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I AM HONORED TO BE THE SDHS KEYNOTE SPEAKER FOR 2012—ESPECIALLY PLEASED, BECAUSE THIS MARKS THE VERY FIRST TIME, IN A 25 YEAR CAREER THAT I WAS ASKED TO GIVE A KEYNOTE FOR AN AMERICAN DANCE CONFERENCE!

Thanks to all who chose to be here with me this afternoon at a conference that’s chock full of goodies and too many choices!

And big thanks to Philadelphia’s Leeway Foundation and the Pew Center for Arts & Heritage through Dance Advance for generous grants to assist in the research and production of this book.

SHOW THE VIDEO.

Thinking Joan, Drinking Dance---Again one of my tongue-in-cheek titles that helps me wiggle my way into a topic.  I’ve been thinking about Joan and the dilemmas still facing blacks in ballet the way an alcoholic thinks about where to turn for the next SHOT!  Like a drinker on the wagon—me having devoted the past several years to this project—I’m experiencing withdrawal symptoms, now that the book is done. 

(And the issues exist not only for ballerinas, but also ballerinos. But that’s a story for another book! ). 

In the limited time that I have with you this afternoon—and we can still talk in the lobby while I’m signing books!—I’M GOING TO APPROACH THIS PRESENTATION IN A SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT FASHION, talking about the research while showing images out of sync with my script.  Think of it as the TRISHA BROWN AFFECT, with me as a brown Brown referencing her accumulation mode, millennial style!!!
[BEGIN HERE TO SLOWLY MOVE THRU THE SLIDES. 

THE ONLY SLIDES TO DISCUSS ARE THE FINAL ONE(S) OF THE MILLENNIAL BLACK BALLERINAS FROM DM. REMEMBER TO GO BACK&FORTH WITH IMAGES]

SHATTERED identities, fractured selves, contested narratives, DuBoisian concepts of double consciousness and the Talented Tenth, caucasian love/hate relationships with black dancing bodies---what more can be factored in>??—how about class and cultural politics—and there you have it: the race/class/caste/art/culture complex and conundrum facing the black ballerina.  

Two issues that were raised on the UK leg of my recent book-signing tour are noteworthy, for a variety of reasons.
Why would an African American want to do ballet? A graduate student on one of the campuses I visited asked that question.  Perhaps there are those in today’s audience who ask the same question.  But my question is, 
Why is the question still asked?  Or, let’s mix it up: why would a white woman want to be a ballerina? 

In terms of our “. . . postcolonial, postmodern condition of shattered identities and fractured selves” ---to use visual artist Kehinde Wiley’s powerful phrase ---we are all decidedly distanced from the ballet blanc mythology of princes, witches, trolls, and heroes. We all have to take a leap of faith and a suspension of disbelief in order to enter the classical ballet world.  It’s like what theater anthropologist Richard Schechner —who was my dissertation advisor—once said about theater—namely, that he feels more of an affinity to August Wilson than to Shakespeare! And contemporary ballet, as we know it, is often indistinguishable from any other contemporary concert dance form, except for the pointe work. So it’s illogical to pose this question solely to the black ballerina, and to do so is an instance of ethnocentric stereotyping. 
On another stop on tour, a dance department professor brought up a question about, as she put it, “CORPOREALITIES”—I had no idea what she was getting at, so I asked what she was talking about, and she said something about differences in the black female body.  I was floored that OUR PEOPLE—not the proverbial “man on the street,” but a supposedly educated dance scholar—would buy into the fiction about black peoples’ bodies being unsuited to dance ballet.
I BRING UP THESE EXAMPLES TO ALERT YOU ALL TO THE FACT THAT THESE QUESTIONS ARE STILL FLOATING AROUND—AND WITH OUR COLLEAGUES!!! AGAIN, MAYBE THERE ARE THOSE IN TODAY’S AUDIENCES ASKING THE SAME QUESTIONS. IF YOU ARE, I HIGHLY RECOMMEND YOU READ MY PREVIOUS BOOK, “THE BLACK DANCING BODY.” 

Why did Joan Myers Brown want to be a ballerina?  It’s all about her culture, her community—the historical black Phila community that had commonalities with other northern urban pre-civil rights era communities but was also unique, special— SITE and PLACE SPECIFIC—a SUB-sub culture within a subculture.

In an effort to explain JB’s aspirations and the impulses of her community, I turn to the theories of W.E.B. Du Bois and to President Obama’s concept, THE AUDACITY OF HOPE. Let me read you this, from Obama’s DREAMS FROM MY FATHER, which, in spite of the title of his second book, is the original referencing for that phrase. 

[READ EXCERPT, p. 294]

Now, Du Bois’s premise of THE TALENTED TENTH was audacious when it was first articulated—audacious, because at the turn of the 20th century neither black nor white Americans believed African Americans were capable of leading their own people in European pursuits of arts and letters, science and philosophy.  (As a reminder, even HBCU’s were administered and run by whites.)  But that’s what Du Bois proposed in THE TALENTED TENTH, his article published in 1903.  Here I quote myself, from p. 14 of the new book:

[READ QUOTE, BEG. . . . .”AND RESONATING WITH THE TITLE. . “ –AT BOT. OF P. 14]

In his landmark study of 1895, carried out in Philly’s Seventh Ward and titled THE PHILADELPHIA NEGRO, Du Bois constructed a portrait of this community that became the INVISIBILIZED, UNACKNOWLEDGED model for the emerging discipline of sociology. Arguably, this black man was the original, UR, American sociologist—another “first” in the long list of achievements for this city and its African American community. With painstaking detail and fact-finding techniques new to this field, he and his interns went from block to block, house to house, and even in the streets of this AA center of Philly, recording statistics that painted a picture of a multi-layered community composed of different classes and castes, including an aristocracy, high and median middle classes, working class, the working poor, the unemployed, criminal class, and so on.  It was from this study that he could theorize the existence and potential of a Talented Tenth.  Parenthetically—yesterday’s presentations on the Miller Bros & Lois by Margaret Morris and on Mary Hinkson by Dionne Griffiths give examples of relatively recent Philadelphians who personify this principle.   [GET TO KIMMEL FLYER]
I cannot know if ESSIE MARIE DORSEY [GO BACK TO SLIDES OF HER AND HER 1927 RECITAL] knew about (or maybe even met) Du Bois. Nevertheless, I do know that his philosophy was the new radical wave of African American thought in the early decades of the 20th century—as was the NAACP. During that era and even beyond the 1960s, to aspire to ballerina-dom was nothing short of an act of civil protest! 

So, whether she knew it or not, the fact that Essie Marie Dorsey was a ballerina and ballet teacher [KEEP ON HER SLIDE] was an actualization of DuBois’s theory.  Dorsey could easily have passed for white and left the African American community, but she chose to stay and make a European-based ballet tradition within the black Philadelphia community, training several generations of dance practitioners.  She was friends with Mikhail Mordkin, and it is rumored that she danced in his ensemble, passing for Spanish. [ALSO SHOW SLIDE OF HER IN GYPSY MODE]. 
Two of those she trained—SYDNEY KING AND MARION CUYJET—BECAME DANCE TRADITIONS IN THEIR OWN RIGHT, WITH THEIR OWN DANCE SCHOOLS, RECITALS, AND STAR STUDENTS.  Joan Myers Brown was mentored by Cuyjet; Judith Jamison was one of Cuyjet’s star students.  More on this lineage and history—which included Billy Wilson, John Jones, Gene Hill Sagan, Delores Browne, Arthur Hall, Carole Johnson—can be found in the book.  

And be aware that, though a black ballet tradition is developing, these teachers and their way of educating are firmly rooted in the African American expressive aesthetic, so being a ballerina doesn’t mean abdicating blackness.  Indeed, an African American concert dance aspiration and conceptualization were taking shape in the decade that Joan was born (the 1930s) with people like Dorsey and in Chicago with Katherine Dunham, who was also ballet-trained.
So why would JB want to be a ballerina? Well, why not???  She grew up in this environment, studied at Ms. Dorsey’s studio when she was 7 or 8, dropped out, then picked it up again at the urging of her high school dance club teacher, a former member of the Littlefield Ballet, who encouraged Joan to continue to study because she had promise. 

JB kept at it, though the racial climate of the era prevented her from becoming the ballerina she’d dreamed of.  She rechanneled that talent into a thriving nightclub career in which she frequently danced on pointe in the lavish cabaret shows of black entertainers like Sammy Davis Jr., Cab Calloway, Pearl Bailey, and the amazing Larry Steele and his Smart Affairs Revues.  Following the lead of Dorsey, Cuyjet, and King before her, JB opened her own dance school, hoping to give other black youngsters opportunities that she never had. First her school, and then her dance company to give a creative outlet for all the talent she’d developed.  

The book is full of the voices of this community, including interviews I conducted when I moved to Philadelphia in the mid-1980s with people who have passed away, including Billy Wilson, Gene Hill Sagan, Marion Cuyjet, Arthur Hall, and legendary teacher John Hines.   I call it a biohistory in the sense of biography, biology, and history—the ecology of a community, the biography of a tradition, with JB’s career and achievements as the centrifugal force pulling this particular telling together.  Check out the Philadelphia Dance Family Tree Z-foldout at the back of the book: with good reason, JB is placed at the center.

A word about the final 3 slides, all taken from recent issues of Dance Magazine. [Extemporize about the issues about wearing pink tights and the different skin shades of all ethnicities, caucasians included; or skin color, esp. in the first and third examples—and significant in the 3rd one: it’s a BALLET BLANC!] 

PINK TIGHTS ARE A CONVENTION—NOT A SKIN COLOR!

Here’s the point: ballet is arguably the quintessence of theatrical artifice.  Just as audiences learned to accept women dancing on pointe, so too, audiences can acclimatize to the black presence in ballet.  Once the convention is embraced and sanctioned by the movers and shakers, we no longer question its validity.  Until and unless the dance world breaks rank with the separatist trends of our beloved nation, ballet culture will continue to reflect our racially divided American society: Well, to be fair, HOW CAN IT BE OTHERWISE since, after all, dance is a microcosm of the world at large and a mirror of society as a whole. 

With this new book, as in my previous books, my aim is to utilize dance as the lens to illuminate a chapter of lost history—AMERICAN HISTORY!--and to allow the reader to meet this culture in its wholeness, and to recognize and celebrate this particular world with all the uniqueness that makes it universal.  ACHE.
