance on 

January 8, 1971, Leonard Harris of New York City's local 

television network, WCBS-TV, taped the company in rehearsal 

for a later showing during the nightly news. This date was 

significant also because Patricia McCann, of Radio Station 

WOR in New York City, conducted an interview with Arthur 

Mitchell; and Gian Carlo Menotti, representing the Committee 

for the Fourteenth Festival of Two Worlds at Spoleto, Italy, 

viewed the company in a dress rehearsal prior to extending 

a definite invitation to the members of the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem to participate in the Spoleto Festival during the 

months of June and July of 1971. 

The members of the Dance Theatre of Harlem performed 

at the Guggenheim Museum on the evenings of January 8 

through 10, 1971, and presented two lecture-demonstrations 

on Monday, January 11, 1971. The Guggenheim Museum is a 

magnificent edifice designed by the late Frank Lloyd Wright, 

with its main museum area built in the round. Overlooking 

Central Park at 1071 Fifth Avenue, it was, according to 

Clive Barnes, ". b u i 1 t for dance performances . " 1 He 

lclive Barnes, "Lovely Dancers--Black, White, or 
Green," New York Times, January 24, 1971. 



- 349 -

describes the setting surrounding the performances of .. the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem in the following manner: 

The stage was set up in what I can only describe 
as the well of the building, the heart of its onion. 
Seats decently raised, were placed in this central 
Guggenheim space, and other spectators crowded the 
a p p 1 e-pee 1 g a 11 e r i e s , some w i t h seat s , s om e s t a ring . 
down behind. It was a perfect setting. Perspec-
tives changed but sight-lines at least were fault
less, and from beyond the stage area you could ·see.· 
desultory yellow cabs meandering about their 
b u s i n e s s o n F i f t h A v e n u e . T h e s e g 1 i m p s e s , f u g i t i v ·e 
and peri ph era 1 , of an out side w or 1 d, gave a spec i a~ ·_. 
reality to the inside world of dance.! , 

A generous gift from Mrs. Alva B. Gimbel made the use of· 

t h i s u n u s u a 1 s e t t i n g p o s s i b I e • 2 T h e p r o g ram f o r t h e. p e. r

f o rm an c e s on January 8 through 1 0, 19 71, was com p r i s e ~ 'o.£' 

three b a 11 e t s by Mitch e 11--Tones , w i t h music by Tanya L e·o, n; _·, 
' ;. ·~ 

the premiere of Fete Noire, with music by Shostakovich;'.·~nd 

Rhythmetron, with music by Marlos Nobre. 

The new ballet, F~te Noire, presented at Mitcre~l'.~· 

o f f i c i a 1 N e w Yo r k C i t y d e b u t , w a s d e d i c a t e d t o M r s • A lv a , B • 

Gimbel who, along with many other elite members of Ne~.York 

society, was present for the gala premi~re. Comprised of> 
' ,. 

three movements, the ballet, according to Mitchell, ., 

h a s n o g r e a t s t o r y • " He f o u n d S h o s t a k o v i c h ' s m u s i c very ~, '; 
'!:'',•,·:, 

"dancy," however, 
- ~: t.,. 

and choreographed a ballet reminiscent of 

1 Ibid. 

2rrogramme, "The Dance Theatre of Harlem at th~. 
Guggenheim Museum," New York City, January 8-10, 1971. 
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a graduation ball where young cadets are visiting a local 

girls' school--or, as Clive Barnes interpreted it, " • a 

very grand court ball set, say, in Liberia, at the time of 

St. Petersburg." Each performance ended with standing 

ovations and cheering crowds--a welcome reaction from the 

New York City audiences which can, at times " 

and cruel. " 1 

. be harsh 

Students from thirty schools throughout New York 

City were transported by bus to the Guggenheim Museum on 

Monday, January 11, 1971, for the lecture-demonstrations. 

The total student attendance for that one day numbered one 

thousand.2 Although the students, the majority of whom 

were from local public elementary schools, appeared to be 

excited about actually being in the Museum, it was obvious 

that the main attraction was Mitchell and his dancers. The 

students responded even more enthusiastically than the 

adult audiences which attended the weekend performances 

preceding the lecture-demonstrations. Both the morning and 

1Clive Barnes, "Dance: Finale in Harlem," New 
York Times, March 13, 1971. 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Attendance Report 
of Major Lecture-Demonstrations Presented by the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 1970-1971," from the files 
of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, January, 1971. 
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the afternoon sessions ended with the children in the 

audiences shouting for more.l 

The touring program of the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

was expanded in 1971 to include many more appearances out-

side of the State of New York than filled i·n the previous 

season. During the month of February, the company made a 

trans-continental tour of the United States which included 

appearances at the Loeb Drama Center of Harvard University 

i n C a m b r i d g ·e , M a s s a c h u s e t t s , on Fe b r u a r y 5 .a n d 6 ; a t t h e 

Fairchild Theatre of Michigan State University in East 

Lansing, Michigan, on February 9; at the Ford Auditorium 

in Detroit, Michigan, on February 12; at the Inner City 

Cultural Center in Los Angeles, California, February 18 

through 20; and at the Memorial Auditorium of Ohio State 

University in Athens, Ohio, on February 23, 1971. 2 As a 

direct result of the performances in Detroit, a benefit for 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem was planned by the LINKS of 

Detroit, a branch of a nationwide organization of Negro 

professional women.3 In addition to the laurels earned by 

!Personal observation by the investigator, the 
Guggenheim Museum, New York City, January 11, 1971. 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Performance Schedule 
for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 1970-1971." 

3The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Progress Report of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 1970-1971," from 
the f i 1 e s of the Dance Th eat r e of H a r 1 em, June , 1 9 7 1 . 
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the company in Detroit, Mitchell was interviewed as a 

special guest on the "Focus Show," a feature of the Motor 

City's famed Radio Station WJB. 1 

Upon its return to New York City at the end of the 

month of February, the Dance Theatre of Harlem began 

rehearsals for its Broadway debut at the American National 

Theatre and Academy on March 8, 10, and 12, 1971, under the 

auspices of the City Center of Music and Drama, Incorporated. 1· 

The repertory selected for the Broadway debut of the 

company included George Balanchine's Concerto Barocco, 

Jerome Robbins' Afternoon of a Faun, John Taras' Designs 

for Strings, and four of Mitchell's ballets--Biosfera, 

F~te Noire, Rhythmetron, and the premiere of the complete 

ballet Fun and Games. 

The New York City drama critics responded favorably 

to all of the ballets performed by the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem at the ANTA Theatre with the exception of Mitchell's 

Fun and Games, with music by Piero Piccioni. The premiere 

of Fun and Games took place on opening night. Based upon 

the theme of "man's inhumanity to man," the ballet evoked 

similar comments from the critics. They were disappointed 

with the story line of the ballet rather than with the 

!The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Radio and Television 
Interviews and Appearances of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, 
Inc or p or ate d , 1 9 7 0-1 9 71 • " 
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dancing of it. Douglas Watt referred to the ballet as "a 

misstep" and " •.. a terribly pretentious piece set to 

an equally pretentious score " He even ventured to 

offer a possible explanation for the ballet as he stated, 

"Maybe Mitchell has danced 'Slaughter on lOth Avenue' too 

often. "1 Frances Herridge compared the ballet with " •.. 

an underworld inferno peopled with sensuous evil people." 

She added, however, that she thought that " •• it was a 

powerful work. "2 The following excerpt from the review by 

Clive Barnes offers a vivid description of the ballet as 

well as his impression of it: 

"Fun and Games" was a rather overheated ballet 
that contained more violence than invention. With 
costumes and a striking setting designed by Bernard 
Johnson, it was intended to be neither f~n nor 
games. It is set in the Ghetto. A gang of hippies-
or nowadays we had better call them street people-
is playing around. A straight young girl and boy 
enter, while the gang hides. The lovers dance 
together until they are interrupted by the gang. 
The gang leader rapes the girl while the boy is held 
helpless. Then they beat the boy, play with him, 
and finally hang him. 

The same idea was used, to better effect, by 
Talley Beatty in "The Road of the Phoebe Snow," and 
Mr. Mitchell's choreography, although already very 
individual here, has a far too monotonous pulse. 
Admittedly he was not too much helped by the music 

1oouglas Watt, "Harlem Dance Theatre Young, Vibrant 
Group," Daily News, New York, March 9, 1971. 

2Frances Herridge, "Ballet from Harlem at the ANTA," 
New York Post, March 9, 1971. 
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by Piero Piccioni, but the performances were 
strong and spirited.! 

Doris Hering called the ballet ". . perfectly dreadful in 

some ways," but added that, "In daring to be dreadful, it 

generated a strange honesty." She questioned the intent 

of Fun and Games and commented upon the mission of Arthur 

Mitchell and his ballet company in the following manner: 

Does it [Fun and Games] reflect the bitter side 
of a young man who utterly charms audiences during 
the infinity of lecture-demonstrations that he and 
his dancers are required to do? If so, his courage 
and sense of mission are all the more heroic. That 
five-year [period of time that she feels that it 
will take his company to mature as classical artistsl 
road toward proving the undeniable value of the 
black dancer in the rarified world of classical ballet 
could well be as triumphant as a Martin Luther King 
peace march--and as inspiring to our muddled world.2 

Perhaps Doris Hering came closer to the true meaning of the 

ballet than she realized because it is a ballet which 

Mitchell felt that he had to choreograph. 

The performances presented by the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem of the three ballets which had not been choreographed 

by Mitchell were all highly acclaimed by the critics. Upon 

numerous occasions, the company had already performed sue-

cessfully Balanchine's Concerto Barocco. Considered a test 

!Clive Barnes, "The Ballet: Dance Theatre of 
H a r 1 em, '' New York Time s , March 1 0, l 9 71 . 

2Doris Hering, "Reviews: Dance Theatre of Harlem 
ANTA Theatre, NYC, March 8, 9, 10--1971," Dance Magazine, 
June, 1971, p. 22. 
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for any company, even the New York City Ballet,, Clive··Barnes 

praised the performance by the Dance The~tte·~f Hitle~ ~hen 

he wrote, " .• these young Harlem dancers sailed through 

it [Concerto Barocco] giving it a flavor>aVl' the.ir:"owri.', 

They attack the music with a certain .. zest,· the girls · smi 1 e 
' ' ' . . ' ' ~ 

more, perhaps give more than say, City. Ballet·~· '" 1 The 

Broadway debut of the company marked i"ts ·first public. per

formances of both Robbins' Afternoon ·of a· Faun~ with. :·music· 
' ' 

i ' 

by Debussy, and Taras' Designs for Strings,··with music··, by 
" 't ' ,·: 

Tc h a i k o v sky • Th e c r i t i c s were i n a g r e em e ~ t > t ~at.: i Ly d i~ a.,. . 

A b a rca a n d C 1 o v e r M a t h i s d anced Aft e fn oo n' . of· a , Fa u. n b·e. a u't · f'-

fully. John T. Elson called Abarca.'s performan._c~··;.~~:·esp~eci.ally 
• . '' ! . ' ' ., • . - ' : ~'~ l, 

; - 1 ~. 

entrancing" and added that, "Lithe ~n.d fea.thery; she eXuded 

a qua 1 i t y o f v i r g i n a 1 n u b i 1 i t y-- a n d s ~ 'e d i ~pi a y e d :.t ~ e . e ·ye-
' ' ... • ''- ~: •. .-·, ~\·.1 • v-i: 

commanding presence that is the mark· of ·a: pote.ntJi/i_·_'~t.~'i:~" 2 

A 1 t h o ugh T a r a s ' De s i g n s for S t r i n g s i s more t h a ri: ·· t ~~-n t y .. :. 
• . ; . ·r'; . ·"': 

years old, Clive Barnes thinks that it's th'em·e ~ f· yci ~.ng 
.. ' . ;.: 

1 0 v e a n d h e a r t b r e a k i s s t i 11 a s e f f e ct i" e .a s i t' . wa s. w h e n 

first performed. He paid the Dance Theatre. of Hari~m:<·a.rhigh' 
•·,. .'" ' ·' ,' . ·~;. :: '·,· . . 

compliment when he wrote, " 

",'\, 

1Clive Barnes, "Ballet: 
York Times, March 9, 1971. 

Mi tche.ll 's Troupe/"· New 

2John T. Elson, "Doing the Thing You Do Best,"·' 
Time Magazine, March 22, 1971. 
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the work with a zest that recalled the original cast--

including Svetlana Beriosova and Erik Bruhn--way back in 

1948. ul 

Mitchell's Biosfera, Rhythmetron, and F8te Noire 

were well received by audiences and critics alike. The 

clarity of line in Biosfera, the piquancy and precision 

with which the dancers performed Fete Noire, and the bril-

liance of the entire company in Rhythmetron prompted Clive 

Barnes to compliment Mitchell with respect to his choreo-

graphic achievements and to predict that he had " . . the 

makings of a first rate American classic ballet company."2 

The Broadway debut of the Dance Theatre of Harlem seemed to 

be an excellent indication of the future success of the 

company. Each performance was "sold out," and each per-

form an c e ended with cheering and the ". . . crack 1 e of 

affectionate applause."3 

For the first time in the history of the New York 

City Ballet, its annual benefit performance was presented 

in conjunction with another ballet company--the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem. The eighth annual spring gala was held 

lsarnes, "Dance: Finale in Harlem." 

3Hering, "Reviews: Dance Theatre of Harlem ANTA 
Theatre, NYC, March 8, 9, 10--1971," p. 20. 
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at the New York State Theatre, Lincoln Center of the Per-

forming Arts, on May 6, 1971. George Balanchine and Arthur 

Mitchell served as Co-Choreographers of a new ballet 

entitled Concerto for Jazz Band and Orchestra with the 

original score by the Swiss composer, Rolf Liebermann. 

Balanchine, Artistic Director for the New York City Ballet, 

wished the audience for this gala to " •.• have something 

special--a chance to see a one-time-only performance, not 

just the preview of a new ballet."l As the title implies, 

the musical score by Liebermann requires the use of two 

orchestras. Balanchine, whose choreography usually follows 

the structure of the music, had considered staging the 

ballet on previous occasions, but he wished to use a second 

company to coincide with the jazz band. He needed, however, 

dancers who were trained in classical ballet and were also 

proficient in jazz dance. At an informal gathering at the 

home of Arthur Mitchell on September 13, 1970, Balanchine 

introduced the idea of the two companies' performing 

together. 2 

1 "Concert for Jazz Band and Orchestra," New York 
Amsterdam News, May 1, 1971. 

2George Balanchine, informal discussion at a dinner 
party at the home of Arthur Mitchell and attended by the 
investigator, New York City, September 13, 1970. 
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Mitchell considered the opportunity to co-choreograph 

with his famous Director a great honor. 1 Especially signifi-

cant to him was the fact that his Dance Theatre of Harlem 

was less than two years old when the invitation was extended 

to it to perform as co-equals with one of the world's great-

est ballet companies, the New York City Ballet. To Mitchell, 

this demonstrated further the fact that his company had a 

place of prominence in the world of classical ballet. 2 

The one-time-only performance of Concerto for Jazz 

Band and Orchestra with the merging onstage of the all-white 

New York City Ballet and the all-black Dance Theatre of 

Harlem companies was, in the words of Marcia Marks, " ... 

a fascinating comparison of style. In the pit, 

Robert Irving conducted the New York City Ballet Orchestra 

while "Doc" Severinsen conducted the National Broadcasting 

Company's "Tonight Show" Orchestra upstage of the dancers. 

The ballet began with the Dance Theatre of Harlem's per-

formance of the jazz sections and the New York City Ballet's 

performance of the symphonic interludes. Later, there was 

1Anna Kisselgoff, "Harlem Company to Share Stage 
with City Ballet," New York Times, May 3, 1971. 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Progress Report of 
the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 1970-1971." 

3Marcia Marks, "Reviews: New York City Ballet," 
Dance Magazine, July, 1971, p. 24. 
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an overlap in the music and in the ballet ~ur'ing w~ich· a11 

forty- e i g h t d a n c e r s-- t we n t y- f o u r from each· c om p a n y- ~:. s h a red 

the stage. Th e i n d i v i d u a 1 me m be r s o f t h e New . York .. C i t y 

Ballet became partners of the members of the:Dance.Theatre 

of Harlem for the duration of this section.· In discussing 

this portion of the ballet, Mitchell remar~ed: 
'i,l 

We wanted a truly integrated feeling; not a black 
company here and a white company there.· They 
just happened to be black and white. That is. 
the way it should be in the arts, and in· life~ 
period.! 

According to Marcia Marks of Dance Magazine, this ~ectio~· 

of the ballet afforded the audience an opportuni,ty~ ~o 

• I ~ 

observe a "striking difference" in the way in whlch( the-., . 
• , ' ''/':-: .~: • ;f" 

dancers moved. She was particularly impressed'~~:~h,~-fhe· 

natural way in which the black dancers perform~·d the Jazz 

move me n t s w h i 1 e t h e w h i t e d an c e r s a p p e a red t o be. m o r e 

comfortable with the balletic movements. She felt; ~owever, 

that the closing Quartet--which was danced· by· Gl:or'i-·an·a 

Hicks and Victor Costelli of the New York City·_,B~ilet·;.·and .. ,, . .,, {. 

by Llanchie Stevenson and Homer Bryant of the Dance· 'rhea(re 

of Harlem--was "nicely matched. "2 

1Kisselgoff, "Harlem Company to Share St?g~ with' 
City Ballet." 

2Marks, "Reviews: New York City Ballet.·::···>··"· 
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Although the critics did not· consider the.·perform~ 
' . 

an c e o f Co n c e r t o f o r J a z z Band a n d 0 r· c h e s· t r a an .. o u t s t a n d i n g 

contribution to dance, it accomplished its .purpose.,· ·It was 

planned for the entertainment and enjoyment: of. tho'se who 

attended the ballet benefit. The performance \vas 'designed·; 

to genera t e the fee 1 i n g of a "b 1 o c k. p a r t y .•. ''.. F o ~ 1_·() \\' i n g .>the 

p e r f o r m a n c e , a " b 1 o c k p a r t y " w a s ; h e 1 d o n t h e . p r o·m e 11 a d e "1 e v e 1 

of the New York State The at r e for a 11 holders of · t i c k e t s · to 

the benefit gala.l As Marcia Mar.ks pointed ·o~t, 
~. > ~ 

'". ~ '.. .. it 

w a s a f u n s h ow-- y o u n g a n d 1 i v e 1 y • " 2 For ; t h e , o· a n c e . T h·e.a t r e 

of Harlem, it also opened the door to a ct'i':r~ct.' irivft~-tion-
,.:·· .. :·1 

'.i 

from Doctor Rolf Liebermann, composer of the -·~usic·_.for 
' ,. \ 

' •',J 4 -1 

Con c e r t o f o r J a z z B a n d a n d 0 r c h e s t r a a n d · now ' the Di r e c· {'o r 

of the Hamburg State Opera, to under~ake a tw~~mon~h 

European tour under his personal auspices •... ·Previ.~_us·c.§,'m-
• ' . / I •. : : • ~ ' ,J ~ 

mitments precluded the acceptance of this inv,itation _·du.ring. · 

the 1971-1972 season, but Mitchell was hop.efu(',th.at ·such· a· 

tour might be arranged at some future date.3 

During the month of May, Arthur~M{tchelf arid .h.is · 
1 •I l 

','• 
•, I• 

Dance Theatre of Harlem provided audienc7s .in,the State· of 

lKi sselgoff, "Harlem Company to Share 'Stag·e· w'fth
City Ballet." 

2Marks, "Reviews: New York City.Ballet." 
'J_,:·--

3The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Progress Repo·rt· of 
t h e D a n c e T h e a t r e o f H a r 1 em , I n c o r p o r a t e d , 1 9 7 0- 1 9 7. 1 . " 
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Illinois with what Ann Barzel called " one of the most 

successful dance events of the year • The company 

spent a two-week residency in the state--May 9 through 

May 22, 1971--under the auspices of the Illinois State 

Council on the Arts. The Auditorium Theatre in Chicago was 

the site of the first three performances of the company in 

Illinois. The first performance at the Auditorium Theatre 

in Chicago was a benefit sponsored by the local chapter of 

the Urban League in memory of it s 1 ate 1 e ad e r, Wh i t n e y M . 

Young, Junior. Performances, lecture-demonstrations, and 

master classes were held in many communities in the State 

of Illinois. The success of the company was so phenomenal 

during its residency in the state that it received more 

requests for return engagements than its 1971-1972 touring 

schedule permitted . 

. McMillan Hall, on the campus of Columbia University 

in New York City, was the site on June 2, 1971, of lecture-

demonstrations of future significance. On that date, over 

3,000 school children attended two such performances which 

were open without an admission fee to the schools and 

community centers of the inner city. As a result of the 

enthusiastic response by the large numbers of students who 

attended, the Dance Theatre of Harlem was invited to 

lAnn Barzel, "News from Chicago," Dance Magazine, 
July, 1971, p. 15. 
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undertake a series of lecture-demonstrations at Columbia 

University during the academic year of 1971-1972. The school 

of the Dance Theatre of Harlem was invited also to participate 

in the student teaching program whereby students of dance 

from the University might fulfill their student-teaching 

assignments at the school of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. 

In addition, representatives from Columbia University agreed 

to assist Mitchell in attaining accreditation for his school. 

At the top of the list of unforgettable experiences 

for the company of the Dance Theatre of Harlem is a recent 

triumphant European tour. The tour began on June 25, 1971, 

at the Teatro Nuovo in Spoleto, Italy, with performances 

in conjunc.tion with the Fourteenth Festival of Two Worlds. 

The company presented ten performances from the opening 

date through July 11, 1971. Subsequent performances during 

the European tour were presented at the Villa Rignon Park 

in Toreno, Italy, on July 14; at the Teatro Romano in 

Verona, Italy, from July 17 through 19; at the Teatro 

Romano in Florence, Italy, on July 21; at the Corre Theatre 

in Amsterdam, Netherlands, July 24 through 31; at the 

Casino in Knokke, Belgium, on August 3; and at the Kurzall 

Opera House in Ostende, Belgi urn, on August 4, 1971. 1 

lThe Dance Theatre of Harlem, "European Performance 
Schedule for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 
June 25-August 4, 1971," from the files of the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, August, 1971. 
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The audiences at Spoleto responded. to the Dance·: 

Theatre of Harlem with twenty-minute standing ovations·•and 

i n s i s t e n t , r h y t h m i c c h a n t i n g s o f " B i s ! B i s ·! " 1 ,: w h i c h i s · 

e qui v a 1 e n t t o t h e Am e r i c a n "M o r e ! M o r e ! '' ·· Th i ~ · p r o vi de d' 

an unforgettable experience for the company.· w·hich'' a ;local 

dance critic described as having " •.. a .recogni~·able 
- ,· ' ' .. 

p e r s 0 n a 1 i t y ' a s p i r i t 0 f i t s 0 w n ' a we 1 c"o'm e an d u n u s u a 1 •' 
., 

m i X t U r e 0 f y 0 U t h f U 1 f r e S h n e S S a n d d e d i C a t e d . i.nt e n if t y ·:. 11 2 ', 

In Amsterdam, the entire engagement was. "s_old ··out," 

and t h e 0 r i g i n a 1 S C h e d U 1 e 0 f p e r f 0 r m a n C e S Wa S eXt end ed . f 0 r 
: ~ ' ... · :· ' ':' . 

an additional two days. Th e s e ex p e r i e n c e s , new .. , a n (f -~u n iq u e 
' , :·' : • ! ,' •, ~ I 

for the members of the young company, served to ,·~trengthen 
' . - .... 'J, _l.~ ~: ·!; . ·~ 

J .. ,. 

their confidence and to impress upon the ~ndividuai~~ncers 
1 ,,"' ., 

that their company was well "on its way" and woul(f. soon·~ 
;-' /'• I 

a s sum e i t s p 1 a c e am o n g t h e w o r 1 d ' s f ore m o s t b a 1. 1 Ett .. ~om pan i e s . 3 

The company of the Dance Theatre of Harlem ~~iutned 

to New York City to prepare for the occupancy of: i:ts new

and permanent home at 466 West 152 Street in New·Y~·rk 'cfty 

d u r i n g t h e week of S e p t ember 2 0, 1 9 71 • Wh a t w a s on c e a 

2 William Weaver, "Grateful Balletomanes," Inte·r~ 
national Herald Tribune, Spo1eto, Italy, June 29, 1971~ 

3The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "The Dance Theatre 
of Harlem Company Narrative, 1970-1971," prepared .for'sub
mission to Foundations, from the files of the Dance. Theatre 
of Harlem, June, 1971. 
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garage had been renovated completely and transformed into 

three dance studios, a workshop, a music room, a costume 

room, dressing rooms, offices, and lounges.l Above all, 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem had acquired a permanent home. 

Located in an area where the youth are constantly exposed 

to drug traffic, to outbursts of destructive violence, and 

to the absence of hope for the future, the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem is now in a position to offer, on a permanent basis, 

a functional program of uninterrupted service to the com-

munity. It is equipped to provide those persons with 

"talent and vigorous imagination" an opportunity to channel 

" their energies toward activities with creative and 

social significance. u2 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem finished its perform-

ances for the season of 1971 with a continuation of its 

series of lecture-demonstrations and scheduled performances 

under the auspices of the National Endowment for the Arts. 

The lecture-demonstrations rose to a role of such signifi-

cance that a "two company system" was initiated at the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem. Whenever the professional company 

1Arthur Mitchell, personal letter to the investi
gator, September 8, 1971. 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Five Year Proposal 
of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated," from the 
f i 1 e s o f t h e D a n c e T h e a t r e o f H a r 1 em , .J u n e , 1 9 7 1 . 
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was on tour, the series of lecture-demonstrations continued 

with Karel Shook, Associate Artistic Director of the 

company, acting as host. The young scholarship students 

demonstrated the skills and techniques learned in the 

school with the same verve and professionalism as the most 

seasoned performers in the professional company. The 

administrators of the school have found that this policy 

of a second company serves two highly significant purposes 

in that it provides an uninterrupted continuation of the 

free "Open-House" programs for the community and it affords 

performance opportunities for the younger students.! 

Arthur Mitchell's company of the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem is an outward manifestation of his Harlem school. 

In two short years it achieved internatiortal recognition. 

Lincoln Kirstein, one of the sternest spokesmen for the 

world of classical ballet, pays tribute to the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem in the following manner: 

To pretend that this company is comparable to 
older, established ones is remote from its inten
tions. But the efficiency, discipline, talent and 
promise of [the] Dance Theatre of Harlem is incon
testable. Historically, it is an important step 
in the cultural accommodation of this country at a 
critical moment. Morally, it proves that the 
focused will, whatever the restricted sector, can 
triumph. This achievement stands as a metaphor 

1The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "The Danct Theatre of 
H a r 1 em Company N a r rat i v e 1 9 7 0-1 9 71 , " June, 1 9 71 . 
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for all that is most hopeful in the United States 
today. These performers are, first of all,, 
dancers trained in the classic school. Sec~nd~~ily, 
t h e y d e r i v e f r om t h e g h e t t o , t h e i nne r c i t y o· f 
Harlem, New York. Incidentally, they are black.· ·'1• 

But let it be remembered that they are first, .Last 
and all the time artists, and this does the .more 
honor to their race.l 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is indeed a source of~'·p·ride to 

the community in which it is nurtured. It has moved easily 
.:· ',•,"' " 

from one engagement to another, enjoying remark~bl~· success. 

I t s o u t s t a n d i n g r e c e p t i o n a n d c r i t i c a 1 a c c 1 a i m h a v e, ·s ~ :r· v e d 

to bind together the young members of the Dance 3hea{re·of 

Harlem and to make them increasingly determined to fo.ster 
. . . 

pride in and an artistic appreciation of the ballet in.,the 

community of Harlem. 

A Look at the Mature Artist and at the 
Uniqueness of His Project 

Arthur Mitchell has envisioned and developed'a, 

u n i q u e p r o j e c t i n H a r 1 em . F o u n d e d u p o n t h e p r em i s ~ ~; t h a. ~ 

a 11 c h i 1 d r en s h o u 1 d be given an e qua 1 o p port u n i t y t ~·. r e:a c h 

t h e i r own 1 eve 1 s of a r t i s t i c p e r f o r m a n c e and t o make': t h/~ i r · 
! ', l '.~: 

own contributions to society, it is unique in that ·Mifchell 

chose one of the world's best known ghetto areas as hi's 

locale for "taking dance to the people." For years·, the· 

!Lincoln Kirstein, Souvenir Program, Festival .di 
Spoleto, Spoleto, Italy, June, 1971. 
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cry, "give us the opportunity," has .resounded .. through the 

streets of the ghettos, and now, in: Harlem, Mitc.hell pro-

vides that opportunity through his ·own areas of .speciali-

zation--love, hard work, and the a·r.t·. of dance., 

stamina. 

Mitchell is a man of extraordinary ~e.dication and 

Not only is he an eloquent perfo.rmer,,:· .~ut··he is 
. . .. . 

also at one and the same time an energeti~ teacher~ ~·a 

sensitive choreographer, a dynamic director.;..busirie'ssman, 
.~· '' . ,! • ~ •.' :_..; '} . ~ : •. • 

'.l ·.1, •• /"\ 

a n d a d e p e n d a b 1 e f r i e n d a n d f a t h e r- i ni age • . H e . 'f. u 1 fi i ls e a c h 

of h i s r o l e s w i t h e a s e a n d p e r s on a 1: a p .1omb ... ~ c h (r ilc t. e r i s t i c s 
,' ~ I·.J ,' ',' 'j ,.f. •, \ 

w h i c h h a v e w o n h i m t h e r e p u t a t i o n · o f h a v i n g " • ·. .",; , o n e o f 
. . ·. '-'' ( 

t h e s u n n i e s t d i s p o s i t i o n s i n t h e . b a 1 i'e t b u :s i n e s' s :. ·~i; ~ .. , 

M i t c h e 11 1 o v e s t o teach a nd: ;'·li e a ·do r e s c h ii d r ~ n . He 
.. 

considers his career as a performe~·and' ·h.i1 s:·.·~,r·o.re·· as a 

teacher complementary to each oth.er ·a.·nd Pfefet,·~· not :to 

separate the two. I n t h i s reg a r d , he: t o 1 d · J. o a n Barth e 1 : 

I 1 o v e working w i t h the k i d s , . a n d every , time l . 
work with them I learn more. Through teaching .·:I: 
am also learning and growing, and I .am.do'ing. ,. 
c h o r e o g rap h y [ a n d ] d i r e c t i n g • I t en h an c· e 5 · my· 
dancin~, makes me more aware. A 'd~ncer}m.ust be· 
aware. ;,. 

Long before the Harlem project devel~p~~,·Mit~hell d~voted 
' ' . ·.: . . 

!Hughes, "Without Regard for Color," 

2Barthel, "When Mitchell Dreams, He Dreams Big.'' 
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black children to emulate his success in the ballet.! He 

now finds that the series of lecture-demonstrations provides 

one of the most exciting methods of reaching the children 

both in terms of reaching vast audiences and of engendering 

increased interest in the activities of the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem.2 He conducts the programs with the greatest of ease 

and excites his young audiences to the point of genuine 

involvement--the type of involvement which has prompted 

letters of appreciation from these young members of his 

audiences containing expressions such as: 

• at first I thought it was all a big joke and 
expected to fall asleep. [After taking our seats in 
the auditorium,] I thought I might watch [the balletl 
just for kicks but I was shocked when I found out 
how interesting and good it was •... I will never 
knock a ballet again unless I see it and make sure 
I do not like it.3 

Arthur Mitchell, the artist, states that he is 

basically a child at heart and finds it very easy, there-

fore, to communicate with ,those who are young. His constant 

desire is to give freely of what he has--his art--to pro-

vide gifted children with the opportunity for the early 

lHughes, "Without Regard for Color.'' 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem presented ninety-eight 
lecture-demonstrations during the 1969-1970 season and on 
January 22, 1971, performed for 7,589 students at the Mime 
and Masque Theatre for Youth, Incorporated, Washington, D. C. 

3Robert Zsilaveth, personal letter to Arthur Mitchell, 
S c h u 11 S c h o o 1 , Perth Amboy, New Jersey, March 1 8, 1 9 7 0. 
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training requisite for the development of excellence.! 

Mitchell is as successful at the level of his professional 

company as he is with the children enrolled in his school. 

He radiates an energetic force which makes him a teacher 

par excellence, a force which Rodney Swann, a member of the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem, explains in these words: 

Arthur is more than a classroom teacher. It is 
obvious that his main mission in life is to serve 
others. He transmits so much drive and energy-
like body heat--that it affects everyone around 
him. It makes them [his students] wish to learn 
everything that he has to teach.l 

Mitchell brings out the individual potentialities in each 

member of his company. The dancers find it very exciting 

that, under his tutelage, they are making progress at an 

astonishing rate. Gerald Banks says, " ••• he makes you 

perform movements that you never realized were possible. 

You try things simply because he wants you to do so and 

they always work--it is fantastic. n3 

According to Cassandra Phifer, the very young 

dancers have a tendency to think that Mitchell is sometimes 

insensitive to their feelings.4 He often finds it necessary 

lGeri Trotta, "Not to Be Missed," Harper's Bazaar, 
December, 1970, p. 130. 

2 Rodney Swann, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 22, 1970. 

3sanks, personal interview, August 21, 1970. 

4cassandra Phifer, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 21, 1970. 
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to be extremely personal in his open criticisms, a fact 

which seventeen-year-old Edward Moore explains with 

authority: 

As a teacher, he has to have discipline. One way 
of accomplishing this is by making criticisms in 
the group. If he does it privately, it will 
probably go in one ear and out the other. If he 
criticizes out in the open, it will cause embar
rassment and invariably get the job done.l 

Once they are members of the professional dance company, 

Arthur Mitchell drives his dancers toward the development 

of the same degree of excellence which he has achieved as 

a performer. He seeks for them that degree of excellence 

which brought the Russians to their feet in 1958, and 

caused them to single him out from among those comprising 

the New York City B a 11 e t, to throw f 1 ower s at h i s feet as 

they chanted in cadence with their applause, "Mit-chell, 

Mit-chell, Mit-chell." He seeks for them that degree of 

excellence to which Lincoln Kirstein referred when he said, 

" Wh y h a s A r t h u r M i t c h e 1 1 bee n t h e o n 1 y s u c c e s s f u 1 b 1 a c k 

ballet dancer thus far? Because he understands elegance-

no, Arthur Mitchell is elegance. "2 

1Edward Moore, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 21, 1970. 

2Lincoln Kirstein, personal interview held in New 
York City, September 9, 1970. 
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As a teacher, Mitchell concentrates upon bringing 

much more than superior technique to the movements of his 

dancers. He works diligently with the upper part of the 

body because he feels that this section of the anatomy 

gives life to the dancing. 1 He is also a fanatic with 

respect to details and detects the slightest misalignment 

of any part of the body.2 Persons who have watched Mitchell 

teach a lesson or who have seen his company perform are 

equally impressed with his dedication to his art and his 

expertise in inculcating it in those under his tutelage. 

Joan Barthel describes him as being ". as tough on 

h i m s e 1 f a s he i s on t h e d a n c e r s • " S h e r e 1 at e s t h e f o 11 ow-

ing scene which she observed in the studio: 

suddenly he flings himself down on his 
stomach, his face within two inches of somebody's 
foot, and intently scrutinizes the movement. 
"That's IT:" he yells happily. "Good girl! "3 

An excerpt from an unsigned article in the Lakeview Journal 

expresses the idea which is conveyed upon viewing a per-

formance of Arthur Mitchell's dancers: 

Individually and collectively, the dancers reflect 
Mr. Mitchell's rigorous and disciplined training 
in classical ballet, which he believes every 

lJewel Melchoir, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 21, 1970. 

2 stevenson, personal interview, August 21, 1970. 

3 Barth e 1 , "Wh en Mitch e 11 Dreams , He Dreams Big . " 
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professional dancer should have as a basic 
technique. It is the technique upon which he 
also builds his choreographic works.l 

'' . 

The older dancers--Walter Raines, Llanchie Steven-

son, and Gerald Banks--find it difficult to describe their 

teacher. They invariably become very emotional and refer 

to him as "phenomenal," "a genius," "fabulous," and.' 

"exciting." Walter Raines feels that there is nothing 

which Mitchell does not know about classical dance or .about 

the human body.2 For Llanchie Stevenson, Mitchell is the 
' '. 

source of the spirit and drive which she needs to c6ritinue 

dancing. S h e s a y s , " I h a v e n e v e r h a d a t e a c h e r a s ex c i t i n g 

as Arthur--! really feel that I cannot dance withoit him 

now."3 Gerald Banks states "I like him so much and ·r will 

do anything for him--anything. "4 

The dancers find Mitchell's choreography uniqu~ and 

exhilarating. They find it so because it combines all 

idioms of dance and is executed in the classical styi~. 5 

1 "H a r l em D a n c e T h e a t r e a t P i 1 1 ow, " T h e La k e v i e w '. 
Journal Vacation Supplement, August 20, 1970. 

2walter Raines, personal interview held in Lee,. 
Massachusetts, August 21, 1970. 

3 S t e v e n s o n , p e r s o n a l i n t e r v i e w, Au g u s t 2 1 , 1 9. 7 0 . 

4sanks, personal interview, August 21, 1970. 

5c1over Mathis, personal interview held in L·ee, 
Massachusetts, August 22, 1970. 
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Referring again to the unsigned article in the Lakeview. 

J o u r n a 1 , t h e a u t h o r s u p p o r t e d t h e o p i n i o n o f " t h ~ . d~ a n.c ~ r s i n 

comments relevant to provision of the opport~ .. nity~ to;.v.iew 

the idioms of ballet, ethnological, and mode.rn .da_nce under 

the same roof at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Fes-r.ival, 

Incorporated, each year. Specific reference ·to the ·Dance 

T h e a t r e o f H a r 1 em f o 1 1 ow s : ,. .. , 

T h e p r o g r a m t h i s we e k i s a " t y p i c a 1 " o n e. p .r e s .. e n t i n g ~· · 
a combination of these three dance forms. lballet, 
e t h n o 1 o g i c , a n d m o d e r n ] • I t i s u n c om m on · i n t h a t 
all the works are danced by one company--the,Dance 
T h e a t r e o f H a r 1 em • 1 · · · ' .... . 

Using the classical technique and choreographing in con-., 

temporary style, Mitchell is always sensitiv~ ·t~:·the·>s.pe~ial 
' I , ~ 

q u a 1 i f i e s a n d a b i 1 i t i e s o f e a c h o f h i s d a n c e r s • .: ·I i1 'hi s 

choreography, he presents each dancer to his own. best··.· 

ad van t age • To a chi eve t h i s, he e i the r chore o g r a 'phs 'to . 
. ~~ . . ( 

em ph a s i z e the forte s of the dancer or he pushes h fm · to · 't h·e 

point of overcoming any inadequacies.2 
. , .. ··' 

T h e b u s i n e s s a f f a i r s of t h e D a n c e T h e a t r e ~ .f H ar lim 
are directed with the same verve as are the arti·s.tic· aspects 

.. 
of the organization. To a s s i s t h i m w i t h t h i s t a s k , ; .M it ~ h ~ 1 1 

has assembled an excellent administrative staff. 'B~cause 

1 "Harlem Dance Theatre at Pillow," The L·~keview 
Journal Vacation Supplement, August 20, 1970. 

2 S t e v e n s o n , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w, Aug u s t 2 1 .7 ~· r 9 7 0 • 



- 374 -

his project is so volatile, however, Mitchell personally 

oversees every decision concerning the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem, monetary or otherwise. He has learned to make 

schedules and to write reports, to keep books and to 

balance budgets, but perhaps, most important of all, with 

the assistance of his Treasurer and Financial Consultant, 

Charles DeRose, he has learned how to make a non-profit 

organization finish the fiscal year with its figures "in 

the black. ul 

Arthur Mitchell defies the legendary belief that 

artists are temperamental, egocentric, and lacking in com

passion for humanity inasmuch as his altruism is exemplified 

daily. As a friend and father-image, he watches dutifully 

over everyone associated with the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

as if he or she were indeed his own child. He is asked 

often whether or not he is married--a question to which he 

replies laughingly, "No, but I have thirty-one children." 

He is referring not only to the dancers but to his entire 

administrative and production staff. His concern for the 

younger members of the company of the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem is well-founded as he has teenage girls from as far 

away from home as Atlanta, Georgia, and Kansas City, Kansas. 

Mitchell locates suitable housing for his out-of-town 

lDeRose, personal interview, January 15, 1971. 
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dancers, and arranges for them to attend the Professional 

Children's School along with the other young members of the 

company and those comprising his apprentice group. It is 

not feasible for the school-age members of the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem to enroll in public school because the rigors of 

their dance studies present a conflict with the regular 

school schedule. The Dance Theatre of Harlem pays the full 

tuition of all of its students who attend the Professional 

Children's School (a private preparatory school in New York 

City with its curriculum designed to meet the needs of boys 

and girls who are professional performers 1 ). During the 

school year of 1970-1971, fourteen students from the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem attended the Professional Children's 

School, three of whom graduated on June 5, 1971. Mitchell 

also arranges tutorial services for those students with 

academic deficiencies. This practice has proved thoroughly 

rewarding inasmuch as, among his students, the former high 

school drop-out has returned to his studies with improved 

grades, and the former "D" student has raised his average 

t o a " B+ " • 2 

1Pamela Jones, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 21, 1970. 

2The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, Incorporated: History of the School," from the 
files of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, June, 1971. 
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Arthur Mitchell's compassion is not limited to the 

official members of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. Isaiah 

Ruffin, part-time Registrar at the Dance Theatre of Harlem, 

relates the following story from the days when he served as 

the Registrar at the Harlem School of the Arts: 

One day a little boy came into the school and told 
me he wanted to dance. I explained that it would 
cost ten dollars for the course. He did not have 
ten dollars and neither would he go away. Arthur, 
sensing that something was amiss, came up and 
invited the youngster in to watch the class. Very 
shortly the boy returned, excitedly waving his ten 
dollar bill, and registered for the summer course.! 

The source of his fee was not difficult for Ruffin to surmise: 

DeRose, Treasurer and Financial Consultant of the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem, summarizes the concern beyond the call 

of duty which Mitchell as an indefatigable artist has for 
; I 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem when he says, "Just as a father 

would do, Arthur does not eat until everyone there is fed; 

he does not sleep until everyone else is in bed. "2 

Another admirable characteristic of the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem is that Mitchell's dancers care about 

each other. They maintain a familial atmosphere and their 

r e 1 a t i o n s h i p s a r e . b a s e d up on 1 o v e f o r e a c h o t h e r • During 

performances, those ~~ho-are not dancing watch each dance 

!Isaiah Ruffin, informal discussion with the 
investigator during a performance of the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem at the Guggenheim Museum, New York City, January 8, 
1971. 

2DeRose, personal interview, January 15, 1971. 
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from the wings in order to offer those performing encourage-

ment, instruction, moral--and, at times--physical--support. 

They learn each other's dancing roles, not to achieve 

personal glory, but to be ready to substitute in the event 

that they are needed. Mitchell recalls that, as he watched 

the performance from the audience one day, Samuel Smalls 

made an exit with one of the girls and Gerald Banks re-

entered with her. Upon going backstage, he found that 

Smalls had suffered a dislocated shoulder during the dance 

and that Banks had simply stepped into the role, completely 

unrehearsed. The transition from one dancer to the other 

was so smooth that it was wholly undetected by the audience. 

Most of the dancers feel that, in the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem, they have found their place in life. They learn 

all about the professional world of dance, and yet, they 

maintain a concern for humanity.! Their lives have taken 

on a new purpose; t h e y fee 1 that they are needed and t h a. t 

they belong.2 Shiela Rohan explains this feeling in the 

following manner: 

Working with the company means working with your 
mind and heart as well as your body. Sometimes 

1Virginia Johnson, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 22, 1970. 

2samuel Smalls, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 22, 1970. 
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it is awfully frustrating and you feel that it is 
"do or die," but we all complement each other 
and give each other strength. We have a sisterhood 
and a brotherhood that is equally as strong as that 
which exists in my own home. I am very emotionally 
involved with this company--sometimes it can get to 
be a bit much--but I need it.l 

Arthur Mitchell's project is unique in that he 

endeavors to provide through it, every interested child with 

the opportunity to study classical ballet. Believing that 

most individuals do not desire gifts which resemble charity, 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem charges a small fee for those 

who can afford to pay for their classes. For those who 

cannot afford to do so, arrangements are made through founda-

tion monies for their lessons. Mitchell's dream precludes 

denial of anyone who wishes to study dance. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is unique in that it 

is the only successful all-black classical ballet company 

ever to exist. 2 In addition, it has scaled all of the 

barriers which for years have excluded black dancers with 

the physical requisites from classical ballet. According 

to established customs, it takes ten years to become a 

classical dancer--a discouraging factor for most blacks who 

1 Shiela Rohan, personal interview held in Lee, 
Massachusetts, August 22, 1970. 

2In 1971, when these data were collected, Mitchell's 
dance company was comprised of blacks only. Today, however, 
the members are predominantly black but the dance company 
is integrated. 
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cannot endure the economic pressures of such a long period 

of study. Arthur Mitchell has produced his dancers in 

two years. He felt the necessity to produce professional 

dancers with great rapidity in order to establish a company 

of young black dancers through which they might earn their 

livelihoods. In Mitchell's own words, "The time for this 

c om p a n y i s n ow-- n o t t e n y e a r s h e n c e • " 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is unique in its youth. 

~itchell believes that the dancers have no preconceived 

idea of what is "arty," classical, right, or wrong. They 

are just a group of young persons who love to perform, and 

they do so with their hearts and souls. He feels that it 

is incredible in this day of youthful indecision that these 

young dancers have already made their choices and have 

dedicated their lives to their art. Whether or not they 

are the greatest dancers in the world is irrelevant; he 

believes that, historically, the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

will prove of worldwide significance. 

That Mitchell would become a leader of youth was 

evident early in his career. He has always tried to help 

children by "getting them off the street" through involve

ment in dance. 1 Hanne-Marie Conforti, former ballerina 

1Hanne-Marie Conforti, personal letter to the 
investigator, March 13, 1971. 
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with the New York City Ballet and a close friend of 

Mitchell's since 1961, has the following to say of this 

artist, "Arthur's love for children always indicated the 

eventual course of his life •. I personally thought that 

he would develop his own private United Nations. "1 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is unique in that it 

has Arthur Mitchell as its leader. According to Tanaquil 

LeClerq, " •.. he generates a contagious energy; he is 

persistent and stubborn--both admirable traits requisite 

to success. "2 He possesses a power which attracts a wide 

variety of individuals to him and, once they are touched 

by him, their lives assume a sense of direction which they 

formerly lacked. According to Conforti, 

Whatever Arthur has done in his professional or 
private life--people are drawn to him; they always 
want to touch him. He is totally self-sufficient 
in mind and body. He knows what he wants and he 
waits for it--more importantly, he gets it. He is 
very intuitive and has an uncanny way of always 
being right. Arthur is never down--he is full of 
love and courage.3 

Lorenzo James, a long-time friend of Mitchell's, is con-

vinced that the secret of Mitchell's success is his deep 

2Tanaquil LeClerq, personal interview held in 
New York City, July 10, 1970. 

3conforti, personal letter to the investigator, 
March 13, 1971. 
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and all-pervading spirituality.! Charles DeRos.e echoes this 

c 0 n vic t i 0 n 0 f Jam e s ' and e 1 a b 0 rate s up 0 n ·. it . in the f 0 11 0 w-

ing manner: 

To d o w h a t M i t c h e 1 1 h a s d o n e t a·k e s · in h u m a n st r e n g t h 
and will-power. There is only one source .. that could 
g i v e h i m t h i s ad d i t i on a 1 s t r e n g t h a nd e n e r g y , > a n d . 
that is his God--to whom he is ~edicatedly dev~tit.2' 

F o r h i s o u t s t a n d i n g d e d i c a t i o n . fo · h i s .. u n i que. p r o j e c t ·, :· : 
' ' - '. i .,. " 

Arthur Mitchell was honored by being· the recipient of the 

Twentieth Annual Capezio Dance Award. ~he for.mal pres·enta:.... 

t i o n of t h e a w a r d t o o k p 1 a c e a t t h e S t ~ · Reg is ' ~ o t e 1 fn New 

Yo r k C i t y on May 2 6 , 1 9 71 . 3 Th e J ~. n e , 1.9 71 ' . i s s u e o f . D a n c e 

Magazine contained the following announcement. 

To Arthur Mitchell 
The Twentieth Annual Cape~io Dance Award 

One could honor Arthur Mitchell for his exti~-
o r d i n a r i 1 y a c c om p 1 i s h e d p e r f o r m i n g a s a b a 1 1 e t: · s t ·a r , 
in a variety of challenging roles seen and admir~d 
over the years. As a human being and a leader .:Tn 
t h e w o r 1 d o f d a n c e , on e a 1 s o h o n' o r s h i m f o r r e p r e·~. 
s e n t i n g a c o n s t a n t 1 y p o s i t i v e f o r c e. i n a s om e t i'm e s .. 
negative world. His very newest' accomplishment, ' 
for which we especially honor him today, is the>. 
creation, and building to a remarkable degree of· 
professionalism, of the Dance Theatre of Harlem,· 
the first permanent black classical ballet trriJ~e 
in history, a young and vital company which he a.nd 
his associate, Karel Shook, have guided (in classroom·, 

1Lorenzo James, personal interview held in· Ne·w· 
York City, August 2, 1970. · · 

2oeRose, personal interview, January 15, 197·1' •. 

3"Presstime News," Dance Magazine, June, 1971, p. 7. 
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rehearsal, and on stage) to the degree that it 
now serves not only a community but also the 
world at large.! 

Future Plans for Arthur Mitchell and the 
Dance Theatre of Harlem 

As he views the future, Arthur Mitchell envisions 

the complete fulfillment of his dream. In 1971, the Dance· 

Theatre of Harlem moved into its new facility at 466 West 

152 Street in Harlem. The curriculum at the school, which 

comprises a basic core of classical ballet, ethnological, 

and modern dance idioms, will be broadened to include tap 

dance, additional ethnological forms such as authentic 

African and Spanish dance as well as the traditional 

national and folk dances of various countries. 

In addition to the encouragement of young black 

choreographers, designers, and composers at the new school,· 

~itchell hopes that the addition to the curriculum of a 

course in acting will serve to encourage the development 

of young black actors and playwrights. He plans to develo~ 

this class as a natural outgrowth of the already established 

classes in dramatic movement and improvisation, and to co-

ordinate it with a Dance Workshop which will provide a 

performance vehicle for students of all ages.2 

1 Advertisement, "Capezio," Dance Magazine, June, 1971, 
p. 7. 

2 The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Five Year Proposal· 
o f t h e D a n c e Th e a t r e o f H a r 1 em , I n c o r p o r a t e d , " J u n e , 1 9 71 • 

/ : 

'-"·,. 
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The present Department of Music will be expanded 

with the intention of stimulating the interest and curio

sity of the students in the area of classical music. 

Classes in percussion, orchestra, wind instruments, and 

choral singing will be added to the curriculum. As an 

additional feature, a portion of the transportation budget 

will be used to provide the students with the necessary means 

to attend concerts presented by classical musical artists as 

well as performances by other recognized dance companies. 

Perhaps Mitchell's most ambitious plan for the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem is the establishment of a fully 

accredited academic school. A fifty-year lease has been 

acquired from the State of New York on the property at 

468 West 152 Street, directly adjacent to the present home 

of the organization. Mitchell is taking the necessary 

steps to have erected on this property a school-dormitory 

building to house additional music studios and classroom 

facilities as well as housing accommodations for out-of

town students. The administrators of the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem are working closely with representatives from 

Columbia University in order to ascertain that the proposed 

school meets the standards for accreditation by the State 

of New York. The projected opening date for the additional 

facility is September of 1973. 1 
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Plans for the performing company of the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem project an expansion of its repertoire 

to include the works of many other choreographers. In 

recognition of the excellence of the company of young black 

dancers, George Balanchine has granted performance rights 

of Aqon--the ballet which brought Arthur Mitchell to the 

forefront of the New York City Ballet--to the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem. Other projected additions to the repertoire 

during the coming season include Lester Horton's The 

Beloved, Doris Humphrey's The Shakers and Laurencia Pas 

d 'Action, and Ruth Page's Carmen. The Dance Theatre of 

Harlem has commissioned new ballets to be created by black 

choreographers, Donald McKayle and Louis Johnson, and has 

made application to the National Endowment for the Arts 

for a grant to create a new jazz ballet to an original 

musical score by the black composer-arranger-director, 

Quincy Jones. 1 Foundational support is being sought to 

underwrite the production costs of future ballets which 

will be added to the repertoire. 

Beginning with the 1971-1972 season, the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem expanded its performance schedule to 

include a number of benefits to aid the socially and 

lThe Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Progress Report of the 
Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated," June, 1971. 
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economically deprived individuals. A New York City benefit 

p e r f o r m a n c e i n t h e memo r y o f Wh i t n e y ~1 • Yo u n g , .J u n i o r , 

under the sponsorship of the New York City Branch of the 

Urban League, was scheduled for the early autumn. In 

December, a performance for the benefit of Reality House in 

New York City was planned. 1 

In conjunction with the Capital Cities Broadcasting 

System, plans were being made to film a Television Special 

of the Dance Theatre of Harlem in performance in the 

National Cathedral in Washington, D. C. Milton A. 

Fruchtman, who received international critical acclaim for 

his direction of "The Secret of Michelangelo--Everyman's 

Dream," was selected to direct the program.2 

Arthur Mitchell expected to become personally in-

volved in an increasing number of symposiums and master 

classes in the immediate future. During the academic year 

of 1970-1971, he had conducted five symposiums on black 

dance and twenty-three master classes 3 which have resulted 

in innumerable requests for his services at colleges and 

universities throughout the United States during 1971-1972. 

lrbid. 

2rhid. 

3The Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Symposiums and 
Master Classes Conducted by Arthur Mitchell, October 22, 
1970-May 21, 1971," from the files of the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, June, 1971. 
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Because of his interest in various religions and 

his fascination with the fertile religious atmosphere which 

he found in Brazil, Mitchell has entertained the idea of 

writing a book as soon as time permits him to do so. In 

so doing, he wishes to describe the similarities of the 

gods to whom homage is paid in different countries. He 

readily points out that the major difference, in his opinion, 

may be found in the naming of these gods only. He further 

believes that most religions are based upon tenets or 

creeds which parallel closely those professed by Christians. 

With respect to his own future plans as a performing 

artist, ~rthur Mitchell proposes to continue dancing with 

the New York City Ballet whenever his schedule permits him 

to do so, and to direct the Dance Theatre of Harlem which 

epitomizes his lifetime commitment. Although this organi-

zation is basically black and located in a black community, 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem will continue to exist for all 

individuals in keeping with Mitchell's belief that: "The 

enrichment, hope, and belief in the natural dignity of men 

that the arts bring into a person's life, regardless of his 

economic or social status, must be available to everyone in 

superior manifestation. " 1 Mitchell further states that, 

lThe Dance Theatre of Harlem, "Five Year Proposal 
of the Dance The at r e of H a r 1 em, Inc or p or ate d, " June, 19 71 . 
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" for everyone who is interested, there is a place for 

him at the Dance Theatre of Harlem." Of special importance 

is the fact that Arthur Mitchell feels the need to continue 

to help the children--all children--and to provide them with 

opportunities to do something constructive with their lives. 

He will provide even more opportunities in the future than 

in the past because of the permanent location of the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem. Although Mitchell's project may appear 

to be overly ambitious, it is proving to be economical, both 

financially and humanistically. The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

adheres to the premise that: 

It is much less costly to habilitate than to 
rehabilitate; it is more economical to prevent 
dangerous wounds than to heal them; it is better 
to watch a young dancer, or listen to a singer, 
than it is to mourn the lifeless body of a young 
victim of an overdose.! 

According to Arthur Mitchell, Harlem was once "the Mecca of 

the Arts" in the United States and he is " • just bring-

2 ing it back home where it all began." The actions of this 

artist "speak louder than words'' and, if his past achieve-

ments are any indication of his future achievements, then 

Charles DeRose adequately describes this enterprising and 

l.l.tid. 

2Arthur Mitchell, personal interview, January 14, 
1971. 
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dedicated artist when he states that "Arthur Mitchell is 

more than an artistic minister; he is a 'Messiah' of 

hope." 1 

1oeRose, personal interview, January 15, 1971. 



CHAPTER VI I 

SUMMARY: ARTHUR MITCHELL, BLACK HARLEM'S 

ARTISTIC MESSIAH 

Arthur Adams Mitchell, Junior, was born the sec~nd 

child of Willie Mae Hearns and Arthur Adams Mitchell, Senior, 

on March 27, 1934, in New York City. His parents, both from 

Savannah, Georgia, had moved to the community of Harlem in 

New York City sixteen years prior to his birth. Although 

Arthur, Junior, was fourteen years younger than his sister, 

Frances Marie, within the next four years the Mitchell family 

increased appreciably with the birth of Charles William, 

Laura Mae, Herbert Jerald, and Shirley Elizabeth, respec

tively. 

Mr. Mitchell was employed as a riveter, but he was 

equally adept at carpentry, plumbing, and automotive me

chanics--additional aptitudes which were called upon fre

quently to supplement the family income. Periodically, he 

found it necessary to move the family residence further 

uptown in order to be nearer to his work or to find a loca

tion where he could maintain a workshop in the basement of 

his home. 

- 389 -
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Arthur Mitchell, Junior, ent~red t~e public;",ele

mentary school on 139th Street- between ·Seventh· an'd 'Lenox 

Avenue at four years of age. Showing hi~ fndependence.at 

t h i s e a r 1 y age , he c h o s e to f o 11 ow the ~in de ! g a r t en c h i 1 -

d r e n in t o c 1 a s s e a c h d a y r a t h e r ; t h a n to rem a i-n o n t h e · p 1 a y'.:... 

g r 0 u n d 0 f t h e s c h 0 0 1 y a r d w h e r e h i s m 0 t h ~: r' 'h ~ d p 1 a e e d : h i'm : ',· 

His first teacher was a young .white ·gir'l ~ho. prov.ided:;for. 

her students' participation in many varied·ar·d· int·eresting:'~>._.; · 

activities. A r t h u r c h o s e t o p 1: a y · t h e 'mar ~e a. s ~ i th t h e 

rhythm band and t h u s began hi s 0 f f i c i a r part i.e j pa t i 0 n,' in ' 

a musical environment. 

A s t h e e 1 d e s t s on , A r t h u"r · a 's · s um e d e c .on om ic · · ! e s p on-:-
·;· i 

s i b i 1 i t y a n d i n d e p e n d e n c e a t a n e a r 1 y .. age . Wh e n · h e· .. w a's · . , . 

s eve n o r e i g h t y e a r s o 1 d , h e s o i d rie w s p a p e r s a rid s h: f n e d 

shoes; when he was twelve years old, he had his first ···"real'" 

job where he was actually on th~~ayroll in the n~igh~~r-

hood butcher shop. 
. .. ' ' ' . . 

stage for what was to become an obligatory pat.~ern. <>f. young: . 

. 1\rthur' s life. From the very beginning,_ the:· m.oriey.~whi'~ll 

Arthur earned was turned over to ~is m~ther to i~ppl~me~t 

the family budget. 
',::_1_ I 

As he grew old~~' ~he bur~en of. ecorioml6~ · 

res pons i b i 1 it y grew heavier and heavier u n t.(l · ·it 

pletely his own at the age of fift~en when Arthur·M~i~~ell) · 

Senior, became ill. 
. ' 
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Because young Arthur had supplemented the family 

income from the time that he was quite young, he had little 

time for socializing outside of his home. The Mitchell 

family was comprised of individuals who, despite distinc

tive personalities, got along with each other unusually 

well. This uniquely harmonious situation was particularly 

admirable with five children in a small apartment in Harlem. 

During his junior high school years, however, Arthur sang 

in the Convent Avenue Baptist Church Choir and he ". 

occasionally shot a few baskets" in the park during his 

rare moments of leisure. As he grew older, he chose to 

spend these free moments in solitude, enjoying his daily 

cone of ice cream and reading a book in a small room 

situated in the center of the apartment. His mother, who 

had hoped that her eldest son would become a physician, soon 

found out that these books were about history. 

Arthur was in the second grade when his family 

moved into an apartment on 143rd Street where his father 

was employed as the superintendent of the building. Arthur, 

Junior, attended Public School 186 for the remainder of his 

elementary school years and Public School 143 from grades 

seven through nine. His musical interests again were 

brought to the foreground during his junior high school 

years. He joined the Police Athletic League Glee Club at 
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the age of ten and thus began his training in the arts. ,·He ... 

recalls that he received no formal education in dance d~iin~ 

his early years; he was, in fact, the only member of his 

family even remotely interested in the theatre. The extent 

of his early dance exposure was a series of tap dance 
r'-, 

lessons in 1944 when he was ten years of age. 

Wh i 1 e s t i 11 en r o 11 e d in j u n i or high s c h o o 1 , Arthur ' s;:,'·: .· 

life assumed a new direction as the result of his participa- ·.· 

tion in a general party held at the end of the school term~.: 

His guidance teacher noticed his "hamming it up" with one 

of the girls and recognized that he possessed a definite 

talent in dance. She began immediately the procedures 

necessary to obtain for Arthur a scholarship to the High. 

School of Performing Arts. After securing the applicatiohs 

for admission, Arthur learned that he would have to prepare 

a three-minute dance routine for an audition as a part of 

. ' 

the admission procedures. With no formal training in dance,·;; 

Arthur sought the help of Tom Nip, an old black vaudevillian· 

who taught him a tap dance routine to "Stepping Out With My 

Baby." His number was quite different from those of others 

auditioning for scholarships who were performing classic~! 

ballet studies or intense modern dance compositions. In 

spite of his unorthodox performance, however, he was accepteA 

although he feels that it was probably because the School 

needed male dancers. 
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Arthur Mitchell entered the High School of Per

forming Arts in the fall of 1949 with a major sequence in 

modern dance. Although Nanette Charisse, an instructor at 

the School, pointed out repeatedly that he was a "ballet 

dancer gone wrong," he disagreed with her because he had 

become deeply enamoured with modern dance and felt that he 

had a "message to the world." His first year at the High 

School of Performing Arts was not an easy one. In fact, 

near the end of the year, one of his teachers suggested 

that he give up dance altogether because he lacked the 

flexibility and the physical characteristics of a dancer. 

Her very words motivated this little black boy from Harlem 

to decide not only to become a dancer, but to become one of 

the best dancers in the world. 

Concurrent with his professional preparation, 

Arthur Mitchell launched his professional career. He joined 

the Repertory Dance Company of the High School of Performing 

Arts where he worked with Natanya Neumann and Shirley 

Broughton. In addition to performing, he began experi

menting with choreography. Although he choreographed a 

solo for himself entitled Primitive Study in 1957, his pri

mary interest was directed toward becoming a performing 

artist. He danced, therefore, with several modern dancers 

who are noted today for their outstanding works. Among 
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these artists are Donald McKayle, John Butler, Louis 

Johnson, Sophie Maslow, and Anna Sokolow. 

During Arthur's senior year in high school, he had 

the good fortune of making his Broadway debut as an angel 

in the revival of Four Saints in Three Acts, an opera with 

text by Gertrude Stein and music by Virgil Thomson. Orig

inally presented in 1934, the opera was revived for a 

Broadway season at the American National Theatre and 

Academy during the spring of 1952. Following the Broadway 

season, the cast left for Paris, France, to represent the 

United States in the International Festival of the Arts. 

For Arthur Mitchell, his participation in Four Saints in 

Three Acts affords many meaningful memories. It not only 

marked his first professional appearances but also his 

Broadway debut, his first real travel experience, the 

romantic excitement of Paris, and the opportunity to meet 

and work with such outstanding personalities as Rawn 

Spearman, Billy Daniel, Leontyne Price, Louis Johnson, 

and the producer of the show, Gertrude Linder Reiner. 

Mitchell returned from Paris, proud and happy, to 

receive his certificate in modern dance from the High School 

of Performing Arts. Upon graduation, he became the first 

male to receive the Dance Award from the School. Following 

his graduation, he was faced with the most important 
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d e c i s i o n o f h i s c a r e e r-- w h i c h o f t w o s c h o 1 a r s h i p s to a ~ c e p t'' •. 

He was offered a scholarship to Bennington College which 

would afford him the opportunity to complete a co~leg~ 

degree; and he was offered a scholarship to the S~hool.· of 

American Ballet which would enable him to attend the<:Schoo'l 

belonging to one of the world's most famous.ballet co~parii~s--

the New York City Ballet. After much deliberation;.A~th~r' 

d e c i d e d t h a t , i f h e c o u 1 d u t i 1 i z e h i s u n i q u e q u a 1 it:{ e s as · 

b 1 a c k d a n c e r-- a s e n s e o f r h y t h m , s t y 1 e , a n d a c h a r a c t~ r i si ic_. 

way of moving--and combine them with the discipline ·and 

training of classical ballet, he would be in a class totally 

different from that of any other dancer. Having mc;tde 'th"i·.s. 

dec i s i on ,- he accept e d the s c h o 1 a r s h i p to the S c h o o 1: · o· f · 

Am e r i c a n B a 11 e t a n d b e g an h i s w o r k t ow a r d be c om i n g a ~':~ r ~ .. 

forming artist in classical ballet. 

Shortly after his enrollment in the Schoof'of 
. ~ ' ' . 

Am e r i c a n B a 11 e t , M i t c h e 1 1 me t a n d b e g a n s t u d y i n g w i. t h ·· K a r e 1 

Shook, a superb Ballet-Master then teaching at the ·K:athe.rine 

Dunham School of Cultural Arts in New York City. 
. ·,' . . 

me e t i n g w a s an ex c i t i n g s t r o k e o f g o o d 1 u c k f o r A r t h u f':.::: ,. 

Mitchell because Shook developed a special interest in'the 

young student and became, therefore, his friend and 

as well as his teacher. 

At the time that Mitchell began his association· 

with Shook, he was eighteen years of age and had assumed 
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full responsibility for the support of his mother and four 

sisters and brothers. Because his schedule included classes 

at both the School of American Ballet and the Katherine 

Dunham School of Cultural Arts, he needed employment which 

would not interfere with his total dedication to dance. 

This problem was quickly resolved for him because Dunham's 

School closed soon after Mitchell enrolled in it, and Shook 

opened his own Studio of Dance Arts. There, in the Studio 

of Dance Arts, Mitchell was able to study and to teach 

dance in a stimulating environment which attracted such 

extraordinary students as Mary Hinkson, Matt Turney, 

Geoffrey Holder, and Alvin Ailey. With tap dance, modern 

dance, and ethnological forms of dance in his background, 

Mitchell was, at the age of eighteen, deeply immersed in 

his study of classical ballet. 

In addition to his intensive schedule of study, 

Mitchell still danced with anyone who asked him to perform 

regardless of the dance idiom entailed. Many times he was 

not reimbursed for his performances, but it was the experi

ence which he sought and valued. During this period, 

Mitchell received special critical acclaim fnr his per

formances in Shirley Broughton's Quartet, Louis Johnson's 

Lament, Donald McKayle's Games, The Street, and Nocturne, 

William Dollar's Concerto, and Hubert Farrington's Out of 
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Eden. He also performed with the New Dance Group which 

afforded him the opportunity to meet, work, and study with 

other outstanding dance personalities--Mary Anthony, Joseph 

Gifford, Daniel Nagrin, Eve Gentry, Ethel Winter, and 

William Bales. 

During June of 1956, Arthur Mitchell was the only 

black performer in a cast of 200 in the Guy Lombardo produc

tion of Arabian Nights. The show was presented at the 

famous Jones Beach Marine Theatre at Wantagh, New York. 

Lombardo was so impressed with Mitchell's performance in 

the sword dance that he began integrating his future casts. 

After three years of study at the School of American 

Ballet, Mitchell made his second appearance on Broadway. 

He danced in the Truman Capote-Harold Arlen musical House 

of Flowers, where he worked with such exceptional black 

artists as Pearl Bailey, Dianne Carroll, Geoffrey Holder, 

:\lvin Ailey, Carmen de Lavallade, Frederick O'Neal, and 

Josephine Premice. During the three-month run of House of 

Flowers on Broadway, Mitchell was invited by John Butler 

to join his newly formed John Butler American Dance Theatre 

which was then making preparations for a European tour. 

After three years of study at the School of American Ballet 

associated with the New York City Ballet, Mitchell's opti

mism concerning becoming a member of that famous company 

'' 
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had begun to fade. He accepted, therefore, John Butler's 

invitation to join his company. 

Before embarking upon its European tour, the John 

Butler American Dance Theatre presented as many perform

ances in the United States as possible. Important on the 

list was its participation in a three-week presentation of 

contemporary dance in the City of New York at the American 

National Theatre and Academy in May of 1955. Mitchell was 

again on Broadway, dancing in Butler's Three Promenades 

With the Lord. In July of the same year, the company 

appeared at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated, 

where Mitchell danced in Butler's Maloccio and Clowns and 

Angels. 

Initially, the John Butler American Dance Theatre 

went to Europe to participate in the Festival Internationale 

Del Balletto at the Piccolo Theatre in Geneva during the 

midsummer of 1955. Following the Festival performance, the 

company "barnstormed" over Europe, securing engagements on 

the merits of previous performances. The company was often 

without work, and Mitchell encountered his first real taste 

of the less than glamorous life and of the hardships often 

experienced by touring companies. Although many days were 

lean ones from a materialistic point of view, the rewards 

of the experience were far-reaching. Mitchell did not 
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realize it at the time, but he was receiving invaluable 

training for his eventual role as director of his own dance 

company. 

While Arthur Mitchell was touring Europe during 

the summer of 1955 with the John Butler American Dance 

Theatre, he received a cable offering him a position as a 

permanent member of the New York City Ballet. Although 

Butler's company was in financial trouble when Mitchell was 

invited to join the New York City Ballet, he was again 

faced with a delicate decision concerning his future-

whether to finish the tour with John Butler and his company 

or to return to New York City and fulfill his own dream of 

becoming a classical dancer. This was a difficult decision 

for Mitchell to make because he has always accepted com

pletely the obligation of fulfilling his commitments. After 

giving the matter much thought, he finally decided that he 

should choose advantageously with respect to his own future 

as a professional dancer. He returned, therefore, to New 

York City to become the first black dancer to serve as a 

permanent member of a major ballet company in the United 

States. 

Although Arthur Mitchell joined the New York City 

Ballet as a member of the Corps de Ballet, during the first 

week of his opening season with the Ballet, he experienced 
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an unexpected debut as a featured dancer. George Balanchine 

cast him in the Fourth Movement of Western Symphony as the 

partner of Tanaquil LeClerq, a prima ballerina with the 

company at that time. Because Mitchell wished to be recog-

nized only on the basis of his merits as a dancer, no 

advance notices pointing out the fact that he was black 

were released. The reaction of the audience at Mitchell's 

first performance with the New York City Ballet was somewhat 

dramatic with such audible comments as "My God, they have 

got a Nigger in the company," and " •.. he's not bad at 

all" being heard on stage during the performances. Once the 

initial shock of his being black had been overcome by the 

audience, however, Mitchell was judged solely from the 

standpoint of his ability as a dancer which had been his 

origin a 1 desire. 

In addition to Western Symphony, Mitchell danced in 

Jerome Robbins' Fanfare and Pied Piper during the first 

week of his opening season with the New York City Ballet. 

For all of his performances, he received complimentary 

reviews--a response which was highly pleasing to his famous 

Director, George Balanchine. Balanchine had observed that 

Mitchell had the physical qualifications of a classical 

dancer when the youth first came to the School of American 

Ballet to study. Being a patient man, however, the Director 
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waited for Mitchell to prove to him that he. wi'shed to .dance 
'' •' .· . 

. . . 

f o r t h e r i g h t r e a s o n s-- f o r B a 1 anc h in e.' s, p l'e a s u ~ e. ~'a nd .f o r 

the pleasure of the audience--rather than for hi·s ·own 

pleasure. . . ..._, ,..,. 

During the late summer of ·r956~ Arthur Mit·c'h.ell 
• ~ '.! 

mad e h i s f i r s t E u r o p e a n t o u r w i t h t ~ e . _New Yo r k ~ · C i ty B a 11 e t . 

A l t h o ugh h e h ad be e n t o Europe w i t h J o h n. B u f_l e· ~ ; . · i hi s.>~ w a s 

h i s f i r s t t o u r w i t h a 1 a r g e d a n c e com P a n y . · 1-I e e r1 v i s i o n e d 
:. ['•}. 

• ~I' t 

a fictionalized, fairy-tale existence· in _h.o'i_s.day-·dr~ams 

only to awaken to the unpleasant task o( ~~ckiA~,·moving, 
': ;, •,, I 

and always searching for inexpensive'places in which to 
).f 

live. Many of these touring experien·ces. wi~re: l,(niely,ones 
. . . 

for Mitchell as the o.nly black pers:o·n ·in t'h·e·· c6mpany,.'and 

h e h a d 1 o n g h o u r s o f t i me i n w h i c h ·· t o r e f 1 e c t about'. h i s 

future. I t w a s i n E u r o p e , o n t h i ·s p a r t i c u 1 a r · t o u r , t h a t 

Mitchell decided that his "off-stage'' role with the 'New 

Yo r k C i t y Ba 11 e t w o u 1 d h ave t o be a·s . imp o ~ t a n t ~- a .s ' an'}\ r o l e 

which he might perform onstage. 
) . . 

less of the personal sacrifices ent-ailed, ··a· .. black:~ pe).~)on 
. ' ' ;.;1·. t ' 

'·,·:-'1: . 

m u s t rem a i n i n b a 1 1 e t i n t h e u n i t e d. s t a t e s. ·~ 0 t h a t a 's p i r i n g 

young black dancers might have someo.ne: about ·wlloni to .say, 

''Well, if he made it, so can I." 

D u r i n g t h e s u m me r o f 1 9 57 , t h. e o p e r a e n t i t 1 e d 

The Unicorn, The Gorgon and the Marit.icore, written by Gian 



- 402' 

Carlo Menotti, choreographed ·by Jobn ·Butfer," and. performed 
. :.· .. . . ;· .... ''· 

by twelve dancers from the New Yo'rk'.Ci.ty: B~:l'te:t,,:.p.rovided 

M i t c h e 1 1 w i t h a n 0 t h e r eX c i t i n g ~ :p e r f 0 rm i n g eX perLe n c e . H e 

danced the role of the Unicorn in·· a ··manne'r ·~h.ich A,nn Barzel, 

noted Dance Critic in Chicago, described as "most evocative" 
' ~~ . 

in a ballet which was an int~fg'ui~g·:/thea.trical exp.erience. 

Arthur Mitchell considers· the y·e·~-~ ~f . .19.·5~7 as one 
.... ~ ~; •, ~ 

of the high points in his care:er· wi,th th'e New· Yor~; City 
' ·:.···t' 

Ba 11 e t. Balanchine choreographed .Agon to the. mu~i(: of 

S t r a v i n s k y a s t h e t h i r d o f a t riJ o g y· o f b a lle t s wh· i c h h e h a d 
<'. ·• ' 

" t, 

begun in 1928 with the ballet"· Apollo·~ and continued ·in 1948 

with the ballet Orpheus. Mitchell was selected for the 
' ' 

'') 

leading role and danced the only.·p~,.~ de deux inc,luded in 

the three-part ballet--a pas d_e.·de~'x created espe.c/ally for 

him. His partner was Diana Adam's' in the official P.remiere 

of the Stravinsky-Balanchine ballet on December 1, 1957. 

0 f t h e p a s de de u x d an c e d by M it c h e 11 ,. a .n d Ad am s ·, ·,·t.h. e c r i t i c s 

as a whole had nothing but praise in their respective 
• '1 ,~J ~<~:·, I 

reviews. 

From mid-April through ··mid-August of 1958~, .. Arthur 
!: .. "·If,, 

Mitchell toured again with the New York City Ballet~ per
:?1 > 

forming in Japan, the Philippine Isl~nds, and Auiiralia. 
'-.....,..:-.·--..... 

During this tour, Mitchell's assignments inclu~ed leading 

roles in Stars and Stripes, Bourree· Fantasgue, and The Four 
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Temperaments. Of these ballets, his most exciting role was 

that of Phlegmatic in The Four Temperaments. This role was 

particularly enjoyable to him because it is necessary for 

the dancer to portray dramatic quality through classical 

movement. For his performances of this role, Mitchell 

received enthusiastic critical acclaim. He was also the 

subject of many complimentary newspaper articles in Sydney, 

Australia, where the company spent the greater portion of 

the tour. 

In December of 1959, Mitchell danced his first 

wholly dramatic role, that of Jason in Birgit Cullberg's 

ballet entitled Medea. For him, the leading male role in 

this dramatic and tragic ballet was a challenge because it 

requires the dancer to project a strong, heavy quality. 

Initially the critics thought the dancing lacked dramatic 

style, a criticism which Mitchell took seriously as he 

worked to develop increasing intensity in his style of 

dancing and made a dedicated effort to discover all of the 

dramatic aspects of the part. 

In the spring of 1960, Balanchine asked Mitchell 

to find a black girl with whom he might dance a pas de deux 

in a new ballet entitled The Figure in the Carpet. Mitchell 

asked Mary Hinkson, a Martha Graham dancer, to appear as 

his partner and the two danced the roles of representatives 
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from Africa. The ballet was received enthusiastically; 

more important than the laudatory reviews, however, was the 

fact that Hinkson was the first black girl ever to dance 

with the New York City Ballet. Mitchell considered this 

the lowering of another racial barrier in the world of 

classical ballet. 

Mitchell began performing pure classical ballets 

such as Symphony in C and Allegro Brillante during the 

fall of 1960. He cherished this new challenge because, 

on the basis of these roles, he could be referred to 

officially as a classical dancer. He was soon completely 

at ease performing the "white ballet." At approximately the 

same time, he was involved in other special assignments, 

such as the principal pas de deux in John Taras' Ebony 

Concerto and the role of the snake in Todd Bolender's 

Creation of the World. The latter role gave him an extra

ordinary opportunity to explore and to utilize all of the 

other forms of dance which were a part of his educational 

background. 

The next major step in Mitchell's career came in 

1962 when Balanchine asked him to perform the role of Puck 

in A Midsummer Night's Dream. He was given choreographic 

freedom and was p~rmitted to interpret the role from a 

dramatic standpoint as well as from that of dance alone. 
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Because Mitchell realized that many qualities which were 

inherent in Puck were also characteristic of himself, this· 

role soon assumed an increasing significance for him. His 

performance of Puck was photographed repeatedly and drew 

complimentary appraisals wherever the ballet was performed. 

A Midsummer Night's Dream, which premi~red in January of 

1962, was a source of "rave" reviews for Mitchell for years. 

to come. He considers this one of his most rewarding roles 

to date because he not only has "great fun" dancing it but 

he also has the opportunity to use his own creativity, to 

employ acting and timing techniques, and to draw upon his 

previous experiences outside the realm of classical ballet 

in order to perfect the role. 

The role of Puck is the most recent role created by,. 

Balanchine specifically for Arthur Mitchell. Since its 

creation in 1962, however, Mitchell has danced in practi

cally every ballet in the repertory of the New York City 

Ballet. Other roles which he particularly enjoys perform

ing include the Ragtime pas de deux in Ivesiana and the 

Bridegroom in Bugaku. Although Mitchell's involvement in 

many activities during the late 1960's caused him to spend 

less time with the New York City Ballet, he still danced 

with the company whenever his schedule permitted. In no 

way have Arthur Mitchell's stellar performances been 
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confined to activities with the New York City Ballet. He 

has kept his technique polished in types of dance other 

than ballet by performing in musicals, making guest appear

a n c e s , a n d a c c e p t i n g e n g age me n t s w h e neve r t h e N e w Yo r k C'i t y 

Ballet was not performing. 

Since he first appeared on Broadway in House of 

Flowers during the spring of 1955, Mitchell has performed 

in four other Broadway musicals entitled, respectively, 

Carmen Jones, Kiss Me Kate, Shinbone Alley, and Noel 

Coward's Sweet Potato. During his appearances in Noel 

Coward's Sweet Potato in 1968, Mitchell was involved in 

several of the many projects which have since earned him.· 

the pop u 1 a r tit 1 e of "The Man Who Never Sleeps • " 0 n week-. 

days, he worked with the children at the Harlem School of 

the Arts; on Sundays, he danced with the New York City 

Ballet; and at night, he sang, acted, and danced at the 

Ethel Barrymore Theatre. 

Arthur Mitchell's association with performing 

artists other than those affiliated with the New York City· 

Ballet often led to lasting friendships and additional op

portunities for performing. During the production of Shin-: 

bone Alley, he formed a friendship with Eartha Kitt which 

led to an invitation for him to appear with her in the 1959 

Newport Jazz Festival. 
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Gian Carlo Menotti observed Mitchell in his 

portrayal of the Unicorn in the opera entitled The Unicorn, 

the Gorgon, and the Manticore, and invited him to form a 

company to participate in the Third Festival of Two Worlds 

held in Spoleto, Italy, during June and July of 1960. 

Mitchell made such an impression upon Festival audiences 

that he was invited to return the following year and perform 

at the Fourth Festival. Instead of presenting an entire 

company of dancers, he returned to Spoleto with a partner 

only, Akiko Kanda. During the Festival in 1961, Mitchell 

choreographed the three dances which he and Akiko Kanda 

presented as well as the "Dance of the Seven Veils" for the 

Luchino Visconti production of Salome, the opera by Richard 

Strauss. 

The summer of 1961 held still another interesting 

experience for Arthur Mitchell in Spoleto, Italy--the 

writing for him of a one-act play entitled Il Pagno by 

Gian Carlo Menotti. Mitchell, who does not speak a word of 

Italian, learned the play phonetically and made such an 

extraordinary impression upon his audiences that, following· 

one performance, a director of a French company of actors 

extended to him a standing invitation to come and join the 

French company in Paris at any time that he so desired. 
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Arthur Mitchell takes an impish kind of delight 

in remembering the spring of 1962 as the season during which 

he replaced Dame Alicia Markova at the Metropolitan Opera. 

Markova became ill, and Arthur Mitchell and Violette Verdy, 

both of the New York City Ballet, were asked to appear as 

guest artists in the opera Orfeo ed Euridice. Although the 

dancing failed to receive any sensational reviews, the per

formances were exciting for Arthur Mitchell because they 

comprised his first experience as a premier danseur with 

the Metropolitan Opera. 

In the years which followed Arthur Mitchell's 

success at Spoleto and his performances at the Metropolitan 

Opera, he has made innumerable appearances as guest artist-

both as a soloist and in conjunction with special presenta

tions of the New York City Ballet. One of his most memorable 

experiences was that of dancing the role of Mercutio in John 

Cranko's version of Romeo and Juliet in the annual gala 

ballet celebration given by the Stuttgart State Opera Ballet 

in Stuttgart, Germany, in 1963. Following that performance, 

he was invited to Munich, Germany, where he danced in Heinz 

Rosen's Othello and Dance Panels in Seven Sections as well 

as in George Balanchine's Donizetti Variations and John 

Taras' Orpheus. Other memorable guest performances included 

Mitchell's appearances in choreography by George Balanchine. 
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He danced in ~ and in the role of the Dark Angel in 

Orpheus at the Hamburg Stravinsky Festival in Germany; he 

appeared with the New York City Ballet in Stars and Stripes 

at the inaugural program for President John Fitzgerald 

Kennedy in 1961; and in Western Symphony at the inaugural 

program for President Lyndon Baines Johnson in 1965. He 

danced in ~ at the Geneva Opera during the week of 

October 10 through 15, 1970, in conjunction with a complete 

program of Balanchine's works presented as a tribute in 

honor of the famous choreographer. 

Arthur Mitchell has made individual appearances 

before television viewing audiences in the United States 

on the Jinx Falkenburg Show, the Jackie Gleason Show, and 

the Harry Belafonte Specials. His television appearances, 

for the most part, however, have been in conjunction with 

the various dance companies of which he has been a member. 

While dancing with Donald McKayle in 1953, the company 

filmed Games, Nocturne, and Rainbow Round My Shoulder for 

presentation on "Camera Three." Later, Wlen he became a 

member of John Butler's American Dance Theatre, he danced 

in Butler's Three Promenades With the Lord for audiences in 

this country and again in Italy while the company was touring 

Europe. In 1960, Mitchell's own company was filmed for 

Italian audiences while it was appearing at Spoleto. 
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Although Arthur Mitchell has danced with the New 

York City Ballet without regard for color, his television 

appearances with the company have not been altogether 

pleasant. The administrative personnel of various tele

vision stations in the United States refused to allow him 

to dance with white girls lest southern stations might ban 

the program. The response of Balanchine to such a request 

was that either Mitchell danced or the New York City Ballet 

did not appear. Major television appearances with the New 

York City Ballet include Stars and Stripes for presentation 

on the "Bell Telephone Hour," and The Nutcracker Suite for 

presentation on the Columbia Broadcasting System television 

network. 

~When Arthur Mitchell reflects upon his pioneering 

experiences as the first black permanent member of a major 

ballet company in the United States, he is even more deter

mined to give to the world black classical dancers who have 

instilled within themselves the attitude that the major 

distinction between performing artists lies not in the 

color of their skin, but in their ability to perform. This 

is the reason that today he devotes the majority of his time 

to the preparation of such black artists. 

The multi-faceted role which Arthur Mitchell was to 

play eventually began to manifest itself in 1953 at 
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approximately the same period in his life as the beginning 

of his education in ballet. His teacher, Karel Shook, 

recognized Mitchell's ability to teach and often delegated 

certain of his own classes to the aspiring young dancer. 

Mitchell's first teaching experiences occurred in the 

Katherine Dunham School in New York City where Shook was 

employed also; later experiences were afforded at the Studio 

of Dance Arts, also in New York City, which Shook owned and 

operated. Further opportunities for teaching resulted 

either directly or indirectly from Mitchell's association 

with the New York City Ballet. He taught for a short time 

at the Melissa Hayden School of Dance in Cedarhurst, Long 

Island, before becoming associated with the Jones-Haywood 

School of Ballet in Washington, D. C., in 1957--an associa

tion which lasted until 1963. 

The First World Festival of Negro Arts held in 

Dakar, Senegal, in April of 1966 led to the recognition of 

Mitchell's organizational capabilities. Serving as Dance 

Chairman for the committee representing the United States, 

Mitchell organized a company of thirty-one black dancers 

which included such personalities as Paula Kelly, Claude 

Tompson, Carmen de Lavallade, Llanchie Stevenson, Sarah 

Yarborough, and William Louther. The members of the new 

company worked daily without any compensation and soon 
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reached a high level of skill and artistry in performance. 

This company of able dancers failed, however, to realize 

the rewards of their labors because, at the last moment, 

the members were informed that the budget of the Festival 

Committee had been reduced and that the money for Arthur 

Mitchell's dance company, therefore, was not forthcoming. 

The disappointed director had to disband his company of fine 

dancers. 

Mitchell's organizational capabilities, however, 

did not go unnoticed. Following the collapse of the 

company which he had assembled for the Festival of Negro 

Arts, the United States government invited him to serve as 

one of a trio of representatives from the United States to 

participate in a cultural exchange program with the 

Brazilian government. Mitchell accepted the assignment. 

and, in March of 1966, left for Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to 

assist in organizing the first National Ballet Company of 

Brazil. Although this newly-formed company was quite suc

cessful, internal politics forced its disbanding within a 

few months. Good fortune was with the dancers, however, 

since one of the young women in the company was married to 

a wealthy Brazilian who asked Mitchell to return the fol

lowing year and to form a private ballet company. 
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In early January of 1967, Mitchell began traveling 

to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, whenever he was not appearing 

w i t h the New York C i t y B a 11 e t . It was here t h a t he beg a·n 

to develop serious choreography. The Brazilians provided 

him with an environment for dance which was rich in 

and religious rituals which led to the choreography of 

several ballets in the classical idiom for the Brazilian. 

company using Brazilian themes, ideas, and music. 

Mitchell received such personal gratification 

through his work with the Brazilian company that he might 

have remained in that country had it not been for the 

assassination of Doctor Martin Luther King, Junior, the 

famous non-violent leader of the Civil Rights Movement in 

the United States. On the day of King's assassination, 

M i t c h e 1 1 , e n r o u t e t o Bra z i 1 , d e c i d e d t o p a y h om a g e t o t_ h e 

great leader by teaching ballet to his own people in his · 

own country--the United States of America. 

Dorothy Maynor, the Founder-Director of the Harlem 

School of the Arts, had plans for extending her cultural, 

program to include a Department of Dance during the summer 

of 1968. Mitchell's decision following the assassination 

of Doctor King prompted him to call Miss Maynor and to 

offer h i s service s to the est a b 1 i shed H a r 1 em Schoo 1 • The 

Department of Dance at this School was still in the 
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embryonic stage when Mitchell agreed to join the fa~ul~y, 

and Miss Maynor had no money for financing the project. 

Mitchell, therefore, set his organizational abilities 'in:, 

action and promptly raised $25,000 for operating expenses·;,: 

He o p e n e d t h e De p a r t me n t of D a n c e a t t h e H a r 1 em S c h o o 1 o ~.' 

the Arts on July 8, 1968, three months after the assassln·a-:-

tion of Martin Luther King. 

Prior to the opening of the Department of Darice at 
' ' 

the Harlem School of the .1\rts, Karel Shook, former teacher 

and friend of Arthur Mitchell, had been the Associate .1\rt'istic 

Director for the National Ballet of Holland for nin~ rears. 

As unusual as it may seem, the death of Doctor King c~ystal-

lized for Shook the conviction that he must return also to 

the United States to make his contribution to the arts. 

felt that from the ashes of a great man, meaninglessly 

assassinated, some kind of phoenix should arise. A few 

days following the assassination, Mitchell telephoned Shpok. 

i n ..\ m s t e r d am , H o 1 1 a n d , a n d i n v i t e d h i m t o r e t u r n t o N e w , ~? r k 

City as Ballet-Master and Associate Artistic Director of the 

Department of Dance at the Harlem School of the Arts. 
c>)• 

Feeling a compulsion to accept the invitation, Shook left 

his position in Holland and joined Mitchell in New York:on 

July 31, 1968. 

,· 
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The Department of Dance at the Harlem School of the 

Arts, which began with about thirty students in July, had 

grown to an enrollment of 250 by September of the same year. 

The news of the School had spread throughout New York City. 

Students from downtown came to Harlem to study with Mitchell 

and Shook, and several additional dancers became members of 

the embryonic company. Shook decided not to return to 

Holland but to remain with the project with full responsi

bilities as Ballet Master and Associate Artistic Director. 

His decision freed Mitchell for his necessary concentra

tion upon the development of choreography for the reper

toire of the evolving dancers. He soon choreographed and 

produced Ode to Otis, the first movement of Tones, and 

Rhythmetron for performances by his young company of black 

dancers. These dancers were eager to learn and, within a 

few weeks, they were ready for public presentation as a 

performing group. As a method of involving the community 

with the newly-formed Department of Dance of the Harlem 

School of the Arts, Mitchell and Shook initiated a series 

of lecture-demonstrations presented at Open House sessions 

held in conjunction with each program presented at the 

Harlem School of the Arts. 

The success of the Department of Dance appeared to 

constitute a threat to the other programs at the Harlem 
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School of the Arts inasmuch as it attracted the majority of: 

the students and the attention of the patrons. During the 

summer of 1969, therefore, Miss Maynor ordered Mitchell and· 

Shook to leave her premises by the middle of August. The 

t\vo artists left, but with the conviction that they must 

return to Harlem soon to continue their work. In keeping. 

with Mitchell's philosophy that "out of death comes birth,"· 

the closing of the Department of Dance at the Harlem School 

of the Arts initiated the official birth of the Dance Theatre: 

of Harlem. This birth took place in mid-August, away from 

its Harlem home, at the Glen Tetley Studio in Greenwich 

Village in New York City. This studio was not properly 

insured to accommodate a school situation, and the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem was forced, therefore, to move again. On 

September 23, 1969, Mitchell and his organization moved into 

the Church of the Master at 86 Morningside Avenue which 

became the Harlem home of the Dance Theatre of Harlem until 

September 20, 1971. 

The Church of the Master appeared to provide adequate 

space for all which Mitchell hoped to accomplish with his 

school and company. At first, he found it necessary to use 

personal funds in order to reimburse the members of his 

staff and to provide the students with their scholarship sti- · 
,· 

pend s. Fortunately, however, he had already placed the Dance 
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T h e a t r e o f H a r 1 e m o n a n o n- p r o f i t s t a t u s a n d h a d s u b m i t t e d ·.: 

an application to the Ford Foundation for a grant to cover 

operational expenses throughout the year. On October 1, 

1969, the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, received 

a g r a n t of $ 3 1 5 , 0 0 0 from t h e F o r d F o u n d a t i on • T h e t o t a 1 ·· 

budget estimated for the needs of the organization was 

$466,000--$151,000 of which had to be earned independen~ly 

through performances by the young company of dancers. The 

sources of the company's income comprised personal contribu

tions and ticket sales for performances and lecture-demon

strations--a somewhat hazardous gamble for a young company 

which had not yet made its formal debut, but Mitchell was 

confident that he would find a way in which to reach his· 

goals. 

Under the expert leadership of Associate Artistic 

Director Karel Shook, the dancers made daily progress a~d 

the enrollment in the school increased rapidly to capaciti. 

Wednesday afternoon "open rehearsal sessions" were initiated 

which provided the children at the school the opportunity.to 

become acquainted with such celebrities as Leontyne Price, 

Lucchine Visconti, Lord Snowden, and John Christian, who 

were among the interested spectators. 

In early December of 1969, the minister of the 

Church of the Master informed Mitchell of an increase in 
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rent from $170 per month to $600 per month. This exorbitant 

increase sent Mitchell on a discreet search for a new loca

tion for the Dance Theatre of Harlem--discreet because he 

planned for his organization to remain at the Church of the 

Master until it could be housed in a building of its own. 

Mitchell found his building at 466 West 152nd Street and 

was able to purchase it through a generous benefactor. 

Following the purchase of the building, Mitchell busied 

himself with the plans necessary to convert it into a com

bined dance theatre and dance school such as he had begun 

at the Church of the Master. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem continues to provide a 

magnetic atmosphere for students of varied backgrounds and 

abilities. Although the core of study at the school is 

classical ballet, each member of the diversified staff is 

a specialist in his own right and contributes a personal 

genius to the provision of experiences in ethnological and 

modern dance as well as in ballet. Mitchell makes a special 

point of having his students believe that a dancer is " 

a thoroughbred--the best of the human race." 

The dance company of the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

has existed in various stages of development since Arthur 

Mitchell initiated his project in 1968 i·n association with 

the Harlem School of the Arts. Determined to develop a 
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dance school and a dance company simultaneously, he began 

with a nucleus of only four dancers who subjected themselves 

to an unbelievably rigorous schedule of physical and artistic 

improvement. Cognizant of the fact that the majority of the 

students enrolled in the school might not become professional 

dancers, Mitchell channeled the most promising students into 

a special apprentice group, preparatory to their becoming 

full-fledged members of the company. 

Since the official formation of the company of the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem, the organization has been a source 

of pride and of abundant rewards for all individuals as

sociated with it. Mitchell considers the series of lecture

demonstrations--both those presented at the Wednesday after

noon open house sessions at the studio, and those presented 

at various schools and community groups as the most impor

tant medium of contributions to the dance which his organi

zation could offer. During these demonstrations, Mitchell 

often involves the young audiences by having volunteers 

demonstrate current popular dance steps which he translates 

into balletic movements. He encourages children to study 

ballet by showing them what the thirteen and fourteen-year

old members of his company have accomplished. Most of these 

lecture-demonstrations are conducted under the auspices of 

the New York State Council on the Arts and the National 

Endowment for the Arts. 
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An invitation to perform as the leading attraction 

of the First Bermuda Arts Council Summer Festival, held in 

June of 1970, opened the door to the first major tour for 

the young company of dancers. Other engagements iu the 

Caribbean included Nassau, The Bahamas, Curacao, and Netherlands 

Antilles. The repertory which the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

performed during the Ca·ribbean Tour was comprised of 

Mitchell's Holberg Suite, Biosfera, Tones, Ode to Otis, 

and Rhythmetron, and of George Balanchine's Concerto 

Barocco. Significant during the Bermudian portion of the 

tour was the company's premiere performance of Concerto 

Barocco. Here, Mitchell sat in the audience and wept as 

he saw " • . hi s beaut if u 1 b 1 a c k chi 1 d r en" in soft white 

costumes, dancing one of the best ballets of one of the 

greatest choreographers living today with the verve and 

expertise of a seasoned company. 

Arthur Mitchell considers the week of August 18 

through 22, 1970, a special landmark in the brief hi story 

of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. It marks the first "real 

engagement" of the company in the United States. The 

company had the honor of being the only dance group pre

sented at the Ted Shawn Theatre during the ninth week of 

the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated. The 

response of the audience at "the Pillow" was especially 
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significant for it was indicative of the reactions of dance 

audiences throughout the United States. Because it was 

important that the new all-black classical dance company 

perform the ballets of its black choreographer, Arthur 

Mitchell selected carefully the dances to be presented. 

Opening night in the Ted Shawn Theatre was a sell-out. The 

appreciative audience gave the young dancers a standing 

ovation and demanded nine curtain calls. The remainder 

of the week was equally successful and capacity crowds kept 

coming for both matinee and evening performances. Critics 

and photographers alike were in attendance from New York 

City and the surrounding towns, and the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem was warmly received at every performance. 

In October of 1970, the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

traveled to the West Indies where it performed in Trinidad 

and Jamaica. The company was again a source of pride for 

Mitchell and the members of his staff. A continuing source 

of pride is the fact that students and potential company 

members seem drawn magnetically to the unique atmosphere 

of the Dance Theatre of Harlem wherever the company has 

appeared throughout the United States and abroad. 

The first television appearance of the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem was in the form of a master class presented at 

the completion of its second year in existence. The class 
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was filmed in October of 1970 for viewing on Cincinnati, 

Ohio's Educational Television Network. Later, on December 24 

of the same year, four members of the company appeared on 

the Polaroid television special entitled "A Holiday Cele

bration With Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee." 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem began its performing 

season of 1971 with its official New York City debut at the 

Guggenheim Museum, January 8 through 10, 1971. The program 

was comprised of three ballets by Mitchell--Tones, Rhymetron, 

and the premiere of Ftte Noire. The new ballet, F~te Noire, 

was dedicated to Mrs. Alva B. Gimbel, who, through a generous 

gift, made the performances at the Guggenheim Museum possible 

for the Dance Theatre of Harlem. Each performance ended 

with standing ovations and cheering crowds. On the Monday 

following these performances, students from thirty schools 

throughout New York City were brought by bus to the Museum 

for lecture-demonstrations. The total number of students 

attending during that one day was 1,000. 

The touring program for the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

was expanded in 1971 to include many more appearances out

side of the State of New York. During the month of 

February, the company made a transcontinental tour of the 

United States which included appearances in Massachusetts, 

Michigan, C a 1 if or n i a, and 0 hi o. Th i s tour prompted the 
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Det;roit, Michigan, branch of a nationwide organization, the 

LINKS, to initiate benefit performances for the Dance Theatre 

of Harlem. 

Upon its return to New York City, the company began 

rehearsals for its Broadway debut at the American National 

Theatre and Academy on March 8, 10, and 12, 1971. New 

additions to the repertory included Jerome Robbins' Afternoon 

of a Faun, John Taras' Designs for Strings, and the premiere 

of Mitchell's new ballet entitled Fun and Games. The 

critics in New York City responded favorably to all of the 

ballets performed by the Dance Theatre of Harlem with the 

exception of Fun and Games. They seemed disappointed with 

the story line of the ballet rather than with the dancing 

of it. The outstanding critical approval awarded to the 

remaining ballets on the program appeared to be an excellent 

indication of the future success of the company. Each per

formance was "sold out" and each performance ended with 

cheering and enthusiastic applause. 

On May 6, 1971, the New York City Ballet presented 

its annual benefit performance in conjunction with Arthur 

Mitchell's Dance Theatre of Harlem; this was the first time 

in its history that the New York City Ballet performed in 

conjunction with another group. Co-Choreographers George 

Balanchine and Arthur Mitchell offered their audiences a 
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"one-time only" performance of Concerto for Jazz Band and 

Orchestra. The critics called the merging onstage of the 

all-white New York City Ballet and the all-black Dance 

Theatre of Harlem a "fascinating comparison of style." 

Although the performance was not considered an outstanding 

contribution to dance, it accomplished its purpose--that 

of entertaining those who attended the ballet benefit. 

During the month of May, Mitchell and his Dance 

Theatre of Harlem spent a two-week residency in the State 

of Illinois under the auspices of the Illinois State Council 

of the Arts. The success of the company was so phenomenal 

during this residency that it received more requests for 

return performances in Illinois than its 1971-1972 touring 

schedule would permit. 

Unforgettable among the experiences for the company 

of the Dance Theatre of Harlem is the recent triumphant 

European Tour. This tour began on June 25, 1971, with per

formances for the Fourteenth Festival of Two Worlds at 

Spoleto, Italy. The company performed also in the Nether-

lands and in Belgium. The audiences at Spoleto responded 

to the dancers with twenty-minute standing ovations and 

insistent, rhythmic chanting of "Bis! Bis!" In Amsterdam, 

the entire scheduled engagement was "sold out" and the 

original number of performances was extended. These 
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experiences, new and unique for the young company, served 

to impress upon the individual dancers the fact that their 

company was well on its way and would assume ultimately 

its place among the world's foremost ballet companies. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem returned to New York 

City from its European Tour to prepare for the occupancy 

of its new home during the week of September 20, 1971. A 

building which was formerly a garage had been completely 

renovated and transformed into three dance studios, a 

workshop, a music room, a costume room, dressing rooms, 

offices, and lounges. The Dance Theatre of Harlem, 

Incorporated, could now offer, on a permanent basis, a 

functional program of uninterrupted service to the community. 

The company of the Dance Theatre of Harlem is an outward 

manifestation of the Harlem School. In a phenomenally 

short period of time it has achieved worldwide recognition, 

moving easily from one engagement to another, enjoying 

remarkable success, and becoming increasingly determined to 

bring pride in and artistic appreciation of the ballet to 

the community of Harlem. 

Arthur Mitchell has envisioned and developed a 

unique project in Harlem. Founded upon the premise that 

all children should be given an equal opportunity to reach 

their own levels of artistic performance and to make their 
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own contributions to society,· it is unique in that Mitchell 

chose one of the world's best-known ghetto areas as his 

locale for taking dance to the·people. 

M i t c h e 11 i s a m a n .~ o f ·· ex t r a o r d i n a r y d e d i c a t i o n a n d 

stamina. He is an eloquent performer and an energetic 

teacher. He considers his·career as a performer and as a 

teach e r c 0 m p 1 em en t a r y t 0 each :;, 0 the r and prefers n 0 t t 0 

separate the two. ,Lincoln Kirstein has described Mitchell 

as "e 1 egan c e its e 1 f"; :, M i't c hell seeks· for his students the 

same degree of excellence.which he has achieved. 
; 

Arthur Mitchell's ~ancer~ find his choreography 

unique and exciting.because it combines all forms of dance 

and is executed in·the classical·.~tyle. In addition, 

Mitchell is sensitive to· the s~~ci~l qualities and abilities 

of each of his dancers ·a)ld eith'er choreographs to emphasize 

the strengths of eac~· :da .. ncer or. pushes him to the point of 

overcoming any inad~qua~'i.es,~ 

Th e b u si n ~ s s a'f fa f r s of . t h e D a n c e Th e a t r e o f H a r 1 em 
' . 

are directed with the same ~~o~ni of verve as are the 

artistic aspects of the oi~a~iz~tion. 
>-"' ~ . . . ' 

Although Mitchell 
I < ·'~ 

has assembled an excellent administrative staff, he per-

son a 11 y o v e r sees every dec fs i o ri concern i n g t h e D a n c e Th e a t r e 

of Harlem, monetary or otherwise. He has learned to make 

schedules and to write reports~ to keep books and to balance 
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budgets but--and perhaps most important of all--he has 

learned how to make a non-profit organization finish the 

fiscal year within the limits of'its budget. 

A s a f r i end a n d father~ image· to ·· t h e i n d i vi d u a I s i n 

h i s organ i z a t i o n, M i t c h e 11 watch e s d ut. i f u 11 y o v e r eve r yo n e 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h ·· t h e D a n c e Th e a t r e .. 6 f H a r 1 em a s i f h e or s h e 

""e r e i n d e e d h i s own c h i 1 d • .. Hi s c on c e r n · ~f o r t h e y o u n g e r 

members of the· company, is w~ll~fou~~ed ~s he has teenage 

g i r 1 s f rom a s fa r away from·-. h om e a s . 'At i ~ n t a , G eo r g i a , and 

Kansas City, Kansas~·· Mi'tchell' finds sid table housing for 
J 

his.youngsers; sends them.to the Professional Children's 

School, and arra·nges tutorial se'rvfces for those with 

a c a d e in i c d e f i c i e n c i e s • . T ~ e d a n c ~e r s. m a i n t a i n a fa m i 1 y 

a t m o s ph e r e ; a n d t h e i r r e 1 at io n s h~ ~ s . are , b u i 1 t up o n a g e n u i n e 
' ' 

love for each·. other. A's members of the Dance Theatre of 

' ' 

H a r 1 em, t h e i 'r. 1 i v e s h ave t a ken o n . a n e w , p u r p o s e ; they feel 

that they a·re · neede_~ and 'tti-at tti'ey ·t)~long. 
'1-•':J 

Arthur Mitc~~ll' s'. pr'oje'c_t>'i.s,·':l.nique in that it 
... -.- " •· ..... ···-:· ., ·'.]•': ·••· ... ' • :!. 

provides for ever'y i'rite·rested. :'c;h-ild ·the :·~pportunity to 
J •'. -..·t "··,: - . . • . ' ~-· , <, r- • . ·t ~ I ' 

study the 'Class-ical .d·a·nc~'. _.-F-or; ·those who cannot afford to 
~ , • • I ·,' ; : "' , ', \ 'i . • ( •' ; . ' '·. 

p a y · f o r t h e i r 'c 1 a s s e s, a r r a' n g e m.e nt s a re ·made f o r 1 e s s o n s 
, . r, ' . , "' . ~ . :. ; , ~ , " . " . . ;- . . . . .. ·. ·. , . 

. ' ' 
~· ' I ' \ 

through Foundation f~nds·. M i t c h e· 1 1 ' s . d re am p r e c 1 u d e s d e n i a I 
). . . . ,' 

of anyone who wishes to study d~_nce,,. The Dance Theatre of 
• -1. 

Harlem is unique in that it i the only permanent black 

·". ', 
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classical ballet company ever to exist. In addition, 

Mitchell has produced his dancers in two years although 

normally it takes ten years to prepare the professional 

ballet dancer. He recognized the necessity to produce 

dancers in a short time in order that young blacks could 

have a company to which they might aspire and through 

which they might earn their livelihoods. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is unique in its youth. 

The dancers are a group of young persons who love to per

form, and they do so with their hearts and souls. Already 

they have made their choices and have dedicated their lives 

to their art. Whether or not these young boys and girls 

are the greatest dancers in the world is irrelevant; 

Mitchell believes that, historically, the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem will prove to be of worldwide significance. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is unique in that it 

has Arthur Mitchell as its leader. He generates a con

tagious energy which appears to attract individuals to him. 

Once these individuals are influenced by him, their lives 

assume a sense of direction which they have formerly lacked. 

~itchell's success has been attributed to his deep and all 

pervading conviction of spirituality. He has an almost 

superhuman strength and will-power coupled with a devout 

belief in God. For his outstanding dedication to his 
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unique project, he was honored on May 26, 1971, as the 

recipient of the Capezio Dance Award. 

As Arthur Mitchell views the future, he envisions 

the fulfillment of his dream. The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

has moved into its new facility at 466 West 152nd Street 

in Harlem where the curriculum will be broadened to include 

additional forms of dance, acting, and music. Perhaps the 

most ambitious projection for the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

is the establishment of a fully accredited academic school. 

The administrators of the Dance Theatre of Harlem are working 

closely with representatives from Columbia University in 

New York City to ascertain that the school meets the 

standards for accreditation by the State of New York. The 

projected opening date for the additional facility is 

September of 1973. 

P 1 a n s f o r t h e f u t u r e o f t h e D a n c e Th e· a t r e o f H a r 1 em 

company encompass an expansion of its repertoire to include 

the works of many other choreographers. Among the projected 

additions are George Balanchine's Agon, Lester Horton's 

The Beloved, and Doris Humphrey's Shakers. In addition, 

the performance rights for the ballet Carmen have been 

acquired by the Dance Theatre of Harlem, for which the 

R u t h P a g e F o u n d a t i o n w i 1 1 u n d e r w r i t e t h e e n t i r e p r o d u c t.i o n 

costs. The company will expand also its schedule of per

formances to include a number of benefits. 
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With respect to his own plans for the future, 

Arthur Mitchell will continue to dance with the New York 

City Ballet whenever his schedule permits him to do so, 

and he will continue to direct the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

which is his lifetime commitment. AI though the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem is basically black and located in a 

black community, it will continue to exist for all people-

to provide through the arts enrichment, hope, and a belief 

in the natural dignity of man regardless of his economic or 

social status. To many, this enterprising and dedicated 

artist, Arthur Mitchell, represents more than an artistic 

leader; he is, as Charles DeRose calls him, a ''Messiah of 

Hope." 



CHAPTER VI I I 

ALVIN AILEY: THE FORMATIVE YEARS 1 

The life of Alvin Ailey epitomizes the proverbial 

"from rags to riches" story provided that the term "rags" 

- is interpreted to mean an almost complete absence of artis-

tic exposure and the term "riches" to mean his present 

position as one of the outstanding black exponents of 

modern dance in the United States of America. From early 

childhood, Ailey's destiny seemed to be pre-determined. 

Beginning with that childhood, his innumerable interests 

and his intellectual curiosity--which ranged from inquiries 

concerning the most minute creatures of nature to his 

fascination with the indigenous customs, folkways, and 

mores of southern blacks--motivated his search for answers. 

With maturity, his explorations impelled him to increase 

the depth and to widen the scope of his research into the 

roots of his people. As a result, an inquisitive man from 

Southeast Texas has given to the United States a form of 

modern dance thematically and choreographically based upon 

lunless otherwise d~cumented, all data included in 
this chapter were obtained through personal interviews with 
Alvin Ailey in August and September of 1970, and through 
personal interviews with his mother, Mrs. Lula E. Cooper, 
in April of 1971 and throughout the year of 1972. 
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the indigenous experiences of native black folk. Because 

of his self-motivated efforts and of his determination to 

satisfy his innate curiosity, this young Texan has achieved 

the status of Honorary Doctor of Fine Arts--a degree con-

ferred upon him by the President of Princeton University 

in Princeton, New Jersey, on June 6, 1972, for his out-

standing achievements as a dancer, choreographer, and 

director in the idiom of modern dance.l 

The Early Life of Alvin Ailey 

On September 26, 1929, Alvin Ailey, Senior, and 

Lula Elizabeth Cliff were married in Rogers, Texas. Since 

the bride was only sixteen years old, and the newlyweds 

had only a meager income, they began.their life together 

by sharing the home of her father, Norman Cliff, in Rogers. 

After residing there for three months, they moved into the 

home of Henry Ailey, the. father of Alvin, Senior, who also 

lived in Rogers. In this house--shared by Henry Ailey's 

daughter Nettie Corouthers, her eight children, and one 

son-in-law--Alvin Ailey, Junior, was born. 

It was a cold afternoon in January when F. F. 

Flanagan, M. D., arrived at the Ailey household and an-

nounced that the mother-to-be was not yet ready to deliver 

!Program, "The Two Hundred and Twenty-fifth Commence
ment," Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey, June 6, 
1972. 
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her baby. After placing a plate underneath her back to 

help ease her labor pains, the Doctor helped himself to a 

generous dip of snuff, removed his boots, and fell asleep 

upon a cot which, along with the bed and a "pot-bellied" 

stove, comprised the only furnishings of the "delivery 

room." The Doctor awoke around 4:00 a.m. and ordered a 

pan of hot water. Alvin Ailey, Junior, was born an hour 

later, on January 5, 1931. 

The circumstances surrounding the birth of Alvin 

Ailey, the future dance artist, were far from ideal. In 

addition t~ the fact that he was born into such an over-

c r o wd e d }H) u s e h o 1 d , t h e c on s t r u c t i o n o f t h e h o u s e i t s e 1 f 

was far ~elow standards required for adequate protection 

against the cold Texas winter. The "pot-bellied" stove, 

even when "red hot," was inadequate for providing the 

necessary warmth for the room in which young Ailey was born. 

Following the birth of the baby, Grandfather Ailey attempted 

to alleviate the situation by ripping an old mattress apart 

and using the filling to seal the cracks in the single

walled room in order to provide added protection against 

the winter wind. 

Food in the Ailey household was rarely sufficient 

to feed the thirteen persons comprising it. Lula Ailey was 

so under-nourished at the time of the birth of her child 
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that she was unable to produce milk for him. She did, how-

ever, have the foresight to become a member of a group of 

ladies called The Benevolent Society. This group was com

prised of about twenty members whose function was to provide 

food in time of need for other members of their Society. 

Each member contributed a pound of some staple food each 

month until the recipient was able to return to work. From 

the sugar provided by members of the Society, along with a 

clean cloth, a contrivance commonly called a "sugar tit" was 

devised for young Alvin to suck in order to provide nourish

ment for him until he could eat the food from the table 

which his mother crushed with a spoon until it was of a 

consistency which he could swallow. 

Wh e n A 1 v i n , J u n i o r , w a s t h r e e m on t h s o 1 d , h i s p a r en t s 

moved to a one-room cabin located about eight miles outside 

of Rogers on the property of Horace Crouth, a white land

owner. Their move was made in anticipation of working on 

Crouth' s farm in return for free living quarters. Their 

cabin was furnished with one cot and the previously mentioned 

"pot-bellied" stove which provided the only source of heat 

for the household as well as the surface upon which all of 

their meals were prepared. For the first three months after 

they moved into their new living quarters, meals for the 

Aileys were comprised of milk obtained from a cow which 
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belonged to the owner of the property, and bread which was 

prepared from handcrushed corn and water. Their drinking 

water came from an unsanitary tank which contained mud and 

other forms of debris. 

The pattern of survival for the Aileys remained the 

same until Alvin, Junior, was six months old. At this time, 

because there was no source of outside remunerative employ

ment, Ailey, Senior, abandoned his wife and infant son, 

leaving them to provide for themselves. Lula Ailey, a 

woman of strong will and great love for her child, decided 

that the two of them would remain in the cabin on Horace 

Crouth's farm, and manage to live in a better way than that 

to which they had been subjected with her husband as their 

provider. She went out and solicited washing and ironing 

from the white residents who lived within walking distance 

of her home. She also planted a bean garden in which she 

raised every kind of bean which she could find. Mrs. Ailey 

cultivated her garden with a hoe and allowed the beans to 

dry in order to store them for future use. Ultimately, 

this bean garden initiated their next residential move. 

One evening when Alvin was two years of age, his 

mother had prepared a large quantity of dried beans and 

b r e ad • Wh i 1 e t h e me a 1 w a s i n t h e p r o c e s s o f p r e p a r a t i o n , 

Alvin, Junior, was quite hungry; when he finally sat down 
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to the meal, he ate too rapidly without chewing his food 

properly. At approximately nine o'clock that night, the 

small boy became so ill that his mother placed him upon her 

back and walked the eight miles into town to seek the ser

vices of a physician. In accordance with the custom of 

blacks in those days, she went to the back door of Dr. L. E. 

Etter's house and gained admittance. When the circumstances 

surrounding the illness were described to the doctor, he 

gave young Alvin an enormous dose of castor oil and invited 

mother and child to spend the remainder of the night in his 

home. The following morning, the doctor was appalled to 

learn that Mrs. Ailey had walked eight miles in the darkness 

to bring her child to him. He took them back to their home 

in his car and was even more horrified upon seeing the un

sanitary and inadequate conditions of their living quarters. 

Dr. Etter returned to the Ailey home the following 

day and invited Mrs. Ailey to return to Rogers to work for 

his wife, explaining that they had servant quarters in which 

he thought that she and her son would be quite comfortable. 

Mrs. Ailey requested a week during which she might think 

about the offer; she then packed their meager belongings in 

an empty flour sack and again, with her child, walked the 

eight miles into town to the physician's house. 
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The Aileys were comfortable in their new living 

quarters, and they continued to be so for about two years. 

In May of 1935, however, Alvin's father returned to Rogers 

to live again with his wife and son. The arrangement proved 

as unsatisfactory as it had three and one half years 

earlier; Mrs. Ailey chose, therefore, to take her son and 

leave the home and position which Dr. Etter had provided 

for her. One night she walked to the railway station in 

Rogers, Texas, and boarded the midnight train after request

ing the ticket agent to sell her a ticket to a destination 

as far away from Rogers as her meager savings of eight 

dollars would purchase. The following morning Mrs. Ailey 

and young Alvin were sitting in the railway station in 

Wharton, Texas, penniless and alone, when Mrs. Maggie Earl, 

a kind, soft-spoken, black woman who had arrived in Wharton 

also on their train, inquired about their destination. Upon 

learning of their plight, Mrs. Earl invited the Aileys to 

h e r h om e i n Wh a r t on w h e r e t h e y 1 i v e d f or t h e n ex t t h r e e 

weeks. This episode occurred during the early part of 

September, 1935, when the cotton was ready to harvest in 

Southeast Texas. Mrs. Ailey not only assisted with the 

chores in the Earl household but she also took her son with 

her as she joined other workers who picked cotton on a day 

to day basis. The farm on which the cotton grew was owned 
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by another Wharton black woman, a Mrs. Fannie Warfield. 

After noticing Mrs. Ailey and her young son in the fields 

each day, Mrs. Warfield invited mother and child to live 

and to work upon her place. The invitation was accepted, 

a n d , f o r t h e n e x t n i n e m o n t h s , Wh a r t o n be c am e t h e i r h om e 

and the town in which they attended regularly the religious 

services in the Good Hope Baptist Church. 

Wh en Ch r i s t m a s a r r i v e d d uri n g the i r s o j o u r n i n 

Wharton, three-year-old Alvin scanned the nearby wooded 

areas in search of a gift for his mother. He presented to 

her a forked stick from which he had removed the bark, "spit

polished" it, and named it "Cottee." Alvin's mother has 

kept this gift throughout the years as she was impressed 

with the ingenuity and creativity of her son at such an 

early age. Alvin loved to walk in the woods. He and his 

mother often went for long walks during which they gathered 

wild berries and nuts. In addition, the youngster often 

gathered flowers which he presented affectionately to his 

mother. One day, on such a walk, the Aileys passed a store 

on which they saw a sign, "Athall, Texas." They continued 

their walk and soon discovered an old, empty frame house. 

Alvin immediately said, "I like this [house] Mama; we could 

live here." His mother agreed that it would be pleasant to 

have a home of their own, and informed Mrs. Warfield of her 
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decision; her generous friend, in turn, not only accepted 

the decision but practically furnished the new home for the 

.1\ileys. 

The house in Athall, Texas, was near the Brazos 

River and was, therefore, built upon a high, relatively 

sound, foundation. Lula Ailey began to pick cotton again 

each day, and her earnings enabled her to purchase sufficient 

food for mother and son to eat three meals each day. At 

each me a 1, A 1 vi n fin i shed a p o.r t ion of his food at the 

table and took the remainder underneath the house with him. 

His mother soon discovered that he was feeding, directly 

from his hand, the largest chicken snake which she had ever 

seen. Because of this discovery, they departed the follow

ing day for Rogers, Texas, with a promise to Alvin that 

they would return later for his pet. His mother never 

revealed, however, that she had discovered the identity of 

his pet nor did they ever return to live again in Athall. 

The following six months were restless ones for the 

Aileys. Mrs. Ailey obtained a position with Mrs. Dorothy 

Ball, a white lady in Rogers, and she and Alvin lived in the 

servant quarters on Mrs. Ball's property. Alvin was now 

almost five years of age and self-reliant enough to cross 

town to spend each day with his twin cousins while his 

mother cleaned the house and prepared the meals for Mrs. 
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Ball. Soon, however, young Alvin and his mother moved into 

the house with his Aunt Nettie Corouthers, the mother of the 

twins, thus sparing young Alvin from the daily trip across 

town. With the coming of winter and inclement weather, 

the Aileys moved south to live with Lula's sister, Inez 

Douglas, in Milano, Texas. In May of 1936, they moved back 

to Rogers, however, to share again the home of Alvin's Aunt 

Nettie. By this time, the twins were enrolled in school, 

and the teacher, Bea Walker, a distant cousin of Mrs. 

Ailey's allowed Alvin to attend classes with his cousins. 

Although not old enough to enroll officially, he was an 

eager learner and progressed rapidly through the "five times" 

multiplication tables. 

During the summer of 1936, opportunities for remun

erative employment were advertised in the local newspaper. 

A new highway was being developed in Navasota, Texas, and 

a team of workers was needed to prepare lunches for the 

laborers who were employed on the highway project. Frankie 

Davis, an older sister of Mrs. Ailey's who lived in Rockdale, 

Texas, persuaded the latter to leave Alvin, Junior, in her 

care and to seek work in Navasota. This plan failed to prove 

satisfactory, however, because Alvin and his little cousin, 

Lula Belle, disliked each other intensely. About three weeks 

passed before the small boy decided to "hitchhike" to his 



- 441 -

.:\unt Inez's home in Mi laao, where he had spent the previous 

winter. Mrs. Ailey returned immediately for her son and 

took him back with her to Navasota. 

After working in Navasota for about six months, 

Lula Ailey underwent an emergency appendectomy followed by 

an iridectomy, events which brought about several new 

experiences in her life. Alvin was left alone for the first 

time, and Lula Ailey became the first black patient assigned 

a bed in/the Navasota Hospital. In those days, blacks were 

treated as out-patients at this Hospital, but they were 

placed in separate cottages if their illnesses or periods 

of recuperation required hospitalization. At the Navasota 

Hospital, Mrs. Ailey met Drs. C. H. Coleman, E. D. Stewart, 

and I. M. Ketchums who were partners in their ownership and 

operation of the Coleman, Stewart, and Ketchums Medical 

Clinic in Navasota. To enable her to pay the costs incurred 

by her period of hospitalization, these three physicians 

offered her employment at their clinic. She became, there

fore, the first black person employed at the Coleman, Stewart, 

and Ketchums Medical Clinic, a position which led to her 

employment three weeks later as the first black employee at 

the Navasota Hospital. Her duties at this Hospital included 

the sterilization of surgical instruments as well as the 

offering of assistance and companionship to the elderly 



- 442 -

patients. Her remuneration for this position was $12.50 

per week--more money than she had ever earned in the pre

vious positions which she had fulfilled. 

In Navasota, the Aileys lived on the property of 

a black man, Amos Alexander, who was considered an indi

vidual of considerable financial means. He not only 

owned a large amount of private property and a recreation 

hall but he worked also at the local cotton gin for an 

additional source of income. During the period of Mrs. 

Ailey's hospitalization, Alexander developed a fatherly 

attachment to young Alvin and became· his official guardian 

for the next six years. 

The Alexander house, located just at the edge of 

town, gave to Alvin Ailey an exposure to both town and 

country living. Here, he experienced his first real respon

sibilities with respect to the execution of daily chores. 

He fed the fowl and the hogs, rounded up and staked the 

milk cows, and weeded and watered the plants in the two-acre 

garden. Alexander taught Alvin to ride horses and gave him 

his first dog. The boy was allowed to plant fruit and 

pecan trees on the property and to nurture these trees as 

his own. At last, young Alvin had a real sense of belonging 

except, as he later recalls, 
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Wh en M r • A 1 ex and e r ' s s i s t e r came to vi sit h i m and 
brought along her small children, I always felt 
very alone and left out. Although they were 
extremely nice to me, I was always reminded at 
those times that he--this man--was not my real 
father and that I was existing in a make-believe 
situation. I was miserable then and felt very 
alone. These feelings later influenced my 
choreography of Knoxville; Summer of 1915.1 

Life in Navasota for Alvin was rather full and, for 

the most part, satisfying. He enrolled in classes at the 

Navasota Colored School, later called the George Washington 

Carver School, where, as a pupil in the elementary grades, 

he participated in many of the high school activities. The 

principal of the combined elementary and high school, J. C. 

Madison, was the first black principal to initiate a pro-

gram of music in the black schools in Southeast Texas. When 

Alvin was in the fourth grade, he displayed an interest in 

playing the tuba. The principal approached the boy's 

mother concerning the matter, and she explained that the 

purchase of the instrument was a financial impossibility. 

A few days later, however, Alvin brought home a shiny, new 

tuba. The principal, who was very fond of Alvin, had pro-

vided this instrument for him in order to facilitate his 

becoming a member of the Navasota High School Band. 

Alvin's artistic interests were not limited to music 

during those early years. Wherever he went, even while he 

1 Alvin Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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was executing his daily chores, he carried with him a "Big 

Ben" writing tablet and a pencil for drawing sketches of 

small, living things--especially ants, bugs, and the praying 

mantis. U n d e r n e a t h t h e s e d raw i n g s , h e s c r i b b 1 e d d e s c r i p ·-

tions which were incomprehensible to anyone other than him-

self. Upon his tablet he recorded also verses which he 

composed about interesting things which he either saw or 

imagined. 

Sundays for the Aileys were filled with attending 

church and engaging in church-related activities. They 

became members of the True Vine Baptist Church shortly 

after their arrival in Navasota and attended Sunday School 

and all subsequent services held there each Sunday. Mrs. 

Ailey also sang in the choir. In the 1930's, this segre

gated church for black residents was equipped with special 

facilities for the children which were located in the base-

ment of the church. The arrangement not only precluded the 

normal restlessness of children forced to sit through long 

church services but provided many enriching experiences for 

them also. Following their Sunday School classes, they 

engaged in religious activities designed especially for 

them by the local elementary school teachers who, the members 

of the congregation felt, were best suited for the leader

ship and guidance of these young boys and girls. 
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In southern Baptist churches such as True Vine, 

baptismal ceremonies were held in rivers or ponds in the 

vicinity of the church. All of those to be baptized wore 

white clothing and were marched to the baptismal site with 

dignity and solemnity; the ceremony itself was followed by 

joyous singing, shouting, and expressions of praise. During 

the late summer, revival services were conducted at the 

various churches; the most colorful of these revival ser

vices were observed at the Church of God in Christ--the 

religious sect commonly referred to as "Holy-Rollers." 

Here, the renewal of faith in Christ was accompanied by 

singing, music-makiqg, dancing, and speaking in an unfamil-

iar vocabulary referred to as "unknown tongues." Ceremonies 

such as these later influenced Ailey in the choreography of 

his first major suite of religious dances, entitled 

Revelations. 

During his childhood, Alvin Ailey was aware of the 

racial friction which existed between southern blacks and 

whites, but he did not understand i t s imp 1 i cations • He 

remembers vividly the white public school which, in his own 

words, ". . sat on the hill like a glowing tower and, if 

one was black, he knew that he was never to approach those 

walls. It was something which you just accepted." Other 

memories from his early childhood which have been reflected 
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in his choreography center around an atmosphere of fear 

which seemed to prevail among the blacks in Southeast Texas. 

It appears that, as young Ailey moved from place to place, 

there was always talk among the grown-ups about black 

persons being sent "to the pen." He recalls that, "At one 

time in my life, it appeared that every adult black male 

h ad e i t h e r bee n t o t h e p e n i t e n tia r y o r 1 i v e d i n c o n s t a n t 

fear of being sent there." He remembers also that there 

were frequent discussions among black adults of the lynching 

of blacks by whites, and of fights and shootings within the 

black community. Although Ailey failed to understand these 

discussions as a child, they became indelibly impressed 

upon his memory and later influenced his choreography in 

such major works as Blues Suite and Masekela Langage. 

Another phase of life among the blacks in Southeast 

Texas which made an impression upon young Ailey was the 

pattern of their social life. He remembers vividly the 

flashing NEHI and DR. PEPPER signs which advertised soft 

drinks at local places of refreshment and entertainment; he 

recalls that he enjoyed periodically the performances of 

traveling folk singers and minstrel shows which included in 

their cross-country tours the small towns in which he lived, 

thus providing welcome breaks in the normal routine of the 

local blacks. Saturday nights were particularly important 
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on the calendar in the.se ·small·. town.s; since they did not 

have to rise early for· work.the folfowing morning, Saturday 

afforded the blacks. an opportunity for a "night on the town." 

For the blacks in Navasota·,- ·this: meant "dressing up" and 

patronizing the segregated··cafe·s ·and dance halls. Alvin 
;' ',,' 

A i 1 e y r e c a 1 1 s t h e s e · ,' so c i a 1 Sa t u r ga y e v e n i n g s i n t h e f o 1 1 ow-

ing manner: 

I remember . a p 1 a ce · c a 1 Ted t h e. Dew Drop In n . T h i s 
w a s a k i n d o f "H o n k y- To n k " !1 ig h t · p 1 a c e . . I r e m e m be r 
the music and >the dancing--an' atmosphere of sensuality 
always accompanied by fear or·a sense of impending 
trouble. There were always fights and talks about 
so a n d so 1 s 1 o v e a f f alr-- t h e re we r e k i 11 i n g s . A 11 
of this was: later:to influe-nce ·my choreography of 
B l u e s S u i t e • l · · :· 

D u r i n g t h e f i r s t t we lve \ 'y e a r s of A 1 v i n A i l e y 1 s 1 i f e , 
. :.t -:· 0:.' 

there was no indication of the direction which his career 

W o u 1 d t a k e e V e n t u a 1 1 y . · R a r e l y .w a s· h e eX p o s e d t o a n y f 0 r m 

of fine art per se, ·but he attempted to express some of his 
j ,,, :c" ,'•.', 

i n n e r f e e 1 i n g s t h rough. hi ~ d ra w:i n g s a n d h i s p o em s . A i 1 e y 
-:. ' ' . ~ 

off e r s a b r i e f .. s u ~ m a .r y o f ·. t .h f s peri o d of h i s l i f e i n t h e 

following words: 

My whole early :life i"n Tex~·s·was a kind of rambling, 
rural life~ We lived around with a lot of people. 
We we r e a 1 way s o n t h e g o • · .· I·. beg a n t o fee 1 a s i f t h e r e 
were. a lot.;'of trains in IllY ·'life. I also remember 
that I felt ~ery alienated--never really having a 
father. I always felt .. like an outsider around kids 
who did. I was always very lonely--I knew that I 
was loved, but I never felt. understood.2 
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If L u 1 a A i 1 e y fa i 1 e d i n her understanding of her son, how-

ever, it was because she ·was so preoccupied with the ordeal 

of survival for him and for he-rself that she had little 

time during which to deverop the. finesse in being demon-

s t r a t i v e i n h e r pe r s on a 1·- r e 1 a ti o n s h i p s wh i c h h e r r e s t 1 e s s 

young son desired and ne-eded~·--· 

D u r i n g t h e ·a. u tum n. of: -1 9 4 2 , . A g n e s a n d H a r o 1 d 8 o o k e r , 

who were friends .of Lula Ailey' s,· ·aCquainted her with their 

plans to move to Ca;l iforni~r:: Ha-ving. wished for some time 

t o s eve r a 11 of h e r.- p e r s on a 1 t i e s · i n T ex a s , L u 1 a d e c i de d t o 

j o i n h e r f. r i end s a n d . t o ; pro vi de a · n e w k in d o f 1 i f e for h e r 

s o n-- h o p e f u 11 y: ·one . w f t h' he t t e r o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r h i s i n t e 1 -

lectual advancement~ ·than those~ afforded in a small Texas 

town. Upon learning ·o_f h'er: dec-i si~n, Amos Alexander 

r e que s t e d t h a t · M r s • -.-A i 1 e y 1., e a v ~ A lv i n w i t h h i m u n t i 1 s h e 

could provide prop.er.Iy, for- the-·:child; this suggestion 
~-

proved to be.' an exp·e~ien.t_ one 'as Lu'la Ailey embarked upon 
' ~. • •• • ,, < ·~ ·";J t.'t .>' ' · • . .. ,. 

her new life with ~ri'ty' e-ighte--en d~-llars in her possession. 
:· r , -

. -<· '., 

Upon,~.er arriv-al in Los··· A:11geles, California, on 
-:; ' ) -. . 

J a n u a r y 2 , 1 9:~ 2 , L u 1 a • A i ~ e y: w a· s f o r t u n a t e i n f i n d i n g 1 o d g i n g 

in a rooming 'house, located a~. the c'orner of Twenty-Seventh 

Street and Adams Boulevard; .. which was owned by a former 
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Texan ,~~ Marie K r en s chaw. As a r e s u 1 t , Mrs . A i 1 e y w a s per-

mitted to live there without the payment of her rent in 

advance until such time when she had secured remunerative 

employment. In addition, Mrs. Krenschaw, who laughingly 

referred to herself as "a new Negro," coached Mrs. Ailey 

both in diction and in the proper use of the telephone for 

the purpose of making inquiries concerning potential means 

of employment. Her lack of funds could have been a dis-

couraging factor for Lula Ailey had she been unfamiliar 

with hardships. Instead of depending upon others for 

assistance, however, she managed to budget her small amount 

of cash so wisely that it lasted throughout the month during 

which she was unemployed. Her room was equipped with an 

electric hot plate upon which she prepared her daily diet 

of cabbage greens supplemented with one slice of bread. On 

Sundays, she ate one meal which she purchased for fifteen 

cents at Father Divine's Restaurant located across the 

street from the rooming house in which she lived. Instead 

of using commercial means of transportation during the day, 

she walked in search of employment, and, at night, she was 

permitted to use Marie Krenschaw's telephone. 

After spending a fruitless month in Los Angeles and 

expending all but two dollars of her money, Lula Ailey 

obtained employment as one of fifteen girls who provided 
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chamber maid service in the luxurious Everston,',_s .. Apa,rtments 

located on Valencia Avenue in the Westlake area of Los 

Angeles. The housekeeper for the apartment building was a 
i " ' ' ., 

n a t i v e of F o r t W o r t h , Te x a s , a n d c o r d i a 1 t o f e ll o ~·: T ex a n 3 • 
r··, w' -

;'.'·, '~' ·~ ~; d 

S h e i n v i t e d M r s • A i 1 e y t o " 1 i v e- i n " d u r i n g -he r , em p 1 o y me n t , 

and provided her with a four-room basement apartment .sui:t .. -~ . 
.,.·1 

able for two persons. As soon as the school·y~ar •'' 

e n d e d i n T ex a s , L u 1 a A i 1 e y s e n t f o r h e r s o n . t o . s h a r~e, .t h e 

most comfortable living quarters which the Afl.ey.s had ~yer 

occupied. 

A 1 v i n A i 1 e y w a s t we 1 v e y e a r s of age w h .e n · .~ e ,' w a s ;' 

p 1 aced a b o a r d t h e t r a i n t o L o s An g e 1 e s and a · · w h· o l'e': ;new ' e r a 
' •.',· 

in his life thus began for him. Remembering .t·h e· ·a a y s. i)f 

hunger in Texas and thinking that his mother.mig~i be; 
I 

hungry, the youngster saved his lunch for the entire .dura-
•. ·.~ . [ -i ; 

t i on o f t h e 1 on g t r i p by t r a i n i n o r d e r t o p r'es e n t: it .. to h e r 
' l .. t 

upon his arrival in Los Angeles. T h i s t end e r ·' a n d m o· v fng . . ~ ' ' .. " 

sacrifice made by her young son was one which Lula A~ley_ 
'i 

was determined would never recur in the future. · 

Alvin entered Valencia Junior High Scho·oi ·in' t'he. 

fa 11 b u t ' a f t e r a f e w d a y s 0 f a t t e n d a n c e ' h e ~ ~ p r e' ~ ~e d ; h i s 

de s i r e t o 1 e ave t he s c h o o 1 • T h e 1 o c a t i on of t h -~ ' a part men t · 
:.:·-. 

o n V a 1 e n c i a Ave n u e n e c e s s i t a t e d h i s a t t e n d a n c e ! • a t · a n ·~,a i\7:-
'(., .... 

w h i t e 5 c h 0 0 1 --a c h a n g e f 0 r w h i c h h e w a s n 0 t pre p a 'red .'a t t h e 
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time. Recalling his first :experience in an integrated 

public school, Ailey ~xplains that 

. there was a whole strange kind of thing about 
a black boy having come to this school. It was as 
if they did not know ~xactly what to do with me-
consequently, I, too, felt very strange about being 
there.l · 

Hi s moth e r remember s t h at h 'e came h om e one day a n d t ear f u 11 y 

announced, "I am t'ired· of. 'going to school with all of those 

w h i t e f o 1 k s ; I wa n t : t o. · g o w h e r e o u r p e o p 1 e a r e • " 2 L u 1 a 

Ailey decided that· the' time· had· come for them to move again 

because her major purpose· in life was to make her child 

happy. 

Although ·she .retained her position on Valencia 

Avenue, Mrs. Ailey :found lodgings at 912 1/2 East 43rd 

Place near Central Avenue in ~os Angeles--a predominately 

black neighborhood.· To assist with the extra burden of 

both rent and carfare, Lula· Ailey obtained additional means 

of supplementing her income through the cleaning of three 

offices in downtown. Los Angeles. She was absent fror.1 her 
,, . 

home, therefore, from seven o'clock each morning until eight 

o'clock each evening; thus,_ at twelve years of age, Alvin 

assumed the responsibilitie~ of cleaning up their apartment, 

each day shopping for the groceries, and paying all of their 

bills. 

!Ibid. 

2 Lula E. Cooper, personal interview, April 8, 1971. 
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One year after moving to East 43rd Place, Alvin's 

mother again changed her place of employment--a move which 

necessitated a new schedule for her son. She was employed 

by the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation, and her hours of work 

were from four o'clock ·in the afternoon until midnight. 

Ophelia Wilkes, who. lived in the apartment across the hall 

from the Aileys, looked in upon Alvin periodically as an 

assurance of his safety. The adolescent Alvin was satisfied 

with both his duties in his home and the new arrangements 

made for him because he·was now living and attending school 

in a black neighborhood~ 

At the.George Washington Carver Junior High School 

in Los Angeles,. Ailey remembers that he " began to feel 

mildly creative.'' .He attributes this awakening to a few 

stimulating teache~s among whom was Mildred Cobbledick, the 

Director of the Glee Club. As a member of the Glee Club, he 

developed an intense. involvement with singing and with the 

sound of music, enjoying .. the ·spirituals which were a part 

o f t h e c I u b ' s r e p e r t o r y.;...- e s pe c i a 11 y " R o c k a My So u I " a n d " S i t 

Down, Servant" wh.ich ·were later incorporated in the dance 

suite entitled Revelations. There was also a class in 

creative writing in which he was enrolled; in this class, 

he read for the first time poems by renowned poets, but he 

continued to write poems of his own which, for the most part, 
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reflected a search for or an examination of what he thought 

was his own identity. Speaking of this new awareness of 

himself, Ailey says, "I remember being alone a great deal 

because my mother was involved with working for the aircraft 

industry so I became very 'turned on' to myself. ,1 

When Alvin Ailey was fourteen years of age, tap was 

the most popular form of dance in the neighborhood; the 

teacher was Lavretta Butler and most of the youngsters 

attended one half-hour lesson with her each Saturday. The 

fee was fifty cents per lesson, a sum which the Aileys could 

afford, but Alvin's mother was not pleased about the thirty

five dollars which she spent for the prescribed tap shoes, 

especially since the activity failed to hold Alvin's inter

est longer than a two-month period of time. 

~Alvin Ailey saw his first ballet while he was in 

junior high school. Periodically, the schools sponsored 

field trips in order to acquaint the students with sights 

and events which afforded educational enrichment. On such 

an occasion, Alvin attended a Saturday matinee at the Los 

Angeles Philharmonic Hall where he saw Afternoon of a Faun 

and Scheherazade performed by the Ballet Russe de Monte 

Carlo. He was disappointed with the whole affair because, 

for some reason, he had expected it to be very "sexy" and 

1 Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

\ 
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found it quite the opposi.te. The trip to the ballet was 

n o t a t o t a 1 1 o s s f o r A 1 vi n , h o we v e r , be c a u s e i t a c q u a i n t e d 

him with the theatre distr.ict' .. of Los Angeles. By 1945, he 

h ad 1 e a r ned t h a t h e e n J o y e d · .be i n g i n t h e a t m o s p h e r e o f t h e 

theatre. Co n s e q u e n t 1 y ,. e a c h Sa t u r day h e boa r d e d a b u s a n d 

rode to the section of.downtow~ Los Angeles in which the 

Biltmore and Orpheum Theatres were located. There, he col-

lected handbills of all .of the coming attractions, and, 

f r om s om e o f t h e s e a d v e r t i s em e 11 t s , .· h e d i s c o v e r e d t h a t 

Katherine Dunham and her ·dancers were to perform at the 

Biltmore Theatre. It was ·t;h .e . firs ·1: time that he had seen 

a handbi 11 announcing the appearance of black performers 
' , ; ~ . 

a t t h e B i 1 t m o re ··"The a t r e .J and h e. knew t h a t h e h a d t o a t t e n d • 

He managed to save ·enough. ,~o~1ey from his weekly allowance 

for the price ~of a ticket anct' sa'w,the 1945 version of 
,,_::1 

Katherine Dunham's The youth was over-

whelmed with the performance; he had never before seen 
I 

'• 

dancing such as/this. Fo li ow~ .rig th'e program, he managed to 

get backstage ari'd .'to· ~cijuire .. :Dunham' s autograph. 
·: : -''f.',/,;, 

He remem-

hers his ·fascinatfon ~ith.··'the ~olorful costumes and with the 

heavy make,up whi:ch ~as 'worn by the dancers--theatrical ap

purtenances whi~J{ mad'e a la'sting '.impression upon the latent 

artist. 

Throughout junior high school, Alvin Ailey was adept 

i n every sub j e c t except m a .t h.e ~·a t i c s • He maintained his 
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position upon the honor roll, however, because he earned 

"A's" in all of his other courses. Because he disliked 

competitive team sports, he "shot baskets" and practiced 

the skills of hand ball alone. Alvin Ailey entered the 

Thomas Jefferson Senior High School in the fall of 1945. 

Here, he continued to sing with the Glee Club and to write 

poems, some of which were published in the high school news

paper. There was a brief period when he was encouraged to 

play high school football because of his size, yet he dis

liked the game with such intensity that he was permitted to 

drop out after a brief period. Both gymnastics and track and 

field events appealed to him, however, but only for his per

sonal enjoyment--never for the sake of competing with others. 

In senior high school, Ailey extended his interests 

to include literature and foreign languages; Spanish was 

particularly easy for him, and he attributes this facility 

to the fact that his only childhood friends in Navasota, 

Texas, were children from a neighboring Spanish-speaking 

family. He had learned the language of his friends for the 

purpose of communication as they spoke very little English. 

As a result of this early experience, it was easy for him 

to grasp the construction of the languages when he began his 

study of French and Spanish in high school. He became so 

fluent in both languages that his services were enlisted as 
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a substitute teacher whenever the regular high school 

teachers of Spanish or French were absent for the day. 

This interest in Spanish was extended to include Spanish 

literature which, in turn, led to Ailey's choreography of 

a dance-drama entitled Feast of Ashes, based upon Federico 

Garc£a Lorca's House of Bernarda Alba. 

At this point in his life, also, Alvin Ailey began 

to be aware of persons and things as stimuli to his latent 

creativity. In retrospect, he remembers that the neighbors 

in his apartment building were women and that, in his 

imagination, they became theatrical types which were later 

to appear in his choreography of Revelations and Blues Suite. 

There was Ophelia, the marvelous, tall woman who resembled 

Judith Jamison, a member of the current Alvin Ailey City 

Center Dance Theatre. Ophelia led an exciting life shared 

with many male friends, one of whom she shot in the ley. 

Another of these remembered women was Margie who had been 

a chorus girl in a night club in Chicago; to Ailey, Margie 

was "very special" because she was extremely pretty, kept 

her hair neatly dressed, and always wore high-heeled shoes. 

Ophelia and Margie were friends of Alvin's mother whom he 

describes as " .. the most special of all. Mother was 

very, very beautiful."! 
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Central Avenue in Los Angeles was the milieu of 

black social activity during the period of World War II. 

Bars, hotels, and theatres made the street picturesque ... and 

inviting with respect to entertainment. The Bill Robi·nson, 

The Florence Mills, The Rosebud, and The Lincoln Theatre,s: 

were frequented by young Ailey as often as he could afford 
• ~ 1 

the prices of admission. It was here on Central Avenue· in 

these motion picture theatres that he viewed the early 

musicals of Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire; Ailey credits. 

Kelly with the establishment of his respect for the ~a4e 

d a n c e r . Be 1 i e v i n g t h a t K e 1 1 y i n f 1 u e n c e d a w h o 1 e g e n e :r: a ~ i o n ·. 

of male dancers, Ailey offers the following comments con-

cerning his own impressions of this dancer: "He was a 'man .. i 

dancer,' one who did not wear tights. Here was a rna n who ,. 

wore a s h i r t , pants, and a tie and danced 1 ike a man ! '' 1 

Prior to his enrollment in senior high school, Ailey's ··.· 

opinion of male dancers was one of low esteem. When he 

remembers those days, he states, " ... you know, men 

didn't dance anything except popular steps. "2 It was 

obvious that he had no idea that his own career would 

t h a t of a d a n c e r a 1 t h o u g h h e h ad beg u n t o s e e k a c t i v i ·t i.e·~ • 
II 

which brought him closer to the theatre than ever before·~·· 

!Ibid. 

2 Ibid. 
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The Lincoln Theatre featured live enterta~inment .and 

had a regular chorus line of girl dancers. ·Here·, ·Ai·ley. saw 

numerous vaudeville acts including such famous black'per-· 

formers as Pearl Bailey, Lena Horne, Pha Terrell·, Fletcher 

Henderson, Duke E 11 i n g t o n , Pig me at M a r kh am, and B i IIi e H o 1 ida y • 

He was attracted to theatrical entertainment .in part .because 

h e w a s i n t e r e s t e d , a n d i n p a r t be c a u s e " . . . · i t: · wa. s < J. u· s t ' 

the thing one did, you know--to go to the Lin co 1 ri ~ "1 : When· 

A i 1 e y was sixteen years of age, he had another rea s O!J for 
.. ; 

seeking entertainment away from home. H i s mot her · me t . an ·d 

be came a t t a c h e d t o a m a n by t h e name of Fred ~ o op ·e r .:: :· ·' ~ A i 1 e y 

heartily disliked this man, whom his mother later ~a:rl~~d, 
. ! 1 ~ z. ,, :;. < 

primarily because Cooper disrupted the pattern of;~ife~t~ 
r •.. , 

i ~ ; .• 

which young Ailey had become accustomed. He was .also ·t.oo 
'l ~, :~,. ~ • 

( '• r 'i 1 

a t t a c h e d t o h i s m o t h e r t o s h a r e h i s 1 i f e w i t h . h_ ~ r., . w i t h, · 
.j 

another man, a n d h e f e 1 t n 0 need f 0 r t h e p r e s en c e : 'o f . a' n' ~·t h e r 
:.• f 

.,.. ,·f' ' ~ ~-/ 

man in their home. When Fred Cooper visited his .. rno'th·:~'f·, 

A I vi n f r e q u e n t 1 y 1 o c ked h i m s e 1 f i n h i s r o om and w ro t'~e 

0 r 1 i s t e n e d t 0 m u s i c . Am 0 n g h i s eX t e n s i v e c 0 11 e c,"t i 0 'n 'o f '·· 

78 rpm phonograph records, a favorite was Leon.ard ···sern.s'{~fn~s: 

music for Fancy Free. He knew that this was the ~-soundtrack~j'.~i:·\, 

from a ballet which was concerned with sailors be'~2·a.use .. 6·:{·:'· 
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t h e p i c t u r e o n t he c o v e r o f t he r e c o r d ~, · i 0 t h e r t h a n :· t h at ' 

h i s i n t e r e s t i n t h e b a 1 1 e t w a s 1 i m i t e d ·t o . h is ·· a p p r e c i a t i o n · 

of the rhythm and melody of the score.:.:' Ironical'ly,· he was 

to choreograph more than twenty:years later Bernstein's 

The Orpheum Theatre in downtown Los Angeles ·afforded 

' a different kind of attraction for -young 'Ailey ·th·a·n t·hat of 
,.~ 

t h e t h e a t r e s o n C e n t r a 1 A v e n u e ; ;: i t w a s t h··~· t h e a t r e i n r. w h i c h-

t h e " b i g b a n d s " o f t h e 1 9 4 0 ' s p~ r f o r me d • F o r . t w o .y e a ~ s ; .. 

Alvin saved enough money each week to at'tend ~h-e::'Satii'rday 

m a t i nee s a t t h e 0 r ph e u m ; h e r e h e · s a~ a nd h ear d s u c h fa mou s 

entertainers as Count Basie and(Duke:· Efl'i'ngto'n :perform~· 
i I ,: I ~, ' ' ·'.' , > 

" :'' 

Reg a r d 1 e s s of w h o w a s p e r f o r m i n g; h owe v e r , · A i ley r e .1 i g i ~ u s 1 y 
' ! ·• . ." ' ' 1, I• ,, 

a t t e n de d t h e Sa t u r d a y m a t i n e e s wh ere h e w o u id s p e n d · t h. e 
' ' ' . . . . ~ . . . ·,: \ ' . . 

'f, '· 

remainder of the day. He recalls his fee\_~rigs ·at t.h,is 

period of life by stating that 

I now knew big names in the black, ente'rt'airi'm·ent ·. 
world. I knew where to go to lose'. myself ··i;n

1 

'th'e· 
t h e a t r i c a 1 s e t t i n g • I g u e s s i t l~ia s a k i n d · o f · · 
e s c a p e-- I w a s v e r y u n h a p p y a t . h o rri e. • 1 · : ·· , . 

W h a t eve r h i s o r i g i n a 1 i n t e n t may. · h ave · · b~ ~ ri , .. A i 1 e y : g a in e d 

personal satisfaction from the itmosph~~e of the th~aire and 

this perhaps began to shape his d~s~iny :as :a rerio~ned ~dancer 

in that milieu. ~· j • 

!Ibid. 
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.1\t school, the first of his peers whom Ailey saw 

perform a dance was Ronald Gaffney, a fellow-student who had 

had no formal training but who was a self-styled performer 

and choreographer. Gaffney danced at practically every 

s c h o o 1 as s em b 1 y program a n d often pre sent e d imp romp t u per-

formances; he simply placed an Afro-Cuban record on the· ·. 

ph on o graph and " • • d a n c e d a 11 over the p 1 ace • " Ail e y 

was fascinated by Ronald Gaffney but felt that he, hi'mserf, :_ 

was too introverted and shy to do such things. At one of 

Gaffney's performances, however, Ailey had an unforgeliable 

experience; he saw Carmen de Lavallade dance with Gaffr1ey. in 

Scheherazade. 

Carmen de Lavallade and her sister, Yvonne, attended·. 

the Jefferson High School although they lived in a diffe~e~t 

section of the black neighborhood from that of the Aile~s' 

residence. Everyone knew the de Lavallade girls as 

exceedingly quiet and very beautiful. They wore short 

dresses, styled their long hair in pigtails,· and 

to be highly intellectual and studious, always carrying 
• <t ' 

' ' 

t he i r s c h o o 1 book s with t h em • When Carmen appeared , t h e ~.e . ..:. .. 
fore, in a dance choreographed by Gaffney, everyone was 

surprised. Ailey recalls the occasion in the following 

manner: 

I remember that Carmen came out in a red outfit, 
and I was astonished! I had never seen anything 
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like that before--she was extraordinarily 
beautiful! I never really knew Carmen personally 
but I had seen her around--the little sweet girl-- •,; 
and to see her on stage doing high kicks and such! 
I w a s c om p 1 e t e 1 y f 1 o o red--but a p p r o v i n g 1 y s o • 1 . .:; .· · 

A short time later, Ailey was again surprised by a 

performance of Carmen de Lavallade. He was sitting in the 

a u d i en c e a t a h i g h s c h o o 1 a s s em b 1 y p r o g ram w h en s h e c. a me o n 

stage in a pink tutu and toe shoes and danced to a classical 

piece of music by Mozart. In Ailey's own words, " .• this' 

r e a 11 y b 1 e w my m i n d • " H e t h o u g h t C a r me n ' s d a n c e , a s ~. el 1 · a s 

Carmen, was "perfectly beautiful," and he felt that ~~had· 

to know this girl and to find out about her deep involvement 

in dance. He followed this impulse, and Carmen de La~a~la.de 

1 a u g h i n g 1 y c 1 a i m s t h e c r e d i t f or i n f 1 u e n c i n g A i 1 e y ' s ~ a r ~:'e r .~ 2 

According to Ailey, the person who actually con-· 

vinced him to study dance seriously was Ted Crumb, a you~g, 

man who lived around the corner from him. Crumb was, as 

Ailey describes him ". • a tall. boy who wanted to be a 

d a n c e r • " H e w a s fa m i 1 i a r w i t h t h e s t a t u s o f d a n c e i n L o s. 

Angeles, took classes at various studios, and practiced in·~ .. 

his backyard the techniques which he had learned. Ailey,,, 

became Crumb's regular audience during these practice 

2carmen de Lavallade, personal interview held in 
East Hampton, Long Island, New York, August 2, 1970. 

; t ,. ·~ 



- 462 -

s e s s i on s and made c on s t a n t i n qui r i e s c once r n i n g e a c h , new·: 

movement which was introduced. Crumb, in turn, gave patient 

demonstrations and explanations and even persuaded Ail~yF~o 

try some of the movements himself. "'I ' " f. ~- ' : 

Ted Crumb was a devotee of the techniques of .. 

Katherine Dunham and, whenever her dancers came to Los· 

Angeles, he managed to find out where their rehearsals: were 

scheduled. A i 1 e y a c com p a n i e d Crumb t o t he rehears a 1 · h'a 11 s , 

a n d t h e t w o y o u n g me n " p e e p e d i n t h e d o o r " a n d w a t c h e· d , t ~ e 

dancers prepare for their performances. Once when Katherine 
·'· 

Dunham and the members of her company were in town for an 
•"•, 

extend e d p e r i o d of t i me , T h e 1m a Rob i n s o n , o n e o f t h e d a nc e r s , 
~ , ', ' 

conducted classes for local persons who were interested.· 

Crumb danced in these classes while Ailey observed. 

K a t h e r i n e Dun h am and h e r c om p a n y 1 e f t L o s An g e 1 e s , T h e lm a ·' 

Robinson remained in the city to offer a 

dance classes which were held in a night 

were pushed back to pr?vide adequate space 

who were accompanied by the drummer of the night club ;. -

orchestra. Although Crumb persuaded Ailey to enroll in one··· 
/*···;; 

o f t h e s e c 1 a s s e s , t h e 1 a t t e r ' s r e a c t i o n s we r e a 1 t o g e t h :e r·: , · ·. · 

negative. Ailey disliked the class, the type of dance 

taught, the persons en r o 11 e d in the c 1 asses, and, most·:; of::, 

all, the odor within the night club itself. As a result of 
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these react ions, hi s pur sui t of dance act i viti e s waned, con~· 

siderably. 

Alvin Ailey was sixteen years of age when he became 

friends with de Lavallade and Crumb because they .·stimula.ted 

his interest in dance. Throughout his senior high school.:': 

years, however, he had another friend with whom he. shared 

all of his artistic interests. Ella Hurd lived in the sam~ 

apartment building as the Aileys, and she and Alvin shared 

what one might consider a purely platonic, brother-s~ster· 
,• ,• -· 

r e 1 a t i on s h i p from 19 4 5 t h r o ugh 1 9 50 • 1 H u r d w a s a few . , y e a r s . 

older than Ailey and attended Los Angeles City Colleg'e·.:jn 
~. ' • •. :·<, 

which she was a student in music. On Sundays, she pfay'·ea · 
·, . 

the piano for various churches in the city while Ailey 

attended the McCoy Memorial Baptist Church located··nea~'by 

on East 46th Street. Following each Sunday service·, the,, two 

f r i e n d s c om p a red no t e s , d i s c u s s i n g w h y i n d i v i d u a 1 s re s p on~ ~A· :· 
'~'' ; ·~ 

in certain ways during the services with Ailey alwa~s · 

dramatizing the shouting aspects of the worship. The two . 

chatted, yet, for the most part, they were engaged in • c .~ ' ' / i 

some : . 

p h a s e of a n a r t i s t i c e n d e a v o r • M a n y h o u r s we r e s p e n t 1'i ~t ~:.?: i :. 

i n g t o A 1 v i n ' s r e c o r d s , b u t t h e y d e r i v e d t h e i r g r e a t e .s i .. 

1Ella E. Hurd, personal interview held in Los 
Angeles, California, April 12, 1971. 

.., 
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enjoyment from singing together. They sat foT hours singing 

s p i r i t u a 1 s w h i c h A i 1 e y h a d 1 e a r ned i n t h e d a i 1 y r e h e 'a r s a i s. 

of the Glee Club. Ella Hurd tried to teach Ailey how'to 

play the piano, but he never became proficient as a· pianist. 

In referring to her efforts in this regard, Hurd laughingly 

added, ". • but neither did I become proficient at th'e 

dance movements which he tried to teach to me out in· .t~e 

y a r d • "l In o f f e r i n g a d e s c r i p t i on o f h e r y o u n g f r i e n d d u r:i nu 

his teenage years, Miss Hurd said: 

Alvin was moody. Sometimes he was very tempera~ 
mental--really fiery, then again he would stand 
a t t h e s i d e o f t h e h o u s e for h o u r s a n d neve r. s p e a k .• 
Wh en t h i s h a p p e ned , o n e 1 eft h i m a 1 on e t o c om m u ne · 
with nature or whatever it was he wished to do. I 
think the yard offered a feeling of serenity--it 
w a s a p e a c e f u 1 p 1 a c e • H i s r o om , o n t h e o t h e r h a n d , .· ·· . · ... 
off e red a d i f f e r e n t t y p e of s a n c t u m f o r h i m • I t ·. · . 
was something like a menagerie--only his was a col~, 
lection of products of his creativity. He had 
mobiles of his own construction hanging all over . ~ . 
the room. There were different head pieces, paintin~~, 
a n d a v a r i e t y o f o t h e r c o 11 e c ted i t em s w h i c h h e h ad ', · 
artistically arranged. He even had a live snake_with·· 
which he fought from time to time. His records and 
his books were kept in that room. He loved to read 
and often sat in his room and read for long periods 
of time. He also wrote compositions which he share'd 
with me. Intellectually, he was very "deep." I 
remember that in 1950, we were in a French class 
together at Los Angeles City College and he was 
definitely the best in the class.2 
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Years later, Ella Hurd saw the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater in its performance of Revelations at the University 

of California at Los Angeles. There she saw the results of 

his earlier inquiries into religion as " ••• it all came 

through in his choreography. ul 

One day, early in his senior year of high sch~ol, 

Ted Crumb demonstrated some modern dance techniques ~o 

.t\iley which, he remembers, evoked the following response and 

feelings from him: "My God, what is that? I was shocked.! 

I had never seen anyone use his torso like that. I remember 

I was absolutely tingling I was so excited." Crumb told 

Ailey that he had learned the movements from Bella Lewitzky 

who was teaching and dancing in Hollywood at the Lester 

Horton Dance Theatre. Wh e n A i 1 e y a s k e d t o s e e t h e m o y e-

ments again, Crumb repeated them obligingly, after which: 

A i 1 e y s a i d , " T a k e me t o t h e L e s t e r H o r t o n D a n c e T h e a t r ~ ·• " 2 

Ailey's first trip to the Lester Horton Dance 

Theatre can only be described as " ••• an experience to 

remember." Even as he recalled it twenty-one years later, 

he could not contain his excitement, saying, 

I went to the school and found out that Lester was· 
very receptive to Negroes. There were persons there 
whom I knew and with whom I could identify. Carmen 

libid. 

2Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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was in the class and dancing beautifully; Ted Crumb 
was there, and James Truitte [another black dancerl 
was there. I was stunned by all of the dancers at 
t he s c h o o 1 • Th e r e w a s a k i n d o f e 1 ega n c e-- t he y a 11 
h a d c 1 a s s • T h e 1 e s s o n w h i c h I h a d h a d w i t h T h ·e 1 m a 
Robinson, of the Dunham Dancers, was sort of hip' 
shaking and night club stuff but here was sound, 
clean, beautiful theatre. Lester was a big guy with 
gray hair, and he had this little theatre where he had 
painted bear tracks all over the floor. There were 
bones hanging everywhere and an enormous rack of al1 
kinds of drums. The colors in the theatre were.wild 
with each w a 11 p a i n ted a different co 1 or. L x e ni ember 
that the ceiling was spattered with a cobalt, .. bl'ue.·· 
It just blew my mind--it was like a whole new world 
tc me! There were strange constructions, mobiles·'·' 
and other things hanging while jerseys were stietched 
about and stacks of beautiful stuff stood around:in 
s t rate g i c , decorative spots • It w a s j u s t beau t ffti r ! 1 

A 1 v i n A i 1 e y m a d e m a n y m o r e v i s i t s t o t h e ·.; L ~ s ,f_e r · 

Horton Dance Theatre where, sitting in the back of the. 

combination theatre-studio, he watched the company of,> 

dancers r e he a r sing on stage • He r e c a 11 s that, "The 'J'a}1 c e rs 

were all doing these wonderful things with their·-bodie·s.; 

I used to sit there and 'flip out' completely--and L~s-te,r,_ 
''..:;' , ~ '' r ." i • ~ ' ~ . , f ~' " 

a 1 w a y s c am e t o t h e b a c k o f t h e the a t r e a n d sa i d ' .h·e 1 1 o ''<·.·.f o · · 

me. "2 It was not hard for Alvin Ailey to decide that he· 

wanted to be a part of this beautiful activity; upon his·~ 

completion of senior high school, he would return to· 

Lester Horton School and enroll in dance classes. 

' . 
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CHAPTER IX 

EARLY PROFESSIONAL PREPARATION AND CAREER 

OF ALVIN AILEY 

The Horton Background 

The degree of excitement experienced by;:: Alvin Ailey 

w h e n he v i s i t e d t h e L e s t e r H o r t on D a n c e T h e a t re 1 i .n. 1 9 4 8 

can b& understood easily when the background of~ the "West 

Coast Dance Prophet"2 is considered. Frank Eng,-· ·form.e'r 
' . ~. ' ;: \ .~ ';:' 

motion picture and drama critic of the Los Angeles Dai·lv 

News and , s u b s e que n t 1 y , G e n e r a l D i r e c t o r of the . L e s t·~ r' 
H o r t o n D a n c e T h e a t r e , d e s c r i b e s t h i s o r g a n i z a t i' o ri dtt' r in. g 
Horton's lifetime as: 

... much more than a theatre devoted to dance and 
dancers and dance lovers--it was a microcosm of .. the:· 
possibilities of the human spirit. It was a world 

1 In p e r s on a 1 i n t e r v i e w s w i t h A 1 v i n A i 1 e y , F,r a n k . Eng {r::· 
James Truitte, et al., the dance organization and ·s'·chool_ ~ ... ;:.''' 
o r i g i n a 11 y e s t a b 1 i s h e d by L e s t e r H o r t o n was ref e r red ... to· · · 
i n t e r c h a n g e a b 1 y by s u c h t i t 1 e s a s t h e L e s t e r H o r f o n:- D a n c e . 
Theatre, -the Lester Horton Dance Company, the Lesfe!· .· 
Horton Dancers, the Horton Theatre, the Horton School;. ~-n~ · 
t h e L e s t e r H o r t o n D a n c e Th e a t r e S c h o o 1 -- h e n c e , t h e , · s e em i ri g > ;:, 
i n c o n s i s t e n c y o f t h e i n v e s t i g a t o r w i t h r e s p e c t t o · t h · e · .: ·· : '· · 
o f f i c i a 1 t i t 1 e of the H o r t on organ i z at i on t h r o u g ho u t .. t h i s,: 
c h a p t e r , a n d s u b s e q u e n t c h a p t e r s o f t h i s d i s s e r t a t i. o ~ · ~; : ~;.· 

. ':.._:·· 

2 F r a n k Eng , "H o r t o n : ' We s t Co a s t D a n c e Pro phe t ·; i "· 
'•f 

Inner City: Here and Now, January, 1972, p. 1. 
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of individual yet cooperative creativity. It was 
blind to the divisive fears of race, creed, and 
color--open to their rich, diverse expression .and; 
indomitably, an island of meaningfulness surrounded 
by an ocean of absurdity •... Horton developed .. a ·. 
t e c h n i q u e w h i c h i s a c om p 1 e t e , t h o r o ugh go i n g , p r o-
f o u n d s y s t em of t e c h n i c a 1 t r a i n i n g t h a t ca n p r e p a r e 
the human body as an instrument of moveme~t in space 
and time. . . Horton's dance technique is organic 
in the sense that it is all of one piece, exercises 
growing logically out of the human skeleton and , . ·· ·· 
musculature, stretching, fortifying, and ultimate1y 
coordinating that body instrument. Further,- thi.s . 
t e c h n i q u e h o n e s t 1 y e m b r a c e s e t h n i c s o u r c e s , 'an d f t' 
is objective, in that the student's personality c!nd: 
s t y 1 e a r e n o t sub t ll o r b 1 a t an t 1 y k eye d or t i ed t 'o 
that of the mentor. .. 

Eng refers to Horton ' s tech n i que in the pres en i t e ri s·;~ ". 

because it is, during the 1970's, the official contempo,rary 
.. 

dance .technique taught by James Truitte, a former Ho.rton ··· ., 
- ' t ' ' '. -. ~;: •• ··: 

>; 

dancer, at the College-Conservatory of Music at the: Uni-
,. 't 

versity of Cincinnati, in Cincinnati, Ohio. 

Lester Horton had had little formal dance pr~p~ta-f 

t i o n . He s t u d i e d a s a t e e n age r f o r t w o y e a r s w i t h · T ~ ~ ~, · 

H e we s i n h i s n a t i v e I n d i a n a p o 1 i s , I n d i a n a , t o o k t w ~ : c) a s s e S'' . ,: . 

w i t h Ad o 1 p h B o 1 m i n C h i c a g o , I 11 i n o i s , a n d 1 a t e r · s p ~ ·n i f w· o 

summers living and studying with American Indians~ 

late 1920's, he became a member of and toured with ·the· 

company of Michio Ito, a disciple of Dalcroze. 2 H.oi'ton' s 
'r,· 

d e e p co n c e r n f o r h u man be i n g s w a s o n e o f t h e s i g n if i c a nt·-

1 Ibid. 

2 Ibid. 

l •• I 
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factors in his success; he had a genuine interest in .the 

peoples of all cultures and, as he learned from many .of 

such groups, he incorporated their movements into his dance 

techniques. Although he learned much from his teaching; 

his primary objective was to elicit the best of his stu-

dents' personal qualities--to help them grow and to reach 

the maximum of their creative potentialities. 1 According 

to Eng, Horton incorporated his work and his beliefs into 

a way of life which, in turn, became interwoven with his 

way of treating individuals on a personal basis. 

Horton directed his dance company as if it were 
..•. · 

a family unit; the dancers literally shared his life .• ·After 

Horton's death, Eng continued the tradition of having'·.th~·- .. ·· 

dancers live and eat together. He recalls that during,·;the · 

difficul't days immediately following Horton's death; ."gooct. 

days" were those when the menu was comprised of hot dogs;.~-
~ '' ~~ ; ;; 

on "poor days," peanut butter and jam sandwiches were 
, -·-: ;' 

served, but the atmosphere was always one of " 

sharing, and hard work. "2 

. cari'rig, 

A 1 t h o ugh Eng f e e 1 s t h a t the H o r t o n t e c h n i q u e s a ·r e.· 
-~ {' 

g r o u n de d m o r e o b j e c t i v e 1 y t h a n a n y o t h e r ex i s t i n g t e c h rii c a r 
'•.·, 

1Frank Eng, personal interview held in Los Angefes, 
California, April 13, 1971. 

2Ibid. 



- 470 -

system of modern dance, he is convinced also that Horton 

was a creative genius--insisting that he has not seen any 

comparable creativity evidenced in wdrks which he has 

viewed by the leading choreographers in the United States. 

On one occasion, Eng made the following comparison: 

I once went out of my way to see a production ~f 
Firebird staged by one of the leading ballet 
companies in the United States. There was such· .. a 
small amount of creativity exhibited until I' . 
thought, my God, what Lester could have done w'i:t.h 
this music! In my opinion, in a three-minute ·section 
of Salome, Lester did more choreography than that ' 
which was evident in the four sections of Firebi.rd. 1 

Eng's strong feeling toward Lester Horton's work wa·s ·not 

u n f o u n d e d a s o t h e r 1 e a d i n g c r i t i c s h a d p r a i s e o n 1 y f o r <t h i s 

artist on the West Coast. F o 11 ow i n g a p e r form an ce. i ·n ·.~ 't h e 

Philharmonic Auditorium in Los Angeles on November 3, 1'?3.9, 

Isabel Morse Jones wrote that the Lester Horton Dan6e 

Company 
.·_·· . 

. proved to be a milestone in the advance .. of 
the modern dance. Lester Horton's choreography. 
is distinctly individual of Southwestern America 
and has the solidity of a firmly grounded modern 
dance technique.2 · 

' !' ·.,.· ... 

. Co n c e r n i n g t h e s am e p e r f o r m a n c e , Vi o 1 a He g y i S w i s h e r · w r o t e : .·· 

At dance concerts given by local artists there 
prevails customarily an audience attitude combin~ng 

' . ' ~ ' . ' 

/'. 

.( 

2 Is abe 1 Morse Jones, "Horton Dancers at P ti i 1 ha r.m on i c, " 
Los Angeles Times, November 4, 1939. 

i -: 
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scornful condescension and furiously friendly l. 

partisanship. Lester Horton, long a local, has 
outgrown all that. Staged in any metropolitan 
dance-wise center, his concert would be accorded 
the same generally enthusiastic reception it 
received last night at Philharmonic Auditorium, 
where, with his excellently trained company, 
Horton was presented by Merle Armitage .... A 
choreographer of considerable independence and 
originality, Horton has developed a dance mode 
that is, within the range of the modern dance, 
increasingly fluent and flexible.! 

Two years later, following a performance at the Hollywood 

Music Theatre on February 1, 1941, the same critic wrote: 

At the Music Box Theater last night the Lester 
Horton Dance Group vindicated its enthusiasts and 
put to shame its detractors by offering a progr~~: 
that indisputably placed this company in the top 
ranks among dance modernists. . . With the same 
keen efficiency that is to be found in fine line 
drawings, Horton has created choreographies alive: 
with vitality, purpose, and legitimate artistic · 
compulsion. And let there be no mistake about this: 
He has created--not copied--all the way ... 
Noble Comedy, the Lysi strata story again, danced to 
music by Simon Abel, showed Horton's increasing··· 
mastery of form and composition in the realm or ·the 
full-length ballet. Its persuasive humor and ·· ·:' 
interesting action were well emphasized through~ut:2 

On March 28 and 29, 1953, the Lester Horton. 

Company presented its debut performance on the East 

the 92nd Street YM-YWHA, and the dance critics on the E<;tsi·1,··: 

Coast were as impressed as those on the West Coast. 

lviola Hegyi Swisher, "Dance Review," Hollywood:·· 
Citizen News, November 4, 1939. 

2 V i o 1 a He g y i S w i s h e r , "Dan c e Rev i e w, " H o 1 1 y wo od 
Citizen News, February 3, 1941. 
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Terry, writing for the New York Herald Tribune, had the 

following to say: 

New York, recognizing the fact that it is the 
n a t i o n ' s d a n c e c e n t e r a n d p r e t t y c e r t a i n t h a t i t s ·.: 
dance events are superior to those anywhere else 
in the land, sometimes tends to be patronizing'and·;· 
kindly, rather than envious in its attitude toward 
dance enterprises centered outside of New York.: 
Last weekend, New Yorkers, dancers and dance foi
lowers alike, had no reason to assume a patronizing 
a i r; r a t h e r , t h e y h ad c au s e for p r i d e i n t h e d 'a nc e · 
achievements of another city, for the Lester Ho~t~n 
Dancers, a group from the Lester Horton Dance · 
Theatre in Los Angeles, brought vigor, and polish,· 
and imagination to their programs at the YM-YWHA. 

. t h e 1 o c a 1 d e b u t o f t h e L e s t e r H o r t o n D a nee r s .. 
gave c au s e for pride i n the modern dance effort s · :':· ., 
of the Californians and brought freshness of idea~ · 
new faces, fine dancing, theatrical verve, and' ev:en, 
p e r h a p s , a h e a 1 t h y d a s h o f envy t o t h e New Yo r k er s 
who attended.! 

Margaret Lloyd, writing for the Christian Science Mon:i.'tor,
1
, < 

called Horton a "prolific choreographer," a "fruitful· 

t e a c h e r , " a n d a n " i n d e p e n d e n t a r t i s t . " 2 A n u n c r e d i t ed ' · 

review in the Dance News read: 

After twenty-five years of hearsay reports and 
speculation based on the quality of such dancers. 
as Janet Collins and James Mitchell, New York '< .. 

fin a 11 y had an o p port u n i t y to see the Lester H or t·o ri · ' 
Dancers for its e 1 f, and it can be said at once t ha·t · 
New York was not on 1 y deep 1 y imp r e s sed but a 1 i tt'l e' .· · 
humbled. These dancers are terrific both as 
individuals and as a company. They are comple_tely 

lwal ter Terry, "Debut of Horton Dancers," 
Herald Tribune, April 5, 1953. 

,.· 

,'' "' 
• :\ e <\ 

2Margaret Lloyd, "West Coast Dancers in New York,". 
Christian Science Monitor, April 4, 1953. 
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u n s e 1 f i s h in their sub o rd in at ion to the disci p 1 in e : ,. , 
of the group. Every work is presented with a 
passionate attention to the last detail of mov~ment~ 
costuming, decor and lighting . 1 

Because Horton's ~ims were so high, his productions 

and the performances of his company often fell short of his 

choreography and concept. Eng feels that this was not a 

crucial shortcoming for Horton, however, because he was 

. m o r e i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e c r e a t i v e a s p e c t s , ·.· h i s 
charges, their development, and the tantalizing 
stimulation of a·growing, developing work. Perfec-
tion and sleekness of performance were probably • 
tertiary after the creative and the functional.2 

What Alvin Ailey saw and felt at the Lester Horton -Dance 

Theatre, therefore, was the successful result of beliefs 

a n d p r a c t i c e s w h i c h h ad e v o 1 v e d o v e r a p e r i o d o f t went_ y- :' 

five years.3 

Early Professional Preparation4 

F o 11 owing hi s first vi sit to Lester Horton ',s . '5 c ho o i<. 

in the fall of 1947, Ailey's one dream was to return there.' 

as a student of the Horton techniques. Having made no , 

1 "Reviews," Dance News, May, 1953, p. 4. 

2Eng. "Horton: 'West Coast Dance Prophet,'" 

3Eng, personal interview, April 13, 1971. 

4 U n 1 e s s o t h e r w i s e d o c u me n t e d , a 1 1 d a t a i n c 1 u:d e d ,. i ~, , · 
the remainder of this chapter we~e obtained through _person~l 
interviews with Alvin Ailey held in New York City during the 
m o n t h s o f Aug u s t a n d S e p t em be r o f 1 9 7 0 a n d .Tan u a r y o f · 19 71 . 
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decision, however, with respect to a career in dance, he made 

p 1 a n s a 1 s o t o a t t end c o 1 1 e g e • Th e s e p 1 a n s n e c e s s i t a t e d 

searching for full-time employment immediately following his 

g r ad u a t i o n f rom t h e Th om a s J e f f e r s on S e n i o r H i g h S c h o o 1 i n 

Los Angeles on June 18, 1948. 1 Two weeks later he sec·ured 

employment as a combination clerk-office boy with the Atomic 

Energy Commission in downtown Los Angeles. His work was 

classified as "top secret," and he never revealed any 

details of it to anyone--not even to his mother. Ailey 

w o r ked w i t h t h e Atom i c E n e r g y Com m i s s i o n from J u n e u n t i 1 .. 

the end of December of 1948.2 

Because the second semester at the University ~of 

California at Los Angeles began in February, Ailey dev~·ted./ 

January of 1949 to classes at the Lester Horton Dance ~he~tre 

School. He bought the "package deal" of eight classes. per 

month and began his professional preparation in dance as· a 

member of the beginner's class while wearing the old uniform 

w h i c h h ad s e r v e d h i m i n h i g h s c h o o 1 c 1 a s s e s in ph y s i c a 1, e~ u _; 

c a t i o n • H e t o o k a p 1 a c e a t t h e b a c k o f t h e c 1 a s s b e c a u s e ; _,·· 

he ex p 1 a i n s , " I w a s very shy; con s e q u en t 1 y, I appro a c he d ·:. · 

t h e l e s s o n s i n a v e r y a t h 1 e t i c fa s h i o n - - 1 i k e g y m n a s t i c s • '.' /' 

!Diploma, Thomas Jefferson High School, Los 
Angeles, California, June 18, 1948, from the personal files 
of Lula B. Cooper. 

2cooper, personal interview, April 8, 1971. 

·: 



- 475 -

Alvin Ailey found the experience stimulating but left th~ 

Lester Horton Dance Theatre School at the end of the ·month 

to begin his studies at the University. 

Ailey enrolled in the University of Californ"ia ... at··: 

Los Angeles where he concentrated upon a major sequence. in 

Romance Languages. Classes at the University posed what 

was an almost impossible schedule for Ailey who, each week-· 

day morn i n g , boarded t h e c i t y b u s a t 6 : 0 0 a • m . i n or d'e r t o 

arrive promptly for an 8:00 a.m. class; at 5:00 p.m·. he, :1 

boarded the bus and arrived home at approximately 7:00p.m. 

In addition to his lack of money for continuous study at 

the Lester Horton Dance· Theatre School, participati-on' in .. 
' ' ,+, ··.-

c 1 a s s e s t h e r e w a s n 0 1 0 n g e r f e a s i b 1 e i n t e r m s 0 f t h e . t' i m':~ 
required. 

In mid-February of 1949, Lester Horton telepho.~,ed '· 

A 1 v i n A i 1 e y and i n qui red a bout h i s rea s on s for no t · r'e t' urn i~'g 

t o h i s d a n c e c 1 a s s e s • A i 1 e y ex p 1 a i ned h i s c 1 a s s s c h e d u 1 e at · 
,·1,,, 

(t 

• •. ) f 

the University of California at Los Angeles, as wel.l. as,.hfs.'' ·: 
' ; " '_' '' ~ I ' 

f i n a n c i a 1 s i t u a t i on b u t a d d e d t h a t h e h ad e n j o y e d h is: ~on.~ h 

of studies at the Lester Horton School. Horton then ex~ 

pressed his belief that Ailey had the potentiality of 

be com i n g a d a n c e r pro v i d e d t h a t h e r e a 1 1 y h ad s u c h a . d ~ s fr e . 

He questioned Ailey, therefore, with respect to the serious-

ness of the latter's interest and intent in seeking a career 
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in dance. Convinced that Ailey had a genuine interest in 

dance, Horton offered him a working scholarship which placed 

him in the position of assisting with the lighting and,, . 

working as a general "handy man" for the weekly performances 

of the Lester Horton Dance Theatre. In exchange for .. these 

services, he enrolled in those dance classes which could be 

fitted into his schedule. 

Ailey found remunerative evening employment ·in a 

restaurant which was located in the vicinity of the :Lester 

Horton Dance Theatre, and obtained a room in a boarding·, 

house in which several of the Horton dancers lived. His 

s c he d u 1 e 0 f a f u 11 c 1 a s s 1 0 ad at t h e u n i v e r s it y 0 f c a"l i ~ 

fornia at Los Angeles and an eight-hour shift at th~ 

restaurant still made it impossible for him to enro'l1 in 

dance classes on days other than Saturdays. Ailey was 

happy, nevertheless, because he was in the atmosphere· of 

the Horton Theatre and near Lester Horton ·who was, he 1 s,ay.~, 

" ••. teaching these gorgeously creative classes." Ail_ey·, 

w a s n o t d i s t u r be d by t h e f a c t t h a t h e c o u 1 d e n r o 1 1 i n s o· 

f e w c 1 a s s e s a t t h a t t i me a s h e s t i 11 h a d n o t c om m i t t e d hi m

self to the idea of becoming a professional dancer. -He· 

k n e w t h a t h e w i s h e d t"o d 0 s 0 me t h i n g i n t h e t h e a t r e -- i. n :.;; t he . 

Lester Horton Dance Theatre--but he was still searching ·.for 

his own particular artistic identity. 

: i, 
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Alvin Ailey's daily schedule during the spring of 

1949, however, proved too strenuous for him as he was 

physically exhausted most of the time. He was disturbed, 

a 1 s o , by t h e c om p u 1 s o r y me m be r s h i p i n t h e R e s e r v e 0 f f i .ce, r ' s 

Training Corps at the University, and by the fact that his 

grades were not representative of his academic ability. 

F o r t he s e r e a s on s , h e k n e w t h at h e w a s fa i 1 i n g t o p e rf o ~m. 

any of his responsibilities well and decided, therefore,,(, 

not to return to the University in the fall. 

With the coming of the summer of 1949, Alvin Ailey 

moved b a c k t o h i s h om e w i t h h i s m o t h e r a n d h i s s t e p f a t h e ::. 

He continued his employment at the restaurant through~ut 

t h e s u m me r , h owe v e r, and , f o r t h e f i r s t t i me , h e w a s a b le 
,,· 

to attend classes at the Lester Horton Dance Theatre School 

on a regular basis. He enrolled in two classes in Horton 

techniques each week and in summer school at an extension 

branch of the Los Angeles City College--a schedule of 

summer activities which still remained somewhat hectic •. 

He describes the frustrations of his heavy schedule in 

following manner: 

It was all very confusing but I loved being at 
Lester's; he was making dances, and clothes, and 
doing very creative things. He was always encour
aging to me and I became involved in a composition 
class in which I completed my first study. It was 
a workshop exercise in which I related sculpture 
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and painting to movement. The summer at Lester's, 
was a good one.l 

Because he was still antagonistic toward his stepfather, 

_:\lvin . .\iley' s summer at home was not as pleasant as it was 

at "Lester's." He finally decided that he could not make 

the adjustment in the family situation and that he would 

simply leave the Los Angeles area in order to continue his 
,., 

studies in the fa 11 • Hi s desire w a s to a t tend the u·niv e' rs it y 

0 f C a 1 i f 0 T n i a a t 8 e r k e 1 e y b U t , a f t e r 1 e a r n i n g t h a t h .e. h ad 

less than enough transferable credits, he enrolled instead 

in San Francisco State College in San Francisco, California. 

S h o r t 1 y a f t e r h i s a r r i v a 1 i n Sa n F r a n c i s c o , A i 1 ey 
obtained remunerative employment at the Greyhound Bus~ 

Terminal where he loaded baggage from 4:00p.m. until mid-
. . 

night. His days were free, therefore, for a full schedule 

of c 1 ass e s , and he became in v o 1 v e d a g a i n in a m a j or seq u e nee 

in Romance Languages at the San Francisco State College.· 

Th e f i r s t s e me s t e r p r o g r e s s e d s m o o t h 1 y b u t , a t t h e b e g i ~ n '{ n··~f; · ,·': > 
i ' ·.~·-·: •• '" : ·"' j~ \ 

:J l .·._ / 

o f t h e s p r i n g s em e s t e r i n 1 9 5 0, A i 1 e y b e c a me q u i t e i l 1 • '1' h. e· /:} >. • 

illness was terminated with surgery for the removal of a 

non-functional kidney. Luckily, he had adequate insuranc~ 

to cover his surgical and hospitalization expenses t,hrough 
;' .J. 

the bus company where he was employed SC' that he was not 

placed in a position of financial strain. 

!Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

.r·:t·.,· .. 
~ ...... ( ;; . 
. ·,.,,! 
i .:,·:-~:· 
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D u r i n g h i s p e r i o d o f r e c up e r a t i o n , A 1 v i n A i, 1 e y '. met 

and became friendly with Mia Angelou, author of the book 

entitled I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings . 1 She 1 a t e r:, . 

introduced him to Lon Fonteyne, a dancer-choreographer:: 

who had a night club act. Ailey's dance activity had ·been 

non-existent since he first came to San Francisco; Lon 

Fonteyne, however, employed him during the spring ~f .1953 

and thereby provided Ailey with his first opportunity to 

perform for a paying audience. Fonteyne was performing at 

the Champagne Supper Club in downtown San Francisco ~when; 

he learned that Ailey was a dancer. He invited Ailey. to. 

audition for a place in his act and employed him immediately. 

In recalling this incident in his life, Ailey said, mod~s~ly, 

"I am sure that it was because Fonteyne needed a male .. ·. 

dancer--J!.!!.l:. male dancer." 

Fonteyne cast Ailey in "strong man" roles and 
\ .~ . 

choreographed the dances in which he was to perform .to,. .. 

emphasize his physique--a practice which worked well for 

Alvin Ailey since he had had such limited _experience in· 

dance. Fonteyne 's group presented three performances each· 

night, which left little time for other activities in which 
.. 

A i 1 e y m i g h t h ave de s i red t o p art i c i p a t e .. T h e p r a c t i c _e of 

lMia Angelou, I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings.'(New 
York: Random House, 1969). 
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retiring for the night with the sunrise and beginning'the:~ 

day with the sunset did little to motivate Ailey toward 

pursuing a career as a night club entertainer. Consequently, 

h e rem a i ned w i t h Fonte y n e for on 1 y s i x week s . D u ri n g · t h i s 

period in his life, Ailey became acquainted with several· 

entertainers among whom were the tap dancers, Lawren-ce. 

Hardaway and Teddy Hales. He also stored in his memory 

certain jazz steps which he still uses from time to time ,, 

both in his teaching and in his choreography. . ' ~ " 

•I ',, 

While in San Francisco, Ailey corresponded regul_arly 

with James Truitte who kept him informed about all ·of the 

activities at the Lester Horton Dance Theatre. Conseqy~pt~y, 

when Fonteyne took his act to Los Angeles for an eng~ge~en},_ 

one of the first places which Ailey visited was the .H<>'rton·, 

Theatre, an occasion which he recollects vividly: 

I was stunned when I saw a whole suite of Latin 
dances with the big skirts and everything. That .. 
did it-- I returned to San Francisco and packed a 1 f 
of my things and moved back to Los Angeles . .- I 
went s t r a i g h t t o t h e H o r t on S c h o o 1 a n d beg a n'. . , , 
s e :r i v us study. I had fin a 11 y d i s covered t h 3 t t hi s' 
was what I wanted and that I could not live without: 
it. 1 

When A i 1 e y was fin a 11 y en r o 11 e d again at the .L:e. s t e r 
Horton Dance. Theatre School, he participated in two and. 

three classes every day. He became a member, also, of ~the 

!Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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w o r k s h o p g r o up and beg a n t o 1 e a r n s om e o f t h e d a n c e, s l i n : t he , ; 

Horton repertory. Soon after his return to the School, he 

w a s s c he d u 1 e d to dance i n one of the demon strati on s , pre-

sented by students in the workshop. In that appeara.nce, he 

was to perform in a group of nine dancers. Wondering ·how 

Horton c ou 1 d subject him to making an ap pea ranee be f.o re, ,..an 

audience when he was so unsure of himself, Ailey managed to 

p u t on h i s makeup and t o g e t d r e s s e d i n t h e pro p e r co s .t u me., 

but he left the theatre before the beginning of the dance. 

The fact that his position was in back of the other dancers 

failed to offer Ailey the security which he felt that he 

needed; he simply walked away from the situation. In refer-

ence to his actions on this occasion, he offers the foflowing 

comments: 

Lester was very quiet and understanding--he never 
forced anything upon anyone. He was the fatherly 
type--very warm. Consequently, he did not seem to·.:. , '· 
be too upset by my actions. At least he gave me .a· 
chance to work up my courage to perform.l 

Ailey gradually built himself up to what he expresse~ .. . -.··,,·' ·, 

as "performance readiness." He choreographed his first com-

l •• 

plete dance in the workshop that summer and entitled it 
• ~ 7 • ' 

Afternoon Blues. Having been impressed earlier by the per-

formance of Afternoon of a Faun presented by the Ballet·· 

Russe de Monte Carlo, he structured his own first dance in 

!Ibid. 
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t h i s fa s h i o n • The com p o s i t ion w a s t h r e e minute s i n d u rat i on 

and Ailey danced the role of the Faun. 

Alvin Ailey's return to the Lester Horton Dance 

Theatre School came shortly after an artistic misunder- ·· ' 

standing between Horton and several members of his original 

group of dancers. The departure of the dissenting gr_oup 

from the Horton Theatre gave such dancers as Carmen de. · 

Lavallade and James Truitte the opportunity to perfor~·roles 

heretofore assigned to the original Horton Dancers. De 

Laval lade and Truitte became leading dancers, and Ailey ·says 

of himself, "I was just there in the back." Dancing for the 

f i r s t t i me w i t h Car me n d e Lava 11 ad e , h owe v e r, h e p e r f orrr.te d 

the male role in the Horton choreography entitled Dedication 

to Jose Clemente Orozco. Th i s dance, origin a 11 y create d., for 

Jack Dodds and Carmen de Lavallade, had had its premiere, . 

prior to Ailey's return to Los Angeles from San Franci~~o, 

at the Wilshire-Ebell Theatre in Los Angeles on March 7, 

1953. 1 

Wh i 1 e A i 1 e y w a s i n San F r a n c i s c o , H o r t on h ad i n i- :. 

tiated an annual scholarship fund-raising affair, the Bal 

Caribe. This was a costume ball with prizes offered for,· the. 

be s t co s t u me s w o r n by t h e g u e s t s , a n d e n t e r t a i n me n t p r o .vi de d 

!Frank Eng, personal correspondence with the 
investigator, October 5, 1972. 
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in the form of a series of Afro-Cuban dances created ·.by 

Horton. The first Bal Caribe was presented at the Horton 

Theatre with subsequent ones held at Earl Carroll's Theatre 

on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood, California, in 1953, and 

at the Hollywood Palladium in 1954 and 1955. 1 The dances 

choreographed for the Bal Caribe were designed for com-

mercia! audiences, and thus provided the members of;the 

company with a repertory of "popular" dances which were· 

performed for remunerative purposes. The Lester Horton 

Dance Theatre performed commercially at such places ·,as the 

Coconut Grove and Club Seville in Los Angeles, Ciro ',s 

N i g h t c 1 u b i n H o 11 y wood , t h e H o 11 y w o o d Bow 1 J a z z Fe s t f va 1 , 

and i n mot i o n pi c t u r e s a n d t e 1 e vi s i on v a r i e t y s h ow s • ~.·~ ;. ~: · . 

D u r i n g t h e 1 a t e s p r i n g o f 1 9 53 , C a rm e n d e La v a lTa de , 

C 1 a u d e T h om p s on , a n d A 1 v i n A i 1 e y we r e s e 1 e c t e d by J a· c k Co le , 

t h e we 1 1 - k n o w n c h o r e o g r a p h e r , t o d a n c e i n h i s c h o r e o g r a· p· h y 

f o r t h e m o t i o n p i c t u r e e n t i t 1 e d L y d i a B a i 1 e y , w h i c h s t a r ~ ·e d ·' 
>' j, 

Canada Lee and was concerned with life in Haiti. Cole 

selected character types for his dance which depicted a· 

Voodoo ceremony and featured a duet in which Carmen de 

Lavallade was the selected female dancer for the role. 

De Lavallade was so skilled technically that Cole was unable 

(/. 



- 484 -

to cast any one of the black male dancers opposite her. 

He donned dark colored make-up, therefore, and danced; the 

male role himself. Cole had the following comments·~to make 

concerning this ceremonial dance in Lydia Bailey: 

I had to dance with Carmen because Alvin at that 
time was very unmusical. He. got turned on to 
movement and didn't hear a thing but, he danced, 
marvelously--he was one of the most beautiful men 
that one ever wanted to see. He had black curly 
hair and reminded me of a Renaissance Cherub or C:t ' 

19th century Othello with this very beautiful, 
muscular, round body. Even if he was dancing the 
steps incorrectly, he was just so marvelous looking, 
that it was a pleasure to watch him.l 

Cole cast Alvin Ailey and Claude Thompson as carriers of the 

s a c r i f i c i a 1 f ow 1 s i n t h e V o o d o o c e rem o n y-- r o 1 e s w h ic h , r e q u i r e ~ 

t h e p e r f o r m a n c e of a d a n c e i n w h i c h t h e y 1 e a p t t h r o u g ~ ; fi r e • 2 -. . 

Ailey rehearsed with Cole for two weeks but then. 

be came i 1 1 w i t h m on on u c 1 e o s i s w h i c h p rev e n t e d h i m · f r o'm 

appearing in the motion picture Lydia Bailey, as scti'eduled. 

Those were two of the most exciting weeks in Ailey's ·.~fife, 

and he describes them in the following manner: 

I h a d h e a r d L e s t e r c a 1 1 J a c k C o 1 e t h e "g r e a t e s t / .. / 
1 i v i n g m a 1 e d a n c e r • " We rep o r t e d t o t h e a u d i t i o ~. ;.<. 
f o r L y d i a B a i 1 e y a n d I s cr,; t h i s i n c r e d i b 1 e c r e a t u· r e ;· . 
Jack Cole, for the first time. He conducted this'· · 
audition in a manner which just blew my mind. 
Better still, he accepted us, and I was able to 

,>':, I l ;I 

1 J a c k Co 1 e , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w h e 1 d i n De n. t o n,,. 
Texas, July 8, 1971. 

2Ibid. 



- 485 -

observe him at work. This was the first time that·, 
I had seen a man dance in something which he himself 
had composed. To me, it seemed so remarkable that 
Jack Cole could envision fourteen persons dancing 
and then put himself into the dance, too. He and 
Carmen did some incredible things--! mean they 
literally "danced each other into the ground." ,1' 

Although I did not appear in the film, rehearsals 
with Jack Cole were just fantastic.! 

Jack Cole, without knowing it, became one more person who 

i n f 1 u e n c e d t h e e a r 1 y p r o f e s s i o n a 1 c a r e e r o f A 1 v i n A i 1 ey •· 

He was, in the future, to resort periodically to Cole's 

method of composing a dance. Specifically, the processional 

in Revelations evinces the strong influence of Cole's 

choreography for the Voodoo ceremony in Lydia Bailey. 

Ailey's Professional Career 

The Lester Horton Dance Theatre was performing at·· 

Ciro's in Hollywood when Horton suffered a heart att~ck 

which resulted in his death on November 2, 1953. Hort o'n 

was the sole choreographer for his company; his death, 

therefore, left the members ·in a dilemma. Plans for their 

annual spring concert which were already in progress 
;, ' 

projected the choreography of new dances for the opening,·: 

performance at the Wilshire-Ebell Theatre in Los Angeles. 

Gn the evening of Horton's death, Frank Eng, who ass u~ed"' 

immediate .directorship of the company, called a meeting 

which resulted in the decision that the Lester Horton. Dance 

lAi ley, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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Theatre would continue in existence and would fulfill··its 

engagements as previously planned. Each member of the 

company was given an opportunity to submit scenarios of 

dances which he or she wished to choreograph. According ... to 

James Truitte, Eng knew that Ailey had a desire to choreo-

graph and he w a s, in e s sen c e, grant i n g A i 1 e y the o p port un i t y 

to do so. 1 Carmen de Lavallade, commenting upon Ailey's:~ 

opporcunity to launch. his professional career, stated. that 

"Alvin has always been a creative person so, naturally' it 

seemed reasonable that he would be the one to assume the 

role of choreographer for the company. "2 

Although Alvin Ailey had choreographed only one 

dance composition thus far, he had at least eight ideas 

which he submitted for the approval of the members of ·' 

Horton's--now Eng's--group of dancers. As fate would ;have 

it, the other members of the company were not interested, .in .. 

c h o r e o g rap h i n g for t h e g r o up a n d A i 1 e y w a s t h e o n 1 y p e r. s on ' 

who submitted scenarios. Being a neophyte at choreography, 

he was guided by his emotions and his choreographic pian, 

therefore, was focused upon three deeply personal factors: 

IJames Truitte, personal interview held in New 
"iork City, July 3, 1970. 

2carmen de Lavallade, personal interview held in 
Southampton, Long Island, New York, August 2, 1970. 
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he felt a need to pay tribute to Lester Horton, to demon-

strate the strength of James Truitte, and to emphasize· th.e 

be au t y a n d d ram a t i c a b i 1 i t y of C a r me n d e Lava l l ad e . :. J: w o 

of Ailey's ideas, submitted under the titles of According 

t o Sa i n t F r a n c i s a n d M o u r n i n g , M o u r n i n g , r e spec t i vel y , ,, we r e 

approved by Eng and the members of the company, and Ailey 

w a s g i v en t h e freed om t o c h o r e o g rap h , d i r e c t , a n d s up e rv i s e 

the production of these two works. Based upon the rife of 

Saint Francis of Assisi, According to Saint Francis was a 

tribute to the late Lester Hor~on and featured James· Truitte 

as Saint Francis. Mourning, Mourning, inspired by themes 

used by the playwright Tennessee Williams, featured ·Carmen 

de Lavallade as the leading dancer. 

Shortly after Ailey became the official choreog~ 

rapher, the Lester Horton Dance Theatre was commissioned 

t h rough R o g e r Wag n e r t o c h o r e o g rap h a g r o up work s e i 'to : t h e 

m u s i c o f M i l h a u d ' s C r e a t i o n o f t h e W o r 1 d a n d t o p r e s' e n i · 'i t 

w1th the San Diego Symphony Orchestra. A i 1 e y c h o r e o g tap he~ i 
- : ~ 

this work for performance during the winter concert season 

of the San Diego Symphony Orchestra. After this ambitious· 

undertaking, he returned to Los Angeles and began the· 

choreography f()r his two new works for the Horton Co~pany._l 

1Eng, personal interview, April 9, 1971. 
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Alvin Ailey's inexperience in his new role as 

choreographer for the Lester Horton Dance Compani;pi~~~bly 

led to his magnifying the responsibilities entailed 'in h'is' 

position. The chaos which surrounded his first attempts at 

choreography for the company is best described in· his own 

words: 

I knew nothing about making dances for a group ··s·o . .I.: 
put everything about modern dance which I had re-ad' 
or seen into the work. In addition, I did every-
thing the way that I thought Lester would have done 
it. I had original piano scores written for·e~ch 
work; I had sets constructed to resemble tho·s_e 'of 
Martha Graham. I painted everything myself--:ti·ke, ,_ 
Lester used to do. We had a designer for the 
costumes but I selected the fabrics. I remember 
getting in the car and riding to the fabric store~-' 
just like Lester used to do. I dug around in 
Lester's boxes and acted as I had seen him act:--, 
then finally I would say, "Well, I guess I will._hav~·.' 
t o dye s om e t h i n g . " Th en, of co u r s e , I got o u t < ;t he ' 
dye and dyed fabrics. I was just trying to b'e··fike 
Lester because I thought that was the way to be 
creative. 1 

The members of the company were understanding·_as· 

long as their patience lasted but, when According to: Saint · 

Francis became a forty-five minute composition, they pro-

tested that the dance was too long. 2 '" . 
A i 1 e y , t h r i 11 e d ·· t h a·t ). 

he had finally finished the work, responded to thei·r proie;~t 

with an outburst which was little short of a temper t_antrum., 

He f e 1 t t h a t h c h a d p u t h i s " . . • v e r y s o u 1 i n t o . t h. a' t 

1 Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970.-

2Truitte, personal interview, July 3, 1970. 

_., 
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composition and it just had to be right." He finally con-

ceded that eight minutes of the dance could be cut and, 

finally, Gershon Kingsley wrote the original musical score. 

Seventeen years later, Ailey laughingly recalls, 

That was really an impossible dream. The whole thing 
was kind of an a 11 us ion to Lester ' s 1 if e. The dance 
began with Lester as a 'child and ran the whole gamut-
he did a dance of faith, one to the moon, the stars, 
just everything. It was all so technical too--there 
were slow hinges, fast whirls and any movement that 
I could think of which was extremely difficult to 
perform. I used every design and floor pattern 
imaginable. Poor Jimmy--he lost a lot of weight 
dancing the role of Saint Francis.l 

James Truitte corroborates this story when he adds, "I was 

on the stage moving for thirty-four of the thirty-seven 

minute composition--my weight dropped from 168 pounds to 

154 pounds. u2 

The choreography for Mourning, Mourning progressed 

more smoothly than that of According to Saint Francis. 

Perhaps it was because Ailey was developing, both personally 

and aesthetically, or perhaps it was because he was choreo-

graphing specifically for Carmen de Lavallade. The artist-

choreographer, discussing this work in 1970, did not over-

look either possibility as he described the choreography of 

~.1 o u r n i n q , M o u r n i n g i n t h e f o 11 ow i n g m a n n e r : 

lAiley, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

2Truitte, personal interview, July 3, 1970. 
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This dance was based upon segments of every story 
that I could find which Tennessee Williams had 
written. I was just enthralled by the whole 
Southern idea which he brought to life. I suppose 
in a way it was a memory which I was trying to 
express artistically. We built a set which was 
typically Southern with shutters and rocking chairs-
the whole bit. Because we had so many characters.· · 
to portray, we kept disappearing behind the scenery, 
and emerging in a different costume and dancing 
another role. Carmen was the star and I had her 
doi~g everything which I thought would exemplify 
her dramatic ability and enhance her beauty. I 
remember that in one scene she died, and we all 
brought wreaths, and then she was re-born. In 
another scene, I made sure she let her long, bea~ti
ful hair flow freely--Carmen was so lovely with her 
hair down. It was all so fantastically strange---
but it worked.! 

It worked, indeed, for Mourning, Mourning, set to a new 

piano score by Gertrude Rivers Robinson, and According to 
1 r 

Saint Francis were presented as planned at the Wilshire- i,· 

Ebell Theatre in Los Angeles on June 4, 1954. 2 
,,,,I 

Although the dance performance at the Wilshire-

E b e 1 1 w a s n o t a n o v e r w h e 1 m i n g s u c c e s s , i t me a n t t h a t t h e. '· 

Lester Horton Dance Theatre was "alive and well." Follow-· 

in g t hi s f i r s t venture w i t h A 1 vi n A i 1 e y a s the new c h·o te- .~· 

ographer, several decisions were made which influence·d 

further the direction of Ailey's career. Heading the·l.is.~· 

was the fact that Frank Eng initiated a Children's Theat~e J 

at the School associated with the Lester Horton Dane~ 

!Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970 .. ·.· 

2Eng, personal interview, April 9, 1971. 
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Theatre which involved all of the dancers of the ·company: ,, 

The basic idea was to choreograph dances for ·the children 

based upon ethnological themes. Despite the fact that 

A i I e y f e 1 t t h a t h e h a d ex h a u s t e d h i s o w n c r e a t i v i t y · i n · th e 

choreography of his first two major works, he found him-

s e 1 f in v o 1 v e d active 1 y in t h is new pro j e c t which he 

d e s c r i be s a s " . . . s om e t h i n g o f a p e r s o n a 1 f i a s c o . ", -. Th. e'-

following explanation is revealing: 

I found music and began making dances. I did not 
know anything about teaching and could not relate 
to the children. I hated teaching them because · 
they asked too many questions. I was very impul:... 
sive and they were too inquisitive.! 

Fortunately for Ailey, however, after three weeks of work 

with the Children's Theatre, he noted an announcement_:sent 

out from the RKO Motion Picture Studios inviting black· ; . 

dancers to audition for the screen version of Carmen: Jones .. : 

A g a i n A i 1 e y w a s s u c c e s s f u 1 i n h i s p e r s on a 1 au d i t i o n ;'. - t h e 

choreograph e r, Herbert R o s s , c a s t A i 1 e y and de Lava 1 lade 
as a dance team, and expressed the opinion that he thought· 

they were ". a n i n t e r e s t i n g p a i r . " 2 A 1 t h o u g h t h e -~ c ,ru a 1 
l·.,_ ,; 

filming of Carmen Jones did not generate any unusua_l, .ex,c·~te-.. 

ment, Herbert Ross was so impressed by the young ~ouple 

!Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970.'· ... 

/ 
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that he remembered them in his next important choreographic 

assignment which involved black dancers--the musi~al· 

entitled House of Flowers. 1 \ .\ -' 

During the summer of 1953, prior to the death of 

L e s t e r H o r t o n , t h e L e s t e r H o r t on D a n c e Company h ad p e r- , ·· 

formed at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated;·~ 

in Lee Massachusetts--a trip which Ailey did not··make. -··The 

late Ted Shawn, Founder and Director of the Festiial~ 

invited the company to fulfill a return engagement during·-·· 

the summer of 1954. Concurrent with the filming'of Carmerv 

Jones, the members of the company were rehearsing in· prep-

aration for this return engagement. T h e p r o gram; s h a red 

with Alicia Markova and Milarad Miskovitch during the we'e'k. 

of July 22, 1954, 2 included Lester Horton's Lati.n·:Su.ite· and 

De d i c a t i o n t o J o s e C 1 em e n t e 0 r o z c o a 1 o n g w i t h A i 1 e y' ' s 

A c c o r d i n g t o Sa i n t F r a n c i s and M o u r n i n g , M o u r n i n g . · The new · 

dances were received with something short of enthusia_sm ·and, 
';: ·' ., 

according to Ailey, the late Ted Shawn :f)elt personaLly:_ 

insulted. Ailey offers the following comments conce·rning 
:..- ' ·. .,., 

his first meeting with the "Father of American Danc.e": .. 

Ted S h a w n h a t e d t h e n e w d an c e s a n d w a s not f on d · o f' :· 
me at all. He told Frank Eng that he must be · 

1Playbill, The Alvin Theatre, New York City,.·week ·· 
beginning February 28, 1955. 

2Advertisement, "Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival; 
Incorporated,'' Dance Magazine, July, 1954, p. 11. 
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to send Lester's company across .the ;country with 
me. He felt that ._Timmy and Carmen should be 
running the company since they had been permanent 
members longer than I had. He told Frank that I 
not only knew nothing about choreography but .tha·t 
I was not even a good dancer. He was really 
displeased with the whole situat·ion~ 1 · ., 

Although the trip to Jacob!s Pillow.was -frust~~ting 

for Ailey, it opened up new avenues of "exposure(for him ·and 

for Carmen de Lava 11 ad e • M o n t e Kay e , a · p rom o t e r- p r o d u c e r , 

s a w t h em p e r f o r m i n t h e Ted S h awn :· Th e a t r e . a n d . a r r a n g e d ;: for 

the company to travel to New York City immediately following· 

the final performance at Jacob's Pillow ,in order· to ·audition·· 

at the Alvin Theatre for a possible future appearance on ·· 

t e 1 e v i s i o n • 2 F o r t h e a u d i t i o n , t h e me m be r s · o f t h ·e: c ·om p a n y 

selected Lester Horton's suite of ·Latin Dances. At' the···s·ame 
···: 

time during which the auditions were held for ~h~ ·Lester·· 

Horton Dance Theatre, auditions for the forthcomirig,·musicat 

entitled House of Flowers were being· held. ··.Arno.ld·~·s'ai'nt· 

S u b be r , t h e p rod u c e r o f H o u s e of F 1 ower s , . s ~ w A f 1 e y a nd·: 
de Lavallade perform and immediately invited them ··to rema.i'n .. 

. . ~ ~· .. , r '. 

in New York City to join his cast. 

r e f u s e d h i s o f f e r by ex p 1 a i n i n g t h e i r s e r i o u s n e s · s · w i i h .. < ... 

1 A i 1 e y , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w , A u g u s t 1 5 , 1.9 7 0 ·• 

2 D e L a v a 11 a d e , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w, . ~ u g u s.t · 1··, . 19 7 0 . 
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respect t o return i n g t o the West Co a s t --to keep the L·e s t e.r 

Horton Dance Theatre in existence. · . . ~ ~ 

A 1 v i n A i 1 e y a n d t he merit be r s of the· L e s t e r : H o r t on 

Dance Theatre returned to Los Angeles :the -last week oi:ri 

August of 1954 to begin preparat'ions 'for- the -annuaV; Bal 

Caribe which was projected for presentation ·in :·october- of,,·j: .. _ 

that year. A g a i n A i 1 e y h ad t o '. c a 11 up o n- h l s c r e a Vi v· e 

r e s o u r c e s i n o r d e r t o s t r u c t u r e d a ri c e · s f o r p r e s en t a t i. o n ' . a t · 

this annual fund-raising event. He 'devised' variations .on 

folk and Latin dances and generally imitated.~hat L~ster 

Horton had done on previous occasions-~a practice which p_roved 

fruitful inasmuch as the Bal Caribe, with ,.-choreography .by 

A 1 v i n A i 1 e y , w a s we 11 r e c e i v e d by a u d i e n c e s' ·i n H o 1 l y wood 
. ', :: ' , . ,.':,, :'' -.,./ '. . I, . . ' . . t ·"':, 

r ··.,).' 

and i n L o s An g e 1 e s • A i 1 e y w i s ely . c on c 1 u d e d : the_·,_ p_r o g -~-am wit h. 
• • ' • , . . ' I, ' > ~- \ : 

a duet performed by de Laval lade and hinlse·l~,,which,; a·ccord"':': 

ing to an article in the California~ Ean'i~~-: 'provid"ed. "-. •- .. ·' 
) . , , . , '.' . ~ • :,. t· , ':' I, 

\• ·'t( 

a n ex c i t i n g m om e n t i n t h e d a n c e p r o ·g r a m • " 
• " • ~ J • ''. -' 

' ' • -~: ·; 1 • 

t }, e a r t i c 1 e f u r t h e r s t a t e s t h a t- " 
' • - • I , , ,' ' , "i •' ., ' ' ,~ 

, .. --~·-·.:a cap a c~·t'y ',-':) u d i _en ce:'!:(; ;: 
'· ' ' ' <-,-\ ..• 

[at the Palladium] acclaimed the p-reserit_ation·tlie.·finest )n.::.,. 

Horton dance group history. ,1 
.',•' 

Following the Bal Caribe in 195 4; 'th~_,\a t tent i·o ~<-·o·r·';-. 
. ' ~"! _.., 

t t. e me m be r s 0 f t h e L e s t e r H 0 r t 0 n Dan c e . The a t 'r e w a s f 0 c u s e d > -
·-· ---

again upon the Children's Theatre and ·the- ·tE/~-ching of; 

l"Dancesational," California Eagle, Los Angeles, 
California, October 28, 1954. 
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regular classes at their School. By this time, Frank Eng 

and the members of the company were living in Lester Horton's 

house which was located at 7469 Mulholland Drive· in Los 

Angeles--a distance not too far from the theatre-studio on 

Me 1 r o s e A v e n u e • T h e f i n a n c i a 1 g a i n f r om p a y i n g s t u d ~ n t s -, a t 

the School was never sufficient to cover operational .expenses, 

but the communal type of living arrangements eased .the 

financial strain to some degree. For Alvin Ailey, who .was 

accustomed to privacy and occasional complete seclusion and 

w h o w a s a w a r e a 1 s o o f t h e i m p o r t a n c e of h i s new p o s i t i(> n a s 

sole choreographer for the Lester Horton Dance Comp_any, 

community living was somewhat less than ideal. He was a't-
~: t i· •, 

c o n s t a n t o d d s w i t h t h e d i r e c t o r o f t h e c om p a n y , F r a n k . ~- n g , 

because of Ailey's obvious attempts to "fill Horton·'Cs s·hoe.s." 

in areas which Eng thought were extended beyond the' conC,_erns 

o f a c h o r e o g r a p h e r • 1 E n g t h o u g h t t h a t i n h i s i m m a t u r i ty , 

. .\ i 1 e y w a s 1 o s i n g s i g h t of the fact t h a t t h e t i t 1 e "c h or e.7::· 

o g r a p h e r " d i d n o t g i v e h i m t h e 1 i be r t y t o f e e 1 a s ff -:~h.~ ,·•. 

owned the company.2 Ailey, on the other hand, " • -._was. 

just trying to be creative and to represent Lester.'" 3 

1 Ai ley, personal interview, August 15, 1970.' 

2Eng, personal interview, April 13, 1970. 

3Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970~ 

,• 
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On December 11, 1954, Ailey and Eng were in .. the 

midst of one of their many heated discussions during which 

they aired their differences of opinion freely when:. the· 

telephone rang. Saint Subber, the producer of House of 

Flowers, was calling from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, .. where 

this musical was fulfilling its pre-Broadway engagement. 

George Balanchine had been relieved of his position as. 

choreographer and had been replaced by Herbert Rossi who 

was enjoying success as the choreographer for the film 

version of Carmen Jones which had its premiere on the :We,st,1 . 

Coast at the Fox-Wilshire Theatre in Los Angeles on 

November 1, 1954. 2 Remembering the work of Ailey and 

de Lavallade in Carmen Jones, Ross suggested that the~.~~ 

brought in as featured dancers in the musical, House of 

Flowers. Sa i n t S u b be r , o n t he o the r h a n d , rem em be r e d · th e ', 

couple from the auditions which were held in late Augtis~~ 

of 1954 at the Alvin Theatre in New York City, at which· 

time he had invited Ailey and de Lavallade to join his 
. ' 

cast. With the producer and the choreographer of the.· 

m u s i c a 1 i n h a r m on i o u s a g r e em en t w i t h r e s p e c t t o t h e em p 1 o Y:-: · 

ment of Ailey and de Laval lade, Saint Subber telephoned .·th·e 

2"Cinemascope," California Eagle, Los Angeles·, 
California, October 28, 1954. 
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two young dance artists to extend to them another ·j nvitation 

to join the cast of House of Flowers. 

As a dancer, Carmen de Lavallade had received in-

creasing encouragement to broaden her professional .range of 

ex peri en c e s and to work w i t h c h ore o g rap h er s o t h e r . t h an ::tho s e 

from the Horton School. It was de f i n i t e 1 y dec i de d , · the-re-

fore, that she should take advantage of the opportunity 'to·, 

go to the East Coast. Ailey, on the other hand, as sole 

choreographer for the Lester Horton Dance Theatre,_ had ·:to 

consider the fact that his departure would leave' -~he company 

i n a d i f f i c u l t p r e d i c a me n t • T e n s i o n s we r e s t r o n g .. · be t we e n 

h i m a n d E n g , h o we v e r , a n d t h i s s i t u a t i o n h ad t o b e_ re s o 1 v e d . 

P e r h a p s , A i 1 e y t h o u g h t , t h e i m me d i a t e s o 1 u t i o n r e q tf i reg. 't h a t 

he pursue his own dance career elsewhere. 

w a s ex t e n d e d t o A i l e y a n d d e La v a 1 1 a d e a s a d a n c e ·· d u o , n o t 

a s two so 1 o i s t s; it afforded an o p port u n i t y a 1 so for ; bo t_h 

artists to become featured dancers in a Broadway musfcal;_. 

to receive a regular salary, and to study in New York C,fty 

w i t h o u t s t a n d i n g t e a c h e r s of mode r n d a n c e • Th e y d ~-c i d ed· . 

that they would go to Phi !adelphia and on to New York ,City,. 

to Broadway, and thus to the opportunity to study wi,th. such 

p e r s on s a s M a r t h a G r a h am , H a n y a H o l m , a n d C h a r l e s. We i d m a ·n • 

They agreed that de Laval lade should remain on the ·East. 

Coast but that·Ailey would return after five month .. t9 the 
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Lester Horton Dance Theatre where he hoped to create new 

and better dances than formerly as a result of his broadened 

experiences. ' ' 

On December 14, 1954, 1 Ailey and de Lavallade o 

arrived i n Ph i 1 ad e 1 ph i a , Penns y 1 van i a , on a day when·· the.: . 

cast of House of Flowers was presenting a matinee perform-

an c e. 0 n stage that afternoon, A i 1 e y saw such b 1 a c,k dancers 

as Louis Johnson, Arthur Mitchell, Donald McKayle, and 

Walter Nicks. He offers the following description. pf his 

first day of observation: 

Here were the best black dancers in the country 
all dancing in the chorus. I had never before . 
s e e n a n y o n e d a n c e t h a t beau t i f u 1 1 y • Here we we r e, 
b r o u g h t i n a s f e a t u r e d d a n c e r s , a n d a 1 1 t h a t t ale n .t 
in the chorus. I never even knew people could· 
dance like that!2 

B u t t h e d a n c e r s f r om C a 1 i f o r n i a h a d s om e t h i n g v e r y . s p e c i al , 

too--a quality which Geoffrey Holder, himself a featured 

dancer in House of Flowers, was the first to express:··~·_ 

Those two brought something fresh and new from the . 
West Coast and did they ever dance--like somtthin~ 
you had never seen before! I had a personal interest 
in Carmen, however, when I first saw her, I knew· I · · 
had to meet her. She was the model of the women " 

1Application for Airline Insurance, Los Angeles, 
California to Philadel:,->hia, Pennsylvania, December.: 14,.,· .,.·· 
1954, personal files of Lula E. Cooper. 

2 A 1 vi n A i 1 e y, person a 1 correspondence to L ul a E. 
Cooper from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, December 15, 
1954. 
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whom I had painted for years without ever hav-ing .. , 
seen her. Carmen was my ideal woman--three days 
after I first met her, I asked her to marry me.l 

Of course, Ailey was not too happy with Holder's attachment 

to de Lavallade because it threatened his position as the 

"number one" person upon whom she could depend. Concerning 

this feeling, Ailey recalls: 

The first time Geoffrey laid eyes upon Carmen he 
n e a r 1 y f a i n ted • He a t t a c h e d h i m s e 1 f t o h e r a n d I ,, 
h a t e d h i m f o r t h a t • Aft e r a 1 1 , C a r me n and I "we r e 
a team and, as far as I was concerned, this was 
the way it had to be. We belonged together--when 
we danced we had something that was uniquely our 
own.2 

Thelma Hill, a former member of the Alvin Ailey American·: 

Dance Theater, corroborated Ailey's statement when_ .. :she .said, 

" t h e r e h a s neve r be e n a not h e r m o d e r n d an c e t e a 'In · l i k e 
·:._ 

Carmen and Alvin--they were 'where it belongs.' When they 

danced together, it was like watching the ri~ht chem~c~1 

combination at work. " 3 

Between regular rehearsals of House of Flowers in 

P h i 1 ad e 1 ph i a , He r b e r t R o s s w t> r k e d w i t h A i 1 e y a n d d e L ·a v a (1 ~·? t' 

in preparation for the production of this musical which 

1Geoffrey Holder, personal interview held in :New 
York City, July 10, 1970. 

2 A i 1 e y, person a 1 interview, August 15, 1 9 7 0. 

3Thelma Hill, personal interview held in New York 
City, July 15, 1970. 
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o p e ned on Broadway a t t h e A 1 v i n .Th e a t r e on Decem be r 3 0, 

1954. 1 They went into the cast simple' as the dancers "Alvin" 

a n d " C a r me n , " a n d p e r f o r me d w h a t A i 1 e y · d e s c r i be d a s '' ·. ~ . 

a very sexy pas de deux which was received very well by the 

audiences.'' The dance was performed to the song "Mardi Gras," 

sung by Miriam Burton who played the ·role of "mother" in the 

musical. 2 Following the opening of· House'.of FTowers· in New 

York City, Ross choreographed another dance for ·Ailey 

entitled Slide, Boy, Slide. Performed ... too the ·song of the 

same title which was sung by Juanita Hall: who played the 

' ' 
role of Madame Tango, the new da~ce was ·incorporated in the 

production in April. Hall and Ailey were. suppo.rted by .. fhe 
,.-.... 'J 

,_,1 • ,' 

e n s em b 1 e o f s i n g e r s a n d d a n c e r s , · · a n d S 1 i d e , Boy , S 1 i d e· : 

became the third scene of Act II of House of Flowers. 3 

Ailey was befriended by Louis John'son who, i~.~·)turn,, 

introduced him to the kind of life to which theatre pe'rsonnel 
!. '· 

in New York City were accustomed. Ailey readily admi~s: 
, ::,' .. o'', : 

At f i r s t i t w a s a 11 v e r y s t ra n g e.-- I ·. d i d no t u n d e ~-:- · ·' , ·.: : _: :· : 
stand the whole "gypsy" scen·e. For· example,: in . ; . ,,. ' 
California we never went to bars to discuss the. show· 
at the end of a performance, and we ;never. went. ar.ound 
f rom s t u d i o t o s t u d i o i n o r d e r t o t a k e c 1 a s s e s a n d ··' 

1955. 

lPlaybill, The Alvin Theatre, December 30, 19~S4. 

2 Ibid. 

3Playbill, The Alvin Theatre, New York City,. April 4, 
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to dance with different groups--it took me a 
while to become accustomed to this.l 

Ailey did not find the other dancers in the cast of House 

of Flowers altogether receptive to him. He later learned 

that they were displeased with the idea of importing rela-

tively unknown talent from the West Coast when the chorus 

of the musical was literally "overstocked" with expertly 

trained black dancers. Ailey explains his response to this 

revelation in the following manner: 

We had no idea that our "backs were against the 
w a 11 • " T h e o n 1 y t h i n g w h i c h we k n e w w a s, 't h at . we 
should dance as the choreographer requested us to 
dance. For example, I did not know that Louis 
Johnson had already performed with the Ne~ _York 
C i t y B a 11 e t o r t h at Art h u r M i t c h e 11 , w h o 'w a s my 
u n d e r s t u d y , w a s such a n ex p e r t 1 y t r a i n e d b a 1) e t 
dancer. It was little wonder that most ~f them 
gave us "the cold shoulder." They had a·righ't to 
feel that any one of them could have performed any
thing which Ross choreographed just as well as we 
performed it.2 ' 

Ross preferred the couple from the West Coast,, however, and 

so Ailey and de Lavallade continued in their ·rciles of 

featured dancers. 

Shortly after his arrival in New York;tity, Alvin 

Ailey initiated his self-improvement program ~y seeking out 

those master teachers of modern dance of whom:he had heard 

high praise. He explains his venture and h~s subsequent 

1 A i 1 e y, person a 1 i n t e r view, August 15 '; 1 9 7 0. 

2Ibid. 
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disappointments in these words: 

I went to study with Hanya Holm and hated it--it 
was too balletic. I felt that, if I wanted ballet, 
I would go to a ballet teacher. It was not at all 
like Lester's dance--it was not creative. I then 
went to watch Martha Graham, and her d~nce was 
finicky and strange. I went to Doris Humphrey and 
Jose Limon and I just hated it all. I suppose that 
I was looking for a technique whi~h was similar to 
Lester's and I just did not find it.l 

Through his friendship with Louis Johnson, hovever, Ailey 

learned about Karel Shook and visited Shook's Studio of 

Dance Arts which was located in Greenwich Village. Ailey 

was surprised to discover that all of the dancers in House 

of Flowers studied also with Karel Shook. The atmosphere 

at Shook's Theatre of Dance Arts was one of hard work and 

dedication, but Shook did not try to force Ailey into 

enrolling for dance classes. Instead, the two men developed 

a friendship which led them to many long discussions--often 

about books and other artistic areas o: interest which they 

both shared. These dialogues, however, invariably came 

back to dar.ce and to the philosophy of dance. Shook con-

vinced Ailey that if he were serious about choreography, he 

should study ballet and Ailey, although he was not bal-

let~callv inclined, followed Shook's advice and came often 

to his Studio of Dance Arts. Very seldom did he pqrticipate 
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in the ballet classes; he did, however, observe carefully 

and learn a great deal.l 

As soon as Alvin Ailey began to make friends in New 

York City, he became engulfed in the theat~ical atmosphere. 

Because he felt an obligation to the dancers who were still 

in Los Angeles at the Lester Horton Dance Theatre, he was 

reluctant to make the decision not to return to the West 

Coast. His personal feelings concerning the Horton organi-; 

zation are best explained in a proposal which he wrote some 

years later in an effort to establish his own school. He 

expressed the following sentiments: 

When I was a very young man in California I 
encountered a place so creative, so free, so 
marvelous that it has left an indelible stamp 
on my life as an artist and as a human being. 
This place was called the Lester Horton Dance 
Theatre S~hool and it was created, run, stimulated 
by the man whose name it bore. Its environment 
was electric. Its walls held the excitement of 
all that was organic and creative 3nd positive. 
Its environmerat was a celebration of man in his 
highest ~tate. This man, Lester Horton, is dead-
but his spirit lives. The Lester Horton Dance 
Theatre School and its environment are gone--but 
its legacy lives. Its legacy lives in ~he people 
whose lives were affected.2 

Without having yet formulated the foregoing impressions, 

Ail~y felt that the time was at hand and that the agfnt was 

----------
!Karel Shook, personal interview held in New York 

City, July 8, 1970. 

2Alvin Ailey, "Dance Theatre School," a proposal 
written in New York City, Spring, 1968. 
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himself--he had to become prepared to promote the "celebra~ 

tion of man in his highest state." He needed the personal 

growth, knowledge, and experience for which there is no 

substitute in a field of professionalism i~ which he was 

such a neophyte. 

The period from 1955 through 1957 consti~utes what 

Ailey considers his apprentice years. He spent three years 

dancing for different choreographers, enrolling periodically 

in various dance classes, visiting rehearsals at different 

studios, and generally gathering material for his own use 

in the future. His favorite workshop area was the studio of 

the New Dance Group which was located in mid-town Manhattan, 

just off Broadway. At first, he simply watched studio 

rehearsals conducted by Donald McKayle, Anna Sokolow, and 

other choreographers. He enrolled in an occasional class 

when he saw something which interested hi~--a practice which 

led to invit~tions from several of these choreographers for 

him to perform in their works. He danced in McKayle's Games 

and in Her Name was Harriette; in Anna Sokolow's Rooms and 

in Poeme; and in Sophie Maslow's Manhattan Transfer. Among 

the,.~ choreographers, Ailey was impressed most by Anna 

Sokolow from whom he ~earned certain facets )f desi~n and 

the bases for the selection of appropriate musical accompani

ment for dances choreographed. According to Ailey, Sokolow 
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had a poetic approach to choreography, and he felt that she 

was dedicated to her art. In the mid-fifties, it was the 

practice of the choreographers to present several concert 

performances during the year, depending upon when the 

choreographic works were ready for public presentation and 

whether space to present the concert was available. Ailey 

performed in these programs at every opportunjty afforded 

him. 

In the late spring of 1955, Ailey was one of thirteen 

dancers featured in a pilot film, with choreography by 

Geoffrey Holder, for the Colgate Comedy Hour.l This pilot 

was filmed to support a "comeback" on television of the 

original "Amos 'n Andy" radio program. This was an excel-

lent opportunity for exposure of the talents of the young black 

dancers, because, had the show been successful, it would 

have meant thirty-six weeks of filming on the West Coast 

for the entire group. Unfortunately, the show did not "sell," 

and only two weeks were spent in its filming in Los Angeles, 

af~e- which the members of the cast returned to New York 

City. 2 

~lvin Ailey found that it wa~ not too difficult for 

him to find ~emunerative employmunt fLllowing his roJe as a 

1Ella Thompson, personal interview held in New York 
City, July 26, 1970. 

2 .llt.ld.. 
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featured dancer in House of Flowers. During the fall of 

1955, he played the role of a Chinese bandit in the off-

Broadway production of The Carefree Tree which was presented 

at the Phoenix Theatre in New York City.l In the spring of 

1 9 5 6 , h e w a s f e a t u r e d , a 1 o n g w i t ~~ M a r y H i n k s o n , i n t h e J a y 

Richard Kennedy production of Sing, Man, Sing, starring 

Harry Belafonte, with choreography by Walter Nicks. 2 

Sing, Man, Sing was a road show and was taken on a 

tour of cities in the Midwest for a period of ten weeks. 

This was a show about which it can be said safely that 

Ailey remained either for the sake of remuneration or for 

the privilege of taunting Harry Belafonte who proba0ly 

would have dismissed him had the show been established in 

one place. The two men were at odds constantly because 

Ailey felt that Belafonte was commercializing the calypso 

sounds and rhythms, and he expressed his adverse criticism 

in this regard directly to Belafonte. Ailey felt that he 

knew about "real" black music and songs, and that Belafonte 

had no innate identification with American blacks and that 

he was not a serious artist. Of course, at that particular 

tim\.:, AiJey was 110t impressed by artists who failed either 

!publicity Bulletin, "American Dauce Theatre," 
Musical Artists, Incorporated, New York City, 1959. 

2souvenir Programme, Sing. Man. Sing, Kennedy
Belafonte Productions, 1956. 
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to stimulate his creative interests or to remind him of 

his West Coast dance background. When asked if he thought 

the fact that Belafonte was overly attentive to Carmen de 

Lavallade during the filming of Carmen Jonxs had anything 

to do with his antagonism toward Belafonte, Ailey replied: 

I don't know--perhaps it did. I was, however, gen
erally antagonistic at the time. Between Belafonte 
and me it was probably a conflict of two "super" 
male egos. As far as everyone else was concerned, 
I was just diff~rent. I hated everything which was 
the "accepted" thing to do. I insulted everyone 
because I wore jeans and tee shirts and boots when 
we traveled; I also slept on the bus. And then 
there was this thing with Mary Hinkson--she was a 
Graham trained dancer and was like a prima donna 
while I was like a rough primitive cat. She said 
that I was undisciplined and I was; she said that I 
was gruff and I was; she said that I would never do 
the same thing twice and perhaps I didn't. But then 
I didn't really care about dancing with her--I really 
didn't care about dancing with anyone other than 
Carmen. She had lovely feet and legs but she wasn't 
Carmen--~ ;1e didn't have the softness and the round
ness of Carmen. It ·was a whole new way of dancing 
and I didn't try very hard to adjust to it.l 

Although Ailey was not fond of his dancing partner, Mary 

Hinkson, she did not dislike Ailey during that period of 

thei~ association. She did admlt, however, that she often 

wis!.ed that he had been better disciplined as a :lancer. 

S h e rem en. be r s m a n y a "' x 1 o u s rn om e n t s o f t h e i r p a r t n e :r s h i p , 

or~ of which sh~ recalls in the following manner: 

We had one dance in which it was necessary to make 
body contact and, in one section of the dance, I 

lAiley, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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had to really hold on to Alvin. When we reached 
that part on on~ occasion, my hand kept slipping 
and I could not get a firm grip. When we finally 
finished the dance, I asked him what in the world 
he could have had on his body. He replied very 
nonchalantly, "Oh, I wanted to see what kind of 
effect it would have on the audience if I shined 
my body with baby oil." The audiences really 
loved him because he looked gorgeous and I really 
did not mind his trying out new ideas if he had 
just told me about them in advance. I never knew 
what to expect from performance to performance.! 

If Alvin Ailey had any hopes of keeping Carmen de 

Lavallade as his permanent partner in dance, these hopvs 

were shattered with the Holder-de Lavallade marriage during 

the summer of 1956. 2 Ailey, however, soon found a replace-

ment for de Lavallade in Christyne Law&oa who was a Graham 

dancer and who stemmed originally from Los Angeles. She 

and Ailey considered developing a night club act and 

rehearsed tog .ther periodical!~ Ailey admits that he an 

Miss Lawson became very devoted to each other and, although 

he has not said so himself, speculation has it that it was 

she about whom he wrote the following lines to his mother 

durirg the spring 0f 1Q57: 

~ guess it has really happened to me--like a light 
out of the darkness--and in the form of a wonderful 
girl whom I have ~nown for a long, lonq time. She 

1 Mar~ Hinkson, pers0nal interview h~ld in New York 
City, August 27, 19.70. 

· 2Geoffrey Holder, personal interview held in New 
York City, July 2, 1970. 
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is from Los Angeles, too, and was in Carmen Jones-
she's a dancer, she's younger than I am--she's 
twenty-one (I'm an ancient twenty-six) and she's 
very dark and beautiful. We have a great deal in 
common--we understand each other though we fight 
sometimes--she is very arrogant and would require 
some taming but I am really very fond of her and I 
think she is of me--I think I would like to marry 
her if she would have me--I really love her very 
much and I think she loves me but we have never 
discussed it.l 

Whether or not Ailey and this beautiful young lady ever 

discussed marriage has not been revealed; Ailey's interest, 

however, was soon to return to his choreographic endeavors. 

Alvin Ailey wrote the above letter to his mother 

between shows in Brooklyn, New York, where he was performing 

in a Calypso Revue which was comprised of calypso music, 

songs, and dance and starred Geoffrey Holder. Produced and 

directed also by Holder, the Revue opened on April 19, 1957 

and was presented four times each day. The production 

which A i 1 e y described a s "a 1 o t of fun'' p 1 aye d in Brook 1 y n 

for two weeks, after which the company traveled to Phila~ 

delphia, Pennsylvania, and to Washington, D. C. for a week's 

enga~ement in each place before the tour was terminated and

the company rlisbanded.2 

)Alv~n Ajley, personal corres~ondence to Lula E. 
Cooper from Brooklyn, New York, April 25, 1957. 
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During the summer of 1957, Ailey danced in the 

chorus of the Jones Beach production of Showboat for which 

Donald McKayle was assistant choreographer. This time he 

must have been dancing only for the remuneration involved 

as he states that he ". . . hated the who 1 e scene. " 

Although Ailey prefers not to discuss Showboat at all, he 

may have disliked it because, as Ella Thompsor explained, 

" it was produced as a split cruise having a black 

cruise and a white cruise, with blacks on one side of the 

boat and whites on the other side." 1 

Ailey's next major period of employment was one 

which definitely pleased him. He and Christyne Lawson heard 

of the auditions for the Broadway musical entitled Jamaica, 

starring Lena Horne, with choreography by Jack Cole. Be!ng 

fond of Jack Cole and already familiar with his style of 

dance, Ailey choreographed a duet for himself and Lawson 

which was, in Ailey's words, "very Cole-ish." They audi-

tioned fe,r C<.le and he employed them to " ... head the 

dance brigade in Jamaica." 2 Rehearsals for the musical 

began on August 7, 1957, in preparaticn for the op~ning 

!Thompson, personal interview, July 26, 1970. 

2"Theatre News," Ji!uv York Mirror, August 5, 1957; 
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performance at the Imperal Theatre in New York City on 

October 31, 1957.1 

Jamaica was an immediate success and, from a 

financial standpoint, it appeared that it would play for 

a long period of time. Ailey was content and, for a while, 

his personal financial security was intact. He decided, 

therefore, that this was the perfect time durjng which to 

prepare for his own concert. Young choreographers at that 

time usually combined forces and worked on a joint concert, 

possibly with a guest artist featured on the program. Alvin 

Ailey, together with Ernest Parham, assembled a group of 

dancers from Jamaica and began rehearsals in Michael's 

Studio which was located on Eighth Avenue across the street 

from the Imperial Theatre where the musical was playing.2 

Ailey rehearsed his dancers at least three hours 

each day and prepared them for an afternoon performance at 

the 92nd Street YM-YWHA on .Sunday, March 30, 1958. 3 The 

program, featuring Talley Beatty as guest artist, was com-

prised of two major works by Ailey entitled Ode and Homage 

!"Lawson and A1ley Dance in Jamaica," ~YorK 
Po~t, August 5, 1957. 

2oorAne Richardson, personal ~nterview held in 
New York City, July 16, 1970. 

3Programme, "Alvin Ailey and Company-Ernest Parham 
a n d Company, " 9 2nd S t r e e t Y M-Y WH A, M a r c h 3 0, 1 9 58 . 
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and Blues Suite, respectively, as well as four of the five 

dances comprising Redonda, a suite of compositions based 

upon Latin themes. 1 

Ode and Homage, set to music by Grunville-Hicks, 

was a solo described in the program notes as "A dance of 

faith, respectfully dedicated to the memory of Lester 

Horton, modern dance pioneer and innovator." 2 John Martin, 

Dance Critic for the New York Times, reporting the dance 

season in retrospect, had the following to say about Ailey's 

d~but in New York City: 

As a performer he has a rich, animal quality of 
movement and an innate sense of theatrical projec
tion, which have been known before; but as a 
choreographer he had not previously sho~n his 
work here. It was an impressive debut. 

Martin described Ode and Homage as a solo ". . of moving 

dignity and a naively baroque air of poetry." Redonda, 

which followed Ode and Homage on the program, was described . 

by Martin as " . full of flavor and spirit, and lyric 

invP.ntion as well. " 4 Blues Suite, presented as the finale, 

was oerformed to music arranged and composed by Paquita 

Anderson and Jos~ Ricci with costumes and decor by Geoffrey 

l.l.ti..:J.. 

3John Martin,. ''!he Dance: Review III," New York 
Times, July 6, 1958. 

4.lb.id.. 
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Holder and lighting by Nicholas Cernavich. It was com-

prised of seven dances--"Good Morning Blues," "Smokedream," 

"Fare Thee Well," "New Broom," "Sham," "Careless Love," and 

"Jack of Diamonds. " 1 Concerning this suite of, dances, 

John Martin wrote: 

It is overflowing with variety, is beautifully 
staged, with excellent decor and costumes by 
Geoffrey Holder, and on this occasion was 
superbly danced. An admirable piece of work 
all around.2 

Dorene Richardson, one of the dancers in Ailey's 

first concert, described the success of the opening per-

formance thus: 

The audience went out of its mind! It was the 
first time, I think, that the New York audience had 
seen a theatrical presentation of modern dance. 
At that time, most of the dancers were not involved 
with costumes and scenery. The performances were 
usually presented on a bare stage and the dancers 
wore leotards and tights or something very drab. 
Alvin had a sense of total theatre--the decor, the 
costumes, the lighting. All of this enhanced the 
performance and the audience was struck by it--it 
was new to those present for the concert and 'they 
loved it.3 

Whatever the reason for the success of Ailey's first con-

cert, it was motivation enough for him. As soon as the 

opening performance was over, he was already planning the 

J.Programme, ''Alvin Ailey and Company-Ernest Parham 
and Company," March 30, 1958. 

2Martin, "The Dance: Review III." 

3Richardson, personal interview, July 16, 1970. 
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next one; this time, he would present his concert alone 

and he would feature Carmen de Lavallade as his guest 

artist. Ailey felt that he was now ready for New York City 

and that he must lose no time before creating new dances 

for his next group of dancers who would be featured as 

Alvin Ailey and Company. 



CHAPTER X 

ALVIN AILEY: ARTIST IN NEW YORK CITY 

Early Artistic Achievements 

Al.vin Ailey and Company presented its second per-

formance in New York City on December 21, 1958. This was 

only nine months after the Company's initial performance on 

March 30, 1958. 1 With Carmen de Lavallade as guest artist, 

Ailey presented again Cinco Latinos in which he replaced 

the one dance choreographed by Earnest Parham with one of 

his compositions. In addition to the repeat of Blues Suite, 

Ailey presented his new work entitled Ariette Oubliee. 

Cinco Latinos, five dances based upon Latin themes, 

was intended to establish the mood of the audience. These 

dances, entitled "Lirica," "Rumba," "Beguine," "El Cigaro," 

and "Rite," respectively, were choreographed to music by a· 

number of composers of popular Latin melodies and had no 

specific continuity except the fact that they were derived, 

from the same ethnic source.2 According to some dance 

lsau1 Goodman, "Brief Biographies: Alvin Ailey," 
Dance Magazine, December, 1958, p. 70. 

2Alvin Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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critics, the most successful of this suite of dances were 

"El Cigaro" and "Rite." P. W. Manchester, in a review 

during the fall season of dance in New York City in 1958, 

describes "El Cigaro" as, 

••• the wonderful piece of fun demonstrating the 
subjugation of the confident male by the even more 
confident female, which Charles Moore and Jacqueline 
Walcott did hilariously. Miss Walcott has only to 
clatter across the stage in backless shoes and her 
audience is rolling in the aisles.l 

"Rite" was the final number of the suite of Latin dances and 

featured Alvin Ailey and Audrey Mason in " • a primitive 

ritual which retained a strange delicacy in spite of its 

unashamedly sexual basis."2 

The premiere of the evening, Ariette Oubliee, was 

set to music by Debussy, with the mood of the beginning and 

of the ending of the dance established by lines from Paul 

Verlaine's poem entitled Il pleure dans mon coeur; the 

accompaniment was sung by tenor Jeff Warren.3 Doris Hering 

of Dance Magazine gave Ailey credit in this work for 

straddling precariously the " ••• thin line between 

sensuous imagery and chi-chi."4 With respect to this 

1P. W. Manchester, "The Season in Review," Dance 
~' February, 1959, p. 7. 

4Doris Hering, "Alvin Ailey and Company," Dance 
Magazine, February, 1959, p. 27. 
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composition, she stated that she saw resemblances to~ 

Lake, to Martha Graham's Ardent Song, and to Frederick 

Ashton's Illuminations. 1 The plot of the choreography 

unfolded as Ailey, "The Man," traded " ••• the flower of 

reality for the dreams of illusion •••• "2 The flower 

from•his hat was traded for a crescent moon from the belt 

of the "Clown." This moon, through the clever maneuvering 

of stage props, .'finally became the beautiful Carmen de 

Lavallade who, " ••• borne about the stage by her votaries 

in sweeping crescents, might have been an incarnation of 

Diana, chaste goddess of the moon."3 According to Hering, 

"Carmen de Lavallade performed the 'Moon' with distinction. 

And Mr. Ailey was appealing as the 'Voyager.'" 4 P. W. 

Manchester's review of the performance of Alvin Ailey and 

Company on December 21, 1958, was more favorable than the 

reviews of the other critics. She expressed her delight in 

the performance in the following manner: 

After so many modern dance performances in which 
dancers drift about with blank faces and a general 
neutralization that denies the existence of sex even 
in the midst of the most complex entwinings, how 

2''Reviews: Alvin Ailey and Company," Dance 
Observer, February, 1959, p. 21. 

3M a n c h e s t e r , " Th e S e a s o n i n Rev i e w , " Fe b r u a r y , 
1959, p. 7. 

4Hering, "Alvin Ailey and Company," p. 27. 
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refreshing to enter the stage world created by 
Alvin Ailey in which the men are men and the women 
are frankly delighted about it. 

Here was an altogether stimulating, exciting, 
beautiful, funny and original entertainment, 
meticulously presented, lighted wonderfully by 
Nicholas Cernovich and brilliantly costumed .by 
Normand Maxon who ranged from the ravishing white 
draperies for Carmen de Lavallade as the Moon to 
an amazing pink peignoir for that formidable blues 
singer, Nancy Redi. . , 

The modern dance season had not offered ·,very much 
up to this point so perhaps I and the rest of _the 
audience that went w i 1 d over t h is program, are .P 1 acing 
a little too high a value on it. But on the· whole I 
am inclined to believe that this was truly an un~sual 
event.l 

Alvin Ailey was a fortunate young man. Not .only was 

he a gifted choreographer even then but he was ab'le<also to 

a s s em b 1 e s om e of t h e m o s t t a 1 e n t e d b 1 a c k d a n c e r s ·· in New Y o r k 

City for the P.resentation of his works. In his -fi~rst con-

cert, he had such outstanding artists as Tommy John~on, 

Claude Thompson, Charles Moore, Charles Neal, Ha·r~.l.~ .~ierson, 

Dorene Richardson, Cristyne Lawson, Liz Williamson~ and 

Lavinia Hamilton.2 The list of dancers for his se~rind 

concert was equally impressive with many of the sanie'.artists 

remaining with him. Important to mention was th~--~d~ition 

of Audrey Mason, Minnie Marshall, and Herman Howell 'to the 

Company.3 Ailey was fortunate in the sense that all' of the 

p. 7. 
!Manchester, "The Season in Review," February, 1959, 

,•' . ' ,"! ~ ·, 
':.···;; ' 

2 Programme , "A 1 vi n A i 1 e y and Company--Earn e s. t 
Parham and Company," March 30, 1958. : .;{ ' 

'; 

· 3Manchester, "The Season in Review," February, 1959, 
p. 7. 
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dancers knew and respected the abilities of each other. 

There was no rivalry between them, and they were all inter

ested in helping Ailey establish himself as a choreographer.! 

Charles Moore, a former dancer with Ailey's Company, 

expressed the feeling of the dancers when he said: 

We were all young and very much behind Alvin. He 
brought something new and fresh to the New York 
scene, and we danced because we loved to dance and 
because we wanted him to be successful. He was new~ 
and young, ·and black, and that's all that mattered.~ 

The spring of 1959 found Ailey preparing for a 

return visit to the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, In-

corporated--this time, not as the fledgling choreographer 

for the Lester Horton Dance Company, but as the respected 

Director-Choreographer of his own dance company.3 Referririg 

to this invitation to appear at the Twenty-seventh Annual 

Festival of Dance at Jacob's Pillow, Ailey had the following 

to say, "I guess Ted Shawn forgave me for my earlier unim-

pressive efforts--perhaps the success of the performances 

in New York City changed his mind. " 4 During the spring of. 

lDorene Richardson, personal interview, July 16, 
1970. 

2charles M~ore, personal interview held in New York· 

•, 

City, July 20, 1970. '' 

3Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

4l..Q.i9.. 
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entitled Mistress and Manservant for Shirley Broughton and 

her company, and began work on Reyelations.l 

Alvin Ailey, Pearl Lang, and their respective dance· 

companies appeared during the opening week of the Festival 

at Jacob's Pillow from June 30 through July 4, 1959, on the 

same program with Ruth St. Denis who, at seventy-nine years 

of age, danced her own The Blue Madonna of St. Mark.2 

Pearl Lang and Her Company performed one work, Falls the 

Shadows, and Alvin Ailey and Company presented two selec

tions from Cinco Latinos and the entire Blues Suite. 3 Wayne 

Smith, writing for the Springfield Union, credits Lang and 

Ailey with the presentation of, " ••• contemporary 

choreographies which delved into classical mythology and 

ethnic material and gave them significance and importance 

through the evocative powers of artistic creativity.""4 

Smith, only mildly impressed with "Rite" from Cinco Latinos,· 

comments that Blues Suite was " ••• a highly stylized 

version of the birth of the blues."5 

2wayne Smith, "Jacob's Pillow Annual Dance Season 
Opens," Springfield Union, July 1, 1959. 

3.IJU.g,. 

4 .!.Jli.Q.. 

5 .!.b.iQ.. 
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Upon their return to New York City, Ailey and the 

members of his company began rehearsals for their appearance 

in Central Park in the new Delacorte Theatre during the week 

of August 3 through August 7, 1959.1 Jean Dalrymple, 

Director of the Theatre, presented a program entitled "The 

World Dance Festival" in which Ailey and his company repre-

sented the United States, with their American Blues Suite, 

and South America, with a new South American Suite.2 

Following the concert in Central Park, Ailey met 

Susan Pimsleur, who was associated with Musical Artists 

Concert Management, and agreed to allow her to arrange tours 

and concerts for his company. Because he knew that she had 

been associated with such dance personnel as Jose Limon and 

Jean Leon Destine, he thought that she might be able to help 

him. 3 Following this agreement, Pimsleur prepared immedi-

ately brochures labeling Ailey's company "The Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater." 4 

lJohn Martin, "The Dance: Al Fresco," New York 
Times, August· 2, 1959. 

2walter Terry, "Yankees Abroad; Dancing at Home," 
New York Herald Tribune, August 2, 1959. 

3Alvin Ailey, personal interview held in New York 
City, September 1, 1970. 

4srochure, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
Musical Artists, Incorporated, New York City, 1959. 
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The remainder of the year of 1959 was spent in 

rehearsals for Ailey's third concert in New York City-

this time as The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater.l Ailey re-

named his company in an effort to convey succinctly a true 

concept of his approach to modern dance--that of total 

theater, a concept which stemmed from his Horton back

ground.2 He did not yet call his company the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater as did Susan Pimsleur. 3 

Ailey's third major concert was presented in the 

Kaufmann Concert Hall of the 92nd Street YM-YWHA in New 

York City on January 31, 1960. 4 With the lapse of two 

years since his last appearance there, Ailey had had ample 

time to prepare new works for presentation as well as to 

re-structure in part former choreographic works. Whether 

or not the intention of the choreographer was to improve 

his dances by such revisions was an irrelevant factor in 

those days--it was a necessity.5 That dancers were 

transient, as they received no salaries for rehearsals and 

only nominal fees for major performances, is an explanation· 

!Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

2Ibid. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

4 Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
Kaufmann Concert Hall, New York City, January 31, 1960. 

5Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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of why Ailey in his third concert had retained only three 

dancers who had appeared in his first concert--Nancy Recti, 

Nathaniel Horne, and Dorene Richardson. 1 

The first two works on the program which was pre-

sented on January 31, 1960, were excerpts from Ailey's 

Latin American Suite--dances which he had varied at will 

and either re-worked or re-named to fit the occasion. 

Canto Al Diablo was described in the program notes as "An 

interpretation of an Afro-Brazilian fetishist ritual, 

exploiting the innate sense of melodrama of primitive 

rites." 2 Sonera was comprised of three abstract dances 

based upon Cuban dance forms. Ailey's earlier Blues Suite 

was revised and listed on the program in a more sophisticated 

manner than in previous concerts. The accompanying program 

note read "From the fields, levees, and barrelhouses of 

the Southern Negro sprang the Blues--hymns to the secular 

regions of his soul."3 The sections comprising this suite 

of dances were no longer isolated titles giving the impres-

sion of separate compositions; instead, the entire suite was 

unified by the entrance of "Th.e Blind Man," "The Woman 

1Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
January 31, 1960. 

2 rbid. 

3rbict. 
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Upstairs," "Her Lover," "The Other Man," "Lady Friends," 

and Their Men," thus giving the Suite greater continuity 

than it had possessed formerly.! 

Ailey's first unfamiliar choreographic work intro-

duced to the audience at the Kaufmann Concert Hall was his 

Creation of the World set to Milhaud's music--a work which 

he had choreographed while he was associated with the·Horton 

organization in California for presentation with the San 

Diego Symphony Orchestra during the fall of 1953. 2 Ailey 

danced Creation of the World with Matt Turney, his guest 

artist fro~ the Martha Graham Dance Company, and caused a 

small sensation. A c c o r d i n g t o I v y C 1 a r k e , a p e r s o. n a 1. f r i e n d 

of Alvin Ailey: 

Creation of the World was meant to be danced by 
Alvin and Matt. I have seen many versions of t~~ 
dance s i n c e the i r performances but never a g a i n·· any
thing to compare with that combination. From t~e 
moment Matt rose out of Alvin's rib--and it was so 
constructed that it appeared that she did just that~-. 

the audience was spell-bound. You could hear a pfn 
drop! The moment the dance ended, they [the audiencel 
a 1 1 b u r s t i n t o s c r e a m i n g a p p 1 a u s e • 3 · .. . . 

But Alvin Ailey was not finished with his audience...;-he ·had 

yet to present the premiere of Revelations. 

libid. 

2Eng, personal interview, April 13, 1971. 

3Ivy Clarke, personal interview held in New York 
City, July 21, 1970. 
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'11 Revelations was choreographed to traditional music 

sung by the Music Masters Guild Chorus of the Harlem Branch 

of the Young Men's Christian Association which was directed 

by Frank Thomas. The accompanying program note read: 

This suite explores motivations and emotions of 
Negro religious music which, like its.heir, the 
Blues, takes many forms--"true spirituals" with 
their sustained melodies, ring-shouts, song-sermons, 
gospel songs, and hol{ blues--songs ofVt~ouble, of 
love, of deliverance. 

The suite's first section, entitled "Pilgrim of Sorrow," 

was comprised of six separate dances. The second section 

was entitled. "That Love My Jesus Gives Me,." and it, too, 

was comprised of six separate dances. The third and final 

s e c t i o n o f R e v e 1 a t i o n s , e n t i t 1 e d " M o v e , Me m be r s., M o v e ! " 

was comprised of four separate dances.2 Th.is concert was 

far more exhilarating than the Sunday aft~rn~on audience 

had expected and, to the surprise of Ailey' and o.f the mem

b e r s 0 f h i s c 0 m p a n y ' i n t h e m i d s t 0 f t h e a p pl a, ,u se a n d 

cheers, the Director of the 92nd Street YM-YWHA.announced 

that the concert would be repeated as soon .. a~ arrangements 

could be made.3 This announcement meant success for the 

Alvin Ailey Dance Theater as the most thai d~ncers and 

1Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
January 31, 1960. 

21JU.g_. 

3 R i c h a r d s o n , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w , Ju l y 1 6 , 1 9 7 0 • 



- 526 -

choreographers could expect to achieve at that time was one 

major concert each year. The members of the company con-

tinued to rehearse together and to perform whenever an 

occasion arose which offered financial returns. On 

February 20, 1960, for example, the Alvin Ailey Dance 

Theater appeared at the Village Gate in New York City on 

the same bill with Yusuf Lateef's Near East Jazz Sextet.l 

The repeat performance of the Alvin Ailey Dance 

Theater was presented at the Kaufmann Concert Hall on 

February 28, 1960.2 Ailey changed the program by adding 

four dances from the suite Cinco Latinos, and omitted two 

dances from Revelations, in order to balance the revised 

program. Two new members joined the company also--Leu 

Camacho, a dancer whom Ailey had met in House of Flowers, 

and James Truitte, whom Ailey had persuaded to come to New 

York City from the West Coast.3 Following their concert in 

February of 1960, Ailey tried to keep the members of his 

company together. Whenever he heard of employment, he gave 

as many of the members of the company as possible an 

l"Jn Birdland," New York Journal American, 
February 20, 1960. 

2programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
Kaufmann Concert Hall, New York City, February 28, 1960. 

3Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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opportunity to perform. He choreographed, for example, the 

musicals entitled Carmen Jones and Jamaica for summer stock 

in 1959 and 1960, respectively, and he used in these two 

shows all of the members of his company who were available.! 

While Ailey was choreographing Jamaica, George Balanchine 

and Lincoln Kirstein extended an invitation to young chore

ographers to show their works for possible use in the 

repertoire of the New York City Ballet. Ailey choreographed 

his first work on point--a sextet entitled Sonera to music 

by the Cuban composer, Caturla. He auditioned at City 

Center but was not accepted. Because it was not as easy 

for him to experience success in ballet as in modern dance, 

Ailey abandoned that time-consuming idea for the moment--

but with the determination to return one day from the 

"realms of the rejected" and prove himself as a choreographer 

for the ballet.2 

The spring of 1960 was "special" for Alvin Ailey. 

Prior to this time, he had costumes, stage properties, and 

all of the possessions of his company stored at his apart

ment, at the apartments of friends, or anywhere else in 

which space was available to him. Through his Stage Manager,' 

Charles Blackwell, he met Edele Holtz, Director of the 

!Richardson, personal interview, July 16, 1970. 

2Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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Westside Young Women's Christian Association which was 

located in mid-town Manhattan at 51st Street and Eighth 

Avenue. Ailey, searching primarily for rehearsal space, 

received much more than that. The situation which followed 

is best described in Ailey's own words: 

I met Edele Holtz, this marvelous person who seemed 
to have all kinds of connections and knew how to 
shuffle and stretch a minimum amount of funds. She 
decided to convert the entire second floor of the 
YWCA building on Eighth Avenue to the performing 
arts and make us the resident dance company in order 
that we would have an operational home--a place to 
rehearse, store costumes, teach classes--thus, the 
birth of Clark Center for the Performing Arts. Edele, _., 
bought tape recorders, had mirrors installed, and 
had closets built for us. She then had the small 
auditorium renovated and turned into a concert hall 
in order that we might give concerts and earn money. 
She was marvelous; we now had a home.l 

In October of 1960, the Clark Center of the Per-

forming Arts officially opened. The initial plan was 

• to begin a program of services to young artists 
and other young people which will do for the perform
ing arts what the well-known Crafts Students League 
[already in operation at the YWCA] has done for the 
applied arts. In addition to classes and informal 
programs, plans include showcases, seminars, films, 
and concerts.2 

Courses were offered in Folk Music, Understanding the 

Theatre, Drama Workshop, Creative Writing, and Modern Danc~~a 

2Publicity Bulletin, "Clark Center for the Per
forming Arts," New York City, Summer, 1960. 

3 Ibid. 
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Immediately after moving into the new Clark Center,.Ailey 

and his company began plans for their first concert·in the 

newly renovated auditorium. Ailey again invit_ed·.Car,men de 

La v a 11 ad e t o a p p e a r a s h i s g u e s t a r t i s t a 1 on g w i, th·: Jam e s 

Truitte, Kevin Carlisle, Glen Tetley, Nancy Redi_, :and 

Miriam Pandor. 1 The fact that Carmen de Lavallade·and 

James Truitee were both dancing with him again was instru-

m e n t a 1 i n i n f 1 u e n c i n g A i 1 e y t o i n c 1 u d e i n t h fs pro g r am t h e 

choreography of other artists. Lester Horton:~ ~he· 'Beloved, 

which had been choreographed to an original score by ·Judith 

Ham i 1 t on , w a s d a n c e d by d e Lava 1 1 ad e a n d T r u i t_t e • T h e 

original intent of the choreography was 

••• to state in pure dance terms the bigo~~y ai~ 
sexual chauvinism that held women subservient' in · 
turn-of-the-century New England, a kinetic: pro~ection 
of the social savagery of the double stand~rd •. · 

John But 1 e r ' s Port r a i t of B i 11 i e, a dance i n hom ao e to the 

late singer, Billie Holiday, was performed by d~ L~~allade 

and Glen Tetley. The accompaniment was compri·s~d- of 

recordings made by Billie Holiday.3 

At the performance on November 27, 1960, "Ailey 
,,,·• 

presented his own new ballet entitled Knoxville: Summer of 

1 P r o g ram me , "T h e A 1 v i n A i 1 e y D a n c e T h e a t ~· r , \" C 1 a r k 
Center for the Performing Arts, New York City, November 27, 
1960. 



- 530 -

.l.2_ll. It was based upon a prose poem by the late James 

Agee and accompanied by music arranged by Samuel Barber and 

s u n g by E 1 e an o r S t e be r • 1 When A i 1 e y read t h e ; p r o s e p o em 

which Agee had written, he felt that his soul would not be 

quieted until he had expressed in dance what Agee had said 

in words. It reminded Ailey of his own 6hildh~od ~th the 

following lines having a special meaning.for him: 

After a while I am taken in and put tO~bed. Sleep, 
soft smiling, draws me unto her: And those receive 
me who quietly treat me, as one familiar(arid- well
beloved in that home: but will not, oh, will not, 
not now, not ever; but will not ever tell' me who I 
am.2 

Ailey felt that during his childhood he was, loved but seldom 

understood.3 

New members of the company were Yemima Ben-Gal, 

Merle Derby, Paul Roman, Alton Ruff, and Thelma Hill. 

Costumes and decor for this performance were designed by 

Normand Maxon and the music for Revelation~s _was sung by the 

Howard Roberts Chorale, directed by Howard Rob~rts. Ves 

H a r p e r w a s S t age M a nag e r a n d M a r i 1 y n B o rd -w h o - h a s , s i n c e 

that performance, don ate d her services to t'h e A 1 vi n A i 1 e y 

2James Agee, A Death in the Family (New York: 
McDowell, Obolensky, 1938), p. 8. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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Dance Theater, 1 was Production Assistant. 2 It was through 

Ves Harper that Alvin Ailey also met Benjamin Jones, a black 

manager of various entertainment groups, who became Ailey's 

personal manager. Jones was employed to act as Ailey's 

liason with Susan Pimsleur, and to work generally in the 

best interests of the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater with respec·t 

to the arrangement of concerts and tours.3 

Following the performance at the Clark Center, the 

Alvin Ailey Dance Theater was invited to appear in the 1961 

Jacob's Pillow Festival of the Dance. Summer, however, was 

in the distant ··future and, fortunately, the present held 

yet another stroke of good fortune for Ailey. One day,· 

while teaching classes at the Clark Center, Ailey received 

a telephone call from Michael Shurtleff, the casting direc-

tor for producer David Merrick. Shurtleff had written a 

play with Ailey in mind and was unable to cast it with 

another actor.4 Despite the fact that Ailey explained that. 

he was not an actor, he was persuaded to read for the part. 

The reading was successful and he became one of the cast 'of 

1Marilyn Bord, personal interview held in Brooklyn' 
New York, July 4, 1970. 

2Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
November 27, 1960. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. · 

4Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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six members for Call Me by My Rightful Name which had its 

Off-Broadway premi~re at One Sheridan Square on January 31, 

1961.1 The plot centers around two graduate students who 

are roommates at Columbia University--one white and the 

o t h e r b 1 a c k-- and a wh i t e g i r 1 • 2 Wh i tn e y ·, B o 1 t on , d ram a 

critic for the Morning Telegraph, expl~ined the playwright's 

intention in the following manner: 

What Mr. Shurtleff courageously ha:s done, 
without pretending to find or even suggest an 
answer, is to show the prickly, stabbing .diffi
culties of completely easeful relations between 
whites and Negroes even when the protag~nists 
have pretensions of advanced thought and feeling.3 

Richard Watts of the New York Post wrote that the play 

• is an honest, thoughtful and.pr~bing study 
o f t h e r a c i a 1 t e n s i o n s p o t e n t i a 11 y p :r.·~ s en t eve n 
among men of good will, done in s(raight-forward 
and unsentimental dramatic terms arid ·admirably 
acted by a small and notably expert cast.· ••• 
the young Negro is brilliantly played.:by ·Alvin 
Ailey and Robert Duvall is excellent in the diffi
cult and ralher too complicated rol~ offthe other 
youth ••. 

Ailey's dramatic debut was especially, enc.ouraging because 

he had not studied acting prior to his appearance in this play. 

l "Ton i g h t ' s Pre m i e r e 0 f f- B r o a dw a y.,"', New Yo r k He r a 1 d 
Tribune, January 31, 1961. ·· 

2James Davis, "Eureka! Off-Broadway Gives Us a 
Playwright," Daily News, February 1, 196~·. · 

3 Wh i t n e y B o 1 t o n , " My R i g h t f u 1 N a me , i s a S p e 11 
Binder," Morning Telegraph, New York City, February 1, 1961. 

4 R i c h a r d W a t t s , J r • , " T h e A r r i v ~1· o f a N e w 
Dramatist," New York Post, February 1,- 1961. 
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In the spring of 1961, Ailey was occupied with 

acting, teaching classes, rehearsing dances, and studying 

acting with Milton Katselas when an invitation came from 

the sponsors of the forthcoming Boston Arts Festival for 

Alvin Ailey and Carmen de Lavallade to dance something in 

the idiom of jazz to "live accompaniment. "1 One day, 

prior to this time while Ailey had been walking in Green-. 

wich Village in New York City, he had stopped outside a 

small place called Folk City from which he heard the sounds 

of a soulful blues singer, Brother John Sellers. After 

that he had gone often to Folk City, and, upon meeting 

Brother John, had given him a biographical cross-examina-

tion, making inquiries with respect to the singer's heritage. 

In turn, Ailey had explained that he was a choreographer 

interested in composing dances in the idioms of the blues 

and of jazz, and invited Brother John to visit his company 

in rehearsal to consider whether or not he could arrange 

and sing the blues for the Ailey dancers.2 Following this 

encounter, Brother John made frequent trips to the Clark 

Center where the two artists began to formulate plans for 

the "right moment" of collaboration whenever it came. The 

1Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

2Brother John Sellers, personal interview held in 
New York City, June 28, 1970. 

' ~. 
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invitation to perform at the Boston Arts Festival provided 

"that moment." 1 

When Alvin Ailey and Carmen de Lavallade danced the 

former's Jazz Piece, later retitled Roots of the Blues, at 

the Tenth Annual Boston Arts Festival during the week of 

June 12 through 17, 1961, 2 it marked an artistic reunion of 

the two dancers. Ailey had been busy promoting and dir-

ecting his new company while de Lavallade had been dancing 

with John Butler's company.3 At the Boston Festival, Ailey 

and de Lavallade danced fifteen minutes together, perform-

ing to music arranged by Brother John Sellers and accom-

panied by him and two of his musicians, Shep Shepard and 

Bruce Lane. During this time, they literally " ••• stopp~d 

the show cold every single night."4 According to Ailey, 

" • when Brother John sang 'In the Evening When the Sun 

Goes Down,' the audience just stood up and screamed."5 The 

two artists--Ailey and Sellers--complemented each other 

1Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

2"America Dances at Boston," Dance Magazine, 
August, 1961. 

3Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

4sellers, personal interview, June 28, 1970. 

5Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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p e r f e c t 1 y; t h i s w a s t h e be g in n1 n g • or w h a t·; ,.w a s to d eve 1 o p 

into a long, fruitful association for' both/·a·rtists ... l 

D u r i n g t h e rem a i n d e r :of t h e s u mm e· :r , . Ai 1 e y pl aye d 

the role of a college professor in a. pl'ay- ·entftled Ding 

Don q Be 1 1 f o r on e week i n s u mine r ·. s't o c·k a t· · ·t he .. We· s t p o r t 

Country Playhouse, made a ret-urn trip· to appear :upon •the'· 

D a n c e Fe s t i v a l· P r o gram a t J a c o b '. s P i f 1 ow, a nd 7 pe r {o r me a 

Roots of the Blues at the Lewlsohn St·adium ,in' New ·Y.ork 

City.2 Since Truitte, de Lavallade,- and Ailey' wer'e together 

again in the same dance company at Jacob's Pillow, Ailey 

used the opportunity to present Lester ·Horton's works;;; · The 

program at Jacob's Pillow,was ·comp~i,sed. of .. Hort'on's Dedica-

t i on t o J o s e C 1 em e n te ; · 0 r o z c o , a n d The 8 e i ov e d . p ·r u s A i 1 e y ' s 
' ' 

Roots of the Blue·s·· and Reve!'ation~.3 1,. Ailey and· the·, members:~ 

of his company_ shar.~d t~e bill.at Jacob's P.illow-•wfth Marfa 

Tallchief, Erik .Bruhn, L,upe Serrano, .a~d. ·Royes.·Fernandez· 

during the week .o'f J~1y '1~ ~hrol\gh 2~,' 196,2. 4 

Immediately fol~?.w.ing his reiu:rn to. New' York City· 

from Jacob's Pill~w, Ail~Y a~ditioned for and obt~i~ed a 

11.!2.iJ!.· 

4Advertisement, "Jacob's PillowDance. 
1 9 61 , " D a n c e M a q a z i n e , J u n e , 1 9 61 , p • ··!;:· 1 0 • · ' 
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p a r t i n o n e o f two o f W i 11 i am Sa roy an '. s ·p 1 a y s · be i n g c a s t 

for Off-Broadway production: in. the fa-ll~ Two By Saroyan 

was comprised of two one~act ... plays,, :Talking to You and 

Across the Board on Tomorrow·Morning, r.espectivety. The 

p 1 a y s , w h i c h ope ned , a t t h e :. E a s t End The a t r e on 0 c t o be r 2 2 , 

1961, were described ·by. Arthur Gelb. as '~ .• · • • ;off~Broadway 

a t i t s m o s t g r a t i f y i n g • -'~.1 A i 1 e y p 1 aye d t h e r o 1 e. :, of a ·,; s_o f t-: 

hearted prize fighter who trie·s to ,protect a deaf ·child 

f rom t h e a n g e r of .. a n · e s c a p e d ·. m u r d e r e r • Gel·b called Ailey 

" a f f e c t i n g " i n t h e r o 1 e :· 

The performances ·of Ailey and. his· company .. at the 

B o s t o n A r t s Fe s t iva 1 a n d a t t h e J a c ob ' s. P i 11 ow D a n c· e 

Festival, Incorporated,.: had· been observed by ,members of the 

Department of State· ·of·Lthe United States Government. E~rly 

during the fall ·of 1961' as a result of their· .. observation,· 

Ailey and the members ·of his .. company .wer·e ·invited' to. tour 

Southeast Asia under the President' S· Special Internati.onal 
- " '· . . ; ' '. ·; 

Program for Cultural Presentations.2 ·.This invitation·.gave .. 
~ .~ •. ~ /I 

Ailey an opportuni.ty· to ·expand, from h1s ~mall company of , ··. 

six dancers to ·?~,compari'Y:::.of teri which incli.tded.·~imself, 

Carmen de LavalXade, Thelma Hill:,· .Gh"a!les Moore, Ge~~gia, 

1 Arth u i·/1

Ge 1 b, ,;Two P 1 ay s b'y\sa roy an, ·">:..:..:N:..;:e~w~::...¥.~ 
Times, October 23, 196f;: 

2"Theatre. News·, ": .. ~>New York January 
18, 1962. 
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Collins, James Truitte, Ella Thompson, Connie Greco, Minnie 

Marshall, and Don Martin, another Lester Horton dancer.l 

The company included also folksinger Brother John Sellers, 

guitarist Bruce Langhorne, bassist Leslie Grenage, and 

percussionist Horace Arnold.2 

Ailey spent the fall of 1961 rehearsing for and 

acting in Two by Saroyan; choreographing and rehearsing for 

his second concert at the Clark Center for the Performing 

Arts; and preparing for the forthcoming tour of Southeast 

Asia.3 He put the finishing touches on three choreographic 

works which ,had been in progress during the past two years-

Been Here and Gone, Two for Now, and Hermit Songs. 4 Been 

Here and Gone was inspired by Ailey's early years in Texas 

when he had had occasion to hear blues singers performing 

in various traveling Minstrel Shows. The descriptive quota-

tion introducing the dance reads: "Anybody ask you who made 

up this song, tell'em Jack the Rabbit, he's been here and 

gone • • • "5 The f o 11 owing program note de scribes the 

thematic source for Ailey's choreography: 

lAiley, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

2sellers, personal interview, September 12, 1970. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

4.1.Q..Ul. 

5Playbill, McCarter Theatre, Princeton, New Jersey, 
January, 1962. 
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The folk bards of the American· South ·wandered in 
and out of the towns and cities, creating and crying 
their songs of life's joy and sorrows and then 
disappearing into the country night--mostly unknown 
and unrecognized--among these fu~n ~ave be~n Hudie 
Ledbetter (Leadbelfy), Blind Lemon Jefferso~, Big 
Bill Broomzy ••• 

Ailey selected traditional music ·which ·was arranged by 

Howard Roberts and sung by·Brother iohn)Sellers·and Ella 

Thompson, one of the danc·ers. Two fo£ NoW was ·a pari of.. a 

modern jazz suite which Ailey was ch~r~ographing based upon 

. . . exploring the inter·:.-relafion.ship· 'between modern:·:Jazz " 

music and its influence o~ the con.temp~rary ·dance:ifdiom~"2 

The two dances completed in 1961 'were.·· entitled,·, ·. 
' .,l 

r e s p e c t i v e 1 y , G i 1 1 e s p i a n a , , t, ~ '; m u s i c p 1 a y e d · b y . D i z·. z y 

Gillespie and his orchestr,a, :and Trane i~ · .. Th,ree,.J·io· mu~"i:c 

played by the John Coltrane Quintet.3. 

h ad i t s p rem i e r e a t A i 1 e y ':' s s e c o n d c on c e r t · a .t C 1 a r k'' Cent e r 

f o r t he Perf o r m i n g Art s , o n De~ em be r 1 O, 1961 , . w ~ s '. s e. t t; o .: .. 

m u s i c a r r a n g e d by Sam u e 1 B a r b e r. a n d s u n g by L e on t f·~ e P .r i c e .• 
<' ' ,... , ~· :. 

T h i s s u i t e , s t r u c t u red i n s i x .. ·: P.a r t s , w a s a so 1 o d a ~· c e d · by 

A 1 v i n A i 1 e y a n d i n s p i red b y " S m a 11 poems o f a n o n y~o ~ s m o .. n ks · 

and scholars of the eighth 'to the thirteenth c'enturies 
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speaking of the simple life these ·men lead--close~to nature, 

to animals, to God. ul 

On January 17,, ·1962,. -Gertrude,~acy, the ,general 

manager of the International Cultural.Exchange·Service of 

t he Am e r i c a n N a t i on a 1 The a t r e and ,., Academy, .·a n n ounce d of-

ficially that beginning January.-.30, 1962, .the Alviri .Ailey 

D a n c e Th e a t e r w o u 1 d . em b a r k , up o n ... t h i rt e e n · .. we e k 's o f t o u ri n g 

in the Far East, as Cul;tural .. Ambassadors for. the ·state· 

Department of the ·Government(·of· the United St'ates.· The 

company would travel under the President~s Special Inter

national Program. for Cultural ;P,resentations, .. sponso.red 'by. 

the State Department and admi n i st~red by, the .,Am~ 'ri can· .. 

National Theatre and Academy; __ Pe.r'formances'o£ Ailey•:s 

company scheduled prior to :it's· departure were :a·f Holstra 
' I < \ • " ' \ • F ~ > • < 

Co ll e g e on J a n u a r y 2 5 a.n d a t t h ~ M cC ar· t e r The at r e · i n· 

Princeton, New Jerse;·;,··~·on. Janua'~y ··26. 2 The·~:McCa7rter. con·..:. 
~ r· , _).,,:;,,:_.' ;>· ' 

• • :··,i:,; '::. , ,_d ·. ~ .. ~/ ... --' ' l•'r.)·/' ' ~\~<!' ~ ·_· ·i ,·,~.'- ,' . ,,-: "',I' ' 

cert, which Included the newly choreographed Been~Here ind 
>1'. I >. / , ' ~ ' • ~ ; . , • , • ,' • ·, '· - ·• ~ 

~ and Two for N~w, 3_,marked.··~·,he' :.last a.ppearan~·e.: oi' ·the 

company in the United '~t~tes ~~-~o~~,· leaving for ;performances· 

''" ,.;1 "•·' 

1Programm.e, "Th·e A,l·~.i'n'Ailey. Darice Theater,:" Clark 
Center for the Perf ormi.ng Arts,, Ne~ .York -~.i ty, Dec ember fO,. 
1961. 

,, I-: 
2 S t u a r t W. L i t t 1 e , "U .' ·5 • · T r o up e ;· t _o · ~ o u r Fa r· E a s t , " 

New York Herald Tribune, January 18, 1962. " 

3 P 1 a y b i 11 , McCarter·· T h eat r e, Jan u a ry, 19 6 2. ·· ~ 

. I 
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in Australia, Burma, South Vietnam, Malaya, Indonesia, The 

Philippines, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, and Korea.l 

Prior to the departure of Ailey's company for the 

Far East, the billing had featured Carmen de Lavallade as a 

guest star.2 De Lavallade's husband, Geoffrey Holder, 

decided, however, that since she was the female star of 

the company, she was just as important as the male star, 

Alvin Ailey, and should receive equal recognition. These 

were the terms under which he would assume the responsi-

bility of caring for their young son, Leo, at the expense 

of some sacrifice of his personal career while de Lavallade 

was to be away for thirteen weeks.3 Because Ailey needed 

de Lavallade, the only solution was that the company which 

was to represent the United States of America officially 

became temporarily the De Lavallade-Ailey American Dance 

Company starring Carmen de Lavallade.4 

The tour of the De Lavallade-Ailey American Dance 

Company was scheduled originally to begin in India but, 

l"Dance Company of Alvin Ailey Coming Tomorrow," 
Princeton Packet, January 25, 1962. 

2Playbill, McCarter Theatre, January, 1962. 

3Geoffrey Holder, personal interview held in New 
York City, July 11, 1970. 

4Dick Campbell, "Memorandum to Company Members," 
January, 1962. 
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because of i n tern a 1 unrest i n ~ that count r y, , Au s t r a 1 i a .w a s 

s e 1 e c ted a s an a 1 t e rna t e s it e for it s f i r st e n gage men t • , 

The Company arrived in Sydney, ·Australia, on. February 1, 
" '· 

1 9 6 2 , d u r i n g t h e Au s t r a i i a~ n · s u m·m e r w h i c h t h e d a n c e r s f o u n d 

de 1 i g h t f u 1 after the co 1 d ·winter in New York City • The 

American dancers were unknown· to the Australians and .,were 

booked, therefore, in the :small Palace Theat.re }ocated in 

downtown Sydney.l A writer :for the Sydney Morning Herald 

who viewed the first rehe~rsal of the Company made the 

following comments: 
''• 

The e 1 ega n t n i net e e nth cent u r y g i 1 t and· ···pl'u s h 
atmosphere of Sydney's .. Palace Theatre was sh~ttered 
yesterday by the raw rhythms and pungent ha··rm'onie·s 
of Negro jazz and "blues." ·, 

Rehearsing for their opening night, an ,·American 
dance company--ten dancers, nine of them Ne~ro~
brought a new world to :the Palace: stage,· for .months 
past occupied by comedy'·;' and 'musicals. :, ' . .·· ' ' ' 

In worn practice clbihes, and mainly barefooted, 
t h e c om p a n y d a n c e d i t s way t h r o ugh w o r k a' n d p r i 5 on .. 
songs, hoe-downs and "blues" to the accompaniment··,of 
drums, cello and guitar and the gravel-voicedsinging 
o f B r o t h e r J o h n S e 11 e r s , . a n o ted go s p e 1 a n d · fo lk...; : , · .. 
song singer. , . 

Leading the company were the principals~ Car~~~ 
de Lavallade, wearing black tights and multi-· 
coloured stiletto heeled shoes, and Alvin Ailey, 
bare-footed, and bare-chested. 

While they rehearsed Ailey's dance ve~si~~ of· 
"Backwater Blues"--which commemorates a disastrous 
Mississippi flood--other members of the compa:ny wen.t 
through a series of muscle-knotting warm-up ex~rcises 

!Ailey, personal interview, September I:, 1970 •. · 
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which were as far from the cold formality of·classi
cal ballet as New Orleans is from Leningrad. 

As the rehearsal went on, the dancers'created a· 
lively picture of life in America's deep ·south--a 
share-farmer mourning the 1 o s s of a:: crop r u i ned ~by 
boll-Weevil, a blind folk-singer being led through 
the streets by his guitarist. 

It was a world away from the lunch-hour scramble 
outside in Pitt Street.! 

The De Lavallade-Ailey American Dance::Company 

opened in Sydney, Australia, on February 3, 1962, 2 to an 

audience which numbered~approximately 300 persons:3_ 

According to Ailey: 

We blew their minds! They screamed .. and 
applauded the first. night. The follb~ing day, 
people were lined~up for blocks trying-to;get 
tickets to the theatre; that night-th~y ~at in 
the aisles(as they did for all of the remaining 
p e r f o rm a n c e s • 0 n t h e c 1 o s i n g n i g h t , t h e y t h r e w 
streamers onto the stage--it was a fantastic 
experience.4 

Gone, Gillespiana, Hermit Songs, 
$ ' 

Revelations; Lester Horton's The Beloved; John Butler's 

Letter to a Lady, a solo for Carmen de Cavall~de, set to 

music by Ravel; and Glen: Tetley's Mountainway· Chant, a 

1 "P i t t . s t r·e e i ~ ~ De e p so u t h , " 
February 3, ·f962. 

;Herald, 

2Progrcimme, "American Dance Theater," ,Palace 
Theatre-Pitt: Stre/et, _Sydney, Australia, February 3.through 
9, 1962. ' . 

3 Ailey, person a 1 in te rv iew, Sep t~m~er: 1, 1~70 ~ 

4Ibid. 
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legend of the Southwest American Indian with music by 

Carlos Chavez.! For each performance the Company danced 

six works, always concluding each concert with Revelations~2 

The critics in Sydney appeared to be as excited 

about the performances of the dance company from America 

as was their co-director, Alvin Ailey. Norman Kessel of 

the Sun wrote: 

Entertainment of a rare and exciting quality 
was brought to the Palace Theatre on Saturday by 
Alvin Ailey and Carmen de Lavallade with their 
American Dance Theater. 

Half-savage jazz rhythms, the lament of the 
blues and the lilt of Negro spirituals are here 
brilliantly interpreted in dance form.3 

According to Frank Harris, theatre critic for the Daily 

Mirror: 

Cheers and repeated curtain calls were a tribute 
from a crowd tormented by heat to highly skilled 
dancers who put over a fine show under tough condi
tions. It was a case of The Beat beating the heat. 

There was nothing dull in the show. Alvin 
Ailey was brilliant in Roots of the Blues, James 
Truitte unforgettable with his Eagle Man's dance in 
Mountainway Chant; Revelations was the most exciting 
of the lot, with its hepped-up spirituals and choral 
background.4 

!programme, Palace Theatre-Pitt Street, February 3 
through 9, 1962. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

3Norman Kessell, "Lament of the Blues," Sun, 
Sydney, Australia, February 5, 1962. 

4Frank Harris, "Cheers for U. S. Dancers," Daily 
Mirror, Sydney, Australia, February 5, 1962. 
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Griffen Foley of the Daily Telegraph wrote: 

Alvin Ailey, Carmen De Lavallade and their 
American Dance Company brought dancing of marvellous 
fluidity and utmost vigor to the Palace Theatre on 
Saturday. 

The dynamic troupe is as exciting, in its way, 
as the New York City Ballet was in 1958. 

It is devoted to modern, largely jazz, dancing, 
but the dancers have the foundation of a classical 
training. 

It. is fascinating to watch how sharp rhythms 
and angularities of modern dancing, and postures 
foreign to the European tradition, have been wedded 
to the disciplined suppleness of the old technique. 

Such a union of disparate schools could easily 
come to grief in the hands of a less tasteful and 
imaginative director and choreographer than Mr. 
Ailey. 

Mr. Ailey's inventiveness never seems to flag, 
for one ceaselessll admires the endless plasticity 
of the human body. 

Ailey, pleased with the beginning of the tour, was 

in high spirits when the Company arrived in Melbourne, 

Australia, on February 11, 1962.2 There, it was met with 

a repetition of its reception in Sydney with respect to 

the response of the audiences. The difference in Melbourne 

was, however, that the dancers from America were scheduled 

for performances at 5:00 p.m. in a motion picture theatre 

between the afternoon and evening showing of The Sound of 

Music. Following the opening performance, which was 

1 G r i f fen F o 1 e y, "F 1 u i d i t y and Vigor in Performance, " 
Daily Telegram, Sydney, Australia, February 5, 1962. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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sparsely attended, they danced again, as they had in Sydney, 

to a capacity audience each day. According to Ailey, 

" The Australians left their places of employment to 

attend the 5:00 p.m. dance performances. nl Writers and 

critics visited rehearsals and "hung around" the dressing 

rooms. Sue Collins, a local newspaper reporter, even wrote 

a featured article about two of the dancers--Thelma Hill 

and Minnie Marshall.2 

The first stop in Southeast Asia was Burma, 

scheduled from February 11 through 18, where the Company 

danced both in Rangoon and in Mandalay. In Rangoon, the 

reception of the dancers was quietly intellectual. Monks 

were in attendance at the performances, and Ailey was 

fascinated to learn that the response of two hand claps 

following a dance was considered an "ovation."3 As cul-

tural ambassadors from the United States, the dancers 

attended a ceremony for the re-instatement of one of the 

high officials of the Rangoon Government. The event began 

at approximately 11:00 a.m. and, to the surprise and dismay 

of the Americans, lasted for four hours. Not being 

2sue Collins, "They're Dance Teachers, Too," .ful.n., 
Melbourne, Australia, February 14, 1962. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1972. 



accustomed to affair~ of t hi. s 1 e ng.t ~, . e,.sp e cia lly ., those he 1 d 

outdoors in intense heat, Alvin Ailey fainted in the midst 

of the ceremonies. The .dancers were. advised by the ambas-

sador from America to take Ailey, ~ut, v.ery dfscree.tly, but 

to return themselves,in ord~r t~ .preclude.offending the 
i\' ' ') . ~' 

Burmese officials.:· Fortunately Ailey recovered in time for 
~. ··-~ '"' • • • p ,, • ") 

the evening dance perf,ormance.l I,n, R,ango~n, . .th~ 4me,r.~cans 

were taken on sight-seeing. tours ,and were hono~ed .by several 

spec i a 1 r e c e p t i on s ·, w h i c h · we r e art: a n g e d i n . or q e, r to s }1 ow 

them the most colorful~-customs and :events characteristic 
,, l' 

of the country.2. The members of the company resided in 

Rangoon and commuted to ·Mandalay for· several performances. 

The most excitingt t~i)ng about MandaJ.ay, ~ith the~ e,x~eption 

o f t h e be a u t y . ~ f t h e .·. c o u n t r y s i d e , · wa s the : M iq1 d a l f:1 ;. C h i 1 d r e n 

D a n c e r s • Th i s group , com p r i s e d · of c h i 1 d r en of the e 1 i t e , 

was taught the intrica-te an~ beautiful .. steps. of :fndigenou.s 
,. 

Burmese dances •.. In o.,l::~er. to insure··.:··that the dances were 

a u t h e n t i c , o 1 d e r B u r me se . c i t i ,z en s , w h () we r e a u t h o r i t i e s i n ,., 
~ • . '·" 't-: ~ 

the native dances, w~ .. re brought down· into .th.e city from the 

1Sellers, personal interv;i~e~, .June 28, 1970. 
\ f 

2 A i'l e y :, ;:.:· p e r s o ~a 1 .i rit e r v i e· w, ., Se p t em be r 1 , 1 9 7 0, 
verified a r s 0 by: .. ph 0 t 0 g' rap h s wh i c h appeared in the'. 
R a n g o on news p a p_e·r H a n t H a w a d d y , R a n g _0() n , 8 'u r m a , Fe b r u a r y 
1962. .. ' 
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villages in the hills to ... teach the. steps of· the dance·s.·to 

these children. 1 

From Rangoon, the Company went to Saigon, South 

Vietnam, where they spent the week"of March 2 through 7, 

1962. 2 Upon their arrival at Tan Son Nhut Airport in 
' '~ ~ •· 'I ' I I .1 

,! ) 

Saigon, they were met by a Vietnamese stage actress, Miss 
!t ; ' , (~ ~· \ ' ' ' ~ • ~· ;~' 

Bichson, who presented Ailey and de Lavallade with indi-

vidual bouquets of gl~~iolas.3 On the following da; a 
" .. 

press conference was held for the two stars at the United 

States Information ·service Auditorium. Here, Ailey is 

quoted as saying: 

Our main objective is to reach the audience 
and make them part of the dance. ·This is a·com-; 
munication, of experi.ence. We are always looking 
for that which wifl help us find a perfect harmony, 
between the artist, the technique,. and ~he ·per-
formance. 4, , . . 

Ailey was. asked, however, to comment upon Rock 'n 

Roll, the favorite popuTar dance form of .the _early 1960's, 

to which he:. replied: 

A 1 1 't h e ·,be au t i e ~ o f m u s i c a r e 1 o s t in t h e 
" R o c k · ' n R o lJ • '' H ow . w o u 1 d y o u 1 i k e i t i f p ·e o p 1 e 
got one pi~c~ of:iour folk songs or·spirituals to 

1 A i 1 e y ; p e r s on ,a 1 i n t e r v i e w, S e p t em be r 1 , _ 19 7 0 • 

2oick .Campbell:' "Memorandum to Company Members·," 
January, ~~~2·. 

3"Rock'
1 

'n Roll Isn't Music, Says Alvin, Aiiley';·" 
Times of Viet Nam, March 4, 1962. 

4 rbid. 
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tear into a mess? Rock is a mess of folk songs, 
spirituals, or the Blues. I despise it.l 

The writer of this newspaper article credits Ailey with 

being a "talent" in the area of Negro folk songs.2 

The site for the six performances in Saigon was the 

Quoc Thanh Theatre where the American dancers were received 

enthusiastically. Following the opening night, one theatre 

critic said: " • the audience did not need to understand 

the words of the songs to applaud warmly the artists' 

'marvellous performances.' ,3 In Saigon, the Company was 

somewhat nervous, and with good reason which Ailey explains 

in the following manner: 

At night we could hear gunfire and, although there 
was no official declaration of war, one knew. In 
the daytime, however, the soldiers wore flower
patterned shirts and regular pants--just like boys 
from Ohio on the streets.4 

Ailey and de Lavallade spoke constantly of their 

humility and of their desire to learn much from their tour 

of the Far East. 5 Ailey apparently did his share of work as 

!Ibid. 

2Ibid. 

3"American Troupe Perform Marvelous Dance Numbers," 
Times of Viet Nam, March 5, 1962. 

4Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

5souvenir Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater 
Starring Carmen de Lavallade," Saigon, VietNam, March 3 
through 7, 1962, p. 10. 
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an ambassador while he was in Saigon for it,was hete·that 

he was quoted as saying that 

Modern dance really came from the Eastern school 
of the dance •••• ·the best of everything ,in the 
dance comes from the Orient. We learned the real 
basis of theater, including songs, dancej lighting, 
costumes--everything that makes for .the ·total theater 
effect--from the East.l 

The next stop on the tour of the ~Far·:East for the 

Americans was Kuala lumpur in the Federation of~Malaya 

w h e r e t h e y r e s i d e d f ~om M a r c h 8 t h r o ugh M a r c h : · 1 9 , ·, 1
1

9 6.2 . 2 

The highlight of their visit in Malaya was ·.two. nights·of 

performances in .Penang from which the proceeds;were donated 
·' 

to the Jaycees' Rural Community Service Project:Fundi a 

g e s t u r e w h i c h o n e w r i t e r r e f e r s t o a s be i n g ·" ~··. . • • a s r a r e 

and noble as their programme is scintillating."3 Among the 

first nighters who.·attended the performance at ·.the·'Penang 

Chinese Girls High· School Hall were the Governor· of Kuala 

Lump u r a n d h i s c o n~p rt • 4 B o t h p e r f o r m a n c e s , o n M a r c h 1 2 

and 13; 1962'· res~ec't'ively, attracted capacity ·audiences; 

one reviewer ~called the second performance " _. • a show~, 

) 

2Dick Camph~il, "Memorandum to Company Members," 
J a n u a r y , 1 9 6 2_·. 

, 3" A·~ e :r i c a n D a n c e Com p a n y ' s B r i 1 1 i an t S h o w, " M a 1 a y a 
and Straits ·Echo, Penang, Malaya, March 13, )9(J2. 
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that was unique in the annals of entertainment in Kuala 

Lumpur."l The same reviewer wrote: 

The company made its point in its very first 
number "Been Here and Gone," a setting to a tradi
tional American theme and also an essay in the art 
of total theatre, with its vocal and instrumental 
music, its movement, costumes, props, and its 
dynamic lighting. 

But the most captivating work of the evening 
was undoubtedly "Gillespiana," an abstract work 
which called to mind Martha Graham's definition of 
the dance as a composition in space and time. 

Dancing as always against the plain cyclorama, 
but with an imaginative use of colour, the dancers 
presented sheer movement for movement's sake, but 
movement that was also a lyrical visual accompani
ment to Dizzie Gillespie's music. 

The pirouettes, arabesques, and other "pas" 
were different from those in ballet dancing, and 
the music was modern jazz music, but the sparkling 
quality of this work must have made many in the 
audience yearn to see more of "modern dance."2 

The week of March 20 through 26 was spent in 

Djakarta, Indonesia, where the Company performed at 

Djakarta's Theater Gedung Olahraga, on March 24 and 25, 

1962.3 Ailey said of their stay in Indonesia: " ••• we 

presented the same kind of program as we had on previous 

occasions and the people of Djakarta were greatly enriched 

1"Americans Show the Sple~dour of Modern Dance," 
Malaya Mail, Kuala Lumpur, Malaya, March 14, 1962. 

2 .!.Q.i.Q.. 

3souvenir Programme, ''The De Lavallade-Ailey 
American Dance Company,'' Gedung Olahraga, Djakarta, 
Indonesia, March 24 and 25, 1962. 
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by it. They were beautiful people and Djakarta was a 

beautiful place."l 

The De Lavallade-Ailey American Dance Theater went 

next to Manila in the Philippines where it appeared in 

concert at the Araneta Coliseum on March 28 and 29, 1962. 

The Company was presented also at the Philippine American 

Dance Festival on the same program with the Filipinescas, 

an internationally known group of dancers concerned with 

the preservation of the indigenous cultural patterns of the 

Philippines. Concerning this presentation, the following 

statement was released by the Philippine American Cultural 

Foundation: 

In keeping with its deep interest in the 
development of the performing arts in the 
Philippines, the Philippine American Cultural 
Foundation is proud to present to the people of 
greater Manila the world-famous Dance Company. 
It is fitting and proper that the PACF, a private, 
bi-national organization dedicated to preserving 
and enriching Philippine culture and to strengthen
ing the bonds of friendship and understanding 
between the people of the United States, should 
present a joint program illustrating the outstanding 
performing arts.2 ·. 

Two days after the performances at the Araneta 
.. 

Coliseum, an article appeared in the Manila Chronicle which 

lAiley, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

2souvenir Programme, "The Philippine American Dan~·e· 
Fest ivai," Araneta Coliseum, Manila, The Philippines, 
March 28 and 29, 1962. 

,· 



- 552 -

offered a summation of what the local critics were saying 

about the two dance companies. Of the de Lavallade-Ailey 

program, Max Soliven of the Evening Post wrote, "The 

American Dance Company proved in their opening performance 

last night that the Negro must have invented rhythm."! 

Marquita Perez of the Times offered the following~ comments: 

Very good too is the de-Lavallade-Ailey American 
Dance Troupe which brought to Manila audiences the 
songs and dances of early America. We liked the 
legend of the Southwest American Indians, the, songs 
of the Southern Negro from the fields, his hymns 
to secular regions of his soul ••• 2 

Rita Gerona of the Bulletin said: 

What fascinated us most about the de Lavallade
Ailey American Dance Company presentation was i,ts 
unique choreography, a laudable success of having 
combined the savage and the spiritual into a .md·si· 
absorbing dance form. Its most interesting feature 
was not perhaps its context but its movements, · .· 
strong, angular and forceful, which excited and 
sustained our interest from the beginning of each 
dance up to its very end.3 

Th e Com p any spent t h e month from Apr i 1 7 \?rough 

May 7, 1962, in Hong Kong, China; in Taipei, Tai~anY;and 

in Tokyo, Japan.4 The opening performance in Tokyo'.s Sanki 
I . "-,' ' ' <. ~ ' 

l"What the Critics Say: A Summing Up of the 
Philippine American Dance Festival," Manila Chroni;cle•, 
March 31, 1962. 

21Jll.Q.. 

31Jll.Q.. 

4 D i c k C a m p b e 1 1 , " M e m o r a n d u m t o Com p a n y Me m b_e r s , " 
January, 1962. 
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Ball on April 19, 1962, drew the following response from 

Edmund C. Wilkes of the Yomiuri: 

Other American Negro musicians and performers 
that we have applauded have left no doubt about the 
great skill of their race in certain areas but 
this company invades the field of serious ~allet 
and modern dance with startling original results. 
Their material is largely from Negro sources, but 
it avoids many of the stereotypes of the musical 
stage •••• 

The result is not at all like popular musical 
show dancing. It is art to be taken seriously. The 
choreography of Alvin Ailey shows off the superbly 
gifted performers in enormously vital and imagina
tive fashion. The star performers are only the 
first among a well-integrated group of dancers 
of solo potentialities.! 

Elise Grille, of the Japgn Times, was no less 

impressed than Wilkes. In fact, she may have written the 

most stimulating review of the performances of the company 

during the entire tour of Australia and the Far East. 

Excerpts from her review follow. 

Without any fanfares--in fact, with only the 
sketchiest advance notices--one of the finest dance 
performances in my memory appeared on a Tokyo stage. 
Within five minutes the de Lavallade-Ailey American 
Dance Company won over an audience that obviously 
had arrived "cold." Half-way through the program 
some of my Japanese friends still asked what was 
specifically "American" in the themes and styles 
of this dance. At the end they were too busy 
applauding to continue their intellectual cogita
tions. The vitality, the expression, and the emo
tional surge swept one along in a mounting wave of 
enthusiasm. The evening was too short. 

There was nothing naive or "folksy" about this 
performance, and no reportage of things-as-they-are. 

!Edmund c. Wilkes, "Stimulating Theater," Yomiuri, 

Tokyo, Japan, April 21, 1962. 
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A large accumulation of ideas and of history was 
translated into pure motion. 

Imagination and discipline, exuberance and 
control, intellectual themes and physical motion 
are blended into a language wonderfully suited to 
an art that transmits into dance the life rhythms 
of a rich vein of humanity. The confluence of 
sources from several continents is here organically 
assembled, for it did thus emerge on a geographical 
band across the southern United States. This is 
truly American dance by highly-trained and deeply 
imaginative artists.! 

Other Japanese towns in which the de Lavallade-

Ailey American Dance Company appeared in 1964 included 

Osaka, Kyoto, Nagoya, Omuta, Nabeoka, and Tokuyama.
2 

Ailey's first tour of the East ended in Seoul, 

Korea, where the Company was based from May 8 through 12, 

1962.3 The performances in Seoul were presented in the 

City Hall where the crowd even rioted on the closing night 

because so many persons who wished to see the performance 

could not buy tickets as there were none available.4 

Following the final performance of the tour on 

May 11, 1962, in Seoul, Korea, the Company returned to New 

York City via Tokyo, Japan, where Ailey remained for a week 

1 E 1 i s e G r i 11 i , ''Fine Dance Company from U n i ted 
States," Japan Times, April 24, 1962. 

2Michael Lombardi, "De-Lavallade-Ailey American 
Dance Company; Superb E~p:es~ion of South:rn Negro Spirit," 
Mainichi Daily News, Ma1n1ch1, Japan, Apr1l 27, 1962. 

3Dick Campbell, "Memorandum to Company Members," 

January, 1962. 
4Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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as a guest teacher at the school associated with the 

Nichigeki Dance Company. 1 Then, eager to visit with his 

mother, he returned to New York City via Honolulu, San 

Francisco, and, finally, Los Angeles where he spent a few 

days renewing old acquaintances and getting to know his 

little brother, Calvin, who had been an infant when Ailey 

left Los Angeles for New York City eight years earlier.2 

Ailey returned to New York City late in May of 

1962 with the satisfaction of knowing that his ompany had 

been successful as Cultural Ambassadors for the United 

States of America. According to Brother John Sellers, the 

reports which reached the representatives of the Department 

of State were more encouraging than those which had been 

received concerning any other groups of artists serving in 

a similar capacity. Brother John attributes the rapport of 

the members of the ompany to the fact that each one was an 

artist--including the members of the technical staff. There 

. 3 were no novices on that tr1p. 

During the summer of 1962, Ailey taught a course 

in Jazz Forms at the Connecticut College School of Dance in 

!Alvin Ailey, personal letter to Lula E. Cooper, 
Se o u 1, Korea, May 11, 19 6 2. 

2Alvin Ailey, personal letter to Lula E. Cooper, 
New York City, June 15, 1962. 

3sellers, personal interview, June 28, 1970. 
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~ew London, Connecticut, during the first two weeks of 

July, 1 and rehearsed the members of his own company for 

their scheduled performance in conjunction with the Connecti

cut College Dance Festival on July 14, 1962. 2 Concurrent 

with his activities at Connecticut College, Ailey commuted 

each day to Watch Hill, Rhode Island, where he choreographed 

Feast of Ashes for the Joffrey Ballet which was in residence 

there under the auspices of the Rebekah Harkness Foundation. 

Feast of Ashes was based upon Federico Garc!a Loren's play, 

The House of Bernarda Alba.3 

During this period of time, some members left 

Ailey's company. Upon their return to the United States, 

he and de Laval lade had an " ••.• emotional and artistic 

parting of the ways ."4 and she no longer danced with 

him. This "parting of the ways" had been a long time in the 

making because, although the two artists were intelligent 

enough to ignore individual differences causing dissension 

among them during the tour of the Far East, there were those 

who resented de Lavallade's acceptance as Co-director of 

lRaymond Cook, notator, Variations on a Jazz 
Technique Taught by Alyin Ailey, Connecticut.College School 
of Dance, July, 1962 (New York: Dance Notat1on Bureau, 
Incorporated, 1965). 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 



- 557 -

Ailey's Company because their original agreement had been 

to dance under Alvin Ailey's direction only. According to 

Charles Moore: 

Had de Lavallade been satisfied with the Co
directorship of the company in name only, it would 
have been easier to take, but she made repeated 
suggestions with respect to choreographic changes, 
always supported by Alvin. Although I don't believe 
Alvin was always in agreement with the changes, he 
adored Carmen so much--and for the sake of keeping 
her happy, he bowed to her whims. I personally 
could not adjust to taking orders from Carmen when 
I had been taught by Alvin and was dedicated to him 
as my. leader.l 

It was for this reason that Moore left the company upon its 

return to the United States. Ella Thompson, his wife, 

followed, and explained her reason succinctly in the fol-

lowing words, " ••• because I felt that my dedication was 

to my husband first. "2 Ailey, however, soon found a 

replacement for de Lavallade in Myrna White, a black 

dancer from the Broadway stage, and began orienting her 

to perform de Lavallade's roles.3 

Immediately following the teaching experiences and 

performance at Connecticut College, Ailey was asked by 

!charles Moore, personal interview, July 20, 1970. 

2Ella Thompson, personal interview, July 26, 1970. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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stage director, Josh Logan, to play the lead role in a new 

piny which he was directing, entitled Tiaer. Tiger. Burning 

Bright.l Meanwhile, Rebekah Harkness, impressed with 

Ailey's Feast of Ashes, choreographed for the Joffrey 

Bnllet, had invited him to appear with the members of his 

company in the Rebekah Harkness Foundation Dance Festival 

scheduled for Central Park in New York City in early 

September.2 Harkness provided the necessary funds for 

whatever Ailey needed in preparation for the projected 

engagement. Taking full advantage of this financial backing, 

Ailey requested for Roots of the Blues and Revelations live 

accompaniment which was comprised of Brother John Sellers 

and The Howard Roberts Chorale; he ordered new costumes 

which were designed and executed by Ves Harper; and he re-

set, for himself and Minnie Marshall, his Creation of the 

World. In it, he incorporated an abundance of Russian lifts 

as a gesture of friendship toward the special guests of the 

evening.3 Mrs. Harkness had invited the entire cast of the 

Bolshoi Ballet, then in New York City for appearances at 

the Metropolitan Opera House,4 to see the performance in 

Central Park. 

4Rosalyn Krokover, "At Met, in Park," New York 
Times, September 2, 1962. 
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The Rebekah Harkness Foundation Dance Festivai· was 

presented by the New York Shakespeare Fest'ival at the 

Delacorte Theatre in Central Park during the week of 

S e p t e m be r 5 t h r o u g h 1 0, 1 9 6 2 , 1 a n d w a s , a c c o r d i n g to , A i 1 e y , 

" • • • a Fe s t i v a 1 t o r e me m be r • " 2 A i 1 e y ~ s , c om p a n y , w h i ? h, 
' ~ . ~ 

was now called the Alvin Ailey Dance The.at'er, closed --the 

Fe s t i v a 1 w i t h i t s p e r f o r m a n c e s on Sept em be r 9 and 1 0, 19 6 2 • ~ 

Consequently, Ailey's company was the only.·one fortunate 

enough to perform for the members of the Bolshoi Ballet is 

that company was performing at the Metrop~litan Oper~ ~o~se, 

September 7 through 9, 1962.4 The program presented··by the 

Alvin Ailey Dance Theater was comprised of Been Here and 

Gone, Creation of the World,· Roots of the Blues, and·,. 

Revelations. Ailey, who sometimes adjusted his chor'eogr,aphy 

a t w i 1 1 , c h a n g e d h i s C r e a t i o n o f t h e W o r Id , s e t t o D a r i u s ·, · 

Milhaud's music, from the traditional Adam and Eve 

one based upon a primitive ritual. The new program 

read: 

1 Programme , "Th e Rebekah H a r k n e s s · Found a t i on ' ban c ~ 
Festival," Delacorte Theatre, Central Park, New York·, .. ·City-,~:·:·.' .. · · 

< ;: • _,, : __ ., 

Summer, 1962. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

3Programme, "The Rebekah Harkness Foundation·Danc.e. 
Festival," Summer, 1962. 

4Krokover, "At Met, in Park." 
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Among certain primitive tribes there is the belief 
that the creation of man was a whim of certain primi
tive gods, that the sun, moon, sky, and stars rose 
from the mist summoned by the Great Shaman, that the 
first man and woman rose from the mud of the great 
dark river. This ritual ballet explores this theme 
as it might have been envisioned by the primitive 
mind.l 

What occurred at the performance of the Alvin Ailey 

Dance Theater on September 10 in the Delacorte "open air" 

theatre in New York City is best described in Ailey's own 

words: 

The Russians [Bolshoi Ballet Company] came and it 
rained. Through it all, they sat there, very prim 
and proper. In fact, nobody left--not a single 
person was seen leaving the audience. Everything 
happened to the dancers that night, mainly in Roots 
of the Blues. The rain had ceased temporarily during 
my solo, ·~ack of Diamo.nds .• " I wore very tight knee 
pants because I performed sequences of runs and 
jumps together with slides on my knees. In the 
middle of the dance, my pants split! Then, by this 
time, the audience, shivering from the rain, had 
begun to warm up. I finished the dance. Following 
my solo came Myrna White's dance and it began to 
"drizzle" again. I was so frightened; I thought she 
would slip and break her neck! She solved the problem 
though--she reached down and removed her shoes in the 
middle of the dance and the audience roared! Myrna had 
on a gorgeous yellow dress, fishnet stockings, and 
corn p 1 a s t e r s on her toes ! Then came "Backwater 
Blues" where Brother John hollered " ••• it rained 
forty days and it rained forty nights ••• " and the 
rain just poured upon us; but the music was just 
getting good, so we continued to dance. We ended the 
suite of dances with "Mean ol' Frisco" performed in a 
driving rain after which the members of the audience 
jumped to their feet and screamed and applauded--and 
the Russians just sat there. There was a ten minute 

1Programme, "The Rebekah Harkness Foundation Dance 
Festival," Summer, 1962. 
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intermission during which time it stopped raining; 
and I made a short speech in Russian for the 
guests--and everything went well for our closing 
number, Revelations.! 

The new faces in the company for the performance in 

the Park were those of Myrna White, who appeared through the 

courtesy of the management of A Funny Thing Happened on·the 

Way to the Forum, Nathaniel Horne, Altovise Gore, Geri 

Seignious, and Ray Gilbert.2 This same program performed 

by the same dancers was filmed on videotape and also as a 

presentation of "Camera III" on the Columbia Broadcasting 

System Television Network, September 10, 1962. 3 

Ailey's experience in Central Park that summer 

might have been considered hectic but his experience as an 

actor that fall was traumatic. Joshua Logan, who had ~e~n 

Ailey perform on several occasions, had told the dance: 

artist that he should be an actor instead. As the Director 

o f t h e B r o a d w a y p 1 a y , T i g e r , T i g e r , B u r n i n g B r i g h t , L o~i~. n 

was determined to give Ailey an opportunity to prove that: 

he, Logan, had been correct in his prediction. Ailey,· in 

the leading role, was supported by a cast which included 
; 

such experienced and talented actors as Claudia McNeil·;: 

1Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

2Programme, "The Rebekah Harkness Foundation Dance 
Festival," Summer, 1962. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1~ 1970. 
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Diana Sands, Robert Lee Hooks, Roscoe Lee Brown,.) Al. 

Freeman, Jr., and Cicely Tyson. 1· Ailey explains his 
'r 

experience in the following manner: ,· 1 ! • 

Here I was with all of these·expetienced 
actresses and actors and without any real formal 
training in acting. The first thing t·hey~did was· 
s e n d me t 0 a s p e e c h c 0 a c h • s 0 'a t seve n '·'o ,_t c 1 0 c k e a c h 
m o r n i n g , I we n t t o a s p e e c h c o a c h for .· f wo h o u r s. 1, • 

a n d t h e n t o r e h e a r s a 1 s • I d i d n ' t k n ow ·w h a t I w a s 
d o i n g , a n d t h e s e o t h e r a r t i s t s . d i d n .:'t :: · 1 e. t · ' .. m e f o r g e t , 
i t f o r a m om e n t • T h e y 1 i t e r a 1 1 y " .b i t · ·me. · o f f , i • 

c h e we d me u p , a n d s p i t m e o u t • " : T h e · pl a y . o p e n e d , ·.· .. 
some time in the fall during a ne·wspaper. s.trike, and 
1 a s t e d f o r a b o u t a m o n t h ; I m u s t • h. a ve: b 1 o c· k e d t h e · 
exact date from my mind. It wa~ horritife~ Follow-
ing the close of the play, I vowed. tha·t I would'. 
never act again.2 

Ailey decided that both acting ahd ~ancing were seri~us 

a r t s a n d t h a t n e i t h e r s h o u 1 d be e ng a g e d in · h a ph a ~a. r dl y • · 

Wi t h t h i s eX peri en c e' hi s career as ' an a'~t'o J: 'e 'n de d. during 

the fall of 1962. 

The Mature Dance Artist 
. " 

Early in 1963, Ailey again assembled the me'mbe.rs of. 

his dance company and began rehearsals 'for a concert at the}: 

B r o o k 1 y n A c a d em y of M u s i c w h i c h w a s be i n g _s p o n s o red by . ., i he .. 
~ ':; 

Wal tann School of Creative Arts, Incorporated, as ·a par.~ .::~x· 

its " • dedication to provide cult'ural exp'erie,nce ~ithin:. 

t h e c om m u n i t y a t r e a s o n a b 1 e f e e s • " 3 T h e · a c t u a 1 p e 1:. f o r m a n c ·J ; •:·.; 

lJbid. 2 Ibfd. 

3Publicity Bulletin, "The Waltann School of Creative 
Arts, Incorporated, Brooklyn, New York,"' February 22,' 1963. 
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a benefit for scholarship students at the Waltann School of 

Creative Arts, Incorporated, took place on April 28, 1963, 

at which time the company presented an all-Ailey program. 1 

Again, the faces in Ailey's company changed; Thelma Hill, 

James Truitte, and Don Martin were the only dancers remain-

ing from the group which had made the tour sponsored by the 

De par t men t of S t a te i n 1 9 6 2 • N e w me m be r s o f t h e c om p a n y we r e 

Louis Falco, Sally Stackhouse, Donato Capozzoli, Barbara 

Alston, Glen Brooks, and Mariko Sanjo. On that Sunday 

afternoon benefit program, Ailey offered the premiere of a 

major work entitled Labyrinth, and two minor works entitled 

Reflections in D and Suspensions, respectively. The two 

minor works completed his trio of dances comprising the 

Modern Jazz Suite.2 Labyrinth, set to music of Rosenthal-

Miller, attempts, according to the program notes, 

• to delineate in part the legend of the Greek 
hero Theseus and his encounter with the Cretan 
Minotaur--a beast half-bull, half-human to whom 
annual sacrifices were made. Given a magical red 
string by Ariadne with which to retrace his steps 
from the dark and complex maze, Theseus enters the 
labyrinth, engages the beast in combat and then 
emerges.3 

1 souvenir Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater 
Concert," Brooklyn Academy of Music, Brooklyn, New York, 
April 28, 1963. 

2Jbid. 

3Ibid. 
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Reflections in D, to music by Ellington, and Suspensions, to 

music by Giuffre, were performed along with Gillespiana, now 

set to music by Schiffrin simply to investigate the inter-

relationship between the musical scores and the contemporary 

dance idiom.l In a review of the performance, Natalie Jaffee 

wrote: 

Regrettably, the two new works of the afternoon 
did not share the integrity of the earlier composi
tions. Mr. Ailey's fans must earnestly hope that 
he has not danced himself into a corner and will 
continue to search for new routes into the motive 
power of the American Negro, which he exploits with 
such rich rewards.2 

Ailey's next two performances were noteworthy •. ·On 

May B, 1963, he and six members of his company performed 

Revelations in New York City's "Sixth Salute to Spring~"3 

They presented, according to Edele Holtz, ". the best 

performance of 'Wade in the Water' ever given. "4 Less 

than a month later, on June 2, 1963, the Alvin Ailey Dance 

T h e a t e r p r e s e n t e d a s p e c i a 1 " Be n e f i t f o r B i r m i n g h a m Co n c e r t , '.' 

I Ibid. 

2Natalie Jaffee, "Alvin Ailey Offers Two New Dance 
Works," New York Times, April 29, 1963. 

3 Programme, "A Salute to the New New York," The· New 
York Public Library, Fifth Avenue at Forty-Second Street~,, 

New York City, May B, 1963. 

4Edele Holtz, personal correspondence with the 
investigator, June 19, 1971. 
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from which all proceeds were c.o~tributed to the work of 
• ~ . ·- ' I 

Doctor Martin Luther King, J'uni~r, ~.{~.-Birlri~i.~~:ham,, .Alabama. I 

D u r i n g t h e m o n t h o f J u 1 y , A ~ le y ,a nd h i s .· eo m pa n y p e r-
I ' ' , ,< 

formed at Parsons College in Fairfi::eJcl,: r6'~·a,2 'and;_Ln';.,the 

" 1 9 6 3 S u m m e r A r t i s t S e r i e s " a t t he · ~ t. ~ t ~ · U n. i v e · r s it y~ Co 11 e g e 

in New Paltz, New York. 3 These summer p~ffoima~c~s resulted 

from arrangements made by Su~an Pimsle~r and Ben_~~nes. 4 .. 

Thelma Hill and James Truitte remained as .the mos~ seas~~ed 

me m b e r s o f t h e c om p a n y w h i c h w a s c o .~ p I_"i s e· d o f ,. s eve. n <? t h, e, r 

d a n c e r s-- L o ret t a A b b o t t , M i c h e 11 e .Murray , R o s em a r i e 

S t e v e n s o n , B a r b a r a Tee r, J u 1 i u s F i ~1 d ,s , G l e n n B r o o ~s , a n d. 

~~a r i k o S a n j o • 5 F o 11 ow i n g t h e p r o g J.." am . at p'~ i so n s c' o 11 e g.e , 
,,t ,·, 

which was comprised of Cinco Latinos, 

Revelations, a reporter of the· Daily L~&q'e·r in Fairfi'eld, 

Iowa, wrote: 

S p e a r h e a d e d b y t h e m a s t e r f u 1 · A i 1 e y. ;· · t h e . s e ·r i~ o u s 
numbers of the program graph~c.alry· repre;s.enfed .,the 

1 P r e s s R e 1 e a s e , "C 1 a r k Ce n t e r f o r. t h e · P e r f ~ r mrn·g 
Arts," New York City, May 21, 1963. 

I 

2 P r o gramme , " T h e A 1 v i n A i le' Y.· D a n c e .. Th e at e r ~ " Fry- . 
Thomas Memorial Fieldhouse, Parsons·, College·, Fairfield·, 
Iowa, July 11, 1963. · ·· 

3 P r o g ram me , "T h e A 1 v i n . A i l'e y Da n c e , .T h ·e a t er , ':~ 
College Auditorium, State University College,, Ne~·Paltz, 
New York, July 25, 1963. ·. 

4 A i 1 e y , p e r s o n a 1 i n t e r v i e w, S e p t.e ~be r 1 , · 1 97 0 • · · 

5 P r o g ram m e , " T h e A 1 v i n A i 1 e y D a ri c e .T h. e a t e r , " 
July 25, 1963. 
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soul of a man or a race writhing· in its agony· to 
rise to its own place in the sun. ·Lighter 
humorous numbers stated the age old fi~ht. b~tween 
man and woman in new terms. 

It was the first time dancing of .this type has 
b e e n p r e s en t e d i n Fa i r f i e 1 d , a n d t h e a u d i e n c e ·. w a s . 
appreciative and responsive. The style of.dancing 
gave an i n d i vi d u a 1 ' s ex pre s s i on of h i s inner m o s t :· 
soul. It can be called an art form, not just a 
dance like lighter folk dancing which comes from· .. ,, 
the heart alone.l · 

The program at the State University College in New 

Paltz, New York, was varied to include The Blues Roll On-

which was comprised of a combination rif dance~ from Ailey's 

Blues Suite and Roots of the Blues.2 

During the week of August 6 thr6ugh 10, 1963, the 

Alvin Ailey Dance Theater appeared at the Jacob's ·Pillow 

Dance Festival, Incorporated, on the same program with the. 

Roy a 1 Dan i s h B a 11 e t and Car o 1 a Goy a and Matteo • 3 : Wr i ti n g 
I. , 

about the program of the seventh week of the Festival, 

Wayne Smith made the following comments:· 

The most prolonged ovation of the evening was 
received by the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater in its 
contemporary adaptations of Negro religious music 
in a suite entitled "Revelations." This was a 
wonderfully choreographed and danced work in which 

l"Intense, Moving Dance Program by Ailey Group," 
Daily Ledger, Fairfield, Iowa, July 12, 1963. 

2rrogramme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
.July 25, 1963. 

3 W a y n e C • S m i t h , " V a r i e d D a n c e s P 1 e a s e C r o w d in ·' •.: 
Be r k s h i res , " Spring fie 1 d U n i on, S p r i n g f i e 1 d , M a s sac h u s_·e ·t t s , 
August 8, 1963. 
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the movements were sometimes semirealistic and 
sometimes taken from Negro sources.! 

Following the week at Jacob's Pillow, the company traveled 

to Chicago, Illinois, where it joined Duke Ellington ·and 

Talley Beatty in the preparation of the production of a 

musical,entitled My People,for the Black Centennial Exposi-

tion which was held at McCormick Place during the latter 

part of August, 1963. The original plan was for Ailey and 

Beatty to share responsibilities for staging the show. ·In 

the end, however, Ailey had to assume total responsibility 

and, as a result of this experience, he feels that there 

has always been a kind of silent understanding between him

self and Duke Ellington who was directing the musical. 2 

During that period in Chicago an invitation came .. to 

Ailey and his company to participate in a Musical Festival 

in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, during the first two weeks in 

September.3 This should have been "a paid vacation," for 

only four performances were scheduled during a two-week. 

period, but instead it turned into a fiasco which Ailey 

describes in the following manner: 

We began rehearsals for Brazil while we were in 
Chicago. For a big musical festival we had to have 
a new ballet so I choreographed Rivers, Streams, 

l.!JU.Q.. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. · 

3Ibid. 
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Doors. We employed singers from Chicago to do 
Revelations; Myrna White did Roots of the Blues 
with me, which we hadn't rehearsed in months. In 
Brazil I had pneumonia, or something gross; the 
singer stopped in the middle of Revelations; Louis 
Gossett, a folk singer employed to sing for Roots, 
forgot the music, and Myrna and I were singing 
and trying to dance at the same time. Ben Jones, 
my personal manager, went with us and he didn't 
know what was going on--I was going out of my 
mind! After it was over, I went off to Bahia to 
research the Macumba for Rebekah Harkness.! 

Despite a situation which seemed obviously chaotic and the 

fact that the new choreography was not yet ready to present, 

a workable program was arranged for participation in the 

Brazilian Festival. Ailey combined selected works from 

Roots of the Blues and Blues Suite and entitled the sui.te 

of dances The Blues Roll On. The dancers presented two 

other selections--Three for Now and Revelations. On the 

same program, the singers, whom Ailey had employed in 

Chicago, sang selected folk songs and spirituals which were 

characteristic of the American Negro.2 

Following a week of observing folk dances in Bahia~ 

Brazil, Ailey returned to New York City in order to prep~r~ 

the members of his company for their first American tour.· 

The tour, arranged by Susan Pimsleur, included many 

2Programme, 0 Teatro de Dances Alvin Ailey, 
Estadio do Maracanozinho, Rio de Janerio, Brazil, 
September 6, 1963. 
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engagements on the East Coast ~nd throughout the South; It 

began with several performances in upstate New.,York under 

t h e a u s p i c e s o f t h e N e w ,, Y o r k S t a t e Co u n c i 1 ,; o n , t h e A r t s a n d 
.,1 i' 

... , 
' ' 

extended from the late fall of 1963 into th~ winter months 

of 1964. Ailey refers to this as, their. "station..:..wagon,' 

tour." 1 The program for the tour included Three fo! Now, 
'" ~· 1 ,( . 1 .u' 

Hermit Songs, The Blues Roll Oh, and Revel,ations--all 
~ { : 

~ ' 

choreographed by Ailey.2 The first American tour for Ailey 

and his company evoked moderate reviews and a few profit-

a b 1 e a n d me m o r a b 1 e e x p e r i en c e s • " F o r A i 1 e y , t h e ,·: m o s t me m o r-

able experience occurred in Jackson, Missi~sippi{ where he 
. ;·· 

a n d h i s c om p a n y me t G i 1 be r t · ·M o :s, 1 e y , · th e · D f r e ct o r o f '. t h e 

newly organized Free Southern_,·'Th~ea:tr~,'. an~, the me'mbers 'of 

his group. T h e A i 1 e y c om p a n y' a c: c e p t'e d a n : i n v i. t a t i o n t o 

dine with these individual;s 'fo11owi'ng the dance 1Concert at 
;~ l 

J a c k s o n S t a t e C o 1 1 e g e • . A i1 e y , r, e sa 11 s' t h e (n c i d e n ~. t h u s : 

The group had to (unction undergrourid as .they,. 
were not supposed to' b({: see·n'·>·· · .. We went·.t·o their · 
h e ad quarters-- i t w a s ' an 'o 1 d,, build i ng'' equip 'p e d w i ·t·h 
printing presses and lit' by C:andles •. Black and · 
white 1 i v e d together r) g ht .. Jhe re in , Jackson, , 
Mississippi. It remin'ded':on'e· of Nazi Germany 'in 
the late 1930's. They '·would''print pamphlets (lnq 
t a k e t h em 0 u t t 0 t h e b 1 a c k ' ra r mer s i n 0 rd e r t 0 t e a c h 
them how to read because the whites claimed ·that' .. the 
blacks were illiterate. They, would, hold meetings~· 

1/\i ley, pc!rsonal i'ntc!rvie:w .September, 1~ 1970. 

2 P r o g r n m m e , " 'f h e A 1 v i n A i 1 e y n a n c e' The a t e r, '' 
II o f s t r a P 1 a y h o u s e , H e m p s t e a d L o n g >''I s 1 a n d , · Ne w Y o r k , 
November 21, 19()3. _,., 
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.'very Tuesday night with these farmers to keep them 
informed. They said that occasionally a member of 
their group was shot at. As a form of retaliation, 
a black guy would ride through the surrounding 
country-side sporting a white girl in the seat 
a d j a c ( t! t l o h i m • T h e a t m o s p h e r e tv a s o n e o f s u s n c n s e - -
totallY different from what we in New York Cit' Wl're 
experi~ncing.l · 

Another ~outhern city which afforded Ailey a memorable 

experir,nce was Atlanta, Georgia. There, at Clark College, 

Ailey recalls that, 

[ s t h e r .T a c k s o n w a s i 11 c h a r g e ! A f t c r s h c i n t r o -
duced me as Alvin Ailey, choreographer from New 
York City, she said "Now ladies, I want you l1> 

take out your pens and papers." Hight then 1:200 
pens 3 n d papers were brought out and she d i r. 1 :1 ted 
a letter of protest to the President of the Columbia 
Broadcasting System for the manner in which black 
persons were kept off the viewing screens in the 
South. She told them all to sign their names and 
mail the letters by that afternoon. I believe that 
they did just that. I was impressed by her 
complete control.2 

The stages were often inadequately equipped for 

dance performances in the southern colleges where Ailey 

and his company appeared; but, II • what they [the 

colleges: lacked technically, they made up in warmth and 

appreciation.3 In comparison, Ailey felt that the shiny, 

spic and span floors at the northern, all-white universities 

1Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

2rbid. 

~~Ibid. 
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" • appeared very ant i sept i c and co l.d • "1. . The art i s t 

obvious l y preferred h i s southern ~ au_ d i~ n c e s • 

T h i s t o u r marked t h e ~ e g inn f n g., oJ t 1_1e . end . of A i 1 c y ' s 

a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h S u s a n P i m s 1 e u r ; a n d Be ~ ~ ?.n e s , . , ; h i sJ c 9 n c e r t 

and personal managers, respectively. It a~p~ars._ .. that. the 

only financial profits which had accrued went: to the m?n"'j~ 

agers. A c c o r d i n g t o A i 1 e y , b o t h P i ms 1 e u r a n d · J o n e s 

received approximately $1,200 each ,for~a six-week. tour 

w h i 1 e h e e n d e d u p w i t h d e b t s • . Fe ~ 1 ~ n g ~> ~ p r e s s e d . o v e r t h. e 

situation, .Ailey severed his relationship-with h'is- two 
j ,. • - •• . -· // ·, ' . ~ 

representatives. Fortunately, however, Mi9h~~i Dor!man, 

a n i m p r e s a r i o f r om L o n d o n , E n g 1 an d , . h a d_ , h e a r'd o J ~ · t h e ~ s u c-

cess of .Ailey's company in Aust.ralia. 

o n e o f A i l e y ' s p e r f o r m a n c e s i n .up s t, a f e ~ e w Yo r k du r i n g 

Fe b r u a r y o f 1 9 6 4 , a n d d e c i d e d . t h a't · t h e c om p a n y s h o u l d t o u r 
. I .• -,_ 

E u r o p e u n d e r h i s a u s p i c e s • 0 n t he ·!it r e n g t h o ~: . t h ·e · f a c t 

t h a t Do r f m a n h a d b o o k e d s u c c e s s fu 1 ,1 y t h. r o u g ho u ~ : E u rope \h -~ 
; ... , 

p l a y e n t i t 1 e d B 1 a c k N a t i v i t y , A i 1 e y ' f e 1 t t h a t ~ h e .i m p r'e s i/;ri o, 

\\as attuned to Black Theatre and that their :association 

could result in financial success.-.· He ·.agree9 Jo -let Dor·f:. 
' ' ·. . . ', 

m a n a r r a n g e a E u r o p e a n t o u r f o r h i m ,· a n d p':l an s . we r e : s e t 

motion for an opening in Paris in September of 1964. 
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During the spring of 1964, Joyce Trisler, a white 

dancer from the Horton days, joined Ailey's company as a 

guest artist. Her presence in the company extended the 

range of choreographic presentations as she and James 

Truitte again danced works by Lester Horton as well as 

those of their own choreography. Trisler appeared with the 

company at the University of Buffalo Summer Festival of the 

Performing Arts where she danced solo variations and a duet 

with James Truitte. John Dwyer of the Buffalo Evening News 

wrote the following comments about the Director of the 

company: 

If Mr. Ailey's forte were literature, instead 
of dance, he would be known as a great phrase maker. 
All sorts of visual epigrams, dramatic to satiric, 
have a tabloid impact of their own in his choreog
raphies, with no less of the total form and larger 
ideas.l 

Other highlights of the summer of 1964 for Alvin 

Ailey and the members of his company were their concerts 

presented at the Clark Center for the Performing Arts on 

June 28, 1904, 2 and their participation in the Rebekah 

Harkness Foundation Dance Festival on September 1 and 2, 

1John Dwyer, ''Dancers are Artistic in Festival at 
UB," Buffalo Evening News, June 20, 1964. 

2Billboard Announcement, "The Alvin Ailey Dance 
Theater," Clark Center for the Performing Arts, New York 
City, June 28, 1964. 
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1964. 1 With his company of six dancers, including James 

Truitte, Loretta Abbott, Rosemary Stevenson, Kelvin 

Rotardier, Lucinda Ransom, and Joyce Trisler as Guest 

Artist, Ailey presented two performances on the same day 

at the Clark Center as a benefit for the YWCA. 2 Comment-

ing upon the foregoing performances, Walter Terry wrote: 

The dancing itself was good, for not only did 
the husky Mr. Ailey enjoy the first rank contribu
tion of Miss Trisler as guest in his program but he 
also was given fine support by his company, of which 
Mr. Truitte is certainly one of the most valued 
members.3 

Preparations for the forthcoming concert in Central Park, 

sponsored by the Rebekah Harkness Foundation, and prepara-

tions for the European tour were occurring simultaneously. 

Ailey again had the opportunity to increase the size of his 

company. By virtue of the rehearsal funds provided by the 

Rebekah Harkness Foundation, his company for the concert in 

Central Park was comprised of twelve dancers. New names or 

former members re-joining the company included Hope Clarke, 

William Louther, Joan Peters, Dudley Williams, Morton 

1Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
Delacorte Theatre, Central Park, New York City, Summer, 
1964. 

2Billboard Announcement, "The Alvin Ailey Dance 
Theater," June 28, 1964. 

3walter Terry, "Dances Inspired by Negro Heritage," 
New York Herald Tribune, June 28, 1964. 
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Winston, and Takako A sakawa, who appeared·. by". special per-

mission of the Martha Graham Dance. Company .• I 

When Ailey had met Talley Beatty the previous 

summer in Chicago, he had been impressed ·with' the !la·tter's 
. ' 

choreography. I n a d d i t i o n t o "To c c a t a " an d '1c o n g o T a n g o 

Palace," both of which were dances from:.B'eatty.'.:s ,major 

work entitled ~C~o~m~e~~a~n~d--G~e~t~~~~~~--~~~~~ 

acquired for his repertory another classic,.··work, 'The Road 

0 f t h e ph 0 e be s n 0 w' c h 0 r e 0 g r a ph e d by ~ e a tty' \_'t 0 m u s i c'/ by 
·.,j .. 

Duke Ellington and Billy Strayhorn~ The accompanying pro-
- t I : : ' : .:; ~- ' ~ 

gram note reads: 
' t-' ' : • ~ 

T h e Ph o e be S n ow i s a t r a i n of t h e Lack a 'wan n a . ·. R a i 1-
road Line which still passes through· the:>mid~.we'st·ern 
s e c t i o n o f t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s • Leg e n d ' . h a. s i t t h (i' t . 
i t s n am e c am e f rom a me t i c u 1 o u s · 1 a d y ''n a·m e d Ph o e' be -.. ·. 
s n 0 w w h 0 t r a v e 1 1 e d t h i s 1 i n e d r e s s e d '' i n '; w h i t e ,' sa :t j 'ii ' ' 
and lace and looked out on the surro~·ndfng .coun.fry,-·".~· 
side with high disdain. Tally Beatt'f,' the chore-· 
ographer of this work, played as a chi,ld: .. near: .. t'~e·· 
railroad tracks upon which the Phoebe. Snow pass~d , 
T h i s b a 1 1 e t d e a 1 s , f i r s t a b s t r a c t 1 y '·. · 'th en dr a m a 'ti c a 1,1 y ; 
w i t h s om e i n c i d e n t s t h a t m a y h a v e h a p p e :n e d · . o n , ·o r ·, .. n.e· a r . 
these railroad tracks.2 ... ·· · 

• ,I 

Ailey and his company gave their first performance·.~f .The· 

Road of the Phoebe Snow at the Festival i~ Centrii 
·'·' 

merited the following response from Lebnard Ha~ris ~f the 
' I ' 

World Telegram and Sun: 

!Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance 
Delacorte Theatre, Summer, 1964. 

2rbid. 
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The most satisfying part of the performance was 
The Road of the Phoebe Snow choreographed by Talley 
Beatty •••• arranged in fluid groupings that move 
effortlessly from the tremendous solo of Dudley 
Williams to stunning patterns danced by the entire 
company, Phoebe Snow in dance, music, and costumes, 
achieves a tension that is a startling evocation of 
contemporary life. It also conveys sensuality with
out sacrificing discipline.! 

Concerning the performance on September 1 in Central Park, 

Walter Terry wrote: 

As a choreographer, Mr. Ailey was represented 
by two of h i s be s t c rea t i o n s , the m a r v e 1 o u s , 1 ow
down "Blues Suite" and the beautiful and spiritually 
glowing "Revelations" which succeeds triumphantly in 
pro j e c tin g i t s stated theme : "Th i s 1 itt 1 e 1 i g h t of 
mine, I'm gonna let it shine!" ••• it is enough to 
report that all of the dancers in this superbly 
disciplined and cleanly rehearsed interracial 
company acquitted themselves handsomely in a variety 
of assignments.2 

Ailey's Revelations, of which Terry speaks, had finally 

reached its perfect form as a choreographic work. In addi-

tion to the theme mentioned by Terry, the suite of dances 

was introduced by the following quotation from Langston 

Hughes: 

The spirituals sing of woe triumphantly, knowing 
well that all rivers will be crossed and the Promised 
Land is just beyond the stream. The spirituals ask 
no pity--for their words ride on the strongest of 

1Leonard Harris, "Ailey Dancers Take Giant Step," 
World Telegram and Sun, New York City, September 2, 1964. 

2walter Terry, "Dance," New York Herald Tribune, 
September 2, 1964. 
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melodies, the melody of faith. That is why there 
is joy in their singing! peace in their music, and 
strength in their soul. 

The first section of the suite, entitled Pilgrim of Sorrow, 

is comprised of "I Been Buked," "Didn't My Lord Deliver 

Daniel," and "Fix Me Jesus." The second section, entitled 

Take Me to the Water, is comprised of "Processional," 

"Honor, Honor," "Wading in the Water," ''I Want to be Ready," 

and "Sinner Man." The third section, entitled Move. Members 

Move, is comprised of "The Day is Past and Gone," "You May 

Run Home," and "Rocka My Soul in the Bosom of Abraham. "2, 

The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater, under the aegis of 

Michael Dorfman of London, began a three month tour of 

Europe on September 7, 1964, at the Theatre des Champs-

Elysee in Paris, France, where the engagement extended 

through September 30, 1964.3 According to Ailey, the 

audiences were responsive even though very few persons 

attended--especially the French because it was at the time 

o f y e a r w h e n t h e n a t i v e r e s i d e n t s we r e v a c a t i o n i n g a n d w h e n,. · 

the city was given over to the tourist.4 This 

!Programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," 
Delacorte Theatre, Summer, 1964. 

2Ibid. 

3Press Release, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theatre 
Touring Europe With Repertoire of American Dance," The 
Shaftesbury Theatre, London, October, 1964. 

4Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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verified by excerpts from an article for the New York Times 

by Jean-Pierre Lenoir which reads: 

••• audiences for non-French speaking entertain
ments in Paris tend to be non-French-speaking, 
especially at this time of year. Perhaps because 
of this, there is a clear difference between the 
reactions of the press and the public to the show. 

The curtain falls every night accompanied by a 
warm enough burst of applause to satisfy the most 
exigent of dancers. But published notices of the 
Alvin Ailey troupe have ranged from "a very fine 
performance" (Combat) to "an evening of interminable 
repetitiousness" (Le Monde).l 

Prior to its London engagement, the company was viewed by:·,, 

Peter Lennon who recorded the following impressions: 

What is remarkable about it [the Alvin Ailey Dance 
Theater] is that there is here a special refinement
in its description of the predicament of the Negro 
which suggests that we are entering a new phase of 
Negro theatricals: a sophisticated drawing on 
plantation spirituals, but with subtle borrowing 
from other cultures (oriental in particular) which 
gives the Negro idiom an extraordinary elegance 
without diminishing its power. 

When at the beginning of the section called 
"Revelations" the company appears in sack dresses 
grouped on a bare stage under a white light, their 
arms stretched raggedly to heaven like a shivering 
g r o u p f r om B e 1 s e n , a n d t h e d a n c e t o " I ' v e Be e n B u k e d ·, -'' ~ _ 
you remember with a shock just what those familiar 
spirituals were about: that they were really slaves 
crying to the Almighty for consolation because no 
cottonboss white man was going to give it to them.2 · 

In an interview with Lennon, Ailey made this revealing st~t~-· 

men t: 

1Jean-Pierre Lenoir, "Troupe of Dancers, Latest u.s ... 
Import, on View in Paris," New York Times, September 10, 1964. 

2Peter Lennon, "Not Just Hoofers," Guardian, London, 
September 25, 1964. 
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••• my big ambition is to get together a repertory 
company--not just like a Martha Graham Company which 
is nothing without Martha Graham--but a company 
whose strength will be its repertory •••. I want 
to gather together some of the great works that 
hardly ever get a showing. . • That's what we need--
a repertory company. Concert dancers only get to 
dance a few weeks a year in America. We have to take 
any other work that comes along.l 

Ailey was already well on his way to realizing his goal. 

The repertory for his European tour included Talley Beatty's 

The Road of the Phoebe Snow and Congo Tango Palace; Lester 

Horton's The Beloved and Dedication to Jose Clemente Orozco; 

James Truitte's Variegations and Bagatelle; Joyce Trisler's 

Journey; and Ailey's own Revelations, Blues Suite,~ 

Here and Gone, Hermit Songs, and Modern Jazz Suite.2 

The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater opened its six-week 

engagement in London's Shaftesbury Theatre on October 5, 

1964, with a program ". . that started quietly but ended 

in triumph."3 Most of the critics who reviewed the debut 

performance of the company in London seemed to agree with 

Mary Clarke of The Dancing Times, that the first two selec-

tions on _the program--Been Here and Gone and Reflections in 

~--were not strong enough for use as opening dances on the 

program. Clarke commented that Roots of the Blues was 

2Press Release, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater 
Touring Europe with Repertoire of American D~nce, ''October, 
1 9 (> 4. 
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" •• haunting, deeply felt, though over long. "1 In 

Revelations, however, the last dance on the program, she 

stated that Ailey ". • succeeded fully in his aim to show 

something of the Negros' contribution to world culture."2 

Excerpts from other reviews of the debut performance in 

London follow. Clive Barnes, then critic for the Daily 

Express, in London, wrote: 

The agony of the Negro blues and the faith of the 
Negro spiritual were fused searingly together in a 
great dance experience at the Shaftesbury Theatre 
last night. It was the long awaited British debut 
of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, and 
despite a lack of variety in the program the company 
triumphed.3 

James Kennedy, of the Guardian in London reported that 

Mr. Ailey's dance idiom is certainly based on the 
American Negro tradition--jazz, blues, and spirituals; 
and in his manifesto he insists that this heritage 
is the heart of his matter. But the special achieve
ment of his best works--if indeed we saw his best 
last night--is that he has absorbed this heritage 
into thoroughly sophisticated modern dance--Grahamesque 
and yet, to my mind, better than Graham; he has done 
it with the sort of unstrained, simple inevitability 
which belongs to high art. His production, choreog
raphy, and dancers amount to excellent theatre; but 
they are also an expression of passionate, long
memoried conviction, and that, of course, is ultim
ately the reason why they are so worthwhile.4 

3Clive Barnes, "Agony and Faith Turn Into Triumph," 
Daily Express, London, October 6, 1964. 

4James Kennedy, "Alvin Ailey at the Shaftesbury," 
Guardian, London, October 6, 1964. 
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Clive Barnes, writing for The Times of London commented: 

It is not entirely irrelevant that Alvin Ailey 
is an American Negro, yet it is nothing like so 
relevant as the other fact that ne is an American 
modern dancer. The excellent Alvin Ailey Dance 
Theater ••• is, unlike Katherine Dunham and Pearl 
Primus, our previous American Negro dance visitors, 
primarily concerned with the mysteries of modern 
dance. . Mr. Ailey's company is one of the most 
exciting ever to visit us from America. 1 

Prior to October 21, 1964, Ailey had not shown the 

works of Talley Beatty or Lester Horton in Europe. Accord-

ing to Ailey, Michael Dorfman, the sponsoring impresario, 

thought that these dances were not commercial enough to 

attract capacity audiences. The company performed these 

dances, however, for Peter Williams and Clive Barnes at a 

private rehearsal, and the two critics agreed that the 

London audiences should certainly view these dances. · 

Beginning with the performance on October 21, therefore, 

the works of Beatty and Horton were included in each pro

gram.2 Following this private viewing, Williams3 and 

Barnes4 wrote extensive articles in the November issue of 

!clive Barnes, "Exciting Dancers in British Debut,''; 
The Times, London, October 6, 1964. 

2Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre, 
Shaftesbury Theatre, London, October 5, 1964. 

3Peter Williams, "Blues and All That Jazz: First 
View," Dance and Dancers, November, 1964, pp. 20-23. 

4clive Barnes, "Blues and All That Jazz: Second 
View," Dance and Dancers, November, 1964, pp. 23-29. 
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Dance and Dancers in which they gave individual views of 

each choreographic work. Perhaps Williams' description of 

Ailey's Been Here and Gone is the best one of the suite of 

dances based upon a selection of Negro folk ballads as sung 

by Brother John Sellers. Williams wrote: 

The dancers come running on to "Jump Down, Spin 
Around" in which they do just that and immediately 
they make an impact as a lively and attractive group 
dressed in clean, clear bright colours. It was fol
lowed by a convict song for five male dancers in 
which the tridging of "Working on the Chain Gang" 
was forceful and suitably weary. Four girls as 
monstrous schoolgirls bring a raucous sense of 
comedy to the tongue-twister "Peter Piper picked a 
pepper •.• " and in this Hope Clarke, looking like 
a teenage Martha Raye, projects by her sense of 
timing and expressive gesture. "Dark was the Night" 
brings back an old friend from Martha Graham's last 
season, Takako Asakawa. 

In order to show off William Louther, Ailey 
inserted after the opening nights of the season, a 
solo-J'Pretty Little Train." A difficult solo in 
that it contained many plies and balances, it was 
performed with that rippling suppleness that is only 
possessed by Negro artists. With "Big Boat Up the 
River," the dancers romp away in pairs. 

It was a lively opening yet from the various short 
items it was hardly possible to get the full measure 
of Ailey's choreographic potential.! 

The solo for William Louther which Ailey choreo-

graphed and inserted into Been Here and Gone afforded Ailey 

the opportunity to exercise another of his talents. He 

stepped into the orchestra pit and sang "Prettiest Train" 

1Williams, "Blues and All That Jazz: First View," 
p. 20. 
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as the accompaniment for Louther's new solo. 1 According to 

an untitled article by Sydney Edwards, Brother John Sellers 

refused to sing one of the songs in Been Here and Gone--"I 

Wonder as I Wander.'' The article quotes Brother John as 

saying, "It's white, I don't understand it ••• I don't 

feel it, so I won't sing it."2 This same article confirms 

that Ailey as a singer replaced Brother John in the orchestra 

pit. 

The company received laudatory reviews following 

the addition of the Beatty and Horton works. Mary Clarke, 

writing this time for the Dance News, calls The Road of the 

Phoebe Snow, " • the company's most powerful item. 

Strong, bitter, beautiful and magnificently danced, it is 

surely American Negro modern dance at its dramatic, emo

tional best."3 

The following represent typical reviews which fol- ·· 

lowed the performance at the Shaftesbury Theatre on 

October 21, 1964. A reviewer from the Evening News and 

~ in London wrote: 

1Sydney Edwards, Evening Standard, London, untitled 
newspaper clipping from the personal files of Alvin Ailey, 
October 5, 1964. 

21..ti.d.. 

3Mary Clarke, "The London Scene," Dance News, 
December, 1964, p. 8. 
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Alvin Ailey and his American dancers must surely 
be the most exciting company to visit London, this 
year. Some new items in their programme at the 
Shaftesbury Theater last night helped to confirm 
the striking originality of much of their choreog
raphy. 

It is capable of considerable strength as in "The 
Beloved" and "The Road of Phoebe Snow"--a West Side 
Story-like group of dances to the mood music of 
Ellington and Billy Strayhorn. The company's best 
works, however, remain those firmly rooted in the 
Negro spirituals and blues. And splendid they are.l 

Elizabeth Frank, writing for the Sun in London stated: 

Marvellous qualities of passion and intensity, 
violence with subtlety, wit and tearaway gaiety--all 
interwoven and inconsistent as human behaviour. 
These make the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, 
at the Shaftesbury, something unique in dance 
experience. Their eyes, darting and restless, 
express as much as their sinuous bodies. 

Whether in the traditional "Blues Suite," with 
its humour and sadness, or in their new offering, 
"The Road of the Phoebe Snow" (a suite danced to the 
music of Duke Ellington) the company performed with 
a n a 1m o s t h y p no t i c f e e 1 i n g o f c o n c e n t r a t i o n • Two of 
the new numbers in the programme are solos by the 
company's one white dancer, Joyce Trisler. And in 
a strange 1 i t t 1 e tract, ''The Be 1 o v e d, '' M i s s Tr i s 1 e r 
and James Truitte gave us ten short minutes of 
bigotry, love and murder.2 

A. V. Coton of the Daily Telegraph and Morning Post in 

London wrote: 

The big new dramatic offering was "The Road of 
t h e P h o e b e S n ow " ( a n o n - r e v e a 1 i n g t i t 1 e ) • Wh a t 
occurs is a danced picture of the joys, dreams and 

1"Dancing From the Heart," Evening News and 
London, October 22, 1964. 

2Elizabeth Frank, "Here's a New Dance Experience," 
Sun, London, October 22, 1964. 
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restrictions of a remembered Negro way of life in 
a modern American city. 

It is the work of Talley Beatty, an American 
Negro choreographer hitherto unknown to London 
audiences. It blends some noble and heroic dancing 
with some better-than-average music of Duke 
Ellington and Billy Strayhorn. 

The company danced like people possessed, but 
possessed of a great and glorious vision in which 
they wholly believed.! 

In London, Ailey's company was again called the 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater; Clement Crisp, critic 

for the Financial Times in London, pointed out the sig-
< 

nificance of the word "American" in the title as he empha-

sized the fact that the program on October 21 reinforced 

that title by the inclusion of Beatty's work, and of Joyce 

Trisler's Journey and Lester Horton's The Beloved whid~ 

were presented also.2 After stating that Ailey's aim 

" is to present the cultural heritage of the American 

Negro" and quoting Ailey as saying " •••• we bring you tre 

exuberance of his jazz, the ecstasy of ~is spirituals and 

the dark rapture of his blues, ••• " Clive Barnes make's 

perhaps the most powerful statement initiated by the London~ 

season of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater in the 

following comment: 

' ;·, 

1A. V. Coton, "Expressive Dancing by Negroes," 
Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, London, October 22, 196~. 

2 C 1 e me n t C r i s p , " S h a f t e s b u r y T h e a t r e : A 1 v i n A i 1, e y,' " 
Financial Times, London, October 22, 1964. 

1 ·~· 
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The dance heritage of the American Negro has 
become, I suppose, in effect, the great American 
folk-dance, although some claim could also be made· 
for square dances and the like. But the indigenous 
American style of dancing is basically Negroid in 
derivation, to an even greater extent than American 
(and hence international) pop music.! 

Whether or not it was to spread the cultural heritage of 

the American Negro or of America itself, Ailey's first 

European tour with performances in Paris and in London was 

an outstanding success. It established the trend for Ailey 

and his company for the next several years--that of bec6ming 

a touring company. 

Ailey and the members of his company returned .to 

New York City during the latter part of November in order 

to rest and to rehearse for their second trip to Sydney, 

Australia, in late December of 1964. Arrangements had been 

made by Michael Dorfman for the performances in Australia 

as well as for a second European t.our for the company during 

the spring of 1965. 2 While in New York City, Ailey expand~d 

the repertory of his company by acquiring Louis Johnson'·s 

La m e n t a n d An n a So k o 1 o w ' s R o o m s ; h e a d a p t e d T a 1 1 e y Be a· t t 'j ' s 

Congo Tango Palace to the members of his company; he pre-

pared again his Hermit Songs; and he lost Joyce Trisler 

lclive Barnes, "Dancing the Blues," Spectator, 
London, October 16, 1964. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 



- 586 -

Takako Asakawa but gained again Georgia Collins, a former 

member of the New York Negro Ballet. During this month in 

New York City, he worked also with the Harkness Ballet for 

whom he choreographed two-thirds of a new ballet entitled 
·' 

Ariadne, to original music by the French composer, Andre 

Jolivet.l 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater opened at 

the Tivoli Theatre in Sydney, Australia, on December 30, 
:· ' '·~ 

1964, 2 " ••• to a tremendous reception by the people and 

the press."3 The foregoing words written by Alvin Afley to 

his mother are supported adequately by reviews of his 

concerts. Norman Kessell of the~ in Sydney wrote: 

By the safe yardstick of audience acclamation 
alone, Alvin Ailey's American Dance Theatre, now 
at the Tivoli, may be pronounced a classic exposi~ 
tion of modern dance. · 

F i r s t n i g h t e r s c a 1 1 e d f o r c u r t a i n a f t e r .. , ... 
c u r t a i n , s h o u t i n g f o r m o r e a n d r e f u s i n g t o b u d g e ,. · 
from their seats until the company came back for 
an unscheduled encore.4 

A review by Billie Burke of the Daily Telegraph in 

states that: 

1 Ibid. 

2 "A i 1 e y Company a t t h e T i v o 1 i , " S y d n e y Morn i n g·' ; 
Herald, December 31, 1964. 

3Alvin Ailey, personal letter to his mother Mrs~: 
L u I a E • C o o p e r , f r om S y d n e y , Au s t r a 1 i a , J a n u a r y 1 3 , 1 9 6 5 ':~ .~,. 

4Norman Kessell, "Exciting Dance," .fuu!, Sydn~y, 
Australia, January I, 1965. 
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The superb dancing of the Alvin Ailey American 
Dance Theater exercised a compelling fascination at 
the Tivoli last night. 

At the end of the programme the excited 
audience greeted the dancers with wild applause, 
cheering and repeated curtain calls. 

The artists danced as if they were born for 
nothing else--with great speed, vitality, wit and 
exuberance, their movements tempered by the wide, 
dynamic range of the modern dance.! 

The same Been Here and Gone which the London audience found 

boring was used as the opening number for the program and 

" set the [Australian] audience giggling." 2 Norman 

Kessell called it " ••• a strangely invocative 'talking 

piece' cleverly danced and spoken by Georgia Collins, Hope 

Clark, Joan Peters, and Lucinda Ransom. " 3 The remainder of 

the program was comprised of Reflections in D, Blues Suite, 

The Road of the Phoebe Snow, and Revelations.4 

On February 3, 1965, Ailey changed the first part 

of the program to include his own Hermit Songs set to the 

music of Samuel Barber and the voice of Leontyne Price; 

Anna Sokolow's Rooms to music of Kenyon Hopkins; Louis 

Johnson's Lament to music of Heitor Villa-Lobos; Blues 

1Billie Burke, "Fascinating and Exciting," Daily 
Telegraph, Sydney, Australia, December 31, 1964. 

2Ibid. 

3Kcssell, "Exciting Dance." 

4 Burke, "Fnscin<1ting and Exciting." 
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Suite, and Revelations. 1 According to Billie Burke, 

"Rooms" depicts outwardly conforming people in, 
a large rooming house living out their dark dreams 
and fantasies in the privacy of their own small room. 
The work -is not pretty, but it is true art. And it 
was performed with a high degree of artistry by Mr. 
Ailey's dancers. 

The juxtaposition of extreme tension and un
inhibited relaxation was superbly suggested in an 
impassioned study of frustration.2 

When James Mellen, a writer for the Nation, visited a 

rehearsal of Rooms, he became depressed and informed Ailey 

of his feeling. Ailey's reply was, 

That's good. • • I think theatre should be a 
reflection of life, the darker side as well as the 
lighter side •••• Rooms reflects loneliness and 
man's inability to communicate with man.3 

The writer then describes the dance in the following manner: 

In these tiny rooms the dancers act out certain 
fantasies that the people actually living in them 
might indulge in although they would be agonised 
if anyone ever saw them indulging fantasies of 
aspiration, desire, fear, and frustration. For the, 
sake of theatrical magnitude, the fantasies are 
expanded in neurotic proportions.4 

Another writer expanded his imagination and said, "It 

[ Rooms] contains the par a 1 y s i n g in t r o spec t ions, the den i 'a f~s·~· . 
1. ·"'':! 

lBillie Burke, "Stark Art by Dancers," Daily 
Telegraph, Sydney, Australia, February 4, 1965. 

2.!.ti!!. 

3James Mellen, "Rooms," Nation, February 6, 
1965. 
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and negations of life which only a segregated race could 

experience."! The same writer intimated that, since the 

ballet does not relent, it is possible that the length of 

it is too great. 

Despite the fact that Lament and Hermit Songs did 

not result in such an impact upon the audience as did Rooms, 

they did, nevertheless, receive favorable comments. One 

writer called Lament, which is a balletic pas de deux, 

" • an example of sculptural lyricism,'' and commented 

also that in Hermit Songs, " ••• Mr. Ailey was most 

visually eloquent in his dancing of four poems of monks· 

and scholars of the 9th and 13th centuries." 2 Still another 

writer said of Lament: 

There was at times a savage melaricholy in the 
superb dancing of Hope Clark and William Louther, 
••• the technique here was classic ballet, 
beautifully executed.3 

This same writer added that "Alvin Ailey in the solo, 

Hermit Songs, ••• combined an instinctive sense of 

poetry with the elusive, unobtrusive brilliance of his 

dancing." 4 The program ended with Blues Suite and 

l"Ailey Dancers," Sydney Morning Herald, February 
4, 1965. 

3surke, "Stark Art by Dancers." 

4 .!.b.i.9.. 
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Revelations, and " ••• again the audience thrilled as it 

did on the company's opening night."! 

According to Ailey, the whole atmosphere at the 

theatre changed once the second program was introduced~ He 

gives the following account: 

In the first program, the audience got black 
blues and jazz and all the pretty costumes. In 
the second program, the curtain went up, and there 
I was in my monks robes crawling all over the 
floor--then, comes Lament, a ballet! Then fifty 
minutes of psychosis in Sokolow's Rooms. The art 
critics called Rooms one of the most important 
things which ever happened to the Australians--! 
think the management lost money. The first few 
weeks, the audience came eating popcorn and so on-~ 

after we changed the programs, the audience became 
very intellectual and the whole affair became an 
art event.2 

Ailey and the members of his company performed for six 

weeks in Sydney where they became, according to Ailey, 

" just like one of the natives--we fell right into the' 

groove of Australian life!" 3 

On February 16, 1965, Ailey and his company op~ried·_ 

a t t h e Come d y T h e a t r e i n M e 1 b o u r n e , Au s t r a 1 i a , w h e r e t h e y'. -

were welcomed enthusiastically.4 They opened with the sa'me' 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970.-

3rbid. 

4H. A. Standish, "Dancing Group a Fine Show," 
Herald, Melbourne, Australia, February 17, 1965. 
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program which had been presented in Sydney, and the reviews 

were basically the same. A typical excerpt following the 

opening performance reads: 

Judging by the excited enthusiasm· which greeted 
the opening program of the Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Company at the Comedy Theatre, the four weeks 
season will be all too short to satisfy its box 
office potential.! 

The writer was correct in his predictions as the Alvin 

Ailey American Dance Theater spent six weeks in Melbourne. 

Ailey's account of the residency in Melbourne was not as 

enthusiastic as that of the period in Sydney. One reason 

which the artist gave was that his company followed the 

play entitled Black Nativity. The theatre-goers in 

Melbourne had enjoyed the "loud and live" Black Nativity 

group while Ailey's group had become "more concert."2 

Another disappointment in Melbourne occurred when William 

Louther injured a cartilage in his knee during the evening 

of February 24 and Rooms was prematurely presented the 

following evening in order to give the dancer a rest. That 

was the only performance seen by the audiences in Melbourne 

of Rooms as the management of the Tivoli Circuit controlling 

the Comedy Theatre banned the work, fearing the lack of 

1"Dance Company's Haunting Appeal," Listener-in
Television, Melbourne, Australia, February 20 through 26, 
1965. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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appeal of Rooms to the general public. 1 Howard Palmer, 

writing for the Herald in Melbourne, expressed one disap-

pointed viewpoint when he wrote: 

Peo~le who saw the only performance in Melbourne 
of "Rooms" by this company, when it was substitute 
ballet on Wednesday, saw one of·the best things 
Ailey had done. 

It is a pity Ailey was prevailed on to leave 
out "Rooms" in Melbourne •••• It is nonsense to 
think Ailey is not commercial: his dances are 
clear in extent, beautiful in execution and pleasant 
and real in subject.2 

The remainder of the season in Melbourne, however, was 

opened with the Ailey dancers performing works thought to 

have greater popular appeal than Rooms. 

By the time of the 1965 tour, Alvin Ailey had begun 

to do less actual performing than was his custom in previ-

ous years. Instead, he taught his roles to the younger 

members of this company and concentrated his main efforts 

upon the artistic directorship and choreographic problems 

of his organization. Ailey believes that it is wrong for 

the star of the show to be both choreographer and leading 

dancer and says, " this way, one never gets to know 

whether or not a work· is really good. "3 Consequently, it 

was not hard for Ailey to leave his company in Melbourne 

lHoward Palmer, "Top-Line Ballet Off Program," 
Herald, Melbourne, Australia, February 26, 1965. 

2Ibid. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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when he was summoned to Paris by Rebekah Harkness in order 

to complete his ballet entitled Ariadne for its world 

premi~re. Harkness paid the management at the Comedy 

Theatre in Melbourne a sum of $5,000 for the release of 

Ailey in order that he might fulfill his obligation in 

Paris. 1 The Harkness Ballet presented Ariadne on March 12, 

1965, at the Opera-Comique in Paris, France. 2 Set to music 

by the French composer, Andre Jolivet, the ballet is based 

upon the Greek legend of Ariadne, Theseus, and the Minotaur 

but with emphasis placed upon the heroine, Ariadne, rather 

than upon Theseus.3 The ballet was designed for Marjorie 

Tallchief and Nicolas Polajenko as the leading dancers •. 

Clive Barnes, already impressed with Ailey's choreography 

from the previous London season, spoke of Ailey's balletic 

endeavors in the following manner: 

Mr. Ailey, working in what is for him the quite 
unfamiliar choreographic idiom of the classical dance~ 
shows enormous imagination but slightly less sheer 
choreographic fluency. One result of this is that 
he uses the classical technique with more hesitancy 
and perhaps more obviousness than he would in his 
more natural vocabulary of modern dance. Typically 
with Mr. Ailey, the production is outstanding and 
tender, yet at the same time the heroic character of 

2 C 1 i v e Barnes, "Tout Paris Sees Harkness B a 11 e t, " 
New York Times, March 13, 1965. 

3 Ibid. 
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Ariadne provides a splendid chance for the company's 
guest ballerina, Marjorie Tallchief, who accepts it 
gratefully.! 

Cynthia Grenier, special Paris correspondent for 

the New York Herald Tribune, praised the Paris debut of the 

Harkness Ballet and added: 

The talents of the dancers were best displayed 
when they were matched with the powerful imaginative 
choreography of Alvin Ailey and the best score of 
the evening by Andre Jolivet--in "Ariadne." As the 
curtain goes up, a 10-foot naked-breasted priestess 
of Crete, long hair flying about her white face, is 
revealed, writhing and twisting. 

Theseus (Nicholas Polajenko) and Ariadne (Marjorie 
Tallchief) in rare form discover one another. Under 
broad red ribbons, representing Ariadne's thread out 
of the labyrinth, Theseus does battle with a host of 
minotaurs--done a touch too cutely as toy-shop bulls-
in a fine powerful dance that brought spontaneous · 
applause. 

For a brand-new ballet company to be blessed 
with so many fine dancers and at least one strong 
original choreographer is a most excellent portent.2 

Ailey, who remained for the premiere of his new ballet, 

returned to Melbourne just two days prior to his company's 

final performance in that city.3 

Ailey and the members of his company returned td 

London and performed at the Saville Theatre from March 23 

through April 3, 1965.4 The program for the first week 

!Ibid. 

2cynthia Grenier, "A Glittering Paris Debut," 
York Herald Tribune, March 13, 1965. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

4programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
Saville Theatre, London, March 23 through April 3, 1965. 



- 595 -

comprised of Ailey's Gillespiana, Reflections in D, and 

Revelations; Louis Johnson's Lament; and Anna Sokolow~s. 

Rooms. This was the European premiere of Rooms and Lament, 

evoking the following comments from Clive Barnes: 

Cheer after cheer reverberated around the 
Saville Theater here tonight as the Alvin Ailey 
American Dance Theater returned to London after an. 
Australian tour. Mr. Ailey is proceeding speedily 
with his avowed intention of forming a generally 
representative modern dance repertory. With this 
in mind he had produced -Anna Sokolow's celebrated 
10-year-old, modern dance classic, "Rooms," which 
tonight had its British premiere. 

The Ailey company dances this most distinguished 
addition to their repertory with sensitive eloquence. 

Another work new to the repertory is Louis , 
Johnson's "Lament," a sort of Orpheus in reverse , 
legend, which proved to be well-shaped work, excel~ 

lently danced by a company in peak condition.! -

One week later, on March 29, 1965, Ailey presented 

a new program which included Talley Beatty's Congo Tango 

Palace and The Road of the Phoebe Snow, Louis Johnson ',s 
Lament, and Ailey's Hermit Songs and Revelations.2 Congo 

Tango P a 1 ace, the fin a 1 section of Beatty ' s j a z z b a 11 e t r' 

entitled Come and Get the Beauty of It Hot is set to the 

music of Miles Davis. The choreography suggests a Spap~sh 

Harlem dance hall situation and evokes both Spanish and: 

1Clive Barnes, "Ailey Dance Troupe Returns to 
London," New York Times, March 24, 1965. 

2A. V. Coton, "Rare Negro Dancing by United States· 
Company," Daily Teleqraph and Morning Post, London, 
March 30, 1965. 
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Negro styles of dancing. 1 Hermit Songs was revised for 

William Louther and, according to Ailey, " .•• The London 

audiences loved him--so much so that he is still dancing 

there in 1970." 2 Of the entire performance Barnes said: 

"The program, like almost everything this wonderfully 

talented company has offered London, was enthusiastically 

received. "3 A. V. Coton, writing for the Daily Telegraph and 

Morning Post in London gave the March 29 performance an even 

more laudatory review: 

Any messages attached to the Negro ballets shown 
at the Saville Theatre last night were more artfully 
hidden than in previous programmes, and the Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater gave a performance full 
of exciting dancing of a kind very rare these days. 

"Hermit Songs" in Mr. Ailey's pared-down chore
ography was a marvelous vehicle for William Louther 
in the guise of a medieval monk commenting in move
ment on some verse fragments. 

Mr. Ailey's invention is, in its own category, 
as emotion laden and as choreographically pure as the 
work of a Tudor or a Balanchine. 

Like the best work of these masters, this piece 
speaks with many tongues conveying many meanings. 

As an occasion of the finest kind of wholly 
theatrical and totally professional dancing the 
evening invited comparison with the first impact here 
of the Bolshoi Ballet.4 

lclive Barnes, "Ailey Dancers a Hit in London 
Program," New York Times, March 30, 1965. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

3Barnes, "Ailey Dancers a Hit in London Program." 

4coton, "Hare Negro Dancing by United States 
Company." 
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The two weeks of the London engagement were the 

beginning of a European tour lasting three months. There 

were many one-night stands throughout Belgium, Denmark, 

Sweden, Finland, Switzerland, Yugoslavia, Germany, France, 

and Italy with these engagements filling the periods between 

appearances at the European Festivals of Art scheduled for 

that year--the major reason for the extended tour. On 

April 12 and 13, 1965, the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater performed at the Second International Festival of 

Contemporary Art in Royan, France. 1 The program presented 

on April 12 was comprised of Congo Tango Palace, Hermit 

Songs, Lament, The Road of the Phoebe Snow, and Revelations. 

The following day's program included Gillespiana, Reflec

tions in D, Lament, Blues Suite, and Revelations.2 

Following the Festival in Royan, the company experi-

enced the highlight of the tour--a four-day residency at 

the Falkoner Centret in Copenhagen, Denmark. 3 The dancers: 

from America were the subject of many reviews in Copenhagen 

in which, for the first time, an unfavorable note is 

1souvenir Programme, 
d'Art Contemporian de Royan, 
14, 1965. 

2 Ibid. 

Zeme Festival International 
Royan, France, April 9 throug~·, 

3Programme, "Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," Falkoner 
Centret, Kobenhavn, April 19, 1965. 
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detected. The following excerpt from a translation of a 

review written by Svend Kragh-Jacobsen summarizes the 

general tone of the critics of the Copenhagen performances: 

Alvin Ailey's Dance Theater which last night was 
received with increasing enthusiasm through the first 
night at the Falkoner Centret, did not pull completely 
through. Especially during the first part of the 
rather longish programme you were disappointed not to 
see anything but an excellent technique displayed by 
a few of the dancers and artful tricks by Mr. Ailey 
who even did not prove to be one of the best dancers 
of his group. But reaching the third part-
"Revelations"--although we did not experience the 
great dancing, we did feel a certain warmth and sub~ 

mission to the dance like what we met only with some 
few of the best in the beginning and in the middle of 
the programme had forced its way through a lot of 
outward virtuosity and arranged effects which seemed 
to cover an inner emptiness in the dances. You were 
missing an inner spontaneity in all this superficial 
vital body glamour and jazz ballet technique. The 
best dancers also had a fine classical ballet training, 
which gave them great advantages in preference to the 
dancers who displayed their temperament "only."l 

What the Scandinavian critics seemed to be impressed with 

most was the lighting designed by Nicholas Cernovitch. 

Anna Greta Stahle, who reviewed the performance of the 

company in Stockholm on April 25 wrote: 

• All [the ballets] are illuminated by a real · 
artist. Such an emotional and stagey lighting you 
have not seen too often in Stockholm, even if we 
are very attentive as to the possibilities of the 
lighting.2 

lsvend Kragh-Jacobsen, "American Dance Acrobats," 
trans. unknown, Berlinqske Tidende, Copenhagen, Denmark, 
April 20, 1965. 

2Anna Greta Stahle, "Alvin Ailey Makes Experiments," 
trans. unknown, Dayens Nyheter, Stockholm, Sweden, April 
26, 1965. 
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Most memorable of the one-night-stands for Ailey 

and for the members of his company was in the small town of 

Muenster, Germany. Ailey recalls the experience in the 

following manner: 

We played in a nice little Opera House and, at the 
end of the performance, the audience applauded for 
forty-five minutes. We bowed slowly; we performed 
"Rocka My Soul" again and again--they would not go 
home.l 

Hamburg, Germany, afforded Ailey another unforgettable 

experience which he recalls thus: 

We rode all night on the bus and arrived in 
Hamburg at the theater at 5:00 a.m. for a 10:00 a.m. 
performance. We were all dragging for who wants to 
see a dance performance at 10:00 a.m.? We also had 
to dance on a rug so we were less than enthusiastic. 
When the curtain went up, much to our surprise, the 
theater was full and the audience began applauding. 
This woke everyone up. It was an incredible per
formance and, at the end, the people came down to 
the stage and clapped and put candy and flowers on 
the stage. It was an extraordinary experience.2 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater r~turned 

again to Paris for a brief appearance as the representa-

tives of the United States at the Paris Festival of Nations· 

where it enjoyed a warm reception at the Sarah Bernhardt 

Theatre on May 27, 1965.3 Here the audiences still 

!Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1965. 

3 Jan Mag u r e, "A 1 vi n A i 1 e y Dance The ate r Scores Hit 
with Parisians," New York Herald Tribune, Paris, May 29 
through 30, 1965. 
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Ailey for his personal performances as evidenced in the 

following review: 

Alvin Ailey is himself his best exponent. His 
powerful frame flexes agilely with self-contained 
e a s e o f ex p r e s s i o n • Wh e n h e d a n c e s t h e ".B a c k w a t e r 
Blues" and "Wading in the Water" with Hope Clarke 
and Loretta Abbott he illustrates the strength and 
gra?e of his own stlle of interpretative dancing 
at Its most potent. 

The company performed in Paris from May 26 through 29, 1965.2 

Following the Festival in Paris, there were scheduled per-

formances in many Italian towns en route to the major event 

of the tour, the Florentine Festival. The highlight of 

their isolated appearances in Italy was their series of 

performances in Rome on May 31.and June 1, 1965.3 In Italy, 

however, the company, having been together for nine months, 

began to experience various artistic difficulties. Not 

overly enthusiastic about art which depicted violence, the 

Italians preferred works which displayed the fluid dancing 

of William Louther as opposed to the works by Talley Beatty,. 

Louther, overly impressed by the attention given to him by 

the Italians, felt that he should receive "star billing" 

with the company. Finally, ten days before the Florentin~ 

Festival, Louther severed all relationships with the 

1 .llLi.fJ.. 

2programme, "The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," Sarah 
Bernhardt Theatre, Paris, France, May 26 through 30, 1965. 

3programme, "Alvin Ailey Dance Theater," Teatro 
Olimpico, Rome, Italy, May ~1 through June 1, 1965. 
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Ailey American Dance Theater and created a tremendous hard-

ship for Ailey who would have to resume the performance of 

all of the Louther roles in the forthcoming programs. 1 At 

the Florentine Festival in mid-June, Ailey, who had all ·but 

stopped dancing completely, had to return to the stage and 

perform Hermit Songs, and Louther's roles in Rooms, Blues 

Suite, and Revelations.2 Ailey describes the events which 

surrounded this Festival in the following manner: 

When we got to the Festival, there were no lights 
in the Theatre; Franco Zeferelli was directing Romeo 
and Juliet and had moved all of the lights to the 
garden. We had a miserable time. In addition, 
Dudley Williams would dance sometimes and sometimes 
he wouldn't. Kelvin Rotardier was having problems. 
It had been a long tour, and we were all getting on 
each other's nerves. At the Festival I had to dance 
four performances of Hermit Songs which I hadn't danced 
in six months--it was exasperating. I decided I would 
never direct this company again nor would I dance 
again. The latter decision was final. I discarded 
my dance tights in a wastebasket following the final 
Festival performance, and I have not owned another 
pair since that time.3 

.l\t the close of the Festival, James Truitte and Alvin Aifey'. 
~ r) 

visited Venice, Rhodes, Crete, and Rome for relaxation and 

sightseeing before returning to New York City in Septemb~r 

of 1965. 

1 Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

2Programme, "Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
XXVIII Maggio Musicale Fiorentino, Florence, Italy, June, 
1965. 

3Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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Ailey wished to give up his company in order to 

devote his time to choreography, but he had already com-

mitted its members to perform at several colleges and uni

versities during the late fall of 1965. 1 Obligated, there-

fore, to pull his company together again, Ailey spent the 

fall of 1965 in rehearsals. As usual, following a major 

tour, there were several new faces--Miguel Godreau, Judith 

Jamison, Lea Levin, Clive Thompson, and Takako Asakawa-

who again joined Ailey's dancers.2 While Ailey was in 

rehearsal in New York City, the Harkness Ballet, making its 

first American Tour, was enjoying tremendous success with 

Ailey's Feast of Ashes and Ariadne. John Rosenfield of 

the Dallas Morning News thought Feast of Ashes demonstrated 

" . the most accurate esthetic verity of any ballet we 

have seen lately." He further commented: 

Not only was the idiom admirably right but Mr. 
Ailey did make it tell the Garcia Lorca "realistic" 
tale with an effectiveness we have not always found 
in the dramatic theater. The ballet if anything 
distills the intensity better and etches more sharply 
the folk elements, such as the church processions, 
the cruel street scene, the killings themselves and 
Bernardo's matriarchal grief.3 

lPress Release, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater Touring Europe With Repertory of American Dance," 
October, 1964. 

2programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
Harper Theatre, Chicago, Illinois, November 30 through 
December 5, 1965. 

3John Rosenfield, "Proper Idiom for Lorca," Dallas 
Morning News, October 18, 1965. 
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Frank Gagnard of the Times-Picayune in New Orleans wrote: 

If there was a star to celebrate for his con
tributions Saturday and Sunday, it was Alvin Ailey, 
whose choreography produced the greatest impact and' 
ensemble action from the Harkness dancers. Ailey's 
inventiveness and psychological and dramatic grasp 
were best represented in Sunday's "Feast of Ashes." 
It is one of the fieriest psychological ballets 
since "Fall River Legend" and it is just as free in 
its style of discourse. The influence of Martha 
Graham provides more inspiration for the movement 
than do the caves of Spain for the "Spanish" dance 
elements are stylized and inserted for dramatic 
purpose. Ailey has sought the most eloquent and 
expressive method of telling the 'Story of Lorca's 
matriarchal household. He succeeds with tension 
and eloquence to spare.l 

Gagnard states also that, although Ailey's " .•• Ariadne 

on Saturday's program was just as arresting [as Feast of 

Ashes], it is not as powerfully compressed. "2 

Even though Ailey no longer danced nor did his 

programs include any new choreography, he was, neverthe-

less, a total success. He opened his season that fall with 

a residency at the Harper Theatre in Chicago, Illinois, 

from November 30 through December 5, 1965.3 Other major 

performances included participation in the Howard Unive~sity 

Cultural Series in Washington, D. c., on December 13, 

lFrank Gagnard, "Harkness Ballets Two Showings 
Acclaim," Times-Picayune, New Orleans, Louisiana, October 
25, 1965. 

2Ibid. 

3Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
November 30 through December 5, 1965. 
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1965, 1 and performances at the Hunter College Playhouse in 

New York City on December 17 and 18, 1965. 2 Reviewing the 

performances at Hunter College, Clive Barnes had the fo1-

lowing to say: 

Since Mr. Ailey last brought his company here; 
it has won enormous recognition in Europe. It is 
easy to see why. The Ailey company is nothing less~· 
than superb--but we already underrate it. The 
program included nothing new, but there was some- . " 
thing borrowed and plenty that was most magnificently 
blue. Indeed, with one patch of blue, Mr. Ailey's 
own "Blues Suite," the choreography had been con
siderably reworked and here and there replaced, but_ 
essentially Mr. Ailey concentrated on the works that 
have made him one of the theatrical sensations of 
the international dance world. He probably figured 
that would be enough. It was.3 

Of the same performances, Walter Terry wrote: 

This was, indeed, one of the best programs that· 
the Ailey Dance Theater has given, one which fully 
justified its director's statement of purpose, 
Lwhich is as stated] ••• "I and my dance theater 
celebrate, in our program, this trembling beauty 
[the legacy of the American Negro]. We bring you 
the exuberance of his jazz, the ecstasy of his 
spirituals, and the dark rapture of his blues."4 

1Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater~'~ 
Cramton Auditorium, Howard University, Washington, D. C., · 
December 13, 1965. 

2 P r o g r a mm e , "T h e A 1 v i n A i 1 e y Am e r i c a n D a n c e T h e a t. e r, 
Hunter College Playhouse, New York City, December 17 and .. :18, 
1965. 

3clive Barnes, "Dance: Nothing Less Than Superb·,." 
New York Times, December 19, 1965. 

4wal ter Terry, "Ailey Dance Troupe Stunning," New 
York Herald Tribune, December 18, 1965. 
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Ailey was home again, but only briefly, for the 

temptation of undertaking another European tour was too 

great. This, in addition to the fact that he had assembled 

a group of dancers with extraordinary talents, gave him the 

incentive to direct his company once more. The company 

embarked on February 14, 1966,upon its third European tour 

during which it performed in Germany, Holland, and Italy. 

Since the reception in Muenster had been so memorable on 

their previous visit, Ailey and his dancers chose to begin 

the tour in this small, but responsive town. The program 

presented in Muenster comprised Talley Beatty's Come and 

Get the Beauty of It Hot, Anna Sokolow's Rooms, and Ailey's 

Revelations. According to Ailey, " ••• if the audience 

applauded forty-five minutes on our first visit, they 

applauded one hour this time." 1 Other highlights of this 

tour were appearances in Berlin where Revelations was filmed 

on stage;2 a return engagement at the Olympic Theatre in 

Rome where Rooms had to be cut from the program;3 and 

1Ailey, personal interview, September I, 1970. 

2 "Schwarze Tanzer lie Ben den Atem Stocken," Bild, 
Berlin, Germany, March 2, 1966. 

3Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
Teatro Olimpico, Rome, Italy, March 28 thro\lgh 31, 1966. 
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appearances at the Piccolo Theatre in Mi1an, 1 which satis-

fied Ailey's desire of many years to present his dance 

company in that particular theatre and city.2 Following the 

performances in Milan, however, the tour was officially, 

terminated because their impresario, Michael Dorfman, was·. 

scheduling a play entitled The Prodigal Son with an all-

black cast in cities ahead of the Alvin Ailey American·:Dance 

Theater. Unfortunately, there had been some embarrassing~ 

difficulties resulting from the conduct of the cast of this 

play and the management of several theatres in which it. had 

played canceled all future bookings negotiated by Dorfman;· 

Ailey and his company, therefore, were stranded in Europe 

completely without work. 3 The First World Festival of· ,: .. 

Negro Arts held in Dakar, Senegal, from April 1 through 24, 

1966, 4 saved Ailey's company. Following an appeal to 

Rebekah Harkness, Ailey and his company had been invited 

to join her troupe in Barcelona, Spain, during the month·.of 

May provided that he could sustain his company throughout· 

April. When word came to him that there had been a 

!Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Al Piccolo Teatro, Milan, Italy, April 4 through 6, 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

4programme, Premier Festival Mondial des Arts 
Negres, Dakar, Senegal, April 1 through 24, 1966. 
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considerable reduction in the budget for the representation 

of the United States at the Festival in Dakar and that the 

dance company preparing to represent the United States 

would not be sent by the government, he welcomed the oppor-

tunity to take his organization--already expert performers 

of the choreographies of eminent black Americans--to the 

Festival in order to represent Black Dance in the United 

States. James Truitte, who was then the Associate Director 

of Ailey's company, and Ailey managed to obtain sufficient 

funds to pay the members of the company two weeks' salary 

while they rested in Milan and awaited their departure for 

Senegal. 1 According to Ailey, the performances at the 

Festival were a "riot," although they were successful. He 

gives the following account: 

Miguel Gordeau, who was a teen-age dancer and 
new to the company had a trick shoulder which kept 
coming out of place. Morton Winston became ill 
during the performance; Clive Thompson's wife was 
having their first child, so he had to leave; we 
taught William Powell all of Clive's parts. So, 
Miguel, who was leading one section of Revelations, 
was lying backstage yelling "fix my shoulder" while 
Morton Winston was off stage on the other side 
regurgitating. We fixed Miguel's shoulder and he 
ran back on. Morton would run back on and do a few 
steps then run off sick again. Often there were 
supposed to be eight dancers on stage and there were 
only three. It was an unforgettable experience for 
us; but the audience never knew the difficulties we 
were experiencing.2 

1Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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Following the Festival in Dakar, the company joined 

the Harkness Ballet in Barcelona but without the three 

Martha Graham dancers--Dudley Williams, William Powell, and 

Takako Asakawa--who went to London to accept teaching 

assignments rather than to join the Rebekah Harkness Ballet; 

and also lacking Consuela Atlas, who became ill enroute to 

B a r c e 1 o n a a n d r e t u r n e d t o t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s • A i 1 e y p 1 ac ·e d. 

his five remaining dancers, therefore, in the ballet 

entitled Macumba, which he completed and presented for the 

first time in Barcelona. During this time, Ailey also 

choreographed a ballet for Marjorie Tallchief entitled 

El Amor Brujo, to music by Manuel de Falla.l The Alvin 

Ailey American Dance Theater appeared with the Harkness 

Ballet at the Festival du Marais in Paris, France, from 

June 8 through June 18, 1966. Ailey's Ariadne was performeq': 

with mild success but El Amor Brujo received a "cool 

reception." 2 

Following the performances in Paris, Ailey again 

gave up the idea of directing a company and went to Rom~. 

c o n f e r w i t h F r a n c o Z e f f i r e 1 1 i c o n c e r n i n g h i s p r o d u c t i o n o,J. 

Antony and Cleopatra by Samuel Barber, scheduled to open the 

lwolfe Kaufman, "Harkness Eclipsed by. Outdoors," 
New York Herald Tribune-Paris, June 11 through 12, 1966. 

2Clive Barnes, "Dance: A Paris Festival," New York 
Times, June 16, 1966. 
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New Metropolitan Opera House in the Lincoln Center of the 

Performing Arts in New York City. Ailey was impressed with 

Zeffirelli's ideas and agreed to choreograph the opera. He 

returned to the United States in late July and worked with 

the Harkness Ballet at Watch Hill, Rhode Island, for a 

short period before departing for Cologne, Germany, where 

he taught as a guest instructor at the International Dance 

Academy during the early part of August in 1966. 1 

In late August of 1966, Ailey returned to New York 

City to conduct rehearsals for Antony and Cleopatra which 

opened at the Metropolitan Opera House on September 16, 

1966.2 Ailey does not speak of this experience too fondly 

as the composer, Samuel Barber, did not have the music 

ready in advance of the rehearsals and Ailey had to 

choreograph the dances without the music--inventing rhythms 

with Barber and conductor Thomas Schippers as the rehearsals 

progressed.3 In his opinion, the opera was not successful 

and the dances were "so-so."4 

1Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

2Programme, "Antony and Cleopatra,'' Metropolitan 
Opera House, Lincoln Center, New York City, September 16, 
1966. 

3Edele Holtz, personal interview, held in New York 
City, January 9, l 9 71 • 

4Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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During the fall of 1966, Ailey met Gil Shiva who 

convinced him that he should become Ailey's Managing Agent. 

Since Ailey and his company had already received invitations 

to return to participate in the European Festivals in 1967, 

Shiva saw no reason why they should not do so. Shiva, 

therefore, obtained assistance from the National Endowment 

of the Arts and arranged for Ailey a tour of East and West 

Africa sponsored by the Office of Cultural Presentations of 

the Department of State. Ailey re-assembled his company 

and, along with several new faces, he added to his repertory 

Journey, choreographed by Joyce Trisler, and Prodigal Prince, 

choreographed by Geoffrey Holder.l 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater received its 

certificate of incorporation under the title of Dance 

Theatre Foundation, Incorporated, on April 29, 1967. This 

certificate of incorporation made it possible for the Alvin 

Ailey American Dance Theater to appeal for grants for 

rehearsal costs as well as to initiate plans for the estab-

lishment of a permanent resident company and school in New 

York City " ••. in order to train the Young American Negro 

dancer as one of the major aims and goals of the Foundation."2 

!virginia Innis-Brown, "Information Bulletin: The 
Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," New York City, 
.January 9, 1971. 

2certificate of Incorporation, Dance Theater Founda
tion, Incorporated, New York City, April 29, 1967. 
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Another aim of the Foundation is for the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater " • . to provide a continuing 

source and outlet for the talented professional Negro 

dancers to the world of Dance."l 

Comprised of dancers Loretta Abbott, Consuelo 

Houston, Judith Jamison, James Truitte, Kelvin Rotardier, 

Dudley Williams, Migue~ Godreau, George Fasion, Elbert 

Morris, Sharron Miller, Lynne Taylor, and Enid Atych, the 

newly assembled company embarked upon its tour of Europe 

and Israel on May 22, 1967. Under the managing direction 

of Gil Shiva, the tour was made possible by a grant from 

the Rebekah Harkness Foundation. 2 The itinerary· for the 

tour, which extended from May 7 through September 12, 1967, 

included performances in Portugal, Germany, Sweden, Holl~nd, 

Yugoslavia, Switzerland, Israel, the South of France, and 

Venice.3 Repertory for this tour included Talley Beatty's 

Toccata, The Road of the Phoebe Snow, and Congo Tango Palace;' .. 
,l'""' 
"l 

Lester Horton's The Beloved; Louis Johnson's Lament; Geofiie 

Holder's Prodigal Prince; Paul Sanasardos's Metallics; an~ 

Ailey's Reflections in D, Blues Suite, and Revelations.4. 

2"Presstime News," Dance Magazine, July, 1967, p. 3. 

3Innis-Brown, "Information Bulletin: The Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater," May 8, 1967. 

4Ibid. 
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Festivals in which Ailey's company participated 

during this tour included the Festival Fulbenkion de Musica 

in Portugal, the Holland Festival, the Summer Festival in 

Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia, and the Israel Festival.! Clive 

Barnes, who visited the Holland Festival, commented: 

Audiences,. it appears, took the Ailey dancers 
to their hearts. On the last night of the season 
here in Amsterdam, the packed audience at the state 
opera house insisted on an encore for the final 
section of Mr. Ailey's "Revelations." But the 
man who captured the Netherlands was_Miquel Godreau, 
who technically and dramatically is rapidly becoming 
one of our most interesting dancers. 

He is still very young and appears to have 
unlimited potential, and it will be fascinating to 
see what happens to him. 

One last point: Why does a New York critic 
have to come to the Netherlands to see a New York 
company? When is Mr. Ailey going to have a Broadway 
season?2 

Ailey was perhaps wondering the same thing because he 

realized that he and the members of his company were better 

known internationally than they were at home in New York 

City. 

Each year, an artist-choreographer is commissioned 

to create a major ballet for presentation on Swedish tele-

vision. In 1967, Alvin Ailey received that commission. 

The Swedish composer, Georg Riedel, wrote the music and the 

2clive Barnes, "Dance: Ailey Troupe in Amsterdam," 
New York Tinies, July 12, 1967. 
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producer, Lars Egler, directed the ballet. 1 Rehearsals 

began on June 6, 1967, and the filming began on June 17 

and lasted through June 21, 1967.2 The work was entitled 

Riedaiglia, a combination of the names of the choreographer, 

composer, and producer.3 Pal Nils Nilsson, a photographer, 

made a documentary film of the ballet showing Ailey working 

through all stages of the production. The work, created 

in a scant two weeks, won the Grand Prix Italia which is 

recognized in Europe as the most significant award given 

for television productions. 4 Anna Stahle describes the 

ballet in the following manner: 

It was inspired by the theme of the seven deadly 
sins, but it is not realistic. The magnificent 
Ailey dancers move in wonderful patterns; there is 
drama and intense feeling that bring the groups 
together or split them. Ailey has created a primi~ 
tive ritual for Miguel Godreau and Loretta Abbott,~ 
and a display of power and sensuality for Kelvin ·· 
R o t a r d i e r • A i l e y u s e s fa b r i c s a s m o v i n g a n d d a n c i n·g , 
decor. Egler surrounds the dancing with light and· 
shadow to create a wonderful feeling of space. It 

lAnna Greta Stahle, "Alvin Ailey's Television 
Ballet Wins Grand Prix Italia," Dance News, October, 1967, 
p. 6. 

2Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, "Alvin' 
Ailey American Dance Theater, Itinerary--European and Nea 
East Tour--1967," from the files of the Dance Theater 
Foundation, Incorporated. 

3stahle, "Alvin Ailey's Television Wins Grand 
Prix Italia." 
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is a very exciting work. The music by Riedel is 
also very effective and close to the choreography.! 

At the Israel Festival, the audience gave the 

company a "thunderous reception" but the critic, Meir 

Ronnen, was unimpressed as is evidenced in the following 

review: 

The two works choreographed by Ailey have 
regrettably little to offer where dance idioms are 
concerned. The "Blues Suite," danced to vocalized 
Duke Ellington, is of the level of Parisian cabaret 
and subscribes to all the cliches of Negro move
ment and costume that should have died with the 
Broadway of the twenties; I find it difficult to 
appreciate how a Negro can lend himself to per
petuating this form of unflattering cliche. 
"Revelations" is only a little better, and is 
danced to Negro spirituals. 

The show was saved artistically, however, by 
an exciting folk ballet: "Prodigal Prince," for 
which Geoffrey Holder wrote the gripping music, 
designed the exciting costumes and produced the 
fitting choreography, much of it based upon Central 
and West African dance movements. The ballet 
selects some incidents in the life of Haitian 
artist Hector Hippolite and draws on voodoo lore. 
The work as a whole is a burst of colour and vital, 
even erotic, dancing to gripping, savage rhythms. 
It made the whole evening worthwhile.2 

While Ailey's company was performing in Israel, the 

Harkness Ballet, preparing for a Broadway season, had lost 

both George Skibine, its Artistic Director, and Marjorie 

2Meir Ronnen, "Alvin Ailey and Some Negro Myths," 
Jeruselem Post, August 18, 1967. 
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Tallchief, the leading dancer. Ailey was summoned back to 

New York City by Mrs. Harkness to rehearse and re-set 

Ariadne for her company. Ailey returned but, during the 

second day of rehearsal, he walked out and boarded a plane 

back to Europe. His explanation follows: 

I simply could not take it any longer--being 
summoned by Mrs. Harkness whenever it was con
venient regardless of what my own company was 
doing. I hated the final section of Ariadne any
way, and Tallchief was gone, so I just gave it up. 
Harkness had to drop the ballet; I flew back to 
Amsterdam and spent four days alone. I tried to 
meet my company--under the artistic direction of 
James Truitte--in Venice, but I missed them. 
Finally, I spent a week in Athens where I re-joined 
the company, at a stop-over there enroute to Africa.l 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater toured nine 

African countries under the auspices of the United States 

Department of State from September 12 through November 6, 

1967. The tour took the company to Senegal, the Ivory Coast, 

Ghana, the Republic of the Congo, Uganda, Ethiopia, Kenya, 

Ton Zunica, and the Matavasy Republic.2 The most moving 

review of the performance of Ailey's company was written by 

Togbi Yao who says: 

Something breath-taking did come to town! It 
was the Alvin Ailey dance troupe. For a suspenseful 
two and a half-hour "age," a ladder as it were, was 

lAiley, personal interview September 1, 1970. 

2 A 1 vi n A i 1 e y, ''African 0 d y s s e y, " D a n c e Magazine, 
May, 1968, p. 50. 
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thrown over the Atlantic (echoes of Jacob's dream 
ladder of the Old Testament), linking the people 
of Ghana to the people of the United States. 

It was a sight to live for a lifetime in 
memory! These Afro-Americans, our brothers and 
sisters of many generations removed, are our rela
tions still. The dynamism and vitality which they 
have contributed to American culture comes as no 
surprise to us in Africa. 

This element of American culture strikes a 
common chord in the hearts of Africans. As 
ambassadors of goodwill, they are most welcome to 
Ghana. May the cultural exchange grow and flourish. 1 

Ailey expressed his reactions concerning the African tour 

in an article for Dance Magazine entitled "African Odyssey." 2 

After the African tour, Ailey spent a vacation period alone 

--visiting Morocco, Tangiers, and Amsterdam. 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater began 1968 

with a tour of the United States of America during which 

they traveled throughout the East Coast, the Mid-west, the 

Northwest and the West Coast. The tour began in Valatie, New 

York on January 14, 1968, and ended in Brooklyn, New York, 

on April 6, 1968. 3 On January 19 and 20, the company gave 

performances at the Hunter College Playhouse which marked 

lTogbi Yao, "It Was a Sight to Live For a Life 
Time," Sunday Mirror, Accra, Ghana, October 29, 1967. 

2Ailey, "African Odyssey," pp. 50-53, 86-88. 

3oance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, "Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater Up-to-Date Itinerary for 
1968, United States Tour," from the files of the Dance 
Theater Foundation, Incorporated, January, 1968. 
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their first appearance in New York City since 1964. Here 

Ailey's company presented the New York ·City premi~re of 

Holder's Prodigal Prince. Choreographed to traditional 

music, the program notes for the ballet read: 

This ballet deals with the real and imagined 
life of Hector Hippolite, the most formidable prim
itive painter in Haiti's history. Hippolite was 
for all his life a "houngan"--that is a high priest 
of that now gentle, now violent religion of the 
Haitian peasants--Voudoun. In the long years of 
poverty and obscurity before he painted, he [Hippolite] 
decorated walls, doors, chairs, postcards--even 
chamberpots--during a three year sojourn in Africa, 
a trip, which like many others he described, was 
perhaps a vision, one can never know. In 1943, the 
Voudoun Goddess Erzulie and Saint John the Baptist 
came to him in a vision. From the vision and his 
real or imagined sojourn to Africa, he painted the 
world of the Voudoun "loas"--those gods of Africa 
who ruled his life. Hippolite was apprised too by 
the gods in that VISion that a man from over the 
seas would buy five of his paintings and his life 
would change for the better. Andre Breton was that 
man and Hector Hippolite, after nearly a half century 
of reverence, inherited his prize: genius.! 

Reviewing the work, Clive Barnes gave Miguel Godreau credit 

for a brilliant performance stating that " ••• Godreau, 

burning his way through the ballet with a tense honesty, is 

unquestionably superb." 2 Perhaps more important about 

Barnes' review of the performance on January 19 is the fpct 

1Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
Hunter College Playhouse, New York City, January 19 and 20, 
1968. 

2clive Barnes, "Dance: Alvin 1\iley's Troupe nt 
II u n t e r , '' New Y o r k 'I' i me s , .J a n u n r y 2 0, 1 9 (, H • 
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that he again posed some rather timely statements concerning 

the state of modern dance in America. He wrote the follow-

ing: 

One of the most surprising, perhaps one of the 
most shocking, aspects of our senior modern-dance 
companies is that they can appear in extensive 
seasons in Europe, but at home it appears that they 
are not wanted upon the cultural voyage. 

An all too typical example is the Alvin Ailey 
American Dance Theater, which has recently completed 
its latest highly successful European tour and now 
is back home •••• Without question this company, 
which has made its way triumphantly through Europe, 
deserves a properly extensive New York season. Why 
are we so regardless of our own treasures? It is 
only a rather sad question.! 

But Barnes' question remained unanswered, and the Ailey 

dancers continued their American tour--an important phase 

of which was the first appearance of Ailey's company in 

California. Under the auspices of the Intercampus Cultural 

Exchange Committee of the University of California, the 

company performed on university campuses at Los Angeles, 

Berkeley, Davis, Irvine, Riverside, San Diego, Santa Barbara, 

and Santa Cruz.2 

At the end of the 1968 American tour, several things 

happened to Ailey. He went to Mexico City, where he set the 

choreography for and granted performance rights of Revelations 

2"University of California Los Angeles, Concerts," 
Music Magazine of Los Angeles, March, 1968, p. 20. 
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to the Ballet Folklorico for performance at the 1968 

Olympics; he obtained a Guggenheim Fellowship to re-structure 

Knoxville: Summer of 1915, and to choreograph a new ballet 

entitled Quintet; and he received grants of $5,000 and 

$10,000 from the Rockefeller Foundation and the, National 

Endowment for the Arts, respectively, for the purpose of 

creating new works.l Since he had not attempted any chore

ography for his company since his unsuccessful venture of 

Rivers, Streams, Doors, in 1963, Ailey believed that it was 

time to put his choreographic powers to work once more. 

He had never had so much money at one time before, and he 

had always wished to make available to Talley Beatty the 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater as an instrument at his 

disposal. Ailey used some of the grant funds, therefore, 

to commission Beatty to choreograph a. ballet entitled Black 

Belt. He used still more of the money to re-structure and 

re-costume old dances, to acquire and costume Icarus 

choreographed by Lucas Hoving, and to costume the new 

Beatty work. All of these activities were in progress 

while the members of his company were preparing to go to 

Europe again for performances at the major festivals. 2 

1Ailey, personal interview, August I!), 1970. 
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This chaotic situation took place during May and 

June of 1968 at which time Ailey himself did not adhere to 

a budget nor did he have a financial manager to do so. He 

maintains that the money was not spent unwisely but that 

there was just no income while everything. was outgoing. 1 

To add to the confusion, Ailey retired James Truitte from 

the stage in hopes that he would remain with the company in 

an administrative capacity, an offer which Truitte refused.2 

Other dance personalities, feeling that Truitte had been 

retired prematurely, were less than amicable toward Ailey. 3 

It was at this point that Ivy Clarke, who had taken a leave 

of absence from her profession as a nurse specializing in 

radiological techniques, came to his assistance as his 

wardrobe mistress--a move which was to prove most profit

able for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater. 

Ailey and his company departed for Europe and the 

Holland and Dubrovnik Festivals without having finished the 

works for which Ailey had received grants. While the 

company was in Amsterdam during the month of July, however, 

Ailey worked upon and completed the revised version of 

libid. 

2James Truitte, personal interview, July 3, 1970. 

3Marilyn Bord, personal interview, July 4, 1970. 
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Knoxville: Summer of 1915. He also had the costumes made 

in Holland. 1 Beginning August 26, 1968, the company played 

the Edinburgh Festival, in Edinburgh, Scotland, for one 

week where Ailey quickly finished and presented Quintet 

along with the new version of Knoxville. 2 The premi~res of 

both ballets took place on August 28, 1968, and were 

reported by A. V. Coton of London's Daily Telegraph and 

Morning Post: 

Knoxville; Summer of 1915, deals with the 
turbulence in the heart of a Negro boy. Surrounded 
by a loving family, but agonised by his awareness 
of the world's complications. Miguel Godreau as 
the Boy and Judith Jamison as his mother gave an 
effective yet powerful simplicity to their char
acterisations. 

Quintet, the other novelty, displayed five very 
worldly wise ladies obviously of the Harlem enter
tainment milieu. In exotic tight gowns and blond 
wigs they celebrated in weird, luminous and occasion
ally tedi~us dan~in~, the ba.nal sentiments of the 
accompanying music. 

In Edinburgh, the company's performance of Talley Beatty's 

Black Belt, retitled Black District, evoked the following 

response from London critic, Nicholas Dromgoole: 

I was less than impressed with "Black District," 
a propaganda piece about the treatment of Negroes in 

!Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

2 .!..Qi.9... 

3A. V. Coton, "Attractive Dancing in Ailey Ballet," 
Daily Telegraph and Morning Post, London, September 15, 1968. 
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America. Clearly, there are terrible issues in
volved about which an outsider must speak with care 
but in this work there is too much propaganda and 
far too little art. At the end of the ballet the 
d a n c e r s w a v e 1 i g h t s a t u s a n d scream i n a c r e s c e n d o 
of sounds that they are going to murder every one 
of us. 

The piece has ceased to be a dance work, even 
to be a dramatic one and become almost a public 
meeting, and a very didactic one at that. 

Effective dance imagery could have made a much 
greater impact without stepping outside the medium 
of the dance or the theatre. Dance that works does 
not require the dancer to stop moving and shout 
bloody murder at us, and the horror of what is 
actually happening in America was, if anything, 
minimised by such crude propaganda effects.! 

The Edinburgh performances were, technically, the 

termination of Ailey's fifth European tour. There was a 

proposed London season which failed to materialize because 

it was impossible to make a theatre available for the 

company during that time.2 The inability to secure a London 

season placed a tremendous financial burden upon Ailey and 

his company. He was forced to cancel the scheduled return 

to the Israel Festival in mid-October because it was impos-

sible to support the members of his company in London for 

five weeks without remunerative engagements.3 

1Nicholas Dromgoole, "More Alvin Ailey Wanted," 
Sunday Telegraph, London, September 15, 1968. 

3Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 
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When Ailey informed the authorities for the Israel 

Festival of his unforeseen difficulties, they proceeded to 

file suit against him immediately for breach of contract_ 1 

The members of the company were able to earn some remunera-

tion while in London, however; they filmed a program for 

presentation on television for which they were paid--only 

to have the entire program rejected because the television 

network would not allow taped music. Ailey, who always 

kept one week's salary and the price of a ticket back to 

the United States readily available for all of his dancers, 

paid them near the first of October and bade them farewell 

for an indefinite period. Before returning to the United 

States, Ailey vacationed in Tangiers, Morocco, for two 

weeks. 2 Returning home, he undertook the task of once more 

assembling the company prior to the rehearsals scheduled 

in November. The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater per-

formed Revelations at the White House on November 21, 1968, 

before President and Mrs. Lyndon B. Johnson and an invited 

audience of artists in honor of the National Council of the 

Arts. The performance was accompanied by the Howard Univer

sity Choir directed by Howard Roberts.3 

1 rbid. 

2Alvin Ailey, personal correspondence to Lula E. 
Cooper, from Tangiers, Morocco, October 17, 1968. 

3Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
The White House, November 21, 1968. 
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In January of 1969, Ailey's company had the 

distinguished honor of presenting its first Broadway season. 

Ailey's season at the Billy Rose Theatre, made possible 

through the assistance of a grant from the Ford Foundation, 

extended from January 27 through February 1, 1969, and was 

somewhat of an event.l The appearance of Ailey's company 

on Broadway was long overdue and Clive Barnes made the 

following comments after viewing the opening performance: 

The really surprising thing about the triumph 
of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater at the 
Billy Rose Theater last night was that Mr. Ailey 
has had to wait nearly a decade for the experience. 
After innumerable tours in Europe and Australia, 
Mr. Ailey has finally been able to bring his 11-year
old company into its hometown for a brief Broadway 
season.2 

Frances Herridge of the New York Post further expanded 

Barnes' reaction by stating: 

The Ailey company, founded. ten years ago, has 
been asked (and cheered) almost everywhere in the 
world except here on Broadway. And that's ironic 
in more ways than one. 

The material is so theatrical that some of it 
could be a part of a Broadway musical--a superior 
one, that is. But the work is at home, too, in the 
the concert hall, except that it is more exciting, 
more entertaining, than most dance concerts.3 

!Playbill, Billy Rose Theater, New York City, 
January 27 through February 1, 1969. 

2clive Barnes, "Dance: Ailey and Troupe in Triumph," 
New York Times, January 28, 1969. 

3Frances Herridge, "Alvin Ailey Turn at Billy 
Rose," New York Post, January 28, 1969. 
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Happy to be on Broadway regardless of how long it had taken 

to reach this goal, Ailey chose to present the following 

works in two programmed combinations: Beatty's Congo Tango 

Palace, Toccata, Black Belt, and The Road of the Phoebe 

~; Hoving's Icarus; and his own Quintet, Reflections in 

~' Blues Suite, and Reyelations.l With both Quintet and 

Black Belt offering their New York City Premieres on the 

opening night of the engagement, lengthy descriptions were 

included in the reviews the following morning. It was 

obvious that both the critics and the Broadway audiences 

were pleased.2 

The year of 1969 saw the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater undergo several major changes. Upon its return from 

Europe in Late 1968, the company was approximately $45,000 

in debt.3 Ivy Clarke, who had accompanied the company on 

the recent European tour to assist with the wardrobe, be-

came Administrator for the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater, and began, therefore, the mammoth task of "setting 

Ailey's house in order."4 Beginning with the season of 

!Playbill, Billy Rose Theater, January 27 through 
February 1, 1969. 

2sarnes, "Dance: Ailey and Troupe in Triumph. " 

3Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

4Moore, personal in te rv i ew, July 20, 1970. 
I'; 
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1968 through 1969, the Ailey company performed under the 

management of Columbia Artists Management, Incorporated, 

working closely with Nancy Tuttle for the arrangement of 

the American tours. 1 Also having outgrown the facilities 

at the Clark Center for the Performing Arts, Ailey accepted 

an offer for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater to 

become a permanent resident company of the Brooklyn Academy 

of Music2--the one change which he was destined in the 

future to regret. The Ailey company then embarked upon an 

American tour lasting six and one-half weeks, opening with 

a performance in Worchester, Massachusetts, on February 2, 

1969. The tour, with scheduled performances confined 

primarily to the East Coast, took the Ailey company also 

to Ohio, Michigan, Illinois, Iowa, Wisconsin, Indiana, and 

Missouri and was terminated on March 20, 1969, in Niagara, 

New York.3 

Having accepted the offer to become a resident 

company at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, Ailey and the 

members of his company had moved their dance equipment from 

lNancy Tuttle, personal correspondence with the 
investigator from New York City, July 6, 1971. 

2Hubert Saal, "Ballet in Black," Newsweek, January, 
1969, p. 76. 

3 Co 1 u m b i a Artists Man age men t, Inc or p or ate d, "The 
Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, Tour Schedule, Spring, 
1969," from the files of Columbia Artists Management, 
Incorporated, New York City, January, 1969. 
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the West Side YWCA before embarking upon their American 

tour. It is not hard to imagine the disappointment which 

they experienced when, upon their return to New York City, 

they learned that the only advantage of the move to 

Brooklyn was a guaranteed season in a sizable theatre and 

the benefit of a live orchestra. Ailey had been promised 

rehearsal space, costume storage space, office space, and 

a school--none of which materialized satisfactorily. 1 

Luckily for the dancers, their schedule of performances at 

colleges in the State of New York was extended to last from 

March 21, 1969, through April 2, 1969. 2 

Ailey shared the Brooklyn Academy residency with 

two other leading modern dance figures--Merce Cunningham 

and Jose Limon. Ivy Clarke shared office space with the 

Cunningham personnel, and the three resident companies 

shared the inadequate space in the basement of the building 

for the storage of their respective costumes, props, and 

theatrical company equipment.3 

!Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

2Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, "Itinerary 
of Managements Scheduled for the Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater, March 23 through April 3, 1969," Dance Theater 
Foundation, Incorporated, February, 1969. 

3Personal observation by the investigator during 
numerous trips to the Brooklyn Academy of Music during the 
months of June and July, 1970. 
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From April 22 through 26, 1969, the Ailey company 

participated in the "Festival of Dance 68-69," at its new 

resident home, the Brooklyn Academy of Music. 1 Aside from 

presenting the revival of Knoxville: Summer of 1915, the 

performances appeared to have aroused very little excite-

ment. 2 The remainder of 1969 saw the Alvin Ailey American 

Dance Theater enjoying successful performances in the United 

States. During the month of May, the company was in Boston 

filming a program for the National Educational Television's 

station WG BH. Filmed for viewing on October 27, 1969, were 

Talley Beatty's Black Belt and Ailey's Revelations. 3 In 

addition, station WGBH presented the company in performances 

from May 20 through 25, 1969, at the Loeb Drama Center in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts.4 In June, Ailey choreographed 

and rehearsed two new "commercial" ballets and a pas de deux 

for presentation at the Greek Theatre in Los Angeles. 

Appearing on a program with the popular singing group, "The 

1 B i 11 board Announcement , "The A 1 vi n A i 1 e y Am e r i can 
Dance Theater," Brooklyn Academy of Music, April 22 through 
26, 1969. 

Limon " 
' 

2Nancy Goldner, "Modern Dance: Cunningham, Ailey, 
Christian Science Monitor, May 15, 1969. 

3Press Release, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater, Brooklyn Academy of Music," Brooklyn, New York, 
October, 1969. 

4Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
Loeb Drama Center, Cambridge, Massachusetts, May 20 through 
25, 1969. 
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5th Dimension," the company performed Diversion No, 1, 1 

which was comprised of "Can't You Hear Me Calling You," a 

pas de deux from Romeo and Ju 1 i e t, and "Oh Happy Days. "2 

The company presented, also, Toccata and excerpts from 

Revelations.3 

The troupe performed in Rochester, New York; 'on 

July 29 and 30, 1969, in the Summer Arts Festival spon..;." 

sored by the Summer Youth Opportunity Program.4 George 

Murphy, a local reviewer, wrote: 

• I do not recall a time when Rochester has 
played host to a group of dancers superior to thi~ 

one. 
Each member of the company displayed the char~~ 

grace and physical attractiveness that are, or 
ought to be, the hallmarks of the art.5 

Following the appearances in Rochester, Ailey and his 

company spent four days in residence at the Saratoga 

!Programme, "The 5th Dimension and The Alvin Ailey" 
Am e r i c a n D a n c e T h e a t e r , " G r e e k T h e a t r e , L o s An g e 1 e s , J u 1- y> . . ' ' ~- ' 

14 through 20, 1969. 

2Ailey, personal interview, August 15, 1970. 

3Programme, "The 5th Dimension and The Alvin 
American Dance Theater," July 14 through 20, 1969. 

4Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
East High School Auditorium, Rochester, New York, July 29 
and 30, 1969. 

5 G e o r g e M u r p h y , " D a n c e T r o u p e S p a r k 1 e s , " De mo 'c r a t 
and Chronicle Metro, Rochester, New York, July 30, 1969. 
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Performing Arts Center in Saratoga Springs, New York, 1 

before going to Connecticut College, New London, for two 

weeks. While in residence at Connecticut College from 

August 4 through 16, Ailey choreographed a new ballet 

entitled Masakela Langage, set to music by Hugh Masekela. 

He also had the opportunity to rehearse and prepare several 

ballets for presentation in repertory--Panambi, choreographed 

by Michael Smuin to music by Ginastera; Dance for Six, 

choreographed by Joyce Trisler to music by Vivaldi; and 

Poeme,choreographed by Pauline Koner to music by Samuel 

Barber. 2 The premi~re of Masekela Langage was presented on 

the final program of the 1969 Dance Festival at Connecticut 

College in New London. After the performance, Anna Kissel-

goff reported: 

Last night the company gave the six-week American 
Dance Festival at Connecticut College here a rousing 
finale that presented one premiere, two works new to 
the troupe, a jumping-up-and-down ovation from the 
audience and gladiolus-throwing from admirers. 

The company responded with a well-rehearsed encore 
it just happened to have handy. There was no time for 
false modesty in fact. The group was dancing better 
than ever and its performance could only be called 
electrifying.3 

1Press Release, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater,'' October, 1969. 

3 Ann a K i sse 1 goff, "A i 1 e y Dance The ate r Presents a 
Rousing Finale," New York Times, August 18, 1969. 
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Of the premi~re of Masekela Lanqage, Kisselgoff wrote: 

In its present form, the work relies entirely 
upon an unexpected dramatic climax for its impact-
the actual choreography offering only a pale 
version of the striking use Mr. Ailey has made 
of jazz, and modern vocabulary in his best dances. 1 

Ailey had rehearsed his company well; in fact, he had been 

preparing his dancers for the debut at Connecticut College 

since May. They had rehearsed in California and in Saratoga 

Springs as well as in Connecticut. Enjoying this luxury of 

working in a leisurely fashion with his company, Ailey says, 

" . it was elegant--! need to do that more often." 2 

During the remainder of 1969, Ailey's company 

completed its second American tour undertaken that year, 

extending from October 6 to November 13; was involved in 

its second season at the Brooklyn Academy of Music, 

extending from November 20 through 29; and was engaged in 

a brief tour of Latin America with appearances in Puerto 

Rico and in the Virgin Islands from December 4 through 6. 3 

During the fall tour the company, in Los Angeles 

from November 7 through 9, appeared on the television pro-

gram "Hollywood Palace," performing "Rocka My Soul" and 

"Sinner Man," from Ailey's major suite entitled Revelations. 

3columbia Artists Management, Incorporated, "Per
formance Schedule of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, 
July, 1969 through April, 1970," from the files of Columbia 
Artists Management, Incorporated, New York City. 
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This tour was made without Ailey as he was involved in his 

first choreography designed for a Broadway musical--a 

musical entitled La Strada which was directed by Alan 

Schneider. The production opened on December 13, 1969, 

and closed ob December 14, 1969. 1 The company, in the mean-

time, had returned to New York City and had fulfilled sue-

cessfully its fall season at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. 

The major work presented during that fall, 1969, was 

Ailey's Masekela Langage, about which Walter Terry wrote 

the following: 

Masekela Langaqe is now-commentary, biting and 
restless and even violent at times, about people 
instead of folk. 

The setting is a saloon, in a tropical or semi
tropical climate. 

The ceiling fans turn sluggishly to stir the 
sultry air, and slatted blinds keep out the sun and 
the heat. There are chairs, a table, a juke box, 
and the action is separated into vignettes, seemingly 
distinct personal dramas or reactions, but all 
encompassed by the dance hall, all strangely inter
mingled. 

A girl, comfortably stoned, swings her hips as 
she crosses and recrosses the floor; two men pull 
chairs before the juke box and ·worship it; a girl, 
all in black, lets us see her lonely soul; there is 
itinerant courtship, and there is a man, bloodied, 
who comes in to die. 

Watching and hearing Masekela Langage, one might 
say that here is a club in a native section of South 
Africa. But then, there are whites present; so 
could it be America in a sordid but gaudy scene? 
Or is Ailey saying this is life with introspection, 
introversion, loneliness in the midst of conviviality, 

1Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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shaking hips, and the shudder of death? It is a 
stirring work, for it succeeds in being enter
taining and disturbing at the same time, and that, 
in the classical sense, is what theater is all 
about.l 

After vacationing in Puerto Rico during the Christmas 

holidays in 1969, Ailey returned to New York City in order 

to rehearse the members of his company for their forth-

coming tour, scheduled from February 5 through March 20, 

1970. 2 When they returned from this American tour, Ailey 

and his company had three weeks free before the beginning 

of their spring residency at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. 

Disturbed by the fact that there were no new ballets for 

presentation during the season, Ailey quickly created two 

ballets entitled Streams and Gymnopedies, respectively. 

Streams, set to music by Miloslav Kabelac, had its premiere 

on the opening night of the Spring Festival of Dance at 

the Brooklyn Academy of Music, on April 15, 1970. 3 Clive 

Barnes wrote that this ballet, which was inspired by the 

music, is: 

••• instantly impressing as one of Ailey's finest 
works to date. Streams, and the title perfectly 

1Wal ter Terry, "World of Dance," Saturday Review, 
December 13, 1969, p. 49. 

2columbia Artists Management, Incorporated, "Per
formance Schedule of the Alvin Ailey American Dance 
The ate r, J u 1 y, 19 6 9, through Apr i 1 , 19 7 0. " 

3Clive Barnes, "Alvin Ailey Dancers Return With a 
World Premiere," New York Times, April 16, 1970. 
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describes its structure, is a ballet bubbling 
on the hob, fires burn beneath, while cool 
streams of only slightly agonized movement flow 
above. A most rewarding work. And it was 
beautifully, exultantly, danced.l 

Gymnopedies, set to music by Erik Satie and 

choreographed for Dudley Williams who, because of an in-

jury was out of the company for the spring season, was 

first presented on April 23, 1970, with Keith Lee dancing 

the Williams' role.2 The work is comprised of a series of 

three solos which are performed in a casual studio atmo-

sphere. Anna Kisselgoff describes the premiere performance: 

A young man, Keith Lee, Ions about smokes a 
cigarette. The pianist, John Childs, saunters over 
to the onstage piano. Mr. Lee nods. Mr. Childs 
plays. Mr. Lee dances, stops, reverts to ordinary 
movement and begins again, this time as if he were 
choreographing the dance on the spot. 

Although one suspects that the tautness of the 
first angular solo would have been better supplied 
by the injured Dudley Williams (for whom the piece 
was created), Mr. Lee, stepping in as guest artist, 
was perfectly at ease in the balletic second sec
tion and excellent in the extraordinary third solo-
danced almost entirely half-prone.3 

Early in 1970, representatives from the Department 

of State of the United States Government had approached 

Ailey regarding a possible tour of the Soviet Union and 

2Anna Kisselgoff, "New Ailey Work Introduced by 
His Dancers in Brooklyn," New York Times, April 24, 1970. 
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requested him to keep his company free of professional 

commitments after June of 1970. Ailey complied with this 

request, and found himself without engagements for his 

company at the close of the season at the Brooklyn Academy 

of Music on April 26. Weary of searching constantly for 

rehearsal space, of borrowing money to pay salaries, of 

inadequate storage space for costumes and props, of lack 

of space to establish a school, of losing expert dancers 

following each major engagement and, most of all, weary 

of re-grouping his company several times a year, Ailey 

announced the dissolution of the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater following the final performance of the company at 

the Brooklyn Academy of Music in the spring of 1970. 1 

His announcement was a surprise, and the public " ••• 

responded with shock and disbelief." 2 According to Joseph 

Gale, dance critic for the Newark News, 

Ailey's motives were several--certainly frustra
tion and despair among them--but they polarize in 
the single discouraging fact of artist life: money. 
Dance companies come and go, but the death of the 
Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater would be a stain 
on the country's artistic conscience.3 

Gale quotes Ailey as saying: 

!Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 

2Joseph Gale, "Dance: Ailey's Decision," Newark 
News, May 10, 1970. 

3 ..!..Qi.Q.. 
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We have explored every possibility to keep our 
artists employed for a reasonable amount of time 
each year, in order to retain our high artistic 
standards. Now, when we cannot provide them employ
ment, or when we must tour interminably under 
terrible conditions, when we must beat on doors all 
over the city to find a place to rehearse, then we 
feel especially after all these years of struggle 
that perhaps our good faith and hard work and good 
intentions have gone for naught. 

It is a sad moment for me, for this company and 
the cultivation of its ideas and artists have been 
my very heart for the past twelve years. But at the 
moment, and facing a constantly worsening situation, 
I see no alternative except to quit while we're 
ahead. I hope that the dance history books will 
remember that we passed here, for we have been a 
vital and creative force in American Dance.l 

Ailey's company did not disband immediately, however, 

because an invitation to participate in the Shakespeare 

Summer Festival in Washington, D. C., during the week of 

June 23 through 27, made it possible for the company to 

remain together for a short time. 2 The proposed tour of 

the Soviet Union did materialize but, instead of in June, 

as anticipated, it was scheduled for October of 1970. The 

ubiquitous problem was to find a means by which to keep 

Ailey's company together until that time. Since the Ailey 

company was going to Russia as Cultural Ambassadors for the 

United States, the Department of State arranged for a five-

week tour of North Africa. Funds were made available for 

1 Ibid. 

2Ailey, personal interview, September 1, 1970. 
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a rehearsal period of two weeks prior to the Festival in 

1 Washington, D. c., which opened on June 23, 1970. 

While his company was preparing repertory for the 

Festival in Washington and for the North African Tour, 

Ailey was choreographing a new ballet for the American 

Ballet Theatre. The ballet, entitled The River and set to 

a new score by Duke Ellington, had its premiere on June 25, 

1970, at the New York State Theatre in Lincoln Center. 2 

Despite the fact that, under the administrative expertise 

of Ivy Clarke, Ailey was freed of the usual menial chores 

connected with the preparation for a tour, he still had a 

major problem--the fact that Mr. Ellington's new music 

arrived slowly.3 The premiere of The River was programmed, 

therefore, as ''Seven Dances from a Work in Progress 

Entitled The River."4 Excerpts from Clive Barnes' review 

of this performance follow. 

Mr. Ellington places at the head of his score 
a few somewhat menacing words: " . of birth 

1Joseph Gale, "No Break-Up: 
North Africa," Newark News, June 8, 

Ailey Tour Set in 
1970. 

2rrogramme, "American Ballet Theatre," New York 
State Theatre, New York City, June 25, 1970. 

3 Ivy Clarke, personal interview held in New York 
City, July 6, 1970. 

4clive Barnes, "Dance: Unfinished River," New 
York Times, June 26, 1970. 
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••• of the wellspring of life • of reaffir-
mation • of heavenly anticipation of rebirth 
.•• " In the small sense, that I suppose is what 
"The River" is about. Its importance is perhaps 
something quite else. 

It is a most interesting piece that uses Mr. 
Ellington's suave and yet passionate music to 
provide the basis for a plotless work that subtly 
suggests the life cycle of human hope and yet never 
converts it into a cliche ridden platform. 

Mr. Ailey has done his unfinished work with 
great distinction. He has created choreography 
for these classic dancers with ease and happiness, 
and the work is almost surprisingly beautiful. 

The idea--and the Buddhists had it first--is 
to take the symbol of the river as a metaphor of 
eternally renewing life. Mr. Ellington's music, 
smooth, subtle and happy, provides Mr. Ailey with 
the opportunity to create a work (or at least part 1 of a work) of almost infinite planes and dimensions. 

Ailey and his company departed for North Africa on 

June 29, 1970. Their itinerary included Morocco, Algeria, 

and Tunisia with performances in eight cities in these 

countries.2 Representing the first cultural exchange pro-

gram to those particular countries to be sponsored by the 

Office of Cultural Presentations, Department of State, of 

the United States, since 1967, Ailey and his company were 

received enthusiastically and performed to capacity 

audiences throughout the tour.3 Ailey reacted to this 

lIb i d • 

2Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, "North 
African Tour Schedule," from the files of Dance Theater 
Foundation, Incorporated, July, 1970. 

3press Release, "Ailey Dance Company to Tour Soviet 
Union," The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, New York 
City, September 4, 1970. 
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tour by saying: 

In North Africa, it's another way of thinking--the 
people are more languid than we are--the pace is 
very slow. The company was able to communicate 
very well though and the pieces which were best 
received were those of black American roots.l 

While the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater was 

touring North Africa, its residency at the Brooklyn Academy 

of Music was terminated. The acceptance of a residency at 

the Academy meant that the company was barred from accepting 

any engagements at theatres in Manhattan; the contract pre-

eluded any possibilities of Broadway seasons. In addition, 

as a resident company at the Academy, Ailey had been prom-

ised many advantages, including a school. The school had 

not materialized so all that he had received actually was 

a shared office, shared storage space, and a guaranteed 

spring and fall season--but in Brooklyn, away from the main-

stream of theatre life in Manhattan. The residency was 

terminated, therefore, by mutual agreement between Ailey and 

Harvey Lichtenstein, Director of the Academy.2 

Ailey and his company returned from North Africa 

and began a hectic schedule in New York City. Auditions 

held in order to enlarge the company to sixteen members; 

lAiley, personal interview, January 17, 1971. 

2McClandish Phillips, ''Alvin Ailey Troupe Lose Base 
at the Brooklyn Academy of Music,'' New York Times, July 28, 
1970. 
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rehearsals began in preparation for the Russian tour; and 

searches were undertaken for a new home for the organization. 

Office space was found at the West Side YWCA and temporary 

storage space at 229 East 59th Street where Ailey had 

rented rehearsal space for several months. While Ailey was 

busy with the artistic side of his company, Ivy Clarke, his 

Administrator, searched daily for a building large enough 

to house both the company and a school of dance. Applica-

tions were also made to the various Foundations as well as 

appeals to personal donors for funds to cover operational 

expenses for the company and its staff. Ivy Clarke often 

paid all of the salaries except Ailey's and her own in an 

effort to keep the financial obligations of the organiza

tion operating smoothly.! 

On September 11 and 12, 1970, the company presented 

four performances of the repertory which had been prepared 

for the Russian tour. Representatives from the Department 

of State viewed these performances and approved the entire 

repertory which included Talley Beatty's The Road of the 

Phoebe Snow, Toccata, and Congo Tango Palace; Joyce Trisler's 

Journey and Dance for Six; Lucas Hoving's Icarus; Geoffrey 

Holder's Prodigal Prince and Adagio for a Dead Soldier, a 

livy Clarke, personal interview held in New York 
City, August 14, 1970. 
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new solo for Judith Jamison dedicated to all of the war 

dead; and Ailey's Blues Suite, Streams, Masekela Lanqaqe, 

and Revelations. 1 

The company of twenty-four, comprised of sixteen 

dancers plus administrative personnel, left New York City 

for Moscow on September 21, 1970, for a six week's tour 

of the Soviet Union.2 Russian cities scheduled on the tour 

included Zaporozlte, Donetsk, Kiev, Bordshilobgrad, Moscow, 

and Leningrad.3 According to Mary Colquhoun, office 

administrator for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, 

the reported reception of the company was phenomenal.4 It 

appeared that in the smaller cities in Russia, reviews of 

performances were not published; instead, as a method of 

announcing its arrival, pictures were printed in the news 

media accompanied by accounts of the achievements of the 

company. Reviews were written, however, in the major cities; 

and special correspondents kept the interested personnel in 

1Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
The Fashion Institute, New York City, September 11 and 12, 
1970. 

2Press Release, "Ailey Company to Tour Soviet Union," 
September 4, 1970. 

3Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, "The Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater, Soviet Tour Schedule," Dance 
Theater Foundation, Incorporated, September, 1970. 

4Mary Colquhoun, personal letter to the investigator, 
New York City, November 10, 1970. 
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New York and in Washington, D. C., informed. James F. 

Clarity, correspondent for the New York Times, writes of the 

performance on October 22 in Moscow: 

A vibrant American modern dance company tonight won 
the unrestrained approval of a theatre full of 
Russians unaccustomed to the style of swinging innova
tion they saw on the stage of Moscow's Variety Theatre. 

About 1,300 Soviet spectators, most of them ac
customed to, and often blas~ toward, the predictable, 
technical, formal, classical excellence of the Bolshoi 
and other ballet companies here, gave the Alvin Ailey 
Theater's sixteen young dancers, most of them nonwhites, 
ten minutes of curtain calls after the final act of 
tonight's premiere performance here. 

Although there was little advance publicity for 
the performance, and the company was assigned the small 
Variety to work in, scores of Russians, mostly young 
people, stood in a cold rain pleading for tickets from 
persons who had them.l 

A. Ilupina, a ballet critic in Moscow, quotes Vladimir 

Prebrazhusky, winner of the USSR State Prize in Dance, as 

saying: 

We first saw the Ailey group almost ten years ago 
when we made our US tour. Today, I am glad to note 
that many of Alvin Ailey's objectives have been 
achieved. Considering the limitations of the modern 
dance, most of his group command the medium perfectly. 
This is why the "Revelations," which crowned the 
opening night, is so good. Alvin's choreography and 
his dancers have been able to convey, in plastic 
form, the various moods of the music. This combines 
Negro spirituals, psalms and prayers, as well as the 
blues which express love, anxiety, and a longing for 
freedom. This plastic anthem of people seeking a 

IJames F. Clarity, "Moscow Audiences Hail Ailey 
Dancers," New York Times, October 23, 1970. 
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happier future and fervently believing in it has 
deeply moved me.l 

According to an article in Dance News, 

Leningrad was an even greater repetition of the 
Moscow triumph, despite the absence on opening night 
of Judith Jamison and Mr. Williams who were in
disposed. The curtain call at the Vyburg Palace of 
Culture lasted seventeen minutes, with enthusiastic 
cries of "Molodtsy"--"well done!" Closing night on 
November 1 surpassed the triumphant reception con
ferred then upon the company when the ovation lasted 
for twenty minutes. Young people had been let in 
who, as standees, packed the sides of the auditorium.2 

Ailey's company, the first American modern dance 

company to visit the Soviet Union, was something of a 

revelation to the Russians who seemed surprised that the 

group was predominately black.3 Anthony Astrachan, special 

correspondent to the Washington Post, quotes Ailey as saying: 

At first they thought we were black tap dancers, 
but in Kiev, the local ballet company came to see the 
daily classes and "flipped out" over the Martha 
Graham techniques. They couldn't believe it. They 
said, "Look, they're down on the floor! They're 
using their upper bodies!" It's really a groovy 
thing. They really want to see it. We're blowing 
their minds.4 

lA. Ilupina, "Impressions and Opinions," Moscow 
News, undated newspaper clipping from the files of Dance 
Theater Foundation, Incorporated. 

2"Soviets Say 'Molodtsy' to Ailey Troupe," Dance 
News, December, 1 9 7 0. 

3Anthony Astrachan, "Ailey Troupe in Russia," 
Washington Post, October 24, 1970. 
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Other examples of mixed responses from the Russians are 

revealed in the following lines: 

.•. the newspaper in Zaporozhye criticized the 
violence in one Ailey dance. A Kiev dancer, seeing 
a girl in the Ailey group wrap her legs around the 
male soloist said, "We only do things like that in 
bed. " • • • but in Voros hi 1 o v grad the crowd besieged 
the dancers from their dressing rooms to their bus, 
demanding autographs, but were held back. Leading 
soloist Williams grabbed a Russian's program and 
autographed it, and the human-relations dam broke.l 

Ailey, who enjoyed especially the opportunity to meet 

Russian dancers and teachers, offers the following addi-

tional impressions regarding the tour: 

It was a tremendous success, and I am very self
critical. I don't think that the company was that 
strong as many of the members were new. The 
Russians accepted us, however, as a statement of the 
whole American ethos and responded to the spirit and 
idea of the works, I think. They screamed, applauded, 
and gave us gifts and flowers--! felt very proud. 
As a company on the verge of dissolution, here we 
were being appreciated by the world's foremost critics 
of the dance--! thought, we must be doing something 
right as an artistic unit. I think we were even more 
successful than the State Department expected.2 

After leaving Russia on November 2, 1970, the Alvin 

Ailey dance company went to Paris for a week of rest which 

was followed by performances at the International Dance 

Festival from November 10 through 14, at the Theatre des 

2Ailey, personal interview, January 17, 1971. 
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Champs Elysees where Ailey was awarded the Golden Star for 

the "Best Modern Dance Company" and the "Best Choreography" 

during the Festival.! The company received critical compli

ments reminiscent of those on former Paris visits.2 From 

Paris, the company went to London for another week of rest 

before fulfilling two weeks of performances at the Sadler's 

Wells Theatre, beginning on November 23, 1970.3 During the 

London season, the Ailey dancers performed twenty ballets. 

According to Ailey, " .•. they loved us in London so we 

gave them everything which we could make ready including 

Knoxville: Summer of 1915. "4 In his effort to show as many 

works of American choreographers as possible, Ailey premiered 

Kelvin Rotardier's Child of the Earth, set to music by Hugh 

Masekela, and Geoffrey Holder's Adagio for a Dead Soldier, 

to the music of Albinoni--neither of which was successful. 

Of Child of the Earth, a reviewer wrote: "This was a little 

naive but had a fine simplicity and the two dancers Consuelo 

Atlas and Clive Thompson gave a moving exposition of a Zulu 

lplaybill, City Center 55th Street Theater, New 
York City, May, 1971. 

2oavid Stevens, "Well Earned Applause for Ailey 
Troupe," International Herald Tribune, Paris, November 12, 
1970. 

3colquhoun, personal letter, November 10, 1970. 

4Ailey, personal interview, January 17, 1971. 
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couple moving desperately towards an unknown destiny."! 

The critics did not deal quite so kindly with Holder's 

ballet as is evidenced in the following review: 

The ''beaut if u 11 y- u g 1 y " Judi t h Jamison en j o y e d 
personal success and professional failure at the 
Wells last night. The statuesque Negress was the 
soloist in the world premiere of Geoffrey Holder's 
Adagio for a Dead Soldier--a tribute to the war 
dead of all nations. Albinoni music is suitably 
dramatic and Miss Jamison's elongated arabesque 
and expressive arms are extraordinary. But for 
the most talented dancer, grief is a difficult 
emotion to project. When it is unrelieved it is 
well nigh impossible. The audience applauded Miss 
Jamison with not a wet eye in the place.2 

Ailey chose, wisely, to end each program with his classic 

work Revelations. Following the opening performance, Mary 

Clarke wrote: 

It is almost worth going to Sadler's Wells every 
night for the next two weeks to listen to the 
cheering after "Revelations." The house was thin 
but the roar that went up at the end would have 
disgraced Covent Garden on a Nureyev night.3 

The critics hailed the Holder work entitled Prodigal Prince, 

primarily for the explosive dancing of Miguel Godreau in 

the leading role of the Haitian painter, Hector Hippolite,4 

1Fernau Hall, "Fine Dancing by Talented U.S. 
Company," Daily Telegraph, London, November 24, 1970. 

2 James I< e 1 s e y, ''Not a Wet Eye in the P 1 ace, '' 
Evening News, London, November 26, 1970. 

3Mary Clarke, "Heview: Alvin Ailey," Guardian, 
London, November 25, 1970. 

4Anabel Farj ean, "Ballet," Evening Standard, London, 
November 25, 1970. 
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and praised Ailey for his presentation of works by other 

choreographers,! yet Noel Goodwin of the Daily Express, 

reviewing Ailey's "quietly beautiful" Knoxville: Summer of 

1915, said ". it is still his own [choreography] that 

makes the most impact."2 This opinion is supported in the 

words of another London critic, Nicholas Dromgoole, who, 

commenting upon the close of the season, said: 

We have seen seven outstanding works of Alvin Ailey 
himself, and if we add to these his brilliant The 
River choreographed for American Ballet Theatre 
and the undoubted hit of their recent season at 
Co~ent Garden~ Ailey emerges· as a choreographer of 
maJor status. 

The success of the London season of the Alvin Ailey American 

Dance Theater in 1970 is best expressed in the following 

review: 

Sadler's Wells will never be the same again: a six
piece jazz group sharing the orchestra pit with a 
spiritual-singing choir and blues singer Brother 
John Sellers while ballet dancers pirouette onstage 
to recordings of Miles Davis and Dizzy Gillespie. 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, perform
ing for two weeks at [the] Sadler's Wells Theatre, 
London, are renowned for their talented breaking 
down of artistic barriers and their dancing in London 
is breaking down barriers so successfully that the 

lclarke, "Review: A 1 v i n A i 1 e y • '' 

2Noel Goodwin, "Moving Childhood Memories," Daily 
Express, London, December 2, 1970. 

3Nicholas Dromgoole, "Blended Dance," Sunday 
Telegraph, London, December 6, 1970. 
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often staid ballet audiences have been moved to 
cheer and shout for more •••• One need not be 
a balletomane to enjoy the beauty and spectacle 
of the Ailey company's dancing.l 

Ailey and his company returned to New York City 

following the London engagement and began preparations for 

their forthcoming Broadway season at the American National 

Theatre and Academy on January 18 through 30, 1971. 2 Having 

the distinction of opening the City Center's eight-week 

American Dance Festival at the American National Theatre 

and Academy, Ailey chose to offer two premieres choreo-

graphed by himself. On opening night, he presented 

Archipelago, set to music by Andre Boucourechliev. Ailey 

regards this ballet, the third of his water ballets, as 

'' • . an ex peri men t i n movement r e 1 a t i on s h ips • "3 France s 

Herridge of the New York Post called it " ••• the least 

effective part of Ailey's program."4 Other critics were 

kinder. Clive Barnes, writing a long excerpt concerning 

the music, stated that 

••. choreographically [Archipelago] falls into 
A i 1 e y ' s 1 ate s t sty 1 e, characterized perhaps by "The 

lHugh Witt, "Sadler's Wells," Melody Maker, London, 
December 5, 1970. 

2"Ailey Reinforced by Lynn Seymour," New York 
Times, January 14, 1971. 

3Ailey, personal interview, January 17, 1971. 

4 Frances Herridge, "The Dance: Ailey Begins Season 
at ANTA," New York Post, January 19, 1971. 
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River" for the American Ballet Theatre and "Streams" 
for his own company last season. His inspiration 
seems to have taken an aqueous bent. • the 
dancers, although confined within a fairly limited 
choreographic vocabulary, give this choreography 
with the right pulse, power and control.! 

The premiere of Flowers on January 25, 1971, was received 

with the same low key of enthusiasm. Set to music by Big 

Brother and the Holding Company, Pink Floyd, Blind Faith, 

and Janis Jopkin, the work portrays the life and death of 

the late rock star, Janis Joplin. The dance was choreo-

graphed for Ailey's guest star from the Royal Ballet of 

England, Lynn Seymour. According to Anna Kisselgoff, 

Ailey in "telling the story straight" provides both a 

"virtue and a weakness;" he achieves some genuinely moving 

parts but ends up with a "star vehicle."2 

Ailey's company embarked upon its spring tour of 

the United States shortly after closing at the American 

National The at re and Academy. The tour began in Washington, 

D. c. ' on February 4 and ended in Princeton, New Jersey, on 

April 5, 1971. 3 The new work, Flowers, danced on tour by 

Linda Kent, Consuela Atlas, or Rosamund Lynn with each one 

1Clive Barnes, "Dance: Ailey Returns Triumphant," 
New York Times, January 19, 1971. 

2Anna Kisse1goff, "Dance: No One's Sitting On His 
Hands," New York Times, January 27, 1971. 

3Columbia Artists Management, Incorporated, "Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater Spring Tour of the United 
States, 1971," from the files of Columbia Artists ManagemcnL, 
Incorporated, New York City, February, 1971. 
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bringing her own personality into the leading role, was 

received more enthusiastically than was the case in New 

York City. In Washington, D. c., where Linda Kent made her 

debut in the role, Jean Battey Lewis described the ballet 

as: " striking, vivid theater with a visceral impact 

but it is a little more than that--it produces a deepening 

of insight that art can give." 1 In a comparison of Lynn 

Seymour and Linda Kent in the leading role, she adds, "Miss 

Seymour was forceful, possessed and gallant. Miss Kent 

was younger and more vulnerable. The ballet works both 

ways." 2 

The success of Ailey's company on Broadway brought 

an invitation from Norman Singer, Executive Director of 

the City Center of Music and Drama, Incorporated, for the 

company to perform from April 27 through May 9, 1971, at 

the City Center 55th Street Theatre.3 With his acceptance 

of the two-week season at City Center, Ailey's company 

became the first American company to play consecutive 

1Jean Battey Lewis, "Ailvy Group: Exciting 
Theatre," Washington Post, February 8, 1971. 

3 Walter Sorrell, "Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater and Tina Croll," Dance News, June, 1971, p. 15. 
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engagements in two Broadway theatres in New York City during 

the same year.l 

Ailey, with the beginning of 1971, suddenly became 

more active choreographically. During the short season at 

the City Center, he presented two new works, entitled 

Choral Dances and~' respectively. The premiere of Choral 

Dances, set to the music of Benjamin Britten and the words 

of William Plomer, took place on April 28, 1971.2 Comprised 

of dances based upon six separate themes, Anna Kisselgoff 

offers the following explanation of the works: 

Most of these themes are expressed in group passages 
but a key role is played by Kelvin Rotardier--a 
conjuring figure who acts as the Great Conciliator 
--in solos danced in silence. At other times, an 
unaccompanied chorus sings in the pit.3 

She further adds that Choral Dances 

• is a mysterious piece, with much of its 
tantalizing appeal coming precisely from what it 
leaves unsaid, even incomplete. • one thing 
was clear, however, • • one cannot type the 
company and one certainly cannot type Alvin Ailey 
as a choreographer. At first glance, "Choral 
Dances" sets the company and its choreographer out 
on a new direction. And yet, there are distinct 
echoes from earlier works. • There is peace, 

l"Ailey Dancers at Arts Center," Trenton Sunday 
Times Advertiser, June 20, 1971. 

2rlaybill, City Center 55th Street Theatre, May, 
1971. 

3Anna Kisselgoff, "Premiere of Choral Dances by 
Ailey," New York Times, April 29, 1971. 
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joy, strife, and a sense of community. All these 
run through "Choral Dances." It is, in fact, a 
hymn to brotherhood.! 

Ailey's other new work, entitled £ll, was choreo-

graphed to music by Alice Coltrane, Laura Nyro, and the 

Voices of East Harlem. Designed for his leading female 

dancer, Judith Jamison, the dance was dedicated to " .. 

all black women everywhere--especially our mothers."2 

Ailey gave his mother her first trip to New York City for 

the premi~re of ~.3 Of this new work, Walter Sorrell, 

writing for Dance News, gives a complete and moving review. 

He calls Cry 

.•• as perfect as anything can be. Its three parts 
create a dramatic and lyric mood which transcends 
its obvious pictorial connotations of showing a black 
woman in different stages of being. It is not 
militant at all, but so penetratingly human that its 
cry is unforgetmble. It is unforgettable because it 
is artistically irrefutable. 

Choreography and performance can hardly be 
separated. The work was sculptured on Miss Jamison's 
very distinct looking figure, and she added to it the 
expression of her personality which appears on stage 
imperious and withdrawn, goddesslike and humble. In 
the first section, she seemed to be all woman, enduring 
pain and giving strength and joy. The specific color 
of her skin became clear in the second part when the 
challenge of the environmental space around her grew. 
Anguish finally turned into defiance and defiance 
into a fighting flame, proud of its power. 

1 Ibid. 

2Playbill, City Center 55th Street Theater, May, 
1971. 

3Lula E. Cooper, personal interview held in Los 
Angeles, June 3, 1971. 
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The strength of this simply staged solo, covering 
limited space, lies in the drama within the dancing 
figure created with a surprising economy of movement; 
it lies in the unpredictability of the movement 
sequences, in their explosive quality due to self
imposed limitations.! 

While Ailey was being artistically productive, his 

Administrator was being equally productive. Through sue-

cessful manipulation, the American Dance Center became a 

reality during the spring of 1971. The Ailey organization 

and the Pearl Lang organization, both of which had been 

sharing the facilities at 229 East 59th Street in New York 

City for rehearsal space, succeeded jointly in securing the 

building in order to house the official schools of the two 

companies. Using funds earmarked for the operation of a 

school and made available through the National Endowment 

for the Arts, the School began operating officially in May 

of 1971.2 Classes were offered immediately in ballet, jazz, 

and modern dance with the faculty comprised of Alvin Ailey, 

Pearl Lang, Pepsi Bethel, Elizabeth Hodes, Nathaniel Horne, 

Michele Murray, Renee Rose, and guest instructors from both 

Ailey's and Lang's dance companies.3 Ailey finally had one 

less worry; he now had a school--one factor which appeals 

lsorrell, "Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater and 
Tina Croll." 

2rvy Clarke, personal interview held in Los Angeles, 
~~a y 1 6 , 1 9 7 1 • 

3Advertisement, "The New American Dance Center," 
Dance News, June, 1971, p. 15. 
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to the generosity of Foundations. With this in mind, he 

told a reporter from the Trenton Times Advertiser, "I have 

a dream--! should like my company to become the nucleus of 

a year-round subsidized headquarters for modern dance."l 

The summer tour of Ailey's company was almost ideal 

with respect to scheduled performances and response from 

audiences. Extending from June 23 through August 7, 1971, 

it was comprised of a four-day residency in Holmdel, New 

Jersey, at the Garden State Arts Center; five days in 

De t r o i t, ~1 i c h i g an, at the F i she r The at r e; seven days i n 

L o s An g e 1 e s , C a 1 i f o r n i a , a t t h e G r e e k Th e a t r e ; t h r e e d a y s 

in Cupertino, California, at the Flint Center; three days 

in Berkeley, California, at the Zellerbach Auditorium; and 

six days in Hamilton, Bermuda, at the City Hall Theatre.2 

Reviews of this tour were superb; an example follows: 

All of the four works presented last night 
including "Cry," ''Blue Suite," "Choral Dances," 
and "Revelations," were choreographed by Ailey. 
Mentioning any of them has to be random choice, not 
only because the performance uniformly was superb, 
but also because the pacing of the program was 
masterful, as though a composer had constructed it 
like a sonata. If I read my watch right, it's close 
to three hours long. It seemed like half an hour.3 

1 "Ailey Dancers at Arts Center," June 20, 1971. 

2nance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, "The Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater, Summer Tour 1971," from the 
files of the Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, New 
York City, June, 1971. 

3navid Spengler, "Dancers Enchant Holmdel," Record, 
Hackensack, New Jersey, June 24, 1971. 
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While the members of his company were touring, 

Ailey completed the choreography for The River, his former 

"work in progress," and the American Ballet Theatre offered 

the premiere of the finished product. The ballet is com-

prised of ten sections--"Spring," "Meander," "Giggling 

Rapids , " "Lake , '' "Vortex, " "Fa 11 s , " "Rib a , " "Two Cit i e s , " 

"The Sea," and "Spring"--and has no story plot • It is 

. • • merely a theme of water, of a river, of an 
ever-welling, ever-reaffirmed life force. The 
ballet is light and funny, dark and romantic. It 
finds great variety, both from its Ellington 
score--which is one of the most successful and 
pertinent pieces of symphonic jazz in memory--and 
Ailey's choreography, which matches it with laconic 
ease.l 

Clive Barnes adds that the new piece shows Ailey " .•. at 

his inventive best. Probably not since that great hit, 

'Revelations,' • has Mr. Ailey worked with such ease 

and style. "2 Ailey designed "Giggling Rapids" as a special 

jazz duet for Erik Bruhn and Natalia Makarova and observed, 

after their performance, that 

To see Erik Bruhn and Natalia Makarova do the jazz 
duet in The River is just delicious. It's a kind 
of tongue-in-cheek vaudeville turn, and to 
see two people of their caliber--it's just remarkable.3 

1Clive Barnes, "Dance: Ballet Theatre Opens a Six
Week Season, New York Times, June 30, 1971. 

2rbid. 

3Norma McLain Stoop, "Of Time and Alvin Ailey," 
Dance Magazine, December, 1971, p. 30. 
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Although Ailey had his moments of amusement working with 

the talented couple, he readily admits that he learned from 

them too. He realizes that, whenever he works in the 

ballet idiom, his respect for its discipline increases. 1 

Ailey, who had been, comparatively speaking, 

choreographically unproductive for several years, suddenly 

found himself besieged with opportunities. Leonard 

Be r n s t e i n a s k e d h i m t o c h o r e o g r a ph M a s s , t h e new " Th e a t r e 

piece for singers, players, and dancers,"2 which the famous 

composer was writing for the opening of the Kennedy Center 

for the Performing Arts in Washington, D. C.; Charles 

~ingus was writing music for him to choreograph Mingus 

Dances for the City Center Joffrey Ballet; and Robert 

Jaffrey was preparing to restage Ailey's Feast of Ashes for 

his ballet company's fall season at the City Center.3 

Faced with less than one month in which to chore-

ograph Mass, Ailey recounts his first impressions for 

~orma ~cLain Stoop of Dance Magazine: 

When I first heard the Mass, I thought, "Wow! We 
need six months." I still think that because there 
are very complicated musical things going on all 

2souvenir Programme, "Leonard Bernstein's Mass," 
Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, Washington, D. C., 
June 5 through July 17, 1972. 

3stoop, "Of Time and Alvin Ailey." 
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the time that are to be danced. Even though I 
liked the music very much I almost quit once, 
early on, because Bernstein spent a lot of time 
thinking about the piece--he has brought to his 
complex, very textured piece the whole body of 
his musical knowledge, which is tremendous. 
Because of that I wanted to bring my entire 
reaction to it--to match him choreographically 
if possible.! 

But . .\iley did what he thought was impossible and Mass--

which was written at the request of Jacqueline Kennedy 

Onassis, and which Bernstein calls, " • the fulfillment 

of my life"--opened to an audience of 2,200 on September 8, 

1971, and closed to " . a standing ovation and eleven 

minutes of steady applause."2 Although his company enjoyed 

the distinction of participating in the opening of the new 

Kennedy Center, Ailey admits that his dancers were "bored 

to death" because they were " ••• second class performers 

in a production where the dancers sang and the singers 

danced." His dancers only enjoyed being "first class."3 

They soon realized their desire for, less than a month 

later, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater per se 

appeared in a series of performances at the John F. Kennedy 

Center for the Performing Arts from October 5 through 10, 

libid. 

2 ~tarlene Simons, "Notables Flock to Opening of 
Kennedy Center for Arts," Los Angeles Times, September 9, 1971. 

3Anna Kisselgoff, "Ailey Dancers to Give Mary Lou's 
~ass," New York Times, December 9, 1971. 
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1971. 1 Following these performances, the company continued 

its 1971 fall tour which opened in Ridgewood, New Jersey, 

on October 1, 1971, and ended in Urbana, Illinois, on 

November 20, 1971. 2 

The City Center Joffrey Ballet opened its fall 

season on October 6, 1971, with Alvin Ailey's Feast of 
, 

..\shes, based upon Federico Garcia Lorca's play entitled 

The House of Bernarda Alba and set to music by Carlos 

~ . h 3 Sur1nac • The ballet was received favorably by the New 

York critics, and Doris Hering of Dance Magazine commented: 

..• all the tragedies in Feast of Ashes ••• 
were summed up when Diana Cartier as Bernarda, 
circled the stage, fell face down, stretched out 
her arms and clenched her fists. The hands said 
it all, as they often do in Ailey's choreography.4 

Hering even accorded the work an encore of praise after 

viewing it for a second time. She then noted, " ••• how 

astutely the choreographer has used secondary characters 

like the Three Women of the Street who assume the stature 

lclaudia Crutcher, "Dance Theatre Opens at JFK 
Center," Washington Daily News, October 6, 1971. 

2 D a n c e The ate r Found at i on, Inc or p or ate d , "The A 1 vi n 
Ailey American Dance Theater Fall-Winter Tour 1971," from 
the files of the Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated, 
New York City, September, 1971. 

3 C 1 i v e B a r n e s , "Fe a s t of Ashes Beg i n s (,- W c c k 
.Joffrey Season,'' New York Times, October 7, 1971. 

4 Do r i s H e r i n g , ".J o f f r e y .J o u r n e y , " lJ a n c e M a g a z i n e , 
.J a n u a r y , 1 9 7 2 , p • 3 1 • 
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of Three Fates."! She was not so impressed with Mingus 

Dances, a work comprised of five dances and four vaudeville 

episodes and suggested by the music of Charles Mingus. She 

called it "a bafflement" and, upon viewing it again, 

praised the second performance simply because it was a 

shorter version.2 

Upon the return of his company to New York City on 

November 21, 1971, Ailey began rehearsals for two new works, 

entitled Mary Lou's Mass and .M..v.!JL, respectively • .MJu:.v. 

Lou's Mass represents a collaboration between Ailey and the 

"Queen of Jazz," Mary Lou Williams. The composition, en-

titled "~1usic for Peace," is a Mass in jazz idiom for which 

~~ i s s W i l l i a m s n o t o n l y p 1 a y s t h e p i a n o b u t a 1 s o c o n d u c t s 

the orchestra.3 The premiere of Mary Lou's Mass was held 

on December 9, 1971, when Ailey and his company began a 

two week's season at the City Center 55th Street Theater. 4 

The work, comprised of thirteen sections, was received 

enthusiastically by the critics; for example, a writer for 

the Washington Post called it " a. triumphant, moving 

Irbid., p. 36. 2rbid., pp. 34, 36. 

3Kisselgoff, "Ailey Dancers to Give Mary Lou's 
\lass." 

4rlaybill, City Center 55th Street Theater, New 
York City, December 9, 1971. 
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celebration."! The same writer further added that 

In the Mass, the company prays, acts ashamed, offers 
praise, and dedication. This is an integrated 
company but the dance strongly suggests black 
Americans, expressing deep-felt emotions with 
strong physical motions. For one thing, these 
dancers, presumably attending Mass, really know 
how to ''get the spirit" and dance 1 o o s e. 
there is one section with levity. The scripture 
reading is about Lazarus. John Parks as the rich 
man dies and does not get in Heaven and Dudley 
Williams as Lazarus dies and rests in the bosom 
of Abraham, Kelvin Rotardier. Lazarus is really 
digging Heaven and not a bit sorry he can~t bring 
the rich man up with him.2 

Frances Herridge said: 

You might call it a Mass for a musician's revival 
meeting, a celebration of peace. Some of the 
numbers are religious, particularly the words, but 
the score encompasses the whole range of Black 
m u s i c • "Mary Lou ' s M a s s '' doe s n ' t have q u i t e the 
explosive gutsiness of "Revelations," but it is in 
the best Ailey style and a fine addition to the 
repertory at City Center.3 

. ' Following the premiere, the audience applauded ". 

nearly ten minutes for the thirty-five minute work."4 

~' set to music by Stravinsky, met with much less sue-

cess from the critics at its premiere on December 15, 1971. 

Inspired by the music, the ballet was, according to Marcia 

l"Alvin Ailey: Another Mass," Washington Post, 
December 11, 1971. 

2Ibid. 

3 Frances Herridge, "Ailey With Mary Lou Williams," 
New York Post, December 10, 1971. 

4"A1vin Ailey: Another Mass," December 11, 1971. 
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Siegel, a "blurred old reproduction" of Martha Graham, 

and an "uninspired" one at that.l 

Two revivals were presented by the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater during this season. Time Out of 

Mind, choreographed by Brian McDonald to the music of Paul 

Creston, was revived on December 9, 1971. According to 

Anna Kisselgoff, the work is a "banal" ballet--a third 

stream work which fuses the classic and modern idioms. 

She recalls that the performance by the Ailey dancers 

" made it look different, but not better. "2 Suspen-

sions, choreographed by May O'Donnell to the music of Ray 

Green, was revived on December 16, 1971. The accompanying 

program note reads: 

The dancers move in a state of suspended balance 
and order in which the harmony is maintained by 
the individual patterns which join, separate, 
energize and become tension points for each other 
to maintain the order and balance of the whole.3 

The revival of Suspensions experienced mild success.4 

Since its threatened dissolution in the wpring of 

}Q70, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater has been in 

lMarcia B. Siegel, "Ballet: 'Myth' by Ailey," 
Boston Herald Traveler, December 22, 1971 .. 

2Anna Kisselgoff, "Ailey's Dancers Pursue an Idiom," 
New York Times, December 10, 1971. 

3Playbill, City Center 55th Street Theater, New 
York C i t y, December 1 (J, 19 71 • 

4 Siege 1 , "Ba 11 e t : 'Myth' by 1\iley." 
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constant demand throughout the United States. This in-

creased popularity is evidenced by its expansion from 

a tour of six and one-half weeks during the 1968-1960 

season to one of seventeen and one-half weeks during the 

What began as "one-night-stands" has 

grown to residencies of three to seven days duration at 

colleges and universities throughout the United States.2 

These residencies are made possible through the National 

Endo~ment for the Arts 3 and the respective State Arts 

Councils.4 

Ailey's company launched its Winter/Spring tour 

i n J a c k s on, ~I i c h i g an , on J a n u a r y l 3, l 9 7 2, a n d term i n a ted 

i t i n Am h c r s t , ~I a s s a c h u set t s , on M a r c h 2 6, l 9 7 2 • 5 D u r i n g 

this period, Ailey, when not busy with choreographic 

endeavors, joined the company at its various performances; 

l~ancy P. Tuttle, personal correspondence, July 6, 

2columbia Artists Management, Incorporated, 
'' . .\lvin . .\iley American Dance Theater 1971-1972 Winter/ 
Spring Tour," from the files of Columbia Artists Manage
ment, Incorporated, New York City, June, 1971. 

3 rrogramme, "Connecticut College American Dance 
featival," New London, Connecticut, June 30 through 
. .\ugust 6, 1972. 

4P1aybill, ANTA Theatre, New York City, January, 
1971. 

° C o 1 u m b i a .!\ r t i s t s ~I a n a g e m e n t , I n c o r p o r a t e d , " A 1 v i n 
Ailey American Dance Theater, 1971-1972 Winter/Spring 
Tour.'' 
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he was, however, productively involved in choreographing 

new works. In 1971, he not only choreographed six works 

for his own company, but he was also planning two new 

ballets for the forthcoming spring season at the City 

Center.l 

The appearance of the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater at the City Center April 18 through 30, 1972, 

marked the company's third consecutive engagement there 

within a year--a record for a modern dance company. This 

season saw the premiere of Ailey's The Lark Ascending, A 

Song for You, and a new production of Donald McKayle's 

Rainbow Round My Shoulder. For the latter work, presented 

during the first week of the season, Leon Bibb sang the 

music as a special favor to Ailey and to McKayle. Ailey 

offered his two new works during the second week of the 

season.2 Neither created any critical enthusiasm but, as 

Byron Belt states: 

In addition to his established hits, which keep the 
box office purring nicely, Ailey is constantly 
digging into the past, and coming up with new works 
as well. Neither effort is unfailingly successful, 

1 Ivy Clarke, Special Information Sheet for the 
:\ 1 v i n A i 1 e y C i t y Center Dance The a t e r, January 2, 1 9 7 3. 

'1 
~Playbill, City Center 55th Street Theater, New 

York City, April, 1972. 
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but each reflects the choreographer's integrity 
and leadership.! 

On April 20, 1972, the .Juilliard American Opera 

Center offered the premi~re of the Virgil Thomson-Jack 

Larson opera entitled Lord Byron, with choreography by 

.-'lvin Ailey. Scene two of the third act was comprised 

entirely of a ballet. Anna Kisselgoff described Ailey's 

assignment: 

Mr. Ailey was required to fill in the last chapter 
of Byron's biography with a compressed run-through 
of the poet's years in exile. Since the preceding 
action was explained in words and relatistically, 
it was sensible to construct a facsimile of a 
dream sequence for the 15-minute ballet. Mr. 
Ailey, however, created readily identifiable figures 
in the sequence: Byron, Shelley and two objects of 
Byron's affection--a contessa and a page boy, who 
become involved in a series of clever mirror dances. 
It might have been preferable to have a barefoot 
contessa rather than one on toe. But Mr. Ailey 
chose to base his choreography mainly in the classi
cal idiom. At times, the student dancers seemed 
torn between ballet convention and modern dance 
expressivity. But they made a valiant and con
vincing effort.2 

Lord Byron was, in essence, another choreographic success 

for Ailey. 3 

Ailey and the members of his company were occupied 

for the next three months with Leonard Bernstein's Mass; 

lByron Belt, "Ailey Still Matchless!" Long Island 
Press, November 21, 1972. 

2Anna Kisselgoff, "Ballet in Byron: A Tough 
Assignment," New York Times, April 22, 1972. 

3Ibid. 
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rehearsals, restaging, and travel were involved. Mass was 

presented for the second consecutive year at the Kennedy 

Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, D. C., on 

June 5 through 17, 1972;1 it was offered at the Philadelphia 

Academy of Music on June 19 through 24, 1972; 2 and it was 

presented also at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York 

City on June 26 through July 22, 1972. 3 Ailey interrupted 

these activities in early .June, however, in order to 

receive two honorary Doctor of Fine Arts degrees. He was 

honored at Cedar Crest College, in Allentown, Pennsylvania, 

on June 4, 1972.4 Two days later, the same honor was 

bestowed upon him by the President of Princeton University 

in Princeton, New Jersey.5 

Concurrently with the aforementioned activities, 

Ailey was engaged in choreographing a new work, entitled 

Sea Change, for the American Ballet Theatre for an October 

1 souvenir Programme, "Leonard Bernstein's Mass," 
Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, Washington, D. C., 
June 5 through 17, 1972. 

2rrogramme, "Leonard Bernstein's Mass," Academy 
of Music, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, June 19 through 24, 
1972. 

3rrogramme, "Mass," Metropolitan Opera House, New 
York City, June 26 through July 22, 1972. 

4clarke, Special Inform~tion Sheet for the Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater." 

5rrogramme, ''The Two Hundred and Twenty-Fifth 
Commencement, Princeton University." 
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premi~re in Kennedy Center; in staging the opera Carmen 

for its September opening at the Metropolitan Opera House; 

and in directing the movement for the play entitled Shaken 

Angels for a production at the Delacorte Theatre in Central 

Park in July.l Following the final performance of Mass at 

the Metropolitan Opera House on July 22, 1972, Ailey's 

company performed at the 25th Connecticut College American 

Dance Festival on August 4 through 6, 1972.2 In addition 

to the performance schedule of the company, the American 

Dance Center was operating full-time with an expanded dance 

faculty and staff and a Board of Directors comprised of 

twenty-three members. At this time, also, the Board of 

Directors of the City Center of Music and Drama, Incorporated, 

invited the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater to become 

the resident modern dance company of City Center. With the 

acceptance of the invitation, the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater became officially the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance 

Theater on August 4, 1972. The new status of the company 

grants it a permanent place in which to perform in New York 

livy Clarke, personal correspondence to the 
investigator, January 2, 1973. 

2Programme, "Connecticut College American 
U a n c e Fe s t i v a 1 , " .J u n e 3 0 t h r o u g h Au g u s t 6 , 1 9 7 2 • 
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City and guarantees it annually two seasons of three-weeks 

duration each. 1 

After appearing at several fall dance festivals on 

the East Coast of the United States, the company made its 

first Broadway appearance as the Alvin Ailey City Center 

Dance Theater at the American National Theatre and Academy 

while participating in the City Center American Dance 

Marathon '72. Performances were on October 30 through 

November 4, 1972.2 Foregoing a fall tour, the company 

opened its first season as the resident company of the 

City Center at the 55th Street Theater on November 14, 

1972. 3 

In 1972, Ailey initiated a new series of revivals 

under the heading of "Roots of American Dance." 4 During 

his fall season, he revived The Kinetic Molpai by Ted 

Shawn, According to Eve by John Butler, and Choros by 

Katherine Dunham. The Kinetic Molpai, set to a two piano 

score by Jess Meeker which was played by the composer and 

lrvy Clarke, Special Information Sheet for the 
Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater, January 2, 1973. 

2Playbill, ANTA Theatre, New York City, October, 
1972. 

3Playbill, City Center 55th Street Theater, New 
York City, November, 1972. 

4selt, "Ailey Still Matchless!" 
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~I a r y C a m p be l l , w a s f i r s t p r e s e n t e d o n Nov em b e r 1 6 , 1 9 7 2 • 1 

Byron Belt gives the following account of the performance: 

One of Shawn's major works for male dancers was 
a l 9 3 5 opus en tit 1 e d "The Kinetic M o 1 p a i • " In the 
re-staging by Barton Mumaw, the nine Ailey males, 
led by statuesque John Parks, put on a superb display 
of strength and agility. Unhappily for audiences 
less historically interested than they should be, 
Shawn's posing verges on camp today, and the produc
tion is utterly done in by Jess Meeker's pretentious 
and corny silent-film music. 

Even, however, as contemporary audiences snicker 
it is important for us to see this bit of our 

contemporary cultural genesis.2 

Frances Herridge offers the following support for the 

ballet: 

Shawn's touring group was all male, but he 
composed for them as for dancers, not strictly men, 
and some of the airy leaps and lyric arm swings 
they did invaded the procince of what is thought 
female today. The audience last night found them 
amusing, as though they were a spoof of ballet. 
Shawn probably didn't intend them as such, ~ut w~at 
matter: The Ailey group do them well and w1th Wit, 
and the place becomes an excellent showcase for the 
men in the company ••• this is a ~ine tribute to 3 
the roots of American Dance that st1ll glows today .• 

Ailey presented John Butler's According to Eve with a score 

b G C 24 1972 4 The ballet is about 
Y eorge rumb on November , • 

1 Frances Herridge, "Ailey Adopts Shawn Work," 

New York Post, November 17, 1972. 

2 hl '" Belt, "Ailey Still Mate ess. 

3Herridge, "Ailey Adopts Shawn Work.-" 

4Clive Barnes, "Ballet: Ailey Presents Butler's 
'According to Eve,,, New York Times, November 25, 1972. 



- 669 -

Eve and her two sons, Cain and Abel. Judith Jamison is 

cast as Eve in the ballet which, according to Clive Barnes, 

was assisted tremendously by the lighting of Nicolas 

Cernovitch and the set designed by Ter Arutunian. He 

describes the action of the ballet thus: 

This is not Eve in her usual role of temptress 
and lover, but Eve as the mother of us all; Eve, 
solicitous, pained, forgiving--Eve facing up to 
primal violence with motherly compassion. She 
stands between her sons--Where was Adam when she 
needed him? Drinking with the serpent no doubt-
and after this first and most tragic murder, she 
can still, with the conciliation of peace, embrace 
the transgressor, Cain.l 

The third revival, Choros, set to music by Vadico Gogliano, 

was presented on November 25, 1972.2 The program notes 

describe the dance as 

Variations on a Brazilian quadrille of the early 
19th century inspired by the colonial architecture 
of Recife in northern Brazil and by the classical 
interpretation of folk themes and rhythms by the 
Brazilian composer Vadico Gogliano. Complementing 
the classical purity in the choreography are in
fluences from Brazilian folk forms such as the 
Sambo Do Campo, the Xaxado, the Baiao, and the 
Capuera.3 

Anna Kisselgoff describes it as 

••• a gem of a little dance that sparkles and 
glitters on facets cut out by its grande dame of 

lrbid. 

2Anna Kisselgoff, "Dance: 'Choros' Dunham Gem 
Unveiled," New York Times, November 27, 1972. 

3rlaybill, City Center 55th Street Theater, 
November, 1972. 
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a choreographer--the great Katherine Dunham, •.. 
who not only introduced an American black idiom to 
a wide public here and abroad but also introduced 
the black heritage of the Caribbean and Africa to 
Americans. I 

Despite the numerous details involved in producing 

the revivals, Ailey did not neglect his own work. Having 

been only mildly successful with A Song for You at its 

spring premiere, he extended the work into a three-part 

solo for Dudley Williams and retitled it Love Songs.2 Using 

the original solo dance set to the voice of Donny Hathaway 

singing "A Song for You" as the first section, Ailey 

choreographed the second section to the voice of Nina 

Simone singing "A Field of Poppies," and the third section 

returning to the voice of Donny Hathaway singing "He Ain't 

Heavy."3 This work was, according to Anna Kisselgoff, now 

successful. She offers th~ following description: 

In theme, "Love Songs" now offers a message of 
hope and commitment. It deals with love (part one), 
despair ("Poppies") and ultimately the will to fight 
back. By the third and best section, with its sud
den bursts of frenzy and clenched fists, Mr. Williams 
had offered a triumphant performance.4 

lKisselgoff, "Dance: 'Choros,' Dunham Gem 
Unveiled." 

2Anna Kisselgoff, "Dance: 'Love Songs,'" New 
York Times, November 20, 1972. 

3rbid. 

4rbid. 
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And thus ended the Ailey company's first season as the 

resident modern dance company at the City Center. The 

season was a triumph. Now, in the early 1970's, after 

years of leadership in the dance world, Alvin Ailey is 

finally receiving some of the benefits which he richly 

deserves. Ailey now has guaranteed seasons in New York 

City; he now has a dance school; his company is in demand 

throughout the United States as well as internationally; 

and he is sought constantly by other dance artists as a 

choreographer. After years of recognition abroad as one 

of the foremost exponents of American dance, Ailey has 

achieved that distinction at home. The following words of 

Byron Belt, Critic-at-large, may best describe Alvin Ailey 

at this period of his life: 

If there is a modern dance company to match 
Alvin Ailey's, I hope I live to see it. It is 
almost impossible to imagine another ensemble so 
beautifully disciplined, so beautiful to look at, 
and in command of so varied and rich a repertory. 
Ailey, in the absence of Martha Graham, is clearly 
today's most daringly creative and successful 
choreographer and leader.! 

Ailey as a Unique Artist 

Alvin Ailey, who has been acclaimed by authorities 

in the field of dance as the foremost black male exponent 

of modern dance in the United States of America today, 

lnelt, "Ailey Still Matchless!" 
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prefers not to be designated exclusively as a modern dance 

leader. He wishes instead to be recognized as an exponent 

of American dance. 1 This preference on Ailey's part, 

coupled with his artistic direction and energetic promo-

tion of his black American brother in the art of dance, is 

what makes Alvin Ailey a unique dance artist.2 Throughout 

his long career, his intent has been manifested in the 

following introductory statement which appears in most of 

his printed programmes: 

The cultural heritage of the American Negro is 
one of America's richest treasures. From his roots 
as a slave, the American Negro--sometimes sorrowing, 
sometimes jubilant, but always hopeful--has created 
a legacy of music and dance which have touched, 
illuminated, and influenced the most remote preserves 
of world civilization. I and my dance theater 
celebrate, in our programme, this trembling beauty. 
We bring to you the exuberance of his jazz, the 
ecstasy of his spirituals, and the dark rapture of 
his blues. 

In our programmes I combine our own dance forms 
with instrumental music, song and acting techniques 
to express various dramatic themes or moods. This 
is what I mean by "Dance Theater." And since American 
culture has developed from many sources our programme 
is based upon a variety of materials representing 
many influences.3 

These many influences of which Ailey speaks are reflected 

in the repertory of the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance 

!Ailey, personal correspondence, February, 1973. 

2"Dance: Out of Pride," Time, May 28, 1965. 

3Programme, "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater," 
Shaftesbury Theatre, London, October 5, 1964. 
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The ate r. During its life-span of fourteen years, his 

company has performed works of at least seventeen chore-

ographers other than Ailey. In the early 1970's, works 

of thirteen of these choreographers are thus kept alive. 

Ailey made his intentions known during his 

company's tour of Australia and Europe in 1965 when he 

s a i d , "\1 y b i g d r e am i s t o b u i 1 d a rep e r t o r y mod e r n d a n c e 

company, completely mixed, although with a majority of 

~egro dancers, and then collect works from a great many 

choreographers."! He believes modern dance has suffered 

tremendously because many choreographers have established 

dance companies in order to perform their own works 

exclusively and to use their specific organizations as 

vehicles for personal display. 2 Laura Bell, of Show 

'1aqazine, echoes the same sentiments when she says, "Most 

renowned modern dance companies derive their own distinc-

tive identities from the style and reputation of one 

choreographer, whose work dominates the company's reper

t o i r e • '' 3 A i 1 e y be 1 i eves that t hi s practice is wrong 

1"Ailey Talks to Dance and Dancers," Dance and 
Dancers, April, 1965, p. 32. 

2Ellen Cohn, "I Want to be a Father Figure," 
New York Times, April 13, 1969. 

3Laura Bell, "Alvin Ailey Dance Theater: 
to Survive," Show Magazine, July 9, 1970, p. 34. 

Struggling 
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because, as he says, "Once you start making dances on your 

own body, it's hard to know when to stop. Soon you're 

competing with the kids in your own company and that can 

be a dangerous thing." 1 He feels that many talented young 

dancers have abandoned hopes of growth in such companies 

and, as a result, have formed companies of their own 

thereby "repeating the cycle. "2 Ailey believes that, in 

order to " • enlarge the experiences of dancers and 

audience alike • ."3 the practice of the ballet with 

respect to a varied repertory has definite merit.4 

Alvin Ailey realizes that repertory requires 

stamina and versatility on the part of those comprising 

any dance company. Because of his belief in repertory 

he, therefore, has created a company of unique dancers 

with an abundance of both qualities. The stamina of the 

members of the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater 

evokes such comments as 

They are not stuck to the rhythm. They run under 
it, draw circles around it. They dance its 
impulses in the most manifold way and with a 
glorious freedom. It is a triumph of sweeping, 
violent beauty, a furious spectacle. The stage 
vibrates. One has never seen anything like it.5 

lcohn, "I Want to be a Father Figure." 

2rbid. 3 rbid. 

4rbid. 

5"Dance: Out of Pride." 
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Ailey maintains also that physical stamina is exemplified 

further in the fact that his dancers can endure tour after 

tour, the tours being a necessary part of their goal of 

spreading American dance.l Their versatility is evidenced 

in the fact that they are able to change their moods from 

" the raw brutality and passion in Talley Beatty's 

classic jazz ballet, The Road of the Phoebe Snow, to the 

chillingly abstract study of loneliness in Anna Sokolow's 

Rooms, "2 and from " •.• the angularity of Paul Sanasardo' s 

Metallics, to the lyricism of Dance for Six by Joyce 

Trisler, [and] to [Ailey'sl spiritually-based Revelations, 

in one program."3 

Another admirable quality with respect to Alvin 

Ailey's dancers is the fact that throughout the years, the 

male dancers have been praised highly for their skill, 

strength, and techniques. In 1965, Beth Dean wrote the 

following words: 

[Alvin Ailey's] male dancers far outshadow the girls. 
This, surely, is what male dance ought to be: strong, 
violent.when required; subtle, controlled in the 
legato sequences; and, finally, giving us a noble 
grace for contrasts ••• [thesel male dancers in 
their frighteningly easy control of prodigious 

lcohn, "I Want to be a Father Figure." 

2"Dance: Out of Pride." 

3cohn, "I Want to be a Father Figure." 
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techniques, their masculinity, their vitality, their 
undeviating concentration in acting roles shame our 
male dancers. If their visit can stimulate, can 
infuse these qualities into our, at present in 
general, bland, often narrow in outlook and some
times enervated-looking male ballet dancers (influ
enced too deeply by the Covent Garden "tea-cup 
ballet" tradition), then indeed we may look to the 
promise that lies within the more appropriate 
athleticism of the traditional Australian.! 

In 1968, Jean Battey of the Washington Post wrote: 

The men in particular [in Ailey's company] dance as 
if they were possessed, and in the concluding 
"Revelations" the male trio, Sinner Man, moved the 
audience to the kind of spontaneous applause that 
one associates with the pyrotechnics of ballet 
rather than the modern dance.2 

In 1971, another writer for the Washington Post concurred 

wholeheartedly with Dean and Battey by stating that "This 

company has some of the best male dancers to be seen on the 

dance stage."3 

Through his exploration of the roots of the American 

black, Ailey found a way to dance American history through 

an artistic medium. According to Byron Belt, " • • a 

catholic taste and a sense of historical responsibility are 

merely two of Ailey's most important assets. "4 His 

lBeth Dean, "A Dynamo of Modern Dance," Bulletin, 
Sydney, Australia, January 9, 1965. 

2 Jean B a t t e y, ''A i 1 e y G r o u p Draws Capac i t y Turnout , " 
Washington Post, April 1, 1968. 

~"Alvin Ailey: Another Mass." 

-lBelt, " . .\iley Still Matchless!" 
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achievements in this regard have resulted in part from his 

selection and direction of the members comprising his out-

standing company of which Lester Abelman states: 

The name of the electrifyingly exciting group is 
so apt the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
because the conception and motivation of the company 
is all-American and it is a company that perhaps, 
more than any other dance group around, places almost 
as much emphasis on theater as it does on dance.l 

Placing emphasis upon the historical factor, Joseph Gale 

writes: 

Any black program today inescapably contains the 
seeds of protest, but Ailey, who is almost always 
a historian first, and a proud one, concerns 
himself more with heritage. History speaks for 
itself, he seems to say, and if one draws uncom
fortable conclusions, then so be it.2 

In some of his choreography, however, Alvin Ailey does 

present his audience with certain abrasive realities 

because he feels that it is simply something which he has 

to do.3 

Alvin Ailey is unique in that he is not just a 

black choreographer speaking to blacks.4 He admits readily 

that the works in the repertory of his company which are by 

black choreographers are the ones which excite his 

lLester Abelman, "Ailey Troupe Electrifying," 
Daily News, New York City, December 8, 1971. 

2Gale, "Ailey's Decision." 

3Ailey, personal interview, January 17, 1971. 

4cohn, "I Want to be a Father Figure." 
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international audiences the most.l He maintains, neverthe-

less, that the works are not designed specifically for 

blacks. In discussing this point, Cohn quotes Ailey in 

the following manner: 

Revelations comes from Negro spirituals and gospels. 
Its roots are in American Negro culture, which is 
part of the whole country's heritage. The dance 
speaks to everyone--to Yugoslavs, to Poles, to the 
Chinese. Otherwise it wouldn't work. Knoxville 
[: Summer of 1915] isn't about Negroes. It's 
about people. It's about universal things. My 
dancers must be able to do anything, and I don't 
care if they're black or white or purple or green.2 

Although Alvin Ailey has said to his black brethren, "Look! 

Look what you've made! Look how beautiful it is. It's 

yours. You did it out of adversity. Don't you feel a 

little dignity about yourself? Be proud of it • 

He sees himself as a spokesman for art and says, "We talk 

too much of black art when we should be talking about art, 

just art."4 Ailey best portrays his feelings through the 

maintenance of an integrated company--insisting that he 

will audition any dancer and accept him if he is good 

enough. He adds, however, "Well, maybe if a dancer is 

!Ailey, personal interview, January 17, 1971. 

2cohn, "I Want to be a Father Figure." 

3"Dance: Out of Pride." 

4cohn, "I Want to be a Father Figure." 



- 679 -

black and not quite good enough, I might take him on and 

work with him a bit more. It's just that black dancers 

still don't get enough work."l 

When Alvin Ailey works with his dancers, he wishes 

each one to experience personal growth and development as 

a result of having come into contact with his art. He 

explains, 

I like for my works to represent a monument to the 
human spirit. I am involved with the dancer's 
experience within a work--how it relates to his 
personality and how his personality grows within the 
context of the choreography--how these works enlarge 
and enlighten the dancers as human beings. In a 
broad sense, I am involved with the theatrical 
effects of the work but within that framework I am 
involved with the people and how they develop within 
the company. Whenever I find a dancer who has no 
possibility for growth or expansion within these 
works and who technically and emotionally cannot 
understand and take these works unto himself and 
come out a better person, then there is no place in 
this company for him. If there is personality expan
sion within the context of the work, then the 
theatrical effects are there.2 

Ailey's requirements of growth and expansion of personalities 

demand that his dancers possess considerable talent. This 

talent--no matter what the color of the dancer's skin--is 

exemplified with such authority and joy that Jean Battey 

of the Washington Post writes: 

1Bell, "Alvin Ailey Dance Theater: 
Survive,'' p. 34. 

") 

Struggling to 

... Ailey, personal interview, Septemt-er 1, 1970. 
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The most striking thing about the company is the 
energy it generates on stage ••• Dance vitality 
rather than dance precision is what the Ailey 
company is after. Its orientation is toward the 
exciting and theatrical and it makes a great 
impact. • . Its expression of the music and 
dance and vigor of the American Negro gives it 
a strength and style that provide it a unique 
place in the American dance scene.l 

Byron Belt, Critic-at-Large, writes that " •.. the infec-

tious enthusiasm of the Ailey dancers explodes across the 

footlights and generates the sort of devoted attention and 

response that reflects theatre magic at its ultimate."2 

Following a performance in Middletown, Ohio, Marion Feman, 

a ~usic-Drama Editor, commented that 

The excitement that the company generated was 
apparent in the ten-minute ovation following the 
performance with many youths and blacks standing in 
acclaim, reiterating what has been felt every place 
this company dances from Middletown to Moscow. 

What is so special about this troupe which is 
integrated but predominately black? There is inter
est and movement and entertainment in every aspect 
of its performance. The choreography is direct, 
uncontrived. It effectively blends classical ballet 
techniques with modern dance and show-type skills. 
The dancers are disciplined and talented. 

It is gutsy, sensitive, expressive, sorrowing, 
joyful, powerful. Everything fits--choreography, 
dancing, music, lighting, stylish costumes, sparse 
and effective props. 

Ailey's unusual use of extended arms and legs 
and surprise movements hits right away. His dancers 
leap high, then roll in agony as earthbound vulner
able creatures. 

1Battey, "Ailey Group Draws Capacity Tur.nout." 

2Belt, "Ailey Still Matchless!" 
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And all of Ailey's works--while they show the 
struggles of the American black--end up in 
indomitable hope and celebration. What I'm trying 
to convey is that it all fits. Ailey feels it, the 
dancers feel it, and it booms across the footlights 
and the audience feels it.l 

Perhaps Phillip Truckenbrod, in his review of a performance 

in Newark, New Jersey, best describes Ailey's unique 

accomplishments in the dance world. He writes: 

The orientation of the company and of Ailey's 
art is toward the American black and is often an 
attempt at illumination and expression of pains, 
pleasures, and attitudes peculiar to blacks of this 
country. Yet one of the most beautiful things about 
this magnificent company is that its dancing 
obliterates black and white as viable distinctions. 

The casting of each set in "Blues Suite" was 
obviously done by Ailey completely on the basis of 
dancer capacities and not the color of their skin. 
White and black dancers produced the work side-by
side and often hand-in-hand, giving the audience not 
the slightest hint which characters being portrayed 
were black and which white. Maybe no whites were 
meant to be portrayed at all, which would make the 
performance even more remarkable. It was the most 
truly and fully human artistic treatment of particular 
human beings I have ever seen. What emerged was a 
single race in which all emotions and problems are 
ultimately the same. One simply could not tell from 
the color of the dancer's skin whether he danced a 
part intended to be black or white. 

Ailey has managed to totally erase the differences 
we term "racial" today and has sacrificed those sup
posed differences to the greater god of humanity and 
worthy art. Ailey's company is richly deserving of 
the title "American" and represents us well in its 

1Marian Feman, "Ailey Dancers--Terrific," Sunday 
R e c o r d , j1 i d d 1 e t o w n , 0 h i o , M a r c h 2 1 , 1 9 7 1 • 
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tours around the world--both artistically and as 
representations of our most noble dreams.l 

It appears that Ailey has made his message clear and widely 

known and, through his explorations of the roots of black 

folk, he has, perhaps, unearthed what is basically "American." 

Ailey's company, which has had the word "American" in its 

official title since 1962, has finally become " .•• a full 

partner of one of New York's few absolutely essential 

artistic organizations."2 As the new resident modern dance 

company of the City Center of Music and Drama, Incorporated, 

the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater has dropped the 

"American" from its title. This has not changed Ailey's 

direction; it has, however, extended it to include further 

exploration into the "Roots of American Dance."3 

As Alvin Ailey views the future, his horizons are 

limitless. His company is his vehicle for the revival of 

works of great American artists as well as for the per-

formance of superb repertory for which he is noted; as 

guest choreographer for other dance companies--especially 

the ballet--his exuberant style extends more widely to 

audiences; with his new school in operation, he has a 

lPhillip Truckenbrod, "Alvin Ailey Troupe Scores 
an Artistic Triumph," Newark Star Ledger, June 24, 1971. 

2selt, "Ailey Still Matchless!" 



- 683 -

laboratory for repertory works as well as for developing 

new dancers to augment his company; and Ailey, himself, 

continues to exercise his own creativity--to structure 

dances, to direct and to inspire dancers, critics, and 

audiences alike to join the writer for Cue Magazine who 

offers the following salute: "In the amazing Alvin Ailey 

we find the magic element which can bring the discerning 

balletomane to his feet for ten minutes. And the sound is 

like music."! Alvin Ailey's struggle has been a long one 

but Ivy Clarke, now General Manager for Ailey's company, 

who has operated in the background during his most dis-

heartening years, says, in 1973, 

Alvin is now at the point where he can be most 
productive. He is free of many of the tasks which, 
heretofore, he had to deal with personally. He is 
a creative genius, a dedicated minister of the 
arts--using black dance to stimulate a universal 
awareness that all men have an artistic message 
regardless of color, religion, or political 
affiliations. Alvin has given to America a reputa
tion which no other representative of the modern 
dance has been able to achieve. The name "Alvin 
Ailey" is internationally identified with exciting 
American dance theater. He still has so much to 
give--he's ready now and the time is right.2 

The task which began as an exploration of the roots of black 

folk has developed into an exploration of the roots of 

l"Salute of the Week: Alvin Ailey," Cue Magazine, 
April 24, 1971, p. 6. 

2 Ivy Clarke, telephone interview, March 13, 1973. 
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American dance; Alvin Ailey is the artist to lead the 

country in this endeavor and to animate and illuminate 

his findings! 1 

lBelt, "Ailey Still Matchless!" 



CHAPTER XI 

SUMMARY: ALVIN AILEY, EXPLORER OF THE 

ROOTS OF THE BLACK MAN 

The circumstances surrounding the birth of Alvin 

Ailey were far from ideal. He was born in Rogers, Texas, 

to Alvin Ailey, Senior, and to Lula Cliff Ailey, on 

January 5, 1931, into the household of Grandfather Henry 

Ailey which was already comprised of thirteen persons. 

His birthplace itself was a single-walled house which 

provided inadequate protection against the cold Texas 

winter; his mother was so undernourished at the time of 

his birth that she was unable to produce milk for him. A 

''sugar tit," made of a clean cloth wrapped around a lump 

of sugar, was devised for young Alvin to suck upon in order 

to provide nourishment for him until he could eat the food 

from the table which his mother crushed with a spoon. 

When A 1 vi n, Junior, w a s t h r e e month s o 1 d, h i s 

parents moved to a one-room cabin located about eight miles 

outside of Rogers on the property of a white landowner for 

whom they planned to work in return for free living quarters. 

Three months later, Ailey, Senior, abandoned his wife and 

infant son and left them to provide for themselves. Lula 
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Ailey, a woman of strong will and great love for her child, 

solicited washing and ironing from neighboring white 

residents; she also planted and cultivated a bean garden 

in order to provide for their bare subsistence. 

One evening, when Alvin was two years of age, his 

mother had prepared a large quantity of dried beans and 

bread. He ate too rapidly, without chewing his food 

properly, and by nine o'clock that night he had become so 

ill that his mother placed him upon her back and walked 

the eight miles into town in order to seek the services of 

a physician, Dr. L. E. Etter. The doctor invited the 

Aileys to spend the remainder of the night in his home, and, 

upon learning of the distance which they had come in the 

darkness the night before, he took them back to their home 

in his car the following morning. Horrified at the un

sanitary and inadequate conditions of their living quarters, 

Dr. Etter returned the following day and invited Mrs. Ailey 

to return to Rogers in order to work for his wife. He 

explained that he had servant quarters in which he thought 

that mother and son would be quite comfortable. 

The Aileys were comfortable in their new living 

quarters until May of 1935 when Alvin's father returned to 

live with them. Because the arrangement proved to be as 

unsatisfactory as it had been three and a half years earlier, 
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Mrs. Ailey chose to take her son and leave the home and the 

position which Dr. Etter had provided for her. Her next 

move was to Wharton, Texas, where she was befriended first 

by Mrs. Maggie Earl and later by Mrs. Fannie Warfield. 

Through her association with these two ladies, Lula Ailey 

earned her livelihood by assisting with household chores 

and picking cotton on a day-to-day basis. The Aileys 

remained in Wharton, Texas, for one year only at which time 

they moved into an empty house in Athall, Texas. This was 

their home until Mrs. Ailey inadvertently discovered that 

her son had acquired a large chicken snake as a pet. Ter

rified by this discovery, she hurriedly packed their meager 

belongings and, with her small boy, departed the following 

day for Rogers, Texas. 

During the summer of 1936, a new highway project 

in Navasota, Texas, provided Mrs. Ailey with another oppor

tunity for remunerative employment away from Rogers. For 

about six months, she helped to prepare lunches for the 

laborers who were employed on the highway project. This 

employment was terminated, however, when the necessity for 

emergency surgery paved the way for Mrs. Ailey to become 

the first black patient ever assigned to a bed in the 

Navasota Hospital. Here she met the physicians who owned 

the Coleman, Stewart, and Ketchums Medical Clinic, and, 
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after her convalescence, she was employed at this Clinic. 

This employment led to her subsequent position as the 

first black employee at the Navasota Hospital. 

In Navasota, the Aileys lived on the property of 

Amos Alexander, a black man who was regarded as an individual 

of considerable financial means. During the period of Mrs. 

A i 1 e y ' s h o sp ita 1 i z at i on, A 1 ex a n de r de v e 1 oped a father 1 y 

attachment for young Alvin and became his official guardian 

for the next six years. The Alexander house, located just 

at the edge of town, gave Alvin Ailey an exposure to both 

town and country living. He experienced his first real 

responsibilities with respect to performing daily chores, 

to riding horses, and to becoming for the first time the 

owner of a dog. He attended the Navasota Colored School 

where, as a fourth grader, he was allowed to play the tuba 

with the high school band. He also exhibited early artistic 

interests by drawing sketches of small living things in a 

"Big Ben" writing tablet which he carried with him at all 

times. Upon this tablet he recorded verses also which he 

composed about interesting things which he either saw or 

imagined. 

Sundays for the Aileys were filled with attending 

church and engaging in church-related activities as members 

of the True Vine Baptist Church. In Southern Baptist 
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churches such as True Vine, baptismal ceremonies were held 

in rivers or ponds in the vicinity of the Church. All of 

those to be baptized wore white clothing and were marched 

to the baptismal site with dignity and solemnity; the 

ceremony itself was followed by joyous singing, shouting, 

and expressions of praise. Such ceremonies, coupled with 

the racial friction which existed among southern blacks 

and whites and with the pattern of social life among the 

blacks in Southeast Texas, later influenced Ailey's 

choreography of his respective works entitled Revelations, 

Masekela Langaqe, and Blues Suite. During his boyhood, 

however, Alvin's only outward artistic expression was 

manifested through his drawings and his poems. 

During the year 1942, when Alvin was eleven 

years old, Lula Ailey and her son moved to Los Angeles 

where he entered Valencia Junior High School, the first 

integrated school which he had ever attended. He was so 

unhappy in this setting that his mother moved to another 

neighborhood where he attended George Washington Carver 

Junior High School--a school for black children only. 

There he became a member of the Glee Club and developed an 

intense involvement with singing and with the sound of 

music. He enrolled also in a class in creative writing; 

in this class, he not only continued to write poems of his 
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own but he also became acquainted with the works of renowned 

poets. 

Alvin Ailey saw his first ballet when he was in 

junior high school. Although this performance by the Ballet 

Russe de Monte Carlo was a personal disappointment to th~ 

youngster, the experience introduced him to the world of 

the theatre. By 1945, he had formed the habit of boarding 

a bus each Saturday and riding to the downtown section ~f· 

Los Angeles in which the Biltmore and Orpheum Theatres were 

located. I t w a s a t t h e B i 1 t m o r e Th e a t r e t h a t h e s a w t h e , · 

1945 version of Katherine Dunham's Tropical Revue. A~ley·: 

was overwhelmed by the performance and fascinated wit~ th~ 

colorful costumes and with the heavy make-up which wai wo~n 

by the dancers--theatrical appurtenances which made a 

lasting impression upon the latent artist. 

While attending the Thomas Jefferson Senior Hig~ 

School, Ailey extended his academic interests to include 

literature and foreign languages. He became so fluent in 

Spanish and in French that his services were enlisted as ... a 

substitute teacher whenever the regular high school teache'i·s 

of Spanish or French were absent. His interest in Spanish 

literature led ultimately to his choreography of a dance 
., 

drama entitled Feast of Ashes, based upon Federico Garc1a 

Lorca's play entitled The House of Bernarda Alba. 
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The milieu of black social activity during the 

period of World War II was centered on Central Avenue in_. 

Los Angeles. As often as he could afford the prices of · 

ad m i s s i on, young A 1 vi n frequented The B i 11 Rob i n son, The .. 

Florence Mills, The Rosebud, and The Lincoln Theatres. It 

was there that he viewed the early musicals of Gene Kelly 

and of Fred Astaire; Ailey credits Kelly with the estab- ·-

lishment of his first genuine respect for the male danc~r. 
r.·/ ~ 

The Lincoln Theatre featured live entertainment and pro~, 

v i d e d A i l e y w i t h t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o v i e w s u c h fa m o u s b' 1 a c k 

performers as Pearl Bailey, Pigmeat Markham, Duke Ellin~ton, 

and Billie Holiday. In addition to his experiences at t~~· 

theatre, Alvin, by the time that he was sixteen years··o·{ 

age, had an extensive co 11 e c t i on of 7 8 rpm phonograph · r e C o_r·~ s 

to which he listened for hours at home. A favorite among 
• •• ',! 

. : .:.· : ' :.: . .-~ 
these records was Leonard Bernstein's music for the balle 

entitled Fancy Free. At that time, Ailey's interest in t-he 

b a 1 l e t w a s 1 i m i t e d s 0 1 e 1 y t 0 h i s a p p r e c i a t i 0 n 0 f t h e . r ~-'yt h ni 

and melody of the score although, ironically, he was 

destined to choreograph, more than twenty years later, 

Bernstein's Mass. 

At school, the first of his peers whom Ailey saw 

performing a dance was Ronald Gaffney, a fellow student who 

had had no formal training in dance but who was a self-styled 
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performer and choreographer. Ailey, fascinated by Gaffney, 

felt that he, himself, was too introverted and shy ever to 

do such things. At one of these performances, Ailey saw 

Carmen de Lavallade dance with Gaffney in Scheherazade and, 

a short time later, he saw her perform a ballet dance set 

to music by Mozart. Entranced by her beauty and dancing 

ability, Ailey sought an introduction to this girl with the 

result that today Carmen de Lavallade laughingly claims the 

credit for influencing Ailey's distinguished dance career. 

The person who actually convinced Alvin Ailey to 

study dance seriously, however, was Ted Crumb, a boy who 

was enrolled in classes at various dance studios and prac

ticed at home in his backyard the techniques which he had 

learned. Ailey became Crumb's regular, captive audience 

during these practice sessions and made constant inquiries 

concerning each new movement which he observed. qrumb, in 

turn, gave patient demonstrations and explanations and even 

persuaded Ailey to try some of the movements himself. One 

day, early in his senior year of high school, Ted Crumb 

demonstrated some modern dance techniques to Ailey which 

made the latter "tingle with excitement." After learning 

that these movements stemmed from Bella Lewitzky, who 

taught and danced in Hollywood at the Lester Horton Dance 
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Theatre, Ailey requested that Crumb take him to visit the 

Horton organization. 

Ailey's introduction to the Lester Horton Dance 

Theatre was for him "an experience to remember." Carmen 

de Lavallade, Ted Crumb, and James Truitte were all in the 

class and "all dancing beautifully." Ailey made many more 

visits to the Lester Horton Dance Theatre where, sitting in 

the back of the combination theatre-studio, he watched the 

company of dancers rehearsing on stage. He decided that he 

wished to be a part of this beautiful activity and that, 

upon his graduation from senior high school, he would 

return to the Lester Horton Dance School and enroll in dance 

classes. 

Having made no decision with respect to pursuing a 

career in dance only, Alvin Ailey made plans also to attend 

college at the University of California at Los Angeles. 

These plans necessitated full-time employment immediately 

following his graduation from the Thomas Jefferson Senior 

High School in Los Angeles on June 18, 1948. He worked 

with the Atomic Energy Commission from June until the end 

of December in 1948. Then, because the second semester at 

the Cniversity of California at Los Angeles did not begin 

until February, Ailey devoted his free time during January 

of 1949 to classes at the Lester Horton Dance School. He 
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chose a place at the back of the class because he was shy, 

and he approached the lessons in an athletic fashion. He 

found the experiences stimulating but left the school at 

the end of January to begin his studies at the University 

of Califo~nia at Los Angeles. 

In mid-February of 1949, Lester Horton himself 

telephoned Alvin Ailey and, upon learning of his financial 

situation and the seriousness of his interest in dance, 

offered him a working scholarship which involved his 

assisting with the lighting and working as a general "handy

man" for the weekly performances of the Lester Horton Dance 

Theatre. In exchange for these services, Ailey was enrolled 

in those dance classes which he could fit into his schedule. 

A full class load at the University and an eight-hour work

ing "shift" at a nearby restaurant, however, made it impos

sible for him to enroll in dance classes on days other than 

Saturdays. Ailey was happy, nevertheless, because he was in 

the atmosphere of the Horton Theatre and School closely 

associated with Lester Horton whom he esteemed highly. 

During the spring of 1949, Alvin Ailey's daily 

schedule proved too strenuous for him. He was physically 

exhausted most of the time and decided, therefore, not to 

return to the University of California at Los Angeles in 

the fall. During the summer months, he enrolled in two 
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classes in Horton dance techniques each week. He also 

became involved in a composition class in which he com

pleted his first dance study--a workshop exercise which 

related sculpture and painting to movement. 

In the fall, Ailey moved to San Francisco, Cali

fornia, where he continued his academic studies at the San 

Francisco State College. He obtained evening employment 

at the Greyhound Bus Terminal, thus leaving his days free 

for a full schedule of classes. The first semester prog

ressed smoothly, but, at the beginning of the spring 

semester in 1950, Ailey underwent surgery for the removal 

of a non-functional kidney. During his period of recupera

tion, he met and became friendly with Mia Angelou, author 

of the book entitled I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, who 

later introduced him to Lon Fonteyne, a dancer-choreographer 

who had a night club act. Font~yne was performing at the 

Champagne Supper Club in downtown San Francisco when he 

invited Ailey to audition for a place in his act and, after 

the audition, immediately employed him. When Fonteyne took 

his act to Los Angeles for an engagement, one of the first 

places which Ailey visited was the Lester Horton Dance 

Theatre. When he saw a new suite of Latin dances which 

Horton had choreographed, he was convinced that he must 

return to Los Angeles and study seriously at the Lester 



- 696 -

Horton Dance Theatre School. Ailey returned to San 

Francisco, therefore, packed his belongings, and moved 

back to Los Angeles. 

When Alvin Ailey was finally enrolled again at the 

Lester Horton Dance Theatre School early in 1953, he 

participated in two or three classes each day. He became 

also a member of Horton's workshop group and began to learn 

some of the dances in the Horton repertory. He choreo

graphed his first complete dance in the workshop during 

that summer, entitled Afternoon Blues, and he danced for 

the first time with Carmen de Lavallade, performing the 

male role in the Horton choreographic work entitled 

Dedication to Jose Clemente Orozco. 

During the late spring of 1953, Jack Cole, the 

well-known choreographer for Broadway musicals and motion 

pictures, selected Claude Thompson, Carmen de Lavallade, and 

Alvin Ailey to dance in his choreography for the motion pic-

ture entitled Lydia Bailey. Ailey rehearsed with Cole for 

two weeks after which he became ill with mononucleosis and 

was unable to appear in the motion picture as scheduled • 

. 4iley refers to the period of rehearsals as "two of the most 

exciting weeks" in his life. Jack Cole became one more 

person who influenced the early professional career of Alvin 

Ailey who was, in the future, to resort periodically to 

Cole's method of structuring a dance. 
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The Lester Horton Dance Theatre was performing at 

Ciro's in Hollywood when Horton suffered a heart attack 

which resulted in his death on November 2, 1953. Bec~use 

he had been the sole choreographer for his company, his 

death left its members in a dilemma. Plans for their annual 

spring concert which were already in progress included the 

choreography of a new dance for the opening performance at 

the Wilshire-Ebell Theatre in Los Angeles. Frank Eng, former 

motion picture and drama critic of the Los Angeles Daily News, 

assumed immediate directorship of the company and invited 

each member to submit scenarios of dances which he or she 

wished to choreograph. Ailey was the only member of the 

company who accepted the opportunity. Two of his projected 

works, submitted under the titles of According to Saint 

Francis and Mourning, Mourning, respectively, were accepted 

by Eng and the members of the company. Ailey subsequently 

choreographed, directed, and supervised the production of 

these two works which were presented as planned at the 

Wilshire-Ebell Theatre in Los Angeles on June 4, 1954. 

Although the performance was not an overwhelming success, 

the presentation meant that the Lester Horton Dance Theatre 

was "alive and well." 

Following this venture with Alvin Ailey as the new 

choreographer, several activities developed within the 



- 698 -

Horton organization. A Children's Theatre was initiated at 

the School; Ailey and de Lavallade were cast as a dance team 

in the RKO motion picture production of Carmen Jones; and 

the members of the company began.rehearsing for a return 

engagement at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorpo

rated, near Lee, Massachusetts. Ailey was uncomfortable 

with the children, personally successful in Carmen Jones, 

and a disappointment at Jacob's Pillow. Ted Shawn had been 

so impressed by the Horton program presented in conjunction 

with the Festival during the previous summer when Ailey was 

not a member of the company that he had extended an invita-

tion for a return engagement in 1954. During this engage-

ment, however, Shawn felt insulted personally by this youth

ful choreographer's presumption in assuming ~he leadership 

of the Lester Horton Dance Theatre. 

The engagement at Jacob's Pillow, however, opened 

up new avenues of exposure for Ailey and for Carmen de 

Lavallade. Monte Kaye, a producer-promoter, arranged for 

the company to travel to New York City following the final 

performance at Jacob's Pillow in order to audition at the 

Alvin Theatre for a possible future appearance on television. 

During the audition, Arnold Saint Subber, the producer of a 

forthcoming musical entitled House of Flowers, invited 

Ailey and de Lavallade to remain in New York City as members 
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of his cast. They refused his offer, however, by explaining 

their seriousness with respect to returning to the West 

Coast in order to keep the Lester Horton Dance Theatre in 

existence. They returned, therefore, to the West Coast and 

began preparations for the annual scholarship fund-raising 

event, the Bal Caribe, in October of 1954. This performance 

called again upon Ailey's creative resources with the result 

that he devised a series of variations on folk and Latin 

dances. The formal presentation of the program was ac

claimed the " .•• finest in Horton dance group history." 

On December 11, 1954, Saint Subber, the producer of 

House of Flowers, telephoned Ailey and de Lavallade and 

extended to them another invitation to become members of 

the cast of House of Flowers. Herbert Ross, who was enjoy

ing success as the choreographer for the film version of 

Carmen Jones and who had replaced George Balanchine as the 

choreographer for House of Flowers had suggested that these 

two artists be added to the cast as featured dancers. De 

Lavallade and Ailey decided to accept the resulting offer 

because it afforded an opportunity for both artists to 

become featured dancers in a Broadway musical, to receive a 

regular salary, and to study in New York City with out

standing teachers of modern dance. Ailey and de Lavallade 

joined the cast billed simply as "Alvin" and "Carmen;" 
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they performed a "sexy" pas de deux which was well received 

by the audiences. Following the opening of the musical in 

New York City on December 30, 1954, Ross choreographed 

another dance for Ailey entitled Slide, Boy, Slide. The 

new dance was incorporated in the production of House of 

Flowers during the following April. 

Shortly after his arrival in New York City, Alvin 

Ailey initiated his program of self-improvement by seeking 

out those master teachers of modern dance of whom he had 

heard high praise. He was disappointed with what he found 

as none of the teachers offered techniques which were 

similar to those which he had learned under the tutelage 

of Lester Horton. Eventually, Ailey heard about the work 

of Karel Shook and visited Shook's Studio of Dance Arts 

which was located in Greenwich Village. Shook convinced 

him that, if he were serious about choreography, he should 

study ballet. Acting upon Shook's advice, Ailey came often 

to the Studio of Dance Arts although he observed more often 

than he danced in the classes. 

Ailey considers the period from 1955 through 1959 

his "apprentice years." He spent these years dancing for 

different choreographers, enrolling periodically in various 

dance classes, visiting rehearsals at many dance studios, 

and generally absorbing materials for his own use in the 
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future. His favorite workshop area was the studio of the 

New Dance Group where he danced in choreography produced 

by Donald McKayle, Anna Sokolow, and Sophie Maslow. Ailey 

found that it was not too difficult for him to find remun

erative employment following his role as a featured dancer 

in House of Flowers. During the fall of 1955, he played 

the role of a Chinese bandit in the off-Broadway produc

tion of The Carefree Tree; in the spring of 1956, he was 

featured with Mary Hinkson in the road company of the show 

entitled Sing, Man, Sing, starring Harry Belafonte; in the 

spring of 1957, he performed in a Calypso Revue which 

starred and was produced by Geoffrey Holder; during the 

summer of 1957, he performed in the Jones Be~ch production 

of Showboat; and, in the fall of 1957, he and Christyne 

Lawson headed the "dance brigade" in the Broadway musical 

entitled Jamaica, choreographed by Jack Cole. 

Ailey's first concert, comprised predominately of his 

own works, was presented on March 30, 1958, at the Kaufmann 

Concert Hall of the 92nd Street YM-YWHA and featured Talley 

Beatty as a guest artist. The program was comprised of two 

major works by Ailey, Ode and Homage and Blues Suite, 

respectively, as well as four of the five dances based upon 

Latin themes. John Martin, then dance critic of the ~ 

York Times, gave Ailey's first choreographic venture in New 
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York City a satisfactory review, and the response of the 

audience was enthusiastic. Ailey's first concert was a 

success, and, as soon as this opening performance was over, 

he was already planning the next one. He felt that he was 

now ready for New York City and that he must lose no time 

before creating new dances for his next company of dancers 

to be designated as Alvin Ailey and Company. 

Alvin Ailey and Company presented its second per

formance in New York City on December 21, 1958, at the 

Kaufmann Concert Hall, nine months after the Company's 

initial program. With Carmen de Lavallade as guest artist, 

Ailey presented Cinco Latinos, Blues Suite, and a new work 

entitled Ariette Oubliee. The critics were generally recep

tive to the concert, and P. W. Manchester, -delighted with 

it, called it " ••. stimulating, exciting, beautiful, funny, 

and original entertainment." Not only was Ailey a gifted 

choreographer, but he had been able also to assemble some 

of the most talented black dancers in New York City for the 

presentation of his works. He was fortunate in the sense 

that all of these dancers knew and respected the abilities 

of each other; there was no rivalry between them, they were 

all interested in assisting Alvin Ailey to establish him

self as a recognized choreographer. 
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Ailey's third major concert was presented at the 

Kaufmann Concert Hall of the 92nd Street YM-YWHA in New 

York City on January 31, 1960. On this occasion, his group 

of dancers was designated as the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater. 

With the lapse of over a year since his last appearance at 

the Kaufmann Concert Hall in New York City, Ailey had not 

only prepared new works for presentation but he had re

structured earlier choreography also. Ailey's first 

choreography which was unfamiliar to the audience was his 

Creation of the World to music by Milhaud, a work which he 

had produced while he was associated with the Lester Horton 

Dance Theatre. He danced this work with Matt Turney, his 

guest artist from the Martha Graham Dance Company, and 

"caused a small sensation." Following the premiere of 

Revelations on this same program, in the midst of the ap

plause and cheers of the audience, the Director of the 92nd 

Street YM-YWHA announced that the concert would be repeated 

as soon as arrangements could be made. This announcemen-t 

meant genuine success for the Alvin Ailey D"ance Theater as 

the most that black dancers and choreographers could expect 

to achieve in those days was one major concert each year. 

The repeat performance was presented on February 28, 1960, 

at which time James Truitte, whom Ailey had persuaded to 

come to New York City from the West Coast, joined the company. 
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The spring of 1960 was "special" for Alvin Ailey. 

Prior to this time, he had had costumes, stage properties, 

and all of the possessions of his company stored at his 

apartment, or at the apartments of friends, and any other 

area where space was available. Through his Stage Manager, 

Charles Blackwell, he met Edele Holtz, Director of the 

Westside Young Women's Christian Association, which was 

located in mid-town Manhattan. Ailey was searching primarily 

for rehearsal space but he received much more than that 

from his new acquaintance. Holtz converted the entire 

second floor of the YWCA building into an organization 

called the Clark Center for the Performing Arts and made 

the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater the resident dance company 

for the new organization. In addition to providing Ailey 

and the members of his company with a place in which to 

rehearse, to store costumes, and to teach classes, Holtz 

had the small auditorium renovated and converted into a 

concert hall in order that the dancers might present pro

grams which would yield financial returns. 

In October of 1960, the Clark Center for the Per

forming Arts was opened officially. The first concert of 

the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater in its new home was on 

November 27 of that year. Again, Carmen de Lavallade 

danced as Ailey's guest artist. Her appearance in this 
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role and the fact that James Truitte was now a member of 

his company influenced Ailey to add to his repertory the 

choreography of other artists. Included on the program, 

therefore, were Lester Horton's The Beloved, danced by 

de Lavallade and Truitte, and John Butler's Portrait of 

Billie, performed by de Lavallade and Glen Tetley. The 

premiere of Ailey's Knoxville: Summer of 1915, based upon 

a prose poem by the late James Agee, was presented also. 

This poem had particular significance for Ailey as it 

reminded him of his childhood when he felt that he was 

loved deeply but seldom understood. 

In January of 1961, Ailey made his dramatic debut 

in the off-Broadway production of Michael Shurtleff's play 

entitled Call Me By My Rightful Name. The play centered 

around two graduate students who were roommates at Columbia 

University--one white and the other black--and a white girl. 

The theme dealt with the potential presence of racial ten

sion even among men of good will. Ailey's debut in drama 

received encouraging critical response which was especially 

pleasing since he had not studied acting before his appear

ance in this dramatic role. 

During the summer of 1961, Alvin Ailey and Carmen 

de Lavallade danced the former's Jazz Piece, later re-titled 

Roots of the Blues, at the Tenth Annual Boston Arts Festival. 
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This event marked an artistic reunion of the two dancers 

following a period during which de Lavallade had been 

dancing with John Butler and the members of his company. 

Performing to music arranged by the soulful blues $inger, 

Brother John Sellers, and accompanied by him and two of 

his musicians, Ailey and de Lavallade danced for fifteen 

minutes and literally " ••• stopped the show cold every 

single night." During the remainder of the summer of 1961, 

Ailey enacted the role of a college professor in a play 

entitled Ding Dong Bell, and made a successful return ap

pearance at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated. 

That fall he enacted the role also of a soft-hearted prize 

fighter in the production of William Saroyan's one-act 

play entitled Two by Saroyan. 

During the fall of 1961, Ailey and the members of 

his company were invited to tour Southeast Asia under the 

auspices of the President's Special International Program 

for Cultural Presentations. In preparation for this tour, 

Ailey enlarged his company from six to ten dancers, and 

completed the choreography for three new works entitled, 

respectively, Been Here and Gone, Two for Now, and Hermit 

Songs. With his special guest star, Carmen de Lavallade, 

receiving equal billing, the company was re-named the 

de Lavallade-Ailey American Dance Company and embarked on 
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January 30, 1962, upon its tour of thirteen weeks in South

east Asia. In addition to choreography by Ailey, the 

repertory for the tour included Lester Horton's The Beloved 

John Butler's Letter to a Lady, and Glen Tetley's Mountain

way Chant. 

The tour began in Sydney, Australia, where the 

members of the company found the Australian summer delight

ful as well as the response of the audiences and dance 

critics, and terminated in Seoul, Korea, where a riot 

occurred on the closing night because there were so many 

individuals who wished to see the sold-out performance but 

could not obtain tickets. The company received superlative 

reviews throughout the duration of the tour; Ailey and de 

Lavallade spoke constantly of their feeling of humility in 

experiencing such a warm response and of their desire to 

learn much from their tour of the Far East. Ailey returned 

to New York City late in May of 1962 with the satisfaction 

of knowing that the members of his company had been success

ful as Cultural Ambassadors for the United States of America. 

The reports which reached the representatives of the spon

soring agency in the Federal Government were more encourag

ing than those which had been received concerning any other 

group which had served in a similar capacity. 
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During the summer of 1962, Ailey taught a course in 

Jazz Forms at the Connecticut College School of Dance in 

New London, performed with his company at the Connecticut 

College Dance Festival, commuted da~ly to Watch Hill, Rhode 

Island, where he choreographed Feast of Ashes for the 

Joffrey Ballet, and suffered an emotional and professional 

parting of the ways with Carmen de Lavallade. Highlights 

of the remainder of the year of 1962 included a performance 

by the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater at the Rebekah Harkness 

Foundation Dance Festival in the Delacorte Theatre in 

Central Park in New York City which was attended by the 

members of the Bolshoi Ballet, and a dramatic performance 

which marked the end of Ailey's acting career. The last 

event occurred when Josh Logan, Director of the Broadway 

play entitled Tiqer.Tiger, Burning Bright, was determined 

to give Ailey his "big chance," and cast him in the leading 

role of the play, supported by such talented performers as 

Claudia McNeil, Diann Sands, Robert Lee Hooks, Roscoe Lee 

Brown, Al Freeman, Junior, and Cicely Tyson. As a result, 

Ailey was outstanding in his failure and concluded that 

both acting and dancing were serious arts and that neither 

should be engaged in haphazardly. With this experience, his 

potential career as an actor ended during the fall of 1962. 

The year of 1963 found Alvin Ailey choreographing 

new works and restructuring old ones. He presented the 
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premiere performances of his Reflections in D, Suspensions, 

and Labyrinth at the Brooklyn Academy of Music during the 

spring and restructured and combined sections of his Blues 

Suite and Roots of the Blues to produce the suite, ulti

mately entitled The Blues Roll On, which was presented in 

summer performances. During the late summer of 1963, Alvin 

Ailey and his company joined Duke Ellington and Talley 

Beatty in Chicago, Illinois, in the preparation of the 

production of a musical entitled My People for the Black 

Centennial Exposition held in that city. From Chicago, the 

the company went to Brazil to participate in the Inter

national Music Festival held in Rio de Janeiro during the 

early part of September of 1963. Ailey attempted to 

choreograph Rivers, Streams, Doors for presentation at the 

Festival in Brazil but, unable to complete this work, he 

presented instead The Blues Roll On, Three for Now, and 

Revelations. At the close of the Festival, he traveled 

to Bahia, Brazil, to conduct research on the "Macumba" for 

Rebekah Harkness. Following a week of observation and study 

of folk dances in Bahia, Ailey left Brazil to return to New 

York City to prepare his company for its first American 

tour. The itinerary included many engagements on the East 

Coast of the United States and throughout the South. Ailey 

had several memorable experiences during this tour and 



- 710 -

found that the stages in southern colleges were often 

inadequately equipped for dance performances. He concluded, 

however, that whatever the buildings lacked from a technical 

viewpoint, the audiences compensated for fully in their 

warmth and appreciation. 

During the spring of 1964, Joyce Trisler, a white 

dancer from the Horton days, joined Alvin Ailey's company 

as a guest artist. Her presence in the company made it 

possible to expand further the range of choreographic 

presentations as she and James Truitte danced works by 

Lester Horton as well as their own choreographies. Ailey 

acquired also for his repertory three works by Talley 

Beatty entitled, respectively, Tocatto, Congo Tango Palace, 

and The Road of the Phoebe Snow. During the summer of 1964, 

Ailey's choreographic work, Revelations, reached its per

fected form. Following the performance of this work in 

Central Park on September 1, 1964, the dance .critic, Walter 

Terry, thought that the company succeeded triumphantly in 

projecting its stated theme--"This little light of mine, 

I'm gonna let it shine!" 

On September 7, 1964, the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater, 

under the aegis of Michael Dorfman of England, began a 

three-month tour of Europe opening with engagements in 

Paris, France, at the Theatre des Champs Elysee. During 
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this tour, Ailey expressed his ambition to develop a 

repertory company in order to show great works which dance 

audiences rarely had an opportunity to see. He was well on 

his way to realizing this goal as his repertory for the 

European tour included, in addition to his own works, those 

of Talley Beatty, Lester Horton, James Truitte, and Joyce 

Trisler. The six-week engagement in London at the 

Shaftesbury Theatre evoked high critical acclaim from the 

leading dance critics in London, including Clive Barnes and 

Peter Williams. 

Ailey's first European tour with performances in 

Paris and in London established the trend nf the Alvin 

Ailey Dance Theater for the next several years--that of 

becoming a touring company. Ailey returned to the United 

States for one month during which he acquired for his 

repertoire Louis Johnson's Lament and Anna Sokolow's Rooms, 

and revised his own choreography for Hermit Songs. Ailey's 

company, now called the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, 

in order to emphasize its repertoire of works by American 

choreographers, opened at the Tivoli Theatre in Sydney, 

Australia, on December 30, 1964, to an enthusiastic recep

tion by audiences and by representatives of the press. The 

company performed for six weeks in Sydney and in Melbourne, 

Australia. The only controversial work in the repertory 
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was Anna Sokolow's Rooms which was accepted in Sydney but 

banned in Melbourne. Its deep psychological implications 

influenced the management at the Comedy Theatre in 

Melbourne to ban the dance, fearing an adverse reception 

on the part of the general public. 

Ailey was now dancing less than was his custom and, 

by the time that his company opened again in London in 

March of 1965, he had taught most of his dance roles to 

other members of his company. He revised Hermit Songs for 

William Louther, whom the London audiences loved. The 

two weeks of the London engagement were the beginning of 

a tour of Europe which lasted three months. The company 

fulfilled many "one night stands" throughout Belgium, 

Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Switzerland, Yugoslavia, Germany, 

France, and Italy with these engagements filling the periods 

between appearances at the European Festivals of the Arts 

which were the major reason for the extended tour. Most 

memorable of the "one night stands" for Ailey and for the 

members of his company was their appearance in the small 

town of Muenster, Germany, where the audience applauded 

their performance for forty-five minutes. 

As representatives of the United States at the Paris 

Festival of Nations, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 

enjoyed a warm reception at the Sarah Bernhardt Theatre on 
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May 27, 1965. Although Ailey danced little, the critics 

i.n Paris still praised him for his performances by calling 

Ailey his "best exponent" of his own dance because he 

illustrated " ••• the strength and grace of his own style 

of interpretative dancing at its most potent." Following 

the Festival in Paris, the company performed in many Italian 

towns enroute to the major event of the tour--the Florentine 

Festival. In Italy, the company, having been together for 

nine months, began experiencing some artistic difficulties. 

William Louther, to whom the Italians gave much attention, 

felt that he should receive star billing with the company 

and, ten days before the Florentine Festival opened, he 

severed all relationships with the Alvin Ailey American 

Dance Theater. At the Florentine Festival, Ailey, who had 

all but stopped dancing completely, had to return to the 

stage and perform Hermit Songs as well as Louther's roles 

in Rooms, Blues Suite, and Revelations. Following the final. 

Festival performance, Ailey discarded his tights and decided 

that he would never combine the two roles of dancer and 

director again. 

After spending a brief vacation in Venice, Greece, 

Crete, and Rome, Ailey returned to New York City in 

September of 1965. He reorganized his company for the ful

fillment of commitments at several colleges and universities 
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during the late fall of 1965. Ailey's stay at home was 

brief because he could not resist the temptation of another 

European tour. The company, therefore, embarked upon its 

third European tour on February 14, 1966, performing in 

Germany, Holland, and Italy. Highlights of this tour 

included an hour-long ovation in Muenster, Germany, where 

the tour opened; the filming of Revelations on stage in 

Berlin; and appearances at the Piccolo Theatre in Milan 

which satisfied Ailey's desire of many years to present 

his dance company in that particular theatre and city. 

Unfortunately, however, their impresario, Michael Dorfman, 

had had some embarrassing difficulties with a black play 

which he had booked ahead of Ailey's dance company and the 

management of several theatres cancelled all future bookings 

by Dorfman. As a result of these cancellations, Ailey and 

the members of his company were stranded in Europe without 

remunerative engagements of any sort. Relief from their 

dilemma, however, came in the form of scheduled appearances 

at the First World Festival of Negro Arts held in Dakar, 

Senegal, during the month of April, and an invitation to 

join the Rebekah Harkness Ballet in Barcelona, Spain, during 

the month of May, 1966. Following its successful perform

ances in Senegal, the Ailey company, minus four of its 

members, merged with the Rebekah Harkness Ballet in Spain. 
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Here Ailey finished the choreography for Macumba, which he 

had begun earlier for Mrs. Harkness, and choreographed El 

Amor Brujo for Maria Tallchief. The merged companies per

formed Ailey's Ariadne, choreographed earlier for the 

Harkness Ballet, and El Amor Brujo at the Festival du 

Marais in Paris, France, in June of 1966 where both works 

received a "cool reception." 

When the appearances in Paris were over, Ailey 

abandoned the direction of his own dance company, and, in 

late August, he began rehearsals for Franco Zeffirelli's 

production of the opera entitled Antony and Cleopatra, which 

opened at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York City on 

September 16, 1966. In Ailey's opinion, the opera was not 

successful and the dances were "so-so." 

During the spring of 1966, the Alvin Ailey American 

Dance Theater received its certificate of incorporation under 

the official title of the Dance Theater Foundation, Incor

porated, thus making it possible to appeal for grants for 

rehearsal costs and to initiate plans for the establishment 

of a permanent resident dance company and a school in New 

York City. During the fall of that same year, Ailey met 

Gil Shiva, a managing agent, who persuaded Ailey to re

organize his company once more. Shiva obtained assistance 

from the National Endowment of the Arts and arranged for 
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Ailey a tour of East and West Africa sponsored by the 

Department of State of the United States Government for 

the fall of 1967. Ailey re-assembled the members of his 

company, adding several new dancers, and expanded his 

repertoire to include Journey by Joyce Trisler,' Prodigal 

Prince by Geoffrey Holder, and Metallics by Paul Sanasardo. 

Having been invited back to appear in various 

European Festivals of the Arts, the newly-assembled Alvin 

Ailey American Dance Theater embarked upon a tour of Europe 

and Israel on May 22, 1967. Festivals at which the company 

performed included the Festival Fulbenkian de Music in 

Portugal, the Holland Festival in Amsterdam, the Summer 

Festival in Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia, and the Israel Festival 

in Jerusalem. In a review following the Holland Festival, 

Clive Barnes, who was now the dance critic for the New 

York Times, posed the questions, "Why doe's a New York 

critic have to come to the Netherlands to see a New York 

company? When is Mr. Ailey going to have a Broadway season?" 

Ailey was perhaps wondering the same thing because he 

realized that his company was better known internationally 

than it was at home in New York City. In fact, Alvin Ailey 

had just won the Grand Prix Italia--an award recognized in 

Europe as the most significant recognition for television 

productions--for his ballet, entitled Reidaiglia, which he 
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had choreographed specifically for Swedish television. 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater toured nine 

African countries under the auspices of the Department of 

State from September 1 2 t h rough November 6, 19 6 7. The 

itinerary included Senegal, the Ivory Coast, Ghana, the 

Republic of the Congo, Uganda, Ethopia, Kenya, Tanzania, 

and the Motoyasy Republic. Ailey reported his feelings 

concerning this African tour in an article published in 

Dance Magazine and entitled "African Odyssey." 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater began 1968 

with a tour of the United States of America which extended 

from Manhattan throughout the East Coast, the Midwest, the 

Northwest, and the West Coast. Important on the schedule 

were performances at the Hunter College Playhouse which 

marked the company's first performances in New York City 

since 1964. Important also was the first appearance of 

Ailey's company in California. Under the auspices of the 

Intercampus Cultural Exchange Committee of the University 

of California, the company performed on university campuses 

at Berkeley, Davis, Irvine, Riverside, San Diego, Santa 

Barbara, and Santa Cruz. At the end of the 1968 American 

tour, Ailey traveled to Mexico City where he adapted the 

choreography of his Revelations for the Ballet Folklorico 

to which he had granted performance rights for the 
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presentation of this work in conjunction with the 1968 

Olympic Games held in Mexico; he obtained a Guggenheim 

Fellowship to re-construct Knoxville; Summer of 1915 and 

to choreograph a new ballet entitled Quintet; and he 

received $15,000 from the Rockefeller Foundation and the 

National Endowment for the Arts for the purpose of creating 

new works. Inasmuch as Ailey had never before had so much 

money at his disposal at one time, he decided to fulfill 

several desires of long standing. He commissioned Talley 

Beatty to choreograph a new ballet entitled Black Belt; he 

re-constructed and re-costumed old dances; he costumed 

Black Belt; and he acquired and costumed Icarus by Lucas 

Hoving. He and the members of his company departed for 

Europe and appearances again at the major European festivals 

without having finished the works for which Ailey had 

received grants. While in Amsterdam during the month of 

July of 1968, however, Ailey completed the restructuring 

of and had new costumes made for Knoxville; Summer of 1915. 

While the company danced at the Edinburgh Festival in 

August, Ailey quickly finished and presented ·ouintet along 

with the new version of Knoxville; Summer of 1915. The 

performances in Edinburgh were, technically, the termina

tion of Ailey's fifth European tour. The proposed London 

season failed to materialize because no suitable theatre 
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was available for the company during the time scheduled 

for their appearances in that city. Because Ailey was 

unable to maintain his company for five weeks without 

remunerative engagements, the scheduled return to partici

pate in the Israel Festival was canceled also. 

In January of 1969, Ailey's company had the 

distinguished honor of appearing in its first Broadway 

season. The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, which had 

been heralded throughout Asia, Africa, Australia, and 

Europe, had had to wait a decade for the experience of per

forming on Broadway in its own "hometown .. " Regardless of 

how long it had taken to reach this goal, however, Ailey 

was happy for his season of one week at the Billy Rose 

Theatre. The dance critics and the Broadway audiences were 

pleased with the week of performances. 

Having outgrown the facilities at the Clark Center 

for the Performing Arts, Ailey accepted an offer for the 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater to become a resident 

company of the Brooklyn Academy of Music during the spring 

of 1969. He had been promised rehearsal space, office 

space, storage space for costumes, and a school, but he 

found subsequently that the only actual advantages that the 

new residency afforded were two guaranteed seasons of one 

week each per year, a sizeable theatre, and the benefit of 
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a live orchestra. Luckily for the members of the Company, 

the tours now arranged by Nancy Tuttle of Columbia Artists 

Management, Incorporated, kept the company away from New 

York City.for a great deal of the time. Following its 

debut performances as a new resident company at the 

Brooklyn Academy of Music in April of 1969, the Alvin 

Ailey American Dance Theater enjoyed successful performances 

throughout the United States. Important was Ailey's 

premiere of Masakela Langage which terminated a residency 

of two weeks at Connecticut College in New London during 

the month of August. 

Ailey's next choreographic achievements occurred 

during the spring of 1970. Following the Winter-Spring 

American tour, Ailey and the members of his company had 

three free weeks before beginning their spring residency 

at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. Disturbed by the fact 

that there were no new ballets for presentation during the 

forthcoming season, Ailey choreographed quickly two ballets 

entitled Streams and Gymnopaedies, respectively. Both 

works received favorable reviews by the dance critics in 

New York City. 

Early in 1970, representatives from the Department 

of State of the United States Government requested that 

Ailey not commit his company to any engagements after the 
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month of June pending a possible tour of the Soviet Union. 

Ailey complied with this request and found himself without 

engagements for his company at the close of the season at 

the Brooklyn Academy of Music on April 26, 1970. Weary of 

all of the difficulties involved in maintaining a company, 

Alvin Ailey announced the dissolution of the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater with the final performance of the 

company at the Brooklyn Academy of Music on April 26, 1970. 

An invitation to participate in the Shakespeare Summer 

Festival in Washington, D. c., during the month of June, 

however, kept the company together for a short period of 

time. The tour of the Soviet Union materialized eventually, 

but it was scheduled for October instead of June as orig-

inally expected. In the interim, because the company was 

going to Russia as Cultural Ambassadors for the United 

States, representatives of the Department of State arranged 

for a five weeks' tour of performances in North Africa as a 

means of keeping the members of the company together. 

Ailey and the members of his com~any departed for 

North Africa on June 29, 1970. The tour took them to 

Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia with performances in eight 

cities within these countries. Each performance was 

received enthusiastically and performed to capacity audiences. 

While the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater was touring 
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North Africa, however, it lost its home base at the Brooklyn 

Academy of Music. Residency at the Brooklyn Academy of 

Music barred acceptance of any engagements at theatres in 

Manhattan, thus precluding Broadway seasons. The residency 

was terminated, therefore, by the mutual agreement of Ailey 

and the management of the Academy. Ailey's Administrator, 

Ivy Clarke, found office space at the Westside YWCA and a 

temporary storage area at 229 East 59th Street where Ailey 

had rented rehearsal space for several months. 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater left New York 

City for Moscow on September 21, 1970, for a six-week tour 

of the Soviet Union which included performances in the 

cities of Kiev, Moscow, and .Leningrad. The reception of 

the first American modern dance company to visit the Soviet 

Union was phenomenal. In Leningrad, for example, curtain 

calls lasting seventeen minutes were accompanied by 

enthusiastic cries of "Molodtsy"--"well done". After 

leaving Russia, the company performed at the International 

Dance Festival in Paris, France, where Ailey was awarded 

the Golden Star for the "Best Modern Dance Company" and 

the "Best Choreography" presented during the Festival. 

From Paris, the company went to London for a two-week season 

at the Sadler's Wells Theatre, opening on November 23, 1970. 

During the London season the company performed twenty 
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different ballets as Ailey wished to present as many works 

of American choreographers as possible. The dance critics 

in London proclaimed the season successful. 

Ailey and his company returned to the United States 

for a two-week season on Broadway at the American National 

Theatre and Academy in January of 1971. The premi~res of 

two new works, choreographed by Ailey and entitled 

Archipelago and Flowers, respectively, were received with

out much enthusiasm. The success of the company's Broadway 

season was evidenced, however, by an invitation to return 

to Broadway for a subsequent two-week season at the City 

Center 55th Street Theater. Ailey accept~d this invitation 

and his company became the first American modern dance 

company to play consecutive engagements in two Broadway 

theatres during the same year in New York City. 

In 1971, Ailey suddenly became more active choreo

graphically. He prepared new works for the short season at 

the City Center 55th Street Theater during which the 

premi~res of Choral Dances and ~ evoked enthusiastic 

response and laudatory reviews. Walter Sorrell, of the 

Dance News, wrote that £!.I. was " ••• as perfect as anything 

can be." While Ailey was being artistically productive, 

Ivy Clarke, now General Manager of Ailey's organization, had 

been equally productive. Through her successful negotiations, 
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the American Dance Center became a reality during the 

spring of 1971, Alvin Ailey at long last had a permanent 

dance school. 

While his company was touring during the summer of 

1971, Ailey completed the choreography for the ballet 

entitled The River for the American Ballet Theatre. Set 

to music by Duke Ellington, this ballet had been presented 

as a "Work in Progress" on programs given during the 

previous summer. Clive Barnes credited Ailey with being 

at his "creative best" in this work. Fortunately at this 

time, Alvin Ailey suddenly found himself besieged with 

opportunities for utilizing his creative talents. In August 

of 1971, he was choreographing Leonard Bernstein's Mass for 

the opening of the new Kennedy Center for the Performing 

Arts in Washington, D. C., and choreographing Mingus Dances 

as well as restaging Feast of Ashes for the Joffrey Ballet. 

As soon as his own company returned from its fall tour he 

began rehearsals for two new works entitled Mary Lou's Mass 

and !!.Y..l!!., respectively. The premieres of these works were 

presented during the two-week season which his company 

enjoyed at the City Center 55th Street Theater. Mary Lou's 

~ received the most enthusiastic response from the 

audience as well as the most favorable critical approval. 

Ailey further extended his repertory by revising Suspensions 
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by May O'Donnell and by adding Time Out of Mind by Brian 

McDonald. 

Since its threatened dissolution in the spring of 

1970, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater has been in 

constant demand throughout the United States. From the 

first American tour in 1968-1969 which lasted six and one 

half weeks, the touring season in the United States in

creased to seventeen and one-half weeks during the 1971-

1972 season. In addition, what began as a season of "one 

night stands" had grown to dance residencies lasting from 

three to seven days at colleges and universities throughout 

the United States. The appearance of the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater at the City Center April 18 through 

April 30, 1972, marked its third consecutive engagement at 

the City Center within a year--a record for a modern dance 

company. Again Ailey presented premi~res of his two new 

works entitled, respectively, A Lark Ascending and A Song 

for You and added to his repertory Donald McKayle's classic 

entitled Rainbow Round My Shoulder. During this same time, 

the Juilliard American Opera Center offered the premi~re of 

the opera entitled Lord Byron, by Virgil Thomson and Jack 

Larson, with choreography by Alvin Ailey. 

Ailey and his company were involved for the next 

three months of 1972 with rehearsals for the restaging of 

and travel with Leonard Bernstein's Mass, f·or subsequent 
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performances in Washington, D. c., Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 

and New York City. Ailey himself interrupted these activ

ities in early June, however, in order to receive two 

honorary Doctor of Fine Arts degrees. He was so honored 

at Cedar Crest College in Allentown, Pennsylvania, and at 

Princeton University in Princeton, New Jersey. Concurrent 

with all of these activities, Ailey choreographed a new work, 

entitled Sea Change, for the American Ballet Theatre, staged 

the opera Carmen for its opening at the Metropolitan Opera 

House in New York City, and directed the movement for 

Shaken Angels for a presentation at the Delacorte Theatre 

in Central Park. 

In the midst of these activities, an invitation was 

extended to the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater to 

become the resident modern dance company of the City Center 

for Music and Drama in New York City. With the acceptance 

of the invitation, the company became officially titled 

the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater on August 4, 1972. 

The new status of the company granted it a permanent place 

in which to perform in New York City and guaranteed it two 

seasons of three weeks' duration for each year. 

Foregoing a fall tour, Alvin Ailey's dancers opened 

their first season as the resident company of the City 

Center for Music and Drama at the 55th Street Theater on 
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November 14, 1972. During the year, Ailey had initiated a 

new series of revivals under the heading of "Roots of 

American Dance." He revived for his fall season, therefore, 

The Kinetic Molpai by the late Ted Shawn, According to Eve 

by John Butler, and Choros by Katherine Dunham. Each 

revival was successful artistically. Despite the tedium 

of reviving the works of other choreographers, Ailey did not 

neglect his own choreographic work. Having been only mildly 

successful with A Song for You at its spring premi~re, he 

extended the work into a three-part solo for Dudley Williams 

and retitled it Love Songs. With this version, he was 

triumphantly successful. Thus ended Ailey's first season 

as the director of his resident modern dance company at the 

City Center in New York City. 

Alvin Ailey, who has been acclaimed by authorities 

in the field of dance as the foremost black male exponent of 

modern dance in the United States today, prefers not to be 

designated exclusively as a modern dance leader. He wishes 

instead to be recognized as an exponent of American dance. 

This preference on Ailey's part, coupled with his artistic 

direction and promotion of his black American brother in 

the art of dance, is the factor which makes Alvin Ailey a 

unique dance artist. Throughout his career, Ailey's intent 

has been " ••• to celebrate the trembling beauty of the 
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black American--to present to the numerous audiences the 

exuberance of the jazz of the black man, the ecstacy of 

his spirituals, and the dark rapture of his blues." 

Believing that American culture has developed from many 

sources, Alvin Ailey's programs are based upon a variety 

of materials representing many influences. These influ

ences are evidenced in the fact that Ailey has developed a 

repertory company which, during the 1970's, performs works 

of more than thirteen choreographers other than himself. 

Alvin Ailey realizes that repertory requires 

stamina and yersatility on the part of those comprising any 

dance company. Because of his belief in repertory, there

fore, he has developed a company of unique dancers with an 

abundance of both qualities. In addition to "running circles 

around the rhythm of any dance," Ailey's dancers are able to 

change their moods within the same program from " ••• raw 

brutality to chilling loneliness, to sharp angularity, to 

cool lyricism, and to joyful spirituality." Another admir

able quality of the members of Ailey's company is the fact 

that, throughout the years, the male dancers have been 

praised highly for their skill, their strength, and their 

extraordinary technical proficiency. 

Through his exploration of the roots of the American 

black, Ailey found a way to dance American history artis

tically. He presents his audiences with elements of their 
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heritage and lets the history speak for itself through 

communicative movement. He is not just a black choreog

rapher speaking to blacks. Ailey's most successful work, 

Revelations, is inspired by Negro spirituals and gospels; 

its roots are in American Negro culture which is, as Ailey 

sees it, a part of .the whole country's heritage. He makes 

his dances communicative to everyone and maintains that, 

through his concept of dance, he is a spokesman for art 

regardless of the color of the protagonist. He best 

portrays his feelings in this regard through the mainte

nance of an integrated company. 

When Ailey works with his dancers, he wishes each 

one to experience personal growth and development as a 

result of having come into contact with his art. He in

sists upon an expansion of the personality of each dancer 

within the context of the work in which he is performing; 

he feels that the theatrical effects will then follow. 

This requirement of Ailey's demands that his dancers possess 

considerable talent--talent capable of portraying a dance 

based upon pains, pleasures, and attitudes peculiar to 

blacks in this country as well as those obliterating black 

and white as viable distinctions. Ailey's dancers are 

credited with such an accomplishment. Numerous articles 

and reviews indicate that Ailey has made his message clear 
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and that, through his explorations of the roots of black 

folk, he has unearthed a genre which is basically "American." 

Ailey's company, which has used the word "American" 

in its title since 1962, became officially the Alvin Ailey 

City Center Dance Theater on August 4, 1972. Although the 

"American" has been dropped from the title of the company, 

it has not altered Ailey's original concept but has 

expanded it. His company is his vehicle for the revival of 

works of great American artists of the past as well as for 

the performance of the superb repertory comprised of works 

of contemporary American choreographers. 

From a personal standpoint, Ailey's future horizons 

seem limitless. As guest choreographer for other dance 

companies--especially the ballet--his exuberant style is 

being extended more widely to audiences than ever before. 

With his new school in operation, he bas a laboratory for 

exploring repertory works as well as for developing new 

dancers to add to his company. Ailey, himself, continues 

to exercise his own personal creativity, to compose dances, 

to direct, and to inspire dancers, critics, and audiences 

alike to celebrate the "magic element" which stems from 

the American heritage. 

Alvin Ailey has given to America a reputation which 

no other representative of modern dance has been able to 
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a c h i eve . The name "A 1 vi n A i 1 e y" i s i n tern at i on a 11 y 

identified with exciting American dance theatre. The task 

which began as an exploration of the roots of black folk 

has developed into an exploration of the roots of American 

dance--and Alvin Ailey is the artist-explorer to lead the 

country in this endeavor and to animate and illuminate his 

findings! 



CHAPTER XII 

SUMMARY OF THE DISSERTATION AS A WHOLE AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDIES 

Summary of the Dissertation as a Whole 

The present investigation entailed a biographical 

study of two outstanding artists--Arthur Mitchell and Alvin 

Ailey--exponents of ballet and modern dance, respectively. 

In order to place these internationally recognized black 

dance artists in historical perspective, the biographical 

material was preceded by a summary of dance as a fine art 

and a brief overview of the evolution of ballet and modern 

dance as two forms of fine art. Chapter I of this disser

tation was comprised, therefore, of an orientation to the 

study. 

Dance as an art form falls into two major categories 

--a folk art or a fine art. Dance as a folk art is communal 

dance and encompasses such major categories as ethnic dance, 

folk dance, and some forms of avante-garde dance. Dance 

as a fine art may be distinguished by a definite separation 

between audience and performer and its status as such may be 

determined upon the criteria of creativity, definiteness and 

clarity of form, communicativeness, independence, a high 
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level of skill, and enrichment of personal experience. It 

is in the category of fine art that ballet and modern dance 

are considered. 

Although ballet has its roots in the rituals of 

primitive man, it was not until the Renaissance Period that 

semblances of its present form became recognizable. Italy 

led the way in the elevation of the peasant dances to a 

noble quality worthy of the aristocracy; but France refined 

the dance into an art form. The present day concept of 

ballet owes its beginning to Louis XIV, who had Beauchamps, 

his personal dancing master, establish definite rules for 

the correct performance of codified ballet techniques. 

These rules have endured throughout the centuries as the 

basis for ballet technique. 

The establishment of the Academie Royale de Danse 

by Louis XIV in 1661 marked the beginning of professional 

education for dancers of the ballet. Combined with the 

Academie Royale de Music in 1672, this institution was 

responsible for producing many outstanding dance artists. 

Professional dancers educated in Paris soon began to travel 

throughout Europe, and they, in turn, performed at various 

courts or founded their own ballet schools and companies. 

Ballet reigned as a supreme art in France until 

the French Revolution at which time it began to decline 
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throughout the western world with the exception of Russia. 

Ballet in that country flourished under the patronage of 

the reigning monarchs and, under the tutelage of outstand

ing foreign Ballet Masters, two distinct schools of ballet 

evolved ultimately--the Marinsky Theatre at St. Petersburg, 

presently known as the Kirov State Academic Theatre of 

Opera and Ballet, at Leningrad, and the Bolshoi Ballet 

Theatre in Moscow--after the Red Revolution. 

The Russian impresario, Serge Diaghilev, organized 

in 1909 a unique company of superior dancers, choreographers, 

composers, and painters to form the original Ballet Russe 

which was responsible for the re-emergence of ballet as an 

art form during the early part of the twentieth century 

producing such artists as Nijinsky, Pavlova and others. 

Diaghilev died in 1929, but many of his dancers settled 

throughout Europe and the United States, keeping·the Russian 

influence upon the ballet alive. 

England was somewhat slower than other European 

countries in the development of native ballet dancers and 

choreographers, perhaps because of the British lack of 

interest in performing dance. The persons most influential 

in the development of native talent in England were Marie 

Rambert, a former student of Cecchetti, who established the 

Ballet Rambert, and Ninette de Valois, a former Diaghilev 
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dancer, who founded the Vic-Wells Ballet which ultimately 

became the Royal Ballet of England. England has produced 

such illustrious ballet personalities as Dame Margot 

Fonteyn, Sir Frederick Ashton, John Cranko, and Kenneth 

jl a c jf i 1 1 a n • 

The production of the Black Crook in 1886 was 

apparently the first to include a ballet conceived and 

presented in the United States. This country did not become 

a focal point for ballet, however, until after the first 

world war. Following this war, many Russian immigrants 

settled in the United States, and the ballet artists began 

laying the foundation for the development of classical 

ballet in America. Among the foreign artists who made out

standing contributions to the establishment of ballet in 

the United States are Mikhail Mordkin, Leonide Massine, and 

George Balanchine. 

Lincoln Kirstein and George Balanchine formed a 

partnership in 1934 when they opened the School of American 

Ballet in New York City. From this beginning, the New York 

City Ballet emerged fourteen years later. Under the 

artistic direction of George Balanchine, the New York City 

Ballet has become one of the world's foremost ballet com

panies.· This company was the first major ballet company in 

the United States to employ a black dancer as one of its 
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permanent members. That dancer was Arthur Mitchell, co

subject of this study. 

Almost every country in the world now has its own 

ballet company, many of which have achieved Royal and 

National status and support and are official representa-

tives of the heads of government. Although all ballet is 

based upon the same classical tradition, each country has 

a distinct national character of its own. Among those 

companies typically representative of the history, climate, 

customs, and temperament of the country are the Moiseyev Dance 

Company of Russia, the Hungarian National Ballet, and the 

Ballet Folklorico of Mexico. 

Concurrent with the development of the New York City 

Ballet, other companies and American choreographers began 

to emerge throughout the United States. Among these companies 

were the American Ballet Theatre, the National Ballet of 

Washington, the Houston Ballet Foundation, the San Francisco 

Ballet, the Pennsylvania Ballet, and the Chicago Opera Ballet. 

The out·standing list of American choreographers includes such 

personalities as Agnes DeMill~, Lew Christensen, Ruth Page, 

and Jerome Robbins. 

The present status of ballet in the United States 

cannot be attributed wholly, however, to the success of 

major companies. There exists in the United States today an 
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increasing number of regional ballet companies. These non

professional ballet companies, comprised of directors and 

non-salaried dancers, have as their major goals the stimu

lation of interest in ballet and the support of both ballet 

companies and schools of ballet. These regional companies 

provide the larger professional companies with knowledgeable 

and enthusiastic audiences. Thus, in the twentieth century, 

the art of ballet has again embraced the people. 

As was the case with ballet, modern dance may be 

traced also to the rituals of primitive man. After having 

evolved through many developmental stages to reach its 

present status as a unique American art, modern dance began 

in the United States with Isadora Duncan. Although she left 

no definite system of dance, she was the first to rebel 

against what she considered artificial balletic movements 

and thereby laid the foundation for the development of 

modern dance. Duncan advocated freedom in life as well as 

in art and left to the world a spiritual rather than a 

technical inheritance. 

Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn are credited with the 

official founding of American dance. Having begun their 

careers independently, they met and married in 1914 and 

subsequently established their Denishawn School and the 

company known as the Denishawn Dancers, thus providing the 



- 738 -

"rebels" who were against the classic tradition of dance a 

place to study as well as opportunities to perform through

out the United States and abroad. From 1915 through 1932, 

the school associated with Denishawn existed in some fashion, 

either in Los Angeles, California, or in New York City. 

Ruth St. Denis pursued a spiritualistic approach to dance 

while Ted Shawn pursued an eclectic approach. Together, 

these two innovators worked toward releasing the innermost 

potentialities of their dancers. In so doing, they produced 

three "rebels" who were to become the core of the second 

generation of American dancers--Martha Graham, Doris 

Humphrey, and Charles Weidman. These three "rebels" left 

Denishawn because they believed that they could make personal 

contributions to the development of modern dance which would 

far exceed those conceived within the boundaries of Deni

shawn. The contributions of these three artists as dancers, 

teachers, and choreographers are monumental. Many of the 

third generation of American dancers owe their fertile back

ground to this trio. 

Concurrent with the dance activities of Graham, 

Humphrey, and Weidman on the East Coast, Lester Horton had 

been developing his modern dance school and theatre on the 

West Coast. Horton, who evolved his own special techniques, 

opened the doors of his school and company to dancers of 



- 739 -

all races and colors. Among the contemporary black dancers 

who are alumni of the Lester Horton group are James Truitte 

and Alvin Ailey--the latter a co-subject of this study. 

By the 1940's, modern dance leaders of various 

backgrounds began to appear on the concert stages in the 

United States--many of them trying to find the basic Ameri-

can pulse with respect to dance. It was during this time, 

also, that the black dance artist emerged as an important 

figure on the concert stage where he was finally permitted 

to perform dances other than those in keeping with the 

stereotyped image of the happy-go-lucky, grinning, tapping 

Negro stemming from the days of the traditional so-called 

Negro Minstrels. The two subjects of this study, Arthur 

Mitchell and Alvin Ailey, are contemporary black male dance 

artists who have made outstanding contributions to the 

field of dance on the concert stage in the United States 

and in various parts of the world. 

The purposes of this study were to describe the 

early life, educational background, and dance education of 

each subject; to describe his experiences as a professional 

dancer; to describe his teaching experiences; to describe 

his choreographic achievements; to describe the activities 

involving his particular professional dance companies and 

tours; to describe his appearances on radio and television 
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broadcasts; to describe his contributions to dance litera

ture; to describe his honors and/or awards of merit; and 

to describe his unique contributions to the field of dance 

as a black male dance artist in contemporary society. 

The investigator established the following limita

tions in the development of her study: the availability 

of biographical data pertaining to the lives of Arthur 

Mitchell and Alvin Ailey and their contributions to the 

field of dance in the idioms of ballet and modern dance, 

respectively; the availability of relevant background mate

rial concerning the contemporary b~ack male dancer in the 

United States; and the availability of data pertaining to 

the two selected subjects from both documentary and human 

sources. 

Several studies have been completed which are 

closely related to the present investigation in that they 

are biographical or historical reports of outstanding 

figures in the field of dance. None of the studies which 

were reviewed duplicated the present dissertation. 

The following unpublished studies were reviewed: 

"Ted Shawn: His Personal Life, His Professional Career, and 

His Contributions to the Development of Dance in the United 

States from 1891 to 1963" by Betty Poindexter; "Louis Horst, 

A Historical Study of His Contributions to Modern Dance 
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Choreography" by Mary Kulynitch; "The Life and Contributions 

of Jose Limon" by Kathleen Wynne; "An Historical Study of 

the Professional Life of Isadora Duncan and the Influence 

of Her Philosophy on Modern Dance Today" by Renee Yerg; 

"The Work of Mary Wigman" by Katherine M. Brown; "A Biog

raphy of Walter Terry with Emphasis Upon His Professional 

Career and His Contributions to the Field of Dance" by 

Lois Andreasen; and "Black Dance in the United States From 

1619 to 1970" by Leonore Lynne Fauley Emery. 

In addition to the biographical and historical 

studies reviewed, several published biographies and auto

biographies were of interest and particular value and 

proved to be of great assistance in the development of 

this dissertation. Published biographical and autobio

graphical materials reviewed included Madame Sarah by 

Cornelia Otis Skinner, Dance: The Story of Katherine 

Dunham by Ruth Biemiller, and Theatre Street by Tamara 

Karsavina. 

Chapter II of this dissertation was comprised of 

the procedures followed in the development of this study 

and included: (1) Preliminary Procedures, (2) Procedures 

Followed in the Collection of Data from Documentary Sources, 

(3) Procedures Followed in the Collection of Data from 

Human Sources, (4) Procedures Employed in the Organization, 
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Analysis and the Preparation of the Data in the Form of a 

Final Written Report, and (5) Preparation of a Classified 

Bibliography and Appendixes. 

The final written report was organized and presented 

in the following twelve chapters: Chapter I, Orientation to 

the Study; Chapter II, Procedures Followed in the Development 

of the Study; Chapter III, Contemporary Black Male Dance 

Artists of the Concert Stage in the Idioms of Ballet and 

Modern Dance; Chapter IV, The Early Years of Arthur Mitchell; 

Chapter V, Arthur Mitchell: Professional Ballet Dancer; 

Chapter VI, Arthur Mitchell as a Teacher and as a Director 

of Professional Dance Companies; Chapter VII, Summary: 

Arthur Mitchell, Black Harlem's Artistic Messiah; Chapter 

VIII, Alvin Ailey: The Formative Years; Chapter IX, Early 

Professional Preparation and Career of Alvin Ailey; 

Chapter X, Alvin Ailey: Artist in New York City; Chapter XI, 

Summary: Alvin Ailey, Explorer of the Roots of the Black 

Man; and Chapter XII, Summary of the Dissertation as a 

Whole and Recommendations for Further Studies. 

A classified bibliography of all sources of data 

utilized in the development of the study was prepared. Also 

included in the final written report are six appendixes 

which are comprised of the postal card questionnaire, 

selected sample letters, interview questions, and 
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biographical data sheets used by the investigator for 

obtaining data for this study; names and addresses of 

persons who contributed data pertinent to this study; 

professional performances and lecture-demonstrations pre

sented by the Dance Theatre of Harlem; major tours of the 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater; selected photographs 

representative of activities of both subjects and their 

respective dance companies; and selected programs and 

reviews of the performances of the companies of both artists. 

Chapter III of this dissertation was comprised of 

biographical sketches of outstanding contemporary black 

male dance artists in the idioms of ballet and modern dance. 

The black entertainer was the first to provide what many 

authorities consider an entirely American theatrical element. 

The thematic source material for the American Minstrel Show-

the ancestor of Vaudeville and the American Music Hall--was 

black music-making and dance which appeared in this country 

in the sixteenth century with the importation of the first 

slaves who, in their motherland, danced to express their 

everyemotion. White performers in blackface capitalized 

upon the rich source materials provided by the blacks while 

early black performers appeared only in sporadic interludes. 

These black dancers on the American stage were featured as 

exotics, comics, and dandies--a stereotyped image which 
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haunted black entertainers well into the twentieth century. 

The twentieth century black dancer, however, was no longer 

satisfied with the familiar stereotyped image. Now a part 

of the American scene, he felt the need of returning to 

dance as an expression of his emotions--the emotions result

ing from his cultural awareness that he was a full-fledged 

American citizen. During the pioneer days of black concert 

dance, several leaders emerged. Among these leaders were 

Charles Williams and Charlotte Moton Kennedy, Directors of 

the Hampton Institute Creative Dance Group; Hemsley Winfield, 

organizer of the Negro Art Dance Group; Eugene Von Grona, 

Director of the American Negro Ballet; and Wilson Williams, 

organizer of the Negro Dance Company. 

Asadata Dafora Horton is considered the first black 

man to bring the dance of the Africans to the attention of 

the public in a theatrical manner. In 1934, he presented 

his opera entitled Kykunkor to the New York public. 

Kykunkor received favorable reviews and, during the three 

decades which followed, Dafora presented many other produc-

tions which he termed dance-dramas. Acceptance by critics and 

audiences of Dafora's theatrical use of ethnic material 

paved the way for the American-born Katherine Dunham to 

ascend to the concert stage. 

Katherine Dunham is considered the "mother" of 

black concert dance in the United States. Dunham's career 
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in dance began when she became a member of her school dance 

club at the age of twelve. She continued to take dance 

lessons as often as she could throughout her high school 

years, and then financed her way through college with money 

earned from teaching classes in dance. Her major sequence, 

however, was Anthropology, which led to her receiving a 

Julius Rosenwald Traveling Fellowship for anthropological 

research in the West Indies. Dunham's thesis for a Master 

of Arts degree, entitled "The Dances of Haiti--Their Form, 

Function, and Sociological Organization," provided exciting 

source material upon which she could base her future 

choreography. 

At the special request of the Federal Theatre of 

Chicago, Dunham choreographed the full-length ballet 

entitled L'Ag'Ya. The success of this ballet brought invi

tations from New York City for.Dunham and the members of 

her company to appear in an evening of Negro dance at the 

92nd Street YM-YWHA, and for Dunham to direct a musical 

show entitled Pins and Needles. Determined that her 

company should have a proper Broadway debut, Dunham rented 

the Windsor Theatre in order to present her dancers in one 

performance only on Sunday, February 18, 1940. This per

formance met with such success that her company continued 

to perform for twelve additional Sundays. 
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In the years which followed, the dancer-anthropolo

gist, in addition to choreographing for her own dance 

company, played roles in several motion pictures and in the 

Broadway musical Cabin in the Sky. Under the management of 

the noted impresario, Sol Hurok, Dunham and the members of 

her company toured the United States, Europe, South America, 

the Far East, and Australia. Some of her most famous 

choreographic achievements are L'Aq'Ya, Le Jazz Hot, 

Trooics, and Barrelhouse. During this period, Dunham 

established in New York City the Katherine Dunham School 

of Cultural Arts, Incorporated, which served as a home base 

for her dance company as well as a place in which aspiring 

young dance artists could study. Many outstanding per

sonalities in "show business" studied at Dunham's school 

including Eartha Kitt and Marlon Brando. Of the early 

Dunham dancers, Talley Beatty, Syvilla Fort, Lavinia 

Williams, and Claude Marchant have energed as noteworthy 

figures in the dance world. 

Dunham staffed her school with such outstanding 

teachers as Syvilla Fort who is complimented highly by 

black artists as the one person in New York City who has 

done the most to continue the Dunham tradition. She had 

been a member of Katherine Dunham's company and had served 

as acting director of Dunham's school from 1950 through 
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1953 shortly before the organization was officially closed. 

In late 1953, Fort opened her own Studio of Theatre Dance 

in New York City. Inspired by her work with Katherine 

Dunham, Fort took the modern-primitive techniques of Dunham 

and developed them into modern-Afro techniques combined 

with American jazz. The Dunham techniques did not die with 

the closing of her school in New York City; they were 

extended and enlarged as Syvilla Fort continued a tradi

tion. Fort's studio remains functional today, in 1973--a 

school in which artists may study modern-Afro dance 

techniques and American jazz. 

Several well-known black male dance artists have 

enjoyed studying under the tutelage of Syvilla Fort. Among 

those who have made notable contributions in the area of 

dance are Walter Nicks, teacher and choreographer in the 

modern and ethnological idioms of dance; Jaime Rogers, 

dancer-teacher-choreographer active on the West Coast; 

Harold Pierson, dancer and teacher in the modern dance 

idiom; and Chuck Davis, specialist in the area of modern-

Afro and indigenous African dance forms. Other black 

artists who have experienced valuable dance instruction 

from Syvilla Fort include such personalities as James Earl 

Jones, noted stage and film actor; and Danny Barrajanas, 

drummer extraordinaire and accompanist for primitive movement. 
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Another great lady of black dane~ in the United 

States is Pearl Primus who was born in Trinidad. She was 

already a college graduate when she began her professional 

career in New York City in 1941 quite ~ccidentally--as a 

replacement in the dance group of the National Youth 

Administration. Following her first performing experience, 

Primus won a working scholarship as a member of the New 

Dance Group. A good student, Primus was soon choreographing 

her own dances. As an outgorwth of her student work and in 

order to soothe the wounds which she felt had been inflicted 

upon her because of racial discrimination, Primus became 

engaged in research on primitive dances. After her first 

six months of study, she had choreographed African 

Ceremonial, based upon a legend from the Belgian Congo. 

During the months which followed, she choreographed three 

solos in the modern dance idiom and presented them to the 

New York audience on February 14, 1943. At that time, John 

Martin, leading dance critic in the United States, described 

Primus as the greatest Negro dancer of them all. 

All of Primus' choreography was based upon careful 

and extensive research. The artist choreographed African 

dances, however, before she visited Africa; she choreographed 

Caribbean dances using as resource materials memoirs of 

members of her family; and she choreographed dances about 
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southern blacks before she traveled in the south. Although 

Primus eventually visited Africa, the West Indies, and the 

Deep South in search of choreographic source materials, she 

discovered that those dances which she had structured upon 

the basis of research were just as valid and, in some 

instances, they were better compositions than those produced 

following her visits to the actual locales upon which they 

had been based. 

As a dancer and choreographer, Primus is credited 

with a deep and sincere understanding of her people. As a 

director, she has influenced such outstanding black male 

dance personalities as Percival Borde, Primus' dancer

husband; Charles Queenan, an original member of the Negro 

Dance Theatre; Charles Blackwell, a stage manager employed 

by Merrick Productions; and Joe Nash, a multi-media 

specialist and authority on black resources in the United 

States. 

Most of the early attempts of black· men as ballet 

dancers were discouraged by the failure of the critics and 

the predominately white audiences to accept these black men 

strictly upon their individual merits as classical dancers. 

As late as the 1950's, two black ballet companies still 

attempted to provide separate outlets for talented blacks 

with specific training in classical dance. The Negro Dance 
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Theatre, directed by Aubrey Hitchins, made.its debut in the 

summer of 1954, at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, 

Incorporated. The company lasted through a return per

formance the following year after which it was forced to 

disband because sufficient funds could not be obtained 

for its continued operation. The experiences of the New 

York Negro Ballet were similar to those of the Negro Dance 

Theatre. This company, directed by Ward Fleming, managed 

to present enough performances in and around New York City 

to raise the funds necessary for a European tour. Follow

ing a memorable eight-week residency at the Drury Lane 

Theatre in London during the spring of 1956, the company 

was forced also to disband because of a lack of operational 

funds. 

Sylvester Cabmpell is one of the black ballet 

artists who left the United States early in his career to 

seek opportunities for performing in Europe. Having 

received his early instruction in dance at the Jones

Haywood School of Ballet in Washington, D. C. and at the 

School of American Ballet in New York City, .he began his 

professional career with the New York Negro Ballet Company 

during the 1956-1957 performance season. When the Company 

toured Great Britain in the autumn of 1957, Campbell chose 

to remain in Europe at the close of the tour because there 
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were many more possibilities for him as a performer abroad 

than in the United States in the area of classical ballet. 

He occupies a unique position in that he is probably the 

only black classical dancer in the world who has performed 

all of the male leading roles in such ballets as Swan Lake, 

The Sleeoinq Beauty, Romeo and Juliet, Giselle, and Les 

Sylphides. Campbell is making praiseworthy contributions 

to the field of dance as a black classical dancer. 

Billy Wilson is another black dance artist who has 

experienced success in Europe. Born in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, Wilson's professional career began at the 

age of seven on the stages of the public schools in Phila

delphia. He later studied as a scholarship student with 

Antony Tudor at the Philadelphia Ballet Guild School where 

he performed as a soloist with the company associated with 

the school. In 1955, Wilson went to New York City where 

he became a member of the cast of Carmen Jones and studied 

with such authoritative teachers as Karel Shook, Walter 

Hicks, and Pearl Lang. Wilson's performances in musicals 

afforded him the opportunity to work with such famous 

Broadway choreographers as Jack Cole and Jerome Robbins. 

In addition, his performance in the 1958 London production 

of West Side Story brought him the offer to join the 

National Ballet of Holland where he became the only black 

soloist in the company. 



- 752 -

Wilson chose to live and to work in Europe because 

of his acceptance, first, as an artist and, second, as a 

black man. At no time in his professional career, however, 

has he been able to forget the color of his skin. He has 

always been aware of his heritage and of the responsibility 

which he has accepted--being a "first black" in so many 

professional situations. After spending his formative per

formance years in Europe, Wilson, involved also in teaching 

and in choreography, returned to the United States in 1965. 

Among his many reasons for returning to work in his own 

country is the fact that he wished to help.provide black 

children with their own heroes and images. 

Of the few black artists who remained in this 

country and tried to break through all barriers into the 

world of classical ballet during the early 1950's, two have 

experienced degrees of success--Arthur Mitchell, the co

subject of this study, and Louis Johnson. Mitchell 

achieved his success as a performer, and Johnson as a 

choreographer. Louis Johnson is a product originally of 

the Jones-Haywood School of Ballet in Washington, D. C. 

Following his graduation from high school in 1950, Johnson 

went to New York City where he studied at several leading 

schools of dance including the School of American Ballet. 

After two years at the latter, Johnson became the first 
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black dancer to perform a major role with the New York City 

Ballet. He danced a solo in Jerome Robbins' Ballade; this 

appearance, however, proved to be only a token performance 

as Johnson has had no further opportunity to perform with 

a major ballet company. Although Johnson was a strong 

dancer, he made his greatest impression upon the dance 

world as a choreographer. His first work, entitled Lament, 

dominated the evening at the American Ballet Club's Annual 

Choreographer's Night in 1953. Since then, he has choreo

graphedmmany ballets--several of which are in the reper

tories of leading dance companies. For his choreography of 

the musical entitled Purlie Victorious, Johnson became the 

first black choreographer ever nominated for a Tony award. 

Johnson remains productive in the 1970's, creating works 

for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, the Capital Ballet, and 

for the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater. 

Among those emerging black leaders in modern dance 

in the United States who immediately followed Dafora, 

Dunham, and Primus, three men have achieved outstanding 

success as dancers, choreographers, and directors of their 

own dance companies. These men are Talley Beatty, Donald 

McKayle, and Alvin Ailey, a co-subject of this study. 

Talley Beatty was one of the dancers in the original 

company of Katherine Dunham which came to New York City· to 
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perform in 1937. He remained with Katherine Dunham and 

Her Dancers through 1940, after which time he appeared in 

works by Helen Tamiris, Esther Junger, and Maya Dere~. He 

also organized his own revue in the Dunham style and toured 

with it for five years. In 1959, Beatty gave the dance 

world his classic work entitled The Road of the Phoebe 

Snow. Another representative ballet, entitled Come and Get 

the Beauty of It Hot, soon followed and today, in the 

1970's, Beatty's unique works are kept alive in the reper

tories of leading dance companies. 

Donald McKayle, a product of the New Dance Group, 

made his debut in the spring of 1948, in choreography by 

Sophie Maslow and Jean Erdman. During the following summer, 

he received a scholarship to study with Martha Graham; 

this study subsequently led to future performances as a 

member of Graham's company. Other outstanding choreographers 

whose works McKayle has performed include those of Charles 

Weidman, Daniel Nagrin, Merce Cunningham, and Anna Sokolow. 

Although he was an outstanding dancer, it is through his 

choreography that McKayle has made his greatest contribution 

to the dance world. The ideas and attitudes reflected in 

his works indicate that the artist is a humanist with a 

passionate concern for his fellow man. McKayle's three 

classic works are Games, Rainbow Round My Shoulder, and 
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District Storyville. Today, in 1973, McKayle is a member 

of the faculty at the California Institute of the Arts and 

at the Inner City Institute in Los Angeles. He continues 

to choreograph for motion picture and television audiences 

as well as for his own organization, the Inner City Repertory 

Dance Company. 

The 1960's brought a bevy of young black choreog

raphers and dancers to the attention of the dance world-

each with his own idea concerning the black experience. 

Representing two contrasting factions within the black dance 

scene are Eleo Pomare and Rod Rodgers. Eleo Pomare formed 

a company in New York City in 1958 which proposed to utilize 

creative Negro talent and ability in American modern dance. 

His American company began to realize its purpose, however, 

only after Pomare returned from his professional experiences 

in Europe in 1964. The re-organized Eleo Pomare Dance 

Company presented its first performance in New York City 

in October of 1967. According to the critics, his Blues for 

the Jungle was his most powerful presentation. Critics 

sensed a deep sense of "Negritude" in Pomare's works along 

with the fact that he had consciously steeped himself in 

the peculiar experiences of black Americans. Pomare feels 

that the Black Revolution should be reflected in art as well 

as in politics; his choreography exemplifies his viewpoint 

in this regard. 
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Rod Rodgers is a black dancer-choreographer-director 

whose ideas support the· "celebration of blackness" but in a 

less revolutionary manner than that of Pomare. Rodgers came 

to New York City in 1962 where he studied with Hanya Holm, 

Mary Anthony, and Erick Hawkins. The Hawkins influence was 

reflected in his program in 1966 when he presented several 

non-representational works. These early compositions 

expressed the artist's view that images which encourage 

intolerance of racial oppression are not the only means of 

communicating a black consciousness. Rodgers' later 

choreograpy has included such dances as Die Nigqa and 

Say What, supporting, therefore, the feeling of the artist 

that Negro dance art, whatever form it may take, can be a 

celebration of the beauty and virtue of blackness. 

There are other black dance artists who celebrate 

the beauty and virtue of black peoples throughout the world. 

The United States is the home of several outstanding ethno

logical dance artists. Although it is beyond the scope of 

this study to cover these artists, it is only fitting to 

mention that Jean Leon Destine of Haiti, and Percival Borde 

and Geoffrey Holder of Trinidad have contributed immeasur

ably to the image of the black male dance artist as a 

powerful force in the history of dance in the United States. 
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Chapters IV, V, and VI were devoted to the life and 

contributions of Arthur Mitchell. These chapters were 

summarized in Chapter VII, pages 389 through 430. Arthur 

Adams Mitchell, Junior, is the outstanding contemporary 

black male dance artist in the idiom of ballet selected as 

co-subject of this biographical dissertation. He was born 

the second child of Willie Mae Hearns and Arthur Adams 

Mitchell, Senior, on March 27, 1934, in New York City. 

His parents, both from Savannah, Georgia, had moved to the 

community of Harlem in New York City sixteen years prior to 

his birth. Although Arthur, Junior, was fourteen years 

younger than his sister, Frances Marie, within the next 

four years the Mitchell family increased appreciably with 

the birth of Charles William, Laura Mae, Herbert Jerald, 

and Shirley Elizabeth, respectively. 

At four years of age, Arthur Mitchell, Junior, 

entered the public elementary school on 139th Street between 

Seventh and Lenox Avenues. He chose to follow the kinder

garten into class each day and was permitted to do so rather 

than remain on the playground of the schoolyard where his 

mother had placed him. In this school, he was allowed to 

play the maracas with the rhythm band and thus began his 

official participation in a musical environment. 
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As the eldest son, Arthur assumed economic respon

sibility and independence at an early age. When he was 

seven or eight years old, he sold newspapers and shined 

shoes, but his employment in the neighborhood butcher shop 

at age twelve set the stage for what became an obligatory 

pattern of young Arthur's life. From the beginning, the 

money which he earned was turned over to his mother to 

supplement the family budget. As he grew older, the burden 

of economic responsibility grew heavier and heavier until 

it was completely his own at the age of fifteen when Arthur 

Mitchell, Senior, became ill. 

The Mitchell family was comprised of individuals 

who, despite distinctive personalities, got along with each 

other unusually well. This uniquely harmonious situation 

was particularly admirable with five children in a small 

apartment in Harlem. Because Arthur had supplemented the 

family income from the time that he was quite young, he 

had little time for socializing outside of his home. During 

his junior high school years, Arthur sang in the Convent 

Avenue Baptist Church Choir and occasionally shot a few 

baskets in the park during his rare moments of leisure. As 

he grew older, he chose to spend his free moments in soli

tude, enjoying his daily ice cream cone and reading a book 

in a small room situated in the center of the apartment. 
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His mother, who had hoped that her eldest son would become 

a physician, soon found out that these books were all con

cerned with history. 

Arthur's musical interests were again brought to 

the foreground during his junior high school years. He 

joined the Police Athletic League Glee Club at the age of 

ten and thus began his training in the arts. The extent 

of his early exposure to dance, however, was a series of 

tap dance lessons in 1944 when he was also ten years of age. 

While still enrolled in junior high school, Arthur's life 

assumed a new direction as the result of his participation 

in a general party held at the end of the school term. His 

guidance teacher noticed his "hamming it up" with one of 

the girls and recognized the fact that he possessed a 

definite talent in dance. She began immediately the 

procedures necessary to obtain for Arthur a scholarship at 

the High School of Performing Arts. After securing the 

application forms for admission, Arthur sought the help of 

Tom Nip, an old black vaudevillian, in the preparation of 

a tap dance routine which he could use at hi·s audition for 

the scholarship for which he had applied. His scholarship 

audition was quite different from those of the others who 

were performing classical ballet studies or intense modern 

dance compositions. In spite of his unorthodox performance, 



- 760 -

he was accepted, although he feels that it was probably 

because the School "needed male dancers." 

Arthur Mitchell entered the High School of Performing 

Arts in the fall of 1949 with a major sequence in modern 

dance. His first year there as a student was not an easy 

one. In fact, near the end of the year, one of his teachers 

suggested that he give up dance altogether because he lacked 

the flexibility and the physical characteristics of a dancer. 

Her very words motivated him to decide not only to become a 

dancer, but to become one of the best dancers in the world. 

Concurrent with his professional preparation, Arthur 

Mitchell launched his professional career. He joined the 

Repertory Dance Company of the High School of Performing 

Arts where he worked with Natanya Neumann and Shirley 

Broughton. In addition to perfQrming, he began experiment

ing with choreography. Although he choreographed a solo for 

himself entitled Primitive Study in 1957, his primary inter

est was directed toward becoming a performing artist. He 

danced, therefore, with several modern dancers who are noted 

for their outstanding works. Among these artists are Donald 

McKayle, John Butler, Louis Johnson, Sophie Maslow, and 

Anna Sokolow. 

During Arthur's senior year in the High School of 

Performing Arts, he had the good fortune of making his 
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Broadway debut as an angel in the revival of Four Saints in 

Three Acts, an opera with text by Gertrude Stein and music 

by Virgil Thomson. Originally presented in 1934, the opera 

was revived for a Broadway season at the American National 

Theatre and Academy during the spring of 1952. Following 

the Broadway season, the cast left for Paris, France, in 

order to represent the United States at the International 

Festival of the Arts. Proud and happy, Arthur Mitchell 

returned from Paris to receive his certificate in modern 

dance from the High School of Performing Arts. Upon gradu

ation, he became the first male to receive the Dance Award 

given each year by the School and, following his graduation, 

he was offered not only a scholarship to Bennington College 

in Vermont but also one to the School of American Ballet in 

New York City. After much deliberation, Arthur decided 

that, if he could retain his unique qualities as a black 

dancer--a sense of rhythm, style, and a characteristic way 

of moving--and combine these qualities with the discipline 

and training of classical ballet, he could become a unique 

dancer with a style totally unlike that of any other per

former. Having made this decision, he accepted the scholar

ship at the School of American Ballet and began his work 

toward becoming a performing artist in classical ballet. 

Shortly after his enrollment in the School of American Ballet, 
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Mitchell met and began studying with Karel Shook, a superb 

Ballet-Master then teaching at the Katherine Dunham School 

of Cultural Arts in New York City. This meeting was an 

exciting stroke of good luck for Arthur Mitchell because 

Shook developed a special interest in the young student and 

became his friend and advisor as well as his teacher. 

At the time that Mitchell began his association 

with Shook, he was eighteen years of age and had assumed 

full responsibility for the support of his mother and four 

sisters and brothers. Because his schedule included classes 

at both the School of American Ballet and the Katherine 

Dunham School of Cultural Arts, he needed employment which 

would not interfere with his total dedication to dance. 

This problem was quickly resolved for him because Dunham's 

School closed soon after Mitchell enrolled in it, and Shook 

opened his own Studio of Dance Arts. There, in the Studio 

of Dance Arts, Mitchell was able to study and to teach dance 

classes in a stimulating environment which attracted such 

extraordinary students as Mary Hinkson, Matt Turney, 

Geoffrey Holder, and Alvin Ailey. With tap dance, modern 

dance, and ethnological forms of dance in his background, 

Mitchell was, at the age of eighteen, deeply immersed in 

his study of classical ballet. In addition to his intensive 

schedule of study, Mitchell still danced with anyone who 
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asked him to perform regardless of the dance idiom entailed. 

During this period, he received special critical acclaim 

for his performances in Shirley Broughton's Quartet, Louis 

Johnson's Lament, Donald McKayle's Games, The Street, and 

Nocturne, William Dollar's Concerto, and Hubert Farrington's 

Out of Eden. 

After three years of study at the School of American 

Ballet, Mitchell made his second appearance on Broadway. 

He danced in the Truman Capote-Harold Arlen musical entitled 

House of Flowers where he worked with such exceptional black 

artists as Pearl Bailey, Dianne Carroll, Geoffrey Holder, 

Alvin Ailey, Carmen de Lavallade, Frederick O'Neal, and 

Josephine Premice. During the three-month run of House of 

Flowers on Broadway, Mitchell was invited by John Butler 

to join his newly formed John Butler American Dance Theatre 

which was then making preparations for a European tour. 

After three years of study at the School of American Ballet 

which was associated with the New York City Ballet, 

Mitchell's optimism concerning becoming a member of that 

famous company had begun to fade. He accepted Butler's 

invitation, therefore, to become a member of the John Butler 

American Dance Theatre. 

While Arthur Mitchell was touring Europe during the 

summer of 1955 with the John Butler American Dance Company, 
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he was offered a position as a permanent member of the New 

York City Ballet. Although Butler's company was in finan

cial trouble when Mitchell was invited to join the New York 

City Ballet, Mitchell was again faced with a delicate 

decision concerning his future--whether to finish the tour 

with John Butler and his company or to return to New York 

City and fulfill his own dream of becoming a classical 

dancer. This was a difficult decision for Mitchell to make 

because he had always accepted completely the obligation of 

fulfilling his commitments. After giving the matter much 

thought, he finally decided that he should choose advan

tageously with respect to his own future as a professional 

dancer. He returned, therefore, to New York City to become 

the first black dancer to serve as a permanent member of a 

major ballet company in the United States. 

Although Arthur Mitchell joined the New York City 

Ballet as a member of the Corps de Ballet, .during the first 

week of his opening season with the Ballet, he experienced 

an unexpected debut as a featured dancer. George Balanchine, 

Director of the company, cast him in the Fourth Movement of 

Western Symphony a's the partner of Tanaquil LeClerq, a prima 

ballerina with the company at that time. Because Mitchell 

wished to be recognized only on the basis of his merits as 

a dancer, no advance notices pointing out the fact that he 

--"'t 
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was black were released. The reaction of the audience at 

Mitchell's first performance with the New York City Ballet 

was somewhat dramatic with such audible comments as "My God, 

they have got a nigger in the company," and " •.. he's not 

bad at all". being heard onstage during the performance. 

Once the initial shock of his being black had been overcome 

by the audience, Mitchell was judged solely from the stand-

point of his ability as a dancer. In addition to Western 

Symphony, Mitchell danced in Jerome Robbins' Fanfare and 

Pied Pioer during the first week of his opening season with 

the New York City Ballet. For all of his performances, he 

received complimentary reviews--a response which was highly 

pleasing to his famous director, George Balanchine. 

During the late summer of 1956, ·Arthur Mitchell 

made his first European tour with the New York City Ballet. 

Although he had been to Europe with John Butler, this was 

his first tour with a large dance company. In his day

dreams, he had envisioned a fictionalized, fairy-tale exist

ence only to awaken to the unpleasant task of packing, 

moving, and always searching for inexpensive places in 

which to live. Many of these touring experiences were 

lonely ones for Mitchell as the only black person in the 

company, and he had long solitary hours in which to reflect 

about his future. It was in Europe, on this particular 



- 766 -

tour, that Mitchell decided that his "off-stage" role with 

the New York City Ballet would have to be as important as 

any role which he might perform onstage. He resolved that, 

regardless of the personal sacrifices entailed, a black 

person must remain in ballet in the United States so that 

aspiring young black dancers might have someone about whom 

to say, "Well, if he made it, so can I." 

Arthur Mitchell considers the year of 1957 as one 

of the high points in his career with the New York City 

Ballet. He was selected for the leading role in Balanchine's 

new ballet, entitled ~' in which he danced a pas de deux 

created especially for him. His partner was Diana Adams 

in the official premiere of the Stravinsky-Balanchine ballet 

on December 1, 1957. For the pas de deux danced by Mitchell 

and Adams, the majority of the critics had nothing but 

praise in their respective reviews. 

From mid-April through mid-August of 1958, Arthur 

Mitchell toured again with the New York City Ballet with 

performances in Japan, the Philippine Islands, and 

Australia. During this tour, Mitchell's assignments 

included leading roles in Stars and Stripes, Bourr~e 

Fantasgue, and The Four Temperaments. Of these ballets, 

his most exciting role was that of Phlegmatic in The Four 

Temperaments. This role was particularly enjoyable to him 
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because it requires the dancer's portrayal of dramatic 

interpretation through classical movement. For his per

formances of this role Mitchell received enthusiastic 

critical acclaim. He was also the subject of many compli

mentary newspaper articles in Sydney, Aust!alia, where the 

company spent the longest period of time during the tour. 

In December of 1959, Mitchell danced his first 

wholly dramatic role, that of Jason in Birgit Cullberg's 

ballet entitled Medea. The leading male role in this 

dramatic and tragic ballet is a challenge because it 

requires the dancer to project a strong, heavy quality. 

Initially the critics thought that Mitchell's dancing lacked 

dramatic style, a criticism which he took s~riously, working 

assiduously to develop increasing intensity in his style of 

dancing and making a dedicated effort to discover all of 

the dramatic aspects of his role in Medea. 

Mitchell began performing pure classical ballets 

such as Symphony in C and Allegro Brillante during the fall 

of 1960. He cherished this new challenge because, on the 

basis of his roles in these ballets, he could be referred 

to officially as a classical dancer. He was soon completely 

at ease performing the "white ballet." At approximately the 

same time, he was involved in other special assignments 

including the principal pas de deux in John Taras' Ebony 
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Concerto and the role of the snake in Todd Bolender's 

Creation of the World. The latter role gave him an extra~ 

ordinary opportunity to explore and to utilize all of the 

other forms of dance which were a part of his educational 

background. 

The next major step in Mitchell's career came in 

1962 when Balanchine asked him to perform the role of Puck 

in A Midsummer Night's Dream. He was given choreographic 

freedom and was permitted to interpret th~ role from a 

dramatic standpoint as well as from that of dance alone. 

Because Mitchell realized that many qualities which were 

inherent in Puck were characteristic of himself, this role 

was extremely significant for him. His performance in A 

Midsummer Night's Dream, which had its premi~re in January 

of 1962, was a source of "rave" reviews for Mitchell for 

years to come. He considers this one of his most rewarding 

assignments to date because he not only had "great fun" 

dancing it but he also had the opportunity to use his own 

creativity, to employ acting and timing techniques, and to 

draw upon his previous experiences outside of the realm of 

classical ballet in order to perfect this particular char

acterization. 

The role of Puck is the most recent one created by 

Balanchine specifically for Arthur Mitchell, Since its 

creation in 1962, however, Mitchell has danced in practically 
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every ballet in the repertory of the New York City Ballet; 

he particularly enjoys dancing the Ragtime pas de deux in 

Ivesiana and the role of the Bridegroom in Buqaku. Although 

Mitchell's involvement in many additional activities during 

the late 1960's left little time with the New York City 

Ballet, he danced with this company whenever his schedule 

permitted. 

Since he first appeared on Broadway in House of 

Flowers during the spring of 1955, Mitchell has performed· 

in four other Broadway musicals entitled, respectively, 

Carmen Jones, Kiss Me Kate, Shinbone Alley, and Noel Coward's 

Sweet Potato. During his appearances in N6el Coward's 

Sweet Potato in 1968, Mitchell was involved in several 

professional projects; on weekdays, he worked with the 

children at the Harlem School of the Arts; on Sundays, he 

danced with the New York City Ballet; and at night, he 

sang, acted, and danced at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre. 

Gian Carlo Menotti had observed Mitchell in his 

portrayal of the Unicorn in the opera entitled The Unicorn, 

the Gorgon, and the Manticore, and invited him to form a 

company to participate in the Third Festival ·of Two Worlds 

to be held in Spoleto, Italy, during June and July of 1960. 

Mitchell made such an impression upon audiences at this 

Festival that he was invited to return the following year 
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" 

to perform at the Fourth Festival. Instead of presenting 

an entire company of dancers, he returned to Spoleto with li 

a partner only, Akiko Kanda. During the Festival in 1961; 
'i 
;!; 

Mitchell choreographed the three dances which he and 

Akiko Kanda presented as well as the "Dance of the Seven 

V e i 1 s" for the L u chino Vi s con t i production of Sa 1om e, the 

opera by Richard Strauss. 

Arthur Mitchell takes an impish kind of delight in 

remembering the spring of 1962 as the season during which 

he replaced Dame Alicia Markova at the Metropolitan Opera. 

Markova became ill, and Arthur Mitchell and Violette Verdy, 

both of the New York City Ballet, were asked to appear as 

guest artists in the opera Orfeo ed Euridice. Although 

their dancing failed to receive any sensational reviews, 

the performances were exciting for Arthur Mitchell because:~ 

they comprised his first experience as a premier danseur.· 

with the Metropolitan Opera. 

During the years which followed Arthur Mitchell's 

success at Spoleto and his performances at the Metropolitan 

Opera, he has made innumerable appearances as guest artist-~ 

both as a soloist and in conjunction with special presenta-

tions of the New York City Ballet. One of his most memorable 

experiences was that of dancing the role of Mercutio in John 

Cranko's version of Romeo and Juliet in the annual gala 
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ballet celebration given by the Stuttgart State Opera 

Ballet in Stuttgart, Germany, in l9b3. Following that per

formance, he was invited to Munich, Germany, where he danced 

in Heinz Rosen's Othello and Dance Panels in Seven Sections 

as well as in George Balanchine's Donizetti Variations and 

in John Taras' Orpheus. Other memorable guest performances 

included Mitchell's appearances in choreography by George 

Balanchine. He danced in ~ and in the role of the Dark 

Angel in Orpheus at the Hamburg Stravinsky Festival in 

Germany; he appeared with the New York City Ballet in Stars 

and Stripes at the inaugural program for President John 

Fitzgerald Kennedy in 1961; and in Western Symphony at the 

inaugural program for President Lyndon Baines Johnson in 

1965. He danced in Aqon at the Geneva Opera during the 

week of October 10 through 15, 1970, in conjunction with 

a complete program of Balanchine's works presented as a 

tribute to the famous choreographer. 

Arthur Mitchell has made individual appearances 

before television viewing audiences in the United States on 

the Jinx Falkenburg Show, the Jackie Gleason Show, and the 

Harry Belafonte Specials. His television appearances, for 

the most part, however, have been in conjunction with the 

various dance companies of which he has been a member. 

While dancing with Donald McKayle in 1953, the company 
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filmed Games, Nocturne, and Rainbow Round My Shoulder. for 

presentation on "Camera Three." Later, when he became a 

member of John Butler's American Dance Theatre, he danced 

in Butler's Three Promenades With the Lord for audiences in 

this country and again in Italy while the company was tour

ing Europe. In 1960, while appearing at Spoleto, Mitchell's 

own company was filmed for Italian audiences. Some of 

Mitchell's major television appearances with the New York 

City Ballet included Stars and Stripes for presentation on 

the "Bell Telephone Hour" and The Nutcracker Suite for 

presentation on the Columbia Broadcasting System television 

network. 

When Arthur Mitchell reflects upon his pioneering 

experiences as the first black permanent member of a major 

ballet company in the United States, he is even more deter

mined to give to the world black classical dancers who have 

instilled within themselves the attitude that the major 

distinction between performing artists lies not in the 

color of their skin, but in their ability to perform. This 

is the reason that today he devotes the majority of his 

time to the preparation of such black artists. The multi

faceted role which Arthur Mitchell was to play eventually 

began to manifest itself in 1953 at approximately the same 

period in his life as the beginning of his education in 
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ballet. His teacher, Karel Shook, recognized Mitchell's 

ability to teach and often delegated certain of his own 

classes to the aspiring young dancer. Mitchell's first 

teaching experiences occurred in the Katherine Dunham School 

in New York City where Shook was employed also; later 

experiences were afforded at the Studio of Dance Arts, also 

in New York City, which Shook owned and operated. Further 

opportunities for teaching resulted either directly or in

directly from Mitchell's association with the ·New York City 

Ballet. He taught for a short time at the Melissa Hayden 

School of Dance at Cedarhurst, Long Island, before becoming 

associated with the Jones-Haywood School of Ballet in 

Washington, D. c., in 1957--an association which lasted 

until 1963. 

The First World Festival of Negro Arts held in 

Dakar, Senegal, in April of 1966 led to the recognition of 

Mitchell's organizational capabilities. Serving as Dance 

Chairman for the committee representing the United States, 

Mitchell organized a company of thirty-one black dancers 

which included such personalities as Paula Kelly, Claude 

Thompson, Carmen de Lavallade, Llanchie Stevenson, Sarah 

Yarborough, and William Louther. The members of the new 

company worked daily without any compensation and soon 

reached a high level of skill and artistry in performance. 
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This company of able dancers failed, however, to realize 

the rewards of their labors because, at the last moment, 

the members were informed that the budget of the Festival 

Committee had been reduced and that the money for ~rthur 

Mitchell's dance company, therefore, was not forthcoming. 

The disappointed director had to disband his company of 

fine dancers. Mitchell's organizational capabilities, how

ever, did not go unnoticed. Following the collapse of the 

company which he had assembled for the Festival of Negro 

Arts, the United States government invited him to serve as 

one of a trio of representatives from the United States to 

participate in a cultural exchange program·with the 

Brazilian government. Mitchell accepted the assignment 

and, in March of 1966, left for Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to 

assist in organizing the first National Ballet Company of 

Brazil. Although this newly-formed company was quite 

successful, internal politics forced its disbanding within 

a few months. Good fortune was with the dancers, however, 

since one of the young women in the company was married to 

a wealthy Brazilian who asked Mitchell to return the fol

lowing year and to form a private ballet company. 

In early January of 1967, Mitchell began traveling 

to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, whenever he was not appearing 

with the New York City Ballet. It was here that he began 
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to develop serious choreography. The Brazilians provided 

him with an environment for dance which was rich in folk-

lore and religious rituals readily adaptable to the 

choreography of several ballets designed especially for 

the Brazilian company. These ballets were based upon 

Brazilian themes, ideas, and music, but they were choreo-

graphed within the traditional style of the classical 

ballet idiom. 

Mitchell received such personal gratification, 

through his work with the Brazilian company that he might 

have remained in that country had it not been for the 

assassination of Doctor Martin Luther King, Junior. On the 

day of King's assassination, Mitchell was en route to 

Brazil. He then decided to pay homage to the great leader 

by teaching ballet to his own people in his own country--

the United States of America. Mitchell's decision follow-

ing the assassination of Doctor King prompted ·him to call 

Dorothy Maynor, the Founder-Director of the Harlem School 

of the Arts, to offer his services to her well established 

School. The Department of Dance at this School was in an 

embryonic stage when Mitchell agreed to join the faculty 

and he promptly raised $25,000 for operating expenses. He 

opened the Department of Dance at the Harlem School of the 

Arts on July 8, 1968, three months after the assassination. 

1 

i 
i 
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Prior to the opening of the Department of Dance at 

the Harlem School of the Arts, Karel Shook, former teacher 

and friend of Arthur Mitchell, had been the Associate 

Artistic Director for the National Ballet of Holland for 

nine years. A few days following the assassination of 

Doctor King, Mitchell telephoned Shook in Amsterdam, 

Holland, and invited him to return to New York City as 

Ballet-Master and Associate Artistic Director of the Depart

ment of Dance at the Harlem School of the Arts. Feeling a 

compulsion to accept the invitation, Shook left his ~posi

tion in Holland and joined Mitchell in New York City on 

July 31, 1968. 

The Department of Dance at the Harlem School of the 

Arts, which began with about thirty students in July, had 

grown to an enrollment of 250 by September of the same year. 

The news of the School had spread throughout New York City. 

Students from downtown came to Harlem to study with Mitchell 

and Shook, and several additional dancers became members of 

the embryonic dance company which was established in con

junction with the School. Shook decided not to return to 

Holland but to remain with Mitchell's project with full 

responsibilities as Ballet Master and Associate Artistic 

Director. His decision freed Mitchell for his necessary 

concentration upon the development of choreography for the 

i 
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repertoire of the evolving dance company. Mitchefl soon 

choreographed and produced Ode to Otis, the First ·Movement 

of Tones, and Rhythmetron for performances by his young 

company of black dancers. These dancers were eager to 

learn and, within a few weeks, they were ready for .public 

presentation as a performing group. As a method of· involv

ing the community with the newly-formed Department of Dance, 

Mitchell and Shook initiated a series of lecture-demonstra

tions presented at Open House Sessions held in conjunction 

with each program,presented at the Harlem School of the 

Arts. 

The success of the new Department of Dance appeared 

to constitute a threat to the other established programs 

at the Harlem School of the Arts inasmuch as it attracted 

the majority of: the students and the special attention and 

commendation of the patrons. During the summer of 1969, 

therefore, Miss Maynor ordered Mitchell and Shook to leave 

her premises by the middle of August. The two artists left, 

but with the conviction that they must return to Harlem 

soon to continue their work. In keeping with Mitchell's 

philosophy that "out of death comes birth," the closing of 

the Department of Dance at the Harlem School of the Arts 

initiated the official birth of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. 

This birth took place in mid-August, away from its ultimate 

\, 
I 
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permanent home in Harlem, at the Glen Tetley Studio in 

Greenwich Village in New York City. This Studio was not 

insured properly to cover the needs of a school, and the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem was forced, therefore, to move again. 

On September 23, 1969, Mitchell and his organization moved 

into the Church of the Master at 86 Morningside Avenue. 

which became the Harlem home of the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

until September 20, 1971. 

In early December of 1969, the minister of the 

Church of the Master informed Mitchell of an increase in 

rent from $170 per month to $600 per month. As a result, 

Mitchell began searching for a new location for the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem. He found his building at 466 West 152nd 

Street and was able to purchase it through a generous bene-

factor. Following the purchase of the building, Mitchell 

busied himself with the plans necessary to convert it into 

a combined dance theatre and dance school such as he had 

begun at the Church of the Master. Thus re-established, 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem continues to provide a magnetic 

atmosphere for students of varied backgrounds and abilities. 

Although the core of study at the school i·s classical ballet, 

each member of the diversified staff is a specialist in his 

own right and contributes a personal genius to the provision 

of experiences in ethnological and modern dance as well as 

I, 
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in ballet. Mitchell makes a special point of having his 

students believe that a dancer is " ••• a thoroughbred--

the best of the human race." 

The dance company comprising the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem has existed in various stages of development since 

Arthur Mitchell initiated his project in 1968 in associa-

tion with the Harlem School of the Arts. Determined to 

develop a dance school and a dance company simultaneously, 

he began with a nucleus of only four dancers who subjected 

themselves to an unbelievably rigorous schedule of physical 

and artistic improvement. Since the official formation of 

the company of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, the organiza-

tion has been a source of pride and of abundant rewards for 

all individuals associated with it. Mitchel·! considers the 

series of lecture-demonstrations--both those presented at the 

Wednesday afternoon Open House Sessions at the studio and 

those presented for various school and community groups, 

as one of the most important contributions to the dance 

which his organization can offer. During these demonstra-

tions, Mitchell often involves the young audiences by 

asking volunteers to demonstrate current popular dance 

steps which he transforms into balletic movements. He en-

courages children to study ballet by showing them what the 

thirteen and fourteen-year-old members of his company have 

r 
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accomplished. Most of these valuable lecture-demonstrations 

are made possible by the sponsorship of the New York State 

Council on the Arts and the National Endowment for the Arts. 

An invitation to perform as the leading attraction 

of the First Bermuda Arts Council Summer Festival, held in 

June of 1970, opened the door to the first major tour for 

Mitchell's young company of dancers. Other engagements in 

the Caribbean included appearances in Nassau, The Bahamas, 

and Curacao, Netherlands Antilles. The repertory which the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem presented during the Caribbean Tour 

was comprised of Mitchell's Holberg Suite, Biosfera, Tones, 

Ode to Otis, and Rhythmetron, and of George Balanchine's 

Concerto Barocco. Significant during the Bermudian portion 

of the tour was the company's premiere performance of 

Concerto Barocco. Here, Mitchell sat in the audience and 

wept as he saw his " • beautiful black children" in soft 

white costumes, dancing one of the best ballets of one of 

the greatest choreographers living today, with the verve and 

expertise of a seasoned company. 

Arthur Mitchell considers the week of August 18 

through 22, 1970, a special landmark in the brief history 

of the Dance Theatre of Harlem. It marks the first "real 

engagement" of the company in the United States. The company 

had the honor of being the only dance group presented at the 
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Ted Shawn Theatre during the ninth week of the Jacob's 

Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated. The response of the 

audience at "the Pillow" was especially significant for it 

was indicative of the reactions of dance audiences through

out the United States. Because it was important that the 

new all-black classical dance company perform the ballets of 

its black choreographer, Arthur Mitchell selected carefully 

the dances to be presented. On opening night, the apprecia

tive audience gave the young dancers a standing ovation and 

demanded nine curtain calls. The remainder of the week was 

equally successful and capacity crowds kept coming for both 

matinee and evening performances. Critics and photographers 

alike were in attendance from New York City and the sur

rounding towns, and the Dance Theatre of Harlem was warmly 

received at every performance. 

In October of 1970, the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

performed in Trinidad and in Jamaica. The· company was 

again a source of personal and professional pride for 

Mitchell and for the members of his staff. A continuing 

sense of satisfaction for Mitchell also lies in the fact 

that students and potential members of the dance company 

seem drawn magnetically to the unique atmosphere of the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem wherever the company has appeared 

throughout the United States and abroad. In October of 1970 
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also, after two years of existence, the first television 

appearance of the Dance Theatre of Harlem was scheduled in 

the form of a master class filmed for viewing on the 

Educational Television Network of Cincinnati, Ohio. Later, 

on December 24 of the same year, four members of the company 

appeared on the Polaroid Television Special entitled "A 

Holiday Celebration With Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee." 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem began its performing 

season of 1971 with its official New York City debut at the 

Guggenheim Museum, January 8 through 10, 1971. The program 

was comprised of three ballets by Mitchell--Tones, Rhythmetron, 

and the premiere of Fete Noire. The new ballet, Fete Noire, 

was dedicated to Mrs. Alva B. Gimbel who, through a generous 

gift, made the performances at the Guggenheim Museum possible. 

Each performance ended with standing ovations and cheering 

crowds. 

Arthur Mitchell's company made its Broadway debut at 

the American National Theatre and Academy on March 8, 10, 

and 12, 1971. New additions to the repertory included 

Jerome Robbins' Afternoon of a Faun, John Taras' Designs 

for Strings, and the premiere of Mitchell's new ballet 

entitled Fun and Games. The critics in New York City 

responded favorably to all of the ballets performed by the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem with the exception of Fun and Games. 
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They seemed disappointed with the story line of the ballet 

rather than with the dancing of it. The outstanding criti-

cal approval awarded to the remaining ballets on the program 

appeared to be an excellent indication of the future success 

of Mitchell's young dance company. Each performance was 

sold out, and each performance ended with cheering and 

I I 

enthusiastic applause. 

On May 6, 1971, the New York City Ballet presented 

its annual benefit performance in conjunction with Arthur 

Mitchell's Dance Theatre of Harlem. This was the first 

time in its history that the New York City Ballet had per-

formed in conjunction with another dance group. Co-· 

choreographers George Balanchine and Arthur Mitchell offered 

their audiences a "one-time only" performance of Concerto 

for Jazz Band and Orchestra. The critics called the merging 

onstage of the all-white New York Ci.ty Ballet and the all-

black Dance Theatre of Harlem a "fascinating comparison of 

style." Although the performance was not considered an 

outstanding contribution to dance, it accomplished its 

purpose--that of entertaining those who attended the ballet 

benefit. 

Unforgettable among the experiences for the company 

of the Dance Theatre of Harlem is a recent triumphant 

European Tour. This tour began on June 25, 1971, with 
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performances at the Fourteenth Festival of Two Worlds in 

Spoleto, Italy. The company performed also in the Nether-

lands and in Belgium. The audiences at Spoleto responded 

to the dancers with twenty-minute standing ovations and 

insistent, rhythmic chanting of "Bis!" "Bis!" In Amsterdam, 

the entire scheduled engagement was sold out and the 

original number of performances was extended These experi

ences, new and unique for the young dancers, served to 

impress upon each individual involved the fact that the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem was well on its way and would assume 

ultimately its place among the world's foremost ballet 

companies. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem returned to New York City 

from its European Tour to prepare for the occupancy of its 

ultimate and present permanent home during the week of 

September 20, 1971. A building which was formerly a garage 

had been completely renovated and transformed into three 

dance studios, a workshop, a music room, a costume room, 

dressing rooms, offices, and lounges. The Dance Theatre of 

Harlem, Incorporated, could now offer, on a permanent basis, 

a functional program of uninterrupted service to the com

munity. The company of the Dance Theatre of Harlem was 

recognized as an overt manifestation of the aims and objec

tives of the Harlem School. In a phenomenally short period 
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of time, the company had received worldwide recognition, 

had progressed smoothly from one type of engagemerit to 

another, had enjoyed remarkable success, and had become 

increasingly determined to bring pride in and artistic 

appreciation of the ballet to the community of Ha~lem. 

Arthur Mitchell, the dance artist, has envisioned 

and developed a unique project in Harlem. Founded. upon the 

premise that all children should be given an equal oppor-

tunity to realize their own aspirations of artistic per-

formance and to make their own contributions to society, 

the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, is unique in that 

Mitchell chose one of the world's best-known ghetto areas 

as his locale for taking dance to the people. Mitchell is 

a man of extraordinary dedication and stamina, an eloquent 

performer, and an energetic teacher. He considers his 

careers as a performer and as a teacher complementary to 

each other and prefers not to separate the two. Lincoln 

Kirstein has described Mitchell as "elegance itself"; 

Mitchell seeks for his students the same degree of e~cellence 

which he has achieved. With respect to his choreography, 

Arthur Mitchell's dancers find it unique and exciting 

because, although it introduces all forms of dance, it is 

executed with the elegant style of the classical ballet. 

In addition, Mitchell is sensitive to the special qualities 
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and abilities of each of his dancers and either choreographs 

to emphasize the strengths of each dancer or pushes him to 

the point of overcoming any inadequacies. 

The business affairs of the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

are directed with the same degree of verve as are the 

artistic aspects of this unusual organization. Although 

Mitchell has assembled an excellent administrative staff, 

he personally oversees every decision concerning the Dance 

Theatre of Harlem, monetary and otherwise. He has learned 

to make schedules and to write reports, to keep books and 

to balance budgets, and--perhaps most important of all--he 

has learned how to make a non-profit organization finish 

the fiscal year within the limits of its budget. 

As a friend and father-image to the individuals 

comprising his organization, Mitchell watches dutifully 

over everyone associated with the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

as if he or she were indeed·his own child. His concern for 

the younger members of the company is well-founded as he has 

teenage girls from as far away as Atlanta, ·Georgia, and 

Kansas City, Kansas. Mitchell finds suitable housing for 

his youngsters, sends them to the Professional Children's 

School, and arranges tutorial services for those with 

academic deficiencies. The dancers maintain a family 

atmosphere, and their relationships are built upon a genuine 
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love for each other. As members of the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem, their lives have taken on a new purpose; .they feel 

that they are needed and that they belong. 

Arthur Mitchell's project is unique in that it 

provides for every interested child the opportunity to 

study dance. For those who cannot afford to pay for their 

classes, arrangements are made for lessons through Founda

tion funds. Mitchell's dream precludes denial of anyone 

who wishes to study dance. The Dance Theatre of Harlem is 

unique also in that it is the only permanent black classi

cal ballet company ever to exist. Mitchell furthermore has 

prepared students to perform within a period of two·years 

although normally it takes a minimum of ten years to "train" 

the professional ballet dancer. He has recognized the 

necessity to produce dancers in a short time in order that 

young blacks could have a dance company to which they might 

aspire and through which they might earn their livelihood. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is unique in the quality 

of the achievements of its youth. The dancers are a group 

of young persons who love to perform, and they do so with 

their hearts and souls because they have made their choices 

and have dedicated their lives to their art. Whether or not 

these young boys and girls are the greatest dancers in the 

world is irrelevant; Mitchell believes that, historically, 
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the Dance Theatre of Harlem will prove to be of worldwide 

significance. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem is uniqu~ in that it 

has Arthur Mitchell as its leader. He generates a con

tagious energy which appears to attract individuals to him. 

Once these individuals are influenced by him, their lives 

assume a sense of direction which they have formerly 

lacked. Mitchell's success has been attributed to· his deep 

and all-pervading conviction of spirituality. He has an 

almost superhuman strength and will-power coupled with a 

devout belief in God. For his extraordinary dedication to 

his unique project, he was honored on May 26, 1971, as the 

recipient of the Capezio Dance Award. 

As Arthur Mitchell views the future, he envisions the 

fulfillment of his dream. The Dance Theatre of Harlem, in 

the 1970's, has moved into its new facility ,at 466 West 

152nd Street in Harlem where the curriculum will be broad

ened still further to include additional forms of dance, 

acting, and music. Perhaps the most ambitious projection 

for the Dance Theatre of Harlem is the establishment of a 

fully accredited academic school by the fall of 1973. 

Other plans for the future of the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

company encompass an expansion of its repertoire to include 

the works of many other choreographers. Among the projected 
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additions are George Balanchine's Agon, Lester Horton's The 

Beloved, and Doris Humphrey's The Shakers. In addition, 

the performance rights for the production of the ballet 

Carmen have been acquired by the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

with the entire production costs underwritten by the Ruth 

Page Foundation. The company will expand also it~ schedule 

of performances to include a number of benefits. 

With respect to his own plans for the future, 

Arthur Mitchell proposes to continue to dance with the New 

York City Ballet whenever his schedule permits him to do so, 

and to continue his direction of the Dance Theatre of 

Harlem which is his lifetime commitment. Although the 

Dance Theatre of Harlem is basically black and located 

in a black community, it will continue to exist for all 

people--to provide through the arts enrichment, hope, and 

a belief in the natural dignity of man regardless of his 

economic or social status. To many, this enterprising and 

dedicated artist, Arthur Mitchell, represents more than an 

artistic leader; he is, as Charles DeRose calls him, a 

"Messiah of Hope." 

Chapters VIII, IX, and X were devoted to the life 

and contributions of Alvin Ailey. These chapters were sum

marized in Chapter XI, pages 685 through 731. 
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Alvin Ailey, Junior, is the outstanding contemporary 

black male dance artist in the idiom of modern dance selected 

as a co-subject of this biographical dissertation. He was 

born in Rogers, Texas, to Alvin Ailey, Senior, and Lula 

Cliff Ailey on January 5, 1931. Ailey, Senior, abandoned 

his wife soon after the birth of her infant son and left 

them to provide for themselves.· As a result, Lula Ailey 

solicited washing and ironing from neighboring white 

residents and cultivated a bean garden in order to provide 

for their bare subsistence. 

Alvin's childhood was characterized by frequent 

moves from one Texas community to another as his mother took 

advantage of various opportunities for remunerative employ

ment. Alvin attended the Navasota Colored School in 

Navasota, Texas, where, as a fourth grader, he was allowed 

to play the tuba with the high school band. He also 

exhibited early artistic interests by drawing sketches of 

small living things in a "Big Ben" writing tablet which he 

carried with him at all times. Upon his tablet he recorded 

verses also which he composed about interesting things which 

he either saw or imagined. Sundays for the Aileys were 

filled with attending church and engaging in church-related 

activities as members of the True Vine Baptist Church. 

Baptismal ceremonies witnessed by young Alvin, coupled with 
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the racial friction which existed among Southern blacks 

and whites and with the pattern of social life among the 

blacks in Southeast Texas, later influenced Ailey's chore

ography of several of his most outstanding works entitled 

Revelations, Masekela Language, and Blues Suite. During 

his boyhood, however, Alvin's only outward artistic expres

sion was manifested through his drawings and his poems. 

During the summer of 1942, Lula Ailey and her son 

moved to Los Angeles where Alvin entered Valencia Junior 

High School, the first integrated school which he had ever 

attended. He was so unhappy in this predominately white 

setting that his mother moved to another neigoborhood where 

he attended George Washington Carver Junior High School, a 

black school. There he became a member of ~he Glee Club 

and developed an intense involvement with singing and with 

the sound of music. He enrolled also in a class in creative 

writing where he continued to write poems as well as to 

become acquainted for the first time with the works of 

renowned poets. Alvin Ailey saw his first ballet when he 

was in junior high school. This performance by the Ballet 

Russe de Monte Carlo introduced him to the world of the 

theatre. By 1945, he had formed the habit of riding a bus 

each Saturday to the downtown section of Los Angeles in 

which the Biltmore and Orpheum Theatres were located. It 
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was at the Biltmore Theatre that he saw the 1945 version of 

Katherine Dunham's Tropical Revue which overwhelmed and 

fascinated him with the colorful costumes and the heavy 

make-up which were worn by the dancers. 

While attending the Thomas Jefferson Senior High 

School, Ailey extended his academic interests to include 

literature and foreign languages. He became so fluent in 

Spanish and in French that his services were enlisted as a 

substitute teacher whenever the regular high school teachers 

of those languages were absent. His interest in Spanish 

literature led ultimately to his choreography of a dance 

drama entitled Feast of Ashes, based upon Federico Garc1a 

Lorca's play entitled The House of Bernarda Alba. 

The milieu of black social activity during the period 

of World War II was centered on Central Avenue in Los Angeles. 

As often as he could afford the prices of admisiion, young 

Alvin frequented The Bill Robinson, The Florence Mills, The 

Rosebud, and The Lincoln Theatres. It was there that he 

viewed the early musicals of Gene Kelly and 6f Fred Astaire. 

Ailey credits Kelly with the establishment of his first 

genuine respect for the male dancer. The Lincoln Theatre 

featured live entertainment and provided Alvin Ailey with 

the opportunity to view such famous black performers as 

Pearl Bailey, Pigmeat Markham, Duke Ellington, and Billie 
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Holiday. At school, the first of his peers whom Ailey saw 

performing a dance was Ronald Gaffney, a fellow student who 

had had no formal training but who was a self-styled per

former and choreographer. At one of these performances, 

Ailey saw Carmen de Lavallade dance with Gaffney in 

Scheherazade and, a short time later, he saw her perform 

a ballet dance set to music by Mozart. Ailey, deeply 

impressed by her beauty and her ability, sought an intro

duction to this girl, and today Carmen de Lavallade laugh

ingly claims the credit for influencing Ailey's distinguished 

dance career. 

The person who actually convinced Alvin Ailey to 

study dance seriously, however, was Ted Crumb, a boy who 

practiced at home the techniques which he had learned at 

various dance studios. Ailey became Crumb's regular audience 

during these practice sessions and Cru~b, in turn, gave 

patient demonstrations and explanations and even persuaded 

Ailey to try some of the movements himself. One day, early 

in his senior year of high school, Ted Crumb demonstrated 

some modern dance techniques to Ailey which made the latter 

"tingle with excitement." After learning that these move

ments stemmed from Bella Lewitzky, who taught and danced in 

Hollywood at the Lester Horton Dance Theatre, Ailey visited 

the Horton organization. Ailey's introduction to the Lester 
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Horton Dance Theatre was for him "an experience to remember." 

Carmen de Lavallade, Ted Crumb, and James Truitte were all 

in the class--"all dancing beautifully." Ailey made many 

more visits to the Lester Horton Dance Theatre where, sitting 

in the back of the combination theatre-studio, he watched the 

company of dancers rehearsing on stage. He decided that he 

wished to be a part of this beautiful activity and that, 

upon his graduation from senior high school, he would return 

to the Lester Horton Dance School and enroll in classes. 

In 1949, Alvin Ailey enrolled in the beginners' 

class at the Lester Horton Dance School for one month after 

which he began his academic studies at the University of 

California at Los Angeles. One month later, Lester Horton 

himself telephoned Alvin Ailey and, upon learning of his 

financial situation, offered him a working scholarship at 

his dance school which involved Ailey's assisting with the 

lighting and working as a general "handy-man" for the weekly 

performances of the Lester Horton Dance Theatre. In exchange 

for these services, Ailey was permitted to enroll in those 

dance classes which he could fit into his schedule. A full 

class load at the University of California at Los Angeles 

and an eight-hour working "shift" at a nearby restaurant, 

however, made it impossible for him to enroll in dance 

classes on days other than Saturdays. 
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During the spring of 1949, Alvin Ailey's daily 

schedule proved too strenuous for him and he decjded, there

fore, not to return to the University in the fall. During 

the summer months, he enrolled in two classes in Horton 

dance techniques each week and became involved also in a 

composition class in which he completed his first dance 

study--a workshop exercise which related sculpture and 

painting to movement. Despite this increasing interest in 

dance, however, during the fall Ailey moved to San Francisco, 

California, where he continued his academic studies at the 

San Francisco State College. He obtained evening employment 

at the Greyhound Bus Terminal in order to leave his days 

free for a full schedule of academic classes. At the 

beginning of the spring semester in 1950, Ailey underwent 

surgery for the removal of a non-functional kidney. During 

his period of recuperation, he met Lon Fonteyne, a dance

choreographer who had a night club act which was performing 

at the Champagne Supper Club in downtown San Francisco. 

Fonteyne invited Ailey to audition for a place in his act 

and, after the audition, immediately employed him. When 

Fonteyne took his act to Los Angeles for an engagement, 

Ailey immediately visited the Horton Theatre where he saw 

a new suite of Latin dances which Horton had choreographed. 

This experience convinced Ailey that he must return to Los 
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Angeles and study seriously at the Lester Horton Dance 

Theatre School; he returned to San Francisco, packed his 

belongings, and moved back to Los Angeles •. 

When Alvin Ailey enrolled again at the Lester Horton 

Dance Theatre School early in 1953, he participated in two 

or three classes each day. He became also a member of 

Horton's workshop group and began to learn some of the 

dances in the Horton repertory. During that summer, he 

choreographed his first complete dance, entitled Afternoon 

Blues, and he danced for the first time with Carmen.de 

Lavallade as he performed the male role in the Horton 

choreographic work entitled Dedication to Jose Clemente 

Orozco. During the late spring of 1953, Jack Cole, the 

well-known choreographer for Broadway musicals and motion 

pictures, selected Alvin Ailey, Claude Thompson, and Carmen 

de Lavallade to dance in his choreography for the motion 

picture entitled Lydia Bailey. Ailey was unable to appear 

in the motion picture as scheduled because he became ill 

with mononucleosis. Despite this misfortune, Ailey refers 

to the period of intensive rehearsals for his proposed 

appearance in Lydia Bailey as "two of the most exciting 

weeks" in his life. Jack Cole became one more person who 

influenced the early professional career of Alvin Ailey who 

was, in later years, to resort periodically to Cole's • 
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method of structuring a dance. In 1953, also, while the 

Lester Horton Dance Theatre was performing at Ciro's in 

Hollywood, Horton suffered a fatal heart attack. Because 

he had been the sole choreographer for his company, his 

death left its members in a dilemma. Plans for their annual 
: ~ 

spring concert included the choreography of a new dance for 

the opening performance at the Wilshire-Ebell Theatre in 

Los Angeles. Frank Eng, former motion picture and drama 

critic of the Los Angeles Daily News, assumed immediate 

directorship of the company and invited each member to sub-

mit scenarios of dances which he or she wished to choreo-

graph. Ailey was the only member of the company who 

accepted the opportunity. Two of his works, submitted under 

the titles of According to Saint Francis and Mourning, 

Mourning, respectively, were accepted by Eng and the members 

of the company. Ailey subsequently choreographed, directed, 

and supervised the production of these two works which were 

presented as planned at the Wilshire-Ebell Theatre in Los 

Angeles on June 4, 1954. 

Following this venture with Alvin Ailey as the new 

choreographer, several activities developed within the 

Horton organization. A Children's Theatre was initiated in 

conjunction with the School; Ailey and de Lavallade were 

cast as a dance team in the RKO motion picture production of 
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Carmen Jones; and the members of the Lester Horton Dance 

Theatre began rehearsing for an engagement at the Jacob's 

Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated. Ailey was uncomfort

able with the children, personally successful in Carmen 

Jones, and a disappointment at Jacob's Pillow. The trip to 

Jacob's Pillow, however, opened up new avenues of exposure 

for Ailey and for Carmen de Lavallade. Monte Kaye, a 

theatrical producer-promoter, arranged for the company to 

travel to New York City following the final performance at 

Jacob's Pillow in order to audition at the Alvin Theatre 

for a possible future appearance on television. During this 

audition, Arnold Saint Subber, the producer of a forthcoming 

musical, entitled House of Flowers, invited Ailey and de 

Lavallade to remain in New York City as members of his cast. 

They refused his offer, however, by explaining their 

seriousness with respect to returning to the West Coast in 

order to keep the Lester Horton Dance Theatre in existence. 

The two artists returned, therefore, to the West Coast and 

began preparations for the annual scholarship fund-raising 

event, the Bal Caribe, in October of 1954. This called 

again upon Ailey's creative resources; as a result, he 

devised variations on folk and Latin dances for the formal 

presentation of the program which was acclaimed the "finest 

in Horton dance group history." 
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On December 11, 1954, Saint Subber telephoned Ailey 

and de Lavallade and again extended to them an invitation to 

become members of the cast of the House of Flowers. Herbert 

Ross, who was enjoying success as the choreographer for the 

film version of Carmen Jones and who had replaced George 

Balanchine as the choreographer for the House of Flowers, 

had suggested that these two artists be added to the cast as 

featured dancers. Ailey and de Lavallade joined the cast, 

billed simply as the dancers, "Alvin" and "Carmen" performing 

a "sexy" pas de deux which was well received by the audiences. 

Following the opening of the musical in New York City on 

December 30, 1954, Ross choreographed another dance for 

Ailey entitled Slide, Boy, Slide, which was incorporated 

within the production during the following April. 

Shortly after his arrival in New York City, Alvin 

Ailey initiated his program of self-improvement by seeking 

those master teachers of modern dance of whom he had heard 

high praise. He was disappointed with what he found as 

none of the teachers offered techniques which were similar 

to those of Lester Horton. Eventually, Ailey visited Karel 

Shook's Studio of Dance Arts which was located in Greenwich 

Village. Shook convinced him that, if he were serious 

about choreography, he should study ballet, and, as a result, 

Ailey came often to the Studio of Dance Arts although he 
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observed more often than he danced in the ballet.classes. 

Ailey considers the period from 1955 through 1959 his 

"a p pre n t i c· e yea r s • " D uri n g t h e s e years , he dance d. for 

d i f f e r e n t c h o r e o graph e r s , e n r o 11 e d p e r i o di c a 11 y i n v a r i o u s 

dance classes, visted rehearsals at different dance studios 

and generally absorbed materials for his own use in the 

future. During the fall of 1955, he played the role of a 

Chinese bandit in the off-Broadway product~on of The Carefree 

~; in t h e s p r i n g of 1 9 56 , he w a s f e a t ur e d w i t h Mary 

Hinkson in the road company of the show e~titled Sing, Man, 

.lln..a., starring Harry Belafonte; in the spring· of 1957, he 

performed in a Calypso Reyue which starred and was produced 

by Geoffrey Holder; during the summer of 1957, he performed 

in the Jones Beach production of Showboat; and, in the fall 

of 1957, he and Christyne Lawson headed the "dance brigade" 

in the Broadway musical entitled Jamaica, choreographed by 

Jack Cole. 

Ailey's first concert in New York City was presented 

on March 30, 1958, at the Kaufmann Concert Hall of the 

92nd Street YM-YWHA. Featuring Talley Beatty as guest 

artist, the program was comprised of two major works by 

Ailey, entitled Ode and Homage and Blues Suite, respectively, 

as well as four of his five dances based upon Latin themes. 

Ailey's first choreographic venture in New York City 
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presented jointly with Ernest Parham, received satisfactory 

reviews and the response of the audience was eriihusiastic. 

The success of that first concert encouraged Ailey to 

organize his own company and to present a second concert in 

New York City on December 21, 1958, at the Kaufmann Concert 

Hall, nine months after his initial program. With Carmen 

de Lavallade as guest artist, Alvin Ailey and Company 

presented Cinco Latinos, Blues Suite, and a new work entitled 

Ariette Oubliee. The critics were generally receptive to 

the concert, and P. W. Manchester, delighted' with it, called 

it " ••• stimulating, ,exciting, beautiful, funny, and 

original entertainment." Not only was Ailey a gifted 

choreographer, but he had been able also to assemble some 

of the most talented black dancers in New York City for 

the presentation of his works. He was fortunate in the 

sense that all of these dancers knew and respe~ted the 

abilities of each other; there was no rivalry between them, 

and they were all interested in assisting Alvin Ailey to 

establish himself as a recognized choreographer. 

Ailey's third major concert was presented at the 

Kaufmann Concert Hall of the 92nd Street YM-YWHA in New 

York City on January 31, 1960. This time the group was 

designated as the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater. With the 

lapse of over a year since his last appearance there, Ailey 
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had not only prepared new works for presentation but he had 

also restructured some of his earlier choreography to add to 

the program. One of the latter was his Creation of the 

World to music by Milhaud. He danced this work with Matt 

Turney, his guest artist from the Martha Graham Dance 

Company, and "caused a small sensation." Thepremiere of 

Revelations followed and evoked appreciative applause and 

cheers from the audience. A repeat performance was pre

sented on February 28, 1960, at which time James Truitte, 

a member of the Horton company whom Ailey had persuaded to 

come to New York City from the West Coast, joined his 

company. 

During the spring of 1960, Alvin Ailey met Edele 

Holtz, Director of the Westside Young Women's Christian 

Association, which was located in mid-town Manhattan. At 

that time, Ailey was searching primarily for rehearsal space 

but he received much more than that from his new acquaint

ance. Holtz converted the entire second floor of the YWCA 

building into an organization called the Clark Center for 

the Performing Arts and made the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater 

the resident dance company for the new organization. In 

addition to providing Ailey and the members of his company 

with a place in which to rehearse, to store costumes, and 

to teach classes, Holtz had the small auditorium renovated 
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and converted into a concert hall in order that the dancers 

might present programs which would yield financial returns. 

In October of 1960, the Clark Center for the 

Performing Arts was opened officially. The first concert 

of the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater in its new home was on 

November 27 of that year. Again, Carmen de Lavallade danced 

as Ailey's guest artist. Her appearance and the fact that 

James Truitte was now a member of his company influenced 

Ailey to include in the p~ogram the choreography of other 

artists. On the program, therefore, were Lester Horton's 

The Beloyed, danced by de Lavallade and Truitte, and John 

Butler's Portrait of Billie, performed by de Lavallade and 

Glen Tetley. The premiere of Ailey's Knoxville; Summer of 

~' based upon a prose poem by the late James Agee was 

presented also. 

In January of 1961, Ailey made his dramatic debut 

in the off-Broadway production of Michael Shurtleff's play 

entitled Call Me By My Rightful Name. His debut in drama 

received encouraging critical response which was especially 

pleasing since he had not studied acting before his appear

ance in this dramatic role. 

Alvin Ailey and Carmen de Lavallade, during the 

summer of 1961, danced the former's Jazz Piece, later re

titled Roots of the Blues, at the Tenth Annual Boston Arts 
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Festival. Performing to music arranged by the soulful blues 

singer, Brother John Sellers, and accompanied by ~im and 

two of his musicians, Ailey and de Lavallade danced for 

fifteen minutes and literally '' ••• stopped the show cold 

every single night." During the remainder of the summer of 

1961, Ailey enacted the role of a college profes~or in a 

play entitled Ding Dong Bell, and made a successful return 

appearance at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival, Incorporated. 

That fall he enacted the role also of a soft-hearted prize 

fighter in the production of William Saroyan's play entitled 

Two by Saroyan. 

During the fall of 1961, Ailey and the members of 

his company were invited to tour Southeast Asia under the 

auspices of the President's Special International Program 

for Cultural Presentations. In preparation for this tour, 

Ailey enlarged his company from six to ten dancers and 

completed the choreography for three new works entitled, 

respectively, Been Here and Gone, Two for Now, and Hermit 

Songs. With his special guest star, Carmen de Lavallade, 

receiving equal billing, the de Lavallade-Ailey American 

Dance Company embarked on January 30, 1962, upon its tour 

of thirteen weeks in Southeast Asia. In addition to 

choreography by Ailey, the repertory for the tour included 

Lester Horton's.·The Beloyed, John Butler's Letter to a Lady, 
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and Glen Tetley's Mountainway Chant. The tour began in 

Sydney, Australia, where the members of the· company found 

the Australian summer delightful as well as the response of 

the audiences and dance critics, and ended in Seoul, Korea, 

where a riot occurred on the closing night because there 

were so many individuals who wished to see the sold-out 

performance but could not obtain tickets. The company 

received superlative reviews throughout the duration of the 

tour; Ailey and de Lavallade spoke constantly of their 

feeling of humility in experiencing such a warm response 

and of their desire to learn much from their t6ur of the 

Far East. Ailey returned to New York City late in May of 

1962 with the satisfaction of knowing that the members of 

his company had been successful as Cultural Ambassadors for 

the United States of America. 

During the summer of 1962, Ailey taught a course 

in Jazz Forms at the Connecticut College School of Dance 

in New London, performed with his company at the Connecticut 

College Dance Festival, commuted daily to Watch Hill, Rhode 

Island, where he choreographed Feast of Ashes for the 

Joffrey Ballet, and suffered an emotional and professional 

parting of the ways with Carmen de Lavallade. Highlights 

of the remainder of the year of 1962 included a performance 

by the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater at the Rebekah Harkness 
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Foundation Dance Festival in the Delacorte Theatre in 

Central Park in New York City which was attended by the 

members of the Bolshoi Ballet, and a dramatic performance 

which marked the end of Ailey's acting career. The latter 

event occurred when Josh Logan--Director of the Broadway 

play entitled Tiger, Tiger, Burning Bright--was determined 

to give Ailey his "big chance," and cast h'im in the leading 

role of the play, supported by such talented performers as 

Claudia McNeil, Dianna Sands, Robert Lee Hooks, Roscoe Lee 

Brown, AI Freeman, Junior, and Cicely Tyson. As a result, 

Ailey was outstanding in his failure and concluded that 

both acting and dancing were serious arts and that neither 

should be engaged in haphazardly. With this experience, his 

potential career as an actor ended during the fall of 1962. 

The yea~ of 1963 found Alvin Ailey choreographing 

new works and· restructuring old ones. He presented the 

premiere performances of his Reflections in D, Suspensions, 

and Labyrinth at the Brooklyn Academy of Music during the 

spring and restructured and combined sections of his Blues 

Suite and Roots of the Blues to produce the suite, ultimately 

entitled The Blues Roll On, which was presented in a series 

of summer performances. During the late summer of 1963, 

Alvin Ailey and his company joined Duke Ellington and Talley 

Beatty in Chicago, Illinois, in the preparation of the 
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production of a musical entitled My People for the Black 

Centennial Exposition held in that city. From Chicago, 

the company went to Brazil to participate in the Inter

national Music Festival held in Rio de Janeiro during the 

early part of September of 1963. At the close rif the 

Fe s t iva 1 , A i 1 e y t rave 1 e d to Bah i a , Bra z i 1 , to c, on d u c t 

research on the "Macumba" for Rebekah Harkness. Following 

a week of observation and study of folk dances in Bahia, 

Ailey left Brazil to return to New York City to prepare his 

company for its first American tour. The itinerary included 

many engagements on the East Coast and througho~t the South. 

During the spring of 1964, Joyce Trisler, a white 

dancer from the Horton days, joined Alvin Ailey's company 

as a guest artist. Her presence in the company expanded 

further the range of choreographic presentations as she and 

James Truitte danced works by Lester Horton as well as 

their own choreographies. Ailey acquired also for his 

repertory ,three works by Talley Beatty entitled, respec

tively, Tocatto, Congo Tango Palace, and The Road of the 

fF~e Snqw. During the summer of 1964, Ailey's choreo

graphic work entitled Revelations reached its perfected 

form. Following the September 1 performance of this work 

in Central Park, the dance critic, Walter Terry, wrote that 

the company succeeded triumphantly in projecting its 
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[Revelations] stated theme--"This little light of mine, I'm 

gonna let it shine!" 

On September 7, 1964, the Alvin Ailey Dance Theater, 

under the aegis of Michael Dorfman of England, began a 

three-month tour of Europe, opening with engagements in 

Paris, France, at the Theatre des Champs Elys~e. During 

this tour, Ailey expressed his ambition to develop a 

reportory company in order to present great works which 

dance audiences rarely had had an opportunity to see. He 

was well on his way to realizing this goal as his repertory 

for the European tour included, in addition to his own works, 

those of Talley Beatty, Lester Horton, James Truitte, and 

Joyce Trisler. 

Ailey's first European tour with performances in 

Pnris and in London established the trend of the Alvin 

Ailey Dance Theater for the next several ye~rs--that of 

becoming a touring company. Ailey returned to the United 

States for one month during which he acquired for his 

repertoire Louis Johnson's Lament and Anna Sokolow's Rooms, 

and revised his own choreography for Hermit Songs. His 

company, now called the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, 

in order to emphasize its repertoire of works by American 

choreographers, opened at the Tivoli Theatre in Sydney, 

Australia, on December 30, 1964, to a most favorable reception 
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by audiences and by representatives of the press~ The 

company successfully performed for six weeks in:Sydney and 

in Melbourne, Australia. The only controversial work in 

the repertoire was Anna Sokolow's Rooms which was accepted 

in Sydney but, because of its deep psychological implica

tions, was banned by the management at the Comedy Theatre 

in Melbourne to preclude the possibility of an adverse 

reception on the part of the general public. 

Ailey was now dancing less than was his custom, and, 

by the time that his company opened again in London during 

March of 1965, he had taught most of his dance roles to 

other members of his company, revising Hermit Songs for 

William Louther. The two weeks of the London engagement 

were the beginning of a tour of Europe which lasted three 

months. The company fulfilled many "one night stands" 

en route to the European Festivals of the Arts which were 

the major reason for the extended tour. As representatives 

of the United States at the Paris Festival of Nations, the 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater enjoyed a warm reception 

at the Sarah Bernhardt Theatre on May 27, 1965. Although 

Ailey danced little, the critics in Paris still praised him 

f o r h i s p e r f o r m a n c e s by c a 11 i ·n g A i 1 e y h i s " be s t ex p o n e n t " 

of his own dance because he epitomized " ••• the strength 

and grace of his own style of interpretative dancing at its 
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most potent.'' Following the Festival in Paris, the company 

performed in many Italian towns en route to the major event 

of the tour, the Florentine Festival. In Italy, the company, 

having been together for nine months, began experiencing 

some artistic difficulties. William Louther, to whom the 

Italians gave much attention, insisted that he should 

receive star billing with the company. Ten days before 

the Florentine Festival, he severed all relationships with 

the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater which meant that, 

in order to fulfill his commitments in conjunction with the 

Florentine Festival, Ailey, who had all but stopped dancing 

completely, had to return to the stage and perform Hermit 

Songs as well as Louthet's other roles in Rooms, Blues 

Suite, and Revelations. Following the final Festival per

formance, Ailey discarded his tights and decided that he 

would never combine the two roles of dancer and director 

again. 

Following a brief vacation in the Mediterranean 

area, Ailey returned to New York City in September of 1965 

where he reorganized his company for the fulfillment of 

commitments at several colleges and universities during 

the fall of 1965. Ailey's stay at home was brief because 

he could not resist the temptation of another European tour. 

The company, therefore, embarked upon its third European 
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tour on February 14, 1966, performing in Germany, Holland, 

and Italy. Highlights of this tour included an hour-long 

ovation in Muenster, Germany, where the tour opened; the 

filming of Revelations on stage in Berlin; and appearances 

at the Piccolo Theatre in Milan which satisfied Ailey's 

desire of many years to present his dance company in that 

particular theatre and city. Unfortunately, however, their 

impresario, Michael Dorfman, had had some embarrassing dif

ficulties with a black play which he had booked ahead of 

Ailey's dance company, and the management of several theatres 

cancelled all future bookings by Dorfman. As a result, 

Ailey and the members of his company were stranded in 

Europe without remunerative engagements of any sort. Relief 

from their dilemma, however, came in the form of scheduled 

appearances at the First World Festival of Negro Arts held 

in Dakar, Senegal, during the month of April. An invitation 

to join the Rebekah Harkness Ballet in Barcelona, Spain, 

during the month of May, 1966, led ultimately to the merging 

of the two companies for performances at the Festival du 

Marais in Paris, France, during June of 1966. 

Following the appearances in Paris, Ailey abandoned 

temporarily the direction of his own company; in late 

August, he began rehearsals for Franco Zeffirelli's produc

tion of the opera entitled Antony and Cleopatra, which 
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opened at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York City on 

September 16, 1966. In Ailey's opinion, the opera was not 

successful. During the fall of the same year, Ailey met 

Gil Shiva, a managing agent who convinced him to re~organize 

his own company once again. Shiva obtained assistance from 

the National Endowment of the Arts and arranged for Ailey a 

tour of East and West Africa sponsored by the Department of 

State of the United States Government projected for the 

fall of 1967. Ailey re-assembled the members of his company, 

added several new dancers, and expanded his repertoire to 

include Journey by Joyce Trisler, Prodigal Prince by 

Geoffrey Holder, and Metallics by Paul Sanasardo. That 

spring, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater received its 

certificate of incorporation under the official title of 

the Dance Theatre Foundation, Incorporated, thus making it 

possible to appeal to Foundations for grants for rehearsal 

costs and to initiate plans for the establishment of a per

manent resident dance company and a school in New York City. 

Having been invited to appear again at the European 

Festivals of the Arts, the newly assembled Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater embarked upon a tour of Europe and 

Israel on May 22, 1967. Festivals at which the company per

formed included the Festival Fulbenkian de Music in 

Portugal, the Holland Festival in Amsterdam, the Summer 
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Festival in Dubrovnik, Yugoslavia, and the Israel Festival 

in Jeruselem. Ailey and the members of his company, now 

better known internationally than at home iri New York City, 

followed the appearances at the various European Festivals 

with a tour of nine African countries under the auspices of 

the Department of State of the United States Government 

from September 12 through November 6, 1967. The tour took 

the company to Senegal, the Ivory Coast, Ghana, the 

Republic of the Congo, Uganda, Ethopia, Kenya, Tanzania, 

and the Motoyasy Republic. 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater began 1968 

with a tour of the United States of America which entailed 

travel from Manhattan throughout the East Coast, the 

Midwest, the Northwest, and the West Coast. Important on 

the schedule were performances at the Hunter College Play

house which marked the company's first per~ormances in New 

York City since 1964. Important also was the first ap

pearance of Ailey's company in California where, under the 

auspices of the Intercampus Cultural Exchange Committee of 

the University of California, the company performed on the 

university campuses at Berkeley, Davis, Irvine, Riverside, 

San Diego, Santa Barbara, and Santa Cruz. At the end of 

the 1968 American tour, Ailey traveled to Mexico City where 

he adapted the choreography for his Reyelations for the 
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Ballet Folklorico to which he had granted performance rights 

for the presentation of this work in conjunction with the 

1968 Olympic Games held in Mexico; he obtained a Guggenheim 

Fellowship to re-construct Knoxville; Summer of 1915 and to 

choreograph a new ballet entitled Quintet; and he received 

$15,000 from the Rockefeller Foundation and the National 

Endowment for the Arts for the purpose of creating new works. 

Inasmuch as Alvin Ailey had never before had so 

much money at his disposal at one time, he decided to 

accomplish several professional projects. He commissioned 

Talley Beatty to choreograph a new ballet, entitled Black 

Belt; he re-constructed and re-costumed former dances; he 

costumed Black Belt; and he acquired and costumed Icarus by 

Lucas Hoving. He and the members of his company, however, 

departed for Europe to appear again at the major European 

Festivals of the Arts without having finished the works for 

which Ailey had received grants. While in Amsterdam during 

the month of July of 1968, Ailey completed the re-structuring 

and costuming of Knoxyille; Summer of 1915 and, while the 

members of his company danced at the Edinburgh Festival in 

August, he quickly finished and presented Oyintet along with 

the new version of Knoxyille; Symmer of 1915. The per

formances in Edinburgh were, technically, the termination 

of Ailey's fifth European tour. The proposed London season 
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which was scheduled to follow the engagement· in Edinburgh 

failed to materialize because no suitable theatre was avail-

able for the company during the time designated. Unable to 

maintain his company for five weeks without remunerative 

engagements, Ailey cancelled the remainder.of the tour. 

In January of 1969, Ailey's company had the distin-

guished honor of appearing in its first Broadway season. 
I . 

This company, which had been heralded throughout Europe 

and Australia, had had to wait a decade for the experience 

of performing on Broadway in its own "hometown." Regard-

less of how long it had taken to reach this goal, however, 

Ailey was happy for his season of one week at the Billy Rose 

Theatre. The dance critics and the Broadway audiences were 

pleased with the week of performances. 

Having outgrown the facilities at the Clark Center 1 

for the Performing Arts,t Ailey accepted an offer for the 

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater to become a resident 

company of the Brooklyn Academy of Music during the spring 

of 1969. He had been promised rehearsal space, office 

space, storage space for costumes, and an area for a school 

but he found subsequently that the only actual advantages 

that the new residency afforded were two guaranteed seasons 

of one week each per year, a sizeable theatre, and the 

benefit of a live orchestra. Following its debut 
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performance as a new resident company at the Brooklyn 

Academy of Music in April of 1969, the Alvin.Ailey American 

Dance Theater enjoyed successful performances throughout 

the United States. Important was Ailey's premiere of 

Masakela Langage which terminated a residency of two weeks 

at Connecticut College in New London during the month of 

August. 

Ailey's next choreographic achievement's occurred 

during the spring of 1970. Following the Winter-Spring 

American Tour, Ailey and the members of his company had 

three free weeks before beginning their second spring 

residency at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. Disturbed by 

the fact that there were no new ballets for presentation 

during the forthcoming season, Ailey choreographed two 

ballets entitled Streams and Gymnopaedies, respectively. 

Both works received favorable reviews by the dance critics 

in New York City. 

Early in 1970, representatives from the Department 

of State of the United States Government requested that 

Ailey not commit his company to any engagements after the 

month of June pending a possible tour of.the Soviet Union. 

Ailey complied with this request and found himself without 

engagements for his company at the close of the season at 

the Brooklyn Academy of Music on April 26, 1970. Weary of 
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all of the difficulties involved in maintaining a company, 

Alvin Ailey announced the dissolution of the.Alvin Ajley 

American Dance Theater with the final performance of the 

company at the Brooklyn Academy of Music on April 26, 1970. 

An invitation to partici,pate in the Shakespeare Summer 

Festival in Washington, D. C. during the month of June, 

however, kept the company together for a short period of 

time. The tour of the Soviet Union materialized eventually, 

but it was scheduled for October instead of June. In the 

interim, because the company was going to Russia as Cul

tural Ambassadors for the United States, representatives of 

the Department of State arranged for a five weeks' tour of 

performances .in North Africa as a means of keeping the 

members of the company together. Ailey and his company 

departed for North Africa on June 29, 1970. The tour took 

them to Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia with performances in 

eight cities in these countries. Each appearance was 

received enthusiastically and attracted capacity audiences. 

While the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater toured North 

Africa, however, it lost its home base at the Brooklyn 

Academy of Music. Ailey's Administrator, Ivy Clarke, found 

sufficient office space at the Westside YWCA and temporary 

storage area at 229 East 59th Street where Ailey had rented 

rehearsal space for several months. 
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The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theat~r left New 

York City for Moscow on September 21, 1970, for a six-week 

tour of the Soviet Union which included performances in the 

cities of Kiev, Moscow, and Leningrad. The reception of 

the first American modern dance company to visit the Soviet 

Union was phenomenal. In Leningrad, for example, curtain 

calls lasting seventeen minutes were accompanied by 

enthusiastic cries of "Molodtsy"--"well done." After 

leaving Russia, the company performed at the International 

Dance Festival in Paris, France, where Ailey was awarded 

the Golden Star for the "Best Modern Dance Company" and 

the "Best Choreography" presented during the Festival. 

From Paris, the company went to London for a two-week 

season at the Sadler's Wells Theatre beginning November 

23, 1970. During the London season, the company performed 

twenty different ballets as Ailey wished to present as many 

works of American choreographers as possible. The dance 

critics in London proclaimed the season successful. 

Ailey and the members of his company· returned to 

the United States for a two-week season on Broadway at the 

American National Theatre and Academy in January of 1971. 

The premi~res of two new works choreographed by Ailey and 

entitled Archipelago and Flowers, respectively, were 

received with little enthusiasm. The success of the 
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company's New York season was evidenced, however, in an 

invitation to present two weeks of performances at the New 

York City Center 55th Street Theater. Ailey.accepted this 

invitation and his company became the first American moderri 

dance company to play consecutive engagements in two 

Broadway theatres during the same year in New York City. 

In 1971, Ailey suddenly increased his choreographic. 

activities. He prepared new works for the short season at 

the Ci.ty Center 55th Street Theater during which the 

premieres of Choral Dances and i!z evoked enthusiastic 

response and laudatory reviews. While Ailey was utilizing 

his artistic talents, Ivy Clarke, now General Manager of 

Ailey's organization, had been equally productive. Through 

her successful negotiations, the American Dance Center 

became a reality during the spring of 1971 and Ailey now 

had a New York school. At this time also, Ailey was 

besieged with opportunities for producing new choreographic 

works. In August of 1971, he was choreographing Leonard 

Bernstein's ~for the opening of the new·Kennedy Center 

for the Performing Arts in Washington, D. C., and choreo

graphing Mingus Dances as well as restaging Feast of Ashes 

for the Joffrey Ballet. As soon as his own company returned 

from its fall tour, he began rehearsals for two new works 

entitled, respectively, Mary Loy's Mass and~. The 
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premieres of these works were presented during the two-week 

season which his company enjoyed at the City Center 55th 

Street Theater. Mary Lou's Mass received the most enthu

siastic response from the audience as well as the most 

favorable critical reviews. Ailey further extended his 

repertory by revising Suspensions by May O'Donnell and by 

adding Time Out of Mind by Brian McDonald. 

Since the spring of 1970, the Alvin Ailey American 

Dance Theater has been in constant demand .throughout the 

United States. From its first American tour in 1968-1969 

which lasted six and one-half weeks, the touring season 

in the United States increased to seventeen a~d one-half 

weeks during the year of 1971-1972. In addition, what 

began as a season of "one night stands" had grown to dance 

residencies lasting from three to seven days at colleges 

and universities throughout the United States. The appear

ance of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater at the City 

Center in New York April 18 through 30, 1972, marked the 

third consecutive engagement at the City Center within a 

year--a record for a modern dance company. Again Ailey 

presented premieres of two new works, entitled A Lark 

Ascending and A Song for You, respectively, and added to 

his repertory Donald McKayle's classic entitled Rainbow 

Round My Shoulder. During this same time, the Juilliard 
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American Opera Center offered the premiere of the opera 

entitled Lord Byron by Virgil Thomson and Jaek Larson, 

with choreography by Alvin Ailey. 

Ailey and his company were involved for the next 

three months of 1972 with rehearsals for the re~taging of, 

and travel with Leonard Bernstein's ~' in preparation 

for subsequent performances in Washington, D. c., Phila

delphia, Pennsylvania, and New York City. Ailey inter

rupted these activities in early June, however, in order to 

receive two honorary Doctor of Fine Arts degrees. He was 

so honored at Cedar Crest College in Allentown, Pennsylvania, 

and at Princeton University in Princeton, New Jersey. In 

the midst of these activities, an invitation was extended 

to the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater to become the 

resident modern dance company of the City Center for Music 

and Drama in New York City. With the acceptance of the 

invitation, the company became officially The Alvin Ailey 

City Center Dance Theater on August 4, 1972. The new status 

of the company afforded it a permanent place in which to 

perform in New York City and guaranteed it two seasons of 

three weeks' duration each year. 

Foregoing a fall tour, Alvin Ailey's dancers opened 

their first season as the resident company of the City 

Center for Music and Drama at the 55th Street Theater on 
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November 14, 1972, during which time Ailey revived ~ 

~inetic Molpai by the late Ted Shawn, According to Eve by 

John Butler, and Cboros by Katherine Dunham. Each revival 

was successful artistically. He extended his own work, 

entitled A Song for You, presented the previous ipring, 

into a three-part solo dance for Dudley Williams and re

titled it Love Songs. With this new version, he was 

triumphantly successful. Thus ended Ailey's first season 

as the director of his resident modern dance company at the 

City Center for Music and Drama. 

Alvin Ailey, who bas been acclaimed by authorities 

in the field of dance as the foremost black male exponent 

of modern dance in the United States today, prefers not to 

be designated exclusively as a modern dance leader; he 

wishes to be recognized instead as an exponent of American 

dance. This preference on Ailey's part, coupled with his 

artistic direction and promotion of his black American 

brother in the art of dance, is the factor which makes 

Alvin Ailey a unique dance artist. Throughout his career, 

his intent has been '' ••• to celebrate the trembling 

beauty of the black American--to present to the numerous 

audiences the exuberance of the jazz of the black man, the 

ecstacy of his spirituals, and the dark rapture of his 

blues." Believing that American culture has developed from 
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many sources, Alvin Ailey's programs are based upon a 

variety of materials representing many influences. These 

influences are evidenced in the fact that Ailey has 

developed a repertory company which, during the. 1970's, 

performs works of at least thirteen choreograph~rs other 

than himself. 

Alvin Ailey realizes that repertory requires stamina 

and versatility on the part of those comprising any dance 

company. He has developed, therefore, a company. of unique 

dancers with an abundance of both qualities.· In addition 

to " ••• running circles around the rhythm of any dance," 

Ailey's dancers are able to change their moods within the 

same program from " ••• raw brutality to chilling loneli-

ness, to sharp angularity, to cool lyricism, and to joyful 

spirituality." Another admirable quality of the members of 

Ailey's company is the fact that, throughout the years, 

the male dancers have been praised highly for their skill, 

their strength, and their extraordinary technical pro

ficiency. 

Through his exploration of the roots of the American 

black, Ailey has found a way to dance American history 

artistically. He presents his audiences with elements of 

their heritage and lets the history speak for itself through 

communicative movement. He is not just a black choreographer 
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speaking to blacks. Despite the fact that Ailey's most 

successful work, Revelations, is inspired by Negro 

spirituals and gospels, its roots are in American Negro 

culture which is, as Ailey sees it, a part of th~ whole 

country's heritage. He maintains that, through'his concept 

of dance, he is a spokesman for art regardless of the color 

of the protagonist. Numerous articles and reviews indicate 

that Ailey has made his message clear and that, through his 

explorations of the roots of black folk,· he has unearthed 

a genre which is basically "American." Ailey's company, 

which has used the word "American" in its title since 1962,. · 

became officially the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater 

on August 4, 1972. AI though the "American" has been dropped 

from the title of the company, it has not altered Ailey's 

original concept but rather has expanded it. His company 

is his vehicle for the revival of works of great American 

artists of the past as well as for the performance of the 

superb repetory comprised of works of contemporary American 

choreographers. 

From a personal standpoint, Alvin Ailey's future 

horizons seem limitless. As guest choreographer for other 

dance companies--especially the ballet--his exuberant style 

is extended widely to audiences throughout the world. With 

his new school in operation, he has a laboratory for 
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exploring repertory works as well as for developing .new 

dancers to add to. his company. Ailey himself continues to 

exercise his own personal creativity, to compose dances, 

to direct, and to inspire dancers, critics, and audienries 

alike to celebrate the "magic element" which stems.from 

the American heritage. Alvin Ailey has given to America 

a reputation which no other representative of modern dance 

h a s b e e n a b 1 e t o a c h i eve • Th e name "A 1 vi n A i 1 e y " i s 

internationally identified with exciting American dance 

theatre. The task which began as an exploration of the 

roots of the black folk has developed into an exploration 

of the roots of American dance--and Alvin Ailey is the 

artist-explorer to lead the country in this .endeavor and 

to animate and-illuminate his findings! 

Recommendations for Further Studies-

In conjunction with the development of this bio

graphical study of Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey, the 

investigator became aware of the need for expanding the 

number of historical, biographical, and philosophical 

research studies in dance. She became aware also of 

several other related problems which may afford research 

workers in the area of dance feasible topics for theses 

and dissertations. Specifically, the investigator 
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recommends the following studies related directly to the 

present one: 

1. An Historical Study of the Evolutiori of Tap 

Dance With Emphasis Upon the Contributions of Black Tap 

Dance Artists in the United States. 

2. An Historical Study of Minstrel Shows With 

Emphasis Upon the Contributions of Authentic Black 

Performers. 

3. An Historical Study of Dance in Vaudeville 

With Emphasis Upon the Contributions of Outstanding Black 

Performers. 

4. A Detailed, Descriptive, and Analytical Study 

of Black Dance to be Used as a Syllabus for Curriculums 

in Colleges and Universities. 

5. A Biographical Study of William Henry Lane 

With Emphasis Upon His Contributions to Black Dance in 

the United States. 

6. A Biographical Study of Bill "Bojangles" 

Robinson With Emphasis Upon His Personal Life, Professional 

Career, and Contributions to Black Dance in the United 

States. 

7. A Comparative Study of the Techniques, Styles, 

and Philosophies of Selected Black Dance Artists in the 

United States From 1920 through 1950. 
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8. A Comparative Study of the Dance· Techniques 

and Philosophies of Outstanding Black Ethnological Dance 

Artists With Emphasis Upon Their Influences.Upon Dance in 

the United States. 

9. A Comparative Study of the Dance Techniques 

and Philosophies of Outstanding Black Women in Dance in 

the United States Including a Critical Analysis of Major 

Choreographic Works. 

10. A Biographical Study of Asadata Dafora Horton 

With Emphasis Upon His Personal Life, Professional Career, 

and Contributions to Black Dance in the United States. 

11. A Biographical Study of Katherine Dunham With 

Emphasis Upon Her Personal Life, Professional Career, and 

Contributions to Black Dance in the United States. 

12. A Biographical Study of Pearl Primus With 

Emphasis Upon Her Personal Life, Professional Career, 

and Contributions to Black Dance in the United States. 

13. A Biographical Study of Geoffrey Holder With 

Emphasis Upon His Personal Life, Professional Career, and 

Contributions in the Idiom of Ethnological Dance in the 

United States. 

14. A Biographical Study of Donald McKayle With 

Emphasis Upon His Personal Life, Professional Career, and 

Contributions to the Idiom of Modern Dance in the United 

States. 



- 828 -

15. A Detailed, Descriptive, and Analytical Study 

of the Dance Techniques of Katherine Dunham A~companied by 

Video Tapes Designed for Instructional Purposes. 

16. A Detailed, Descriptive, and Analytical Study 

of Dance in Selected Religious Rituals and Its Resultant 

Effect Upon Choreographic Styles of Selected Black Dance 

Artists in the United States. 

17. A Comparative Study of the Techniques, 

Philosophies, and Choreographic Works of Contemporary 

Black Revolutionary Choreographers in the United States. 

In addition to the foregoing studies related 

directly to the present one, the investigator recommends 

the following as feasible topics for further studies. 

1. A Comparative Study of the Dance Techniques 

and Philosophies of Selected Avante-garde Dance Artists 

in the United States. 

2. An Historical Study of Dance in Motion Pictures 

in the United States. 

3. A Biographical Study of Lester Horton With 

Emphasis Upon His Personal Life, Professional Career, and 

Contributions to Dance in the United States. 

4. A Biographical Study of Karel Shook With 

Emphasis Upon His Personal Life, Professional Career, and 

Contributions to Dance in the United States. 
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5. A Detailed, Descriptive, and Analytical Study 

of the Humphrey-Weidman Dance Techniques Accompanied by 

Video Tapes Designed for Instructional Purpo~es. 

6. A Detailed, Descriptive, and Analytical Study 

of the Dance Techniques of Martha Graham Accompanied by 

Video Tapes Designed for Instructional Purposes. 

7. A Detailed, Descriptive, and Analytical Study 

of the Dance Techniques of Lester Horton Accompanied by 

Video Tapes Designed for Instructional Purposes. 

8. An Historical Study of Dance in Broadway 

Musicals and the Resultant Influence of Broadway on Concert 

Dance in the United States. 
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- 861 -

Personal Interview with Walter Raines, Lee, Massachusetts, 
August 21, 1970 and New York City, January 13, 1971. 

P e r s o n a 1 ln t e r v i e w w i t h Do r e n e R i c h a r d son , · New Yo r k C i t y , 
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Telephone Interview with Lea McKayle, Sherman Oaks, 
California, July 1, 1972. 

Telephone Interview with Pearl Primus, New York City, 
September 2, 1970. 



- 862 -

Unpublished Materials 

Ailey, Alvin. "Dance Theater School." Manuscript from 
the files of Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated. 

Andreasen, Lois. "A Biography of Walter Terry with 
Emphasis Upon His Professional Career and His 
Co-ntributions to the Field of Dance." Unpublished 
Doctor of Philosophy dissertation, Texas Woman's 
University, 1971. 

Application for Airline Insurance. Los Angeles to 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, December 14, 1954. 
From the personal files of Lula E. Cooper. 

8 row n , Kat h e r i n e M • "Th e Work of M a r y Wig man • " U n
published Master's thesis, University of Utah, 1955. 

Campbell, Dick. "Memorandum to Company Members." Manuscript 
from the files of the Dance Theater Foundation, 
Incorporated. 

Campbell, Sylvester. "Data Sheet for Black Male Dance 
Artists." December 15, 1970. 

Certificate of Incorporation. Dance Theater Foundation, 
Incorporated. April 29, 1967. From the files 
of the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater. 

Certificate of Incorporation. The Dance Theatre of Harlem, 
Incorporated. February 11, 1969. From the files 
of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated. 

Clarke, Ivy. "Special Information Sheet for the Alvin 
Ailey City Center Dance Theater." January 2, 1973. 

Columbia Artists Management, Incorporated. "Alvin Ailey 
American Dance Theater Spring Tour of the United 
·states, 1971." Schedule from the files of 
Columbia Artists Management, Incorporated. 

"Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, 1971-1972, 
Winter and Spring Tour." Schedule from the files 
of Columbia Artists Management, Incorporated. 

"Performance Schedule of the Alvin Ailey American 
Dance Theater, July, 1969, through April, 1970." 
Schedule from the files of Columbia Artists 
Mana ge.men t, Inc o rpo rated. 



- 863 -

-----· "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater Tour 
Schedule, Spring, 1969." Schedule from the files 
of Columbia Artists Management, Incorporated. 

Contract. The Metropolitan Opera Association, New York 
City. Issued to Arthur Mitchell on February 20, 
1962. From the personal scrapbook of Arthur 
Mitchell. 

D a n c e The ate r Found at i on, Inc or p or ate d • "A 1 vi n A i 1 e y 
American Dance Theater, Itinerary--European and 
Near East Tour--1967." From the files of the Dance 
Theater Foundation, Incorporated. 

-----· "Itinerary of Managements Scheduled for the 
Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, March 23 
through April 3, 1969." From the files of Dance 
Theater Foundation, Incorporated. 

"North African Tour Schedule." Office of 
Cultural Presentations, Department of State, 
Washington, D. C. Schedule from the files of the 
Dance Theater Foundation, Incorporated. 

"The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater Soviet 
Tour Schedule." From the files of Dance Theater 
Foundation, Incorporated. 

"The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater Summer 
To u r 1 9 71 • " From the f i 1 e s of the Dance Th e a t e r 
Foundation, Incorporated. 

-----· "The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater Fall-· 
Winter Tour, 1971." From the files of the Dance 
Theater Foundation, Incorporated. 

"Up-to-Date Itinerary Form 1968, United States 
Tour." From the files of the Dance Theater 
Foundation, Incorporated. 

Destine, Jean Leon. "Biographical and Publicity Materials;" 
From the files of Jean Leon Destine. 

Diploma. Thomas Jefferson High School, Los Angeles, 
California, June 18, 1948. Personal files of 
Lula E. Cooper. 



- 864 -

Dunham, Katherine. "Curriculum Vitae of Katherine Dunham." 
From the personal files of Katherine Dunham. 

Duggan, Anne Schley. "Class Notes." HPER 531W, College 
of Health, Physical Education, and Recreation, 
Texas Woman's University, Summer, 1966. 

Emery, Leonore Lynne Fauley. "Black Dance in the U. S., 
from 1619 to 1970." Unpublished Doctor of 
Philosophy dissertation, University of Southern 
California, 1970. 

Fort, Syvilla. "Biographical Data Sheet for Teachers of 
Black Male Dance Artists." July 21, 1971. 

Gutman, John. "Form letter to Arthur Mitchell." New York 
City, March 30, 1962. 

Innis-Brown, Virginia. "Information Bulletin: The Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater." From the files of 
the Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater. 

Johnson, Louis. "Biographical Resume." From the personal 
files of Louis Johnson. 

Kulynitch, Mary. "Louis Horst, A Historical Study of His 
Contributions to Modern Dance Choreography." Un
published Master's thesis, School of Education, New 
York University, 1950. 

Manisoff, Manuel. "Form Letter to Arthur Mitchell," New 
York City, March, 1952. From the personal scrap
book of Arthur Mitchell. 

Nash, Joe. "Biographical Information Sheet." From the 
personal files of Joe Nash. 

Pierson, Harold. "Resume." From the personal files of 
Harold Pierson. 

Poindexter, Betty. "Ted Shawn: His Personal Life, His 
Professional Career, and His Contributions to the 
Development of Dance in the United States from 1891-
1963." Unpublished Doctor of Philosophy disserta
tion, College of Health, Physical Education, and 
Recreation, Texas Woman's University, 1963. 



- 865 -

S h o o k , K are 1 • "R e co 11 e c t ion of the F i r s t Two Years of the 
Dance Theatre of Harlem." From the personal files 
of Karel Shook. 

Telegram. Lincoln Kirstein to Arthur Mitchell, 'New York 
to Holland, August 24, 1955. From the personal 
scrapbook of Arthur Mitchell. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem. "Attendance Report of Major 
Lecture-Demonstrations Presented by the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 1970-1971." 
Fron the files of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, 
Incorporated. 

"D a n c e Th e a t r e o f H a r 1 em Company H i s t or y • " From · 
the files of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, 
Incorporated. 

-----· "Dance Theatre of Harlem Incorporated: Hi story 
of the School." From the files of the Dance Theatre 
of Harlem, Incorporated. 

"European Performance Schedule for the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, June 25 through 
August 4, 1971." From the files of the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated. 

"Five Year Proposal of the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, Incorporated." From the files of the 
Dance The a t r e of H a r 1 em, Inc or p or ate d • 

"Information Sheet for the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, Incorporated." From the files of the Dance 
Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated. 

0 Performance Schedule for the Dance Theatre of 
H a r 1 em, Inc or p or ate d, 19 7 0-1 9 71 • " From the f i 1 e s 
of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated. 

"Progress Report of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, 
Jncorpora ted, 1970-1971." From the files of the 
Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated. 

"Radio and Television Interviews and Appearances 
for the Dance Theatre of Harlem, Incorporated, 
1970-1971." From the files of the Dance Theatre 
of Harlem, Incorpo.rai.ed. 



- 866 -

"Symposium and Master Classes Conducted by 
Arthur Mitchell, October 22, 1970 through May 21, 
1971." From the files of the Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, Incorporated. 

"The Dance Theatre of Harlem Company Narrative, 
1970-1971." From the files of the Danc'e Theatre 
of Harlem, Incorporated. 

Wilson, Billy. "Data Sheet for Black Male Dance Artists." 
November 26, 1970. 

Wynne, Kat h 1 e en. 
Limon." 
1965. 

·'"The Life and Contributions of Jose 
Unpublished Master's thesis, Smith College, 

Yerg, Renee. "An Historical Study of the Professional Life 
of Isadora Duncan and the Influence of Her 
Ph i 1 o sop h y on Modern Dance Today . '' U n p u b l i shed 
Master's thesis, Brigham Young University, 1966. 

Personal Correspondence 

Personal Correspondence from Alvin Ailey, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, to Lula E. Cooper, dated December 15, . 
1954. 

Personal Correspondence from Alyin Ailey, 338 East 34th 
Street, New York City, to Lula E. Cooper, dated 
April 25, 1957. 

Personal Correspondence from Alvin Ailey, Seoul, Korea, 
to Lula E. Cooper, dated May 11, 1962. 

Personal Correspondence from Alvin Ailey, 524 West 46th 
Street, New York City, to Lula E. Cooper, dated 
June 15, 1962. 

Personal Correspondence from Alvin Ailey, Sydney, 
Australia, to Lula E. Cooper, dated January 13, 
1965. 

Personal Correspondence from Alvin Ailey, Tangiers, Morocco, 
to Lula E. Cooper, dated October 17, 1968. 

Personal Correspondence from Ivy Clarke, 229 East 59th Street, 
New York City, to the investigator, dated January 2, 
1973. 



- 867 -

Personal Correspondence from Mary Colquhoun, 30 Lafayette 
Avenue, Brooklyn, New York, to the investigator, 
dated November 10, 1970. 

Personal Correspondence from Hanne-Marie Conforti, 11783 
Sunset Blvd., Los Angeles, California, to the 
investigator, dated March 13, 1971. 

Personal Correspondence from Frank Eng, 7469 Mulholland 
Drive, Los Angeles, California, to the investigator, 
dated October 5, 1972. 

Personal Correspondence from Syvilla Fort, 153 West 44th 
Street, New York City, to the investigator, dated 
July 21, 1971. 

Personal Correspondence from Edele Holtz, 2451 Brickell 
Avenue, Miami, Florida, to the investigator, dated 
June 19, 1971. 

Personal Correspondence from Donald McKayle, 3839 Davana 
Road, Sherman Oaks, California, to the investigator, 
dated November 1, 1972. 

Personal Correspondence from Arthur Mitchell, 321 West 
78th Street, New York City, to the investigator, 
dated March 30, 1971. 

Personal Correspondence from Joe Nash, 1430 Anisterdam 
Avenue, New York City, to the investigator, 
dated October 20, 1972. 

Personal Correspondence from Ted Shawn, Box 877, Eustis, 
Florida, to the investigator, dated February 16, 
1970. 

Personal Correspondence from Nancy Tuttle, 165 West 57th 
Street, New York City, to the investigator, dated 
July 6, 1971. 

Personal Correspondence from Robert Zsilaveth, Schull 
School, Perth Amboy, New Jersey, to Arthur 
Mitchell, dated Ma~h 18, 1970. 

Informal Discussions 

Informal Discussion with George Balanchine at the home of 
Arthur Mitchell, New York City, September 13, 1970. 



- 868 -

Informal Discussion with Keith Lee at the New York State 
Theatre, June 19, 1970. 

Informal Discussion with Arthur Mitchell at New York State 
Theatre, New York City, August 30, 1970. 

Informal Discussion with Walter Nicks at.the home of Karel 
Shook, New York City, July 12, 1970 .. 

Informal Discussion with Issiah Ruffin at the Guggenheim 
Museum, New York City, January 8, 1971. 

Informal Discussion with members of The Dance Theatre of 
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THE POSTAL CARD QUESTIONNAIRE, SELECTED LETTERS, BIOGRAPHICAL0 

DATA SHEETS, AND INTERVIEW QUESTIONS USED BY THE 

INVESTIGATOR PERTINENT TO THE OBTAINING OF 

DATA FOR THE BIOGRAPHICAL STUDY OF 

ARTHUR MITCHELL AND ALVIN AILEY 



A Copy of the Postal Card Questionnaire Used by the 

Investigator for the Purpose of Establishing 

the Outstanding Contemporary Black Male 

Dance Artist in the Idioms of Ballet 

and Modern Dance, Respectively 



POSTAL CARD QUESTIONNAIRE 

In my opinion, the three most influential con
temporary black male danrie artists in the idiom• 
of ballet and modern dance, respectively, are: 

Ballet Modern Dance 

1 • 1 • 

2. 2. 

3. 3. 

Signed 

This postal card questionnaire was sent to the. lat~ 

Ted Shawn, Walter Terry, Doris Hering, and Ann Barzel, all 

recognized authorities in the field of dance, who served 

as a jury of experts and assisted in the identification of 

the oustanding representatives in the idioms of ballet and 

modern dance. 
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Copies of Letters Representative of Those Sent to Each of 

the Selected Subjects, Black Male Dance Artists, 

Teachers of Black Male Dance Artists, and to 

Friends and Fellow Dancers of Each of 

the Selected Subjects 



TEXAS WOMAN•s UNIVERSITY 

DENTON. TEXAS 700. 

Cor.:r.zoE OF HEALTH, 
:teAL EDUCATION, A.NJ) RECBEA.TION A p r i 1 9 , 1.9 7 0 ;: 

Dear Mr. Mitchell: 

May I take this means of introducing myself as Dean of the·C~l~ 
lege of Health, Physical Education, and Recreation at the T~x~~ 
Woman's University and as the Director of Jacqueline Moore' s· ·:,· 
Doctoral Dissertation entitled: A Biographical Study of the;· .. · 
Liyes and Contributions of Two Selected Contemporary Black M~le· 
Dance Artists--Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey--in the Idioms 
of Ballet and Modern Dance, Respectively. I wish to endorse 
formally Mrs. Moore's research study and to thank you for 
agreeing, in your telephone conversation with Mrs. Moore on ~ 
Friday, April 3, 1970, to serve as the outstanding representi~ .. 
tive of the contemporary black mal~ dance artist in the idiom ot: 
ballet. 

M r s • Moo r e i s a be a u t i f u 1 , 1 o v e 1 y , ref i ned , c u 1 t u red yo u n g Neg ·r o · 
with the highest of personal and professional standards. I · 
admire tremendously her interest in the American Negro and her_. 
identification with this so-called minority group with pride··~nd 
with the humility essential to an artist and to an educator. · 

Mrs. Moore is a young woman of unusual integrity and is thor-·'· 
oughly convers~nt with the research techniques which she will 
employ in the development of her dissertation. I am confident 
that she will complete the Doctor of Philosophy degree for which 
she is a candidate in a highly creditable manner, and that she 
will continue to serve her profession as an outstanding leader 
in the area of dance education. 

May I add my request for your cooperation to that of Mrs. Moore's 
in providing her with the necessary information to make this 
dissertation a very scholarly work? The accompanying letter 
from Mrs. Moore is self-explanatory. 

With deep appreciation for your cooperation in this regard, and 
with best wishes to you for continued success and happiness in 
your outstanding work, I am 

Mr. Arthur Mitchell 
321 West 78th Street, Apt. lC 
New York, New York 10024 

Sincerely yours, 

Anne Schley Duggan 
Dean 
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Mr. Arthur Mitchell 
321 West 78th Street, Apt. lC 
New York, New York 10024 

De a r ~~ r • M i t c h e 11 : 

P. 0. Box 846 
Denton, Texas 76201 
April 9, 1970 

~ay I introduce myself again as a graduate student preparing 
to write my dissertation and thus complete all the requirements 
for a Doctor of Philosophy degree with a major sequence in 
Dance and Related Arts under the direction of Doctor Anne 
Schley Duggan, Dean of the College of Health, Physical Educa
tion, and Recreation, at the Texas Woman's University and 
also the Chairman of my Dissertation Committee. I am most 
interested in historical, biographical, and philosophical 
research and, therefore, have selected as the topic for my 
dissertation a biographical study entitled: A Biographical 
Study of the Lives and Contributions of Two Selected Contem
porary Black Male Dance Artists--Arthur Mitchell and Alvin 
Ailey--in the Idioms of Ballet and Modern Dance, Respectively. 

This study is limited to the selection of male dance artists 
because it has been my experience as a dance educator to have 
as my most diligent, dedicated, and talented students male 
dancers who gave up their dancing after graduation from college 
because of the misconception pertaining to the relatively low 
esteem afforded the black male dancer. Moreover, historically, 
I have been most impressed with the brilliance of Mr. Ted 
Shawn's unparalleled leadership of his company of famous Men 
Dancers. I am hoping that, through careful study and skillful 
writing, I can present a picture of the black male dancer which 
will be encouraging and inspiring to those who are also capable 
of making worthwhile contributions to our cherished field of 
dance. 

May I also take this opportunity to confirm our telephone 
conversation of April 3, 1970, in which you so graciously 
agreed to permit me to do an in-depth study of your life and 
your outstanding contributions in the idiom of ballet? For 

- 874 -



- 875 -

this, I am most grateful, and I can assure you that I am 
dedicated to preparing a scholarly work which will be a worth
while contribution to the area of dance. 

During the second week in May, I shall provide you with 
further information concerning the dissertation and perhaps, 
by that time, we may also establish a sche~ule of appointments 
for interviews with you and with ·Others whom you may recommend 
as human sources of data. Should you have arty questions or 
suggestions concerni~g the study, please contact me at the 
above address or call me collect at the following number: 
81 7-387-8862'. . 

Again, I am· deeply grateful for your cooperation in this study 
and I extend to you my best wishes for continued success in 
your brillia~t career. 

Most sincerely yours, 

Jacqueline Q •. Moore 



Mr. A 1 vi n A i 1 e y 
P. 0. Box 850 
Ansonia Station 
New York, New York 10023 

Dear Mr. Ailey: 

P. 0. Box 846 
Denton, Texas 76201 
May 14, 1970 

Now that the enormous task of my· qualifying examination is . . 
behind me, I am returning to what I hope will be a most excit~·. · 
ing undertaking--the development of my dissertation. Tenta-~ · 
tive plans for the dissertation include a documentary analy.sis 
of the American Negro dancer, changes in the historical "image'~ 
of the male dancer, an introductory overview of the idioms of 
ballet and modern dance, and an in-depth study of the lives · 
and contributions of two selected artists. 

I plan to collect most of my data concerning your life and 
contributions from you, your friends, relatives, colleagues, 
and other recommended persons. I shall personally interview· 
as many individuals as possible while others will be inter- ·· 
viewed via telephone and/or an interview form somewhat similar 
to a questionnaire. 

At present it appears that I shall be arr1v1ng in New York City 
the third week in June and shall remain there throughout July. 
and August. I need to make contacts and set up interview 
schedules before I arrive. Will you, therefore, send to me 
a list of persons whom you recommend as human sources of data? 
I shall be organizing your biographical data under the follow
ing headings: (1) as a child, (2) as a young or beginning 
dancer, (3) as a seasoned performer, (4) as a teacher and/or 
choreographer and/or educator, and (5) as a contributor of any 
other nature. I am especially interested in names, addresses, 
and telephone numbers (if available) of parents, relatives, 
former teachers, and friends (in Texas, California, New York) 
who can supply me with information relative to any of the above 
five categories. Sample questions that will appear on the 
interview forms follow: 
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1. Describe Alvin Ailey as a child (or a teenager). 
2. What persons do you believe were most important 

in the development of his intere~t and personality 
during childhood and youth? 

3. Can you describe Alvin· Ailey's basic philosophy with 
reference to teaching? As a choreographer? 

All questions will be general in nature and will be adjusted 
with respect to the category in which the individuals supply
ing the information would fall (e.g., former teacher, relative, 
colleague, etc.). All answers will be analyzed by me and sub
mitted to you for approval before synthesization into the 
dissertation. 

For your convenience, I am enclosing forms for names and 
addresses of persons who you feel may be helpful in this 
study. Please fill out the forms and return them to me by 
the end of May. If you should have any questions or should 
you prefer communicating via telephone, please call me collect 
at Denton, Texas, 817-387-8862. I am usually home in the 
evenings Monday through Friday (with the exception of 
Wednesday, May 20) anytime after 6:00 P.M. If daytime hours 
are best for you I am in all day Sundays and Monday, 
Wednesday, and Friday mornings until noon. 

In the midst of all the rumors about the disbandment of your 
company I suppose the State Department Tour did not materialize? 
Although the present status of the company will not affect 
my study, I am very interested in knowing what is really going 
on. Won't you please drop me a note to that effect? 

Most sincerely, 

Jacqueline Q. Moore 

P. s. You need not include names and addresses of the present 
members of your company unless they will not be in New York 
City during the summer. 



Mr. Donald McKayle 
174 N. Wetherly Drive 
Beverley Hills, California 90211 

Dear Mr. McKayle: 

1301 Austin 
Apartment 558 
Waco, Texas 76701 
December 2, 1970 

May I introduce myself as a graduate student at the Texas 
Woman's University in Denton, Texas, with a major sequence in 
Dance and Related Arts. I am in the process of writing my 
dissertation which involves a biographical study of Arthur 
Mitchell and Alvin Ailey. 

Plans for the background chapters of the dissertation include 
biographical sketches of other famous contemporary black male 
dance artists in the idioms of ballet and modern dance. To 
this effect, I would like to enter a biographical sketch of 
you and your work under the section entitled, "Contemporary 
Black Male Artists in the Idiom of Modern Dance.'' I would 
be more than honored if this meets your approval. Would you 
send to me a copy of your personal data sheet and any other 
materials that you may have available for publicity purposes? 
I am also enclosing a biographical data sheet if you would 
prefer answering in this fashion. Please feel free to fill 
out the sheet in writing (using both sides of the pages and/ 
or additional pages) or use either a cassette cartridge or a 
5'' reel if you would rather tape the answers. I shall be 
happy to re-imburse you for the cost of the tapes and receive 
any of the materials via C.O.D. It will also be most helpful 
if I can hear from you by December 17, 1970. 

Because of your acquaintance with Mr. Ailey, and Mr. Mitchell, 
I should also·be very pleased if you would agree to contribute 
to my efforts to complete this biographical study of these 
two artists. Please indicate your response to my request for 
your assistance in this matter on the enclosed post card. 

Please know that any assistance that you can give to me in 
this endeavor will be greatly appreciated. Perhaps I shall 
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have the opportunity to meet you sometime in the near future.· 
I would consider such a meeting a great privilege, as I have 
seen and appreciated much of your choreography. 

Most sincerely yours, 

Jacqueline Q. Moore 
Enclosures 

•·, ,, 



Mr. Sylvester Campbell 
HET Nationale Ballet 
Stadsschouwburg, Amsterdam C 

Dear Mr. Campbell: 

1301 Austin 
Apartment 558 
Waco, Texas 76701 
December 2, 1970 

May I introduce myself as a graduate student at the Texas 
Woman's University in Denton, Texas, with a major sequence in: 
Dance and Related Arts. I am in the process of writing my 
dissertation which involves a biographical study of Arthur 
Mitchell and Alvin Ailey. 

Plans for the background chapters of the dissertation includ~~ 
biographical sketches of other famous contemporary black male 
dance artists in the idioms of ballet and modern dance. To 
this effect, I should like to enter a biographical sketch of 
you and a brief summation of your work under the section 
entitled, "Contemporary Black Male Artists in the Idiom of 
Ballet." I shall be more than honored if-this meets your 
approval. Would you, therefore, send to me a copy of your 
personal data sheet and any other materials that you may have 
available for publicity purposes? I am also enclosing a 
biographical data sheet if you would prefer answering in this 
fashion. Please feel free to fill out the sheet in writing 
and use both sides of the pages and additional pages if 
necessary. 

Please know that any assistance that you can give me in this 
endeavor will be greatly appreciated. Mr. Karel Shook sug
gested that I might contact you. I am sure,therefore, that your 
contribution is one that I dearly d~sire for inclusion in my 
study. May I hear from you before the holidays? 

Happy holidays, good luck, and good dancing! 

Most sincerely, 

Jacqueline Q. Moore Enclosures 
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Miss Syvilla Fort, Director 
Studio of Theatre Dance 
153 West 44th Street 
New York, New York 10036 

Dear Miss Fort: 

1301 Austin Avenue. 
Apartment 558 
Waco, Texas 78701 
November 14, 1970 

R e f e r r i n g t o o u r c o n v e r s a t i o n t h i s p a s t s u m me r, yo u w i 1 1 p r o ~·.;.;.:. · · 
ably remember that I am writing my dissertation which is .. 
entitled: A Biographical Study of the Liyes and Contributions'::. 
of Two Selected Contemporary Black Male Dance Artists--Arthur·.:.:··: 
Mitchell and Alyi'n Ailey--in the Idioms of Ballet and M'odern_· .. 
Dance, Respectively. I am also developing a background chap~~r 
on the black men in the United States who have made notable 
contributions in the above-named idioms of dance since the 
turn of the century. Practically everyone with whom I spoke 
told me of the very important role that you have played in 
the professional preparation of most of these men. I would 
like, therefore, to develop a section of one of my chapters 
which spotlights you and your role in the shaping of the 
careers of these artists. 

Please realize that I am not ignoring the fact that many out
standing black female dance artists have also come under your 
tutelage. A study of this nature has its limitations, how
ever, and for my immediate purposes I am only concerned with 
male dance artists. 

Miss Fort, I am most grateful to you for your time and coopera
tion in contributing material for this study. I am enclosing 
tape cartridges as I remember that you were planning to acquire 
a small tape recorder. If, however, you do have to do the 
taping on a reel, please do so without reservations as I have 
access to both types of tape recorders. I will be happy to 
refund your money for any expenses encountered in so doing. 

Enclosed also is a list of questions and statements to guide 
you in making the tapes. In addition, you will find a stamped, 
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self-addressed envelope for your convenience in returning 
them to me. It will be most helpful to me if you can return 
this material by December 5, 1970. 

Again, thank you most sincerely. 

Respectfully yours, 

Jacqueline .Q. Moore 
Graduate Student 
Texas Woman's University 
Denton, Texas 



Mrs. Hanna Marie Conforti 
11783 Sunset Blvd. 
Los Angeles, California 90049 

Dear Mrs. Conforti: 

1301 Austin Avenue 
Apartment 558 

·Waco, Texas 76761 
March 12, 1971 

May. I introduce myself as a graduate student at the Texas 
Woman's University in Denton, Texas, with a major sequence in~ 
Dance and Related Arts? Presently, I am writing my disserta-· ... · 
tion which includes a biographical study of Arthur Mitchell. 

Arthur has spoken of you several times in our interviews and 
he had just received a letter from you when I was last in 
New York City. He, therefore, gave to me your name and add~~ss 
along with permission to contact you as a fellow dancer and · 
special friend of his. I am hoping that you will be able to 
answer a few questions for me about Arthur Mitchell. I am 
especially interested in anecdotes and favorite stories that 
you may be able to recall. I am enclosing a list of questions 
that may be helpful to you. Please feel free to omit any 
that you feel do not apply to you or to add anything that will 
be helpful. If you prefer to use a tape recorder, please do 
so and I shall reimburse you for the cost of the tape and the 
shipping charges. 

I shall be more than grateful for any assistance that you can 
give to me. May I hear from you before the end of March? 

Very sincerely yours, 

Jacqueline Q. Moore 

Encl. 
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Copies of Biographical Data Sheets Used by the Investigator~ 

for the Purpose of Obtaining Data from Black Male Dance· 

Artists, Teachers of Black Male Dance Artists, 

and Friends and Fellow Dancers of Each 

of the Selected Subjects 



Biographical Data Sheet for Black Male Dance Artists 

(To be used with or without recording tape) 

Name _____________________________________ Date ____________________ __ 

Current Address ________________________ Marital Status __________ _ 

Phone Number ___________________________ Wife ____________________ __ 

Dance Idiom (check one) 

( ) Modern 
( ) Ballet 
( ) Ethnological 

Children ________________ __ 

1. What is the general nature of your background with 
respect to the following: 

a. Place and date of birth 

b. Names of parents 

c. Number of brothers and sisters 

d. Extent of elementary and secondary education 

2. How did you become interested in dance? 

3. What is the extent of your professional preparation in 
dance with respect to 

a. Teachers? 

b. Places of study? 

d. Types of dance? 
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4 • Why d i d y o u c h o o s e 
specialization? 
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as your area of 

5. When and how did your professional career begin? 

6 • Wh i c h d a n c e c om p a n i e s i n t h e U n i ted S t a t e s h ave you , 
danced with? 

During what years? 

7. Have you danced in on- or off-Broadway shows? Durin~ 
what years? 

Names of shows and roles played? 

8. Were you able to dance in the compani~s or shows on 
the merits of your ability alone? 

9. In your opinion, did you experience anything "unique" 
because of your color? 

10. Have you danced or taught abroad? If so, when, where, 
and during what years? 

11. 1'/hy did you go abroad to live and/or work? 
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12. Will you explain briefly the status of the black dance 
artist abroad? 

13. If you have returned to the United States, when and 
why did you return? 

14. Will you explain briefly the nature of your dance 
activities at the present? 

. ; 

''• 

15. Would you comment on "The Uniqueness of Being a Black~· .. 
Dance Artist in the United States?" (use back of pag·e .. 
if necessary) 

16. Please feel free to add any further comments that would. 
be relevant in a study of this nature. 

17. (If you are answering via recording tape) Do I have 
permission to incorporate this information into my 
study at my discretion or would you prefer to edit 
the transcript before it is used?· 

18. If you know of other black male dance artists in your 
idiom of dance ( ), please list them and include 
current addresses and dance involvement (if possible). 



Data Sheet for Teachers of Black Male Dance Artists 

Questions and statements to guide taped interviews and/ 
or personal correspondence regarding black male dance
artists who have worked and/or danced with your dance, 
company or in your studio of dance** 

1. Please state your name, address, and present occupatio~. 

2. Briefly explain the extent of your dance background Wiih. 
respect to: 

a. Preparation in dance 
b. Performance experiences 
c. Choreographic experiences 
d. Teaching experiences (when and where) 

3. When did your dance company and/or studio of dance 
become a reality? 

4. Has it always had the same name and location? If not, 
list the name changes and previous locations and give 
reasons for such changes. 

5. If you do not currently have a dance company or studio 
of dance, when was the last one(s) in existence? 

6. As well as you can remember, please give the following 
information about each of the black male dance artists 
who have danced in your company and/or studied at 
your studio (please specify) and have since gone on to 
make notable contributions in the idioms of ballet, 
or modern dance: 

a. Name, address, (if known by you) and present activity. 

b. During what years were you associated with him? 

c. In what capacity were you associated with him? 
(Teacher, dancer, etc.) 
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7. 
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d. In which of the above idioms has he made a notable 
contribution? 

e. What is the extent of the contribution? 

f. Do you feel that his work with you has been 
particularly influential in the direction that 
his career has taken? Please explain. .:•.:, 

g. Do you know any anecdotes, stories, or any further:, 
information about this artist that would be helpful; 
and/or interesting in a study of ,this nature? · · ,, 

·:, 

Do I have your permission to use this information at my _ . 
own d i s c r e t i o n o r w o u 1 d y o u p r e fer t h a t I s u b m i t i t t o ~. ··, .. ' 
y o u i n w r i t t e n form f o r yo u t o e d i t be f o r e i t i s u s e d?: ·. : .... 

' .. 
,.·: 

' •' 

~.:*Questions one through three and possibly one through five:· 
may be substituted for by a personal data sheet and/or ·., 
other materials that you may have prepared in advance for. 
publicity purposes. 



Biographical Data Sheet 

Name of artist __________________________________ __ 

Questions for Friends and/or Fellow Dancers 

(Please write on the back or add extra pages if you feel 
that you need more space.) 

1. Please state your name, address, and present occupation. 

2. What is (was) the nature of your association with ______________ ? 

3. Under what circumstances did you first become acquainted 
with ? 

4. Are you still in communication with 
so, how and in what capacity? 

5. What is your opinion of 

As a choreographer? 

As a teacher? 

______________ ? If 

as a dancer? 

6. o~ you know of any outstanding events which may have 
influenced his personality? If so, what and how? 
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7. Were there any disappointments which influenced him? 
If so, what and how? 

8. Were there indications that his career woul'd take its 
present course? Explain. 

9. What are the most memorable moments in dance that you 
experienced with ? 

10. Please give highlights of special places which you have', 
v i s i t e d t o g e t h e r • ( To u r s , p e r f o r m a n c e s , v a c a t i o n s , e t c • ) ,: 

11. What are your favorite stories about 
May be anecdotal in nature. 

________ ? 

12. Please add anything which you think will be interesting 
or helpful in understanding , the man. 



Interview Questions Used by the Investigator Pertinent .. to · 

the Obtaining of Data for the Biographical Study 

of Arthur Mitchell and Alvin Ailey 



Questions to be Asked During Personal Interviews Conducted 

with Members of the Family and/or Personal Friends 

of Each of the Subjects 

1 • In what way were you associated with 
__________________ ? 

2. How long did you know him? (Friends) 

3. Where did you know him? (Friends) 

4. Describe any unique interests that you can recall. 

a. Personal 
b. Religious 
c. Community and political 
d. Travel 
e. Additional 

5. When and how did he become interested in dance? 

6. When did he decide upon dance as a profession? 

7. Describe him as a child; as a teenager. 

8. Describe his home environment as a child; as a teenager. 

9. What persons do you believe were most important in 
influencing the development of his interests and 
personality during his childhood and youth? 

10. What words would you select as most descriptive of him? 

11. Are these words descriptive of him during all of the 
periods of his life with which you are familiar? 

12. What is your favorite story about him? 

13. Are there other stories or anecdotes which describe his 
persDnality traits? 

14. Can you think of any other descriptive information 
which may be important in a study of this nature? 
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Questions to be Asked During Personal Interviews Conducted 

with Individuals Familiar with Each of the Subjects 

During his Childhood 

1. Under what circumstances did you meet 
__________________ ? 

2. During what years did you know him? 

3. Was he like any other boy in appearance, grooming, and. 
behavior patterns? 

4 . D i d h e s e e k o t h e r c h i 1 d r e n a s c om p a n i o n s o r w a s h e a· · 
"loner." 

5. Was he comfortable in the company of adults? 

6. Did he undertake projects which were meaningful? Did· 
he complete such projects? 

7. Do you know of any specific interests and/or hobbies 
which he pursued? 

8. To what extent did he pursue these interests? 

9. Was he very studious in nature? 

10. Did he like to discuss his ideas and/or plans with 
others? Grown-ups or children? Both? Members of his 
family? Which ones? 

11. Did he know what he "wanted to be in life" at an early' 
age? 

12. What do you know about his home environment? 

13. Do you know of specific individuals who might have 
influenced the development of his special interests and 
characteristics? 

14. Is it possible for you to provide names and addresses 
of such persons? 
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15. Can you recall any stories or anecdotes which may 
describe his personality traits or interests as a 
child? 

16. What words do you select as most descriptive of him 
during his childhood? 

17. Did the family move often? If so, how did this affect 
his schooling, friendships, et cetera? 



Questions to be Asked During Personal Interviews Conducted 

with Individuals Familiar with Each of the Subjects 

During His Professional Preparation 

1. Under what circumstances did you become acquainted 
with ? 

2. During which years did you know him? 

3. What kind of dance student was he? 

4. Did his dance activity reflect any particular philo~o~hy· 
during this period? 

5 . Did he undertake purposeful projects? 
Did he complete them? 

What were they?'. 

6. What type of dance did he study during· the period of 
your acquaintance? 

7. What other activities was he involved in during this. 
period of study with you? (optional) 

8. Did he "mix" well with other dancers? 

Q Had he madeddefinite decisions concerning the type of 
car~er which he wished to pursue after he studied with 
you? 

10. Did he have a chance to experiment with choreography 
during this time? If so, did he adhere to specific 
thematic sources? What were they? 

11. Were there any major disappointments in his life during 
the period(s) he studied with you? 

12. Were there any outstanding events? 

13. Do you know of specific individuals who may have influ
enced the development of his special interests and 
characteristics? 

14. Did he have any special interests and/or hobbies? What 
were they? 
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15. To what extent did he pursue these interests and/or 
hobSies. 

16. Do you know any stories or anecdotes which may describe· 
his personality traits during this time? 

17. What words do you select as most descriptive of him? 

18. What is your favorite story or anecdote about him? 



Questions to be Asked During Personal Interviews Conducted 

with Members of the Professional Dance Company 

of Each of the Subje~ts 

1. Under what circumstances did you become acquainted with _________________ ? 

2. How long and during what dates were you associated wit~ 
him? 

3. What words do you select as descriptive of him as 

a. a teacher? 
b. a choreographer? 
c. a performer? 
d. a director? 

4. How do you describe the performances presented by him? 

5. How do you describe him as the manager and/or director 
of his professional dance company? 

6. Did he maintain amicable personal relationships with' 
members of his professional dance company? 

7. Did he always undertake projects which were purposeful· 
and beneficial to the members of his professional dance 
company? 

8. Did he seek advice from or discuss his ideas with 
others? If so, who were these persons? 

9. Were there major disappointments in his life during 
the period(s) in which you were a member of his 
professional dance company? If so, what were they and 
how did he react to them? 

10. Were there outstanding events? What were they and how 
did he react to them? 

11. Are you aware of any specific individual who has influ
enced the development of his special interests and 
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chara~teristics as a professional dancer? As an 
individual? As a director of his professional dance 
company? 

12. Were you aware of his special int~rests and/or hobbies? 
If so, what were they? 

13. How did he pursue these interests and/or hobbies? 

14. Do you know any stories, anecdot~~' or illustrative 
events which may describe his personality traits during 
this time? · · · 

15. What is your favorite story or anecdote about him? 

16. Can you think of other descriptive information which may 
be important in a study of this nature? 



APPENDIX B 

NAMES AND ADDRESSES OF INDIVIDUALS WHO CONTRIBUTED DATA TO 

THE BIOGRAPHICAL STUDY OF ARTHUR MITCHELL AND ALVIN;: 

AILEY THROUGH PERSONAL INTERVIEWS, GROUP INTER

VIEWS, TELEPHONE INTERVIEWS, BIOGRAPHICAL 

DATA SHEETS, BIOGRAPHICAL RESUMES, AND/ 

OR PERSONAL CORRESPONDENCE WITH 

THE INVESTIGATOR 



Names and Addresses of Individuals Who Contributed o·afa'to 

the Biographical Study of Arthur Mit~hell and Al~in 

Ailey through Personal Interviews,. Group Intei~ 

views, Telephone Interviews, Biographical 

Data Sheets, Biographical Res~mes, and/ 

or Personal Correspondenc~ with 

the Investigator 

Abarca, Lydia 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Balanchine, George 
c/o New York City Ballet 
New York State Theatre, Lincoln Center 
New York, New York 

Banks, Gerald 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Beatty, Talley 
c/o Elmer Lewis School of Fine Arts 
122 Elm Hill Avenue 
Boston, Massachusetts 

Bord, Marilyn 
1338 47th Street 
Brooklyn 1 New York 

Campbell, Sylvester 
Lomanstraat 14 huis 
Amsterdam, Zuid. 

Clarke, Ivy 
524 West 46th Street 
New York, New York 
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Cole, Ja~k 
146 East 49th Street 
New York, New York 

Colquhoun, Mary 
c/o American Dance Center 
229 East 59th Street 
New York, New York 

Conforti, Hanna-Marie 
11783 Sunset Boulevard 
Los Angeles, California 

Cooper, Lule:t E. 
144 East 68th Street 
Loi Angeles, California 

De Lavallade, Carmen 
c/o Department of Drama 
Yale University 
New Haven, Connecticut 

De Rose, Charles 
c/o John Newman Associates 
135 William Street 
New York, New York 

Destin~, Jean L6on 
Destine Dance Company, Ltd 
676 Riverside Drive 
New York> New York 

Dunham, Katherine 
532 North lOth Street 
East St. Louis, Illinois 

Eng, Frank 
7469 Mulholland Drive 
Los Angeles, California 

Fort, Syvilla 
Studio of Theatre Dance 
153 West 44th Street 
New York, New York 
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Hill, Thelma 
c/o The American Dance Center 
229 Eaat 59th Street 
New York, New York 
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Hinkson, Mary 
165 Park Row, Apartment 14F 
New York, New York 

Holder, Boscoe 
31 Industry Lane 
Port-au-Spain, Trinidad 

Holder, Geoffrey 
215 West 92nd Street, Apartment 15A 
New York, New York 

Holtz, Edele 
c/o Alwin Holtz 
The American Dance Center 
229 East 59th Street 
New York, New York 

Hurd, Ella 
c/o L. E. Cooper 
144 East 68th Street 
Los Angeles, California 

James, Lorenzo 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Johnson, Bernard 
252 West 46th Street 
New York, New York 

Johnson, Louis 
39 West 19th Street 
New York, New York 

Johnson, Vir~inia 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Jones, Pamela 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West I52nd Street 
New York, New York 
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Kirstein, Lincoln 
c/o The New York City Ballet 
New York State Theatre, Lincoln Center 
New York, New York 

Le Clerq, Tanaquil 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Mathis, Clover 
c/o The American Dance Center 
229 East 59th Str~et 
New York, New York 

McKayle, ·Donald 
3839 Davana Road 
Sherman Oaks, California 

McKayle, Lea 
3839 Da,rana Road 
Sherman ~aks, California 

Melchoir, Jewel 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

M i 11 s , Sh i r 1 e y 
840 Columbus Avenue, Apartment 20G 
New York, New York 

MitchelJ, Willie Mae 
536 West 143rd Street, Apartment 22 
New York, New York 

Moore, Charles 
1043 President Street 
Brooklyn, New York 

Moore, Edward 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Nash, Jo~ 
1430 Amsterdam Avenue, Apartment 4L 
New York, New York 

-/ ·<. 
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Ouroussow, Madame Eugenie 
c/o The American School of Ballet 
Lincoln Center 
New York, New York 
' 
Phifer, Cassandra 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Pierson, Harold 
c/o Studio of Theatre Dance 
153 West 44th Street 
New York, New York 

Primus, Pearl 
17 West 25th Street 
New York, New York 

Raines, Walter 
516 East 78th Street, Apartment 6K 
New York, New York 

Richardson, Dorene 
c/o New Dance Group 
254 West 47th Street 
New York, New York 

Rohan, Sheila 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Sa m p s o n , Rh o n d a 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Sampson, Rosalyn 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Sellers, Brother John 
258 West 65th Street, Apartment 2C 
New York, New York 



Shawn, Ted 
Box 877 
Eustis, Florida 
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Shook, Karel 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Smalls, Samuel 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Stevenson, Llanchie 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
466-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Swann, Rodney 
c/o The Dance Theatre of Harlem 
4b6-68 West 152nd Street 
New York, New York 

Thompson, Ella 
1043 President Street 
Brooklyn, New York 

Truitte, James 
348 West 56th Street 
New York, New York 

Tuttle, Nancy 
165 West 57th Street 
New York, New York 

Williams, Louis 
24 St. Nico!as Place 
New York, New York 

Wilson, Billy 
295 Beacon Street 
Boston, Massachusetts 

',;. ', 



APPENDIX C 

SELECTED PROFESSIONAL PERFORMANCES AND LECTURE-· 

DEMONSTRATIONS PRESENTED BY THE 

DANCE THEATRE OF HARLEM 

~· . 



SELECTED PROFESSIONAL PERFORMANCES AND LECTURE- . 

DEMONSTRATIONS PRESENTED BY THE 

DANCE THEATRE OF HARLEM 

. October, 1969 Through September. 1970 

Location 

November 2 Academy of Music 
Philad~lphia, Pennsylvania 

November 5 Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

November 7 Greenburgh Central School 
District 
Hartsdale, New York 

November 9 YWCA 
West Orange, New Jersey 

November 10 Mineola Junior High School 
Mineola, New York 

November 17 Clara Carlson School 
Elmont, New York 

November 18 North Junior High School 
Great Neck, Long Island, 
New York 

November 19 Mineola Junior High School 
Mineola, New York 

November 20 Elmont Memorial High School 
Elmont, New York 
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Presentation 

Performances 
(two) 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture..:. 
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demons t ~.a t i on 

Lecture
Demonstration 
(two) 

Lecture
Demonstration 
(two) 

Lecture
Demonstration 
(two) 

Lecture
Demonstration 



1969 
November 20 

November 21 

November 24 

December 4 

December 10 

December 17 

December 19 

January 7 

January 10 

January 14 

January 21 

January 24 

January 28 
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Dutch Broadway School 
Elmont, New York 

Merle Avenue Junior High 
School 
Oceanside, New York 

Boardman Junior High School 
Oceanside, New York 

Packard Collegiate Institute 
Brooklyn, New York 

Lee Nordness Benefit 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Public School 128 
Parent-Teacher Association 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

McMillian Theatre 
Columbia University 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Harlem Cultural Council 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 



1970 
February 5 

February 11 

February 18 

February 23 

March 5 

March 7 

March 9 

March 10 

March 12 

March 15 

March 19 
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William Penn High School 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Irvine Auditorium 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Madison Square Garden 
National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People 
Benefit--"Soul on Soul" 
New York, New York 

High School of Performing Arts 
New York, New York 

Nazareth College 
Rochester, New York 

Middlesex County Regional 
Arts Council 
Middlesex, New Jersey 

Jonas Salk Middle School 
Old Bridge, New Jersey 

East Brunswick High School 
EastBBrunswick, New Jersey 

Weequahic High School 
Newark, New Jersey 

Dayton Street School 
Newark, New Jersey 

Academy of Music 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 

Spelman College 
Atlanta, Georgia 

Lecture.:.. 
Demonstration 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration· 
and 
Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 
(two) 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 



1970 
March 21 

April 8 

April 11 

April 16 

April 22 

April 29 

May 2 

May 6 

May 11 

May 21 

May 23 

May 27 

June 3 

.1 u n e l 0 
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Spelman College 
Davage Auditorium 
At 1 ant a, Georgi a 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Illinois State University 
Stroud Auditorium 
Normal, Illinois 

West Kinney Junior High School 
Newark, New Jersey 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Freeport High School 
Freeport, Long Island, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Columbia University 
New York, New York 
Cultural Heritage Implemen
tation Program 

William Penn High School 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
Wings Motivation Program 

Junior High School 117 
New York, New York 
Community Planning Workshop 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration. 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration· 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 



1970 
June 17-20 

,June 24-27 

June 29-
July 1 

June 30 

July 15 

July 22 

July 24 

July 27 

July 29 

August 1-2 

August 5 

August 12 

August 18-22 

August 29 
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Hamilton Proper, Bermuda 
Bermuda Arts Council's 
Summer Festival 

Dundas Civic Center 
Nassau, Bahamas 

Cultural Centrum 
Curacao, Netherlands, 
Antilles 

Cultural Centrum 
Curacao, Netherlands, 
Antilles 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Usdan Center for 'the Creative 
and Performing Arts 
Wyandanch, Long Island, 
New York 

Saratoga Performing Arts Center 
Saratoga Springs, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Saratoga Performing Arts Center 
Saratoga Springs, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Dance Theatre of Harlem 
New York, New York 

Jac~b's Pillow Dance Festival, 
Incorporated 
Lee, Massachusetts 

John F. Kennedy Educational, 
Civic, and Cultural Center 
Garden City, New York 

Performances 

Performances 

Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration· 

Lecture-
Demo n s t r a t _i .on 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture-
Demo n s t r a t i on ' 
(two) 

Lecture- . 
Demonstration·· 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performances 

Performance 
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..li1.Q 

September 16 Bureau of Recreation 
Public Safety Building 
Rochester, New York 

September 19 State University of Buffalo 
Buffalo, New York 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performance 

November, 1971 Through June, 1972 

November 18-
19 

November 22-
24 

November 24 

November 26 

November 26-
27 

December 1-3 

December 7 

December 11 

December 14 

University of Puerto Rico 
Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico 

Charlotte Amalie High School 
St. Thomas, Virgin Islands 

Charlotte Amalie High School 
St. Thomas, Virgin Islands 

St. Dunstan's Auditorium 
Christiansted, St. Croix 

St. Dunstan's Auditorium 
Christiansted, St. Croix 

Worcester Memorial Auditorium 
Worcester, Massachusetts 

South Senior High School 
Great Neck, Long Island, 
New York 

North Junior High School 
Great Neck, Long Island, 
New York 

Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performance 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Hunter College Performance 
New York, New York 
Reality House Benefit 

Newark State College Performance 
Theatre for the Performing Arts 
Union, New Jersey 



1971 

December 17 

January 3-5 

January 7-9 
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Middletown High School 
Middletown, New York 

Orange Coast College 
Costa Mesa, California 

Inner City Cultural Center 
Los Angeles, California 

January 13-14 Stanford University 
Stanford, California 

January 16-17 University of California 
Berkeley, California 

January 20-22 University of New Mexico 
Albuquerque, New Mexico 

January 23 The Greer Garson Theatre 
Santa Fe, New Mexico 

January 27-29 Texas Christian University 
Fort Worth, Texas 

February 1-3 

February 4 

February 4-8 

February 10-
12 

College of St. Catherine 
O'Shaughnessy Auditorium 
St. Paul, Minnesota 

University of Cincinnati 
Music Hall 
Cincinnati, Ohio 

University of Cincinnati 
Music Hall 
C inc inn at i, Ohio 

Brown Theatre 
Louisville, Kentucky 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performance 

Performances 

Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performance 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 



1972 

February 14-
18 

February 21-
23 

February 24-
29 

March 3-5 

\farch 6-8 

March 12-14 

March 23 

~1a rc h 29-
April 5 

April 8 

April 13 

April 19 

April 21 

April 22 
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Public Schools 
Washington, D. C. 

Opera House 
Kennedy Center for the 
Performing Arts 
Washington, D. C. 

Public Schools 
Washington, D. C. 

Auditorium Theatre 
Chicago, Illinois 

Northern Illinois University 
University Center Ballroom 
DeKalb, Illinois 

North High School 
Des Moines, Iowa 

Cooperstown, New York 

Harlem Residency 
New York, New York 
Model Cities Program 

YM-YWCA of Essex County 
West Orange, New Jersey 

Wilmington High School 
Wilmington, Delaware 

Harlem Residency 
New York, New York 
Model Cities Program 

Town Hall 
New York, New York 

Howard Herber Junior High 
School, Malverne, 
Long Island, New York 

Lecture-

Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performance 

Performance 

Performances· 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performance 

Performance 

Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performance 



1072 

April 26 

April 29 

May 5 

.\lay 6 

.\1 a y l 0 

May 12 

~~a y l 7, 31-
.Tune 7 

,T u n e l 1 - l 8 

June 23-24 

- 916 -

Harlem Residency 
New York, New York 
Model Cities Program 

Brooklyn College 
Wh i t m a n H a 1 1 
Brooklyn, New York 

Kleinhaus Music Hall 
Buffalo, New York 

Allegheny College 
Meadville, Pennsylvania 

Harlem Residency 
New York, New York 
Model Cities Program 

Poughkeepsie High School 
Poughkeepsie, New York 

Harlem Residency 
New York, New York 
Model Cities Program 

Kansas Dance Council 
Residency 
Wichita, Kansas 

Harlem Residency 
New York, New York 
Model Cities Program 

Performance 

Performance 

Performance 

Performance 

.Performance 

Lecture
Demonstration 

Performances 

Lecture
Demonstration; 
Performances 

Performances 



APPENDIX D 

SELECTED ITINERARIES OF TOURS MADE BY THE ALVIN AILEY 

AMERICAN DANCE THEATER 



SELECTED ITINERARIES OF TOURS MADE BY THE ALVIN AILEY 

Monday, 
~1 a y 2 2 

Tuesday, 
\1 a y 2 3 

\\. c d n e s d a y , 
\1 a y 24 

Thursday, 
\~a y 2 5 

Friday, 
May 26 

Saturday, 
\1 a y 2 7 

Sunday, 
May 28 

\1 on day, 
\1 a y 2 9 

Tuesday, 
\1 () y 3 0 

AMERICAN DANCE THEATER 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
European and Near East Tour--1967 

Leave New York City 

Arrive Lisbon, 
Portugal 

Lisbon, Portugal 

Leiria, Portugal 

Lisbon, Portugal 

Evora, Portugal 

Beja, Portugal 

Faro, Portugal 

Leave Lisbon, 
Portugal 

Arrive Frankfurt, 
Germany 

The at re ::: 

Tivoli Theatre 

Teatro Jose Lucio 
Da Silva 

Tivoli Theatre 

Teatro Garcia De 
Resende 

Teatro Pax Julia 

Teatro Santo Antonio 

able. 
*The names of the theatres were not always avail~ 

This was particularly true of the foreign tours. 
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Tuesday, 
May 30 

Wednesday, 
May 31 

Thursday, 
.June 1 

Friday, 
June 2 

Saturday, 
June 3 

Sunday, 
.Tune 4 

~1 on day, 
.June 5 

Tuesday, June 6-
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Frankfurt, Germany 

Hannover, Germany 

Hannover, Germany 

Stuttgart, Germany 

Mannheim, Germany 

Munster, Germany 

Leave Frankfurt, 
Germany 

Arrive Stockholm, 
Sweden 

Monday, June 12 Stockholm, Sweden 

Tuesday, June 13- Stockholm, Sweden 
Friday, June 16 

Saturday, Stockholm, Sweden 
June 17-Wednesday, 
.Tune 21 

Thursday, 
June 22 

Friday, 
.June 23 

Free 

Leave Stockholm 

Arrive The Hague, 
Netherlands 

Saturday, June 24 Free 
and Sunday, .Tune 
25 

"onday, 
.June 26 

The Hague, 
Netherlands 

Stadtische Buhnen 
Oper 

Theater am AEGI 
Aegidientorplatz 

Th e a t e r am A E G I 
Aegidientorplatz 

Liederhalle 
Berliner Platz 1 

National theater 
Goetheplatz 

Stadtische Buhnen 

Rehearse 

Stadsteater 

Rehearse and make 
television film 

Royal Theatre 
Koniniklijke 
Schouwburg 



Tuesday, 
June 27 
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Amsterdam, 
Netherlands 

Wednesday, 
.June 28 

Nijmegen, Netherlands 

Thursday, 
.Tune 29 

Friday, 
June 30 

Saturday, 
,Ju l y 1 

Sunday, July 2 

Monday, July 3 

Tuesday, July 4 

Wednesday, 
July 5 

Thursday, July 6 

Leiden, Netherlands 

Eindhoven, 
Netherlands 

Utrecht, Netherlands 

Free 

The Hague, Netherlands 

Groningen, 
Netherlands 

Arnhem, 
Netherlands 

Rotterdam, 
Netherlands 

Municipal Theatre 
Stad s sch ouwbu rg 

Municipal Theatre 
Stadsschouwburg 

Friday, July 7 Middelburg, Netherlands 

Saturday, July 8 

Sunday, July 9 

Amsterdam, Netherlands 

Leave Amsterdam, 
Netherlands 

Arrive Belgrade, 
Yugoslavia 

Monday, July 10 Belgrade, Yugoslavia 

Tuesday, July 11 Novi Sad, Yugoslavia 

Wednesday, Free 
.J u 1 y 1 2 

Thursday, July 13 Opatija, Yugoslavia 



Friday, 
July 14 

Saturday, 
July 15 

Sunday, 
July 16 

Monday, 
July 17 

Tuesday, 
July 18-
Saturday, 
.Ju 1 y 2 2 

October 6 

October 7 

October 8 

October 9 

October 10 

October 11 
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Ljubljana, Yugoslavia 

Pula, Yugoslavia 

Free 

Zagreb, Yugoslavia 

To be announced 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
American Tour-~Fall, 1969 

Auspices Theatre 

University of Connecticut Jorgensen Theater 
Storrs, Connecticut 

Iona Institute RKO Theater 
New Rochelle, 
New York 

Gettysburg College Gettysburg College 
Gettysburg, 
Pennsylvania 

Madison College Wilson Auditorium 
Harrisonburg, 
Virginia 

Pittsburgh Dance Council Syria Mosque 
Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania 

Community High School 
Auditorium 
Lancaster, Ohio 



October 12 

October 13 

October 14 

October 15 

October 16 

October 17 

October 18 

October 19 

October 20 

October 21 

October 22 

October 23 

October 24 

October 25 

October 26 
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Free 

Central Michigan 
University 

Ball State University 

Northern Illinois 
University 

Wisconsin State 
University 

Wisconsin State 
University 

Schubert Club 

Free 

Mankato State Coll~ge 

Free 

Summy-Birchard 
(New York) 

Community 

Northwest Releasing 

Summy-Birchard 

Northwest Releasing 

Warner Auditorium 
Mt. Pleasant, 
Michigan 

Emens Auditorium 
Muncie, Indiana 

University Center 
Ballroom 
DeKalb, Illinois 

Old Main Auditorium 
Stevens Point, 
Wisconsin 

University Arena 
Eau Claire, 
Wisconsin 

St. Paul Municipal 
Auditorium 
St. Paul, Minnesota 

Mankato High School 
Auditorium 
Mankato, Minnesota 

The Vert 
Pendleton, Oregon 

Capitol Theater 
Yakima, Washington 

Opera House 
Seattle, Washington 

Everett Civic 
Auditorium 
Everett, Washington 

Portland Public 
Auditorium 
Portland, Oregon 



October 27 

October 28 

October 29 

October 30 

October 31-
November 1 

November 2 

November 3 

November 4 

November 5 

November 6 

November 7 

November 8 

November 9 

November 10 
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Free 

Community 

San Jose State College 

Regents 
University of California 

Hayward Area Concert 
Association 

Community 

Free 

China Lake Civic 
Concerts 

Occidental College 

Los Angeles Concert 
Association 

University of California 
at Los Angeles 

Community 

Beaverton, Oregon 

Shasta Union High 
School Auditorium 
Redding, California 

Morris Daily 
Auditorium 
San Jose, California 

Zellerbach Audftorium 
Berkeley, California 

College Community 
Auditorium 
Hayward, California 

Reno, Nevada 

Santa Rosa High 
School Auditorium 
Santa Rosa, 
California 

Center Theater 
China Lake, 
California 

Thorne Hall 
Los Angeles, 
California 

Shrine Auditorium 
Los Angeles, 
California 

University Auditorium 
Los Angeles, 
California 

Riverside Municipal 
Auditorium 
Riverside, California 
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November 11 Community 

1\ovember 12 Community 

November 13 Arizona State University 

Millikan High Sthool 
Auditorium 
Long Beach, 
California 

Palm Springs High 
School Auditorium 
Palm Springs,' 
California 

Grady Grammage 
Auditorium 
Tempe, Arizona· 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
American Tour--Winter, 1970 

Date 

Thursday, 
February 5 

Friday, 
February 6 

Saturday, 
February 7 

Sunday, 
Februetry 8 

\1 on day, 
February 9 

Tuesday, 
February 10 

Wednesday, 
February 11 

Thursday, 
February 12 

Friday, 
February 13 

South Hadley, 
Massachusetts 

Free 

Washington, D. C. 

Farmville, Virginia 

Charlottesville, 
Virginia 

Richmond, Virginia 

Sweet Briar, Virginia 

Greensboro, North 
Carolina 

Greensboro, North 
Carolina 

Theatre 

Chapin Auditorium 

Lisner Auditorium 

Jarman Hall 

University Hall 

Virginia Museum 
The at re 

Babcock Fine Arts 
Center 

Harrison Auditorium 

Aycock Auditorium 



Saturday, 
February 14 

Sunday, 
February 15 

Monday, 
February 16 

Tuesday, 
February 17 

Wednesday, 
Fehruary 18 

Thursday, 
February 19 

Friday, 
February 20 

Saturday, 
February 21 

Sunday, 
February 22 

Monday, 
February 23 

Tuesday, 
February 24 

Wednesday, 
February 25 

Thursday, 
February 26 

Friday, 
February 27 

Saturday, 
February 28 

Sunday, 
March 1 
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Free 

Chapel Hill, Memorial Hall 
North Carolina 

Durham, North Carolina B. N. Duke 
Auditorium 

Salisbury, North Carolina Varick Auditorium 

Statesboro, Georgia McCroan Auditorium 

Free 

St. Petersburg, Florida 

Tampa, Florida 

Free 

Tallahassee, Florida 

Tallahassee, Florida 

Nashville, Tennessee 

Free 

Chicago, Illinois 

Free 

Lafayette, Indiana 

Bayfront Center 

Theatre Auditorium 

Lee Hall 

Westcott Auditorium 

Kean Hall 

Auditorium Theatre 

E 1.1 i o t H a 1 1 o f 
Music 



Monday, 
\1 arch 2 

Tuesday, 
March 3-
Th u r s day, 
March 5 

Fri<lay, 
March 6 

Saturday, 
\I arch 7 

Sunday, 
March 8 

~Ion day, 
\1 arch 9 

Tuesday, 
~1 arch 10 

Wednesday, 
March 11 

Thursday, 
~1 arch 12 

Friday, 
\1 arch 13 

Saturday, 
March 14 

Sunday, 
~1 arch 15 

~1 on day, 
March 16 

Tuesday, 
March 17 

Wednesday, 
March 18 
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Fort Wayne, Indiana 

East Lansing, Michigan 

Cleveland, Ohio 

Free 

Delaware, Ohio 

Trenton, Michigan 

Ypsilanti, Michigan 

Ypsilanti, Michigan 

Ypsilanti, Michigan 

Slippery Rock, 
Pennsylvania 

S c o t t i s h R it e 
Auditorium 

Kellogg Center 

Music Hall 

Gray Chapel 

Trenton High 'School 
Auditorium 

Pease Auditorium 

Pease Auditorium 

P e a s e Au d i to r i u m 

Williamsport, Pennsylvania Scottish Rit~. 

Princeton, New Jersey 

Union, New Jersey 

Great Neck, Long Island, 
New York 

Mt. Kisco, New York 

Auditorium 

McCarter Theatre 

Th e a t r e f o r t h e 
Performing Arts 

South High Srihool 

Fox Lane High 
School Auditorium 



Thursday, 
March 19 

Friday, 
March 20 

July 3-4 

July 5 

.July 6 

July 7 

.July 8 

July 9 

July 10 

July 11-13 

July 14-15 

July 16-18 

July 19 

July 20 

July 21-22 
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Red Bank, New Jersey 

West Orange, New Jersey 

Deer Park, Long Island, 
New York 

Car I ton The at re 

Levin Auditorium 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
North African Tour--Summer, 1970 

Casablanca, Morocco 

Leave Casablanca, 
Morocco 

Arrive Rabat, Morocco 

Rabat, Morocco 

Leave ·Rabat, Morocco 

Arrive Meknes, Morocco 

Meknes, Morocco 

Leave Meknes, Morocco 

Arrive Safi, Morocco 

Safi, Morocco 

Travel to Casablanca, 
Morocco 

Travel to Algiers, Algeria 

Algiers, Algeria 

Travel to Oran, Algeria 

Theatre 

Municipal Theatre 

Mohamed-V 

Cinema Rif 

Cin~ma Royal 

Theatre d'Alger 

Oran, Algeria National Theater 

Travel to Tunis, Tunisia 



July 23 

July 24 

July 25 

July 26 

July 27 

July 28-30 

.July 31-
August 2 
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Free 

Tunis, Tunisia 

Carthage, Tunisia 

Free 

Hammamet, Tunisia 

Sf ax, Tunisia 

Travel to New York City 

Interviews-
Press, radio, 
television 

Roman Theatre 

Outdoor Theatre 

Tunisian Arts 
Festival 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
Soviet Russia Tour--Fall, 1970 

~ ~ The at re ~:: 
~ 

September 21 Leave for Moscow, Russi a 

September 22 Arrive Moscow, Russia 

September 23 Travel to Zaporozhe, Russia 

September 24-
September 28 Zaporozhe, Russia 

September 29 Travel to Donetsk, Russia 

September 30 Free 

October 1-5 Donetsk, Russia 

October 6-7 Free 

October 8-12 Kiev 

October 13-14 Free 
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October 15-19 Boroshilobgrad 

October 20 Travel to Moscow, Russia 

October 21 Free 

October 22-26 Moscow, Russia 

October 27 

October 28 

October 29-
November 1 

November 2 

Wednesday, 
June 23-
Saturday, 
June 26 

Sunday, 
June 27 

Monday, 
.June 28 

Tuesday, 
June 29- . 
Saturday, 
July 3 

Sunday, 
July 4 

Monday, 
July 5-
Sunday, 
July 11 

Travel to Leningrad, Russia 

Free 

Leningrad, Russia 

Leave Russia 

The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
Summer Tour--1971 

Holmdel, New Jersey 

Travel 

Free 

Detroit, Michigan 

Travel 

Los Angeles, California 

Theatre 

Garden State Arts 
Center 

F i she r The at re 

Greek The a t r e 



Monday, 
July 12 

Tuesday, 
July 13-
Th u rsday, 
July 15 

Friday, 
July IS
Sunday, 
July 18 

Monday, 
August 2-
Saturday, 
August 7 
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Travel 

Cupertino, California 

Berkeley, California 

Hamilton, Bermuda 

Flint Center 
DeAnza College 

Zellerbach 
Auditorium 

City Hall Theatre 

The Alvin Ailey City Center Dance Theater 
Winter-Spring Tour--1973 

City 

.January 15-21 Washington, D. C. 

January 22 Travel 

January 23 Frankfort, Kentucky 

January 24 Travel 

January 25-27 Lafayette, Indiana 

January 28 Free 

January 29-31 Macomb, Illinois 

February 1-3 Ann Arbor, Michigan 

Theatre 

The Kennedy Center 
for the Performing 
Arts 

Bradford Hall 
Auditorium 

Purdue University 
Elliot Hall of Music 

Western Illinois 
University 
Western Hall 

University Musical 
Society 
Power Auditorium 
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February 4 Free 

February 5-6 Allendale, Michigan 

February 7-8 Free 

February 9-11 Bloomington, Indiana 

February 12- Iowa City, Iowa 
14 

February 15 Minneapolis, Minnesota 
17 

February 18 Free 

February 19 Liberty, Missouri 

February 20- Kansas City, Missouri 
21 

February 22 Free 

February 23- Chicago, Illinois 
25 

February 26- Travel and Free 
28 

April 1 

April 2 

April 3 

April 4 

April 5-11 

Ap ri 1 12-14 

Mt. Vernon, New York 

Princeton, New Jersey 

Hackensack, New Jersey 

Newark, New Jersey 

Williamsville, New York 

Rochester, New York 

Grand Valley State 
College 
Louis Armstrong 
Theatre 

Indiana University 
Auditorium 

University of'Iowa 
Hancher Auditorium 

U n iv e r s i t y o f . · 
Minnesota 
Northrop Memorial 
Auditorium 

To be arranged 

William Jewell 
College 
Capri The at re 

Auditorium Theatre 

To be arranged 

McCarter Theatre 

Orrie de Nooyer 
Auditorium 

Symphony 

Kleinhans Music Hall 

Nazareth College 
Arts Center Auditorium 



APPENDIX E 

SELECTED PHOTOGRAPHS REPRESENTATIVE OF ACTIVITIES OF 

BOTH SUBJECTS--ARTHUR MITCHELL AND ALVIN AILEY-

AND THEIR RESPECTIVE DANCE COMPANIES 



SELECTED PHOTOGRAPHS REPRESENTATIVE OF ACTIVITIES 

OF ARTHUR MITCHELL AND THE DANCE 

THEATRE OF HARLEM 



Arthur Mitchell--Instructor at The Second Annual 

American Dance Symposium in 

Wichita, Kansas 

Summer of 1969 
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Arthur Mitchell--Instructor at The Second Annual 

American Dance Symposium in 

Wichita, Kansas 

Summer of 1969 
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Arthur Mitchell--Instructor of a Class of 

Children at the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

(Photo by Marbeth) 
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Arthur Mitchell--Demonstrator with Llanchie Stevenson 

at the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

(Photo by Marbeth) 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Summer, 1970 
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I 

( 



The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Walter Raines, Clover Mathis, and Lydia Abarca 

in Holberg Suite 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Ronda Sampson and Gerald Banks 

in Holbero Suite 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Lydia Abarca and Walter Raines 

in Biosfera 

- 948 -





The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Derek Williams and Gail McKinney 

in Tones 
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Open House at the Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Dancers Susan Lovelle and 

Ronald Perry, in 

Foreground 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Students at the Barre 

in Ballet Class 

(Photo by Marbeth) 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Ze lda Wynn, Director of the Fashion Workshop, 

Instructs Young Students in 

Basic Sewing 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Students in a Music Class 
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The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

Kathleen Grant Instructs 

Young Students in 

Special Exercises 
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SELECTED PHOTOGRAPHS REPRESENTATIVE OF ACTIVITIES 

OF ALVIN AILEY AND HIS RESPECTIVE 

DANCE COMPANIES 



Alvin Ailey--Dancer, in 1965 
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Brother John Sellers and the Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater in "Move, Members, Move," 

from Ailey's Classic Choreographic Work, 

Revelations, 1962 
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The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater 

Da ncers Alvin Ailey, Myrna White, Minnie Marshall, 

James Truitte, Ella Thompson, and Don Martin 

in Revelations, 1962 
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The Alvin Ailey Dance Theater 

Dance rs Alvin Ailey, Ella Thompson, and Minnie Marshall 

in "Wade in the Water'' from 

Revelations, Early 1960's 
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The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 

Dancers in a Scene from Talley Beatty's 

The Road of the Phoebe Snow 
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I' 

T' E AL V N A l Y A c CE THEATER 



The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 

Judith Jamison and Miguel Godreau 

in Geoffrey Holder's 

Prodigal Prince, 

1970 
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Alvin Ailey and Two Other Recipients of 

Honorary Doctorate Degrees from 

Cedar Crest College, Allentown, 

Pennsylvania, on June 4, 1972 
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APPENDIX F 

SELECTE D PROGRAMS AND REVIEWS OF PERFORMANCES OF THE 

PROFESSIONAL DANCE COMPANIES OF ARTHUR MITCHELL 

AND ALVIN A !LEY 



THE DANCE THEATRE OF HARLEM 

at The Guggmheim Museum 

.a..uary 8, 9 and 10. 1971 at 8:30p.m. 

sd~}~ 

lfr 

TONES 

MUik by Tanil Leon Vi4n 
Otcnogtaph'f by Arth~ Mitc:MII 

Sc.Nry .wl Llflhtlng by GeorVI VIUFn Lowther 

Flnl Movement: 

Gtyll McKinney 
Will lim Scott 

Roslyn Slmplon 
Edward Moen 

Sheila Rohan 
O..k WiNiaml 

lydil~ 

Hom.r 8fvwlt 

Second Mowment: 

LLANCHIESTEVENSON 

Third Mowement: 

ENTIRE COWANY 

lydia Atwca 
Virginia Johnson 
Olinda Davis 
Sheila Rohan 
Gayle McKinney 
PameliJone 
Roodl Simpson 
Roslyn SamP10" 
\AtNnMa Phlfw 
Susan Lovell• 
lllndlie Stnen10n 
YvomeHIU 

,,.,.,.., 

Ronda Simpson 
Ctov• Mathis 

Vitglnll John10n 
Gerald a.nu 

WALTER RAINES 

Walter Raina 
Gerald Bris 
Samuel Smalls 
Clover Mathis 
Homer Bryant 
William Scott 
Ronald PerTv 
E~dMoore 
Derek Williwns 

· Rodney Swln 
Laz.w o.no 

"' -J 
co 



F~ff. NOIRE 

Music by Shostakovid\ 
~phy by Arthur Mitchell 

a.un. .,._ Mtd uecut«J by ,atricia M.uison end 8erNrd Johnion 
Ll(lhtfng by George Veu~ Lowther 

Dediu1ld to Mn. Alva 8. Gimbel 

Fint Mowment: 

VIRGINIA JOHN$0N WALTER RAINES 

Roslyn Sampson 
o..k Willia.ma 

Lydia Abarca 
RodnrtSwan 

Second Mowment: 

Roncb Sampson 
Homer Bryant 

Sheila Rohln 
L..azarOano 

LLANCHIE STEVENSON 
l.AZARDANO 

GAYLE MCKINNEY 
CLOVER MATHIS 

Third Mowment: 

lydia A~ Vn-g;nia Jobnsoft • G.ayle ~Kinney 
Susan lovell P1meli Jona RC»lyn Sampson 
Ronda Sampeon Olincb Davit Yvonne H.all 

Walter Rllnes 
Honw 8lyant Gerald ~~ 
t..az. o.no s.mue Smalls 

Oeretl Willilms 
Edward MOOft 
Ronald Pwrv 

lnwmillion 

Uanchie StevenJOA 
Shei~ Rohan 
C.Uindrt Phifer 

etov. Mathis 
William Scott 
Rodney Swan 

The Prtplration 

Lydia Abarca 
Sheil• Rohln 
ClowrM.thil 
W1ll8r R1ines 

RHYTHMETRON 

MUilc by Mar loa Nobre 
~phy by Anhur Mitchtll 

Coltvmn by Patric:it M•nilon 
L/slltlng by George Vaughn Lowther 

PATRICIA RICK EnS, Prienna 

Virginia Johnlon 
Ronda Saml)$00 
Homer Bryant 
O.ekWillitm~ 

Gayle McKinney 
llanchit Sttvtn10n 
RoNidPmy 
Samuel Smlllt 

The~= Pu de Six 

LLANCHIE STEVENSON 
CLOVER MATHIS 

L VOlA ABARCA 
WALTER RAINES 

VIRGINIA JOHNSON 
SAMUEL SMALLS 

The Ri1UII: 

PATRICIA RlC«ETTI 

Lydia Abara 
Virginia Johnson 
Sheila Rohan 
Gayle McKinney 
Pameli Jones 
Ronda Sampson 
Olinda Davis 
Cassandra Phifer 
Susan Lovelle 
Llanc:hie Stevenson 
Vwonne Hall 
Roslyn SampiOn 

Walter Raines 
Gerald Banks 
Samuel Smllls 
Clover Mathis 
Homer Bryant 
William Scott 
Ronald Peny 
Edward Moore 
Derek Willilml 
RodneySwln 

..0 
-l 
..0 
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Arthur Mitchell, Executive and Artistic Director 
Ka.rel Shook, Associate Artistic Director 

Lydi:1 Abarca Olinda Davis 
Virginia Johnson Pamela Jones 
Gayle McKinney Melv:1 Mumy 
f Jtricia Ricketts Rond:~ Sampson 

Uanchic StcvrnsC\n 

GC'r:Jld flanks 
Edw:~rd ~1oore 
PJ td Russell 

I lomcr Brv:wl 
Ronald Pcrrv 
William S~.·c,i t 
OcrC'k \\'tlliJrns 

Yvonne Hall 
Susan Lovelle 
ussandra Phifer 
Roslyn Sampson 

l...1znr Dano 
Walter Raines 
Samuel Smalls 

Forces of Rhythm 

Music: Coleridge·Taylor Perk.lruon 
Choreographer: Louis Johruon 
Costumes: Zelda Wynn 
Lighting: Fred Barry 

Prologue 

Roots and Rhythm 

Homer Bryant Edward Moore 
Ronald Perry William Scott 

Rhythm and Strings 
Olinda Davis 
Virginia Johnson 
Cassandra Phifer 
Lazar Dano 

Distress 

Yvonne Hall 
Susan Lovelle 
Roslyn Sampson 
Samuel Smalls 

Olinda Davis 
Pamela Jones 

Virginia Johnson 
Cassandra Phifer 

SJ1out 

Patricia Ricketts 

Forces of Rhythm 

Gayle McJGnney Edward Moore 

Harlem Rhytbn\s 

Paul Russell 

CodA 
The Entire Company 

Pamela Jones 
Melva Murray 
Gerald Banks 
Derek WiUiams 

Derek Williams 

Understudies: Virginia Johnson for MUs Ricketts 
· Uanchie Stevenson, Lazar Dano, Homer Bryant . 

in the rrn>vement, Forces of Rhythm 

"Forces of Rhythm" is a pure dance work created 
especially for the Dance Theatre of Harlem 
by Mr. Johnson, one of today's leading black 
choreographers. This woric captures the essence o( 
ballet and ethnic dance styles, demonstrating the 
rapport, beauty and relationship between the two. 

Intermission 

Holberg Suite 

Music: Edvard Gries 
Choreo~raphy: Arthur Mitc1le!l 
Lighting: Fred Barry 

Opening: 

Virginia Johnson, Gayle Mc:ICinney, Cassandra PhJfer; 
Ronda Sampson, Roslyn Sampson, Uanehie Stevenson, 
Homer Bryant, Lazar Dano, Paul Russell 
Pas de neuf: 

Gayle McKinney Susan loveJJe 
Gerald Banks Homer Bryant 
Lazar Dano Paul Russell 
Pas de trois: 

Cassandra Phifer 
William Scott 
Derek Williams 

Homer Bryant 

Pas de deux 

Uanchie Steven.on 
Ronda Sampson 

Virpnia Johnson Lazar Dano 

Finale: 

Paul RUSSell 
Pamela Jones 

Roslyn S:tmpson Ronald Perry 
and the eutire company 

lntennission 
..0 
co 
0 



l'MBdoved 
Music: Judith Hamilton 
Choreography: Lester Horton 
Staged by: Jamel Truittc 
(by permission of the Lester Horton Donee Theatre) 
Costumes: Zelda Wynn 
(arter the origsnals of Lester Horton) 
Lighting: Fred Barry 
(after the original of Lester Horton) 
Pianist: Tania Leon Viera 

'"Thou art all hlr, my love 
There is no SflOt on thee, ..• 

Thy lips, 0 my spou~e · 
Drip as the honeycomb 

Honey and milk are under thy tonaue ••• " 
..•• The Sona of Solomon 

Out of an era of dogma and servility comes a theme 
of violence and bigotry. 

The Woman: G:1yle McKinney 
The Man: Walter Raines 

Alternates to Miss McKinney and Mr. Raines: 
Virginia Johnson and Paul Russell 
Understudies: Llanchje Stevenson and Derek W'ill.iams 

lnterm~ion 

~ 
... . 

" 
Rhythmetron 

Music: Marlos Nobre (played from tape) 
Choreography: Arthur Mitchell 
Costumes and Accessories: Bernard Johnson 
Sets and Lighting; Fred Barry 

The Preparation: 
Patricia Ricketts, Priestess 
Women: Virginia Johnson, Pamela Jones, Gayle McKinney, 
Melva Murray, Cassandra Phifer, Ronda Sampson · 
Men: Gerald Banks, Homer Bryant, Lazar Dano, · 
Paul Russell, Edward Moore, Ronald Perry·, Walter Raines, 
WilliaJTl Scott, Samuel Smalls, Derek Williams 

The Chosen: 
Pas de six 
Uanchie Stevenson, Lydia Abarca, Virginia Johnson, 
Derek Williams, Walter Raines, Samuel Smalls 

The Ritual: 

Patricia Ricketts 
and the entire company 

Lydia Abarca Gerald Banks 
Olinda Davis Homer Bryant 
Yvonne H31l Lazar Dano 
Virginia Johnson . Edward Moore 
Pamela Jones · Ronald Perry 
Susan Lo\·eHe Walter Raines 
Gayle McKinney Paul Russell 
Melva Murray William Scott 
Cassandra Phifer Samuel Smalls 
Roslyn Sampson · Derek WiJ\iams 
Roslyn Sampson 
Uanchle Stevenson 

In the three short yean since its inception, 
The DJnce Theatre of Harlem, under the direction of 
Arthur Mitchell and Karel Shook, has already 
established itself as one of the leading dance 
companies in the world. Drawing upon a previously 
unt3ppcd source of talent, firmly rooted in the 
tradition of classical ballet, this aii·DI:~ck company 
provides the inncr·city community of Harlem in 
New York (from which it sprang) with a resident dance 
company and a School of Dance in which students 
from all parts of the country are enrolled. Despite 
its youth, both in length of its existence and the age 
of its dancers, Anna Kisselgoff, dJnce critic for 
J11e New York Times, wrote: ''No such company has 
made such progress in so short a time." 

ln recognition of the artistic excellence of Dance 
Theatre, George Balanchine has given the Company 
performance rights to his ballets, "Concerto Barocco" 
and '' Agon." Among the many other ballets in the 
repertoire are those of John Taras, Lester Horton, 
Louis Johnson, as well as Arthur Mitchell and other 
leading choreographers. 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem's unique Lecture/ 
Demonstration program has been presented to over 
150,000 school-age children across the country, and 
it was this program which broke aU previous attendance 
records at the prestigious Town Hall in New York City. 

This past summer, Dance Theatre of Harlem was the 
resident ballet company at the Spoleto Festival of 
Two Worlds, where they received standing ovations 
lasting 20 minutes. After this spectacular success, 
the Company toured throughout Italy, Belgium, and 
Holland, where the Amsterdam engagement was extended 
because of public clamor for tickets. This criticaUy 
acclaimed first European tour followed performances 
at Saratoga, Jacob's Pillow, throughout the Caribbean, 
and in major cities, colleges and universities 
across the country. 

The Company is now in its second year of touring 
under the sponsorship of The National Endowment 
Residency Touring ProgrJm and will return to Europe 
this summer for an extended cngascment. 

....0 
co 
....... 
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HarlemDancersExcelatGuggenheim 
8J ANNA KISSELGOFP 
One of the most exciting 

aspects of the Dance Theater 
of Harlem, itself orie of Bal
let'• most excitina undertak· 
inp, has ben the opportunity 
to watch tbis young black 
classic company -:- fou.nded 
P4 dJrected by Arth~ Mitch· 
.U. - arow. 
· Friday night In tbe Guggen
,..._ Museum. at Jbe foot of 
~ IPiralina ramp, the 21-
lllCDber troupe · made what · 
was billed u ltl tom.t New 
YQrll City debut. Generally. 
th1a ltatement it correct but 
ieem.s to rely mainly upon 
tile definition of " fonnal.' 
· Mr. Mitchell, best known as 
Gne of the New York Oity 
,.Uet's principal dancers, has 
bot exactly kept his promis
ing youthful proteg~s under a 
btlShel alnce he founded the 
eompany and its associated 
school in Harlem two years 
ago. 

Since the sprlng of 1969, 
there have been aeveraJ tan
Wizing glimpses of some of 
the dancrs, trained by Mr. 
Mitchell, Karel Shook, the 
troupe's associate cUrector, 
• nd MJter~ . · They have ap
~ ia various places in 
Manhattan in what probably 
wa.s their "informaP' debut. 

The Proeram 
D'ANCE THE?ATfllt OF HARLEM: Extc• 

uti!Jt end ertistic director, Arthur 
Mitchell; ISSOt latl artis1ic director, 
Ka'11 Shook; stltt man1gtr 1nd light· 
inr des it ntr, Gtorge Veuohn Lowttwr; 

.,:~?J ~~st:::t,~ich/!~,J'u~~ ; ·~r;r~ 
PrHtntecl at the Guttlnhefm Museum, 
107 Flfttt Avtnue. 

TONF:S: Music, Tanl• L.on VIera; chort· 
·""lllhY, Arthur Mitchell; scenery end 

With: Glyft MciC.Innty, Will iam Scott, 
4tos!yn SJmi'SOn, Edw1nl Moort. Ronde 
SlmHOn. Clovtr ,.ethls, Shtlll Roh1n, 
o.rtlt Williams, Lydll Abarce, Homer 
lrnnt, Virainla Johnson, ~tid Banks, 
L11nchlt Stewoson, Walter R1ints end 
Ol lndt D•vls, Plmtle J'onts. C.uandrl 

t%~, =r .. 1:~~~rJ - ,';:~,,.Ro~~!~ 
SW.n 111d Llztr D1no. 

FETE NOtRE : Music, Shostekovlctu 
c:hortOtntflhY I Artflllr Mltchlll : COS· 
tumes, Petrlclt M1ttlson and .. rntrd 
Johnson ; hthtlnt. ~ V.uthn 

. i~lrwlnl1 JMI/lson1 \Vtltwr Ra ines, 
ll1nchlt Sttvtnson, Ltllr · Dlno, Gnle 
McKinney, Clovtr Mathis 1nd comPctnv. 

RHYTKMETRON, Mus ic, Marlos Nobrt; 
chortotrtllhY I Arthur Ml tchtll i COS· 
tum s, P•trltll M1ttison; tiehtlnt, 
Gf0111t Vauthn Lowthrr. 
With : Pttricil Ricketts, L11nchlt SttY· 
~son, LYdia Abarca. Virginil Johnson, 
Clovtr Mathis, Wa ltwr Raint$, Samuel 
Smalls 1nd comp•nv. 

It was last summer, at Ja
cob•s Pillow in Massachu
setts, however, that the stun
ning promise of the company 
became cry$1-clear. 

That potential was emphat
ically confirmed again Fri
day, when the Dance Thea
ater of Harlem appeared in 
three works chorographed by 
Mr. Mitchell, uTones." "F~te 
Noire.. and .. Rhythmetron." 
There bas ben a marked im-

jrovement i" the boys• tech
nique while the girls, still 
somewhat ahead, demonstrat· 
ed their special brand of 
streamlined purity and . per~ 
forming presence. 
. In a sense, the group's 

really formal debut here will 
take place when it performs 
onstage March 8 at the 
ANT A Theater as part of the 
City Center's American Dance 
series. While the special half
moon platform in the Gug
genheim's gallery served its 
purpose admi(ably (the public 
hung over the ramps or was 
seated downstairs in front), 
its space limitations appeared 
to cut down the flow of Mr. 
Mitchell's choreography. 

This was particularly true 
of "Tones," a rather acro
batic exercise in design. but 
was less obvious in "F~te 
Noire," to Shostakovich's 
Piano Concerto No. 2, which 
included a lovely double pas 
de deux. 

.. Rhythmetron," to a per
cussion score by Marlos 
Nobre, has gained on second 
viewing-its mixture of clas
sic and ethnic styles acquir
ing a new subtlety. 

The company's thrPe per
formances at the museum Fri
day, yesterday and tonight 
were made possible by a gift 
from Mrs. Alva B. Gimbel. 
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By William Weaver 
SPOIZrO, June 28.-Bpoleto's 

Pestlval of Two Worlds has 
from its beginn1ng 14 years ago, 
won the gratitude of balletomanes 
1n Italy, a notorioualy dance
poor country. Jerome Robbins 
crested a special company-and 
801De memorable choreosraph.Y
for Spoleto; Balancb!ne, l"on
teyn, Nureyev and other btl 
names have all viaited here, and 
ao have aeveral emaller, more 
experimental aroupa. 

Th1a year it 1a the turn of the 
Dance Theater of Harlem, found
ed 1n 1968 by Arthur Mitchell, 
the famous black dancer, who 
has now proved an tnsplrinl 
teacher, an able orpntzer and a 
talented choreosrapher. 

The company of 25 dancers, the 
product of Mitchell's Harlem 
achool, has been worlt1n1r together 
now for two years. This is, as 
dance companies 10, a short 
period, and it would be foollsh 
to pretend that they have 
achieved the smoothness of some 
older companJes. But al!udy the 
Dance Theater of Harlem has a 
recognizable penonaUty, a splrtt 
of its own, a welcome and un
usual mixture of youthful fresh
ness and dedicated lntenafty. 

Bal&nchtne"s "Concerto Baroc
co,.,. which opened tht f.lrst pro-· 
aram. ta stlU sll&htly beyond the 
dancers' arup; they lacked the 
cool eue the work demands <and 
the orchestra was also poor>. But 
it revealed Lyd.ta Abarca's ele
aant line: In her, the Dance 
Theater of Harlem has a prima 
ballerlna of star quaUty. Mitchell's 
"Pete Noire,'' set -to Shoata
tovttch's Second Piano Concerto 
<wondrously played by Craig 
Sheppard> 1s a ltlnd of bla\:k 
version of ••oraduatton Ball,'' 
danced with preclston and brio. 
But the best work of the evening 
was Mitchell's "'Rhythmetron," to 
taped percussion ·music by the 
Brazlllan composer Marlos Nobre. 
Here the choreographer created 
a compelllng ritual, ustn,; his 
own blend of classical and Afri
can or jazz-inspired movements. 
The piece gives the whole com
pany a chance to show off; they 
were impressive. 

• • • 
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TUESDAY. DECEMBER 14. 1971 

Harlem Dance Theater Comes OtAge 
Mitchell Troupe Attains late Lester Horton's "The Lester Horton's 'The 

Beloved," which has been 
High Performing Level mounted for the Dance Thea- Beloved' Is Presented 

By CLIVE BARNES 
Arthur Mitchell is an over

achiever of the nicest kind~ 
Three years ago he founded 
the Dance Theater of Harlem 
and now, together with his 
associate director, that excep
tional teacher Karel Shook, 
the company has progressed 
.so far that it demands to be 
judged at a \'ery high level. 

Few, if any, companies 
ha \'£' moved so far so fast, 
and this speed of progress is 
a!l the more remarkable when 
it is realized that many of the 
company's very young 
dancers ha\ e not been train
ing for ,·cry long. Even so, in 
three vcars a ''aluable Ameri
,·,m dimcc company has been 
molded, and it was a pleasure 
tn sec it again on Saturday 
n1ght at the Hunter College 
Pla~·house, a pleasant audi
torium too rarely used for 
dance events these days. 

• The company was dancing 
111 a ga1a to assist Reality 
House. the dru~ rehabilitation 
renter based in Washington 
Heights. It's program in· 
d:1dcd the first performance 
of '·Forces of Rhvthm," a 
work-in-progress hy Louis 
Johnson, and the first New 
York performance of the com
;);trw's n:~~ pr_(lduction of the 

ter by. James Truitte. . 
There are members of the -----------------· 

black community who ques- pany. Mr. ·Horton's strong. 
tion whether anything so ob- . almost· static· choreography 
viously .European in its deri- ·remains as powerful as ever, 
vation as classic ballet has and th~t work was most pas
any real place in Afro-Ameri- · sionately danced by a terri· 
can culture. The point is un- fied but calm Gayle McKin
derstandable but not very ney and an impassively bru
credible--;.lt could be suggest- . tal Walter Raines. 
ed, just as logically., that rock · · •· 

· music, a white adaptation of . The remainder of the pro-
Afro-American music, should gram consisted .bf the famil
have no place in white cui- iar "Holberg Suite," a light 
ture. National pride cannot, and Balanchinian exercise to 
perhaps, afford to be so Grieg, and, also chorea
narrow. graphed by Mr. Mitchell 

However, it . was precisely himself, to .music bY .. Marlos 
with this classic dance and 'Nobre, the more interesting 
ethnic dance contrast that '"Rhythmetron," which ·at" 
Mr. Johnson's new ballet is tempts to offer a ritual dance 
concerned. The ballet, which in the classic style. With its 
was very well received, can- formal ensembles, it succeeds 
not as yet be reviewed be- extremely well, not least in a 
cause it was seen danced to pas de six of svelte elegance 

. a rehearsal tape-a melange and unforced excitement. 
ranging from jazz to Tchai- The company continues to 
kovsky-whereas the proper improve, and I noticed, in 
ballet will have a specially this program particularly, in 
commissioned score by Cole- addition to Miss McKinney 
ridge-Taylor Perkinson, and and Mr. Raines, the vibrant 
further comment must obvi- Patricia Ricketts and two 
ously await that. tough and vi~orous male 

Mr. Horton's "The Be- dancers, Edward Moore and 
loved," a duet telling a stark Paul Russ~:>!!. I think the J-far-
tale of religious bigotry, dom- lcm clancers havr a real 
ination and murder in the stake in Amflrican clance. 
Bible Belt. has been expertly One last ouestion howrvcr. 
r..evived by Mr. Truitte, who Why is this not <m intC'gratcd 
danced it first for Mr. Horton company? Dors it have somr-
and later with th<• Ailc>y rom- thin•! a~·:tin~l whit·· fnlks? 
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Dance 
. 

review 

The Dance Theatre of Harlem 

even 111ore pleetsing a y~ar later 
By WILLIA)'f :liOOTZ 

Courier-J~mal Critic: 

Ing that Mitchell is determined that what 
. we saw last night is only the beginning. 

~- In Louisville this week, and after the 
It was just over a year ago that· the performance last night at the Macauley, 

DJnce Theatre of Harlem first came to · he had the look of a man with the con
Louisville to give a dazzling performance fidence to lead his team· to the head of· 
h~fore a wildly enthusiastic crowd in the the pack. . . . · . · · · 
.>id Brown Theatre. 

LJst ni.;ht, the company was back, and 
!t isn't just the old Brown, now the Ma .. 
ca11iey, that has gone through a meta
morphosis in the meantime. 

For the Dance Theatre of Harlem bas 
"rown and m.1tured astonishingly over 
the :>ast twelve months. It !s still a young 
':~0tio of dancers. who sometimes fall 
h~1;k on r:1w ener~ when more experi
e~,-ed performers mi~ht exhibit finesse. 

;•tt for a company that is just barely 
f; ·.a years old. the Dance Theatre of 
E.1:!em is remarkable. You can only 
~•c.r.d in awe. I think at ·.vhat its directors, 
.-\nhur ~Ii:chell and Karen Shook, have 
ac!::eved ,;·ith their young arti:;ts, some 
c: whom li.act never seen a ballet when 
ti!~Y ·,.·~re first recruited for the com
iJ; .-~y. 

Tn accompli,:;h so much in so short a 
·!:~e r:1ust .5ive Mitchell and Miss Shook 
.::·Jme ;.;.md of track reeord in the history 
of::-:.:. oJ.rt-5 in this country. 

What's more, I have -the distinct feel-

Beca~se of inj~ries · in· th·~ Dance 
Theatre of Harlem (a common affliction 
among ballet troupes, but one particu
larly wounding to a small company 
like this), there were changes in the 
printed program. Mitchell was forced to 
substitute George Balanchine's 11Concerto 
Barocco" and Louis Johnson~s "Forces 
of Rhythm" for Ruth Page's "Carmen and 
Jose." The rest of the evening was 
devoted to Jerome Robbins's "Afternoon 
of a Faunu and Arthur Mitchell's "Rhyth
metron,!' which, like "Forces of Rhythm," 
had been performed here by the Dance 
Theatre last season. 

Of the works being danced here for the 
first time bv the Dance ·Theatre, Bal
anchine's "Concerto Barocco" possibly 
hurled the greatest challenge at the com
pany. It was a challenge its dancers met 
with -aplomb. Like so many of Balan· 
chine's works, the "Concerto Barocco" 
is about nothing except pure dance and 
the choreographer's intoxication at dis· 
covering a great piece en music, in this 

case Bach's Concerto for Two Viollns ij:t ; 
D minor. · _ . . · · · I 

Robbins sets' "Faun" in a dance studio, 1 
in that rather hot-house atmosphere i 
where performers ar~ . surrounded ~Y I 
mirrors. (It would have helped many m 

1 
last. night's audience, I .suspect, had the: : 
program· explained that there is an ima~-., 
inary mirrored wall between. dancers anrl 
audience.) · .· - · . . 

1 A young rn~m awakes to· a sensu;tl : 
awart>ness of himself. He is· visited by a : 
ballerina as preoccupied with· her own j 
image as he is with his. For a rnomefl~, 
it seems they may reach out to each ot.hc·r, 
but neither can really see beyond himsPlf. 
It is a subtle work, made especiall~' lo111:i·,. 
ing last night by Miss Abarca's tremulo;;.; 
performance as the girl. .Young :\Ir. Perry ' 
is technically secure as. the boy, but Lt"! • 

has a lot of growing to· do, before he'll 
convey the emotional richness of the p;}rl. 

Of the rep e at works, ~!itch ell's 
"Rhythmetron" seem~d ·even- more grip
ping than it did last year. It is a stunning 
piece, beautifully tailored·to his company. 
and electrifyingly danced~ "Forces of 
Rhythm," on the other hand, seemed even 
more an unsuccessful pastiche this ye::~r, 
although there are brilliant' solos by Cf1S· 
sandra Phifer and Russell. and the ent1re 
work is a facile crowd-pleaser. · · 

The program will be repeated tonh;ht 
at 8:30. It's an exhilarating evening of 
dance .. In Miss Abarca,"moreover, it gives 

t u5 the chance to discover a young bal
l lerina who must surely , be destin~d for 
• greatness. - ' 
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.L\1 .... \TIN 1-\ILEY ll.N.D COJ.\.i.'?ANY 

1~ALLEY BEATTY, guest artist 

Lighting. NICOLA 1 Cr:ItN E\'!TCH 

.Sunday 1\ftcrnoon, M~uch 50, 195H, at 2:40 

PROGRA~rf 

T:·;t jccrorie~ - Kcnwn, Rugolo, Marks 
C':nrl'tl_t:r•tphy l'r EHI':J;sT P .. \JUI:\M 

'/'rio 

('o·'tlll!lL'$ ,;l'si;:m·d and t:XL'(\Itl'd hy LEW ~~11'1'11 

GL'or,l!i:t Collins 
1011 I O:ll'S 

h.<Hu~ic.: F' :tzie 
/;Kquel.ine \\1:tkotc 
(J,::rks Moore 

!t'.,';'/IJ 

.\',:;';!('(.' 

T:dltv B·.·arrv 
7\bncy Pci'kins. Jim .1{c!\1illan 
::nd Dnn Ernm:ms, J;t i:' Fairbx, N:~rh:tniel Horne, 
Scott Huntc:r, l·broid PiL·rson, Mnna Pivn:, 
Elia Thnmp~un 

Glanville-Hicks 
t\ (ht:Ke d f:tith. respc:ctfully duli:.::ued to the nH .. '!lH>rr of Lester H<'rwn, 
mPd<.:rn d:~nn: pione<·r :md inno\':tt<'r. 

Ch1,rcot:r:tp111.:d :Ill: I danced by A 1.\'1 ~ 1\! l.FY 

CP~I\!t11l'$ dL"~i.:~n;.·,i ;tnd L'Xt.'CIItt:l! by Non~t.\~ i\l:\:-\1)!': 

1\.c·~nnd:t ( Fiv~: D&!~K<:S 01~ Larin Theme~) 
.Li:·!:.:a 

. CflPreo.:..:r:q'IH:,i hv ;\:..\'IN t\fl.J:Y 

Audrl'\' 0-h~on, Dorl·nc Ridl.!r\.lsnn, ~Ltt)l·: Rt'binson. 

lkguim· -

J;r!iu~ FiL·lds. Tommy .f:>hnS<':l, U:ll'l);.! Piersnn 

Chor~·,)_~ra!'hl'll by t\L\'1~ :\li..I:Y 

Jacqu::!irH.' \\ .. :tklltr. Ch:t:·1cs '1\!ol'!'~: 

C.hll:t'l\_t:r:tphl'li by /\LVI:": AILl~).' 

1t!lius !:ill~L 'l'l'7'1!~'Y .Jl'hnson. At!Llrl'Y ~l:tSl'!~. ~t1hc! Robinst>n 

.1!'.: 

Fidd.r 

Pr.ulu 
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c:,.·!t.•'.~·:.q·h~...: '··. At.vJ:--,; .\11.!.\' 

Ch.~<~=- :\lovrl·. Au~.!~~.:\ ~~h\111, Durl'lll' Ril..'kH .. bl'f1, 
T~~=~1t~'\ l•'h!1.sl•n. l·b:ol~..{ PiL·r:--on, 

~tn .. ! C!·f~t~'lll' Ln,·s,'l1, i\l\'in Aiky 

.~csi:znc .. ! ;tt~ .. ! I.'XCCII~c.! t'y :'\oJ:~t..l,:-.: :\L\XO:-.: .md CFOltGH MilLS 

(,):;H!m<.·s fur l~ll.'llh.liao d~.·si,!.!nt:d and cxenm:d hy LEW S\111'11 

Uirapun.'1 

tbe ''''Y 
If,~,.· ,:: i r/ 
:be /,·"Jt'r 
:be f'enpl~.· 

IN'l'EltMISSlON 

Chn:·t.·o,L:r.tphy by EnNEST l'AHIIAM 

Coswmes dl.'~i.l!n(-.! and t'X<.'dlt~.:d by tl!w SMITII 

hnL·sc Parham 
CristytH.: .l.:nvson 
Ronnie Fr;!Zier 

Villa-Lobos 

J::in F.1irf:•x, N;tthani<:l Horn<:, Scott Hunter, 
N:uH:y !\·rk ins, l-Ltrold Pierson, Mona Piv:u, 
l~o!uld !'!:l!!:i, Elb Thompson 

J t-.; T H ~{ ~1 I S S I 0 N 

Chon:o,t;raphy by ALVIN AILHY 

Decor ;tnd co~wmcs by Gr:oFPHEY HoU>En 

:\{usic ;trr;tn,ucd :ud comt~"~cd by PM)lfiTA ANDERSON ami jOSE RICCI 

The musicd h<:riragc of rhc southern Negro remains a profound influence 
on the music <'f the: world ... during rhe dark lbys the blues spr:tn.~ full
born (rom rhe doL"ks :m~t the liel:.!s, s:doons nnd bawdy houses . . . indcl'd 
fn'!11 the ve:-y souls of rlll:ir ac.nors .... 

S'i.'"(-l-.lr,·.nn 
r ..... l. Tl·cc w· ell 

. \· crl' B··,,om 
Shw.~ 

Ctrelcss l..ol'e 

C:bn:tK<.: Coopl'r, Nancy Reddy 
:tnd Ju!iu.; Fields, Lavinia Hamilron. Tommy 
.h.'hllSl'll, Auclrc:y Mason, Cltarl('s MoPr<:, 
Clt:trlc:s Ne.ll, L)orc:nc i\ iL ha r·t!.'iot.. Ltz \'\I ill iams, 
C'.l.wJ~· Thompson 
~bnn· R<.·•.h.IY, Ltvini;t H:unilrPn, Audrey' Mason, 
l)op_.;H.! Ricl;anlson 
N:1ncy l\cddy, Claude Thompson . 
Julius Fields, Lavinia I-bmi!mn. Tommy Johnson, 
Audrey Mason, Chades Moore, Charles Nc:ai, 
Dor<:ne Richardson, Liz \V'illi:tms 
Nancy R..:ddy, L:lvinia Hamilron, Audrc:y Mason, 
Liz \\/ill iams 
Clarence Cooper and chc Company 

Pasqu ira Anderson, pi,mo Jose Ricci, jl11te, t!rHm.r 

St;1ff for c!w P;trh:!n-. and i\ilt:y Comp.tnit:c;: 
CH:\RI.E~ fH . .-\CK\~'1':.!., Jld,!!.t! llltl'ltf.~~l 

Sral1 !or !IH: Y\f-Y\'\.-H:\: 
D.-\S Ht'Ti' ..... ·,.~,,~,· ,,~,, ..... ,::··/ 



~ ~ '. ~\ c: : . ~: .. · I . '\: . ~ • : ·. F. (_} i '!''!'' "J''f'"\'"'\ I 
! •• ;. l ,\,-) \, l )J, I}J'I''Ul!.r 

1'--f 7 ----. .· -- -:- ..... -~ -;-\ T 
--"" - " .. '--1 • ::_ ~\. "' 

.'. ""7'1," ~ .' -.r 
.f. ' ••.. .J; ..1 -· 

.,,..-.... "' .. 
'I ' ..... ~./ ~ ;_ .. _ ' _.,~ __ , 

~·· 
t---1..,-- "":'""""; J· r- ~"""' ...... •• 

I-' ·, • · 1 .. ,' ,~\ 
-'- ..L ..... L .. ,_ ~- \.. .. .J 

'\ r ' 11,.,.... .. d\ :.. 

\'.<·it 

,.~·r·'T"\ "r1·-v 
.1. :._] .'.\. •. '~- ~ ' t~ 1,! (: ~:. L1. rtlst 

~ .. j~(· :'~'}'.ic \f:t:~t~r~ (;~t!!<.: (:;t~~· •.t·; (J!. !:~,; t J;~:-;,;~11 l~r~~ncl1 YlviCA 

x~~~/,~:z ·-~-~~ 1'.;~:!'.~~, ~):,.,~~tt,~ 

.. , . /) :"~ () G . .:\. [;_ I.:. 

Cl.'( ·~(_'l ~.-'· •. ~~,~<X) 

S:: ~-~:. ~ :~ ~ BAXTER 
>-r::v~·r~nt \';..•rs~on <'f ;~~~~;~:~·!, r r;~,,,.:,.;·.:'; (.~l'·tti•/·.tl ,).:.nee. 

·~~~c c,\~·.r:,u :o. _~(),'. \:! ! : ... · ·.v 
:'l\J.'~-1.\~\!::t. 1~\__.l':~ .\:.'.:, :. : ~.::,· /.,'.:. ~ (..'\X'!:LL 

" ..... ' .... BAXTER 
·.:!"~,::- t~~~, ~·~~~·.:~t ,::~:-tees cf !?:~·:.·.~1:~: ~·!··- (>,~·~·H·:!:•. 

:'..:.';:'.:' .\:' !~."·, ~!t~·~2"~E :"~/'/~~. / ·~r •. !)~Rl~Y 

;_'(~:' ::~ :: !~'U-!'.''.G~.!'J~. ::\AT:.' r\~..; · •: 1• -~ _ '.) :··. · .• ~: __ ;,_:.,!A~ ;-10'\/ELL 

.. 
' ·- c:···:' ~ 

~_.,::!~t~~' 

FIELDS 
·.: 4 ·_,\!. ~-!_:..~,~ ~):..~t .... v~:..'n ~:~r:. :':H.: , ... ,..:::1~t~ ~~··'t:.~ !! .. nt·\v ter!115. 

_:,\:\~.;~s Jhi_TJT~J~, :..:~~ c.-\.\r~\~~: .~'.J 

·~·.,.t,l" ,:_..:' ....... ..;.._., -:: :·~. '<ZALEZ, ~.rra~ged 
,., :).,,-:.,:,, 1\·,,lr·:·so:J. 

. ~- .... ·' ·.:. .. .;,_..... ... "--- .. 

..' .. >._.~ ::.: .l\r:,· ... i_'!.r.~:::~!·\:~ fet!~~1.~;,. r!:!'J::l. 

. • ',·~·,· ~\I~.!:'!' ~::\~.-.~~, ;~;_·::'~ ·.i· ., .. '-; D:-:?...BJ~ 

~.: !~~'- ~ ~~ ~', .. \ ':'. ': :·~.-·-~: .. :. ::or~~= :·~r:. ~ -:; \-~:: : .. . : ~~ ):)'.)~ .. -
:~,~.~·~-..\ /~ ~.: ~ :r;, .. · .. ::~_L 

Xt\T!L\~~P.::L .:-~O.!.tNE 

.' .. : · ... ~ · -· .: ·r: .\-: (J:: ~r £-4~ ~ ~ ·.-·, c !J _L ~; ; .. :r;_::r:·~:JD 
9 ,.. .. • • 

:.:.:- .. '." '..! ... ':: (;~ :~·.7~<=~-,-· _:~: .. ::u·::; :.:!·:'~i~~ . .'r :.~---o:... ::~ 

: .. · .. ··:; \·~ ··· .. ·'- !n\·~ ~~,.~:y. 

:\: .. '.·: '\ ;\. i .. ~:y ' ~ ..... 91-:"'\ .. 

. ..... . ,. 
l-

~ ·_; : ·~ ,,, 

~:: F e b r u a r y 2 8 , 1 9 6 0 

BLUES' S'Jf'JE T P ... A D IT J 0 :...; A L-:\ !'·~ D ~ :. :·. ~U :--.:- P.l CC t 
I·r,;'Jl dt'' h'.:~c!s, lr;vc,_:) ~t~l: hJrt!~~~)~_,r:.c··. cf tlH.: =.o'JtL·.:!'n (<,-_!:PJ 

The !;\;!11: .. ~;·r~ 

The '·l/•.;.11n '.:n-:;::1irs 
I ft.r ; _,;,or:; 

Tk· f)! h··~ ,\hn 
Lt·:y 1-'ri~·~~·!s 

T:ll'ir ;\ivn 

Gt~u: I I r.~L ~·or;,/ 
Nrt!/C'j l't•.!i 
Alv::t .rii!,_·y 

Nathm:hZ f:,:r!.:: 

]nan Derby, i-.!cr!c Du{;y, 
i~iunie i\l.trJhd! 

.Tt:y Phtciu:r, lhr!IN:t i lc ,,,,:fl 

N T E ;1_ 7-vf ~o\S!ON 

l~EVliL!lTJONS TrJ~DITJONA.~~ 
Th~ W.u~;!c :IvL:;ters Gllit.J Chll··,,-; nf tl:~.: lhrkm Branch Y.I~LC..t\. 

l .. iu\;-..;;: -~ J:cj:·,u.s . .Uirt·ct~)r 

Titi~ St!icr.: cx:1!or'.:~ moriva~i~J~> ;•P•! L'ri'O'iP::~ ": \:•.·:~ro !'t:ligidus ml!.>ic 
whit;!, !ike !r~ !it.:!r ::~c:.: lJi:J•.::>, :a:-:·:~ r:r~•:1v <n:-:ns-"tn•<: spirit~.u!s'' 
wi:l1 t;H:i:- su·,t;til~t:tl !JH.:iu..::c~. rio.~-slto:-•t::.5, ~-'''·::--·.:~mons, gosi'd son~;::, 
ar~J Ln::: blt~{:S--!>0!1;_;~ of c~u,: 1)1(·, of Lc;·;!: ol l~·.:liv!..:rancc. 

PILGR!:\-1 CF SO~~l~OV! 
I ~':-en hukd 
\~' -:·.:;'~ll:~ \l ,•q• 
RrnnJ A0m.!': ~lu: Mountain 

Tbe Company 
Nc!iiC'j R.t:di 
]ocrr. Dcrb•;, 

Minnie M:mh.:tll, Dorene Ric!H\rds~~ 

THAT LOVE 1v1Y JESUS GIVES ME 

fix i'.k 
1-:onc:-. Bono:.
\\:':!(\: ~!1 t:1c.: \'VJt~r 

~:L•rr:: r.g St<tr 

.S:P.ner ).kn 

Minuie i'.farsba/1, He-rman 111Jl''cll 
'Tbr: C•Jmf~c~~t;t 

]ocm Derby, 
Jay Netchcr, Merle Der/Jy, Ndhc!/1;:-:/ } lllf:JC 

N,mcy Retii, ]orm Derby 
J~!erle Der.~;', 1\li,':J,-ie ~~·L:t.-.··.·;:!t, 

Dr:reue Hicf,,:rd:r·.o:. 
Get!C f!rJb!;'-'fJ.!, N,:tf.,c:t:.:cf l !rmu:, 

Ihr."'I:W llotJ.:e!!, /cty Fhtc.~r:r 

~.-f0V2. ). r~:.-:BEf,S, ;.vro"VE! 

~>!:',:C!•Jt~~: 1~0rd 

GaJ A }.f!~!~f'J 
·.:·:·:~-l·::; 0f 'C:::_,ylon 

!', ... ,.,_·\! 

Gc::e Hobgood, Sawy 1-r-:'ec!i {n:.l t/;e C·/ll:f:·•!t.' ;· 

...0 
co 
co 
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SAVILLE THEATRE 
SHAFTESBliRY AVENUE. W.C.2 Telephone : TEM 40 II 

u .. ~nsed t-y tht" lord Chamberl;lin 111 llERNARD OELFONT 

Proprietors - - J:\PSPIC' PRODUCTIONS LTD. 

Manager MICHAEL BULLOCK 

Box Olfke <R. F. BROWN) ()p('n 10 :t.m. to lL'O p.m. Phone: TEM. Bar 4011 

Tuesday, March 23rd until Saturday, April 3rd 1965 

MICHAEL DORFMAN 

pre.\'ents 

THE 

ALVIN AILEY 
AMERICAN 

DANCE THEATRE 

with 

LORETTA ABBOTT JOAN PETERS 

ALVIN AILEY· KELVIN ROTARDIER 

HOPE CLARKE JAMES TRUIITE 

GEORGIA COLLINS DUDLEY WILLIAMS 

WILLIAM LOUTHER MORTON WINSTON 

Decor and Costumes YES HARPER 

UghtiiiK NICOLA CERNOVICH 
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I. GILLESPIANA 

MUSIC : LALO SCHIFFRIN 

CHOREOGRAPHY : ALVIN AILEY COSTUMES : YES HARPER >' 

The sinuous and sensuous trumpet of Di1zy Gillespie inspires a lyrical and formalized 
dance paralleling the dynamics, texture. and moods of the music. 

LORETTA ABBOTT 

JAMES TRUITTE 

2. 

MUSIC : DUKE ELLINGTON 

GEORGIA COLLINS JOAN PETERS 

KELVIN ROTARDIER 

REFLECTIONS IN D 

CHOREOGRAPHY : ALVIN AILEY 

DUDLEY WILLIAMS 

3. LAMENT 
(European Premiere) 

MUSIC : HEITOR VILLA-LOBOS (Modinha and Bachianas Brasileiras No. 5) 

CHOREOGRAPHY: LOUIS JOHNSON 

The Girl . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . HOPE CLARKE 
The Boy .. .. . .. .. . .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. . WILLIAM LOUTHER 

and MORTON WINSTON. LORETTA ABBOIT. KELVIN ROTARDIER 

This lyrical ballet. composed in 1953. was the first work of Aml!rican Negro choreo
grapher. Louis Johnson. Mr. Johnson hns since continued his career as a choreographer and 
director of many ballets and musicals. 

The soprano on the recording of Rachiana-; Rrasileiras Nll, 5 is Ridu Sayao. 

MUSIC: KENYON HOPKINS 

INTERVAL 

4. ROOMS 
(European Premiere) 

CHoREOGRAPHY: ANNA SoKOLOW 

In small rooms in large rooming houses throughout the world people live out their 
dreams and fantasies. their fears and anxieties. In the hallways of life they pass without 
seeing, without hearing. without speaking, without touching. 

ALONE ............................................................................................. The Company 
DREAM .. .. .. . .. . .... .. .. . .. .. . . .. .. .. .. .. . .. . .. .. . .. . . .. .. . .. . . . .. .. . . .. . .. . .. . . . . .. .. . . .. . .. .. Dudley Williams 
ESCAPE . . .. . .. . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . .. . . . . . .. . .. . .. .. . . .. . . . . . .. .. . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . .. . .. . . . . .. .. . . .. . . Hope Clarke 
DESIRE ....... ... ... .... .. .. Loretta Ahhott. Joan Peters. Georgia Collins. William Louther. 

Dudley Williams. Kelvin Rotardier 
PANIC ................................................................................................ James Truitte 
DAYDREAM .... ...... ... .... .. . .. ...... . .......... Loretta Abbott, Jonn Peters. Georgia Collins 
THE END? ....................................................................................... Loretta Abhott 
ALONE ............................................................................................. The Company 
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Anna Sokolow, the choreographer of this work. is a major influence on the dance in 
America. Always c_oncerncd with the human heing in his darker aspects - or :.1s society has 
affected him. the theme of man's inahility to communicate haunts her works. She has long 
been associated with Elia Kazan. Harold Chapman, the Actors' Studio and the Stanislavsky 
"Method" approach to thcatr~. Ht.!r work reveals perhaps more than any other American 
choreographers·. an extension of real human habit patterns into abstract dance. This ballet 
is also in the repertoires of the Netherlands Dance Theatre and the Modern Dance Theatre 
of Israel. Photographic pcojection hy David Moore. 

INTERVAL 

5. REVELATIONS 
" T ~is little light of mine, /' m gonna let it shine ! " 

TRADITIONAL 

This suite explores motivations and emotions of American Negro religious music, which, 
like its heir the blues, takes many forms - true spirituals with their sustained melodies, 
song-sermons, gospel songs, and holy blues - songs of trouble, of love, of deliverance. 

"Spirituals sing of woe triumphantly, knowing well that all rivers will be crossed and 
the Prom1sed Land is just beyond the stream. The Spirituals ask no pity - for their words 
ride on the strongest of melodies, the melody of faith. That is why there is joy in their 
singing. peace in their music. and strength in their soul.'' 

LANGSTON HUGHES. August. 1964. 

CHOREOGRAPHY : ALVIN AILEY 

PILGRIM OF SORROW 
I BEEN 'BUKEO The Company 

DIDN'T MY LORD DELIVER DANIEl. .................. Alvin Ailey (or Kelvin Rotardicr). 
Joan Peters. Hope Clarke 

FIX ME. JES(JS ......................................................... Georgia Collins. James Truitte 

TAKE ME TO THE WATER 
PROCESSIONAL .. .. . ...... ........ .... .... .. ...... . Dudley Williams. Joan Peters. Hope Clarke, 

Loretta Ahbott. Kelvin Rotardier. Morton Winston 
HONOR, HONOR .............................................................................. The Company 
WADING IN THE WATER ................................. Alvin Ailey (or William Louther). 

Loretta Ahhott. Hope Cl:trke 
I WANT TO BE READY .................................................................. James Truitte 
SINNER MAN .......................... Kelvin Rotardicr. MMton Winston. William l.outher 

MOVE. MEMRERS I\10VE 
THE DAY IS PAST AND GONE ................................ Loretta Abl'l'tt. Hl1pe Clarke. 

YOU MAY RUN HOME ........................................... . 
ROCKA MY SOUL IN THE BOSOM OF AARAHAl\1 

Joan Peters. Gel'rgia Collins 
Th~.· Company 

.................. The Company 
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Tl'ESDA Y EYEXI:SG, APRIL 18, 1012 
Tlll."llSDAY E''EXIXG, APRIL 20, 1012 

TOCCATA 
(Trenchnllls, Encountl'rH, Trendmllls) 

(first performn•u.•e Ot.'tober 1000, New York Cit,-) 

.lluslc b,· Lnlo St'IJlfirln (GIIIesplnnn) 
Chort>ogrUJJh,· by 'l'nlley llt>ntty 
Lighting by X icoln Cerno,·ltl'h 

Snrn l:nrnhorougb 
llt•t•tor :llt>rt•ndu 
E"tt•llt.• ~liUrloc.'li 

John Pnrk~o~ 
Gull ltt>t'Mt' 

Ll"lnnd Schwnntl"H 

li:enneth Penrl 
Lee Jlnrpt•r 
lto~tnruund Lynn 

Llndn Kent 
Ronnlcl Dunhnm 
Freddy llomero 

.\ n t•pis,,dt• frolll a h'n~.:;er wol"!,;: originally c1·eatell lJy Talley Beatty with the title, Come nnd 
t;t•t tht• Ucnuo· of It Hot. 'l'ot•t•ntn is described as "set In the streets of New Yorl{" and 
inc'<'l'J'''ratt•,.: nuan~'t'S of l'!assic and primitiYe dance in Its basically jazz Idiom. It is ex
I'I"<'""'''d in a ::-~qUt'IH.'e of t·n~embles, duets and t1·ios that are danced In an almost declamatory 
IIHllllH'r as the dancers project their movements toward the audience and seldom toward 
thenl:::t•h·es. 

JOURNEY 
(first (Jertormnnce Dect>mbl'r 10~8. New York City) 

Chort>ogrRIJhy by Joyce Trisler 
lUuHic by Chnrles h"'-'"' ("'l'he 1'nnJu1wered Question") 

CoHtume by .llnlcohn .llcCormlck 
Lighting by :Sit•oln Cerno,·ltch 

The Dnncer z l'L\.IU Ii:AJI\V .-\.RA 

.\ ,.:0ln danl't' orig-Inally chon•ographed In 1fi5S, later Incorporated Into a revised version ot 
a l:tr~t'l' ,n,rl;: by J,,yt•e Trisler called 'l'ht'nh•r Plt•t•e ( 1960). Journey Is set to "The Unnn
"'''"'•rt>ll tl.m•,..tlnn" lJy Charlt's l\'es (1874-1!15-l), l'ompo~ed some time bt•fore 1909-a short, tn
t l'll"t•ly evoc.:a.tin.• on·ht•stral mood-twem l'Ollllll'i:::-:ing a steady, soft background of muted 
:-;tring-::-:, a persistently l·epeated "question" by a :;olo trumpet and an unsuccessful hunt for the 
"answer" undertaken with increasing urgency lJy the !lutes. 

ICARUS 
(first }Jerformnnce AIJrll 1064, New York City) 

l'luslc by Shln-lchl l'lntsushltn 
Choreogrnphy by Lucns Ho,·lng 

CostumeM by Dent l'lontrcsor 
Lighting by l\'lt•oln Ccrno'\·ltch 

.h'<'<'rding- t<' the myth, Daedalu::-:, imp1·i::-:onNl with his .son, Icarus, de.vlsed ~lngs to enable 
tht'lll to t'S<':\l't'. h·a rul:', ln·en•ume lJy the l.'csta:;y of ll:nng, flew towa1 d the sun, whereupon 
hi::- wing::- l.nu·ned and he fell to his death. 

lt•nrus 

Dnt•dnhas 
The Sun ..... . 

. .................................................... Dudley 'VIIllnms 
Freddy nomero (4/20) 

.. . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Clh·e 'rhomp•on 
...... ·.·_-.".".".".".·.·.·.·.:·.·.:: .......................................................................... Snrn YnrboroUKh 

INTERMISSION 

CRY 
(First pertormnnce lUny 1011, New York City) 

For all Black women everywhere-especially our mothers. 

)luslca Allee Coltrnne ("Something About John Coltrnne") 
Lnurn Syro ( .. Been on n Trnln") 

The Yolcea of Enst llnrlcm ("Right On, Be Free"*) 
Choreogrnphy by Alvin AlleY 
Lighting by Chennult Spence 

Jt:DITH JA!\IISON 

• Used with the permission of the publisher, Really Together Muslc. 

INTERMISSIO!'l 
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REVELATIONS 
(Firat performance .January 1960, New York Cit)') 

l'tlualc 1 Traditional 
Choreograph)' b)' Alvin Aile)' 

Decor and CoHtumea b)' Vet~ Harper 
Lighting b)' Nicola Cerno,·ltch 

(All arrangements by Howard Uoberta unless other"·lse noted) 

"This little light of mine, I'm gonna let It shine." 
This suite explores motivations and l'motions of American Negro religious music, which, 
like its heir, the blues, takes many forms-true spirituals with their sustained melodies, 
sung-sermons, g·ospel songs and holy blues-songs of trouble, of love, of dellverance. 

"Spirituals sing of woe triumphantly, knowing well that all rivers will be crossed and the 
Promised Land is just beyond the stream. The Spirituals ask no pity for their words ride 
on the strong·est of melodiel', the melody of faith. That Is why there Is joy In their sing-
ing, peace In their music and strength in their soul." -Langston Hughes 

PILGRUI OF SORROW 

I Drl"n Duked ................................................................................................................. The Com pan)' 
.\.rrnnged by llnll .John11on 
Unnlel .................................................................................. Kenneth Pearl, Linda Kent, Gall Ree.e 
.-\ rrnnged b)" .James ~IIller 

Fix -'le, Jesus ........................................................................................ Marl Kajlwnrn, Clh·e 'rhompaon 
.\.rrnnged by Hall .Johnaon 

TAKE !tiE TO THE WATER 

ProeeMMionnl ... ...... .......... ................ Snrn '\'nrborough, Keh·ln Rotnrdler, .Judith .Jamlaon, 
UoMnnwJul Lynn, Freddy Romero, Lelnnd Sc.•hwnnte11, ltonnltl Dunhnn1 

"'ndln~ In the 'Voter . ....... ............ ... Snrn Yarborough, Kc.-h·lu Uotnrdler, .Jucllth .Jnml11on 
"\\'ading In the \Vater" sequence by Ella Jenkins. "A 1\Ian \Vent Down to the River" Is an 
original composition of Ella Jenkins. 
I '\'ant to be Rend)' .......................................................................................................... Dudle-y Wllllama 
Arranged b)' .Jnmea )IIller 

MOVE, ltiEMDERS, MOVE 

Sinner !tlan ................................................................ Freddy Romero, .John Parka, Hecto-r Mercado 
The DP)' Ia Past and Gone .............................................................................................. The Compnn)' 
You :tloy Ron Home ... ...... ......... . .................................................................... The Compnn)' 
.\.rranged by Brother .John Seller" and Howard Roberta 
Roekn !tly Soul In the Bosom of Abrohnm .... .. . .. .. . . . . .... ......... ....... . ........... The Compan7 

Sololat~tz Leon Bibb, Brother .John Sellera, Mar)' Ann Rrdaeakl 
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SATL'RDAY EVENING, APRIL 22,1972 

DANCE FOR SIX 

(First performance !tiny 1004, New York City) 

Music by VIvaldi ("Ln Cetrn") 

Choreography by Joyce Trisler 

Freddy Romero 
:Marl Kajlwnrn 

John Parks 
Llndn Kent 

Hector :1\lercado 
Estelle Spurlock 

"Dance for Slx" is set to Vivaldi's Concerto #9 in B Flat major and Concerto #12 in B minor. 

INTERMISSION 

RAINBOW 'ROUND MY SHOULDER 
(New l,roductlon, ftrst lH~rformnnce- !Uny 101m, New York City) 

Choreography b)' Donnld ~lc.·U:nyle 

~luslc nrrnnged by Robert 1le Cormlt>r nnd Milton Okun 

front the collection of John nnd Allen Lomax 

Lighting by Chenault Spence 

Costumes by Ursula Reed 

Men on the Chain Gang ........................................................................ Dudley Wllllnms, John Parks 
nnd 

Ronald Dunham, Hector Mercado, 
Kenneth Pearl, Clover 1\lnthls, 
Leland Schwantes · 

The Drenm (Sweethenrt/1\lother/Wlfe) 

Soloist 1 Le-on Dlbb 

Gnltnr1 Leon Atkinson 

(Rehe-nranl director Rodney GrUHn) 

CRY 
(First performance Mny 1071, New York City) 

Snrn Yarborough 

For all Black women everywhere-especially our mothers. 

Muslca Allee Coltrane ("Something About John Coltrane'') 

Lnurn Nyro ("Been on n Train") 

The Voices of Enst Harlem ("Right On, De Free''•) 

Choreography by Alvin Alley 

Lighting by Chenault Spence 

JUDITH JAMISON 

• Used with permission of the publlsher, Really Together Music. 

INTERMISSION 
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MARY LOU'S MASS 
(Dances of Pralae) 

(Fint Performance, December 1911, New York City) 

Moille b)" Mar)" Lou Wllllama 

Ohoreo&TaPhT b)" Alvin Aile)" 

Coatumea b)" A. Chrlatlna Giannini 

Ll~htlng bT Chenault Spence 

"Praise the Lord !rom Heaven, praise Him in the heights, praise Him all you angels, praise 
Him sun and moon " 

ISTRODlJCTORY Mar)' Lou William• and trio ••• 
"Willis" "Old Time Spiritual" 

ENTRANCE HYMN 
"The Lord says I speak thoughts o! peace and 
not o! affliction . " 

The Compan)" 

ACT OF CONTRITION 

KYRIE 

''Oh my God, I detest all the sins o! my lite . • " 
The Compan)" 

"For our lack o! Faith .•• 
For our lack o! Hope ... Lord have mercy" 

Sara Yarborough 
Hector ~lercado Kenneth Pearl l<,reddy Romero 

GLORIA 

Ronald Dunham 

"We praise you, we bless you, we thank you ... " 
Linda Kent, Mnrl Knjlwara, Roaamond L)"nn, 

Lee Harper, Gall lleeae, Eatelle Spurlock 

SCRIPTURE READING 
Lasaru• "There once was a selfish rich man .. 

there was also a beggar man named Lazarus " 
Dudle)' William• 

Kelvin Rotardler, John Parka 

RESPONSORIES 

CREDO 

1. "In His day justice shall flourish ..• " 
Sara Yarborough 

2. "Peace I leave with you ..• " 
Kelvin Rotardler 

"And I believe In the Father Almighty and In 
one God ••. " 

John Parka ltelvln Rotardler 

OFFERTORY PSALM 

SANCTUS 

"Turn aside !rom evil and do good ... " 
ltelvln Rotardler 

"Holy, holy, holy, Lord God ot hosts ... 
Hosanna in the highest ... " 

Marl ltaJiwara, Hector Mercado 
Rosamond L)"nn Gall Reese Lee Harper Eatelle Spurlock 

Kenneth Peurl, Ronald Dunham 

THE LORD'S PRAYER 

AGNUS DEI 

"Our Father who art ln Heaven ... " 
Sara Yarborough 

"Lamb ot God who takes away the slns o! the 
world ••• grant us peace ... " 

Dudle)" William• 

PAXt COMMUNION 
"People In trouble ... children In paln .. . 
too mean to care ... too weak to share ... work 
so hard trying to find a brother ... becan'le 
Impatient . now we hate each other" 

Kelvin Rotardler and The Compan)" 

RECESSIONAL 
"Praise the Lord •.• " 

The Compan)" 

Soloists a Janice Campbell, llonl Gordon, Eileen Gilbert, Ton)" Mlddelton, 
Rand)' Peyton, Carlene Ra)' 
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TIM.ES, TUE~DAY, 

""":'' ,1, . 

J.\.l>l{IL · · 24, 1962 

.~ .... ,;:-. " ~·· • .-... r..,·r1 

Company From 

· . 
.). 
I 

·--::·~~- · ... ......_..._~, 

U.S. I 
l~.v 1-:U:-;E GIULLI earth of Af1·ica and of America reverently interiwt•tcu through 

'J." •.• .:: ~-;:: LAVALLADE-AILEY • • • All this lC'arning and highly imaginative pat·allcls or 
;,:.i:~l\ ;c.-\N DAKCB coMP.~'-"'Y. amn:':sing of iJeas and disciplines dance. 
A~ .S.iiii.;c•i Ji[,il, April 19 and 20. • is fundamental (or the Cl'Cation Imagination anu discipline, 

of their art form, but once ac- exuberance and control, intel· 
\ViLLo~;t an'' i:-,:lfarcs-in fact, quircd and digested, it becomes. lectual themes and physical mo· 

\\' .: .-, (•i.;v t.lh~ skctehie.~t ad· a personal amalgam. There is tic~n are blended into a language 
Y<ilh:t' lhitict-=--<me or' the finc~t no trace of eclecticism in wothlerfully suited to an urt 
,::. ~•,·e i•c·ridl"n'\:'Ll1Cl'~> in m:·: lnl.'· evidence. thut transmutes into dance the. 
;,,,,r_Y ;ipJw~.rl'd on a Tokyo The above· mentioned con- life rhythms of a rich vein of 
:--; ... ,~c. \\' irh;., li\'C minutl'·" the tact:; with. preceding anrl con· humanity. 1 The confluence of 1 
... ,. :.:.Y~d •. -.dl.··Ai1l.•v American temporal'y forms cnuble this sou1·ces from :-;everal continents 
.1 ·, -.c·,• C'omp;;ny \\·on ove1' an dance group to function ·as a is here organically assembled, 
.. :;,;ll..';i~·l~ •l;;.~ l)'u\'~ou~lv hr.d culmination of dance in the for it did thus emerge on a 
;~;T.Yl',: "cu!d.'' Halt·Wa\· theatL'l', with all the app4rtcn· geographical bancl across the 
:;.:···d~~i• tht~ pt\)£::'1'<1ln !'onw llf anC(':'; · of lights, costume,. and ~opthern United States. T.his is 
, .. •· .l<~p.ial.•.:'e il'il•mh; :-:till a:-;1->t'd mu~Jc. In the theater, but not truly American .dance by ·high· 
,._. :1;•t ""''=-' :;;k•dt1\·ally "Anwri· theatrical. All · the devices ly· trained az:d deeply i~nag~na· 
,·.::~" i:l iiw tilt~lill.'S and ~tvk.:; nl•cdl•d for artistic JWrformance tlve artists. .-··· ........ . 
,,; t!1b d;;nl'l'. At tht• end t·iwv do not int~rfere with a power·-~,~~-~~~ ... -:-.---~ 
,,.,.t'c' '..\)c) busy ~ppi;;uding t0 iul and convincing :-;ense .of ac- ·' 
~· .• n;::Hll' tlh'ir inkllectual cogi- tual!ty, \Vlth ~m acceptance on 
;:,~iu;l=-'. Tlw Yitaiit\·, the ex· faith of the belief that these 
;H't's:-i\'0 ~ti'l'ngth, till' ~t·ti~tic dances r£>ally convey a truthful 
;, ;~l'S.,l'. and tlw emotional sut•gc essence of tla~ earthy emotions 
~wl•pt otw nlong in a mounting from which they spi·ing. 
w;,vp of enthu . .;i;,sm. The ev!~· After a first numbet· which 
n:t•~~ \\'a;; too short. ~o encores, set the key with an exuberance I 
:Jlt;:';,;,•t· WM not appt'asetl. of movem'cnt and a deep glow(' 

,:,r.~t it mu:"t l>e l:'tated, that of traditional music, the core of : 
~ :. i:-: w;1~ gl'cJ.t dancing, with a special approach '\vas revealed 1 
w,,,·,l:,•,·iul '1.1~e o( all. the re· in "The Beloved." \Vith onl'y : 
~·-·~•rc'l'" of the human body in two dancers and two stiff chairs . 
m,-'; ;,,;1. ';iw lhematic mntcrial on the ::;tage, a whole complex . 
i..: ;,imL'St equal in importanc£', of· religion-cum-sex, of puri- ' 
· .... , it \\'oui,l han~ remainNl. tunic inhibitions and physical 
··~:,:· .. -.gr~j1!lk3l hnd not the an· releases was translated into mo· 
: ~ :~ ih'l't.' tnmsmutcti folklore of tion, gesture, and psychological 
~~-~~·,w::- and Indian~ and of the gleams. 
":~:~·it> :3l'll" in .Amerka into an Here also emerged the special 
;IO·t f,)i'tn o£ thea•~r. ·rh<.'re was pattern of large movements in· 
;;,,th\n~ nai\'t.' or "fl);ksy" about terspersed with occ~u:;ional 
l i: ::-: J.h'i't\)nnanCt'. and no report· minute twitches, almost nervous 
... ~l' of thin~:-;-a~·ti-.ey-nre. A tremble~. !'hus the ~=Vl'epi_nfi 
L1c;.:-0 ilCC'\1111\llntion ,)( idt•as and ('Xternahzntwns, the adng10 
,,; history was tr.:ln:,;lated into movemctit::; of older dance 
pure motion. forms, al'e enriched with the 

Th.- lan~ungL' of this move- shorter ge::-tures of jazz, and 
lnl'nt lit'l'\\' its VOl'ahulary f1·om with the still more telling• com· 
m:.;i:-· pinnet>t·~ of the modern .pressions of. psychological ten· 
d:i tH·e nncl from severn l con· sions. 
titwilts. T~~~~ ll·~1ClL'i'S of this · I have refrained U}) to now 
g;·ol1il ,;um up all that can be fmm IDC'ntioning any ~ingle 
ll':~t·nnl ;:1bout the art of danct.'; dancer's nan1e, so unified is the 
fwm tht• co1.•rtly ba ll..:t of l~uro· ensemble spirit of the 1 whole 
}il' and from its rect'llt incarna· group. Two leading dancers, 
-;,:on": from tht~ rebcis like Dun- Carmen De Lavallade and Alvin 
ctn ~:Hl nenbhawn und Gr~ham Ailey, are central in the chorco· 
;,r,d Limon, wr.o pulled away gr<lJ>hY nnd in the high mark of 
:;'t·om the aristocratic rc~>tric· bodily controls, but there is no 
'ioa:->; irom the Ru~sinns and the "star" system. The stars, if any, 
l)<tih'~ ;11Hl the Dt·iti:-;h; from the are some of the humble props, 
~·;,•rnwn l•:xpr(':;sionists; fron1 the an umbrella, n fun, or a stool, 
L;ltin·Anwri<'nn rhythms; from whlch mngneti.cally direct a 
Ui:t;~lli:il'V ami Balanchine; from whole action. The nn1sic also 
11unham nnd other researchers becomes a lending actor, espe
iol PlilnOJ~raph_v; from the dance cially when it is 'sung in the 
ti1nt stili exists on . the bare form of Negro spirituals, an~ .......... _, ...• -....... .~- ... 
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The Times, Thursday, October 22, 
1964 

DANCERS' STEEL.~Y· CONTROL 
~haftcsbury Theatre : A h·in A i!C')' Anrericau Dance 111eatre 

; Thl.! Ah in Aih.·y D.1ncc Theatre invention give it a C}11:1li:y \)f imagination · 
~ pr~:'cnt ... ·J their second thoughts at the p<:rfcctly individual to itself. Like all ; 
~ Shaftcsbury Theatre last night, and their the works : presented by the Ailey r 
~ ~ccond thoughts were triumphantly, if dancers, Plzoebe Snow was superbly 
1 prL''\'erbblly, the best. staged and wonderfully danced, particu-i The two outstanding works of the Ia~lY. perhaps by the panther-like Mr. 

fir~t programme, Roots of tlze Blues · \VJlltam Louthcr. · . 
and Revelations. both by Mr. Ailey tim- The hitc Lester Horton is a choreo- · 
self. have sensibly been .retained. But graphcr who only now, some 12 years: 
to these h\\ve been added :1n infriguing after his <~· ath, is beginning ·to be 

. new solo to Ivcs' music, choreographed revalued ou side of his workplace, Los 
and coolly ~lllnc;.cd by Miss Joy.;;c Angeles. T~e fle/m•t•d, .the fir~t ~ lor.ton 

, Trisler, lUl]~!lhcr Wtlh two modern cf;tncc work to be sc<:n here, 1~ a fascanatmg, 
' "classics", lester Horton's The even horrifi1 dramatic pa.v ch: dcu.t. A 
· BdO\•t•d and Talley Beatty's The Road man and woman, locked in some love· 
i nf the Plwch<· Snow. . hate relationship over a New England 
j ;\fr. Beatty's cngimatically named breakfast table, are .caught before the 

1 
mood ballet mu~t be rcgarJcd as among final resolution of their fate-the 

1 thl! finc~t jazz ballets ever made. It takes woman's murdc.r. 
' its mu~ie from Duke Ellington :tnd its Horton"s choreography, danced with 
! title from the nickn:tme o( the railroad. !'.lccly control by Miss Trisler and 
! the Phoebe Snow. which ran through Mr. James Truitte. provides a- ~tartling 
; ;\f r. · Bc:1tty's home-town glimpse of a very considerable creative 
I \lr. Beatty's choreography is of{cn talent. Together with the re~t of the 
! ~uri0usly_ classical, but the vigour of its programme it adds up to an evening of. 
: rhythmic nuance and the chorco· pure theatrical excitement and supcrla-
r graphcr's very remarkable powers of tive dancing. . . . . · ... 
-- ·-·- ·------ .... -------·-·---- ·---- .. --------------~------·---~~.,._..._~,, ... 
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.. 

Ailey Dancers Fill Soviet Theater ·· 
A standing-room-only house 

that cheered a modem-dance 
work in the jazz Idiom and a 
meeting with a Soviet rock 
band highlighted the second 
week of the Alvin Ailey 
American Dance Theater's 
current Soviet tour. 

The State Department's Of
fice of Cultural Presentations 
reported yesterday that the 
company had played to "con
sistentlv full houses" at the 
State Theater of Opera and 
Ballet in Donetsk, the coal
mining capital of the Ukraine, 
from last Thursday through 
;\!onday. Talley Beatty's ''The 
Road of the Phoebe Snow" 
received the biggest hand of 
any work performed by the 
company in the Soviet Union,. 
the department said, 

The dance, choreographed 

fn a jazz style with music by 
Duke Ellington and Biiiy 
Strayhorn, deals with Jove 
and violence in life along the 
Lackawanna Railroad, one of 
whose trains was named 
Phoebe Snow. 
A State Department spokes

man added that in a meeting 
with the faculty and students 
at Donetsk's Young Univer
sity, Mr. Ailey answered 
questions about the place of 
the arts in American higher 
education. 

Many modern-dance com
panies, such as the Ailey 
troupe, depend on campus 
engagements for a sizable 
number of their bookings. 
The American dancers, who 
are on a six-week tour, met 
later with a rock group that 

· was practicing at the univer· 
sity. . 

. rr ulm·.wlr:tJ, .\'m\ :5, 1910 . 
-·- ··- ·-·.. . ... ------

Dltll ce-(lrlrtll (l. 

of 1 i 1 <l g·icl1 Z. 
c. 

stylislmcss 
Br FEH'\:\li HALL 

"'l'liE Pro~ligal .P··inr.c." 
a da"tH.:r.-drcuHa bfi.::.r.d 

on the r<'al ancl imagirH'd 
life of the 1LJitian primi
tive painter, llcctor Hippo
lytc, was danrPd \\'llh 
magical styli<;hnP.-.s by the 
Alvin Ailey company 1ast i 
night at SaJir.r's \V(•Jls. l 
This dnncr-drama wns rhorPo- I 

~raplH·~l hy • ~~·o.ll'rt·\: Iloldrr. j 
himsrll a I rullditdtnn.. ntHl .. 

· shown.d dpc·p ttndrrstand!'~~ ot 
the Vodoun rill'S of lli11lt. U 
hacl its Jon~!IIC'nrs. hut lhrsP 
wr.rr of small irnpnrllltH'C' rom
pn n•d w.i 1 h I It P in I c•!lsc~. nw:
tcrious <Jinwspltl'l't' ol thr br:-ot 
SCC'llC'S. JJ 

What slootl out nhn\·.p :1 wns 
the po\\'t•rl'ul. t'~P'.'<'~"" r danc
ing of \lit.:lll'l (,odrt•;tJJ ~nd 
Judith .Lu.ni."otl in lhl' leatlttl~ 1 

rolPs. I As 1 hi' pain I rt·, 1 It t• ~!tori 
iil trns<' 7\1•· (;ocl rr;llt was h.n Ill I" I 
of rharm illld ,·ital.ily \\'htlt· .• thc 
\'f'l'\' l\fri!'illl \lt:\S .Jalll.t~OII, : 
lnokin~ 1.1111'1' th;nl t'\'f't' \\'llh a 
hrad·cirrss of lonl! fc•alhN~. 
movt'd wilh lall!!CH'OII<=. !'I'Oitc 
and ver.'' incliridual .mag!c as 
the fertilit~· goddt'SS Lrtulte. 

Thrir hig p:1~ d~ deux was a 
hi.!lh point of the dottH·•:·dratnd. 
with \Jj.;..; .Ja 11 ti~oll tit• o\\·111:.: llf'~ 
lunu It•.:.:., liP in '"lllolh •m·-..1•'•: 
inu~ rnn<''· \d11lc•. l;tlcr \'' 
(iorlrPctll lrilllllPht·d 111 .~ -.olo •11. 
''h•t'h It~· ri,,tll<·.d tla• K•r.o,stat 
;\Jj),h.til n.tri~)llJII,o\, Ill Jus SJlll15 

and fto;ll"'· ----
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the t·illogc Y OICE •. lfn,· .J. l9i:! 

! r.r~ ~ P7' ~ ~ 
MG1Uw~\1e 

by Deborah Jowitt 

l li\1:\GI~E TII:\T quite a few 
chor~flgraphers woulJil't nund 
ha\'ing Alvin :'ilPy·s probiPrns in
stcact of their own. Because his 
work cielights so many pl•oplc. 
because the company performs so 
mm·h. he must keep adding 
d<ltl('t'S to the repertory ;111d 

d;mcers to the company and 
r.i->n~y to th· imd~rt. 

It's gre:tt that the Ailto\' com
pany h.1s h•.·cume so popubr and 
reached so many people; almost 
c~·cryun:~ ioH'S to watch the v.ay 
h1s dnnl't•rs rip into a piece of 
cbo:-eograptly. shape it with their 
musci•·~. hone:;. and sinews. 
drench it .,, ith tt;,·ir sweat. The 
d.uwc.s kl\'e IH••onH'-graliually . 
-thlll;> lO :-hOW (1[1 tile d.IIH'CI'S .. 
"CI)·" 1:; Judith .T;unison d;~nl'in~~. 
And th.li·~ ••li:l••:-.1 t':h.Jt:gh hw anY
O!lt'. Tlw IW\\' sn:ll ... ,\ Song r0r 
You ... is D·.1r.lky \\'1liiams d::llll'lllg. 

And that·::: fin,· tno. l)qt !th.' :.olo 
i:;rl't ;~:;"ell m:.<!l· .1s :\ih·v·s bl'st 
dantL':', i ... n·l ~klp,·d llt·;lrt'v ;1:' in
h.·r~·stin;.!ly <1S !!lt• Dcm~); ll.lth
away h.J\'P :;.1ng tl.;tl :wcompanil·:' 
it. "A :'tH:~ fur \'(111 .. is. UllClPr

standal.Jly. cramn.ed with lhings 
that Wil!i;uns ti,.,.:.. wt>ll. anJ the 
little h~1lkta: (':.<hibih <li.~tracl 
fr.Hn til,• r.1\1Tr i:~·~~tun·s th:.tl 
ere;~!.' tht~ lt;:-.t·l····t· :•lt•tHI. 

The .-\il'Y d. 1r• ·~~ :···i'hy :h:-~t I 
like lw,.;t is Sl~i1p:,• .. ,!yll,.;h, ih \\L•ll 
,IS \'il'lllliSit:. l·l~t' ,' .. l:·y •.'lllll't'll· 

graph:.- th;.t I:·;_.. it.i."!. is !.,n lou~·\· 
-snmt•tllinl! ll• '\'. cn•ppin1~ ilp ,,j, 
t:Vl'ry lh',!l. l•\1 t nu 1: ·.d ;.!row! :1. 
The s•Jio f11f \Yilii::llti:. is like th:1t. 

So is the new group dance "The 
Lark Ascending." Except that 
"The Lark Ascending" begins 
beautifully and for a while seems 
quite dif£erent from other Ailey 
works. It's performed to a 
Vaughn Williams Homance for Pi
ano and Orchestra-an urgent. 
searchingly romantic work. The 
dan~e at first is all swirltng, 
turmng. reaching patterns. The 
movements blur tog~thcr until all 
you feel is a kind of drift of in
tense yearning. But when the 
dancing becomes busier and more 
complicatt!d, the lovely lyricism 
los('s some of its strength. 

Sometimes I wonder if Ailey 
has to make so many new dances. 
Some of tht!m zip in and out of the 
repertory so fast that if you blink 

·you miss them. I was looking for
ward to seeing the !\lay O'Donnell 
work he acquired last St!ason; it's 
not around anymon•. Oh. well ... 
the dancers. yes. are splendid. 
Thl•re arc always new things to 
notice about them. Jamison. of 
course. almost the only one these· 

' days who can switch t'rom clas
sical ~tyle to real character stuff. 
!\lari Kajiwara. viult:nt nnd stun
ning in Paul Sansardo's "1\Ic
tallics.:· Gail Reese and Leland 
Schwantes suddenly )tJoking fine 
to me. dancing with a new 
openress aliCi claritv. r:stPI!e 
Spurlock and Freddy Homero, 
spunky but unaffected. uoing a 
greal ··Wading ;n the Water.'' 
Hector l\lercado looking more 
confich:nt and livelv. John P;uks 
gettin~ his beautiful skinny leilgth 
<~round with more gusto. 

SO :\ILEY liM~ :\1·\DE IT. His 
probkm is how to mamtain it, and 
h~ cau't, perhaps. afford to expcr
imen~ too much. · · · · 
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