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VAN DYKE, JAN ELLEN, Ed. D. Modern Dance in a Postmodern 
World. (1989) Directed by Dr. David Purpel. 232 pp. 

The purpose of this research was to define a modern dance 

point of view through the work of early, seminal dance artists 

and to then describe ways in which important social forces 

have shaped the form in the years since 1965. Special 

attention was paid to the 90licies of the National Endowment 

for the Arts for its catalytic influence on both the art and 

the field, including its impact on other sources of funding 

and on the organization of dance companies. It is suggested 

that NEA policies have led to a realignment of goals for 

modern C.ance artists, replacing a traditional counter-cui tural 

stance with a focus on marketing and fiscal strength. 

The education and training of dancers is explored, noting 

the 1..:.nks between NEA policies and both the shift to a 

technical emphasis within university dance departments and the 

ongoing integration of ballet into modern dance training. 

This is followed by discussion of how dancers' lives and work 

are affected by the stress on technical excellence and by 

economic demands. In-depth interviews with four modern dance 

artists examine life in the field during the period under 

examination, 1965-1989, pointing up the effects of cultural 

changes on standards for success. Finally, an analysis of the 

interaction between cultural forces and modern dance artists 

is presented, followed by recommendations for further 

research. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE MODERN DANCE POINT OF VIEW 

This chapter provides a broad historical background to 

the field of modern dance with the aim of showing, through the 

lives of seminal dance artists, what might be called a modern 

dance point of view. This point of view can be seen as having 

a critical and revolutionary perspective, one which I believe 

has, on the whole, ceased to exist in the 1980s. My view is 

that the implied shift in the stance of dance artists reflects 

the impact of cultural forces, most particularly the catalytic 

influence of the funding policies of major foundations and 

the federal government. In writing this account, I have 

relied heavily on the historical and analytical writings of, 

among others, Sally Banes, Ernestine Stodelle, Nancy Lee 

Chalfa Ruyter, Eleanor King, and Selma Jeanne Cohen, as well 

as on the experiences of dance artists. Along with many 

scholars who have attempted to understand the field by reading 

about it, I have found a dearth of first hand, experiential 

accounts by dancers and choreographers, and a serious lack of 

cultural analysis and systematic research. 

My historical survey is far from exhaustive. There are 

many complex issues and cross-currents which could not be 

addressed in detail. However, one thread which I have tried 

to carry through the chapter is the economic situation for 
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dancers, in preparation for a later examination of what 

changes in this area have been achieved, and the ways in which 

the financial aspect of the field has interacted with the 

experience of dance artists and their philosophical and 

artistic concerns. Modern dancers have historically led a 

marginal economic existence, and for most of this century, 

have been accustomed to doing without, a condition which no 

doubt has affected the way they have viewed both art and life. 

Economic prosperity, or the lack thereof, has historically 

been, not only a gauge of standard of living, but also a 

measure of cultural acceptance and a symbol of success within 

American society. In my experience, in the 1960s and early 

1970s, many dancers and artists accepted borderline poverty 

as the price to be paid for involvement in the arts. 

Affluence was regarded with suspicion, a sure path to 

contentment, which was considered death to artistic energy. 

Popular success was suspect, bringing one's standards and 

rigor into question. The interest and excitement of fellow 

artists was the meaningful prize, without which, a body of 

work was discredited. Today, my sense is that many artists 

have acquired values more in accord with mainstream American 

culture, and have come to see popular acclaim as an important 

goal and financial stability, if not prosperity, as an index 

of success. My perception of this shift will be a continuing 

focus of this dissertation, as I believe that economic 

attitude is closely correlated with the general values of any 
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field of endeavor, and necessarily shapes ideas. All of this 

goes to say that a history of the field is not only a history 

of important work and great minds, but also Q hiatory of the 

context in which the field developed. 

The Origins of Modern Dance 

Modern dance had its beginnings in revolution. Born of 

a quest for individuality and for a beauty based in life and 

nature, it is a form which has, from the beginning, chosen to 

speak to its own time and locale. This has required a 

constant and recurring rebellion against the work of previous 

generations. Tradition has only had to make an appearance, 

to hint at establish5ng itself, and the next generation has 

redefined the form. The history of modern dance has been a 

history of reconception. As a field, it has consistently 

sought significance in the contemporary world, maintaining a 

critical eye to its own development, guarding against 

stagnation and codification, and protecting its belief in the 

individual vision. I view its approach as almost anti

historical, with each generation creating the world anew, 

discarding the hard won tenets of those who went before. 

Before the advent of modern dance, the United states had 

no concept of dance as a native art form. During the 18th and 

19th centuries, American ballet looked to Europe for its 

style, standards, goals, and performers (Ruyter, 1979, p. 9). 

Theatrical dance in this country existed in a sub-culture 
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within the working class, well outside the bounds of 

respectability. American theatrical dancers were generally 

the children of theater people, the urban poor, or farmers, 

and they were taught by European teachers to the European 

model. Because of low salaries, 19th century chorus dancers 

often worked in factories or restaurants on the side. Neither 

ballet nor its counterparts, vaudeville and minstrel shows, 

seriously engaged the moral, political, or social leadership 

of this country before the 20th century. Prominent citizens 

may have attended performances, but as far as we know, they 

did not subsidize the work, argue its virtues, marry dancers, 

or encourage their children in theatrical careers (Ruyter, p. 

10). 

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, 

the United States persisted in discounting its own artists, 

forcing many to look to Europe for recognition. On that 

continent, the decades surrounding the turn of the century 

were years of artistic growth and excitement. At the end of 

the 1800s, the Impressionists had had a strong impact on the 

world of painting, opening up new vistas in color and 

composition and spawning innovation and debate throughout the 

Western art world. In dance, Serge Diaghilev had formed the 

Ballet Russes (1909-1929), exposing Europe to Russian ballet 

while bringing that form into the modern world through 

collaborations with great artists from many media, among them, 
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Pablo Picasso, Igor Stravins:i{y, Jean Cocteau, and Vaslav 

Nijinsky. 

The question of an American dance art was first .taised 

by two different American dancers: Isadora Duncan and Ruth st. 

Denis. Both did much of their work in the first decade of 

this century, ahead of Diaghilev•s influence. As American 

artists, both had gone to Europe to work, to establish and 

validate their reputations. As it developed, Duncan stayed 

and St. Denis returned to the U.S. Each was a herald of 

change, not only in dance but in women's roles, which were 

also undergoing radical upheaval during this period. The 

extent of changes in style of dress from 1913 to 1928 serves 

to demonstrate the growth from restraint to release in women's 

lives (Gadlin, 1977, p. 62). Both Duncan and St. Denis 

participated in these changes through their lives and in their 

work, advocating freedom as a means to art and 

spirituality. Each raised the status of dance by taking on 

the role of philosopher and writing and speaking about the 

form. They were the first who refused to adapt to what was, 

and with a vision of what the art might be, reshaped its 

course. By outlining the great truths which lay hidden in 

nature and expressing the ideal beauty inherent in natural 

forms, Duncan and St. Denis gave dance a moral function. 

Their work connected the physical with the spiritual, and made 

dance essentially religious. 
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Duncan's rebellion was against the strictures of ballet, 

against its formalism and its technique, which she saw as 

unnatural: 

.•• the ballet of today, vainly striving against the 
natural laws of gravitation or the natural will of 
the individual, and working in discord in its form 
and movement with the form and movement of nature, 
produces a sterile movement which gives no birth to 
future movements, but dies as it is made. (Duncan, 
1983) 

For Duncan, nature was the key source: "The dancer of the 

future will be one whose body & soul have grown so 

harmoniously together that the natural language of the soul 

will have become the movement of the body .•• " (Irma Duncan, 

1959, p. 14). She sought first principles, the origin of 

movement, and found in her solar plexus the impulse which 

generates all possibilities. With this knowledge, she 

asserted that movement had only to be rediscovered rather than 

invented. Nature was, for her, a rationale for all things. 

In life as well as art she believed in freedom and 

expressivity, challenging the traditional not only in dance 

but in sexual mores, in the restrictive clothing of the time, 

and in women's roles. Her own was the first naked foot seen 

on the Western stage in 1600 years (de Mille, 1980, p. 45). 

Walt Whitman fascinated her, with his glorification of 

the human body, and his influence is often apparent in her 

writing, as in this quote from Ruyter: 

From all parts of her body shall shine radiant 
intelligence, bringing to the world the message of 
the thoughts and aspirations of thousands of women. 
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She shall dance the freedom of women •.•. this dancer of 
the future! (p. 45) 

Though she spent most of her career in Europe, Duncan 

described her dance as having sprung from America, from a 

democratic society with a free point of view (de Mille, 1980, 

p. 44). Americans, she thought, should only be satisfied with 

their own ideal of beauty rather than accepting the aesthetic 

values of other cultures and times, and she was perhaps the 

first to say so: 

I see America dancing, beautiful, strong •.•. with great 
strides, leaps and bounds, with lifted forehead and far
spread arms, dancing the language of our pioneers, the 
fortitude of our heroes, the justice, kindness, purity 
of our women, and through it all the inspired love and 
tenderness of our mothers. When the American children 
dance this way, it will make of them Beautiful Beings 
worthy of the name Democracy. (Ruyter, p. 46) 

Duncan's search was for an organic basis for her dance. 

She was akin to literary romantics of the mid-1800s in looking 

to nature for authenticity, and she gained her perspective 

from the era's concern for humanity in an increasingly 

mechanized world (Ruyter, p. 50). A major part of her legacy 

lies in the questions she raised: Are we meant to move in 

unnatural ways? Can a distortion of nature be equated with 

beauty? From whence does all movement spring? Before her 

time, dancing was meant to be pleasant, innocuous, and lively 

(Terry, 1971, p. 50). Duncan set it on a level with the other 

arts through her writings, her associations, and her 

performance. And while little of her actual work has 

survived, her search for the genesis of movement, her use of 
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dance for political and social statements, and her thoughts 

on breaking down the barriers between audience and performer 

have made her a model for modern dancers at least through the 

1960s. Some of her ideas were thirty to forty years ahead of 

their time, only coming to fruition in the late 1950s when 

happenings began to merge the audience with the art, and in 

the 1960s with the work of the Judson Dance Theater. 

From Duncan, we inherit the point of view that it is 

possible to conceptualize and analyze dance philosophically, 

politically, aesthetically, and morally. She spoke to the 

American distrust of dogma and formal rigidity, and her ideas 

laid the foundation upon which modern dance has been built. 

In years following, whenever systems of tec~nique have 

threatened to solidify, paralyzing the form, a new voice, 

another rebel has appeared to challenge the status quo in the 

Duncan tradition (Ruyter, p. 51). 

As important as she was, however, the chances are good 

that some form of modern dance would have developed without 

her because of the work of Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn. 

St. Denis' legacy can, in fact, be more concretely felt here 

because she did most of her work in the u.s. If Duncan's 

impact stemmed from her life and her ideas, St. Denis 1 s 

influence manifests itself in the careers of her students and 

in the development of a teaching method. Both created their 

own paths. At the ~ime there were few options for the young 

woman with aspirations to be both artist and dancer. 
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Opportunities in dance were limited to performing in ballet 

or vaudeville, and there were no standards by which to judge 

work like theirs, no rules for them to follow. 

St. Denis began in vaudeville. Like Duncan, she sought 

ways of uniting spirituality with dance, and when, on tour 

with David Belasco, she developed an interest in the dance of 

the Orient, the course of her career was irrevocably changed. 

She began creating dances which attempted to unify soul and 

body, and to speak to the profundity of Eastern thought. She 

developed a movement vocabulary and costumes suited to her 

themes and, like Duncan, approached her performances as an 

artist rather than an entertainer. She is believed to be the 

first American dancer to appear in a full-length dance 

performance (Terry, p. 52). Walter Terry quotes St. Denis: 

Don't ask me why it had to be a new dance form that I 
should create instead of drama or poetry or painting. 
I don't know. At that time there was no dance form I 
could follow. I was born into a world of splits and 
kicks in vaudeville and a completely moribund ballet at 
the opera. No food there for my voracious appetite. (p. 
57) 

St. Denis married Ted Shawn, a young American dancer, in 

1914. Together they founded Denishawn, a school and company 

which, during the fifteen years of its existence (1915-1930), 

provided a training ground for the next revolution. While 

Miss Ruth, as she was called, was at heart a performer, Shawn 

was an educator and proselytizer as well as an artist. The 

school reflected his belief that training in a wide variety 

of styles was the best way to create a wholeness in dance, 
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which could then be metamorphosed into a personal style of 

e~pression. For Shawn, the school was the beginning of his 

vision of a dance university, and at the same time, a means 

of gathering and training dancers for the company. Denishawn 

was very successful, attracting students of education and 

serious purpose, among them, Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, 

and Charles Weidman. For the first time in America, young 

women from good families studied dance professionally and men 

became interested in dance beycnd ballroom and tap. It was 

the only school in the country offering a complete program of 

dance study. There were classes in freestyle (barefoot) 

ballet and ethnic dance, lectures on dance history, philosophy 

of movement, Oriental art, and courses in music, lighting, 

make-up, and other related areas (Stodelle, 1.984, p. 22). 

Ernestine stodelle quotes St. Denis describing the school as 

"a stream for ideas •••• food either for the student who merely 

wanted a deepening and releasing experience of life or for the 

definitely avowed dancer with a career before her" (1.984, p. 

23) • This approach to dance education, developing the mind 

along with the body, was revolutionary in America in 1.91.5. 

The school supported the company, which toured nationally 

and internationally with a repertoire based on Oriental and 

other ethnic themes. On tour, the dancers were paid a salary, 

out of which they had to pay for their own train tickets and 

lodging. Not only did the Denishawn company bring the art of 

dance to many American cities and towns which had never seen 
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anything like it before, but it also toured the vaudeville 

circuit, using the commercial stage as a means of making money 

to support its artistic enterprises. This was seen as a 

necessity by Shawn and St. Denis, but the conflicting goals 

of art and entertainment produced division within the company 

and later become one of the reasons why Humphrey and Weidman 

left Denishawn (Humphrey, 1966). 

For many years, however, Humphrey was an enthusiastic 

supporter of Denishawn. Following, she describes her 

impression of the company in 1922: 

The concerts had a •.. formula. They began with a section 
of music visualizations, followed by several elaborate 
ballets on various subjects. In the next four years 
these gruelling tours took us all across the country. 
We were American Indians, Spanish dancers, East Indians, 
American square dancers, and Orientals of various kinds. 
There was something for everybody. It was theatrical; 
it was a good show. (Humphrey, p. 48) 

These were the foundations of modern dance. Shawn and St. 

Denis had devised a teaching system and an array of theatrical 

creations. They developed a dance which was able to convey 

ideas of the mind and spirit, and they trained the next 

generation of revolutionaries: Humphrey and Weidman and 

G::::-aham. 

The Early Moderns 

Doris Humphrey came to Denishawn, already a trained 

dancer, in 1917, one year after Graham had come as a twenty-

two year old beginner. The latter was Shawn's student, and 
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later his protege, while Humphrey performed with the Ruth St. 

Denis Concert Dancers (Stodelle, 1984, p. 30). The two worked 

together only once, performing on the same program, though not 

in the same dances, just before Graham left the company in 

1923. Humphrey stayed another five years and left in 1928. 

Both had grown restless, and each had come gradually to see 

the Denishawn tours as shallow, entertainment-based work 

derived from the dances of other lands. Rivals in most ways, 

these two were alike in feeling that America required its own 

form of dance, with roots in the present time. Each 

experimented with ways of moving which for her expressed the 

truth of humankind, the contradictions of love, fear, 

hostility, and beauty. Over time, Graham developed a 

technique out of her own body feelings, building a study of 

breath into contraction and release, and allowing that to 

carry her into powerful, emotion-packed movement. Humphrey, 

on the other hand, sought the laws of the universe, 

experimenting with gravity and the still point in order to 

devise movement based on fall and recovery, danger and peace. 

"Moving the body stirs the emotions," she wrote, while Graham 

described her process in almost opposite terms: "Out of 

emotion comes form" (Stodelle, 1984, p. 62). 

Working separately, these two evolved differing aspects 

of a dance unlike any seen to that time: strong, earthy, 

percussive, uncompromising, unadorned. Eleanor King, who 

performed with Humphrey from 1928 to 1935, writes that "Their 
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goals were similar, but their natures--mother Martha and Doric 

Doris, as Louis Horst put it--and their works were as 

different as night and day" (1978, p. 51). Between them, 

however, they made gravity visible; dancers showed weight and 

effort, and the verticality of ballet was rejected. 

Writing about their work in 1933, John Martin, dance 

critic for the New York Times, characterized the modern dance 

as a point of view. It was dance created not for technical 

display as is ballet, or for self-expression, as in the 

interpretive dance current at the time, but to "externalize 

authentic, personal experience" (Cohen, 1966, p. 4). 

For Denishawn and Duncan, dance had been truth and 

spirituality, and the beauty of natural being. With the 1930s 

came a time of economic depression, difficult living 

conditions at home, and a troubling political situation 

abroad. These years required acknowledgement of a greater 

reality, one which included fear and desperation, and dance 

artists responded with an art which sought to reveal the 

significant by eliminating the decorative, superficial and 

glib (Cohen, p. 7). This new dance was consciously 

revolutionary. Much of it was devoted to the human struggle, 

to social issues, and politics. Graham's stated aim was "to 

make apparent once again the inner realities behind the 

accepted symbols" (Cohen, p. 7). Humphrey declared, "My dance 

is concerned with immediate, human values" (Stodelle, 1978, 

p. 17). The work was extreme, without decorative elements. 
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Costumes, lighting and decor were purely functional, in 

keeping with the economic situation throughout the country and 

the rigorous intent of the artists. New symbols were actively 

sought. Though the field was divided into companies or camps, 

all were united, dancers and choreographers alike, in fighting 

to legitimize the new form. Each concert combined the 

excitement of anticipation and possibility with the fervor of 

fighting for an aesthetic cause. Martin, at the Times, 

championed the work, but the concert-going public was often 

shocked and confused. 

Dancing was an exciting and fervent way of life marked 

by poverty. Hyla Rubin Samroch, who danced with Humphrey in 

the early 1930s, wrote in 1974: 

Doris demanded the most from her "girls", expected it was 
all right for them to starve for their art. Unless you 
had an outside job (which you were expected to relinquish 
anytime out of town engagements or tours came along) or 
you had someone rich to house and feea you ••• you could 
not survive the rigors of the dance field. (King, 1978, 
p. 305) 

Ernestine Stodelle, another dancer with the Doris 

Humphrey and Charles Weidman Concert Group during that period, 

describes life as a member of the company and notes the sense 

of mission they shared despite hardship: 

Performances were very infrequent, and they paid a mere 
ten dollars apiece. But in those Depression times even 
a teaching job was hard to come by .••• Some of the Group 
members existed by posing for artists and sculptors (at 
one dollar per hour), and a few were waitresses in small 
downtown restaurants. We had to settle for part-time 
work:rehearsals were in the evenings, and, occasionally, 
costume fittings or special assignments occurred during 
the day. And there were other, more subtle 
responsibilities, voluntarily assumed: reading books of 
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philosophy and poetry; being conversant with contemporary 
literature; going to music concerts and art museums. 
Self-cultivation was a part of the process of growing 
into a truly distinctive modern dancer; that was 
understood from the beginning. (1978, p. 7) 

Agnes de Mille, herself a young dancer in the 1930s, 

writes a nearly parallel description of the Graham company at 

that time: 

The girls worked for nothing, of course. The box 
office barely paid the advertising and rental, never any 
of the rehearsal costs. Martha taught the year round to 
pay these and her living. To meet their expenses, some 
of her pupils waited on table. None of them were 
adequately fed or housed. 

These girls were not to be thought of as the usual 
illiterate student who fills the ballet schools. They 
were all adults: many held degrees of one sort or another 
and had deliberately chosen this form of dancing as 
opposed to the traditional for serious and lasting 
reasons. (1952, p. 156) 

King uses language which is almost religious to describe 

the deep commitment felt by modern dancers during those early 

years: 

Like vestal virgins, modern dancers were committed to one 
master. If you were a disciple of one artist, you could 
not study with another. Graham dancers were even 
restrained from attending performances of other modern 
artists, lest the purity of their vision become clouded. 
(p. 4 7) 

And again, the dedication to work was total: 

Working with Doris and Charles we experienced a single, 
uniform devotion to the tasks at hand; displays of temper 
were almost unknown. The general atmosphere was one of 
total, devotional concentration. (p. 62) 

As the field developed throughout the 1930s, dance 

artists hoped to unionize and gain a living wage. Slowly, 

however, it became clear that individualism and social 
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relevance, which were keystones of the new aesthetic, would 

not draw the general audience in large enough numbers to avoid 

seasonal financial deficits. Modern dance gained respect and 

attention as an art during the decade, but the income it 

generated would not, on the whole, support a union pay scale 

(Wheeler, 1986) • Nevertheless, work continued. According to 

Don McDonagh, Graham 

.•. simply refused to consider money in any serious 
relation to what she was doing. Her attitude was that, 
if one devoted oneself to modern dance for the money, 
then one was in it for the wrong reasons. She gave her 
dancers whatever payment she caul~ when she could, but 
she relied on personal loyalty, not a paycheck, as the 
cement to keep her organization together. To discuss 
money was to betray art, and later in her career, when 
substantial sums were available for her company, she 
still refused to consider money of any importance. Her 
simple view was: Crusaders don't expect paychecks. 
(1973, p.88) 

After a decade of strivir,g, the 1940s brought a more 

relaxed atmosphere in modern dance, a time of assimilation, 

building on what had been achieved. As Xing notes, the early 

moderns had completely rejected ballet and all that it 

implied, 

... eschewed the classical five positions, the barre, the 
turnout, the conventional pas de deux with its display 
of the sacharine ballerina, her partner a prop to hold 
her up and push her around, the ballerina herself a 
projection of mindless femininity idealized to the point 
where believability vanished. The rescue of this vapid 
puppet was one of the missions of modern dancers. Doris 
and Charles were the first to establish truly democratic 
treatment of men and women as equal partners in their 
duets ..•. 

. • • after the first flush of puritanical independence 
from all elements of tainted theatricality, the crusaders 
a decade later relaxed their aversion to ballet barres, 
and basic classical discipline slowly crept into the 
once revolutionary studios. (p. 82) 
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As the concert-going public grew more receptive to the new 

dance, energy could be put to refining techniques and 

expanding theatricality and thematic range. Decoration and 

elaboration began to find their way into the form. Graham's 

work focused repeatedly on questions of dominance, passion and 

duty, attraction and repulsion, quilt, and eroticism. 

Humphrey, who retired as a dancer in 1945 and associated 

herself with the company of her protege, Jose Limon, continued 

making dance'"~ ':>.J~ich dealt with the inherent spiritual dignity 

of humankind and the constant threat of the materialistic 

world. For both, movement was seen as a means to an end, a 

vehicle for externalizing the human experience. 

A Period of Consolidation 

During the 1940s and much of the 1950s, Humphrey, 

Weidman, Graham, and the German-born Hanya Holm were the 

acknowledged giants and all worked in New York. The circle 

of masters was closed, rarely opening to accept younger 

artists. It was a period of consolidation. Sally Banes 

(1987) characterizes modern dance at this time as being 

concerned with production values and a theatrical product. 

As the new dance was being accepted, it was losing its 

potency, the ability to shock and bring to awareness, in ~he 

process. Moreover, with its appeal to the intelligentsia, 

it was now becoming even more esoteric than the ballet, 

illustrating clearly one of the key areas of tension dance has 
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faced throughout its history: the competing pressures of the 

popular and the arcane. 

During this period, the form was stable as was the 

structure of the field; the life of a dancer was still that 

of a disciple. In conversation, Dorothy Berea Silver, a 

member of the Graham company from 1946-1949 describes 

relations within the company as like a family: 

.•. we were siblings .••. She [Graham] wanted to know 
everything about [you], wanted to have a lot of 
control •..• we were pieces of her work .•.• She wanted to 
make sure we had certain experiences •... She had us all 
take a poetry course ••.. All of my experience was funneled 
into dance--my life--everything about it was in reference 
to dance .•.• Oh, none of it was a j o!:> .•.• you had to 
[believe she was a great artist] because you could not 
really survive the kind of work we were doing unless you 
really believed in her work--the standards, the 
expectations, the hours, dancing and waiting. (personal 
communication, May 1988} 

The Graham company was (and still is) one of the few 

union groups (American Guild of Musical Artists), which, in 

those days, meant that dancers were paid for performances and 

for two weeks of rehearsal before each yearly New York season. 

Tours were salaried, but there was no housing allowance, as 

there is today, and dancers paid for their own rooms, which 

were booked by the company. Performers survived by teaching 

or demonstrating at the Graham Studio, modeling, or dancing 

at places like the Roxy. Also, now; though Graham had 

priority, nearly all the dancers performed with other groups 

when she was not in rehearsal. Silver danced with Merce 
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cunningham and Nina Fonaroff, both of whom were non-union and 

so paid only for performances. 

Finances were, as always, difficult. "There were not 

grants," Silver recalls, "and I dc;t•-: think an:;-o~ie \:~ought 

they deserved a grant .••• My attitude was, why should anyone 

give us money? Let us perform, and then you pay •.• " The 

concept of the grant had yet to be developed. 

Choreographers depended heavily on private patronage and 

volunteers. Graham did have patrons, but also endured severe 

financial difficulties. She declared bankruptcy during the 

late 1940s. Silver describes as Graham "like the rest of us, 11 

supporting herself with teaching and some commissions. The 

Graham values were clear, however: "Whatever she wanted to 

h?.'!-e for her pieces, she really got. She just would not go 

second class on costumes and a lot of things like that." If 

times were hard, and the union had decraed a certain pay 

scale, Graham "would sometimes ask us to make a financial 

adjustment." Asked how the company responded to these 

requests, Silver replied: 

When it came to the art and the single artisc, it 
wasn't 1 ike the Teamsters--you were employed by this 
artist and were dependent on whether she used you. 
How many jobs dancing were there? ..• You were lucky 
to be working at dancing •... we understood Martha's 
point of view toward her art. We were part of her 
art. We had faith in Martha's aesthetic. I think 
we were so involved in what we were doing, you 
didn't miss that much, if you were dancing and were 
fulfilled in that. (1988) 
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Devotion to the form, sacrifice, a sense of family, 

hierarchical relations, and the mystique of genius all seem 

to characterize the dance field during the 1940s. De Mille 

describes young dancers of the time coming to choreographers 

•.• the way apprentices come to great painters. The new 
technique, the style, the compositions were worked out 
together, master and pupil struggling with the same 
problems. The performers •••• gave their whole time, their 
strength, and their youth to the formation of the 
techniques •.. asking merely to serve the art form and 
their chosen master •..• The modern dancer of the 1930s and 
1940s was in point of view less like a ballet 
dancer •.• than like an acolyte, or a Renaissance 
craftsman. (1980, p. 110) 

As the 1940s gave way to the 1950s, these company dancers 

matured, and many began choreographic careers of their own--

Jose Limon, Anna Sokolow, Merce CUnningham, Erick Hawkins, and 

Alwin Nikolais outstanding among them. Overall, concern 

within the art was still centered on making an American form, 

on individualism, and on dance as a means of expression. The 

field had gained respectability, and in the process, shed its 

rough edges, developing codified techniques and stylized 

vocabularies. Throughout the 1950s, that process of 

refinement continued. Choreographers continued to base their 

dances on musical forms and literary themes. Performances 

were given in proscenium theaters; theatrical lighting, 

costumes, and decor were used to create illusion, and 

predictably, some performers became stars, bigger than life, 

within the dance world. It was the Eisenhower period in the 

United States, a time of calm and peace, economic well-being, 
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and family-center~d life. Modern dance was, at this point, 

a thoroughly theatrical form. 

Another radical shift was in the making, however. Merce 

cunningham, formerly a dancer with Graham, had, for some 

years, been collaborating with composer John Cage, making 

dances which de-emphasized expression. His work broke with 

"traditional" modern dance in two important ways: he 

assimilated ballet's verticality and legwork into the 

vocabulary, and he brought movement to the fore, making it an 

end in itself. His experiments with chance elements and 

indeterminacy effectively separated the artist 1 s will from the 

art, and removed the interdependency of music, decor, and 

dance, though he r~tained a technical, dancerly style. Most 

important in this work with form was his rejection of the 

traditional definitions of communication and meaning. Silver 

views these innovations as a reaction to Graham, who used her 

dancers as factors of her own expression. cunningham's work 

was not about anything but dancing; it intended no meaning 

beyond what actually was presented, told no story and followed 

no music. As a choreographer, he refused to direct the 

audience's eye through the manipulation of space and time, 

allowing the viewer to make selectiol!S acong the dancers on 

stage and essentially, to create an individual version of his 

work, according to the choices made. The modern dance world 

was suspicious, even hostile. In the early years, John 

Martin, still at the New York Times, refused to review his 
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concerts, effectively withholding both credibility and 

visibility among the general public. The underground 

channels, however, were open, and the New York art world 

sensed that something important was about to happen. 

The Judson Revolution 

CUnningham's work and that of his collaborator, John 

Cage, served as a springboard into a reconception which would 

deeply affect the course of the field. At the end of the 

1950s, there was a general sense around the Cunningham-Cage 

camp that modern dance had lost the vitality it once had had. 

In response, Cage invited Robert Dunn to conduct a 

choreography workshop at the CUnningham studio. At the time, 

Louis Horst and Doris Humphrey were the major influences in 

dance composition, and some felt their classes were too 

structured for real exploration. Horst, a composer, built his 

classes around musical forms, while Humphrey worked with dance 

in theatrical terms. Dunn, also a composer and an accompanist 

at the cunningham studio, offered an alternative to their 

ideas by teaching the musical structures of composers like 

Cage and Pierre Boulez, not as musical forms, but as time 

structures. His class worked with concepts of chance, noise, 

indeterminacy, and silence. Assignments were deliberately 

loose and many choices were left to the students. During the 

first year, the group included Yvonne Rainer, steve Paxton, 

and Simone Forti. They met once a week and focused on working 
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with energy, repetition, juxtaposition, and stillness. Dunn's 

method was to analyze rather than criticize, to discuss what 

was seen, and finally to ask what had been intended. 

Simone Forti, who had come to New York after studying 

with Ann Halprin in California, stayed with the workshop for 

the first year. She describes her experience as follows: 

The one teacher I connected with in New York 
was Bob Dunn. He was teaching a composition class 
at the Merce CUnningham studio in the fall of 1960. 
Dunn began the course by introducing us to John 
Cage's scores •.•. 

The Cage scores got the class off to a good 
start. They provided us with a clear point of 
departure, and performing them had the effect of 
helping us bypass inhibitions on making pieces. We 
started producing alot of material, and, once we 
were rolling, we had something to learn from. 
Especially towards the beginning of the course, Dunn 
urged us to work on our own pieces quickly, without 
suffering over them. And throughout the course he 
urged us to be clearly aware of the methods we were 
using in working, whatever they might be. (1974, 
p. 36) 

Yvonne Rainer had begun studying dance earnestly in 1959 

at the age of twenty-five. She was an active force in Dunn's 

workshop from the beginning and stayed with it from 1960-1964 

as it evolved into the Judson Dance Theater. Here, she 

reflects on the philosophical position which the workshop, 

once going, had begun to assume: 

Bob ••• was happy to see so much activity loosed 
by whatever means. He seemed as interested in how 
something was presented as by what method it was 
made. And, of course, the Cagean idea that chance 
offered an alternative to the masterpiece was 
operating very s~rongly. In retrospect this must 
have secretly galled me, as I continue (secretly) 
to aspire to making masterpieces. (1974, p. 7) 
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By 1962, after two years of st•tdio work, the class had 

expanded to include more dancers and a number of composers and 

visual artists. It was an artistic community in a real sense 

and provided a rich exchange. Feeling ready for public 

response at this point, but without funds, they arranged to 

produce a concert of work at Judson Church in Greenwich 

Village. The audience was composed largely of friends and 

artists. According to Rainer: 

That first concert of dance turned out to be a 
three-hour marathon for a capacity audience of about 
300 sitting from beginning to end in the un-air 
conditioned 90 degree heat. The selection of the 
program had been hammered out ••• with Bob Dunn as the 
cool-headed prow of a sometimes overheated ship. 
He was responsible for the organization of the 
program. (1974, p. 8) 

Dunn's attitude toward performance and choreography ran 

distinctly counter to preciousness, tradition, repertory, and 

history, and brought into question the common conception of 

concert order. Dances were presented simultaneously, 

overlapping, broken up, used as sequences and overtures, and 

performed during intermission (Banes, 1983). Overall, the 

Judson concerts were as experimental as the work they 

presented, avoiding a traditional climax, often beginning and 

ending with solos. The first performance set the course for 

the next few years. Rainer writes: 

We were all wildly ecstatic afterwards, and with good 
reason. Aside from the enthusiasm of the audience, the 
church seemed a positive alternative to the once-a-year 
hire-a-hall mode of operating that had plagued the 
struggling modern dancer before. Here we could present 
things more frequently, more informally, and more 
cheaply, and--most important of all--more cooperatively. 
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If I thought that much of what went on in the workshop 
was a bunch of nonsense, I also had a dread of isolation, 
which made me place great value on being part of a group. 
(1974, p. 8) 

This was the beginning of a series of concerts which expanded 

the boundaries of modern dance so violently that the term 

"postmodern" came into use to describe the work being shown. 

Many of the values and attitudes which came to the fore 

at Judson were shaped by the 1960s. It was an era of pacifism 

and civil rights, blending high rega:-d for human life with the 

powerful feeling that all things could be changed. Culture-

wide, there was experimentation with sex, drugs, and 

lifestyle. In the art world there was concern for the 

recreation of American culture and a rejection of the 

managerial values which dominate our economic system (Gans, 

1974, p. 98). The visual arts saw a period of rapid change. 

Abstract expressionism was becoming popular with the public 

and high art moved off into the realms of pop, op, 

photographic realism, minimal, and conceptual art in quick 

succession (Gans, p. 81). The Judson choreographers were 

carried along on this social and artistic journey. 

Like Pop artists, they were fascinated by the ordinary, 

and included every day objects and activities in their dances 

in ways that made the commonplace strange and new again 

(Banes, 1983, p. 105). The found gesture, either from daily 

life or commercial dance, was used in much the same way that 

the found object--junk, the imagery of commercial art, or 
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industrial products--was used in the visual arts. Just as Pop 

Art was a reaction to Abstract Expressionism, the new, 

postmodern dance challenged both the personal expressionism 

and the abstract gestures of the older generation of modern 

dancers. Ballet and dance "steps" became just another 

resource, along with pedestrian and sports movements, 

stillness, talking, and games, raising the point that the 

material which goes into a dance may not be the criterion 

which distinguishes it as a work of art. Chance methods, 

collage, and indeterminacy were seen as ways to free oneself 

from one's own limitations. As Rainer has said, "The chance 

operation is useful when one is in a quandary, is in a 

stalemate with one's body, is immobilized by habits no longer 

useful, is in need of clues to new images ••. " (Banes, 1983, 

p. 78). Free association, co-operative choice-making, slow 

meditation, lists, handling objects, and solving tasks all 

served to change the focus of both choreographers and 

performers, facilitating invention and breaking the hold of 

tradition. Additionally, the new choreographic structures 

called attention to details in the movement itself. The 

interest in real time and energy (as opposed to the 

choreographer's usual manipulation of time, the customary 

stretch and lift of the dancer's body) evoked a human scale 

and intimacy which modern dance had once had, but lost, in its 

fascination with theatricality (Banes, 1983, p. 10). 
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The invention of new forms and structuring devices was 

a major focus of Judson. Another was the maintenance of a 

wide range of options, which they accomplished partly through 

the avoidance of codified technique, viewed, by them, as a 

limiting factor in the work of the previous generation. This 

was a political decision as well; a standard, stylized way of 

moving was seen as creating an inequality among performers and 

a barrier between performer and audience. The Judson 

choreographers aimed to make art without the persona of the 

artist, to dispel theatrical illusion, and to foreground the 

medium rather than the meaning. Their dances were informal, 

intimate, pedestrian, and low key, costumed in street clothes 

or leotards, and performed in open spaces. They tried not to 

be dancerly, but to connect dance with life, and be natural, 

and so allowed the untrained, non-dance movement of the 

composers and visual artists in the workshop to influence the 

group aesthetic. In an effort to be rid of the usual, 

seductive involvement with the audience, they consciously did 

away with performing and aimed at simply doing (Hanna, 1987a, 

p. 23). 

Along with seeking to separate dance from a dependence 

on idealized, stylized movements, the Judson choreographers 

were concerned, as CUnningham was, with wanting to free dance 

from the l.:.terary base it had developed and to make it 

independent of musical forms. They, too, refused to give in 

to the accepted requirements of "communication" and "meaning", 



28 

and so brought into question basic materials and traditions 

of dance (Banes, 1983, p. 40). With movement which was 

natural and pedestrian, task-oriented, and simply performed, 

their dances presented a new kind of viewing experience. 

Rainer writes about her work: 

When I talk about connections and meaning, I 'm 
talking about the emotional load of a particular 
event and not about what it signifies. Its 
signification is always very clear. I don't deal 
with symbols, I deal with categories of things and 
they have varying degrees of emotional load. (1974, 
p. 108) 

Rather than a means to expression or technical display, 

dance had come to be about motion and structure. Without 

overtly expressive or illusionistic effects, or references 

beyond itself, movement was exposed and made meaningful, 

revealing details of lif~ ana humanness. Traditional sources 

of meaning were removed, and the dance itself became visible. 

In Dunn' s workshop, aesthetics and politics had been 

thoroughly blended. The first two years of concerts (1962-

1964) were co-operative and voluntary with a non-

discriminatory policy regarding works performed and workshop 

participation. Efforts to consolidate or institutionalize the 

group which we now k."'low as the Judson Dance Theater were 

resisted, creating a fluidity in energy and membership. 

Members rejected the hierarchy typical of dance companies and 

made all important decisions by consensus. 
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In the philosophical impulses behind this work, modern 

dancers once again found a deep meaning in their art, a 

humanism, and a connection to democratic values. The ideas 

which gave rise to the Judson period brought new significance 

and function to the art and became the hallmark of postmodern 

choreography until the late 1970s. Not only were the 

structure and content of dances changed, and new meaning given 

to process in choreography, but Judson affected the social 

institutiJn of dance viewing as well. Through the pragmatic 

and econom.ic decision to perform in a church, the group was 

instrumental in developing the use of alternate spaces for 

showing dances, creating a tradition for postmodern dance and 

setting the scene for the development of untold numbers of 

small companies and independent choreographers in the years 

ahead. Additionally, the practice of giving concerts during 

the hot New York summer has permanently expanded the dance 

season. 

In 1961, coincidentally with Judson, John Martin 

commented in the Times that, for the first time, the bulk of 

the New York season was produced by male choreographers 

(Hanna, 1987b, p. 39). In my view, this marked the growing 

acceptability of the field, although economically, the 

situation for dancers had not changed. The rise of humanistic 

values in the 1960s served to demystify the master artist of 

early days, but dancers maintained a devotion to the art, a 

sense of calling, and expected to teach or work at odd jobs 
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in order to continue dancing and choreographing. Paul Taylor, 

a former dancer with Graham, illustrates this with a remark 

that in 1961, his company was rehearsing late into the night: 

"Like Martha's, my dancers are committed to their work and are 

rehearsing for free; in modern dance at this time, paid 

rehearsals are pretty much unheard of" (Taylor, 1987, p. 122). 

Paradoxically, it was the possibility of making money with 

their art which eroded the unity of the Judson Dance Theater 

and contributed to the dissolution of the original group 

(Banes, 1983). Growing notoriety brought offers of paid 

performances to the most visible in that group, and a schism 

was formed. As long as no one had been paid, the lack of 

money was not a problem; with the possibility of remuneration, 

a new kind of hierarchy arose. Competition and division 

replaced consensus and Judson slowly dissolved. 

Though the late 1960s and the 1970s were years of 

burgeoning growth and expansion throughout the field in terms 

of sheer numbers, artistically, they were like the 1940s and 

1950s, years of consolidation. Performances centered lart:;Ply 

in loft spaces, churches, and art galleries, in line with the 

postmodern aesthetic. According to Banes (1987), there were 

two major choreographic thrusts in the 1970s. The first 

maintained a distance from expression, combining an almost 

scientific or mathematical approach to movement with low key 

presentation. The aesthetic, which Banes connects to a post

Watergate and oil crisis mentality, seemed to be one of baring 
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the facts and conserving the means. The second thrust derived 

from Eastern thought and was involved with metaphysical, 

spiritual, or mythic values. It used theatrical elements in 

addition to structural devices such as radical juxtaposition 

and repetition, and so combined expression with postmodernism. 

Once again, symbols and ideas put forward in revolution were 

being assimilated into the culture and losing their strength 

along with their stridency. 

Dancing in the 1980s 

Though the Judson point of view continues to inform much 

of today's work, we are now, again, seeking a more traditional 

sense of order in our dance. The 1980s have seen a return to 

virtuosity as a high value, along with elegance and adornment 

in both movement and costuming. This is explained, perhaps, 

by our culture which has more to do with immediate pleasure 

and consumerism and less with ideas. If the 1960s and 1970s 

were content to let dance simply "be" instead of "mean", today 

we require a high impact, more substantive form, glossy, 

attractive, pointing the way to order in our chaotic world. 

Technique has become increasingly important. In New York, 

many professional modern dancers take a daily ballet class, 

making that the main thrust of their training. It is assumed 

that the rigors of ballet will prepare the dancer for anything 

a modern dance choreographer might require, and in some ways 

this is true. To my eye, however, this training has another, 
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more subtle result. Ballet is a style which attempts to deny 

gravity and mask effort, so we lose the weight and visible 

energy with which the early moderns worked. Moreover, because 

ballet training is designed to fit dancers to a perfect form, 

it strips them of their uniqueness: as they work for 

perfection, they work against their own individuality. This 

is happening across the field, diminishing the differences 

between company styles, and erasing the divergent approaches 

which we saw with Graham and Humphrey. We now have a more 

uniformly--if more brilliantly--trained pool of dancers 

available for work, many of whom resemble barefoot ballet 

dancers. 

In choreography, expression is seeing a return, as are 

character, mood, and relationship, though in such a way as to 

resist definitive interpretation. Narrative is reappearing, 

now often as a verbal text accompanying abstract movement; 

there is not the seamless theatrical illusion of Graham and 

Humphrey. Media, music, and effects are used to enhance and 

emphasize, making work accessible on a number of levels. We 

seem to be building on the consolidation of the 1970s, while 

letting the culture lead the art. The music scene now 

provides the context for much dance, rather than the visual 

arts, as was the case in the 1960s. In New York and 

elsewhere, works are shown at cabarets, discos, and clubs, 

forming ties with popular music and seemingly pointing dance 

away from the realm of high art toward the entertainment 
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Choreography is involved with energy and 

cleverness, with feats of endurance and skill, and hard

hitting physicality. From the concern with form which Judson 

introduced, the balletic demands of cunningham, and our 

mastery of special effects technology, we have evolved an art 

which exists on the surface and places its emphasis on the 

visible and the kinesthetic. Sally Banes sees this 

development as a political expression, an anti-elitist point 

of view which makes the art available to a wide ranging 

audience (1987, p. xxxv). I, too, see the aim as a more 

general accessibility, but in my view, the impulse is an 

economic one. Moreover, my sense is that economic influence 

goes beyond aesthetics into the very structure of the field. 

Currently, the profession is shaped by an interest in 

preserving repertory and maintaining permanent, stable 

companies, also, most likely, a response to the economic 

demands of touring, funding sources, and producers (Banes, 

1987, p. xxvii). In fact, economics has, I think, become the 

dominant value system in dance today, determining what is 

done, who will do it, and how it will be produced. 

The enduring struggle of dance artists has been with the 

conflicting pulls of entertainment and art. Sometimes it has 

been a choice between the competing values of ~ommercial and 

critical success, sometimes between popularity and 

authenticity. Throughout most of this century, modern dancers 

have held to revolutionary ideals, breaking new ground in 
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spite of financial risk and the lack of acceptance inevitably 

associated with such work. This goal, and the deliberate 

appropriation of marginal positions, has given the form its 

distinct point of view toward the function of art. In his or 

her way each seminal dance artist has been an educator, 

teaching what dance can be, leading audiences into new 

directions and new ways of conceiving dance, art, and life. 

Their work has given modern dance an attitude which prizes 

exploration as a process and art as an experience, and 

developed a tradition which values integrity, individualism 

and social relevance beyond commercial success. Choreography 

designed to display ego or attract the crowds is, in fact, 

held to be philosophically at odds with the modern dance ethic 

{Cohen, 1966, p. 13). 

As we have seen, however, modern dance has found it 

extremely difficult to maintain its vision. I believe that 

this reality can best be examined from the perspective of what 

has Leen called postmodern thought. 1 This is a highly complex 

concept, elusive in meaning, which can perhaps be generally 

characterized as a mode of existence where involvement with 

image and selling dominates, and depth has been replaced with 

such surface values as packaging and name-recognition. 

Although dance writers have used the term 
"postmodern" in connection with the Judson Dance Theater and 
the work that followed, it is not until the 1980s that modern 
dance artists have actually adopted the aesthetic concerns 
associated with that term in other art forms. 
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Fredric Jameson (1984) is one of the more influential 

commentators and interpreters of postmodern thought. He 

describes the postmodern world as a vast world-market culture 

without local boundaries and landmarks, all-enveloping, making 

the marginal toe-hold a present-day impossibility. He speaks 

of being submerged in "the new space of postmodernism", which 

is equated with "the world of late capitalism". The 

postmodern aesthetic is characterized as a market aesthetic: 

according to Jameson, art today is disarmed and reabsorbed by 

the large scale commercial culture, and so has lost the 

critical distance necessary to cultural resistance. If all 

art is for sale, there can be no marginal positions. 

Furthermore, in correlating postmodernism with the development 

of multi-national capitalism, Jameson gives it an historical 

dimension and thus, a reality with which we must cope (1984, 

p. 85). The culture has evolved faster than our capabilities 

and we, artists and non-artists alike, have been swept along, 

unable to gain our bearings. It remains for the art of the 

future to find a means of comprehending the vastness of the 

new world space, Jameson says, to aid us all in positioning 

ourselves within it, both personally and collectively, so that 

we may regain the means to struggle and act. 

If culture is now being defined in terms of "marketsn 

then the issue of financial support for dance becomes at once 

significant and problematic. Since the time frame for the 

gradual change in dynamics within modern dance since Judson 

--------· --
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roughly parallels the development of funding procedures 

institutionalized in the 1960s, and simultaneously, the 

beginning of a large new market for American modern dance 

stimulated by the National Endowment for the Arts, Jameson's 

is an intriguing theory for the field. The developing 

commercial culture created a vacuum, a world-wide market with 

which the loosely organized field of modern dancers could not 

easily cope. An organizing force was needed, a means of 

bringing dance into that market. With the founding of the 

Endowment in 1965, just at the end of the Judson era, the 

field acquired such a force, which set about shaping the 

profession organizationally, geographically, economically, and 

not incidentally, aesthetically. 

Judson marked the last major period of reconception in 

the field, the last time when choreography was actively 

concerned with the creation of new symbols, (Rainer's claim 

that she does not work with symbols, notwithstanding) . A 

possible interpretation of this lag might be the commonl:r 

cited theory of thirty year cycles: we had Duncan and St. 

Denis at the turn of the century, Graham and Humphrey in the 

1930s, Judson in the 1960s, and now we are simply in another 

period of consolidation, awaiting the next creative 

revolution. Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. was recently quoted in 

the Greensboro News and Record, citing this phenomenon in 

reference to politics: "If the rhythm of politics holds true, 

the 1990s in the United States will be much more like the 



37 

1960s" (1988, p. A3). If Jameson is right, however, we have 

entered a new period of history, and the changes we have seen 

can be attributed to essential shifts in our model of the 

world. These have occurred so slowly that we have not been 

attuned to them, perhaps not even noticed that the values we 

once held important were no longer guiding our course. 

Over the past twenty years, modern dance as a field has 

experienced profound, and I think irreversible, changes in 

conjunction with the policies instituted by funding agencies. 

Through efforts to enhance the quality of the art, to make it 

accessible to the public and give it the grounds for financial 

security, what seems to me an inversion of the modern dance 

vision and priorities has occurred. Where marketing and 

funding considerations used to be peripheral, logistical 

concerns, they now bear on central, artistic choices. This 

colors all aspects of the field, from the relationship between 

cast and choreographer, to the role of a company within its 

community, to the emphasis within a company repertory. In the 

next chapter I will discuss the National Endowment for the 

Arts, the largest and most influential funding agency in this 

country. I will examine its role as a catalyst for change 

and as a policy-maker for funding agencies nationwide, in an 

effort to connect changes within modern dance to patterns of 

funding and support. 
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This chapter will focus on federal fiscal policies for 

the arts since 1965 and their impact, particularly on modern 

dance. I will begin with a brief background description of 

the founding of the NEA and then discuss the influence the 

agency has had on the organizational structure of dance 

companies, on their financial stability, and on the 

decentralization of the modern dance field. In addition, the 

impact of federal funding patterns on other grant-making 

agencies and the nature of the funding process itself will be 

examined. The chapter will conclude with a discussion of the 

political implications of NEA funding policies on both 

American society and on dance. 

Background 

Prior to the founding of the National Endowment for the 

Arts in 1965, the United States relied heavily on volunteerism 

and private initiative and patronage for the support of the 

arts. Since the New Deal, there had been little federal 

government involvement in arts funding. Before 1967, when the 

NEA began making block grants to state arts councils, twenty

two states, fewer than half, had appropriated any funds to a 

state arts agency. The combined appropriations for the 
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twenty-one states other than New York was $505,000, at that 

time, barely enough to pay the salary of a single full-time 

staff member in each state. By 1972, however, all fifty 

states and the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and three 

overseas jurisdictions had arts council receiving both NEA 

money and state apr~opriations. Most of these councils were 

formed, not from an autonomous swelling of interest in the 

arts at the state level, but as a direct result of the 

availability of NEA funds for the purpose (Netzer, 1978, p. 

90) . 

Throughout its brief history, and particularly at the 

beginning, the NEA has played a dynamic role in reshaping the 

art world through the distribution of its own funds and 

through its influence, not only on other government funding 

agencies but on foundations and corporations as well. In my 

view, the relatively sudden availability of money brought 

about by Endowment policies has profoundly affected the 

organization of the dance field and so, also, the lives of 

artists and their work. Other agencies have been important 

too, most notably, the Ford Foundation, which has had a strong 

impact on the finances of ballet companies and their schools. 

For modern dance, however, it is widely accepted that the 

major funding influence has been the National Endowment for 

the Arts. Through its subsidy of sponsoring organizations, 

either directly or through state arts councils, promotion of 

touring and management, and catalytic effect on other funding 
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agencies, the NEA has influenced the development and 

visibility of modern dance nationwide and directly affected 

the way in which the field cLganizes and maintains itself. 

For this reason, Chapter II will focus on the Endowment itself 

and on its role in determining policies in the arts. 

The literature is not clear about the first post-New Deal 

attempts at a national arts policy. Harlen E. Hoffa mentions 

being part of the Arts and Humanities Program of the Office 

of Education in 1965, "the only arts presence in the panoply 

of federal programs •••• Our activities were limited to 

supporting educational research" (1981, p. 4). w. McNeil 

Lowry, on the other hand, discusses indirect federal help for 

arts institutions through the underwriting of portions of 

their audiences, as a result of the 1965 Titles I and III of 

the amended National Defense Education Act administered by the 

Department of Health, Education and Welfare (1978, p. 17). 

Whatever the case, President Lyndon Johnson signed the 

legislation which finally established the twin Endowments of 

the Arts and Humanities in 1965. According to Lowry, Johnson 

had a personal interest in demonstrating support for cultural 

activities equal to or surpassing former president John F. 

Kennedy's. That agenda, coupled with the fact that Johnson 

had the support of a large Democratic majority in the House 

of Representatives after the election of 1964, made the budget 

for the Great Society, including the Endowments, a reality (p. 

18). 
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The legislation itself acknowledged the long-standing 

American tradition of private patronage, as it decreed 

that the encouragement and support of national progress 
and scholarship in the humanities and the arts, while 
primarily a matter for private and local initiative, is 
also an appropriate matter of concern to the Federal 
Government. (Hoffa, 1981, p. 5) 

So stating, the Congress instituted the National Foundation 

of the Arts and Humanities. President Johnson signed it into 

law on September 29, 1965 with the following words: 

In the long history of man, countless empires and nations 
have come and gone. Those which created no lasting works 
of art are reduced to small footnotes in history's 
catalogue. Art is a nation's most precious heritage. 
For it is in our works of art that we reveal to 
ourselves, and to others, the inner vision which guides 
us as a nation. (National Endowment for the Arts, 1968, 
p. 5) 

Ever since, policy and operations decisions have rested with 

the Endowment's administrative staff. 

A statement of mission is spelled out in all NEA 

Applications Guidelines and Annual Reports. The 1987 Annual 

Report reads: 

The mission of the National Endowment for the Arts 
is: 

* to foster the excellence, diversity, and vitality of 
the arts in the United States and 

* to help broaden the availability and appreciation of 
such excellence, diversity, and vitality. 

In implementing its mission, the Endowment must exercise 
care to preserve and improve the environment in which the 
arts have flourished. It must not, under any 
circumstances, impose a single aesthetic standard or 
attempt to direct the artistic content. (p. 222) 
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Review of the Literature 

This chapter will investigate the government funding 

process and the policies which surround it, as well as the 

perceived impact of such funding by examining NEA publications 

and writings on the subject by economists, arts writers, and 

administrators. Generally, I have found a scarcity of serious 

analysis of the Endowment's policies and no in-depth studies 

of the relationship of federal funding to dance specifically. 

Because of this, I have augmented my research with several 

interviews. I am not the only researcher frustrated by the 

situation. Others have noted that while observers remark on 

the tremendous growth in arts funding since 1965, the 

phenomenon has received little systematic study (Goody, 1984, 

p. 144), and that the Endowment itself has not been 

forthcoming on its policy actions and their results. In 1978 

Dick Netzer wrote: 

Unless NEA places a high priority on rapid and 
substantial improvement of information on the arts and 
in its own rep?rting, it will continue to function in 
considerable 1gnorance of both the circumstances 
surrounding public subsidy and the consequences of its 
own activities. {1978, p. 177) 

At just about that time, the NEA established a research budget 

which it has continued to support. In 1987, $431,000 was 

allotted for five actions, including a Congressionally 

mandated, comprehensive "State of the Arts" report describing 

the arts in America. An additional $11,550 was allotted by 

the Dance Program for its chapter in that report. In spite 
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of this, however, the NEA research focus seems general and 

undelineated as to, and even within, disciplines. For 

example, in its Five-Year Planning Document 1990-94, the 

Endowment writes comprehensively, discussing problems and 

recent successes. Dance is presented as a field, rather than 

separated out according to style; ballet, modern and ethnic 

mix together giving the NEA a perspective that is sweeping 

instead of specific. Moreover, the text does not distinguish 

between creative artists and performers, choreographers and 

dancers, or between employed and self-employed artists. These 

are distinctions which I believe are basic to understanding 

the range of experience and point of view within the field, 

closely interacting with such factors as educational level, 

income, professional goals, and world view. This kind of 

generalization discounts the differences which make for rich 

cross-fertilization, and fails to address issues which do not 

concern the broad center of the field. 

Additionally, in gathering bucigetary information, the NEA 

employs what seems a flawed data base: the eighty-six dance 

companies who have consistently applied to the Endowment from 

Fiscal Year 1983 to Fiscal Year 1986 (Five-Year Planning 

Document 1990-94 p. 121). Likely, this sample only represents 

the eighty-six companies best oriented to the Endowment 

system, since they are the ones continuously making 

application. And because they continuously make application, 

these may be the eighty-six most financially successful dance 

---------- --
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companies in the United States, not a representative sample. 

Any companies who were not consistent in their applications, 

because of a discouraging grant nistory, or perhaps because 

of management problems or internal disorganization, are left 

out, as are the independent artist and the artist-teacher. 

Additionally 1 scant differentiation is made between ballet, 

modern and ethnic companies and there are no budgetary 

distinctions. This, then, is the extent of NEA budgetary 

information on the dance field. According to this data, the 

average season was noted to be thirty-five weeks in FY86 and 

the average salary for a dancer, under $13,000 (for thirty

five weeks) (Five-Year Planning Document 1990-94, p. 121). 

Based on my experience, this is not typical of the vast 

majority of small modern dance companies, most of which are 

not able to pay dancers a weekly wage. Many groups have long 

and active histories though they do not apply to the Endowment 

under the Dance Company category because they do not meet the 

financial and organizational requirements or they have little 

hope of competing successfully with the larger, more visible 

national groups. The Contemporary Dance Theater of 

Cincinnati, discussed in Chapter IV, is one such company. 

Under the present data base, budgetary information from groups 

like this is not factored in. 

Since its founding, the Endowment's appropriations have 

grown from $2.5 million in 1965 to $168 million in 1988, 

pacing a rapid rise in general arts funding during that 
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period. The Annual Reports, which provide a history of NEA 

appropriations, lists of panels, descriptions of all grants 

given, and a yearly financial summary, give no information on 

the question of parity among and within programs, why one art 

form has had priority over another for funds. A review of the 

Reports shows that a number of these de facto priorities have 

shifted over the years, but no discussion of the thinking 

behind these changes is presented. Whether such choices are 

avowedly policy decisions or not, they have the effect of 

becoming so because, as Hoffa says, practice tends to become 

precedent and precedent, almost invariably, becomes the basis 

for policy decisions (p. 11). 

Michael S. Joyce discusses this issue in terms of whether 

••• policy is made explicit, open, and public, in which 
case it can be studied ••• or whether •.• policy is tacit or 
implied, in which case it is likely to be uncritically 
accepted and enforced without public debate and with 
little opportunity for evaluation or reform •••. (1984, 
p. 29} 

The latter seems to be the case at the Endowment, perhaps 

explained by the struggle it has faced in justifying its very 

existence, creating a self-protective posture in many aspects 

of its operations. Joyce goes on to say 

The implied or tacit cultural policy that we found to be 
the custom at both the National Endowments helped to 
explain, in our view, the presence of programs supported 
for political and social reasons rather than for artistic 
or scholarly reasons. (p. 29} 
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NEA Impact on the Organizational Structure of Companies 

In spite of the fact that the NEA has not been explicit 

in its policies, it is possible to look at what has been done 

and come to some understanding of the goals which have 

governed these actions. Since 1965, the Unitad States has 

experienced an expansion of performing arts institutions and 

companies with no precedent in any similar period in any 

country (Lowry, p. 4). According tow. MacNeil Lowry, this 

was brought about by a combination of institutional, eccnomi~ 

and programmatic strategies, chief among them, the increased 

use of the non-profit tax-exempt corporation by directors, 

producers and choreographers, the rise in the percentage of 

Americans with a college education, a national effort to 

improve and expand training and performing institutions (begun 

by the Ford Foundation in 1957) , and the founding of the 

National Endowment of the Arts (p. 6). 

The word "institutions" in the preceding paragraph is one 

key to understanding the impact of the NEA. Samuel Lipman 

(1986) thinks that, at heart, our cultural policy amounts to 

the promotion and support of institutions, the presenters 

(museums, orchestras, and dance, opera, and theater companies) 

and the organized advocates. An analysis of figures provided 

by the Annual Reports reveals support for this view. As Lowry 

writes, the objective means of discovering the NEA's impact 

lies in determining funding proportions and therefore, 

presumably, priorities (1978, p. 22). Although NEA suppo~t 
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for individual artists has lately risen from 2. 4% of the dance 

budget in 1980 to nearly 9% in 1987, grants given to dance 

organizations are, on the whole, much larger. In 1987, 

$778,000 was given to 110 individual choreographers, amounting 

to an average $7,072 per artist. In the same year, 62% of 

the budget went to dance companies: $5,431,900 was divided 

among 97 groups, making the average award $55, 999. This would 

seem to make clear the Endowment's priorities and the way in 

which it wants to influence the profession. However, Jack R. 

Lemmon, Dance Program Administrator at the NEA, characterized 

the recent increases in Choreographers' Fellowships as a 

reflection of the NEA's current attitude as well. The agency 

does not want to push people to institutionalize, he says, and 

so, wants to be sure to provide support for individual 

artists. In Lemmon's opinion, the NEA is at its best when it 

is reactive rather than proactive. 

people to do anything, " he said 

communication, October 20, 1988). 

"We don't want to push 

(his emphasis) (personal 

From the beginning, a major focus at the NEA has been to 

hel:p the dance field in achieving a measure of financial 

stability (Hardy, 1986, p. 76). As it became clear that the 

non-profit tax-exempt corporation would be a standard for 

funding, dance companies nationwide adopted that structure by 

writing by-laws, forming boards of directors, and organizing 

themselves as corporate institutions. Before the push to 

organize companies, the dance field had been a loose aggregate 
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of choreographic artists working independently, the most 

impoverished of American art forms (Baumol and Bowen, 1966, 

p. 31). William J. Baumol and William G. Bowen, writing in 

1966, describe the situation in the field at that time: 

Typically a modern dance organization is administered in 
all its aspects by a single person--the choreographer. 
He either serves as his own secretary, accountant, and 
business manager or entrusts these tasks to a wife or 
friend. Except when the State Department finances a trip 
abroad, his company usually gives only sporadic and 
isolated performances, frequently requiring travel for 
a single performance to some distant campus (the colleges 
being for him a prime source of audiences) . He will 
typically operate a dance school or serve as a visiting 
faculty member at a college as a means of livelihood, and 
a desk, telephone and typewriter just outside his dance 
area may serve as his office. The studio--equipped at 
the choreographer's expense with a special floor--may be 
on the top story of a slum walk-up, because the rent is 
low and dancers have more endurance than c~sh. When an 
engagement is arranged, the choreographer must interrupt 
his teaching program and reassemble his troupe, whose 
members arrange leaves from the large variety of jobs at 
which they earn their living. (p. 31) 

While there is still poverty among individual artists 

today in modern dance and many operations still center on the 

efforts of a single person, chances are that now, even the 

most solitary individuals have access to a non-profit, tax-

exempt corporation through which they can be eligible for 

funding. If the corporation is not their own, it belongs to 

a colleague or it is made generally available through 

membership in a dance service organization such as New York's 

Dance Theater Workshop or the San Francisco Bay Area Dance 

Coalition. 
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Spider Kedelsky, a former dance company director and 

choreographer who has received awards from the Endowment both 

as a choreographer and as a presenter, has acted as a 

consultant to the NEA since the 1970s, and has twice served 

on the Choreographer • s Fellowships Panel. Interviewed in 

September, 1988, Kedelsky discussed the issue of 

institutionalization in terms of the current "pressure [on 

choreographers] to form a company, to file for a 501{c) {3) 

[tax-exempt status], to set up a board ••. because you have to 

operate as a business--" He went on to describe the 

Endowment's influence in restructuring the field: 

When the Endowment was first established by Congressional 
mandate, it played a very active role in defining what 
the field was about. For instance, when I started Dance 
LA [his company] .•• in 1 74, I structured the 
administration of the company immediately to get its non
profit [tax-exempt status], to do a [specified] number 
of performances. so that it could qualify immediately for 
Endowment and local funding. And state agencies, for the 
most part, and even city cultural arts programs, and 
large counties, often structured their structures which 
came into being ••. at the same time because •.• they would 
then receive Endowment block grants. So you have this 
whole infrastructure from the Endowment on down that was 
being created by the mandate for the NEA •.• 

Dick Netzer also credits the Endowment with changing the 

organizational structure of the field: 

In a real sense, NEA and the foundations have achieved 
much of what they set out to do in the 1960s with respect 
to dance companies: ... [now] there are institutions 
[emphasis i~ original], not just makeshifts centered on 
the choreographer, organizations that have some degree 
of stability, are sufficiently respected to attract heavy 
private giving ...• {1986, p. 19) 
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But Netzer goes on to raise the possibility of an unintended 

result, asking whether forming institutions and .. then giving 

them heavy private and public subsidy, affording them long 

seasons and professional staffing, might not "make for a 

hostile environment for the new and small companies which have 

been a principal instrument of the development of dance in the 

United States" (1986, p. 19). 

The Financial Stability of Dance Companies 

The institutionalization of dance companies has been 

promoted with the idea of making them financially viable and 

administratively sound. To that end, the Endowment began 

providing funds for professional management in 1973. 

Throughout the 1970s, those grants were in a separate 

category, especially earmarked for that purpose. But from 

1980 on, when, one assumes, the field was considered 

sufficiently structured, funds for management were included 

under the general "Dance Company" heading which reads "To help 

dance companies realize projects that best serve their 

artistic and managerial needs .•.• " Additionally, in 1974, a 

"General Services to the Field" category was added, "To assist 

organizations or individuals who provide services to dance 

companies, dancers, and choreographers ••• , or who increase the 

visibility of dance in their communities or regions" (Annual 

Report. 1987). In 1987, there were fifty grants under that 

heading, representing about 6% of the Dance Program budget. 
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The growth of the arts service field has paralleled the 

explosion of growth in the nonprofit arts field, greatly aided 

by the availability of grant monies (Goody, p. 154). In some 

cases funding criteria for dance grants have included specific 

administrative considerations (for example, requiring dance 

companies to have reliable management before being eligible 

for the Dance Touring Program). Funding for the service 

sector itself has been plentiful both from the Endowment and 

foundations. Kenneth Goody (1984) takes note of the enormous 

growth of the non-profit arts field as a result of government 

funding, and the emergence of "arts administration" as a 

recognized profession. He writes that over the past twenty 

years, private and corporate foundations have begun funding 

the non-artistic aspects of arts organizations, largely at the 

expense of artistic projects. Citing data from the Foundation 

Center, he goes on to say that 

..• between 1978 and 1981 total foundation giving to the 
arts increased by 68 percent. However, [within that 68%] 
giving to what is labeled "general culture", a broad 
category of which administrative/service support is a 
major componant, increased by 450 percent. Arts 
professionals appear successful in securing foundation 
grants. (p. 151) 

The "general culture" figure comprises one-third of foundation 

funds to the arts. Although Goody did not have figures for 

corpo:::-ate g:Lving, he suggests that there is strong corporate 

support of these purposes too (p. 154). As early as 1971, 

administrative personnel accounted for about 17% of the 

operating budgets for theater and dance companies (Lowry, 
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1978). While I could find no later figures for dance 

companies, the 1981 statistical report of the Theatre 

Communications Group notes that for 1973-1979, administrative 

expenses in non-profit theaters rose sharply while artistic 

salaries declined from 29% of operating budgets to 24% in 1981 

(Baumol and Baumol, 1984, p. 179). As Lipman says, our 

cultural policy has come to rely "for both the formulation and 

implementation of its goals, on a formidable bureaucratic 

class" (1985, p. 23). Certainly, the Endowment depends on 

managerial personnel to implement its goals, both within 

itself and in the dance field. These are the people 

associated with fundraising, development, marketing, and 

indeed, with decisions on what the contemporary image of dance 

shall be, and what will be brought to public attention. 

Moreover, this group has a major impact on who will 

survive, since an organization's artistic viability is now 

measured by its ability to raise money. Lipman describes the 

process as a closed circle: "Money can be raised because the 

institution is financially solid and the institution is 

financially solid because money can be raised" (1985, p. 23). 

In 1976, the Paul Taylor Dance Company had a crisis which 

illustrates this point. Paul Taylor, who had previously 

earned acclaim as a choreographer and performer, founded his 

company in 1955, and it was, from the beginning, a successful 

and sought after group. When the National Endowment for the 

Arts began its Co-ordinated Dance Touring Program in 1968, 
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this was one of the four original companies includcc, and it 

participated for the duration of that program's existence. 

In addition, the company has toured abroad extensively since 

the early 1960s, often under the sponsorship of the United 

States State Department. It has long been well known and 

considered one of America's very best (Netzer, 1978, p. 136). 

Financially, however, the organization was not on solid 

ground. In 1976, Paul Taylor announced the dissolution of his 

company because he could not afford to continue meeting 

expenses. Today, the company survives because the NEA and the 

National Corporate Fund for Dance united to mount a rescue 

effort. Judith A. Jedlicka, executive director of the 

Corporate Fund at the time, explains the strategy: 

We had to make sure that Paul restructured his entire 
board of directors and took on people who knew about 
management and could help him ...• There is a need for 
business people on these boards, a ne~d for fundraisers, 
and a need for guidance in financial matters. Modern 
dance companies have lived from day ·to day, and only 
recently have the big ones had boards giving them proper 
financial management. (Mazo, 1978, p. 92) 

Jedlicka's reference to big companies lately having proper 

financial management brings to mind the earlier quote from 

Dick Netzer (1986, p. 19), where he voices concern about the 

growing ~ap between the larger, institutionalized and 

professionally staffed groups and newer, small, more flexible 

and historically, more innovative companies. With the field 

devoted to the support of established organizations, he asks, 

does this "make for a hostile environment for the new and 
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small companies which have been the principal instrument of 

the development of dance?" 

The Decentralization of the Field 

The growth of modern dance as a field has paralleled the 

general expansion of the performing arts. During the 1970s, 

in accordance with its stated mission of broadening the 

availability and appreciation of excellence in the arts, dance 

funding at the Endowment was heavily concentrated on aiding 

sponsors across the country to produce performances by 

professional dance companies through the Dance Touring 

Program. Begun in 1967-68 with a budget of $25,000, this 

program allowed four companies to tour for a total of five 

weeks in two states. By 1977-78, the projected budget was 

calling for a total of 440 weeks in fifty states on a budget 

of $1.9 million (Mazo, p. 89). The provision was for more 

than touring, however. companies operating under the Dance 

Touring Program pravided a residency and a brief presence 

within a community, teaching and talking about dance as well 

as performing. In this kind of situation, company directors 

had the opportunity to acquaint themselves with the 

communities they visited and talk to their audiences about 

their work, while under contract for a fee which allowed--in 

fact, required--that company dancers be paid union (AG~ .. ) 

minimum wages. Suzanne Weil, then head of the NEA Dance 

Program, said in 1977, "The program has made all the 



55 

difference in spreading dance and giving companies a chance 

to work. Back in 1968-69, everybody was doing one-night 

stands" (Mazo, p. 89). 

The touring program operated on a first-come, first-

served basis. Eligible companies would arrange their own 

bookings and then apply to the Endowment for a 30% subsidy of 

their fees, either for a one-half or a full week residency. 

When the DTP budget for the year had been spent, the program 

was closed. Until 1972, the program was restricted to 

companies which met the Endowment's qualitative requirements. 

After that, qualification hinged on budgetary information such 

as salary scales, essentially measuring a company's 

professionalism through quantitative means. Each year, the 

NEA drew up a list of groups meeting these guidelines. Many 

sponsors then used this list in planning their annual concert 

series, since they could get a rebate of sorts on the fees of 

these preselected companies. 

Spider Kedelsky noted a problem, even as he appreciated 

the results of the program: 

The problem with the Dance Touring Program ••• was having 
the list of approved companies and the imprimatur that 
it gave, and ~h~ was selected and who wasn't and you 
know--that eventually blew up in the Endowment's face, 
but in fact, [it] was a good program because it got dance 
out of New York. 

The question of standards in this program was a volatile 

one, and in a sense, it speaks to that issue throughout arts 

funding. Some complained that in the years without controls, 
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certain communities had turned against dance completely 

because a company of low quality had been in residence. 

Others argued that government had no business imposing its 

taste on the country and that quantitative measurement was the 

correct procedure (Mazo, p. 89) . The DTP did eventually 

return to standards of excellence, according to Jack R. 

Lemmon. During "the last three or four years of the program," 

a Dance Touring Program panel was instituted which developed 

a list of companies based on qualitative judgments. (When 

pressed for a more exact timetable, Lemmon said he did not 

know, that the DTP was "old history for us. Most of the files 

have been retired.") 

The very existence of a list was divisive, serving to 

separate the field into approved and non-approved groups, and 

effectively bearing on the touring possibilities for all 

American dance companies. Though division was bound to occur 

with any list, the use of quantitative guidelines had made it 

possible for companies to gain acceptance through budgetary 

and organizational restructuring. Under this system, it was 

within the realm of possibility for any group to meet NEA 

standards through its own efforts. No doubt, the value system 

which numerical standards imposed on the field played a 

significant role in establishing the perception of a 

relationship between economics and excellence. On the other 

hand, the reinstitution of qualitative guidelines meant that 
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excellence was to be determined by the DTP panel; control 

shifted from the companies back to the NEA. 

In fiscal 1984, the Dance Touring Program, as such, was 

discontinued. I have not found any discussion in print about 

the rationale for this decision. Funds for touring continue 

to be available to individual companies under the broad "Dance 

Company" category and to dance presenters themselves. 

The idea behind the DTP had been that exposure leads to 

interest, and that an interested audience is basic to the 

survival of all dance companies. When the audience is small, 

a professional group of dancers cannot be kept on salary 

because there is not enough work, not enough demand. The 

field had to be decentralized so that the potential, 

nationwide audience for dance could be tapped. To further 

this goal, in addition to the DTP, from 1972-1978 the 

Endowment had a funding category for "Resident Professional 

Dance Companies," defined as those groups with professional 

standards and goals residing in communities outside New York 

City. The NEA would, if a company met its standards, aid the 

local community in its support. 

In 1978, Netzer described modern dance outside New York 

as an infant industry, justifying, for him, the NEA effort to 

expose new audiences to the form (1978, p. 136). DTP subsidy 

helped provide touring salaries for (mostly) New York 

companies, and public interest in the form developed wherever 

they went. As the audience outside New York has grown, it has 
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become possible, with financial support, to be a dance 

professional in many cities across the country. In 1977, 

David R. White, executive director of New York • s Dance Theater 

Workshop, a major support organization for dance, 

characterized the 19~!0so "as an era of prolific growth in 

modern dance, in terms of both companies and audiences. " In 

that year, there were approximately 200 modern dance companies 

in the United States, nearly one-half located outside New York 

(Mazo, 1978, p. 78). Livingston Biddle cites a later 

statistic. Writing in 1984, he says that, with Endowment 

help, the number of professional dance companies had grown 

"from no more than 35 to 250. Audiences have grown at similar 

ratios, with the audience for dance increasing almost 15 

times" (p. 94) . 

With this achieved, the Endowment allowed the demise of 

the DTP. Thereafter, the NEA changed its funding emphasis, 

permitting companies to request funds for "projects that best 

serve their artistic and managerial needs both at home and on 

tour" (Annual Report, 1987). In essence, this allows 

companies subsidy for a home season and the building of a 

local audience, which greatly enhances private fundraising 

capabilities. Beyond that, as indicated by Lemmon • s assertion 

earlier that the Endowment is at its best when it is reactive, 

it would seem to represent a shift to a more responsive role, 

a retreat from actively shaping the world of dance. Though 
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the agency does not explicitly note it, the initiativ~ now 

seems to be with the field. 

Impact of Funding Patterns: Influence on other Funding 

Agencies 

The NEA's Statement of Mission clearly sets out the idea 

that though the government has a role to play, private support 

for the arts is of primary importance. Livingston Biddle, 

Chairman of the Arts Endowment from 1977-1981, describes that 

idea as "A uniquely American approach .... based on the theme 

of partnership--between government and the private community" 

(1984, p. 92). He depicts the Endowment's role as that of a 

catalyst: by using federal funds to match donations from the 

private sector, the government is able to point individual and 

corporate contributions toward the arts in ratios of up to 

four:one. 

Samuel Lipman, formerly a member of the National council 

on the Arts, is not completely comfortable with this 

arrangement. In his view, 

... official cultural policy has from the beginning 
concerned itself with maximizing official influence on 
how private arts dollars are to be spent. 

This policy goal has been accomplished by means of 
what is called at the Endowment "leadership" and 
"presence". In this context, leadership means the NEA 
imprimatur ..•. The need for this official endorsement, of 
course, suggests a lack of confidence by the arts
advocacy establishment in the intelligence, artistic 
sophistication, and will of private and (most especially) 
corporate patrons. (1985, p. 22) 
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On the same subject, Joyce reports that the current 

Chairman Francis s. M. Hodsoll told the New York 
Times •.. on 10 April 1983 that "a principal role of the 
Arts Endowment is to confer a stamp of approval" ..• that 
will have the effect of giving organizations receiving 
federal grants not only money but also a credential that 
gives them an advantage in the competition for private 
funds. (1984, p. 31) 

Mr. Hodsoll is further quoted as saying, in a speech to the 

New York Chapter of the National Society of Fundraising 

Executives on January 20, 1983, that the Endowment is 

... encouraging greater private support (including efforts 
of the President's Committee on the Arts and Humanities: 
greater leverage from our grants: and a variety of 
specific projects designed to recognize, inform, assist 
and advocate new private support for the arts) . (Joyce, 
19841 P• 31) 

A few years earlier, Newsweek magazine had noted the 

catalytic aspect of the Endowment's role. On March 16, 1981, 

while reporting on the Reagan administration's proposed cuts 

in the arts budget, Jerry Adler wrote that 

The government • s influence is far greater than its modest 
dollar contribution because it serves as an official 
imprimatur of worthy endeavors. As the number of 
regional theaters, dance groups, symphonies, light 
operas, video collectives, mime troupes and jazz 
workshops has exploded, befuddled corporate benefactors 
increasingly turn to the arts endowment to sort out 
competing claims. (p. 31) 

Artists themselves recognize the status-giving nature of NEA 

funding and list their grants in resumes and biographies. 

Joyce finds the implications of this process problematic: 

The essence of our political system is political 
accountability for the expenditure of government 
funds .••• for the federal Endowments to attempt to 
influence the flow of private funds for the support of 
culture is to remove policy, spending, and staff from 
public scrutiny. To do so is to short circuit the proper 
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process of open discussion and presentation of 
alternatives. {1984, p. 32) 

He and Lipman are both wary of NEA influence, noting that 

groups without government support are likely to have trouble 

finding private funding. According to Lipman, "Today, in the 

case of a government turn down, the very future of a cultural 

enterprise is called into question" {1985, p. 24). Joyce 

writes that "those applicants who have been rejected for 

government matching grants will likely be deprived of equal 

access to private fundingn (1984, p. 32). Joyce continues 

with this caveat against the narrowing effect of NEA 

authority: 

The more diversity, the more alternatives for the artist 
and scholar, and the more likely we are not to have an 
ossified culture. Private donors must be guided by their 
own tastes, by their own judgments about the good and the 
beautiful, not by reliance on the herding effect induced 
by government jawboning for culture. (1984, p. 33) 

The Nature of the Grant-making Process 

I~ its Five Year Planning Document 1990-94, the 

Endowment makes the following list of "major needs and 

opportunities" within the dance field: (1) increased 

performance opportunities, (2) affordable space, (3) improved 

salaries, (4) more time for both creative work and rehearsal, 

(5) better training, (6) more attention to preserving dance 

works, (7) more and better managerial staffs, (8) audience 

development, (9) increased use of live music, and, not least, 

(10) improved financial stability and increased financial 
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support. The Dance Program address~s numbers (1), (4), (6), 

(8), and (10) through funding; the others, it says, are areas 

for advocacy and special initiatives (p. 122). 

The Dance Program will continue to make funds available 
in as flexible a manner as possible to accommodate the 
priorities of dance companies and choreographers. 
Initia~ives to increase dance programs on television, to 
maintain and enhance touring networks, to increase 
performance opportunities, and to support the creation 
and dissemination of new work will be continued. (Five
Year Planning Document 1990-94, p. 122) 

The process by which the Dance Program makes funds 

available to the field involves the use of peer panels, long 

considered the most democratic means of making qualitative 

decisions within the arts. Camille Hardy, who has herself 

served on a number of NEA panels, describes this system as 

"emblematic of democratic procedures" (1986, p. 77). While 

the Annual Reports list panel members and grantees every year, 

nowhere in Endowment literature have I found a description of 

how the grants process works, how panels are selected, what, 

if any, guidelines they are given, who decides the budget for 

the various grant categories, how categories are established, 

why some names appear on more than one panel and others not, 

etc. For Fiscal Year 1987, under dance, the Annual Report 

lists separate panels for Choreographer's Fellowships, Dance 

Company Grants, Dance/Film/Video, Grants to Dance Presenters, 

and Special Projects. In the appendix, two other panels are 

listed: Overview and Challenge. For Fiscal Year 1988, there 

has been some reorganization and only five panels are listed: 
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Dance/Film/Video, overview, Choreographer's Fellowships, Dance 

Company Grants, and General Services to the Field. 

Kedelsky, in commenting on the panel selection procedure, 

noted his impression that the Dance Program Director "draws 

from a number of different sources and then has the 

responsibility of making a choice. And that 1 s a very powerful 

tool." On october 20, 1988, I called the Dance Program at the 

NEA for more information. I spoke with Program Administrator, 

Jack R. Lemmon, who said that the Program Director (Sali Ann 

Kriegsman, at this writing) selects a slate for each panel 

with staff and field consultation. Then, with qualifications 

listed beside each name, all nominations must go to NEA 

Chairman Frank Hodsoll for review and approval. Limited 

somewhat by pragmatic considerations such as who is available 

when, the Program Director and staff work to compile slates 

which will satisfy a range of categories that, according to 

Lemmon, has "evolved over time", to ensure equity among the 

professional areas of ballet, modern dance, administration, 

arts patronage, criticism, and dance presentation. The list 

must then be balanced against geographical considerations and 

aesthetic points of view, also taking into account the need 

for an equitable mix of men and women and minority 

representation. Sizes of panels vary and percentages from 

each category will differ, depending on the nature of the 

panel. For example, on the Choreographer 1 s Fellowships panel, 

an attempt is made to include more artists; for Grants to 
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Dance Presenters, more sponsors. Lemmon emphasized the 

importance of balance and asserted that the integrity of the 

Endowment rests on the fact that its panels are fair and 

unbiased, and that they are perceived as such. 

Generally, panelists serve a maximum of three years and 

approximately one/third of each panel rotates off every year. 

Some panelists serve on more than one panel at a time for the 

sake of continuity and broad overview, the same reason that 

most serve for more than one year. When asked about criteria 

for selecting panel members, Lemmon replied that the Director 

and staff try to include individuals who are "the experts in 

their area(s) of expertise". In terms of dance artists, he 

said, it was inappropriate for the agency to include an artist 

who had submitted consistently unsuccessful proposals, though 

it would not be fair to tie panel selection to past funding 

decisions. Artists "whose work isn't strong" by NEA standards 

have no place on its panels evaluating other artists. The 

measure of qualification is excellence, as seen through the 

eyes of Program Director, staff and past panels. 

Aside from the work they themselves have seen, panelists 

are informed by reports from consultants, who are selected by 

the Program Director, with input from the staff and field. 

These people are the eyes and ears of the NEA, attending 

concerts around the country and reporting back on what they 

see. It is important that they have good writing skills, 

Lemmon said, since that is how they make their reports. In 
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the more than 1200 site visits made each year, the staff 

tries to match the consultant with the work to be seen as well 

as possible, in order to match biases and avoid discounting. 

once panels are seated, the directions they are given are 

the Review Criteria printed in the Dance Application 

Guidelines under their particular grant category. For 

example, in fiscal 1989, under Choreographer's Fellowships, 

only one criterion is listed: "Fellowship awards are based 

primarily on the artistic quality of a choreographer's work" 

(p. 8) • Kedelsky spoke about the panel • s decision-making 

process: 

I don't think there are any absolute criteria ••. the 
judgments of what is excellent are ••• what those people 
sitting around the table bring. That's why the •.• Program 
Director plays such an important role, because he or she 
decides who those people are going to be ...• I think 
excellence is defined by the people who sit at that table 
every time. 

Kedelsky praised Kriegsman•s tenure as egalitarian and having 

a broad rubric, but, he continued: 

In the past I've felt that .•• the Endowment has too often 
been heavily biased in both its grantsmanship and the 
thrust of its ••. programming •••• The way that it structures 
its program in a sense becomes policy decisions. And who 
it puts on panels and who it's funded has had a very 
strong bias towards contemporary dance and especially a 
kind of postmodernist sensibility ..• 

to the detriment of ethnic, tap, jazz, ballet, and other 

forms. On the whole, however, Kedelsky is supportive of the 

peer panel process: 

It's an imperfect system at best, but I think it's the 
best possible system. And it's not immutable. It will 
change, according to who • s there and who • s gone. I think 
there's always an attempt to balance out artists, 
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administrators, critics, observers, teachers, so you get 
as balanced a point of view as possible. 

But peer panels are not: necessarily a guarantee of 

fairness, according to Dick Netzer. He notes the 

possibilities for conflict of interest embedded within that 

process, saying that agency 

Officials have a lot of influence on panel decisions 
because they determine the agenda and ways in which 
matters are presented to panels for decision. Moreover, 
the peer-review process itself contains inherent 
conflicts of interest. Almost inevitably, panels tend 
to look with favor upon activities that make sense to the 
panel members because they do such things themselves. 
Consciously or not, scme panels amount to "old-boy" 
networks that respond favorably to applicants who are 
part of that network. As the competition for grants 
increases--and I believe it will--it will tempt advisory 
panelists to judge in ways that effectively keep 
outsiders out •••• Arts grants-making agencies need to pay 
more attention to this issue rather than turning away 
criticism with the refrain, "But we have panels and peer 
review." One step in the right direction would be the 
designation, on occasion, of outside panels to review the 
panels. (1978, p. 194) 

When I asked Lemmon whether seated NEA panel members are 

eligible for grants under their category, he replied that they 

are excluded only if they are sitting on the Choreographer's 

Fellowships panel. Dance organizations are not disqualified 

by having a representative seated on any panel for which they 

are eligible. If an organization has applied for a Dance 

Company grant (for example) and the company director is 

sitting on that panel, hejshe will simply be ask~d to leave 

the room for the discussion of that application, and will not 

be informed of the outcome until formal announcement of grants 

is made. Lemmon noted that applicant-panelists are allowed 
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in organizational categories because a proposal by an 

organization involves the efforts of many people. Panel 

participation is not viewed as a conflict of interest because 

the decision will not directly (or particularly) bear on the 

seated member in the same way it would if he/she were applying 

as an individual choreographer. Lemmon also mentioned that 

organizational eligibility does not depend solely on the work 

of one person as do Choreographer's Fellowships; with 

organizations, there are many contingencies. For instance, 

in fiscal 1989, eligibility for a Dance Company grant involved 

legal requirements such as tax exemption, compliance with the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and other laws banning discrimination 

on the basis of race, color, national origin, handicap, age 

or sex, in addition to a minimum compensation scale for 

professional personnel, laborers, and mechanics on Arts 

Endowment supported projects. Beyond this, companies must 

usually have: 

* a professional artistic and management staff 
* at least twenty weeks of rehearsals andjor performances 
during the current year and at least twenty weeks during 
the previous year 
* been in continuous operation as a professional company 
for at least three years at the time of application 
* demonstrated ability to raise private andjor other 
public funds. (Dance Application Guidelines, p. 11) 

Because of these criteria, the Endowment has concluded 

that there is no conflict of interest inherent in having 

members of applicant organizations seated on panels which 

decide on these applications. The 1987 Annual Report shows 
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that of thirteen panel members for Dance Company grants, eight 

list a company affiliation. That year, all eight of those 

companies were given funds under that category. On the Grants 

to Dance Presenters panel, four out of eight panelists list 

an association with a producing organization and all were 

funded under that category. The General Services to the Field 

panel of seven includes four with an affiliation to a dance 

service organization. All four of these organizations were 

awarded funds under that category. Further research would 

doubtless revea: more such connections on any given year. 

Political Implications of NEA Funding Policies 

Samuel Lipman believes that government support of the 

arts is mutually beneficial: "Government legitimizes art, and 

art legitimizes government" (1985, p. 22). Michael Useem 

writes about this relationship in more detail. In the mid-

1960s, he says, when the NEA was established, the government 

was facing an upsurge in political dissidence and a decline 

in legitimacy. Useem suggests that spreading urban disorder 

and organized protest movements created a need for ideological 

control which "may have been a major factor behind initial 

government" i!!-t:ervention in the arts" (1976, p. 795). He 

quotes Douglas Dillon, a former Secretary of the Treasury and, 

at that time, chairman of the Business Committee for the Arts, 

as urging corporate support for the arts in 1969 because 

"artistic performances of one sort or another are essential 
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in handling the crisis of cur cities" (p. 795). Useem also 

mentions the 1965 Rockefeller Brothers Fund report which, he 

says, "played an important role in mobilizing federal 

commitment to the arts" (p. 796) because it stressed art's 

usefulness in modern society: "The use of leisure can be both 

an individual and a community problem if it is not channeled 

into constructive and satisfying ranges of activity such as 

the arts afford" (p. 796). He notes, in addition, that he has 

no evidence of federal funds being channeled toward those 

artists most likely to produce art for ideological control. 

Steven c. Dubin does see a link between funding and 

government interests, however. 

The control dimensions of both real and anticipated 
budget cuts are important •..• Their role in helping to 
shape the nature of artistic production is exemplified 
by the cuts in the NEA budget which were proposed since 
the beginning of the Reagan Administration. Segments of 
the program supporting nontraditional arts programming 
were specifically targeted for the severest cuts, for 
example, activities of minority artists, service to 
audiences relatively unexposed to art, and work of a 
socially or politically critical nature. The Reagan 
Administration has supported a return to tradi tiona! 
standards of artistic excellence, which means that 
experimental and critical artistic work will probably 
continue to lose ideological and monetary favor. (1987, 
p. 216) 

Useem also describes government patronage as a source of 

change, pointing out that often, money is distributed 

according to government priorities rather than priorities 

within the arts. He characterizes the process as having two 

stages. In the first, the flow of personnel and resources 

into areas of government interest is not sanctioned by the 
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field, and those who undertake work on government priorities 

see it merely as a means to another end, as access to money 

which can then be used to further their own purposes. At 

first, co-operation is obtained through material incentives 

rather than shared goals. Eventually, however, government 

criteria are absorbed into the field. Well-endowed 

activities, Useem says, 

even if initially of marginal status, attract 
participants and develop their own networks and 
subcultures. In time, associations, training programs, 
ritual gatherings, shows, workshops, and journals emerge 
to institutionalize these areas. If through nothing more 
than their financial strength, these fields soon acquire 
legitimacy, and their priorities are incorporated into 
the broader paradigm of the ••• artistic community. In 
this second stage •.• co-operation is obtained .•• through 
shared ob;ectives rather than nurelv :instru.:mental 
ince:r.ti ves: Government priori ties are la-tently embedded 
ir. the paradigm •.•. In both stages, the most visible 
impact of government patronage is heightened productivity 
in government supported areas and reduced efforts in 
others. ( 1976, p. 800) 

An example of this phenomenon might be the pol icy of 

making money available to dance artists for school 

performances. This is an activity which the government has 

long supported as a means of broadening cultural 

participation. In 1978, the Endowment issued a statement 

which described its policy as one of suggesting, funding and 

advocating educational programs designed to "enlarge and 

develop discerning audiences to enjoy, learn from, and support 

the arts" (Pankratz, 1986, p. 12). Exposing children to the 

arts and to artists has been a major thrust of this policy; 

at this writing, the largest single federally funded program 
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for arts education is the Artists in Education (formerly known 

as the Artists in Schools program) (Pankratz, p. 16). 

Normally, high culture artists are inclined to work at 

what they find involving and to engage in a creative process 

which serves their personal interests more than those of an 

audience (Gans, 1974, p. 21). School performances require a 

shift in priorities, a reorganization toward making one's work 

understandable and appealing, and they require rehearsal time 

and creative and physical energy from those involved. Today, 

this kind of performing provides a reliable source of income 

for many modern dance companies and single artists, and it has 

become an accepted, often sought-after, opportunity for work. 

The same can be said for touring, a grueling, difficult 

way of life which was vigorously encouraged by the NEA for 

many years in order to bring dance to new audiences. 

Government subsidy has, over time, made travel an established 

means of support for many modern dance companies, enabling 

them to provide regular work for their dancers and opening the 

door to national renown. Today, touring is considered a mark 

of success in the dance world, though it requires performing 

for audiences which are often relatively unsophisticated and 

naive about dance. In effect, these government subsidized 

opportunities have shifted artists• attention from innovation 

to being ready to deal with a large, unfamiliar market. As 

Useem says, 

priorities 

the availability of money tends to determine 

of energy. With an expanded audience, 
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choreographers have had to cope with short attention spans, 

untrained sensibilities, and a lack of experience with dance 

as an art. My perception is that, on the whole, they have 

responded by trying to be more accessible, incorporating both 

the familiar and the spectacular, at the expense of exploring 

the form. Innovative work is by definition new and sometimes 

strange, frequently an uncomfortable experience for the 

general public. 

On March 20, 1988, seated on a panel entitled "Meta-

Marketing", presented by Movement Research, Inc. in downtown 

Manhattan, choreographers Bill T. Jones and Stephanie Skura 

spoke of the considerations they face in addressing the broad, 

general public. Responding to a question about whether the 

audience was t~ken into account in making work, Skura said 

that in her case, she did not think so, but that she does give 

thought to marketing herself in a way that will be understood. 

I have great faith that if I'm able to manifest my ideas
-really execute them in very concrete terms, that will 
get across •..• After the work is made, then I give some 
thought to the audience ••.. What I am paying a lot of 
attention to lately is doing whatever I can so that the 
people who come see the work have the greatest 
opportunity to really perceive it fully and understand 
it ..•. That has a lot to do with going on tour because 
that is where the money is made, is on tour. And 
performing in New York City is very different than 
performing on tour. In New York City, everyone is very 
sophisticated and everyone has seen all the postmodern 
work in New York, and people know the work is referring 
to itself and other people's work. Like the piece I did 
tonight, "Art Business", that could never done any place 
but New York City. 
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Before going on tour, she tries to arrange for interviews 

in local publications which will appear before the 

performances. Skura feels that audiences need to understand 

the values and foundations of the work, and the ideas, so that 

the strange new vocabulary of movement is not intimidating. 

In her experience, audiences sometimes feel there is a code 

they do not understand, and so are afraid to trust their own 

responses. Dances with no plot are somehow threatening, and 

having something in print can be helpful. 

When you're doing work that is so-called experimental or 
postmodern or new, what you're doing is new ... and you 
really want to communicate with people ••.. I think it's 
really about communication. It's about new ideas. It's 
about opening people up to new ideas in their own lives. 

In his response, Jones referred to "Secret Pastures", a 

recent work, "a controversial piece, 11 which was made to 

premiere at the Opera House of the prestigious Brooklyn 

Academy of Music. Jones said that previously, he and his 

partner Arnie Zane had 

been doing •.• I think, quite vigorous, kind of 
postmodern "exercises" for a long time, stripped down 
works ..• barefoot, in small spaces. Finally we were given 
the opportunity to do something big as we wanted to do. 

At the time, Jones was interested in the visual art world 

and the melange of people attracted to it. In his discussion 

of "Secret Pastures" he spoke of his collaborators, painter 

Keith Herring, designer Willi Smith, and composer Peter 

Gordon, and of using them to interest people from that world 

and "yes, to--wanting to have a success and fill the place". 
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The dancing ideas, he said, would come from him and Zane as 

usual, and the collaborators would contribute music, scenic 

design, and costumes. He spoke of the process involved with 

"Secret Pastures" in political terms: 

I think it was really, in a lot of ways, misunderstood. 
People thought it was just--to use a term in the Black 
vernacular--to get over. That we'd lost our souls in 
doing this work. For us it was an extension of what we'd 
always done. I thought, at that time, the avant garde 
was a little too taken with its austerity. I thought the 
true chanciness would be in doing something that was 
accessible. I •m also a socialist. I •m also a black 
person who's been working for the longest time in groups 
of white people. I wanted to see what I could do--what 
do black people go see? What do people of color go see? 
What do working class people go see? So how are we going 
to package it? How are we going to present it? So we 
thought we'd do a quasi-narrative, something that was 
colorful and yet inside it was even characters that 
people could relate to. I wanted to create a character 
who'd be real sympathetic. I wanted to know what it was 
like when people care at the end of a movie what happens 
to somebody, rather than a cool, abstract evening. so 
in that way, we were thinking about audience .•.• 

But, he insisted, thinking in terms of audience need not 

dilute the work: "Everything you offer you should be proud 

of. And inside of everything, there should be some rigorous 

idea. There should be something that's going to have some 

meat to it." 

Like Jones, I value both creativity and communication, 

and feel that they need not be mutually exclusive. I do 

think, however, that the idea of designing work with the 

audience in mind and explaining it to ensure understanding is 

relatively new among artists who consider themselves modern 
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dancers. My sense is that earlier generations expected 

audience resistance, and accepted it as part of their work. 

Don McDonagh describes Martha Graham as often being 

misunderstood in the early days. Even on tour, she gave her 

audiences "what absorbed her .•• and it was their job, in 

effect, to provide the rest of the experience" (1973, p. 101). 

He mentions concert after concert where curious, even 

sympathetic audiences went away somewhat at a loss. Graham 

"made no concessions ...• In Santa Barbara, as elsewhere, Graham 

had assaulted the eyes with bodily configurations that it 

would take a generation to become accustomed to" (p. 115). 

Eventually, the dance-going public came to embrace her vision. 

According to McDonagh, however, this staunch insistence on 

doing things her own way contributed to her legend. "Though 

she was not a commercial success, she had a moral integrity 

that gave her stature" (p. 103). 

Daryl Chin (1975) discusses Yvonne Rainer's work in the 

same terms, suggesting that in spite of her philosophic 

objection to the heroic stance of artists in Graham's 

generation, she herself became a culture hero largely on the 

basis of the integrity of her aesthetic values. Chin writes 

that Rainer declared an adversarial position in regard to the 

culture early on, and as a result, her audience remained 

marginal, consisting largely of students and other artists. 

In effect, her integrity isolated her from the possibility of 

cultural co-optation, denying her work wide recognition. 



76 

Under the NEA's rubric of "broadening the availability 

and appreciation of ••• excellence", the concept of excellence 

is in flux, and much has been written about the issue. Baumel 

and Baumel, for instance, characterize the drive for new 

audiences as both a path to more money and an "insidious 

threat to sta~~a=ds an~ programming and performance" (1984, 

p. 193). Lipman (1985) acknowledges the same phenomenon, 

though he bases his ~emarks on the perception that government 

support of culture has become a political tool, used by public 

figures to demonstrate their goodwill and culture and gain 

positive publicity. Since this requires an art which is 

generally perceived as good and worth supporting, the result, 

he says, 

has been a pronounced tendency to turn art into 
entertainment, to advocate those kinds of art that are 
already attractive to a large and expanding audience or 
can be packaged so as to appeal to such an audience. (p. 
22) 

Dick Netzer notes a connection between funding and 

innovation. He points out that NEA critics complain about 

government support inadvertently causing small, creative 

groups 

•.• to expand their operations and undertake financial 
commitments that introduce caution: when groups become 
preoccupied with institutional su~ri val, the need to pay 
union wages, meet payrolls, and make interest payments 
on debt takes precedence over creativity. (1978, p. 172) 

Netzer cites a 1975 issue of Alternative Theatre, which 

discusses alternative theater groups in terms of their 

separation from the commodity culture production pattern, a 
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withdrawal which allows the luxury of long, rigorous 

rehearsals enabling them to shape performance material to the 

life of the home community. Having very low budgets, they 

must work in "spaces" rather than theaters, and so evolve 

imaginative and inexpensive environmental design: by settling 

for subsistence living, they can show their work on their own 

terms. "In short," as Netzer sums it up, "poverty is good 

for the arts and government support is bad simply because the 

large size attendant on government support transforms the 

artistic enterprise" (1978, p. 173). His response is to 

suggest that grants be made available for groups that do not 

choose to grow. In addition, he says that 

... grant-making agencies should make an effort to dispel 
any impress1on that groups that do not meet the 
eligibility standards for public support programs--or do 
not choose to apply--are somehow inferior, 
nonprofessional, and not deserving of even private 
support. (1978, p. 174) 

Kenneth Goody ( 1984) , too, speaks of the tension inherent 

in making art available to a broad audience base while 

maintaining standards of excellence and creativity, an issue 

which he says has been a source of controversy since the 

federal government became involved in the arts. He notes the 

growing politicization of the arts as attempts are made to 

increase public access: 

As government programs are funded by tax revenues, 
factors are considered in grant making that are not 
necessarily considered by foundations and corporations. 
This had led in part to intense competition for 
government funds by numerous groups. (p. 153) 
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He cites concerns such as regional distribution and economic 

and educational barriers as being active factors in awards, 

which allows groups with political and social agendas to be 

eligible for arts funding, especially on the state and local 

level. He observes that growing numbers of arts organizations 

are engaging in the political process as a means of finding 

support, building constituencies within their communities and 

evolving social arguments for justifying their work. 

The duality which Goody mentions is set out in the 

Endowment's mission statement, which declares two goals: 

fostering excellence and broadening the availability and 

appreciation of excellence. Taken together, these goals raise 

deep questions: For whom is art made? What purpose can or 

should it serve in American society? How can it attract a 

reliable fiscal base? And not least, what is excellence? Who 

decides? The 1965 Rockefeller Brothers Panel on the 

Performing Arts highlighted these questions early in the 

policy-making process: 

Popularization in any realm often leads to a reduction 
of standards. In our efforts to broaden the audience 
base, we must not be led to accept imitation as a 
substitute for creation, mediocrity as a stand-in for 
excellence. Democratization carries with it a peril for 
the arts. (Goody, 1984, p. 153) 

The Endowment itself speaks cogently about the problem: 

Concern continues that financial stability is being 
achieved at the expense of quality or daring of the art 
produced, as evidenced by a ·safe' repertoire and 
reliance on stars and blockbuster exhibitions. A related 
issue is the role of the artistic director vis-a-vis the 
board of directors in the governance of arts 
organizations. As the influence of boards who represent 
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the community grows, their governing role will also 
affect the nature and quality of the work produced. 
Another related concern is the impact of market research 

and of quid pro quo funding relationships on the artistic 
product. (Five-Year Planning Document 1990-94, p. 4) 

In some ways, this issue can be characterized as a 

conflict between the interests of creator and consumer, a 

delicate balance in any circumstance. The popular arts are, 

on the whole, user-oriented, existing to satisfy audience 

values and wishes. High culture artists have often been 

fearful that their audience will be tempted by the lure of 

user-oriented art or that it will demand what might be called 

its democratic-cui tural right to be considered in the creative 

process of high culture (Gans, p. 63). Those involved in high 

culture have traditionally adopted a posture protective of the 

creator-orientation, arguing that because creators make 

culture their work, they should be in a leadership position 

rather than bending to the will of their audiences. Now, in 

attempting an expansion of audience, these artists are facing 

a clash of values. 

Hans Haacke, a New York visual artist, w~ites about the 

problems posed, for artists and administrators alike, by the 

use of tax money in support of the arts. Popular resistance 

to certain kinds of art brings up issues of control. Who 

decides? Haacke raises questions which he considers 

fundamental to the interests of a democratic society: 

Should the population have a direct say in what kind of 
culture it supports with its tax money? Is it 
sufficiently informed to make sound judgments in its own 
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long-term interests? And could such interests be served, 
in fact, by an art that does not attract a large public? 
(1981, p. 59) 

Newsweek discussed the same ideas in different terms: 

on the one hand, there is the nee-philistine argument, 
as raised by Boston lawyer and novelist George v. 
Higgins, who gripes, "I don •t like the idea of a 
steamfitter (paying taxes to] subsidize a book of poetry. 
Tickets for the [New England Football] Patriots are $20. 
Should they be subsidized?" Taking a contrary view, an 
influential Heritage Foundation report to Reagan charged 
that the arts and humanities endowments "have compromised 
their high purpose by funding programs that dilute 
intellectual and artistic quality in order to expand 
their popular appeal." (Adler, 1981, p. 31) 

Many artists, including this writer, have at times felt 

that the NEA ought to belong to those of us in the arts, to 

help us with our work and with our goals, difficult enough in 

an increasingly commercially-oriented society. Yet, as 

Kedelsky says, 

This is public money and that's something that 
artists .•• tend to forget. The Endowment both is the 
sacred province of artists and it's not .•.. It's still 
public money, paid by American tax payers. The panel 
just can't do anything. We do have to have guidelines. 
It is a federal government agency ...• it has a very 
specific mandate which is to support and expand the 
vision of what the arts can be in America. 

Kedelsky has observed the role of the NEA within the dance 

world since the early 1970s. He suggests that, over the 

years, the Endowment has become less flexible as it has become 

institutionalized, and that it has now moved into a reactive 

stance in relation to the field. In the early days, he says, 

the mission was one of building the field, encouragi~g more 
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work, more companies, and bigger audiences. At that time, the 

dance program was a creative force. 

So you have, from the mid-60s on ••• this massive inZusion 
of money. You have to have programs to [decide] how 
these monies are given out and how artistic criteria are 
made, so all this was being put into place. And that 
affects how the field views itself, how it presents 
itself; it affects how presenters who get a cut of the 
pie ••• how they see dance, how they judge dance •••• so the 
Endowment played a role as innovator, as pace setter, as 
an arbiter cf taste and decision-making, as a model for 
state arts agencies. 

Now, he says, the "mission is to keep as many people of 

excellence going as possible." There is less latitude for 

creativity within programs, as precedents have been set, and 

the field has come to expect a certain level and kind of 

support. Netzer agrees. He cites the more or less permanent 

commitment of large portions of the budget for the support of 

institutions which are "'hooked' on public support and could 

go •cold turkey• only with considerable pain," resulting in 

an evolution of the NEA's operating style from entrepreneurial 

to custodial (1978, p. 175). 

Many questions surround the issue of public funding. 

Some are posed in terms of the tension between preservation 

and innovation. Others ask for whom the funding is intended: 

should the money go for work that general audiences like or 

work that satisfies artists and expands the boundaries of art? 

Tension of this sort is necessary and inevitable in a dynamic 

society, leading to creative and innovative solutions. The 

rapid influx of money into dance since 1965 bears examination, 
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however. As new generations of artists are born into what has 

become an art market, will taxpayer and artistic views begin 

to converge, reducing the tension? It is conceivable that 

young artists will not question the marketing ethic because 

they will have known no other way. Steven c. Dubin says that 

this is already happening. He describes the long-term effect 

of public funding and, indeed, all kinds of funding, as a 

socialization process, and writes that the uncertainty of 

continued support acts as a constraint, making artists less 

likely to offend. A process of implicit censorship has been 

set in place, causing artists to think in terms of work that 

will fit in (1987, p. 157). The relative rareness of 

censorship in the arts is not proof of freedom, he says, but 

only that artists know what will be supported and what will 

not. This ef~ect takes place today wherever artists work, 

whether under government sponsorship or in the "free" market. 

In his view, artists are not in a leadership position; the 

only open question is whose standards they will try to meet: 

those of funders or those of the commercial world (p. 158). 

Increasingly, economic achievement is included in the 

criteria for artistic success. We already see this in the 

demands made on young dancers, as modern dance becomes more 

technically oriented and company repertories emphasize 

athletic virtuosity. We also see it in the demands young 

dancers are making on the field, in their expectation of 

paying work in return for years of disciplined study. 
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Clearly, the change in arts funding has, for good or for 

ill, had a large impact on the field of dance. Changes in 

education and training for dancers are also influencing the 

field today, both in terms of dancers' lives and capabilities 

and in the look of the art. The Endowment itself mentions, 

in its Five-Year Planning Document. i.9SG-94, the difficulty 

talented artists in all fields find in attempting the 

transition from professional training programs to arts 

careers. Concern is also expressed that professional schools 

are not preparing students for long-term artistic growth as 

opposed to simply preparing them for the first years of 

employment, and that many qualified artists are not attracted 

to teaching. Special mention is made of dancers' problems 

with career transitions, and the issue of dance training is 

said to be under study by the Dance Program and Panel (p. 25). 

Many of the Endowment's concerns relate to the shift to 

large-scale marketing within the dance world, the rapid rise 

in "professionalism" in dance, and the accelerating 

competition within the field for jobs, audiences, and 

visibility. No doubt the same considerations are echoed by 

other funders, since they, too, have considerable impact on 

the field. In the next chapter I will discuss the education 

of dancers--a force which has had an influence parallel to 

that of funding--and examine the ways in which these two 

forces interact. current trends in the way dancers are 

trained have implications for their approach to both work and 
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life as they mature and enter the profession. Over the past 

twenty-five years, technical excellence has become 

increasingly important for modern dancers, encouraged by the 

culture • s interest in spectacle, and I think, by our new 

association with the ethics of the postmodern culture. 

Te~hnique sells. For :·:~. dancer, t.hh; often means a trade-off 

between getting the kind of training which will result in a 

secure job with a successful company or __ .._.._.: -- -- -~·---.a....:--'='""' ......... ~~'=' au <cUU.'-Cl \....LUll 

which will allow for the development of judgment, creativity, 

and the use of language. 

The lack of balance which typifies the education of many 

professionally-oriented dance students today creates problems 

within the field, among them hierarchical relations, 

passivity, and an art with a tenuous connection to the world 

at large. Good, balanced dance education has not been an 

issue in the field. Moreover, training procedures exacerbate 

the technical aspect of dance, leaving aside philosophical, 

ideological, and even aesthetic impulses. Most modern dance 

choreographers have not carried on the early tradition of 

maintaining a school with their company. The emphasis today 

is on training which stresses versatility rather than deep 

understanding and integrity, building an all-purpose technique 

instead of drawing out individual nuance and character. These 

and related issues will be examined in the next chapter with 

an eye to looking at the ways in which the population of 
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modern dancers is evolving, which in turn, affects the 

aesthetic the field espouses. 
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In previous chapters, I have discussed the historical 

development of modern dance from two perspectives: one is 

concerned with the philosophical underpinnings of aesthetic 

issues within the form, and the other focuses on the impact 

of institutionalized funding policies on the field. A third 

area which bears strongly on the present artistic character 

of modern dance is education. Throughout the culture schools 

seem to be narrowing and focusing on job or career oriented 

skills while neglecting the development of a broad cultural 

perspective. The dance field lends itself easily to such a 

technical orientation, and in my experience, many dancers and 

dance educators have been happy to fall into this scheme. 

Young dancers are, by and large, athletes, hungry to move and 

increase their physical mastery. Dance teachers, who tend to 

rate themselves according to how professionally successful 

their students become, often concentrate on training the 

dancer rather than educating the person. Moreover, as dance 

grows increasingly competitive, there is diminishing incentive 

or rationale within the field for doing things differently. 

At the heart of this issue are two arguments: one for 

dance training and career enhancement, the other for the 
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development of humanistic elements within the person who is 

the dancer. The latter point of view reminds us that dancers 

are human beings, citizens with the need to reflect on the 

world and act responsibly to it and within it, as well as 

artists who will benefit from acquiring an understanding of 

the culture. 

Changes in American society since the 1960s, combined 

with 1..-··- -- .. ---~ -.... a v c vCl u.::::.cu a rearrangement in the 

relationship of modern dance t:o the university. Throughout 

the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s, although academic dance programs 

helped spread the word about the new dance and provided dance 

artists with performance opportunities, the goals of the 

profession were essentially different from those of the 

university, and this bred a deep mutual suspicion. In recent 

years, however, university administrators have become more 

interested in programs which teach professional excellence, 

and academic dance programs have begun to adopt the values and 

goals of professional training schools. This new point of 

view is reflected in the standards set forth by the recently 

formed National Association of Schools of Dance, discussed 

later in this chapter. 

My sense is that today's world situation demands a broad 

critical world view from each of us, and those with a narrow 

perspective are effectively isolated within their particular 

realm of expertise. This has tended to cut dancers--and 

dance--out of the discourse of world affairs, relegating us 
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to the periphery. As dancers, we are not implicated or even 

consulted in rethinking our culture. In fact, the reverse 

seems true: the culture has begun reshaping dance, including 

the way in which we train our oncoming generations. 

This chapter will focus on the historical links between 

modern dance and education, as well as on current trends in 

the field, and an analysis of a number of points of view on 

ecucation and training dancers. Let me begin by telling of 

my own experience as a dance student. 

Learning To Be a Dancer 

My own education in dance demonstrates the narrowness and 

intensity inherent in preparing for a professional dance 

career, even with six years of university work taken into 

account. I began dance classes at about the age of seven. 

I was already sure I would be a dancer; that was the one 

certain, unwavering thought by which I lived. As is generally 

true, during my childhood, all ~y dance classes were technique 

classes. This meant that those hours were spent in a group, 

taking instruction from the teacher while working individually 

to master my body. Ballet and many modern classes are founded 

on the principle that without discipline, there is no freedom. 

Most training involves the transmission of a finite body of 

knowledge, a set of rules which comprise a particular 

technique, into which dance students are encouraged to fit. 

Classes are segregated by ability and experience; ability 
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Much training is done 

through repetition, which is at once the quickest known way 

to train muscles and a strong patterning mechanism, developing 

dancers whose bodies always want to respond in the same way, 

with learned movement sequences. One wonders what it does to 

the mind. Traditionally, dance students are not encouraged 

to ask why, but how; the emphasis is on doing, with little 

talking. Often, the stages of physical development are 

attended to, and in certain schools, training is based on 

rapidly advancing sports medicine research. Usually, students 

are not fully aware of any belief system at work and have no 

sense that the varying styles of dance represent differing 

modes of addressing the world. Technique classes rarely 

provide a context for what is taught. Most training is geared 

to making dancers into perfect tools for choreographers, 

skilled at taking direction and correction. Quite often there 

is physical pain in training, and dancers are encouraged to 

overcome it, to decide who is master: body or mind. 

kinds of pain are considered necessary for growth. 

Some 

Throughout high school, I studied both modern dance and 

ballet, and assisted with children • s classes on Saturday 

mornings. Although the modern studio where I grew up was 

friendly, relaxed, and on the whole, non-competitive, some 

generalizations can be drawn from my training there and in the 

more professionally oriented ballet classes I took. All 

classwork was done openly. Then as now, studios were filled 
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with mirrors, allowing direct comparisons between students 

both by teachers and by the students themselves. Because 

there was little talking in class, it was possible to take 

classes with the same group all year, never speaking to anyone 

except the teacher. Peer relationships, which might have 

helped to keep the competitive situation in perspective, were 

difficult to develop and generally, were possible only in the 

dressing room. I did maintain relationships with non-dancing 

friends, and took part in extracurricular activities at 

school, but I was clearly different. Among the girls, I was 

one of the few with a career goal and I think I was the only 

one who was in daily training of any kind. My afternoon 

classes and intensive summer courses cut into high school 

social life, a priority which was hard for my friends to 

understand. 

As a successful young dancer, I developed a sense of 

power and ability within a very limited and structured world, 

where following directions and imitation were the primary 

teaching methods. I was well prepared for the role dancers 

play in company work, and for the obedience and sense of 

pride, often transcending pain and injury, which is demanded 

by the professional ethic "the show must go on." On the 

whole, the silence of the dance student continues into 

professional life. Most well-trained dancers do not question 

authority or hardship. Being "professional" includes putting 

one's person aside in order to work. 
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As a student, I thought of myself as a modern dancer, and 

though I particularly appreciated the lack of conformity and 

relative freedom allowed in my modern classes, even there I 

absorbed rules which taught me what was acceptable, what was 

admired, what was not done. At no time did I step back from 

my training to gain an understanding of why things were taught 

as they were. By the end of high school, the voices of my 

teachers had been internalized; they are still there to see 

that discipline is not broken. 

When I was eighteen, I was studying four or five 

afternoons per week, taking both modern and ballet classes, 

and teaching on Saturday mornings. I was still firm in my 

goal, and although my entire experience of dance had been 

classes and small recitals, I was probably ready for a 

professional career. The ballet world, with its emphasis on 

superlative technique, traditionally moves talented students 

into professional companies while still in their teens; often 

they take their final years of high school through 

correspondence courses. Since my primary interest was in 

modern dance, however, I made plans to go to college. With 

its emphasis on individual expression and lack of formal 

rigidity, that form has historically been academically 

oriented. Many modern dancers, in fact, discover or intensify 

their training in that environment. For me, college had 

always been a certainty in any case, a family tradition which 

it was assumed I would continue. 
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A Dance Major at the University of Wisconsin 

In 1959, there were not many schools where one could 

major in dance. I opted for the University of Wisconsin, 

thinking, as I recall, that a big school would offer a more 

rounded college experience, and I found myself in a dance 

department with values which seemed opposite to those I had 

absorbed in my studio training. All incoming freshmen dance 

majors were taught in the same classes: there was no attempt 

at placement according to prior experience or achievement, and 

no explanation for keeping us all together. Technique classes 

were slow. Few of the other dance students and none of the 

teachers were what I would have called "real" dancers: several 

students had no prior dance training. Not only were my 

professional goals not being addressed, but the rationale 

behind departmental policy was not discussed in classes 

either. While a student in that department, I often heard of 

the "Wisconsin Idea", but I do not remember that it was 

explained to us by the faculty. Perhaps it was, and I was 

not ready to understand, or perhaps I discounted it 

automatically since it seemed to contradict my own ideas. 

Whatever the case, I was frustrated, in part because of my 

lack of understanding. I had been accustomed to classes where 

individual development was guided toward an ideal. At 

Wisconsin, the goal was individual development itself, which 

seemed to me a cop out. Though I had consistently disdained 

the ballet ethic of right and wrong, I perceived the standards 
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in that department as too low, an easy way around technical 

demands, and an unrealistic preparation for "real" dancing. 

The Wisconsin Idea was based on the work of Margaret 

H 1 Doubler, who began her career in the physical education 

department at Wisconsin. In 1916, Blanche Trilling, the head 

of that department, asked H 1 Doubler to research the 

possibilities of including dance in the curriculum. H 1 Doubler 

spent a year in New York city, studying movement, doing 

graduate work at Teachers College, and attending performances. 

Then she returned to Wisconsin where, over time, she devised 

a system of teaching dane~ in physical education classes 

(Ruyter, 1979, p. 117). 

H1 Doubler 1 s approach was widely accepted and became the 

standard method of dance training in higher education for many 

years to come. It was a system designed for training dance 

teachers. Philosophically, H 1 Doubler considered the 

expressive aspect of dance central to life, and technique a 

necessary component of the form because it provides the tools 

for flexibility, strength and control. Althougl': she did 

believe musical training to be an important part of dance, the 

system was based in science, because she believed that 

teachers must know how the body works. "Natural" was the word 

H1 Doubler herself used to describe her approach, and in regard 

to her knowledge of contemporary science and her concern with 

doing what is healthy and normal for a body to do, the term 

applies. But because she did believe in an acquired 
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technique, the work was not natural in the sense of other 

dancers of her time, notably, Isadora Duncan. Ruyter writes 

that 

There can be no doubt about where H'Doubler stood on the 
question of artistic standards as against educational 
goals. She would never have sacrificed the one for the 
other. Nevertheless, her system was rigorous and 
demanding--not at the expense of educational goals, but 
in the interest of them. (p. 121) 

During my years at Wisconsin, however, I found little of 

what I considered dance art in that program. Without knowing 

what I was doing, I had enrolled in a dance education program, 

and I found myself studying physics, anatomy, and physiology, 

instead of related arts and philosophy as I had expected. 

Additionally, I thought that the technical demands made on us 

were not great. There was no ballet in the curriculum, and 

as far I could tell, there were no teachers who thought 

technique very important. Possibly, this emphasis was 

connected to another source upon which H'Doubler had drawn: 

the work of John Dewey. Dewey believed that schools should 

prepare students to live effectively and harmoniously in the 

world and to make the world a better place. In his view, 

education was training for democracy. Ruyter quotes Dewey 

as saying that in a democracy, "the conventional type of 

education which trains children to docility and obedience, to 

the careful performance of imposed tasks because they are 

imposed" was out of place, because it did not prepare one for 

the responsibility of self-government (p. 101) . H' Doubler had 
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taken these ideas and searched for a means of integrating them 

with dance training, to devise a method less formal, 

artificial and authoritarian than the traditional system. In 

1925, according to Ruyter, H'Doubler described the new form 

of dancing which she and others were developing as "primarily 

democratic," going on to say: 

It serves all the ends of education--it helps to develop 
the body, to cultivate the love and appreciation of 
beauty, to stimulate the imagination and challenge the 
intellect, to deepen and refine the emotional life, and 
to broaden the social capabilities of the individual that 
he may at once profit from and serve the greater world 
without. (p. 102) 

Perhaps my frustration at the lack of what I saw as 

dancing kept me from being open to what the department did 

have to offer. Perhaps my eighteen-year-old consciousness, 

enamored of physical mastery, hindered the development of 

alternative values. For whatever reason, I have no 

recollection that the political aspect to dance education was 

in any way being put forward during the years I was at 

Wisconsin. I do not know whether, during those years, the 

department had assimilated the Deweyan consciousness, but I 

can fairly say that I did not. Looking back now, I can see, 

at least, a failure in communication. My vivid memories are 

of a curriculum oriented to the sciences, built around 

physical education and how the body functioned. I graduated 

in four years, having choreographed only one dance. 
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Modern Dance and the Academy 

Because H • Doubler had developed a system, and because she 

was one of the first, the University of Wisconsin program 

became the model for physical education-based dance 

departments throughout the United States. Before my time, 

these physical education-based departments had provided 

shelter and subsistence for modern dance in its early years, 

not only through their classes, but also through the 

performances they sponsored during the 1930s, 1940s, and 

1950s. Modern dance as a field has by now largely shed its 

alliance with physical education. At the time, however, that 

partnership ensured its survival during a period when, 

according to Don McDonagh, modern dance "could not afford to 

take a longer-term look at its ultimate goals" {1973, p. 112). 

He suggests that because early modern dancers were serious 

minded, the popular theater was closed to them, and the 

university offered an alternate route to survival. In his 

view, the alliance was a mixed blessing, however, and affected 

the development of modern dance as an art: 

No matter how hard college dance •.. departments try, they 
never manage to capture a thoroughly professional air or 
level of performance. At times, their utter disdain for 
the practical necessities occasioned by commercial 
pressures produces admirable results that can be attained 
in no other manner, and there is no question that modern 
dance as it developed would not have been possible 
without the generous assistance of the universities and 
colleges. But it is also likely that, had the dance come 
of age outside the academy, it would not have grown up 
with such a pedagogical attitude toward developing its 
audience--the attitude, in a sense, of a teacher who will 
not go out of his way to popularize a course or advertise 
it in any manner that might be construed unfavorably as 
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implying enjoyment. In the eyes of the educational 
world, fun meant a lack of seriousness. Modern dance 
found it hard to laugh, and this was one reason it was 
exceptionally difficult to fill a hall outside of 
colleges. (McDonagh, 1973, p. 111) 

This seems to me the heart of an important point: modern 

dance did begin and develop as a form which made no 

concessions to its audience. As an art, it was utterly 

creator-oriented. It is the loss of this point of view which 

writers like Lipman and Joyce decry (see Chapter 2). The 

post-modern age has brought with it a commercial 

consciousness, making accessibility a virtue. I sense that 

there is no longer a moral high ground in austerity and depth 

of meaning. Today, the socially acceptable position for 

artists lies in making an effort to share, in reaching out, 

as exemplified in the previous chapter by Bill T. Jones' 

defense of his decision to make accessible work by citing his 

belief in socialism. Through support of increased 

availability and appreciation of dance, the NEA has spurred 

this development, helping to establish it as an important 

aspect of today's work. 

The heritage of modern dance, then, stems from a lack of 

concern with commercial values, combined with an involvement 

in social issues. My confusion, as a college student, arose 

from the schism within modern dance itself: at the time, there 

was a real difference between commercial studios where the 

emphasis was on learning to dance and educational dance 

situations, where the emphasis was on experiences in 



98 

democratic living and on training teachers. In their 

discussion of dance and the goals of contemporary education, 

Kraus and Chapman mention that by the late 1950s, the stress 

on life adjustment goals had gone out of style. They say that 

similarly, the pursuit of dance as an art was also difficult 

at this time because of the furor following the first Russian 

Sputnik. With 

... the disclosure of the advanced level of Soviet 
education in mathe1Uat.i.c5, science, and engineering, there 
was a "crash" program of strengthening these areas of 
education. By default, the arts necessarily received 
less support and at~ention. (1981, p. 262) 

This reflects my experience. At age eighteen, just as my 

physical ability was coming into maturity, I found myself in 

a college department which was not concerned with preparing 

me for a performing career, or even with encouraging me to 

think of dance as an art. Instead, my course of study as a 

dance major was a Bachelor of Science with an emphasis on how 

the body works, and the courses I took in art or philosophy 

were considered electives. I had no understanding of 

departmental goals, and felt caught in a narrowly focused 

course of study which seemed to me neither good training nor 

good education. 

Professionalism in Academia 

Because university dance programs have traditionally 

required creative andjor scientific work and theoretical 

study, while sometimes downplaying the importance of technical 



99 

training, they have tended to attract and develop a dancer 

more interested in ideas and individual expression than those 

trained in professional studios. Before 1970, university 

dance students normally went on to become the dancer/teachers 

or dancer/scholars of the field, with only a small percentage 

making a career of performing. Within dance, it is widely 

held that it takes ten years of training to make a dancer. 

The lack of emphasis on technique in the academic curriculum 

allowed universities and colleges to graduate students in four 

years, though many were, at that point, not employable as 

professional dancers. Thus, over time, in spite of their 

mutual dependence, a schism developed between the academic 

dance world and the professional field about the role of the 

university as a training ground. This reflects what has been 

a deep divergence in values, centering on the question of 

whether one is trying to educate the person or train the 

dancer, to teach skills or build inner resources. 

As a professional in the early 1970s, my perception was 

that many college departments were not only graduating dance 

majors who did not know how to dance, but producing concerts 

which seemed to disappoint and discourage potential modern 

dance audiences. Now, however, with other obser~ers of dance 

within the university, I believe that attitudes within the 

academic dance setting have shifted somewhat, and dance 

programs are now striving for credibility among dance 

professionals. In an effort to integrate professional with 
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educational points of view, dance faculties have adopted 

professional equivalencies to academic degrees, allowing for 

the increased hiring of performing artists as teachers. 

Additionally, some have encouraged older dancers to return to 

school by permitting the transformation of professional career 

experiences into academic credit. Since the mid-1960s, the 

number of dance curricula in American colleges and 

universities has grown steadily, particularly in programs 

which emphasize the performing arts. The trend is to move 

away from an administrative base in physical education, 

becoming either an independent dance department or program, 

or part of a department or school concerned with other 

performing arts, such as music or theater (Kraus & Chapman, 

1981, p. 292). 

Moreover, there has been a move to institutionalize 

professional training standards. In 1981, representatives 

from educational dance programs met in Washington DC to 

consider the establishment of an accreditation association for 

educational programs in dance. As a result of that meeting, 

the National Association of Schools of Dance was formed. 

Forty-eight institutions became charter members: ten 

professional dance training organizations and thirty-eight 

colleges and universities. NASD describes its function as one 

of finding 

... ways of clarifying and maintaining standards in dance 
through the responsible education of dancers. By means 
of accreditation, it can encourage those institutions 
that consistently give students a sound basis for 
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significant future accomplishments in dance. (NASD 
Brochure Describing Functions of the Association, p. 2) 

Membership is based on criteria such as curriculum, 

admission policies, sequencing of classes, length of time in 

operation, faculty qualifications, facilities and equipment, 

advertising, financial policies, and student access to 

libraries. Standards and guidelines are described as having 

evolve~ from a synthesis of thought about professional 

training in dance, and are to be used as part of the peer 

review process of accreditation, rather than as rules and 

:r·agulations. According to NASD literature, standards for 

admission are meant to provide the basis for dialogue within 

an institution as the self-study (which is necessary for 

application) is being developed, between an institution and 

the Association (during the period of evaluation) , and between 

the Association and the general public. 

Rona Sande, Director of the Dance Division at the 

University of California at Santa Barbara, was one of the 

dance educators who formulated these standards. Sande says 

that the NASD has, in a real sense, given university dance 

departments permission to do what many now want to do anyway: 

require an intensive studio component within their programs. 

Additionally, she says, accreditation has helped legitimize 

dance programs within the university community, particularly 

among administrators with budgetary and discretionary powers. 
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Today, the Association has three categories of accredited 

membership. Division I 

••. includes schools and institutions whose predominant 
purpose and enrollment are in the development of the 
technical skills and artistry requisite for a career as 
a dance professional. Programs in Division I may or may 
not lead to a professional certificate or diploma. 
Division II membership includes schools and departments 
whose predominant purpose and enrollment are in the 
development of technical skills and artistry requisite 
for a career as a dance professional and who offer one 
or more academic degrees. Division III membership 
includes schools and departments whose predominant 
purpose and enrollment are in quality education in dance 
as a curricular major within a general liberal arts 
program and/or as the basis of scholarly study. (NASD 
Brochure, p. 3) 

Division I is for dance schools and studios wanting 

legitimation in the eyes of the profession and the public. 

Divisions II and III are for college and university 

departments seeking professional credibility. The separation 

between Divisions II and III marks the difference between a 

"professional" degree and a "liberal arts " degree. The 

Associate of Fine Arts and the Bachelor of Fine Arts degrees 

are both included in Division II and both "require that at 

least 65% of the course credit be in studio work and related 

areas" (NASD Handbook 1988-89, p. 40) . This describes a 

strongly focused course of study, narrowed to the development 

of technical skills and dance artistry, in essence, a 

vocational degree. The liberal arts degrees are called 

Associate of Arts or Science and Bachelor of Arts or Science 

with a major in dance. These degrees usually require that 

one-third to one-half the total course credit be in dance. 
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NASD describes Division III as including "schools and 

departments whose predominant purpose and enrollment are in 

quality education in dance" (NASD Brochure, p. 3), a telling 

distinction from the BFA (Division II) which has as "its 

primary emphasis ••. the development of skills, concepts and 

sensibilities essential to the dance professional" (NASD 

Handbook, p. 41). The difference between Division II and 

Division III points to the dissimilarity in emphasis between 

e~~~ating dancers as people and educating dancers for dance. 

It also suggests an issue which is becoming more iruportant 

within the dance world itself: What is the relationship 

between intensive technical training and the development of 

choreographic ability? Can educators reconcile the demand 

from the field for excellence in technique with the 

simultaneous demand for choreographers who have both skill and 

vision? 

The Education and Training of Dancers 

Two years ago, when I re-entered the university to study 

for a doctorate, I encountered the point of view which holds 

that education is for the whole person. To me, this implies 

that by thinking in terms of training, the term we use to 

describe a dancer's concentration on technique and production, 

we, in dance, deny our students balance. Already, I had been 

aware of my own lack of confidence verbally and of my narrow 

range of abilities. I was also conscious of the passive 
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acceptance, among dancers, of professional situations which 

are sometimes inhumane, and the lack of power many of us feel 

in response to press coverage, the political dance 

establishment, or in simply being able to speak intelligently 

about the work we are interested in doing. Among many 

dancers, there is a notable lack of relationship with the 

world outside the dance studio. In fact, I believe dancers 

often accept a lack of general power within society in 

exchange for the very personal sense of power that comes from 

having strong physical skills. 

This trade-off has disturbing implications. The original 

modern dancers, the thinkers who pioneered the field, were not 

technicians. They did not grow up in dance studios. Isadora 

Duncan and Ruth st. Denis were largely self-taught (Page, 

1984, p. vii). Both trained sporadically in assorted styles 

ranging from Delsartian interpretations to ballroom dance, 

acrobatic tricks and a brief introduction to ballet (Ruyter, 

1979). Throughout the past century, many of the artists 

considered leaders in modern dance, the innovators, the more 

creative minds, were not people who trained intensively as 

children. Doris Humphrey did start dancing at the age of 

eight (Humphrey, 1966, p. 17), but Martha Graham waited, 

because of parental opposition, until she was twenty-two to 

begin her studies (McDonagh, 1976, p. 52). Paul Taylor got 

"a flash, or whatever it is ... telling me that I'm to become 

a dancer--not any old dancer, but one of the best" (Taylor, 
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1987, p. 26), when he was a sophomore in college with no 

previous experience. Though Merce CUnningham has had a 

lifelong interest in theater and began intermittent childhood 

study at the age of eight, he came to the study of modern 

dance during his college years (CUnningham, 1985, p. 33). 

Erick Hawkins began studying dance after college graduation 

(McDonagh, 1976, p. 297), and Jose Limon, who thought he y...rould 

be a painter, came to his first dance classes at the age of 

twenty (Gadan & Maillard, 1959, p. 214) . Alwin Nikolais 

initiated his training at the Bennington College School of 

Dance as a young man (Gadan & Maillard, p. 242), and Alvin 

Ailey started studying with Lester Horton while in his teens 

(Mazo, 1984, p. 23). Yvonne Rainer says she began studying 

dance in earnest in 1959, when she was twenty-five (Rainer, 

1974, p.5). 

These experiences raise a number of issues on the broad 

question of how people learn to dance. Is there a 

relationship between technical training and creativity and 

leadership? As we train bodies to be disciplined and obedient 

instruments, skilled at following directions, accustomed to 

taking correction, working silently to become a vehicle for 

another person's ideas, are we also training minds in the same 

way? These concerns bear thoughtful examination. As one who 

spent much of her youth in the dance studio, I find the very 

questions and what they imply uncomfortable. Discipline and 

obedience are high on the list of values we instill in dance 
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students, and they are, on the whole, not the makings of 

creative leadership and innovation. When, in today' s culture, 

dance classes are part of growing up for many young girls, are 

we, in fact, putting them at a disadvantage in terms of 

development'? Are we giving them movement and technical skills 

while sacrificing the development of language and social 

skills'? 

w"hat would Yvonne Rainer's work have been like had she 

studied dance for ten years before arriving in New York'? As 

it was, at twenty-five she had no tradition to uphold. And 

though she was an earnest student, the realization that she 

would never fit the mold of "dancer" in this society gave her 

an ambivalence which developed into a radical response, an 

adversarial posture in regard to the dance establishment 

(Chin, 1975). "The choices in my work are predicated on my 

own peculiar resources ••• and also on an ongoing argument with, 

love of, and contempt for dancing 11 (Rainer, p. 71), she said, 

and in this context, the extraordinary directions she pursued 

make clear sense. 

I suspected that I would never be "good enough" to dance 
in an official company. Although I was becoming more 
proficient in conventional technical matters, the chunky 
construction of my body and my lack of natural litheness 
did not fit the popular image of the female dancer. 
(Chin, p. 51) 

So she made work which defied that image. More important, she 

was not so identified with dance that she could not defy it. 



Because she had a broad background to bring to 

was not about trying to fit in. 

.: .... ....... , 

107 

her work 

My questions now concern the need for balance and 

integration. The conflict between the broad education needed 

for personal growth and the intensive training required for 

professional excellence is obvious. Kraus and Chapman (1981) 

state that most dance educators today believe their position 

in education is strengthened by a growing recognition of the 

need for educational experiences which will provide a sense 

of personal involvement, to help students become aware of 

their uniqueness and become capable of making meaningful 

judgments within all areas of life. Perhaps these kinds of 

experiences occur in programs which include dance in a general 

curriculum, but are they reflected in the way professionally 

oriented dance students are being taught? 

In its listing in the 88/89 Dancemagazine College Guide, 

the University of California at Santa Barbara, a public, 

state-supported university, makes clear the differences 

between the two degrees offered by its dance department: 

The BFA degree is oriented toward training the dance 
student for a professional career in performance andjor 
choreography and the curriculum is centered around studio 
courses and related theatrical experiences. The BA 
degree is a less structured program and allows time for 
students to pursue course work that could lead to 
alternate careers ... (p. 87) 

The narrowing of focus which is part of a professionally

oriented dance program in fact cuts out the social and 

philosophical grounding needed to understand the world and 
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form a response to it, no doubt affecting both art and lives 

in the long run. 

A point of view, necessary to the development of one's 

own voice as an artist, needs cultivation and stimulation, 

exposure to ideas, and faith in one's own ability to know 

truth. In my own case, it has been a long process of striving 

to trust myself and my own ideas, slowly unlearning the 

externally imposed standards I absorbed from formal training. 

Choreographer Liz Lerman provides a telling example of 

the process. She grew up with an on again-off again desire 

to dance. As a student, her frustration with dancing stemmed 

from the insular experience of the dance studio and its lack 

of pertinence to her life: "I wanted dancing to be a major 

part of my life, reflecting my primary concerns. I wanted it 

to be humane, a humane experience" (Kriegsman, 1987, p. G7). 

Lerman points to a turning point, a major growth period at 

Bennington College, which happened not in the dance 

department, but with an American history teacher: "I learned 

how to trust myself, how to find my own ideas apart from 

received ones, and how to organize them" (Kriegsman, p. G7). 

As she matured, she oriented her work in dance away from the 

accepted postmodern aesthetic toward life, community and 

culture. Today, Lerman's work is described as connected 

••. directly with a tradition of humanist dance whose 
exponents have included Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, 
Lester Horton, Martha Graham, Hanya Holm, Anna Sokolow, 
Alvin Ailey and Anna Halprin, among others. (Kriegsman, 
1987, p. G7) 
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John Gamble, Head of the University of North Carolina/ 

Greensboro Dance Department affirms the importance of this 

kind of learning experience. He describes the key to creative 

artistry as "the power to have opinions" (personal 

communication, 1988), and suggests that today•s technically

based BFA degree is less likely to produce artists with this 

kind of confidence because of its stress on building skills 

rather than on developing a world view. However, in Gamble's 

opinion, the scientifically-based body awareness classes 

taught in university physical education/dance departments were 

not much better. H'Doubler's response to the restrictions of 

ballet training was only a switch from one limited viewpoint 

to another, and the BFA is the latest development in this 

sequence. None of these approaches provides the dance student 

with connections to the world outside the studio. The 

physical education emphasis is now on the wane, and according 

to Gamble, where dance is departmentalized, the BFA degree 

tends to be in place. It is left to the BA degree, often 

housed in liberal arts colleges, to provide balance. An 

example, historically, has been the dance program at Sarah 

Lawrence College, which, under the guidance of Bessie 

Schoenberg, offered a BA degree which produced such artists 

as Meredith Monk. 

In the current push for technical excellence, however, 

the liberal arts have been discounted by the professional 

dance world. Even an educator like Gamble, holding broad-
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based ideas about learning, has felt that participation in an 

organization such as NASD is valuable. CUrrently, he is in 

the process of revising the dance program at UNC/G to fall in 

line with NASD standards. In his view, the 65% requirement 

can be arranged to fit one's conception of what a dance 

professional needs, and might include 

history and philosophy components if 

considers important. He describes 

areas such as 

that is what 

the Association 

art 

one 

an 

opportunity to be part of an important network formed from the 

professional and academic worlds, an opportunity to bridge 

misunderstandings and build liaisons. More concretely, 

meetings offer the chance to discuss curriculum, to find out 

how other schools are doing things, and to place students in 

jobs. In addition, Gamble echoes Sande's assertion that 

accreditation gives muscle to a dance program when addressing 

university administration. 

The Conservatory Tradition 

Alth~ugh ·to my mind, the 65% studio-related course of 

study mandated for the BFA can be narrow and limiting, I 

consider the concentration of the conservatory even more 

extreme. No matter how excellently we dance, without a broad 

based educational background we are vulnerable and relatively 

powerless in the world outside the studio. 

The North carolina School of the Arts was established by 

an act of the North Carolina Legislature in 1963. It is open 
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by audition to high school and college students throughout the 

nation. A BFA in dance is offered, an arts diploma for those 

not taking a full academic load, and a high school diploma for 

younger students. Professional training constitutes the major 

emphasis in the course of study (Kraus & Chapman, p. 290), and 

a job in the arts, rather than graduation, is the emphasis of 

the teaching and training process (Catanoso, lS88, p. A12). 

On October 30, 1988, the Greensboro News and Record 

featured an article by Tom Steadman on the School of the Arts 

which discussed the standards at the school and the tea~hing 

approach. Though not all those quoted here were talking about 

dance, analogies can be clearly drawn. The school selects its 

753 students both by audition and on the basis of academic 

record. "But we don't kid ourselves," says Bill Tribby, dean 

of general studies. "Nobody comes here with the intent of 

being an English major" (p. H5). Former dean Robert Lindgren 

seems to sum up school policy with the remark that "The 

elitest (sic) attitude, of which we have been so often 

accused, is something I share as well. Not everyone who wants 

to become a dancer can become one" (Horosko, 1988, p. 69). 

Training at the school is competitive and exclusionary, 

based on fulfilling predetermined standards of performance, 

following directions, and satisfying externally imposed 

notions of excellence. Ballet instructor Melissa Hayden, a 

former dancer with George Balanchine, is quoted as telling a 

class, "You don't have to believe me ••• you don't have to trust 
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me .... You only have to do what I ask •••. we don't want nice 

little girls: we want good dancers" (Steadman, 1988, p. HS). 

"Tense" is how an eighteen year-old dance major describes the 

school. "This school is tense because it is intense. When 

I drive back for each term, I feel it" (p. HS). 

Cranford Johnson, dean of student affairs, says that 

students must deal with "the stress of a heavy program, time 

pressures and high expectations ...• they tend to do well or 

they don't stay long. They are not invited back" (p. HS). 

Throughout Steadman's article, mention is made of pressure in 

training, justified by the staff as a means of preparing 

students for the competition and difficulties of the 

professional world. "We run our curriculum with a sense of 

that future competition, " states an art instructor. An acting 

teacher adds, "That's what the whole training is about--

pressure ••.. otherwise we would be encouraging people to enter 

an area where they didn't qualify." Allen Rust, the drama 

dean, sums it up: "Our goal is to have people working •.•. it's 

not just an art when you get out of here: it's a business" (p. 

HS). 

In an essay addressing problems involved with teaching 

dance, Julia Buckroyd points out that these teachin~ methods 

fly in the face of current educational theory. Her response 

to this kind of educational atmosphere is a rebuttal of the 

traditional dance class: 

The task of the teacher is not to fill the empty vessel 
of the student out of her fullness, but rather to 
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stimulate and support the student • s own resources for 
learning •.•• Such learning not only respects the 
individuality and worth of the individual but in 
measurable ways produces better results even as 
conventionally measured, while at the same time eliciting 
much greater pleasure in learning and much greater growth 
in self-confidence and self-esteem in the students. 
(1988a, p. 647) 

Buckroyd goes on to say that she is aware that her ideas 

are untraditional for dance and she expects that dance 

teachers will object that, in learning a technique such as 

Graham or ballet, the teacher must be the source. One cannot 

learn to dance from a book. As there is a right and wrong, 

teachers will say that "corrections" are necessary, and since 

standards of professional dance are inhumanly high, that to 

encourage or praise in more than minimal doses may "induce 

wholly unrealistic expectations of life as a professional 

dancer". She replies to these objections by saying: 

It is clear that the world is often a very harsh and very 
unfair place. We prepare our children to function in 
this difficult world by giving them as much love and 
security as we know how, believing that from this firm 
base they will best be able to deal with life's rigors. 
I think the same about dance students. If the 
professional dance world is as savage as it is supposed 
to be, students will deal best with it who are confident 
and self-assured, rather than demoralized and 
undermined .... As long as we insist on doing all the 
leading, our students will gladly do the following. But 
we do them no service by treating them as infants who 
need spoonfeeding. We keep them in an artificially 
regressed state. (1988a, p. 649) 

Buckroyd stresses that she is not a dancer but a student 

counselor (at the London Contemporary Dance School), and so 

can offer no concrete suggestions for new ways of working. 

But she encourages teachers of dance to do less for their 
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students, to let them take some responsibility for their own 

learning, to learn from each other, and find the motivations 

within themselves for committing themselves to dance. 

Allowing them this kind of personal as well as technic~! 

growth should, she says 

produce dancers who are more developed as human 
beings, better able to grapple with whatever difficulties 
their professional careers pose them. It may also 
nurture dancers capable of developing dance as an art. 
From all that I hear dancers are technically able as 
never before, while the art languishes way behind their 
technical capacity. (1988a, p. 649) 

Buckroyd's is a lonely voice in a field consumed by the 

idea that dance is about technique. The Juilliard School in 

New York City is another example of a conservatory which 

trains musicians, dancers, and drama students. In the Stern 1 s 

Performing Arts Directory 1989, it advertises itself as 

providing 

Training for the professional dancer. curriculum 
includes major study 1n ballet and modern dance 
techniques, repertory and performance, dance composition, 
dance notation, dance history, anatomy for dancers, and 
studies in music--Programs leading to a diploma or 
Bachelor of Fine Arts degree. (p. D-85) 

Judith Kogan discusses the intensity of student life at 

Juilliard in her book Nothing But the Best ( 1987) . Her 

writing focuses on the training of musicians, but I think the 

analogy is clear when she says that at Juilliard, ability and 

technique are loosely equated and that, in her experience, the 

never-ending focus on technical skill can blind one to music 

itself. "In some ways," she says, "music is appreciated not 
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as something beautiful but as a tool of commerce" (p. 48). 

She writes of how, under the constant stress on perfection, 

young performers come to define themselves by how well they 

perform, and, inevitably, on the basis of how well others 

think they perform (p. 142). 

Jefferson James is a former Juilliard student. Today, 

she directs, choreographs for, and dances in the Contemporary 

Dance Theater, a Cincinnati-based modern dance repertory 

company. She also manages its home, the Dance Hall, which 

houses a dance school, and produces a series of mostly modern 

dance events. As a teenager, she attended Juilliard for two 

years, from 1961-1963. "My primary interest," she says in a 

1988 interview, "was in dance --in developing technique, and 

that's what interested me about Juilliard." Juilliard admits 

students through a system of auditions. At the time, James 

said, she was judged on technique and performance, and given 

a physical examination to determine any problems which might 

interfere with her development. The experiences she had as 

a dancer at Juilliard twenty-five years ago echo much of what 

Kogan writes about the music school. James found the 

technical training extremely challenging, but there was little 

emphasis on growth in other areas. 

They really weren't interested in choreography or in 
developing that side, or certainly not in admitting that 
kind of talent. They wanted people they could 
form •••• They figured that (composition class] was part 
of your education, and they had a notation course, and 
Lulu Sweigard was there to teach a ••• body awareness sort 
of class, ••• so they realized there were other things that 
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you needed to know, but they weren't teaching that at 
that time, or any other time, that I can see •••• 

Academics and creative work were taught as an adjunct to 

technique. Though interesting, according to James, they were 

"not a priority". 

Juilliard was a wonderful training ground for technique 
and really learning about the field •••• There was much 
less emphasis on choreography, although Lucas Hoving was 
there and, of course, Louis Horst was there. Louis Horst 
was very distant from the students. He was there 
primarily as a disciplinarian. He was not a nurturing 
sort of choreographic teacher. He had his rules and you 
either followed them or were chastised. It was one way 
of teaching us all about form, which, again, was very 
good discipline, but it certainly wasn't a nurturing 
atmosphere. 

As at the North Carolina School of the Arts, for those 

talented enough to be admitted, training at Juilliard is seen 

as a socialization process. Along with striving for mastery, 

students are exposed to commonly accepted values and methods 

of the professional world. According to James, the experience 

was not always positive: 

I was really interested in being a dancer and that 
occupied most of my time at Juilliard •••• I learned a lot 
of things besides dance, and some of them were sort of 
frightening for a kid from Alexandria, Virginia •••• being 
around people who were very ~alented and very frustrated 
and very unhappy already •••• fellow students at Juilliard
-a lot of disillusionment •••• already, about the field ••• 

Though the school offered a professional and technical 

challenge, James became disenchanted over time, unhappy with 

the school politics. She says that the disenchantment was 

mutua1. 

While I turned off Juilliard, Juilliard sort of turned 
off of me, because at the beginning of my second year I 
had my first knee incident [injury) •••• While they didn't 
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do anything overtly, I think they just [decided] this was 
a person who was not going to have a career. 

At the end of her second year, James left to take classes at 

Columbia University and continued her professional training 

at private studios in New York. 

The Influence of Ballet Training on the Training of Modern 

Dancers 

In 1969, Juilliard moved to Lincoln Center, invigorated 

its dance department, and took the pre-eminent School of 

American Ballet into its home (Kogan, p. 6). Though there has 

been a dialogue between modern dance and ballet since the 

inception of modern dance in the early years of this century, 

over the last twenty years, the relationship has grown 

increasingly friendly. In professional and critical circles, 

there is talk of a melding of viewpoints. 

Ballet companies have begun looking to modern 

choreographers for fresh and interesting new work, and modern 

dancers now regularly study ballet as a means of building 

technique. This makes clear the relative strengths of each 

discipline and points up the risk to both if modern dance 

continues to embrace ballet training methods without question. 

At present, there is no evidence of exciting new choreographic 

talent emerging from within the ballet world to carry on after 

George Balanchine, Anthony Tudor, and Agnes DeMille. The 
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reason for this is, I think, found in the training techniques 

which have swept the country since the early 1960s. 

Ballet began its expansion into a national phenomenon in 

1959 with the first Ford Foundation grants, which provided 

regional scholarships to dance students outside New York and 

san Francisco. A 1963 grant funded an expanded, three-tiered 

program of assistance: scholarships were awarded to students 

across the country for study at the School of American Ballet, 

and members of the school faculty visited and taught at local 

and regional schools. Additionally, a project was developed 

to locate and begin to train talented underprivileged children 

aged 8-10. From there, they could become eligible for 

scholarships and advanced study (Dunning, 1985, p. 113). This 

was the beginning of a nationwide exposure to professional 

caliber ballet. Coupled with the celebrated defections of 

three virtuosic Russian dancers (Rudolph Nureyev, Mikhail 

Baryshnikov, and Natalia Makarova), the training opportunities 

and media expczure have, I think, led to a wide acceptance and 

appreciation among the general public for the ballet ethic of 

technical mastery. This has, in turn, influenced the thinking 

of choreographers and educators wanting to keep up with the 

demands of public taste. Even modern dancers today feel 

pressure to achieve excellence in technique, and the influence 

of ballet is being felt widely in modern training programs, 

including those in universities. Ballet steps find their way 

into modern choreography in increasing numbers, as does the 
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balletic sense of ballon and a preference for the long-limbed, 

thin ballet body. In a sense, I think the ballet ethic can 

be viewed as a systematic removal of individuality by teaching 

for conformity to an imposed ideal. 

Interestingly, this phenomenon is beginning to be seen 

in modern dance training too, as the modern techniques are 

becoming separated from their sources and codified. In the 

early years, techniques were invented by the choreographers 

and dancers who created the original modern dances. Now, in 

schools across the country, classes ar~ taught by dancers who 

were not there at the beginning, who have had to understand 

the styles in a different way. They are not in a position to 

be innovative. They are teaching "Graham" technique, or 

"Horton", or "CUnningham." They, like ballet teachers, are 

passing on a body of knowledge, and in order to do so, they 

have had to systematize it, make some things right and others 

wrong, and to create an ideal of time and space based on the 

style they are teaching. 

More important, however, is the melding of the forms, 

made possible by eclectic training and a lack of interest in 

the philosophical ideals behind each way of working. Ruth 

Page provides the perspective of many years in dance as she 

discusses the aesthetic changes she has noted: 

The difference between my days as a dancer and today is 
that all kinds of dancing, especially ballet and modern 
dance, used to be completely separate .••• Now the styles 
are so mixed together that it is hard to say where one 
begins and the other ends •••• It all seems to have 
produced a blend with an overall sameness that often 
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lacks the stamp of personality, the scent of 
spirituality, or the passion of a national ethos. That 
sameness is danced with a perfection of technique we 
never knew, but quite often, it is artistically boring. 
(Page, 1984, p. 177) 

By far the most significant and authoritative artist in 

American ballet has been George Balanchine, and it is largely 

his influence that is being felt. Robert Lindgren, former 

dean of the North Carolina School of the Arts and presently 

executive vice president of Balanchine•s school, the School 

of American Ballet, says that the "Balanchine syllabus and 

methodology •.• has now become American ballet" (Horosko, p. 

69). Balanchine•s was the ballet company without stars, where 

the choreography was the important element in performance, and 

dancers were trained to execute his steps in order to show his 

dances. 

Gelsey Kirkland, a former leading dancer with 

Balanchine•s New York City Ballet, describes the relentless 

pursuit of technique at SAB and says that through this 

technical emphasis, dancers were being trained to not 

interpret a role, and not bring character or individuality to 

a dance. She quotes former Balanchine dancer Violet Verdy as 

saying that, in comparison with today, "in the late fifties, 

the company had dancers with personalities" (1986, p. 83). 

"Over the years," Kirkland says, "character had been replaced 

by technique" (p. 83), replaced by an ideal of shape and 

speed, removing the dance from the person and creating a new 

standard for perfection. According to Arlene Croce, 
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"Balanchine•s classes were his laboratory" (1988, p. 44), and 

in them, he devised a technique geared to show line and 

design. "I did not realize the extent to which the 

limitations of that training were built into the roles and 

steps themselves, " Kirkland writes. "As the steps became 

disconnected from drama, the roles became disconnected from 

character" (p. 82). 

Only dancing ability seemed to hold Balanchine' s interest 

in his students. Lincoln Kirstein, cofounder with Ba1anchine 

and now president of the SAB, has much the same view. In 

response to the school's attempts at providing even ancillary 

studies, he says, 

I don't believe in it very much ••.. We are interested in 
making professional dancers, not in turning out well
rounded gentlefolk. By law we must fulfill the truancy 
laws. But there is no more reason to teach the kids 
academic subjects than there is for West Pointers to 
learn art history. They aren't interested. They're very 
directed and limited. The idea of a well-rounded ballet 
student is not important. And it is the temperament of 
dancers that they don't require a great deal of 
intellectual stimulation. (Dunning, 1985, p. 203) 

Dance writer Jennifer Dunning says that young dancers 

tend to agree with Kirstein (p. 203). I think this may be 

true of many dancers, particularly those who grow up in an 

atmosphere where role models have no college degrees and no 

interests outside the studio. But rather than being innate 

to dancers, I think it is a matter of socialization. Dancers 

have traditionally been trained not to think and speak, and, 

on the whole, have been led to believe that movement study is 



122 

the only investment they need make. Dunning quotes a young 

New York City Ballet corps dancer as saying, "Dancers aren't 

dumb, but I'm afraid most of us have very one-track minds" (p. 

203). The result has been a history of low pay, weak unions, 

and an art which is often seen as being without substance. 

Laura Shapiro puts a twist on this argument in discussing 

the problems ballet companies are having finding star quality 

American male dancers. In the process, she supports 

Buckroyd's ideas on educational theory. Shapiro notes that 

a concentration on classical training in itself does not 

develop confidence and daring among young boys, a "charismatic 

masculinity, " as she says, and asks whether, contrary to 

common practice in the field, ballet does not have something 

to learn from the ethics embedded in modern dance: 

Personality, open-mindedness, a belief in oneself that 
allows one to take chances--none of these modern-dance 
traits shows up in any rule book for classical ballet, 
but maybe they should. What a difference they would make 
in the ballet studio ..•• Surely a dose of modern-dance 
training would strengthen at least the psychological 
dimension .•.. (1989, p. 63) 

Testing and Technique 

It is easy to talk about technique in dance, more 

difficult to think in terms of a rounded education. That is, 

I think, a major reason for the current technical emphasis, 

even in colleges and universities. It is easier to see 

excellence in technique, easy to analyze how it works, and 

certainly easier to teach its rules and guidelines than those 
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of wholeness, balance an6 artistry. Much present-day thinking 

is organized around "the idea that without standards, one 

cannot gauge and discuss artistry. 

On the other hand, however, the same standards which 

enable us to recognize quality restrict our vision. Whenever 

standards are imposed from the outside, we run a risk of 

codification. As an example, the NEA, long an active 

supporter of arts in edu~ation, has recently come out with an 

argument for testing and evaluation in the arts (Toward 

Civilization. 1988, p. 91). "Testing," it says, "is a fact 

of life in reading, language, mathematics, history, and 

science. Why not in the arts?" The agency acknowledges 

support for the idea that the arts should not have 

standardized curricula in spite of the fact that a standard, 

testable base of knowledge is required for meaningful 

statistical testing results. There is also an acknowledgment 

that the nature of the arts does not lend itself to 

traditional standardized multiple choice testing. But 

although fear is voiced that testing may affect the way the 

arts are taught, the Endowment has decided to support testing 

in the arts because of a perceived need to evaluate the 

effectiveness of various programs and to measure individual 

progress against curricular goals (raising questions of how 

to measure this without standardizing curricular goals) . Most 

impo~an~, ~owever, the ~ndowment says, is the idea that what 

is tested tends to become what the community values. For the 
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NEA, then, testing becomes a means of raising the profile of 

the arts. 

Although Endowment literature is cautionary about how 

best to do it, and notes the importance of testing 

qualitatively as well as quantitatively, the testing itself 

seems a dangerous tactic. My fear is that any sort of 

national effort in evaluation will eventually create national 

values in art, enabling the Endowment to effect in arts 

education what it has begun to accomplish in the professional 

dance world: an adjudicated, administered aesthetic upon which 

to base objectives for achievement. It seems clear that this 

will only result in techniques of teaching and evaluating the 

arts, creating both students who are socialized into 

techniques of producing in order to meet the national 

standard, and audiences who have a standardized reaction. 

The Dancer as a Person 

Aside from the limitations technical emphasis may place 

on the creative mind, the implications of intensive technical 

training have to do with time and energy. In dance, 

concentrated study of technique during adolescence not only 

constrains one' s thoughts to predetermined patterns, and 

places the student in a learning situation which is most 

likely based on following directions and taking corrections, 

but it limits the time and energy available to broader 

experience. Kogan has found the same problems in her study 
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of music training at Juilliard. She notes that, among those 

who survive, eventually, after leaving the rarefied atmosphere 

of the school, some come to realize that, after all, life is 

necessary to art. 

Art can • t be taught in a classroom or learned in a 
practice room. Art expresses how the world looks to an 
artist. Experience awakens the artist. One need not 
leave a room to experience life, but one must somehow 
connect with and respond to the world. (p. 234) 

One needs basic technique, she says, but beyond that, artistry 

is an individual response to life. 

Buckroyd regards dance similarly, and claims that, "On 

the whole, the professional dance world is not one which 

promotes the emotional development to independence and 

individuality of its members" (1988b, p. 13). Dancers are 

trained to subordinate feelings and personal needs to the 

activity, and so, often do not develop the self-awareness 

which is necessary to emotional maturation. Social skills and 

development can be hindered by the isolation of technique 

classes. Dance teaching, she says, has been greatly 

influenced by its history: 

Ballet developed in the hierarchical Old World in which 
concepts of inherent differences of value and importance 
between people (class differences and gender differences) 
were deeply embedded. 

The hierarchical and autocratic way of behaving has 
become deeply embedded in the culture of dance although 
the world around has changed a great deal. Even 
contemporary dance which was born into a very different 
social and political environment and taken up most 
enthusiastically by America where the culture is markedly 
more democratic, egalitarian and meritocratic, has 
inherited some of these old values. The legacy of this 
history is that the dance world, especially at a 
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professional level, is hierarchical and oppressive. 
(1988b, p.S) 

As an example, she cites communications from teacher to 

student, choreographer to dancer, director to company which 

are insulting and abusive: 

I am talking about shouting, about name-calling, about 
sarcasm. I am talking about the failure to recognize 
dancers as responsible young people, about infantalising 
them and patronizing them. (1988b, p.7) 

In many companies, dancers are called "boys" and "girls" for 

the duration of their performing lives. The mode of 

interaction, Buckroyd says, is passed down with the technique: 

"It is all too easy to do as we have been done by" (1988b, p. 

8) . In order to help students grow as people as well as 

dancers, she suggests that in dance classes 

•.. students need opportunities to take responsibility for 
their learning. They need practice in making choices and 
establishing preferences and priorities. They need the 
chance to make mistakes without the penalties being too 
severe. In short, they need the opportunities to 
experiment and explore within safe limits ..• as the 
preliminary to taking charge of their own lives. (1988b, 
p. 14) 

Additionally, to provide for the development of peer 

relationships, she says, "There should be some part of the 

class that calls for collaboration and co-operation between 

class members" (1988b, p. 15). 

Buckroyd speaks out strongly against the idea that 

individual health or happiness be sacrificed to dancing. 

This, she says, amounts to 

••• exploitation, seen most vividly in the tragedies of 
women such as ••. Gelsey Kirkland. Balanchine cared for 
that mystical thing "dancing"; but he cared nothing for 
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Gelsey Kirkland and she for a long time did not know how 
to care for herself. (1988b, p. 16) 

In modern America, dance classes are part of growing up for 

most middle-class girls and ballet, much more available than 

modern dance, is the prevalent influence. Many of those who 

go on to become professional are hooked at an early age, 

before they have developed any sense of self-awareness, and 

they grow up in dance, adopting the values of the field as 

their own. It is those values which teach them that it is 

good to be obedient and silent, good not to question authority 

or to have ideas which might conflict with what one is being 

asked to do. This kind of thinking produces followers, and 

is at odds with originality, critical thought, creativity, and 

artistry, effectively keeping many dancers out of leadership 

positions. Because most male dancers begin training later in 

life, when verbal and social skills are more fully developed 

and they themselves are more rounded as people, I wonder at 

the relationship between early technical training for girls 

and the prevalence of men in leadership roles in dance today. 1 

Statistics on leadership are incomplete, but they 
seem to bear out the notion that men now dominate the 
professional dance field. Judith Lynn Hanna cites figures 
compiled in 1976 which assert that though 68% of the dance 
students and 55% of company members were female at that time, 
73% of grant recipients were male. Of grantees receiving 
$70,000 or more, 100% were male (Hanna, 1987b, p. 46). The 
1985 Annual Report of the National Corporate Fund for Dance 
lists seven dance companies which received benefits from its 
1985 campaign. All are directed by men, including Alvin 
Ailey, Merce CUnningham, and Paul Taylor. Eleven companies 
are listed in 1988, three directed by women. Ten years of 
DanceMagazine awards, from 1978-1988, have been divided among 
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The stress on following directions and the focusing on 

how rather than why keeps dancers thinking technically and may 

explain, in part, why, as a field, dance now follows the 

market rather than taking the lead in determining its own 

direction. In Women's Ways of Knowing (1986), Mary Field 

Belenky and colleagues speak in terms of learning to find 

one's own voice. Learning to speak in a unique and authentic 

voice, they say, involves abandoning or going beyond the 

systems provided by authorities and creating one's own frame 

(p. 134). This is part of maturation, and this is what 

dancers must do to grow beyond technicians into artists. 

However, with the current stress on technical excellence 

throughout society as well as within dance, there is litt.le 

support for going one's own way. Modern dance has only 

recently found acceptability and, at the moment, is loathe to 

risk losing it. 

During the past year, with Susan w. Stinson and Donald 

Blumenfeld-Jones, I participated in an interpretive study of 

the meaning of dance, involving seven young female dance 

students. The paper which grew out of this work raised a 

number of issues which are central to this discussion, among 

them, the narrowness typical of dance training and the 

twenty-two men and seventeen women. Since 1975, three women 
have been awarded the annual capezio Award and sixteen men. 
In 1987, the dance artist awarded the National Medal of Arts 
was Alwin Nikolais, and in 1988, it was Alvin Ailey. The 
Samuel H. Scripps American Dance Festival Award has, since 
1981, been awarded to five men and three women. 
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perception of a dance world with fixed values and standards 

into which one must fit. The young women we talked with had 

no sense of dance as a human construction which they had the 

capacity to affect and change. They perceived their choices 

regarding dance as limited to whether or not to continue. 

"What are the costs of this state of affairs?" we asked. 

Whatever the human costs, some may feel that they are an 
inevitable consequence of having great art. We also see 
that there are consequences as well for the art. What 
is lost when a great many bright, articulate young women 
decide that there is no place in dance for them, because 
they do not have the "right body", or do not otherwise 
meet the requirements for the art as it now exists? To 
what extent does this restrict the development of the 
art, by allowing entrance only to those who will maintain 
the art as it is? 

Another issue which may reflect the costs of the 
current system is the disproportionate representation of 
men in positions of leadership and power in dance. we 
wonder about the relationship between this 
disproportionality and the emphasis on passivity and 
obedience in dance training, and the earlier age at which 
girls begin dance. 

We also must question whether it is indeed natural 
and inevitable that the system operate in this way, in 
which human lives are seen primarily as means to make 
great art, and the art itself is diminished by the loss 
of so many who might well have important contributions 
to make. Is it inevitable that art determine artists, 
rather than artists determining art? (1988, p. 183) 

Personally, I believe that long-term, rigorous technical 

training is the only way to produce versatile and skilled 

dancers. Ho'l:t•··wer, I also think that from the beginning, dance 

students must develop their minds and their emotional beings 

along with their bodies. Classes need not begin before age 

ten, and then must be taught non-judgmentally, being clear 

about safety and giving information on line and style as 
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simply that. Time must be allowed for students to work out 

problems with combinations individually and together during 

class. Discussion of why things are done as they are should 

be a part of learning technique. We must be sure that dancers 

can separate the person from the function, and that we teach 

them to strengthen both aspects. We do want to give students 

the skills required for moving with power and articulation. 
. . .... 

That sense of control is, I think, what draws many young women 

to the field, giving them a realm where they feel a certain 

empowerment. But we do not want them to stop there. While 

teaching them physical skills, we must watch that we do not 

also teach them dependency, making them followers, giving them 

freedom only within the restrictions of the studio or the 

confines of a role. 

As Buckroyd has pointed out, relationships in this field 

are rarely democratic. The usual social structure is built 

around an autocrat (teacher or choreographer) and a group of 

disciples. An artist, like Balanchine, has ideas and then 

works in hisjher medium to realize them. Dancers are the 

tools of choreographers. Can or should this change? Do we 

penalize a painter for wanting to work according to herjhis 

personal vision? Are the stakes different in dance, where a 

choreographer is working with people rather than paints? 

What, if any, is the relationship between dance training and 

democratic traditions? 



131 

Perhaps the larger question is how much the world 

requires dance to stay as it is. By broadening the education 

of dancers we will be transforming the field in ways that 

cannot be predicted. Certainly dancers will be less pliant, 

more questioning of how they are used, and more conscious of 

their own power, as well as more aware of the context and 

history of their art. 

Both dancers and choreographers today find themselves 

swept up in the culture wide worship of success, spectacle, 

and mastery. In a sense, Western dance has always held those 

qualities to be important and has tailored its training 

programs to suit its values. It seemed, for a time, that with 

the work of H'Doubler, Graham, Sokolow, and others, 

individualism and democratic thought would have an influence 

on the art and on the 1 i ves of dancers. Traditional ways have 

withstood the intrusion, however, and continue to exert a 

profound influence on standards within the field, on methods 

of training, and on priorities within the lives of dancers. 

These, in combination with the influence of the market and the 

broadening of the audience, have contributed to a marked 

change in the way modern dance sees itself in recent years. 

In the next chapter I will present the views of several 

choreographers who have been active in the field during the 

past twenty years in an attempt to demonstrate ways in which 

the thacretical issues I have chronicled in this chapter and 
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in Chapter II have affected the lives of practicing dance 

artists. 



Preface 

CHAPI'ER IV 

FOUR DANCE ARTISTS: THE PERSPECTIVE 
FROM THE FIELD 
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Throughout the course of this writing I have become 

increasingly conscious of my own evolution as a thinker and 

an artist. After a twenty-year career as a dance 

professional, now, in my third year of Doctoral studies, I am 

aware of shifts within my own point of view as I spend more 

and more time pursuing scholarly concerns. This has been of 

particular interest to me during the writing of this chapter, 

filled as it is with reminders of the meaning which being a 

dance professional gives to life: the financial uncertainty, 

the ongoing pressure of justifying one's point of view and 

selling one's work; the fickleness and the power of the 

institutional dance world--the funders, the press, the 

producers; the almost religious devotion needed to sustain a 

career and the sacrifices required to maintain oneself as an 

active artist. 

It is inevitable and predictable that my perspective has 

shifted since coming back to school, and yet I continue to be 

surprised. For example, in the dance world, the skill of 

dancing has always been of primary importance. Though now, 

after three years of studying education, I see the narrowness 
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of this emphasis, I am reminded daily by my students and my 

professional friends that dancing is what counts. Not two 

weeks after I finished writing in Chapter III of my concern 

about the BFA degree and my hope that liberal arts colleges 

would continue to exert an influence on the field, a dancer 

friend of mine--an intelligent, successful, ballet-trained New 

York performer with no college degree--referred, in casual 

conversation, to Sarah Lawrence College as a place where they 

educate dilettantes. Probably, conservatory-style training 

is what she considers best. For many years, I had no problem 

with it myself. Now, however, I worry that the profession is 

leaning toward this kind of training, and if so, I wonder at 

the effect on choreography and on thinking within the field. 

In my view, the links between education and creativity and 

leadership are self-evident. It seems inescapable that 

current attitudes about dance education relate to what I 

perceive as a leadership vacuum within the dance field. Much 

influence lately has come from the world of business, from 

administrators and managers who bring business values and 

ethics to the fore. This is an issue I would not have voiced 

as a professional choreographer; now, in writing about the 

field, it seems an urgent concern. 

There are other examples: while visiting Elizabeth Keen 

a few months ago, I accompanied her to Juilliard to watch her 

work with a freshman composition class. The students were all 

exceptionally well-trained and carefully selected for ability 
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As I watched them work, mentally I compared 

students at the University of North 

Carolina/Greensboro who, though they are good students, go 

through no entrance audition, and so are much more varied in 

their looks, abilities, and dance backgrounds. During a 

break, Liz came over with a comment about the technique of the 

Juilliard students and how they were a choreographer's dream

-didn't they make me drool? But I had been thinking the 

opposite, that I found their sameness somewhat bland and their 

supple elasticity lacking in texture and character. Some, 

perhaps many, will go on to notable professional careers. I, 

however, was aware of looking for interesting and character

giving limitations, and of a desire to see energy, effort and 

human-ness in their dancing. I have not always thought this 

way and I wonder if, in educating myself, I have separated 

myself irrevocably from the aesthetics and ethics of the field 

I have known so well. A professor once described education 

as a socialization process which makes it impossible to go 

home again. Only now, writing this, do I see what that means 

and how perhaps it applies to me and the work I am doing. In 

any case, it seems appropriate to address these issues from 

the perspective of individuals involved in them. 

In previous chapters the nature of my analysis has been 

largely abstract, dealing with theoretical and institutional 

concerns. The danger of abstraction, of course, is that it 

omits the nuances of personal experience and glosses over the 
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practical problems of daily life. In an effort to illustrate 

the subjective nature of knowledge and to gain insights from 

individual experience, Chapter IV presents interviews with 

four dance artists actively involved in the field, touching 

on their histories and their views on dance in the late 1980s. 

Given the scope and range of the modern dance field today, 

this is not meant to be a representative sampling, but an 

attempt to describe the experience of individual dance artists 

in coping with a changing culture. What is revealed is both 

the diversity of personal response to a shared cultural 

environment, ~nd the operation of the dialectic between the 

culture and the individual. Issues are raised which 

complicate questions already asked, adding richness and 

complexity to prior chapters and giving theoretical concerns 

a human aspect. 

The people I have selected are colleagues I have known 

over the course of my career. They range in age from forty

five to fifty at the time of this writing, and have been 

active in dance during the years with which I am concerned. 

They can speak from experience about changes in the field 

which have affected their lives and their work. All four are 

modern dancers and all are college graduates. I purposely 

chose articulate, thoughtful people with developed points of 

view, able to discuss their experience in some depth. Most 

importantly, these four made themselves available to me during 

the fall of 1988, giving me their time and their thoughts. 
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I interviewed each of them once for about one and one

half hours, recording their words on tape and then 

transcribing the sections which I found informative and 

relevant. For each, there were follow-up questions by 

telephone, catching details which had slipped by me. All four 

have read and approved the quotes attributed to them and have 

graciously allowed me to use their names. They have been 

agreeable and co-operative throughout, and I am very grateful 

for their views, their support, and their trust. 

The interviews themselves were loosely structured. I 

began with a description of the scope of this dissertation and 

then asked each one to begin by talking about his or her life 

in the 1960s. I asked them to concentrate on their experience 

of the dance field with an emphasis on the economic-creative 

axis, and how they have adapted over the years. Otherwise, 

I allowed the talk to range, and in a sense, what each says 

is determined by what he or she considered primary. For me, 

an important goal in this process has been to give voice to 

the thoughts of these artists, affirming their experience. 

Though they are disparate in many ways, each has been shaped 

by an involvement in a notoriously difficult field. Each 

continues to mature and evolve, inevitably growing toward his 

or her own unique perspective. 

The Interviews 

The subjects of this chapter are Elizabeth Keen, Kathryn 



138 

Posin, Jefferson James, and Spider Kedelsky. Posin and Keen 

have been New York-based choreographers throughout their 

careers. Both are unmarried and support themselves with a 

combination of teaching and choreography. I met Keen for the 

first time in 1971, when, for six weeks, we found ourselves 

neighbors in a college dormitory while on the faculty at the 

Long Beach Summer School of Dance in California. Since then, 

I have taught with her, briefly, at Ohio University, produced 

her cofupany in concert in Washington DC and performed in her 

work in both California and New York. Keen disbanded her 

co~pany in 1981 and since has concentrated on choreographing 

for opera and theater. In addition, she presently teaches 

part-time at three schools: Princeton University, Juilliard, 

and Manhattan Community College. 

Posin has a one year appointment at Trinity College in 

Hartford, Connecticut this year, which allows her to spend 

half her time in New York city where she maintains the Kathryn 

Posin Dance Company. Our acquaintance began in the late 1960s 

when John Gamble and I co-directed the Georgetown Workshop, 

a small studio-theater and repertory dance company in 

Washington DC. Our legal counsel was my brother Jon, who, at 

the time, was on the Law Faculty at Catholic University. One 

of his colleagues was a Dan Posin, who, it seemed, had a 

sister just starting out as a choreographer in New York City. 

In 1968, we invited her, on the recommendation of her brother, 
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to come and set a dance on our company. It was a successful 

work, and the beginning of a long acquaintance. 

I met Spider Kedelsky in New York around 1970 when he was 

still known as Harold Silver. He was working with Rudy Perez 

at the time. our paths have crossed over the years, but we 

have not known each other well until this year, 1988/1989, 

when we both found ourselves teaching in the dance department 

at UNC/G. Kedelsky began dancing as a young man in New York 

and then moved to California where he founded and 

choreographed for DancejLA, a modern dance repertory company. 

He left that company in 1978 and has since worked as a 

freelance choreographer, an organizer and presenter, a 

consultant and panelist for the NEA (see Chapter 2), and a 

teacher. This year, he has a one year appointment at 

UNC/Greensboro. 

Jefferson James and I both attended Mount Vernon High 

School in Fairfax County, Virginia during the 1950s. Though 

we were growing up in different dance studios, we knew each 

other from afar as fellow dancers. I was two years older. 

After high school graduation, I was not to see her again for 

nearly ten years, until 1968, when she came backstage at the 

Georgetown Workshop after a performance. She is the only one 

of the four who is married, which has given her both more and 

less freedom to pursue her career: though her early plans 

were for a New York career, she has spent nearly twenty years 

in Cincinnati because that is where her husband has had work. 

-- ----------
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On the other hand, his work has allowed her to pursue her own 

directions without the necessity of making a living. She 

presently is director and dancer with the Contemporary Dance 

Theater, a modern dance repertory company. She also teaches 

in her own school, manages the Dance Hall which houses her 

school, and produces a series of mostly modern dance events. 

Elizabeth Keen: October 14. 1988 

The interview with Keen was quiet and thoughtful, filled 

with lengthy silences and carefully considered responses. It 

took place in her New York apartment over dinner. 

her way to Juilliard that evening to work 

choreography students, and then out to Seattle 

She was on 

with her 

the next 

morning to begin work on an opera. She was, as always, 

hospitable and friendly, and also very weary. 

Keen grew up on Long Island and began once-a-week modern 

dance classes at about the age of nine. By the time she was 

fourteen, her dancing had increased to two or three days each 

week. For her, daily training did not begin until the age of 

nineteen, when she realized that dancing was what she most 

wanted to do. She had gone away to Radcliffe to major in 

history and literature, but by the time she was a sophomore, 

she knew that her impulse to dance was far stronger than she 

~~d thought. After that year, Keen transferred to Barnard 

College where she could be in New York and continue her dance 

training. Looking back, she says, 
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I remember it as being a rather unhappy time because I 
was constantly running back and forth between classes-
dance classes and academic classes--and I don't think I 
really did either end of things fully. I was always 
running out of class, you know--a lecture--five minutes 
early to get to a ballet class at the end of the day when 
I was exhausted. I remember saying to myself, "Your body 
doesn't know you're tired. Just keep dancing." 

Keen laughs at that idea. "It's just you, its not your 

body .... " 

She graduated from Barnard in 1959 and over the next few 

years, began teaching. During this period, she performed with 

Helen Tamiris and Daniel Nagrin for two years and also spent 

a year touring with Paul Taylor's company. Taylor wrote about 

that time in his book Private Domain, calling Keen 

"enthusiastic" and going on to say 

Her specialty is devil-may-care flights and fearless 
flinging around. Bones like rubberized steel with extra 
joints. Though attractive, she's not quite as pretty as 
the other girls, yet she's the only one with breasts 
worth mentioning. Underneath her bravura there's a deep 
pensiveness; also a strong feeling for fantasy simmers 
there. I suspect that one day she'll tap it to use for 
making dances of her own. (1987, p. 106} 

Keen left Taylor's company at the end of one year. 

Already, she had views of her own and saw herself as 

independent: 

In the early '60s, everything got started down at Judson, 
and I would go down there and show work on their concerts 
and be in other people's dances. But I don't think my 
views were really completely in sympathy with what they 
were doing because I never wanted to relinquish 
technique. [They were) following philosophical ideas at 
a very naturalistic .•• level and even at that time, I was 
doing a lot of teaching of lay people and I didn't find 
lay movement interesting. 
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Keen wanted to work with trained bodies, even though, she 

says, at that time, most dances done in the Graham and Limon 

techniques were 

•.• practically pure cliche. Nobody was breaking any 
fresh ground and Judson was quite a breath of fresh air 
because it was feeding stuff in, feeding in 
theories ••• well, partly from :Merce [CUnningham] , but 
really much more immediately from the painters and 
sculptors [who were working in the group] •••• There was 
an excitement there, an anything goes attitude--as long 
as .•• you didn't do a contraction. Actually, the most 
interesting person •.• at that time was Yvonne Rainer .•. 

Keen describes herself during this period as "ambitious 

in a very foggy way." She was concerned with making a living 

and being able to continue as a dancer, and says she focused 

her activities on 

•.. showing my work, .•. attracting some attention, keeping 
my head above water. I did a Masters degree at Sarah 
Lawrence, and that was because my father tapped me on the 
shoulder and said, "You get a Masters, you can make $10 
an hour teaching rather than $2.50 an hour doing market 
research 11 •••• He was right. I mainly wanted to keep going 
in the dance world. 

The dance world was much smaller in those days. "There [were) 

always .•• group shows at Dance Theater Workshop .•• a slot at 

Judson ..•• opportunities always came up. 11 She continues: 

I don't think I had very clear goals. I just was dancing 
and going to class and making up these dances .... The 
field was much fuzzier than it is now, even though people 
were doing the same things, in that they tried to get 
their work done and have it shown. There wasn • t any 
touring network for emerging choreographers. There 
weren't grants. I never applied for a grant until 1972. 

Keen was among the most visible and well-considered of 

the young, non-Judson choreographers in the late 1960s. 
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Writing in 1970, Don McDonagh described the work she was 

doing: 

What unifies the scattered look of her body of work is 
a passionate emotional intensity and genuine feeling for 
movement. There is a pulse and choreographic shape to 
her pieces that conveys a self-aware delight in the act 
of purposeful motion. Though she has dispensed with 
technique in some of her pieces, she does not turn her 
back on it. Technique and its disciplinary requirements 
infused with emotional fire have been the source of her 
finest pieces. (p. 270) 

Keen's attitude at this point, she says, was one of 

paying dues and making a place for herself. She speaks in 

terms of striving to be "worthy of calling myself a 

choreographer," and having "to earn the right •.•. ". "I was 

very pure," she says about her ambitions. "I don't mean that 

I didn't want to get things and I didn't go after them, but 

looking back, I was exceedingly unclever." Essentially, she 

was not thinking in terms of advancing herself. There was a 

network of people connected to the cunningham studio and to 

the galleries (where much work was being shown), and to Keen, 

they all seemed more savvy and less naive about knowing who 

to talk to, who to chum up with. But, she says, her 

choreography set her apart from these groups. 

I was not drawn to replicate Merce Cunningham. It wasn •t 
that I wasn't impressed with him or didn't study there, 
but I didn't want to jump on that bandwagon. If I had 
been more attuned with that, perhaps ••. [I would have] 
seen how the networks were set up and fallen into that. 

She seems to have regrets and yet, ultimately, is confronted 

with her own staying power: "I look back, I think I was very 
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naive," she says, "and yet I've survived in this field and it 

can't be pure accident." 

Keen produced a New York season annually from 1966 to 

1980. In 1972, she began calling her group a company, 

because, she recalls, "I got wise to the fact" of grants and 

what was required to win them. She formed a tax-exempt, not-

for-profit corporation in 1973 and acquired professional 

management in 1976. Being organized as a company enabled her 

to hold a group together from one year to the next, keeping 

a repertory in rehearsal. But it also required her to expand 

into areas other than choreographing and dancing. 

[It] made me plan more .... made me look further 
ahead ..•• start keeping books and fill out 
forms •••. Because it was incorporated and you have to do 
those things if you're a non-profit corporation. You 
have to have annual reports, and if you apply for grants, 
you have to give them a three-year plan. 

These procedural changes signaled a shift in values which Keen 

found difficult to integrate into her concept of life as a 

dancer. She looks back at the ways in which her thinking 

evolved: 

... when I say I was very naive, I remember saying ... 
realizing, in the early '70s, .•. "You know, I used to 
think all you had to do was to be a good choreographer. 
Now I realize all you have to do is know how to raise the 
money" .••• I really thought choreography was all I needed 
to do--even though I'm a very practical person in many 
ways. 

Because ~he emerging role of business in the dance world 

was not immediately apparent to Keen, keeping the books and 
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thinking in terms of management and marketing were not a 

priority, even though, she says, 

I can do it ••• I mean, I don't like to, but its not this 
sort of weird activity that I can't comprehend •.•. Still, 
I didn't believe any of that was important. I didn't 
understand "institution", "ongoing", .•• "five-year 
plans" .•• 

She points to Twyla Tharp as someone who did understand, the 

model of success, a woman of her generation and experience who 

seemed to have the right instincts and made some good 

decisions: "You ask me who is not naive, I would say that 

Twyla Tharp is the least naive of anybody. I mean, she's a 

wizard of self-promotion. She's an entrepreneur." 

Keen wonders if perhaps her own insecurities may have 

held her back, inhibiting self-promotion and the recruitment 

and use of a board of directors. "Maybe I understood more 

than I think I did back then and I didn't develop it because 

I didn't feel it was worth developing." She describes herself 

as a loner who found it difficult to ask for help, to lean on 

others and build the contacts necessary for raising money. 

Her attitude toward her work was out of step with the 1970s 

push to institutionalize dance companies: "I never thought of 

dance as a business, and then, later I realized it was. It 

wasn't that I wasn't responsible about what I did, but I just 

didn't have that sense of it." 

The Elizabeth Keen Dance Company, she says, "was 

considered a moderately successful modern dance company". As 

director, she made a point of sharing dancers with one or two 
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other companies, figuring out her schedule so that between the 

companies, the dancers could accumulate twenty weeks of work 

in order to qualify for unemployment benefits. 

The mark of a good dance company was if you could have 
twenty weeks of work and put your dancers on 
unemployment. And I usually managed ten 
weeks ••• sometimes twelve ••. [of] work that would be paid 
at a level to qualify them for maximum unemployment 
benefits •.•• 

It goes without saying that the company worked more than ten 

weeks a year, but only ten or twelve were paid, and scheduling 

was arranged so that the paid weeks qualified the dancers for 

top benefits. 

The Elizabeth Keen Dance Company received funding from 

the New York State Council on the Arts from 1972-1980. The 

company participated in the Dance Touring Program from 1973-

1979 and in the Artists-in-the-Schools program for two 

seasons, 1978-79 and 1979-80. Keen herself received a number 

of choreographic fellowships from the NEA. She thinks of 

those years with her company as both fun and relentlessly 

difficult. 

It was the agony of making out those grants--absolute 
agony of filling out those forms .•• and not getting enough 
money and seeing how far you could parlay that money. 
And then the fun of making up new pieces, finding music 
and getting costumes designed, and getting the stuff 
rehearsed and keeping things going with the dancers, and 
learning about lighting designers 1 stage managers and 
who to get and how to organize things. 

The NEA's Dance Touring Program, which was in full force 

in the 1970s, was an important aid to the field, in Keen's 
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view. It provided a structure, "a way to operate that was 

very clear." 

It made me feel that the government was really supporting 
the field as the field determined it to be. Because what 
was on the list was what was in the field. Then, of 
course, they started ••• bumping people from the list. 

In fact, the quantitative guidelines for eligibility, through 

which Keen had qualified, required minimum salary levels and 

a certain number of weeks of work along with an established 

record of professionalism, which were not always easy to meet. 

This was especially true for non-New York companies without 

access to management networks and the national press, and so, 

without the profile necessary to attract the attention of 

funders. But Keen did not have these problems and did not 

question the list at all until "they started getting 

judgmental." In 1979, when the NEA returned to qualitative 

standards, her company was bumped from the list. 

Usually, a choreographer begins her/his career working 

with friends and dancers who are interested in the experience 

of the work, because usually, at the beginning, nothing is 

organized and there is little money involved. With 

incorporation and management, a choreographer becomes able to 

pay and shejhe develops a different, more managerial 

relationship with the dancers. Keen talks about the evolution 

of her company and how personnel changes made a difference in 

the working atmosphere: 

I'd had a fairly steady company for five years, having 
to replace a person here or there, but never the entire 
company, which happened in '78. For a variety of 
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reasons ••• I lost all five dancers at the same time. I 
auditioned ••• 

and hired new people, "the best dancers I found available," 

but philosophically, they 

.•• weren't tuned in to what I wanted to do the way my 
other company had been. It was a real struggle. If I'd 
been really smart about it, I'd have just thrown them all 
out and started again. But that 1 s hard to do too, 
to ••• reteach your whole repertory •••. It's so much work 
and just so discouraging. 

Management responsibilities and the constant care of the 

company eventually wore her down, and in 1981 she disbanded 

the group. Since the company had not supported her 

financially, she had had to teach, and so was not able to 

devote full time to company work. She describes the situation 

as a "Catch 22": perhaps, if the company had paid her more, 

she could have given more of herself to it and so, become more 

successful, but there was never enough m~ney to do that. 

I was very discouraged financially and also, just spirit
wise, I was very down. I felt like I was grinding out 
work and that the only kind of work that I could get, if 
I could get it, was Artist-in-the-Schools. And I found 
that very depressing at that time. 

Disbanding the company was a difficult and painful 

decision. After a long, thoughtful silence, Keen begins 

quietly: 

When I put my dance company on the shelf--! didn •t 
realize how much my sense of identity was wrapped up in 
being the artistic director of this company--the 
Elizabeth Keen Dance Company. I just said, "Oh, I'll 
stop doing this now. I'll work on opera, theater--I'm 
getting so much work there that I'm having to turn things 
down--and I • 11 let someone else do the producing." 
And .•• it was deeply shocking not to have my company any 
more ••. [even though] I had felt so overburdened with it 
and I didn't want the responsibility of keeping dancers 
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employed. Yet I had taken on that burden with its 
rewards and punishments, and felt startlingly alone 
without it. 

Already doing choreography in opera and theater, Keen 

assumed that she would continue doing that, while maintaining 

her ties with the modern dance world by choreographing for 

other peoples• companies. The two groups with which she did 

the most work--companies run by Daniel Lewis and Clive 

Thompson--have since folded, indicating to Keen that the 

troubles she had with her company have been widely felt across 

the field. Today, her work in opera and theater is going 

well, although she continues to teach at a number of different 

schools. She says that, from the beginning, she has never 

thought in terms of making a living with choreography or 

performing. 

One assumed one wouldn't make one's money doing that. 
And in fact, that's been my assumption all along. 
Whether as d dancer or as a choreographer, I have never 
made my entire living from either dancing or 
choreographing. I've always made the bulk of my living 
from teaching other people how to dance and choreograph 
and enter this underpaid field. When I had my company 
I didn't pay myself anything. I spent al~ the money (on 
the] company and paid the dancers as much as I could. 
The company broke even but the dancers, I think, for what 
we did, did well. I paid them as much as I could •.•. In 
the past two years I've made ... maybe two-thirds of my 
income from choreographing and it's the best I've ever 
done, and I don't know whether this will continue. 

Now, at fifty, she is concerned about her future. As a 

consequence of maintaining her independence and working as a 

freelancer at part-time and short-term jobs, she has accrued 

no pension rights. There is no easy answer to this problem. 
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She talks in terms of going back to college for an advanced 

degree, or applying for full-time academic work "five years 

from now", and then reminds herself that one has to pay into 

a retirement fund for awhile in order to get something out of 

it. Clearly, her present career in freelance theater and 

opera work is both exciting and interesting to her: it is, in 

a real sense, the center of her life, even though she 

sometimes longs for total artistic control again. But she is 

not feeling secure. Next year, for instance, she says that 

she has fewer than usual jobs lined up. 

I think surviving as a dancer-choreographer from cradle 
to the grave is a joke, in terms of ••• minimum security, 
so that you 1 re not ••• one of the homeless •••• Maybe the 
field stays so young--number one--because it 1 s a physical 
field and--number two--because you can't continue in it 
if you want to survive on any kind of even very low 
normal basis, to provide for yourself, unless you luck 
out and find financial security with marriage or have an 
entree to money some other way. 

Many dancers, she thinks, are chosen by dance, addicted 

perhaps. Those who stay in the field often view their work 

as a calling. "People dance because they have to. They're 

compelled to do it. I was compelled. I didn't feel like I 

was my real self unless I was dancing." Viewed in this light, 

the financial problems which plague dancers and choreographers 

are not something about which they have any choice. They are, 

rather! accepted as tne price for being oneself and fulfilling 

deeply felt needs. Keen is philosophical about money. She 

thinks that the influx of funding in the 1970s was absolutely 

a good thing for dance. At the time, she says, access to 
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money changed her perception of what she was doing. "It began 

to feel more like a real job--more like a profession rather 

than just a love, an amateur love ••.• " She implies that there 

is a developmental artistic progression which having money 

allows: 

Everybody can do pieces without costumes. or, for that 
matter, without lights, and they can still be very good 
pieces. But, the more involved you get in the field, the 
more you want the right appearance of things, the right
-not .•. window-dressing, but you want the work seen in the 
proper lighting .••. 

Money allows choreographers to present their dances in the 

best way possible, according to Keen, with a cohesive group 

of dancers and appropriate lighting and cost~es. 

allows dancers dignity. 

And it 

It is enough for a person who is a dancer to go to class 
and to rehearse and to perform. That's a life •... That 
can be a very full life, to give that kind of energy to 
your dancing without having to wait on tables. Why 
shouldn't you be paid? I mean, the product, if you want 
to call it that, the performance that results is worth 
going to ..•. I mean, should novelists be paid to write a 
book? It seems to me it's the same question. 

At the same time, however, she acknowledges that a salary may 

come to replace ideals in the professional world. "Dancers 

have to find a company that can support them," she says. And 

though "it may not be the way they really want to dance," for 

Keen, just being able to find work within the field is 

important. 

"Why shouldn't dancers earn money?" she asks again. 

Is it going to make them do less? •.• Will choreographers 
choreograph less because they earn money doing it? Maybe 
it becomes less pure, or maybe--The only thing about 
money is, do you then start doing things because you 
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think this is what will get you your grant? And I think 
there's some of that. I did things very balletically for 
awhile because I thought the way to get more money was 
to have a ballet company take this piece. I'm sure that 
influenced me. But then, for awhile, the whole field was 
going very balletic. 1 

When asked to compare what she sees of the modern dance 

world today with the time when she was getting started, Keen 

says: 

The '80s definitely move faster than the '60s. We did 
have more time to develop. Now it's very much flavor of 
the year •••• People really need to work at developing 
themselves ••• before they're recognized, and then perhaps 
don't need to be recognized quite so much so fast •.•• I 
think we all have weathered these storms where you get 
noticed because you're new and then you just have to keep 
plodding on ••• and people say, "Oh, shrug, shrug, we've 
seen that before." And then you keep developing and then 
all of a sudden they turn around and look again and see 
you're somewhere else and say, "Oh yes, she does 
that ••• well." 

Keen sees the major influences in today•s work as contact 

improvisation, social dancing, gymnastic training, and ballet, 

all technical skills. In some ways, she says, "people are 

going for surface rather than depth", although emotion is 

It is interesting to note that three months after the 
original interview, in a phone conversation, Keen raised this 
subject again. She has been thinking, she says, about whether 
" ••• money spoils things, ••• and I think in some cases it does, 
but it doesn't have to." Even in modern dance, she says, in 
recent years some dancers have become more like mercenaries, 
taking work with companies which can pay, without regard for 
the philosophical and aesthetic impulses behind the 
choreography. They have become gypsies, just like dancers in 
the commercial world. This can be a problem, according to 
Keen, because in her view, the individualistic nature of 
modern dance requires that dancers be sympathetic to the 
artistic ideals of the choreographer. For Keen, it is a moral 
issue, an issue of commitment, which in no way calls into 
question the right of dancers to be paid for their work. 
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returning, along with words; perhaps dance is drawing closer 

to theater. Ultimately, she seems to be saying, this is a 

difficult time for the art, a time of confusion, without clear 

direction. 

I think there's so much going on in the world today that 
maybe dance feels superfluous. There's such political 
trauma in the world ••• having lived in the world with the 
bomb and Viet Nam, these terrible, terrible wars in the 
Near East--and the Far East .••. How does dance soeak to 
this time? I don't know •••• What does it pick up on in 
this culture? How does the culture manifest itself? 
Sometimes it's in the way people move. I mean, is 
minimalism and repetition--is that just a way of trying 
to make things stand still because the world is going so 
fast, changing so fast ••• ? [Is the response, in this 
case,] to build a structure against that? ..• One thing 
flowing into another--does this ref-lect the fact that we 
spend so much time watching television? •... on the other 
hand, there's this great respect for the tradition of the 
ballet. Certain pas de deux are always the 
same .•.• Audiences are very happy to watch these things. 
They're comforting things, like lollipops--exalted, 
artistic, technically demanding, and therefore thrilling 
lollipops. Does dance--does art reflect the world or is 
it a safe place away from it? A representation of 
something that is not enough in evidence? 

In recording this interview, I am struck by the depth of 

Keen's probing, by her clarity of thought and personal 

honesty, her devotion to making a life in dance, and by the 

undertone of resignation. A career born of love and 

enthusiasm has matured with the evolving culture, and dance 

has formed the core of her life for many years. I recall her 

remarks about division within the self, about her feeling of 

having been divided, first between academic classes and her 

dancing, between her body and soul, and then in having to 

split her energy between her company and earning a living. 
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Now, she teaches at three different schools and operates as 

a successful choreographer and movement consultant for theater 

and opera, frequently travelling across the country and to 

Europe to do her work--still divided. How does one make room 

for the private in all this public activity? "I think I live 

alone because I'm a loner," she says, 

••• not because I • m a choreographer or because of the 
nature of the dance field, though heaven knows, most of 
the men in it are gay, and traveling a fair amount can 
be disruptive. The number of available men are far fewer 
as you grow older, and one's expectations are both less 
and more; but that is true for all women, not just those 
within dance. 

Keen denies that dance has influenced her personal 

choices, but she does acknowledge that dedication and devotion 

to dance might be a defense, a means of holding back from 

relationship. A dancer's life, 

••• it's almost like that of a religious fanatic, in a 
way. You devote yourself to being ready to do all these 
things. Because your body is your instrument ••• the rest 
of your life [goes] on hold. 

Dancing can be a world in itself, she says. 

Kathryn Posin: October 16. 1988 

Posin and Keen have been friends and colleagues 

throughout their careers. As people they are quite 

different: where Keen is calm and reflective, Posin is buoyant 

and anecdotal. She greeted me in the New York loft where she 

1 i ves and rehearses. At forty-five, Posin continues to 

perform with her company. 
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She graduated from Bennington College in 1966 and came 

to New York, where, almost immediately, she began two years 

of performing with Anna Sokolow. Choreography was Posin's 

main interest, however, and the response to her work was 

strong. Even in her earliest concerts, she says, 

I was getting very good reviews and good audiences, and 
the dancers loved doing it. And actually, the first time 
I ever saw (New York Times dance critic] Anna 
Kisselgoff's byline ••. she reviewed me and said great 
stuff. 

From the beginning, Posin received encouragement from all 

sides. Bennington had awarded her a choreographer's grant, 

and early on, she won a Doris Humphrey Fellowship from the 

American Dance Festival. These were years marked by major 

successes and strong connections. In 1970, for instance, she 

recounts, 

Stuart Hodes, who was head of the New York State Council 
on the Arts, called me one day and said, "We have 
grants." I said, "Grants? Oh, you mean you give money." 
And he said, "Yeah, the New York State Council on the 
Arts gives money to dance, and we have a few left over 
$1,000 grants, but you can only get $999 because of a 
legal hitch. Do you want one?" 

Before that, she had been choreographing on friends, and 

producing fairly regularly. The offer of NYSCA funds came as 

an unexpected bonus. After accepting, she says, "I called up 

all the same dancers who'd been with me last year and they all 

wanted to do it again, but this time we could pay them ...• so 

there was $999 .•• that was, like, incredible." 
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When the time came to submit an application for the 

following year, Posin recalls that she was uncertain about the 

procedure. "The boyfriend at the time" was David White, now 

executive ~irector and producer of Dance Theater Workshop. 

In those days, White was also dancing in Posin's dances, and 

he volunteered to complete the application for her. 

David did my application •••• Then when I went in [to the 
NYSCA office] to review it ••• my grant application was 
enlarged and taped on the wall at New Yor~ State Council 
on the Arts as the way to apply for a grant. And it was 
David. And David let slip that when he graduated from 
Wesleyan, they gave occupational placement tests, and 
that he had scored so high in business that Harvard and 
Yale had called him ••• and wanted to give him 
scholarships. And he said, "No, I want to dance." 

White handled all Posin's grant applications and company 

business for several years, until their relationship ended. 

"I think that's why I got off to such a very good start," she 

says. 

He danced with me, but he began to realize he was a 
better business person •••. He'd started too late. His 
mind was too alive and excited by all the other aspects 
to stay in the dancing. 

After leaving Posin, White went on tc ~ake over the leadership 

of DTW, turning it into a comprehensive, pioneering service 

organization for the modern dance field. He has continued to 

expand its operations throughout the 1980s. 

Posin' s career continued its upward swing during the 

1970s: 

••• I became what I somewhat jokingly talk ••. about--the 
flavor of the month. For years--abc~t '72 to '79--my 
dance company got--one year it got both a [choreographic] 
fellowship and a company grant ••• from the NEA, and it got 
lots of money from NYSCA, and it was on the Dance Touring 
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Program. And we went all over the country. I kept the 
same dancers, so from about '72 to '79, we toured and we 
were a hot company. 

There were seven in the group. 

It was great, and I assumed that it would always be just 
like that ••• that I would make up dances in my loft, that 
I would get grants from NYSCA and NEA, that I would do 
a little guest teaching, but that I would have this great 
company that was a hot ticket, ••• and did interesting and 
innovative stuff. And that everything would just keep 
going. 

In the late 1970s, Posin was awarded a prestigious 

Guggenheim Fellowship for choreography. At about this time, 

however, things began to change. As Posin tells it, she had 

a fight with her leading dancer which led to bitter feelings 

and a split within the company. To make matters worse, during 

this period, for the first time, a grant did not come through, 

probably, she says, from the NEA. Suddenly, her confidence 

was shaken. 

I started to lose the loyalty of dancers who'd stayed 
with me seven years, and I started to have a lot more 
self-doubt. And I started to do, in my opinion even, not 
as strong choreography. And I started to look around and 
see other, younger companies getting attention. 

The years around 1980 marked the end of the boom now 

commonly called the dance explosion. Ronald Reagan had been 

elected president and federal support for the arts was being 

seriously questioned. In a.ddition, the Dance Touring Progran:. 

was coming under intense scrutiny at the NEA. During the 

1970s, the Kathryn Posin Dance Company had been a highly 

successful company: its top yearly budget had been $120,000 

with twenty weeks of touring and eight weeks of rehearsal. 
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With summer teaching jobs, Posin recalls, it was a~.r'l.ost a 

year-round job for her and sometimes for her leading dancer. 

The 1980s, however, brought a nationwide decline in demand. 

In addition, the company began suffering from internal 

disorders. After the initial group had begun to break up, 

Posin had hired an entirely new group except for two, and did 

not know the new people well. On one occasion, several of 

them were late for a flight and missed the first performances 

on a scheduled tour. The company reputation suffered, 

according to Posin, causing a further drop in bookings. 

so then, very frankly, NYSCA stopped giving me money 
completely. And they still haven't ever given it to me 
since ..• about '80. And then the NEA kept giving me money 
but would every now and then not. So I started to self
produce, but there was ••• much less touring and everything 
started to look not like so much fun any more. 

Even though company work was becoming discouraging, 

Posin's reputation continued to gain her opportunities for 

freelance choreography. Over the course of her career, she 

has set work on a long list of ballet and modern dance 

repertory companies, including the Alvin Ailey American Dance 

Theater, the Netherlands Dance Theater, Ballet West, the Eliot 

Feld Company, Juilliard student groups, and Utah's Repertory 

Dance Theater. 

so while the company •.• was touring way less, my freelance 
choreography thing was taking off. Then that started to 
get shaky too, because basically, with those companies 
that look for modern choreographers, you're good for one 
piece with their company and then they look around for 
the tlext newsworthy. 
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Posin continued to focus on maintaining her company, 

though she was experiencing increasing difficulties. She 

tells of a conversation in the early 1980s with Charles 

Reinhart, director of the American Dance Festival, which 

speaks to the problem of no longer fitting neatly into an 

easily recognizable category. Posin asked him why her company 

had not been booked at ADF recently. 

And he said, "You're in an interesting position ••.. I have 
funding for emerging choreographers, for postmodern, new 
stuff--Pooh Kays and stephanie Skuras and Stephen 
Petronios--and .•• I get [make) money from the Paul 
Taylors, Pilobolus•s, and Merces, but I don't have any 
place for your company. 11 Which was a company that • s 
already emerged and is having a little bit of a rough 
time and the work isll' t. clearly postmodern nor is it 
commercially viable, like Paul 'l'aylor. He ::aid, "You're 
in an interesting position and I'll be very interested 
to see what happens to you." And I said to him, 
"Thanks ••. this and one dollar will get me in the subway 
Charlie." So then I started to get depressed and lose 
even more confidence, although I kept working. 

From 1984 to 1986, in order to support herself, Posin 

took a job at the University of Wisconsin/Milwaukee, but she 

did not give up her New York-based company. The university 

"poured about $4 0 , 0 0 0 into my company, 11 she says, 11 and 

produced it there, and made it possible for us to produce 

here." She was not happy living in Milwaukee, but she stayed 

in order to support her New York loft and company, and only 

left Wisconsin when the department folded in 1986. From the 

beginning, she had questions about living a life which was so 

segmented. "It definitely reflected in the work." Even with 
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annual performances in New York, bookings for the company 

dwindled to nothing, and, she says 

It started to not look like it made much sense, except 
that I knew I wanted have a company because it was like 
my right hand. It was like the only way I could give an 
outlet to all the time I spent alone in the studio. 

In the fall of 1986, Posin accepted a job at the 

University of California/ Los Angeles while continuing to work 

with her company in New York, though because of the distance, 

the company work proceeded "with unbelievable difficulty." 

She stayed in California for two years before deciding that 

she had to live in or near New York in order to maintain a 

relationship with her dancers and sustain the contacts 

necessary to doing business in the dance world, 

•.. because I think the problems, even in the work itself, 
have to do with being too split up in your geography and 
in the location of where you work and where the dancers 
are, and where all your contacts are. 

Press coverage at the time reflected the difficulties. On 

January 18, 1987, the New York Times ran a review by Jennifer 

Dunning which read: 

The Joyce Theater gave a performance Friday night, 
but the choreographer of honor seemed conspicuously 
absent. The program by the Kathryn Posin Cance 
Company ... proceeded from one trivial or poorly thought
out dance to another, performed with an understandable 
lack of conviction. What has happened to the Kathryn 
Posin we came to know in the 1970s, whose work was full 
of energetic life if not of particularly well realized 
ideas? (p. A-SO) 

This year, 1988-89, Posin has a one-year appointment at 

Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut. She can live in New 

York three days each week. Though it is not permanent, this 



161 

situation suggests the possibility of a manageable solution. 

"So now where I am," she says, 

•.• is a company with an operating budget of about 
$4 o, 000, a location that's much more workable, and a 
feeling that something much better is happening, 
artistically, personally, but not economically. But I •ve 
come to the conclusion that the dance world, in terms of 
smaller size companies--not big ballet companies and 
modern companies--is based to a very faulty degree on 
newness and fashion •••• And that there's nothing I can 
really do about it except by doing good work and by still 
surviving, reverse the situation in my case. I can only 
do what I can do. But I find it to be a very bad flaw 
and I find that things like DanceMagazine and [its late 
editor] Bill Como do not help it. It's like, if you're 
not young and new and with a punk hair cut and doing 
something called postmodernism, you should die. And 
people who fit in that category with me are Phyllis 
Lamhut, Dan Wagoner, Gus Solomons, Bill Evans •.•. 

Though she talks in terms of a flaw in the dance world, 

Posin also searches herself and her work, seeking factors 

which may have contributed to her decline, and she readily 

offers personal unhappiness and emotional instability as 

probable causes. "I was too split up and too upset to really 

be able to do good work," she explains. The combination of 

making a big splash at the beginning and then being superceded 

by young, new choreographers 

•.• has contributed to my having a somewhat hard time 
economically and artistically. However, I take 
responsibility for the situation ••.. And I think it's 
going to be very interesting to try to reverse it. 
Because, unlike Ze' eva Cohen and Liz Keen, I have no 
desire or intention to put my company on the shelf. I 
think it's neat. I like it. I believe in it. I've seen 
some wonderful things that I could do--I can just feel 
them right at my fingertips. 

currently, she is working with seven dancers, paying them 

$300 per week for rehearsals and $475 for performances, though 
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there are no grants so far this year. "I always pay them," 

she says. In the spring the company will self-produce a one 

week season at st. Mark's Church in Manhattan on a barebones 

$20,000 budget. In addition, they have one out-of-town 

booking in Kansas City. Posin will pay for this activity with 

the money she earned at UCLA, along with help from her board 

of directors, and, she adds, 

I'm going to have to ask my parents for a very large 
amount of money. And they'll probably give it to me, but 
only if I promise to get a Ma~i:ers [degree], because 
they're an academically oriented ~~t of parents. 

She considers her background part of her problem. Growing 

up with "a father vho is a philosopher and astronomer and a 

mother who baked cherry pies, and nobody knew anything about 

money," did not prepare her to think in terms of business. 

Like Keen, Posin points to Twyla Tharp as " ••• the single most 

successful person drawn from our mold, " and notes that she has 

heard that Thdrp 1 s mother ran a string of drive-in theaters, 

so "Twyla knows from change .•.• Twyla's like got the market on 

her mind from the moment she was walking •.•• " 

Of herself, Posin says, "I don't have a very good grip 

on economics", which she counts as a serious flaw. "In the 

field, if you don't have your financial act together, drop 

dead. Which is what I almost did." But she also links her 

problems to American culture in the 1980s: 

With the arts being so low a priority as they are in the 
age of Reaganomics, somebody in a not-for-profit art 
form, like me, cannot survive with such a naive attitude 
as worked in 1 72 when I was flavor of the month and there 
was a Dance Touring Program. 
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The general tenor of the dance world has changed over the 

course of her career, she thinks, resulting in increased 

economic pressure on dance artists today. 

The economy is more important in relation to the work, 
the quality of the work, than it used to be. And it 
means that I have to figure this thing out better than 
I have, and I haven't. And one reason I haven't is that 
I spend all my time commuting to Trinity College to earn 
a living to keep my company, to keep my loft •••• 

When asked if she has any ideas about how to make things 

better, Posin points to the European model and says, "I think 

that there should be ••• state-subsidized dance companies " 

She notes that there are Americans, William Forsythe and John 

Neumeier among others, being paid to do work in Europe. Here, 

in the U.S., she says, 

An environment needs to be created where people can fail, 
like I have a few times, and do wonderful shit that's 
flawed, like I have a few times, and not fall apart. 
Where there's a little ongoing support. 

Judgments about who gets support should be made, she thinks, 

on the basis of past work, including aspects such as integrity 

and survival. 

In the current climate, Posin finds herself on the 

outside and feels that the modern dance field has been little 

or no help to her in her recent troubles. David White and DTW 

have not produced her work in five years, claiming that it is 

too balletic and too proscenium-oriented for their small 

theater. "It doesn •t help when people like Charlie [Reinhart] 

and David--who do have some say so--are always looking for 
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fashion and newness." With both, she thinks newness rather 

than past contributions counts, and she means newness to the 

scene rather than aesthetic newness. Both White and Reinhart 

have "unbelievable power," and, she thinks, "so does Harvey 

Lichtenstein" of the Brooklyn Academy of Music. 

connection to David White is no help to her today . 

Her old 

..• When I go out to lunch with David White and ask him 
to come to my concerts and see if he'd like to produce 
me, I feel like I •m his old immigrant aunt and he • s 
ashamed of me and would shut me in the closet if some 
yuppies came down the street .•.• I'm tired of that 
feeling. 

And the situation is not much different with other New York 

presenters. Going down the list of informal, affordable 

Manhattan performance spaces, including PS 122, the Kitchen, 

and St. Mark • s, she says, "When I talk to them about producing 

me, they all say 'No, you're not what we're doing'." Being 

"postmodern" and young, she notes, or having an historic 

connection with the Judson Dance Theater helps immeasurably 

in becoming visible and accepted in the New York moQern dance 

world. Posin cannot claim any of those attributes. As a 

result, she is beginning to look elsewhere for opportunity and 

satisfaction. 

I wander into the ballet world more and more ••.• in terms 
of the companies that I'd like to work with, in terms of 
my vocabulary, and in terms of my friends. Like I use 
ballet dancers in my company. I use a much more balletic 
vocabulary than I used to. I take ballet classes. And 
I'd rather go see the New York City Ballet than Martha 
Graham ••.• Because I like the (ballet] vocabulary better, 
and since I '11 never be a ballet dancer, it • s very useful 
to me because I can use it to my purposes artistically. 
It's because I'm basically so different from it, that I 
think it creates a great tension to have it there at my 
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disposal. Also, I think I 'm mad at the modern dance 
world. Yeah .••• I didn't realize it till just now. I 
think I'm a little konked off at them. They're supposed 
to be my ancestors .••• The ballet world thinks I'm cute 
and neat and has given me more money for doing 
choreography for them than any modern company ••.• 

Posin is intrigued and interested by the world of ballet 

and commercial dance, but is, at the same time, realistic 

about the scarcity of work. :::-~~-w!.t, she is trying to 

adjust to the idea of teaching in an academic situation, which 

is, for her, a more readily available, steady and long-term 

source of income. Clearly, however, her interest lies in 

choreography and teaching is only a means to that end, 

"something, " she says, "I 'm doing just because I have the 

skills for it." University work has never really interested 

her. "The reason I keep having to shuttle from job to job, 

[is] frankly .•• anybody who's ever hired me can tell that if 

I got enough bookings I'd be more than happy to kiss it off." 

For all her struggles and financial problems, Posin does 

not seem bitter. "It's weird," she says, "but giving up is 

the last thing on my mind." She still loves dancing itself 

and works by herself, on average, two to three hours each day, 

alone in the studio. This may be part of her problem, she 

thinks, too much love for dance and choreography as processes: 

"My problem is that I just will spend the time in the studio 

and let the fundraising go." Blending dancing and creating 

with living still involves and challenges her, though she 

feels that the conservatism which is prevalent in this country 
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today creates a difficult environment for making it work. 

Like Keen, she thinks that perhaps dancers will have to 

recreate a purpose for themselves as the culture evolves, so 

that dance will regain an urgency and a relevance to the 

times: " •.• we're beginning to feel like we're not important-

-it's not just me .••• and so we're trying to find some kind of 

value in what we're doing •..• " tier ':esponse, however, is a 

personal one, an attempt to integrate her life with the 

process of making dance: 

I have found, always in the past, that if the work is 
working and the people with you ••• are working, and if 
you're in a somewhat stabilized frame of mind and can 
actually talk rationally to your manager on the phone, 
it does work. The years when it hasn't worked for me are 
because I personally have been unstable. 

Ultimately, with Posin, it comes back to herself and the 

choices she has made. "It's really a question of balances," 

she says. "Trinity is a closer balance than UCLA. You know, 

it's like, you just have to arrange stuff to work." 

Today, at forty-five, Posin feels an optimism which has 

grown out of a long period of tribulation and self-

examination. Recently, she says, she began to understand that 

there are no right answers, an insight which has brought both 

freedom and relief. Nobody holds the book. "Who am I trying 

to impress?" she asks. 

Who is it who's smarter than me that's going to tell me 
I'm not good enough? Bill Como? [New York Times dance 
critic] Jack Anderson? David White? They don't hold the 
book. In fact, they all think someone else holds the 
book. And the sooner we all realize nobody holds the 
book or everybody holds ~he book, we'll all work 
better .••• And that's why I'm not so upset about the fact 
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that everything I •ve told you sounds like it's not 
working. 

Posin says that as a dancer, her life, like many others, 

" o •• has pathos o It has absurdity o o • it has stupidity. But it 

also has fun. I mean, I'm having a great time ..•. " But she 

is not entirely positive about the future of the modern dance 

field or of individual dancers within it. Having been a 

professional all her life, she has few illusions about what 

is required for survival. Her advice to students says a great 

deal about her own experience: 

I do always advise my students and younger dancers to not 
go into the field if they can help it .•• because I think 
it's a very bad ide~ to go into danca now, even worse 
tha~ when we went into it, in terms of security, self
image, and sanity .... But I always know that the ones who 
need to do it .•. will do it any way. So I try to get the 
ones who won't do it safely out •.•. 

Jefferson James: November 27, 1988 

I interviewed James by telephone on a Sunday morning. 

Of the three women who spoke with me, James is the least like 

the others. Her life has largely been spent outside New York 

City, and for this reason, she has had to go about being a 

dancer in a very different way. When she moved to Cincinnati, 

over twenty years ago, there was no modern dance community 

there into which she could slip. Her career has been involved 

with initiating and organizing activities and training 

dancers, ensuring modern dance a presence in Southwestern 

Ohio. My impression is that she became a leader so that she 

could dance herself, and in creating a means by which to do 
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that, she has also created a small repertory company, a 

school, and a performance space. She has functioned as a 

pioneer and a pacesetter, and though these are not roles she 

sought, over the years she has accepted the responsibilities 

with more and more enthusiasm. In a recent review for the 

Cleveland Plain Dealer (November 21, 1988), critic Wilma 

Salisbury notes the struggle necessary to building a 

maintaining a modern dance company in Cincinnati and remarks 

on the survival of the Contemporary Dance Theater 

•.• for sixteen years under the tireless leadership of 
artistic director Jefferson James. In a low-key concert 
by the 6 member company Saturday night at Cleveland State 
University, James was front and center in two repertory 
pieces. Though no longer a young dancer, she projected 
qualities of strength and personality that gave the all
female ensemble its focus. 

Salisbury describes James as "small and sturdy" and closes the 

review with the comment that the company "has a fine role 

model to emulate in the performance and personality of its 

devoted artistic director." 

James began studying dance as a child and attended 

Juilliard after high school (see Chapter III). After two 

years, she left Juilliard and enrolled in the General Studies 

program at Columbia University for a year, taking dance 

classes at studios around Manhattan. Like Keen, she found 

this division of energy difficult: 

I'm not sure that I ever could have succeeded in getting 
a degree because it was too distracting to go to 
different studios all day and take classes •••• and then 
trying to make the academics. It would have taken me ten 
years probably. I'm not sure I would have succeeded in 
following through with that. 
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She laughs. More than making her own work, she "wanted to be 

a dancer." During this time, she was enjoying working with 

a number of different choreographers, becoming acquainted with 

their processes and with the New York dance world. "I was 

going to dance, " she says. "I didn't know with whom or 

what .••• I didn't have any great sense of having a leader .•• [I] 

wanted to find a way to do my thing." 

Meanwhile, she had met a young music student, Martin 

James, at Juilliard. By the end of her year at Columbia, he 

had completed his MS and was hired by the Cincinnati Symphony 

Orchestra. Jeff James had originally planned to spend her 

life in New York City. She had, in fact, even rejected the 

idea of attending Bennington or Sarah Lawrence because they 

were too far removed from the center of things. At this 

point, however, she married Marty and went with him to 

Cincinnati. It was 1964. "I had no idea what I was getting 

into," she says now. There was very little in the way of 

dance activity in that city. 

She began by teaching children. "Desperate to do 

something in dance," she gave her classes much of the energy 

she might have given to rehearsing and dancing herself. After 

a year, she enrolled in the University of Cincinnati as a 

dance major. Her credits from Juilliard were accepted and she 

would have received her degree within two years if Marty had 

not been drafted into the Army Band. This time they moved to 

Washington DC, where, for two years, she worked at a desk job 
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and did not dance at all. In the spring of 1968, she happened 

to attend a performance at the Georgetown Workshop and 

realized that I was someone she knew. Skilled dancers were 

not common in Washington in those days, and right away, we 

invited her to join us. During their third year in 

Washington, Jeff performed with our company and choreographed 

two dances for the repertory. At the end of that time, 

Marty's service was finished and they returned to Cincinnati. 

In 1970, when James finally ea::'i''i€C:. her BF~'.. fr.:n: UC, a 

small group gathered round her, all interested in remaining 

in Cincinnati, and willing to give time and energy to a 

fledgling company. This was the beginning of what would be 

COT. The first challenge was to locate a space where 

rehearsals could take place. 

As soon as we found a studio ••. then we had to start 
teaching classes so that we could pay the rent, and it 
started to mushroom •.•• Holly (McCarty) and I were 
partners at the time. I don't think either one of us 
realized what we'd j~st gotten into. We were 
choreographing and we were making dates for these shows 
and we were trying to incorporate because we knew that 
we had to do that ..•• That took two years .... Holly dropped 
by the wayside, got pregnant .•. and after that, I guess 
it was all my thing. So I figured out how to get the 
corporation, went to a lawyer and got it 
incorporated •..• In 1972 (we became) Contemporary Dance 
Theater and there we were. 

James began applying for grants to the Ohio Arts Council 

in 1974 and got her first "tidbit" in 1975. 

By then we were committed to an ambitious four 
[different] concerts a year--a repertory series--and I 
was choreographing at least one, probably two new works 
for each concert, and sort of scrambling for new works 
from every place--from company members, from local 
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choreographers ••• wherever I could find new works--and 
also having guest artists whenever we could. 

She had established her group as a repertory company, which 

meant that the selection of dances would come from many 

different choreographers. In this way, she was not tied to 

producing work of her own, but could choreograph when she 

wanted to, while continuing to grow as a performer in addition 

to doing most of the administrative and managerial tasks the 

company required. She says she did not have a plan, and that 

wh~tever fell easily into place seemed the right thing to do. 

She had not named the company after herself and felt no desire 

to stamp it with her own choreographic identity. Her training 

and background had been eclectic, and she says she assumed the 

company would take that direction too. Since she still wanted 

the opportunity to dance and work with other choreographers, 

increasingly, she has brought in guests who would teach their 

dances and often, perform with the company. "I wanted to 

dance, so I wanted ••. many guests to come as 

choreographers ••• and they always seemed interested." s h e 

reflects on how this has evolved over the years and notes that 

over time, the emphasis and the very language within the dance 

field has shifted: 

At the time I didn't think about providing work for other 
people ••• I knew I needed their support in what I was 
doing and I figured e7eryone just enjoyed--if you enjoy 
dancing, it wasn't so much needing work. That's still 
true, that we all enjoy what we're doing, but it's also 
true that I'm very aware now when I'm giving somebody an 
opportunity to either have their work shown or to get 
their work to another place or to give them a chance to 
perform, that I'm making work for them •••• I know that 
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(now] I think about it differently and that • s one of 
those things that's so subtle a change--I don't 
know ••• the way we speak about thir.gs has changed so maybe 
that's an indication that our way of thinking has. We 
didn't talk about it as work, we talked about them as 
"works" but we didn't talk about it as "making work." 

The 1970s, she recalls, felt very different than today. 

There was a general feeling of possibility, and dance was 

involved and important in the community. Early on, COT found 

a big space which allowed James to think in terms of 

presenting not only her own company, but other groups as well. 

Since then, the company has made several other moves, always 

to spaces where James could continue presenting. Over time, 

however, her sense of possibility and her place within the 

community have changed. In the 1970s, she says, 

.•. everybody was thinking that there was no end to what 
we could do .•.• We were just starting out. We had just 
made a company and •.. we had a space where we could 
present a little bit ••.. There was ••• an unlimited 
audience. We could seat one hundred people. We didn't 
have any trouble getting them to climb three flights of 
stairs and sit on hard chairs and come to performances. 
Of course, they didn't pay very much. They also had to 
park along the way. 

None of these things would we consider having them 
do now •..• I •m afraid they wouldn •t do it .•. or the numbers 
would be so much fewer. That we would still have one 
hundred people that would park blocks away and walk up 
flights of stairs, but [today] we need more than that 
hundred. And we •ve gotten more professional now. We pay 
dancers. 

The sense of professionalism is new to the 1980s and as 

it has grown, it has changed both expectations and budgets 

throughout the modern dance field. In the 1970s, COT was 

proud to be able to pay anything at all, and managed by 

splitting the box office receipts according to the number of 
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services performed: dancing in one dance, dancing in two 

dances, making costumes and dancing, etc. "It was very 

democratic" in those days, says James. Now, she says, when 

it comes time to pay, "you just sort of apologize because you 

know it's too little •••. A choreographer gets a choreographic 

fee •••. The dancers get an equal share: $100 a concert." If 

the company gets a particularly large fee: the dancers get 

more. There are no rehearsal salaries unless rehearsal money 

is specifically available from a grant. 

James characterizes the 1970s in general as a proud time, 

and says that the biggest change for her has been the 

realization that she and COT were not sufficient to the task 

of building dance in Cincinnati. She could not sustain the 

pace and the demands which mounting four different seasons 

each year put upon her. Moreover, she found herself feeling 

disconnected from the dance world and starved for seeing more 

dance. Given these feelings, expanding the emphasis of her 

work to include more presenting was a natural development. 

COT has now become not only a regionally known repertory dance 

company, but a nationally respected producer of postmodern 

dance. By bringing guest artists in for several visits, 

alternately hiring them to teach, commissioning work for her 

company, and presenting their own companies in performance, 

James has devised a scheme which serves both to acquaint 

Cincinnati audiences with ou~-of-town artists and to build 

long-term connections and communication between Cincinnati 
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dancers and dance students and the visitors. "That's been the 

most exciting work for me," she says, the generation of new 

work and building connections. Now she fears that the 

audience may be drying up. It is not yet evident from her own 

numbers which are too small to accurately reflect the 

beginning of a trend, but the larger Cincinnati performing 

institutions are noting a decline in attendance, and James 

worries that the audience may be stretched very thin at this 

point. 

James continues to do almost all the administrative work 

for COT and she has nearly stopped choreographing. Recently, 

her space, the Dance Hall, became one of thirteen founding 

members of the National Performance Network, a program begun 

in 1984. David White, of New York's Dance Theater Workshop, 

is the organizing force for NPN: he is currently listed as 

National Project Director. The idea was to build a network 

of groups around the country, like COT, who already had a 

history of presenting. James describes the program as 

designed to provide financial assistance for the presentation 

of alternative forms of the performing arts--postmodern dance, 

mime, new theater, new music--work that does not already have 

established presenting patterns. In essence, NPN underwrites 

a one or two week residency by paying 35% of the company's 

fee. In hopes of encouraging presenters to choose the 

companies they want to present without the pressure of 

financial considerations, fees are determined by a formula 



175 

applied equally to all groups. The formula for one week is 

as follows: 

$425 per person who comes (dancers, technicians, 

etc.) 

+ fringe (insurance, social security, etc.) 

+ $ 50 per person per day for housing 

+ $ 30 per person per day for food and travel 

+ airfare. 

In addition, the company receives a $1,300 fee, whether the 

stay is for one week or two. 

An NPN residency can cost the company which normally pays 

more than these rates, but it considerably increases the 

ability of small companies to pay their personnel. The major 

benefit to large, established groups is exposure to new 

audiences and venues. Presenters have mixed advantages with 

NPN as well. For many, the required fee is more than they 

would ordinarily pay, but on the other hand, it brings some 

otherwise unaffordable companies within reach. 

There is no list from which presenters must choose~ any 

U.S. company is eligible for the program, though there are 

some restrictions. Normally, a participating presenter 

produces from three to five groups yearly through the NPN. 

Since one-half of the support money originally came from the 

Nhrt Dance Program, there is a stipulation that at least two 

groups each season must have won a Choreographic Fellowship 

over the past three years. The idea, James says, is to give 
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artists which the NEA has honored greater exposure. White and 

DTW have further stipulated that only two companies each year 

can come from New York, which, according to James, sometimes 

stretches presenters, pushing them to search the country for 

interesting groups. Essentially, this network revives the 

Dance Touring Program, says James, but it has a slightly 

different emphasis. tending to serve newer, less established 

artists. 

For COT, membership in NPN has inflated both expenses and 

income because of the increased number of performances which 

it now presents. The affiliation has also given James' work 

as a presenter a legitimacy which would otherwise have been 

harder won. It "gave us a tie nationally," she says, "so that 

we can talk about what we're doing in connection with a 

national organization." Much of NPN' s own sponsorship 

spreads over to its members, so COT as a presenting agent now 

has the tacit endorsement of large funding institutions like 

the NEA and the Ford Foundation. "We •ve used all that," James 

explains. 

It hasn't all of a sudden turned around the funding 
world ••• [but] they are gradually beginning to see that 
we are more important than just a little place in 
Cincinnati. We're important to Cincinnati because of our 
ties to elsewhere. 

Additionally, James says, she and CDT have become more 

visible in the dance world because of the prestige associated 

with NPN. There is now a steady flow of unsolicited 

videotapes and press kits to the COT office, sent from dance 
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artists hoping to catch James' eye and secure a booking. She 

is perceived as having power, and indeed she does, as she 

herself acknowledges when she talks in terms of "making work" 

for performing artists. Moreover, "Because of this 

connection •.• " she says, "I have been invited to be on a 

number of panels" in various areas of the country, an activity 

she finds interesting and educational in terms of seeing dance 

on a national scale. These are the funding panels of state 

arts agencies, where James views videotapes of artists from 

that region and helps make decisions on grants. James is 

impressed by the wide variety she sees and is pleased to be 

part of the funding process. 

Though she is still actively performing, James has 

gradually embraced a broad view of herself and has expanded 

into roles where she is in a position to have influence. Her 

circumstances and her locale have made it both possible and 

necessary. Had she stayed in New York, she would have had a 

career as a performer, and might not have felt the need to 

form a company since she has never experienced an urgency to 

choreograph. Becoming a presenter would have been both less 

necessary and much more difficult, at the very least because 

of the scarcity of suitable and affordable spaces in 

Manhattan. But perhaps the biggest difference Cincinnati has 

made in James• life can best be described in terms of scale: 

the sense of her own impact, which she experiences daily, is 
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a satisfaction which New York rarely offers because of its 

size and scope. 

James now has not only her career, but a comfortable 

home, an enduring marriage, and a sixteen year old daughter. 

Recently, on trips to New York, when she has talked with dance 

artists there, she says, 

•.• [among] choreographers, people who teach, people who 
perform ••• the general feeling was of isolation, of 
working very hard and getting nowhere .••• I have, more and 
more, heard ... "I'd like to get out, get away from New 
York" ..• and yet, there's a real fear of doing it. 

Living in Cincinnati has allowed James to achieve, in her own 

way, the balance Posin seeks. Life in New York, traditionally 

seen as required for a professional dance career, has become 

more difficult and expensive over the years. But often, going 

elsewhere is seen as a break with a way of life necessary to 

art. Though a move might mean more space, more light, less 

fear, and more opportunity, for many, the idea of leaving the 

city permanently is like stepping into an artistic vacuum. 

Through her own efforts, James has created a life in 

Cincinnati which compensates for the lack of a concentrated 

arts community. Today, at forty-five, she has found what 

seems to be an agreeable mix of dance and life. This mix, 

according to James, is one of the biggest concerns voiced by 

artists living in New York--in her words, the problems of 

" ..• how to live and do their work. How to live a reasonable 

existence and do the work they want to do." 
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Spider Kedelsky: September 23. 1988 

I talked with Kedelsky in the kitchen of the small 

apartment he had recently rented in Greensboro, North 

Carolina. He speaks easily and with conviction. Aside from 

being male, he is different from Keen, Posin, and James in a 

number of ways. He grew up in Brooklyn, the son of parents 

who had emigrated from Poland and the Ukraine, an "unworldly" 

family, he says, where no one had gone to college. Kedelsky 

himself went to Brooklyn College where he received a BA in 

political science in 1966. Later, in 1974, he ·earned an MA 

in dance from the University of California at Los Angeles. 

He began dancing as a young adult in the lS~Os. For him, 

dance was part of a process of opening up to the world which 

led him far beyond Brooklyn. It quickly possessed him: "Dance 

offered great opportunities for social relations," he says. 

"In terms of my own physicality, it just touched off a chord 

and I was gone. It was 1 ike a disease. " He started at 

twenty-three, for a year, rising early in the morning to make 

time to dance by himself--"freestyling it," as he calls it. 

At the end of that year, he took his first formal classes-

exactly three at the Jeffrey Ballet School, which, he says was 

"like a Martian experience." This was followed by several 

months of work with the New Dance Group. Eventually, as he 

grew more accustomed to the New York dance world, he explored 

many different kinds of classes, including those at other 

ballet schools and modern classes with Merce cunningham and 
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Alvin Ailey. Alhough he started late, he quickly and easily 

became heavily involved in the field. At the time, he was 

earning his living teaching grade school. 

Dance was both my individual passion and response to what 
I wanted to say as an individual human being •••• ! was 
always "creative and expressive" as a dancer, and I 
worked fairly soon, I guess because I was a guy, but 
also, I was a very good performer. I was very present 
on stage. So I was performing right away. 

"But," he continues, "I always had other interests ••• in visual 

arts ••• in politics, international politics, particularly 

in ••• the non-western world ••• " 

In 1971 he left New York for California, and enrolled at 

UCLA. During his time there, he became involved in founding 

DancejLA, a modern dance repertory company. From the 

beginning, Kedelsky understood the national and state funding 

systems and knew how to operate to advantage within them. It 

was 1974, and Dance/LA was organized with NEA guidelines in 

mind, a direct response, he says, to 

.•• the pressure ••• to file for a 501(c) (3) [tax-exempt 
status], to set up a board ••• because you have to operate 
as a business •••• and I did fantastically well with 
DancejLA. At its peak, in '77 or '78, ••• it toured more 
than anybody in California •••• The intent fully was to set 
up a business which could function right away. 

Though at the time there were other groups in California which 

Kedelsky thinks were more artistically talented, "we got the 

grants," he says, "because we were organized and that's the 

way it goes in America." 

After five or six years, the passionate involvement with 

dance began to fade. As he tells it, his discovery of non-
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Western dance forms--which he could connect with his interest 

in politics--rekindled the spark for awhile, and his 

relationship with mentor Jack Cole at UCLA held him to the 

dance world. But gradually, other interests began to 

interfere with what he was doing. In 1978 he left DancejLA, 

he says, for a number of reasons: 

I had several serious questions. one was •.• about 
continuing to be in Los Angeles, though I did stay there 
for, oh, five years •.. more. I had a very serious 
question about whether I wanted to continue being in 
dance, which is a question that I still have ..•. And there 
were personality conflicts. DancejLA was a group of 
people who worked in the Graduate Dance Center at UCLA, 
who all had Rockefeller Foundation scholarships and 
auditioned to get into this special program. It grew out 
of that group of people ..•. therefore, it had no common, 
philosophical artistic roots to begin with ..•. And even 
much more than I am now, I was a very headstrong, very 
impetuous, very arrogant guy. It was very hard for me 
to get along in what was supposedly a .•. collective when 
I was clearly the dominant figure •••. 

I was the first one to go .••. I think DancejLA still 
exists in LA .••• All the originals left by the early 
1980s, and it just kept going and it's now fourteen or 
fifteen years old. 

Kedelsky became a freelance choreographer and 

presenter/producer, and for a number of years, he travelled 

"to mostly Third World countries, to see what the world looked 

like." As he traveled, he saw as much dance as possible, and 

set several of his works on a number of dance companies, 

including the Kibbutz Dance Company in Israel and the 

Aboriginal-Islander Dance Theatre in Australia. During this 

period, he was instrumental in bringing Aboriginal performers 

to the United States and touring the country with them as they 

presented their dances. 
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In 1982, Kedelsky joined the faculty of Amherst College 

in Massachusetts and became a member of the executive 

committee of the Five College Dance Department. He stayed for 

four years. Since then, there has been a year as an arts 

consultant, and now a year on the dance faculty at UNC/G. He 

has been invited to return for a third year as a dance 

panelist at the Endowment, and was recently approache~ by the 

North Carolina Arts Council to serve on a choreography panel 

and to take part in a roundtable discussion on the future of 

dance in North Carolina. 

When asked about his reasons for wanting to leave the 

dance worl~, Kedelsky is careful to e~~la~~ that it is not 

because he no longer likes dance: "I love dance. I mean, 

there's nothing that makes me feel more whole and complete ••• " 

He has had injuries which, today, make it difficult to dance 

fully with pleasure. "I've just gotten older, too," he says. 

But there are other reasons, having more to do with how 

Kedelsky, with his expansive range of interests, fits into the 

narrowly focused world of modern dance: 

••• as I went along, I found out the people I was working 
with really didn't have much to say that interested me. 
As I grew more and more to know the form--not necessarily 
to master the form myself, but to begin to understand 
what mastery of the form meant, I realized how few either 
master the form or really were speaking to me any longer. 
And ••• as my sophistication grew, my interest in things 
that surrounded the field .•• began to take precedence. 

"Why did I stop choreographing?" He pauses. He thinks 

that his best work was done at UCLA as a student and then, 
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later, at Amherst where he was teaching. His choreography 

then, he says, was 

.•• nothing groundbreaking, nothing revolutionary, but 
really good solid work. But (after awhile,] I no longer 
had the passion or interest. And above all, the only 
thing that interested me was the process. The 
performance, seeing it onstage, touring, and having a 
company had no interest. I had been through it. I had 
also realized--the narcissism of the field began to grind 
on me, the self-involvement of the people, the limited 
interest most of them had--the fact that they didn't read 
papers and couldn't care •.•• 

As he has matured, Kedelsky' s interests have come to 

encompass more than dance and to embrace, as he says, "the 

broader cultural area, the cross-cultural exchange of 

ideas, ••. and the question of how people look at each other." 

During the summer of 1987, he was offered the opportunity to 

curate "The Dance and Music of Africa" for Jacob's Pillow, a 

summer dance festival in New England. The resulting program 

was a sampler of groups, each hailing from a different region 

of Africa. Kedelsky organized the show around the same 

philosophical concerns which guided his presentation of the 

Australian Aboriginal performers in the early 1980s. Before 

the Jacob's Pillow program, he spoke with Debra Cash on how 

he conceived his role: 

Spider Kedelsky is a wiry man with black-rimmed glasses 
who calls himself "an outside cultural broker. My job," 
explained Kedelsky, who has been an associate professor 
in the departments of theater and dance at Amherst 
College, "is to find a way of presenting traditional art 
in a way that does not compromise the artists or their 
communities, but makes it comfortable and edifying for 
audiences." (1987) 



184 

Today, at forty-five, Kedelsky is seeking a position where he 

can expand into an exploration of these concerns, presenting 

and producing work which addresses a broad cultural viewpoint. 

He is extremely articulate and incisive. The diversity 

of his background and wide-ranging interests separate him from 

many dance artists and perhaps make it inevitable that he 

would find the studio-based dance:cs• life too limited. 

Perhaps, like David White, Kedelsky is an example of why the 

leadership in the dance field is so concentrated among men: 

a late-starter: bringing other interests and skills to the 

field, absorbing what there is to be learned, and then 

marrying that knowledgP. with other areas of inquiry and 

expertise. White, of course, is in a position where he can 

bring his ideas to fruition. At present, Kedelsky has only 

the ideas. 

He believes that dance has a difficult time legitimizing 

itself in the academic world andjor achieving legitimacy 

through literature and documentation because dance, more than 

any other art, is primarily concerned with the act of doing. 

For this reason, it is hard to discuss. It has its own kind 

of thinking which does not easily translate to other modes of 

communication, making it difficult to comprehend on a 

theoretical level. Today, in our culture, he says, dance has 

lost its reason for being; the impulse to dance has become 

irrevocably changed. In other cultures, according to 

Kedelsky, dance is 
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•.. inextricably tied into social and ritual activities. 
Those activities have become really reduced in our 
society, to the point where dance becomes a kind of 
decorative or recreational form. 

The result is an art without potency and importance as a 

cultural force. 

Kedelsky, who, as a consultant for the NEA, sees a wide 

variety of dance, has strong opinions about the choreography 

being done today: 

The '60s were much more exciting ..•• ! don't see the kind 
of experimentation .•• the kind of risk taking, and •.. I 
see ••• what•s a little frightening sometimes, with this 
comolete emohasis on almost a kind of ... aesthetic 
aerobics. Like Stephen Petronio, I mean, the movement 
is spectacular, the dancers are just the best, but after 
about twenty minutes, I just say to myself ••. "Oh, forget 
this. I mean, what is this man saying?" There has to 
be more to life than just sheer physical--! want content. 
I want some passion. I want more intellect. I want 
something about relationships. I 'Want somethL1g more 
than bodies just furiously driving around. And I 
understand that 1 s about youth ..•. but .•. I see Melissa 
Fenley and she's doing the same thing she was doing ten 
years ago ...• 

And then he considers the context for much of this work. "It 

speaks of the age," he says. "It's an empty age." 

Afterword 

The four voices offered here do not present a unified 

view, and in fact, seem to raise as many questions as they 

answer. What, then, do interviews like this accomplish? The 

answer, I think, lies in acknowledging the individuality, the 

singleness of the struggles which continue to shape modern 

dance as an art. It is only in giving a human shape and form 
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to the gradually evolving field that we are able to see 

cultural changes as forces within individual lives. And yet, 

there are common concerns as well. At the most basic level, 

these are four individual responses to the shared problems of 

context, economics, creativity, and age. 

Keen and Posin, both single women, both dancers from 

childhood, have, throughout their lives, seen New York City 

as the commercial and artistic center of the dance world, the 

source of work and community. In spite of continuing 

difficulties in finding balance and satisfaction, they held 

fast to the model of the New York artist with which they 

began. Though the culture has changed, and with it, the rules 

for success and the stakes, both women look to themselves to 

understand their lives and their careers. They cite naivete 

as a personal flaw and speak of their interest in dancing as 

an inadequate preparation for survival in the field today. 

Kedelsky, on the other hand, used dance as a means of 

exploring and understanding the world. Now, as a mature 

artist and person, he too is seeking a place for himself and 

a means of putting his ideas and skills to work, though in a 

different arena. His challenge is to move from the freelance, 

independent world of the artist/teacher to the more 

institutionalized, established, bureaucratic levels of the 

field in order to achieve a role which will allow him to make 

use of the broad cultural perspective he has developed over 

the years. 
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There seems a general acknowledgment within the field 

that in the 1980s an institutional affiliation is more and 

more necessary for achievement and impact on any sort of 

scale. This kind of thinking is a shift from the thought of 

the 1960s and 1970s, when artists felt more powerful and more 

important within the culture, and the key to this shift seems 

to be an economic one. Even Twyla Tharp, cited by both Posin 

and Keen as the model of financial savvy and success, has 

recently joined the American Ballet Theater as resident 

choreographer, disbanding her own company. On January 31, 

1989, she was quoted in the Wall Street Journal as saying, 

"Small companies have become economically unworkable. Joining 

ABT is an attempt to find a solution to the problem" (Harris, 

p. A-16). Coming from Tharp, a widely accepted artist who has 

achieved both popular and critical acclaim, a statement like 

this would seem to set out a new definition of the 

possibilities within the field. 

Small dance businesses still endure, however, and Jeff 

James speaks to that way of life, though even she has now 

aligned her organization with a national network. James found 

herself working in a city where she had to create her own 

opportunities, and where it was still :··_,~sible to do so. She 

has not achieved national fame in the sense of the other three 

because she has not been working within range of the national 

media. Within her region, however, James has built a solid 
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reputation while doing work which affords her the satisfaction 

of knowing that she has made a difference. 

All four of these artists mention the fun and pleasure 

involved in dancing and note a lack of response from the broad 

American public. Perhaps, as Kedelsky says, dance really is 

about the doing of it, an attitude which has been largely lost 

in the United States today. 

Keen, Posin and Kedelsky all describe dance as being lost 

and as seeking a renewed purpose and identity in the modern 

world. None questioned the role of major federal funding, a 

force which appeared and matured during their lifetimes. As 

recipients of Endowment and foundation support, their attitude 

is understandably one of appreciation. My own view, however, 

is that the loss of purpose can be traced, in part, to NEA 

efforts to increase audiences, thereby expanding activity and 

opportunity and assisting the evolution of dance into 

business. The net effect has been, I thi~k, one of giving 

modern dance economic goals, thus making the field compatible 

with the culture, and robbing it of its original counter

cultural stance. Dance education has played a role as well, 

responding to increased demand by producing more and better 

dancers who are socialized into thinking that technique and 

a job as a dancer represent the essence of dance. And so the 

field, in twenty-five years, has changed, has lost, as Posin 

says, the sense of "value in what we are doing". 
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These broad concerns will be explored in Chapter V. 

Before moving on, however, I would like to point out two 

overlapping issues emerging from the interviews which I will 

only briefly discuss. One is the matter of personal 

relationships and the seeming choice (or necessity) of many 

dance professionals (three out of four in this group) to live 

alone. This, it seems to me, is an area in need of further 

study, bearing as it does on balance and personal happiness, 

which in turn affect overall satisfaction and productivity. 

It may have been coincidental ~hat James, with a long-term 

marriage, seems to have evolved easily into roles which can 

carry her fairly securely into old age. What, I wonder, is 

the role of personal fulfillment in professional success? How 

does gender come into play here, if at all? 

A related issue is that of locale and its bearing on 

lifestyle, opportunity, personal growth and community. Within 

the group of four artists examined here, place seems to have 

played an important role. What is possible, both personally 

and professionally, surely is strongly influenced by the 

environment in which one lives. It is paradoxical that New 

York supports artists in aesthetic terms by providing a sense 

of artistic community which encourages experimentation and 

serves as a contact center for jobs and connections, while as 

a place to live, it is noisy, crowded, dirty, dark, unsafe, 

and very expensive. I find both the sociological and 

aesthetic aspects to this situation interesting. What are 
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the effects of city on dance artists and their art? A 1ife 

in New York has long been a requirement for professionals, and 

as such, has imposed a limitation on the kind of life possible 

in dance. Questions abc~t opportunity, growth, and 

competition, and the role played by various types of 

communities are both timely and important, given the 

continuing decentralization of the field and the mounting 

expense and hardship associated with operating in 

Manhattan. 
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CHAPI'ER V 

MODERN DANCE IN A POSTMODERN WORLD 

Throughout this dissertation, I have described some of 

the important social forces which have guided the development 

of modern dance since its inception in the early part of this 

century. In my view, dance artists today are increasingly 

under the influence of postmodern thought, and concentrate 

much of their energy on packaging and image in order to 

participate in the market culture. There was a time, in the 

late 1960s and early 1970s when, as dancers, we felt a power: 

our work was important to the cultural changes we saw 

happening around us. The dances we made would help in 

reconstructing the world. Now, though many of us are still 

at work, that feeling has changed. Within twenty years, dance 

has become peripheral to the world at large and seems to have 

only a cash connection with the society in which it resides. 

The gains in philosophic and aesthetic stature made with 

Duncan, Graham, and Judson have largely been lost. Presently, 

our values are more akin to those of dance artists in the 19th 

century, when aesthetic choices were most often guided by what 

the traffic would bear. In previous chapters I have presented 

an analysis of the relationship between cultural forces in the 

United States and the gradual shifting of principles and goals 



192 

within modern dance, in an attempt to explain this evolution. 

Briefly, let me review the argument. 

Summary 

Chapter I describes the lives and work of seminal dance 

artists before 1965 to establish a point of view which seems 

to speak for the original impulses behind the form. Mention 

is made of the efforts of early choreographers to create a 

dance which was uniquely American, within which artists could 

address significant and timely issues. In my view, the 

development of this form can be characterized as a quest for 

individuality within dance, and for a means of expression 

based on natural ways of moving: a rebellion agai11st the 

standardized and disciplined artifice of ballet technique. 

Movement was used, not for technical display, but as a means 

of externalizing ideas and personal experience. 

Choreographers saw themselves as leaders, as educators, 

demonstrating, with each new dance, the possibilities of the 

form. And because popular success was considered less 

important than the freedom to explore, modern dancers 

inhabited the marginal realms of society both economically and 

philosophically. Theirs was an art devoted to continual 

questioning and change, creating a history of reconception 

within its frame. 

Before the late 1950s, modern dance companies tended to 

be organized around one or possibly two creativz artists who 
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created techniques of movement and aesthetic theories which 

were taught in company schools. Membership demanded strict 

loyalty, and individual responsibility for continued personal 

growth was considered a part of the process of achieving 

distinction as a dancer. In its early years modern dance was, 

in a sense, a calling, an expression of values which said that 

life and art are related as process and experience, and must 

express each other. Just as art must be a statement of its 

time and place, so it was felt tb.at modern dance must exert 

an influenc~ on its context by leading the audience to new 

perspectives. 

The contradictions I see between today•s values and the 

original philosophic tenets of modern dancers are discussed 

at the end of the first chapter. The concept of postmodernism 

is introduced to describe a mode of consciousness which 

pervades American culture in the late 1980s, involving us with 

commercial values, commodification, and a lack of a moral or 

political agenda. 

Chapter II focuses on an independent government agency, 

the National Endowment for the Arts, and demonstrates the ways 

in which that agency has, through its policies and practices, 

drawn modern dance into compliance with the market culture. 

The Endowment states its mission as two-pronged: to foster 

excellence and diversity in the arts and to make the arts more 

broadly available. In promoting these goals, the NEA has 

reshaped the modern dance world from a disorganized group of 
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small operations to a centrally focused national field of non

profit, tax-exempt corporations with boards of directors. The 

availability of funding has had the effect of directing dance 

companies toward a business point of view. The NEA has 

further guided reorientation through the provision of funds 

for professional management, and by making evidence of 

management staff a credential of artistic professionalism for 

companies. The creation of arts management as a field in 

itself is one tangible result of NEA policies; it is the 

corporate world reproducing itself in the art world. 

In accordance with the goal of making dance more widely 

available, a major aim at the Endowment has been to 

decentralize the modern dance field. To facilitate this, the 

NEA has provided funds to dance presenters nationwide, 

encouraging them to increase their presentations, bringing 

more dance to more audiences. During the 1970s, many 

compan.i es spent a good part of the year on tour. The 

Endowment has succeeded in developing a national market for 

modern dance companies, effectively expanding the field beyond 

New York City and providing both companies and dancers with 

work. A troubling aspect to this activity lies in how 

decisions have been made on who receives subsidy and 

promotion. In the late 1960s, the NEA began the Dance Touring 

Program with a short list of companies which met certain 

quality standards. Because touring was being so heavily 

promoted, decisions about which companies would be included 
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had a strong impact on the field, eventually dividing it 

between the approved and unapproved. This necessarily 

affected hiring capabilities and organizational strength, as 

well as the general perception of excellence. After some 

years, the Endowment made a switch to quantitative 

guidelines, saying, in effect, that professionalism is a 

question of numbers. At this point, the list expanded as 

companies brought their operations into alignment with NEA 

stipulations. Finally, before phasing out the DTP altogether 

in 1984, the Endowment returned to qualitative guidelines, 

knocking long-time participating companies off the list. 

Th.e NEA cannot escape giving its imprimatur to those 

groups it supports. Perhaps this is most evident in the 

effect it has in guiding corporate and business giving. Many 

Endowment grants require the grantee to solicit matching funds 

(a 1:1 ratio) from private organizations before the money will 

be released. Some grants dictate an even higher ratio of 

private to federal money (3:1 or 4:1). Through this process, 

private foundations and corporations are encouraged to support 

those groups which meet Endowment standards. The NEA is, in 

effect, granting not only money but legitimacy and visibility 

as well. Some writers, among them Netzer, Joyce and Lipman, 

have expressed worry that without NEA approval, a group today 

cannot hope to attract private funding. Additionally, it has 

been noted that grant giving agencies increasingly consider 

business stability and growth as credentials in the arts, 
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further ruling out those groups who choose to be marginal 

and/or community oriented in their work. 

Netzer raises questions about the peer panel process 

which the NEA uses to decide which individuals and groups it 

will support. All panelists are chosen by the Dance Program 

Director and staff, and are either former grantees or experts 

recognized and approved by the agency. In my view, this 

amounts to a closed loop: artists with dissenting points of 

view have little opportunity to be heard on a panel until they 

meet Endowment approval, which is not likely as long as they 

have dissenting points of view. Even without the list of the 

DTP, the NEA divides the dance world into the ins and the 

outs, simply on the basis of whether one is acceptable or not. 

Moreover, panels tend to reinforce their own biases and areas 

of acquaintance; there is a strong relationship between 

serving on a panel and receipt of NEA funding. 

The make-up of panels is open to question as well. The 

agency states that an attempt is made to balance panels, yet 

the number of dance artists on any given panel rarely amounts 

to 50%, with the rest being taken up by administrators, 

presenters, dance writers, educators, and patrons. To me, 

this says that decisions on who receives Endowment support, 

the decisions which influence success with other funders and 

with presenters and which legitimate artists within their own 

field - these decisions are not being made by those actively 

involved in making art. By creating an administrative class 



197 

which controls the dance market and then inviting these very 

managers and producers onto the panels which control funding, 

the Endowment has given a small group a very potent role to 

play in determining success within the field. Artistic 

leadership has been replaced by management. 

Another aspect to the dilution of artistic leadership can 

be seen in the division of power within the corporate 

structure which governs dance companies today: non-artists on 

company boards share decision-making power with artistic 

directors. Paul Taylor's experience, described in Chapter II, 

would indicate that in today•s dance world, a powerful board 

of directors is a necessity for financial well-being. Yet as 

the strength of these boards grows, their governing influence 

is bound to affect the quality and nature of the work produced 

(Five Year Planning Document 1990-1994, p. 5). 

A question which arises frequently in literature about 

the Endowment concerns the benefits from NEA tax payer money. 

Is the NEA an agency for the support of artists and their 

work, or should the money it distributes benefit society more 

directly? If the latter, how does one best do that? By 

promoting art which plea~€s the general public? Or educate&? 

Or decorates? or perhaps by attempting to redress economic 

imbalances through training programs or by bringing regional 

distribution and racial factors to bear on funding decisions? 

Do established arts institutions have a legitimate right to 
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continued support? Is it more important to provide funding 

for preservation or innovation? What are the priorities? 

These are questions which the NEA has actively considered 

many times over, with each incomi:rt-J administration and every 

defense of its budget, but the impact of these issues on 

aesthetic quality does not receive the same public attention. 

Moreover, the NEA does not acknowledge its influence in some 

areas. One such is the censorship implicit in funding 

guidelines and the manner in which these have shaped aesthetic 

activity during the past twenty years. In its Statement of 

Mission, the Endowment counsels itself not to "impose a single 

aesthetic standard or attempt to direct artistic cont;.;. .1t ·· ~NEA 

Annual Report 1987, p. 222). Dubin (1987), however, suggests 

that funding is inherently a socialization process which 

validates some ideas and ignores others, inevitably causing 

artists to think in terms of what will be accepted and so, 

dictating the course of the field. In this way, all 

philanthropies become policy making institutions by 

definition. 

There is another aspect to the relationship between 

aesthetics and funding, and here, I think we can see the 

beginning of a pattern. When work is new and experimental and 

support is scarce, as in the 1930s and again in the 1960s, the 

aesthetic pares down to essentials, choosing function over 

decoration. With public acceptance and the availability of 

funds, the art adorns itself, allowing theatrical values more 
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importance. We can see that today in companies which have 

received steady support. I see no correlation between 

adequate funding and innovation. On the contrary, money tends 

to whet the appetite for more and bigger rather than for 

change. The question is, will the availability of continued 

support alter the tradition of reconception which has 

historically characterized modern dance? If current funding 

trends continue, a two-tiered dance field will develop--those 

with powerful organizations and strong funding histories and 

those without. Perhaps the second group, forced to live and 

work more marginally will, instead of feeling failure, begin 

anew to evolve a counter-cultural stance. As I see it, the 

present hope for continued innovation comes from those outside 

the funding pattern. 

In its Five Year Planning Document 1990-1994 (p. 5), the 

Endowment itself addresses this issue, wondering whe\:her 

financial stability within the dance community is being 

achieved at the expense of quality or daring, whether the push 

to expand the audience has required a blanding, a dilution of 

the form, to make it more generally palatable. Though the NEA 

offers no further discussion, the very fact that the question 

has arisen indicates an answer. Once general accessibility 

becomes a goal in concert dance, marginal work with 

distinctive character is edged out. Dances must be designed 

for a wide variety of tastes. Even in modern dance, technical 

brilliance has become increasingly important, replacing 
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choreographic interest as the key element in the formula for 

success. Inevitably, as dance has been seen more widely, the 

response of lay audiences has become a significant issue, 

particularly as companies are encouraged to list the size of 

their audiences on grant applications. If dances and dance 

companies become commodities, packaged and marketed to attract 

buyers, then there must be quality standards upon which the 

average consumer can rely. Choreographic interest and 

innovation are difficult to gauge, especially for the 

unsophisticated eye. Technique, on the other hand, is easily 

recognizable, exciting, beautiful, and it separates "real" 

dancers from the rest of the world. In 'this way, the 

priorities of modern dance are shifting, returning to a more 

balletic point of view, which has a strong influence on the 

way its students are taught. 

Chapter III deals with the issues of training and 

education. The rapid increase in touring during the 1970s 

created more jobs for dancers, and as a result, dance programs 

within colleges and universities expanded rapidly to meet the 

demand, as did those in private studios. In response to a 

developing market, technical training has been given new 

emphasis within dance curricula, narrowing the focus of many 

students while intensifying their professional readiness. 

Ballet training is now acknowledged to be helpful-- even 

necessary-- to becoming a modern dancer, which, I believe, 

signals the acceptance of a "ballet look" among modern 
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dancers. Particularly because few choreographers now maintain 

schools, the wide acceptance of ballet serves, I think, to 

diminish stylistic diversity between companies and may 

contribute to the seeming interchangeability of companies 

among dancers and the increasingly prevalent gypsy mentality 

mentioned by Keen in Chapter 4. 1 

As the philosophical underpinnings of ballet have begun 

seeping into modern dance, there has been a gradual acceptance 

of predetermined norms for technique, rather than thinking of 

movement as an idiosyncratic skill which both determines and 

is determined by an approach to choreography. In this 

atmosphere, the long-held values of individuality, 

originality, and experimentation and the notion that dance 

must seek a relevance to its time and place are brought into 

question. Moreover, the intensive technical training 

demanded by the shift toward balletic standards increasingly 

takes priority in training programs, replacing the balanced 

education important for developing judgment, cultural 

awareness, and self-knowledge. The early moderns held a 

The de:wise of the company school undCJu.ot:..::.o . .!ly has many 
causes. With access to funding, companies no longer require 
the income provided by a school. Additionally, funders have, 
on the whole, emphasized the performance of dance without 
encouraging the existence of small ~chools offering 
distinctive points of view. High rents in New York, where 
most major companies still operate, have made adequate space 
a problem. The most recent development in private dance 
training is the large studio organization which holds to no 
particular philosophical approach and offers a wide variety 
of classes in hopes of attracting as many students as 
possible. 
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belief that continuing self-development was necessary to 

wholeness and character, but these values are no longer widely 

held among dancers. In my view, if the present narrow course 

in dance education persists, modern dance may soon face the 

same, widely acknowledged aesthetic crisis which now confronts 

ballet: a lack of resonant, insightful choreography, resulting 

in a reliance on spectacle and fC'r?.'_al trz.dition. Another 

worry is that the present concentration on physical skills 

effectively hinders the development of outside interests, 

creating, for many dancers, a life without meaningful 

alternatives and a traumatic period of transition at the end 

of a performing career. 

In Chapter IV I have presented interviews with four dance 

professionals, all of whom have been active during the period 

under examination in this dissertation. The tensions between 

the culture and the art are felt in the field and have 

elicited a variety of responses among practicing dance 

artists: each interview represents an individual point of view 

in a common field of endeavor. Kathy Posin and Liz Keen have 

continued living in New York for the duration of their 

careers, pursuing the role of the professional New York artist 

each in her own way. Each views her problems in achieving 

financial stability within the evolving field as a personal 

failure, a character flaw which has hindered success in the 

dance market. Spider Kedelsky, on the other hand, left New 

York early and achieved a real financial success with DancejLA 
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in California. Of the four, he alone began dancing as a young 

adult and he, more than the others, has readily understood the 

system which was being put into place during the 1970s. Now, 

as he reflects on his present difficulty in finding an 

organizational affiliation to suit his goals, he looks at the 

field, the times, and the current value system in addition to 

himself. His view is bread and, within this group, he is the 

one best able to comprehend the fluctuations in society which 

have radically altered the criterion for success in modern 

dance. 

Jeff James represents a professional alternative-- a life 

focused on dance but balanced by family commitments. She, of 

the four, has th~ most "normal" existence, and perhaps not 

coincidentally, the most satisfaction with her life. Her 

decision to continue dancing after leaving New York 

undoubtedly pushed her into a leadership position, giving her 

a role in creating and shaping a dance community in 

Cincinnati. James' regionalism is at once a distinction in 

her career and a drawback, however. Because of her distance 

from the center of the field, she has never been a "star" like 

Posin and Keen, discussed in books or given national media 

attention. I suspect that this issue of centrality, potent 

with possibilities of celebrity as well as market connections, 

has been important in holding Keen and Posin in New York. On 

another note, it is interesting to observe that, in this 

group, the two who most easily understood the system set in 

---------



204 

place by the NEA are now both working within that system. 

Kedelsky is a panelist and consultant for the NEA and James 

is director of a member organization of the NPN and a panelist 

for a number of state arts agencies. 

Modern Dance as an Art in a Postmodern Age 

Thr~ughout the writing of this paper my thoughts have 

centered on questions about the purpose of art. If one 

believes, as I do, that art reflects culture, then modern 

dance is doing well, reflecting the market culture values 

which have overtaken American society. However, I also 

believe that art has a role in influencing culture, a 

responsibility to teach, to point up new ways of viewing the 

world, and it is here that the system has broken down. The 

radical potential of art has been widely held to lie in the 

alteration of form. Janet Wolff (1981) cites Theodor Adorno, 

Bertholt Brecht, and Herbert Marcuse as sharing the view that 

a change in the expected, traditional form of art denies the 

audience an opportunity to relax and consume, and instead 

requires active participation. This is creator-oriented art, 

where artists put their own values before those of the 

audience. Traditional, popular culture is generally 

comfortable and affirming and therefore, lulling. Even when 

the content is disturbing, if the form is conventional, the 

art is pacifying and not encouraging of critical awareness. 
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Brecht made a number of plays which break down 

traditional barriers between audience and performer, 

destroying illusion and revealing, rather than representing, 

social and political conditions. His aim was to jar ·the 

audience and hold them in the real world in the present time, 

so that all concerned were compelled to deal with the issues 

presented. 

Wolff cites the difference between the music of Arnold 

Schoenberg and Igor Stravinsky. Both were innovative, but 

Schoenberg, with his twelve tone scale, changed music in a 

basic way, and so engaged the listener in an active, critical 

moment, while Stravinsky's music was only superficially new 

and so was still affirming. 

The same distinction could be drawn between 

choreographers Merce Cunningham and George Balanchine. 

Balanchine worked in ballet, adding superficial modernisms 

such as flexed feet and off-center turns. cunningham, on the 

other hand, has brought politics to the stage by doing away 

with traditional manipulation of the viewer's eye, declaring 

ull dancers and all parts of the stage equal, and choreography 

independent of music. The audience is give~ new freedom as 

it must decide for itself where to look, whom to watch, and 

how to relate sound to vision. 

From Isadora Duncan to Martha Graham to Yvonne Rainer, 

the energy behind modern dance has been the creation of new 

symbols which are strange and uncomfortably unfamiliar, in 
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order to reveal the realities hidden behind accepted form. 

Now, as we approach the 1990s, I wonder if that role is still 

available to dance artists. Technological advances have 

affected audience perception, reducing the difference between 

experiences. When distant cultures can be viewed on 

television or easily visited by airplane, the sense of wonder 

is dimiJ"ish.ed. American society has become less easily 

shocked and perhaps less willing to dig beneath the surface. 

The 1980s have seen dance artists become consumer-oriented, 

trying to fit the values of the culture, to appeal to the 

audience and be accepted. Socialization, I think, has played 

a large role in this change, both the socialization of knowing 

that for certain kinds of work, funds are available, and that 

of realizing that, in today•s market~ with highly technical 

skills, it is possible to get a job as a dancer. Let me start 

with the role of funding. 

The Endowment's Role: Dance as Commodity 

Edward B. Keller (1984) describes the relationship 

between changing societal values and shifting funding patterns 

in the following way: 

An important element of the values revolution of the 
1960s and 1970s, stemming from the psychology of 
affluence, was the rise of an egalitarian ethos, rooted 
in the conviction that in an era of unbounded economic 
vitality, economic and social well-being should be 
accessible 't.o all segments of society .... Now, with the 
recognition of new economic realities in the 1980s, 
egalitarianism is giving way to an emerging meritocracy 
orientation, a values perspective that •.• allows those who 
have earned, or feel they have earned, a certain status 
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and position to actively seek mechanisms that distinguish 
themselves from others. 

The arts explosion of the 1960s and 1970s ••• was 
fostered by the spirit of egalitarianism and pluralism, 
in which there was a desire to broaden exposure to and 
involvement in the arts. 

The new meritocracy orientation will probably 
broaden the gap between the largest and most renowned 
arts organizations, which ••• are managing, and less well
established groups, many of which are threatened with 
bankruptcy. (p. 42-43) 

This helps to explain the sense of crisis now being felt 

in some areas of the dance field: the market is contracting 

and competition is growing. When, in the 1970s, the NEA 

allocated significant funds to promote touring, a boom was 

created. Many companies were able to expand. Expenses 

increased as dancers were paid more equitably and managers 

were hired. Costumes, sets and music became more important 

to the work. In order to con·tinue on this scale in the years 

since the end of the Dance Touring Program, companies have 

directed their efforts to booking tours on their own, and 

marketing has become increasingly important. Within New York, 

certain venues, such as the Next Wave Festival at the Brooklyn 

Academy of Music or a Dance Theater Workshop production, have 

become highly sought after for the legitimation and validation 

they lend to a choreographer's work and for what they say 

about the level of acceptance he or she has achieved to date. 

The New York distribution system for modern dance has become 

part of the symbolic structure of career success within the 

field. The producers, BAM or DTW, however, have their own 

agendas, and in looking after their own images, tend to seek 
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out artists who fit into the current trends. Tony Whitfield, 

Associate Dir~ctor of the Lower Manhattan CUltural council, 

sat on the Meta-Marketing panel mentioned in Chapter II and 

had this to say about the measurement of careers within the 

dance world: 

There is an unstated .•. graph of what a career is supposed 
to do, you know? It sort of goes along, at a certain 
point it goes up and up and up ••.• And it's marked by Next 
Wave [at BAM] if you're lucky enough to be there, and 
it's marked by the Joyce [Theater], and it's marked by 
being hot in Europe. And then it's marked by a drop. 
You know? And it's happening to people at very young 
ages ..• who are still vital. And nothing's going on with 
the work, in fact the work is maturing, but the market •.• 

Whitfield paused and Elizabeth Zimmer, dance writer and 

moderator of the panel finished his thought: "Your fifteen 

minutes b=1.s b~en spent." The panel agreed. 

My concern with marketing in the arts stems from worry 

that young artists will become so inured to buying and selling 

that they will be unable to perceive the ways in which they, 

as artists, are affected. Perhaps it is happening already. 

Ann Cooper Albright, an organizer of the Meta-Marketing panel, 

spoke from the audience, saying that, in her view, the high

powered marketing which BAM does for the Next Wave Festival 

tends to affect the general perception of careers in dance by 

creating a "criteria of success". In other words, the 

presence of that kind of marketing for some artists affects 

the way we see all artists. Today, she said, when people are 

not marketed in a high-powered way, "it starts to look like 

not-success," contributing to what she characterized as a 

-------- ----- ----------------------------------
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"crisis in the New York situation." I wonder if this means 

that with mounting pressure on dance artists to appear 

successful for the sake of their image, we are now seeing that 

the appearance of success itself requires mega-marketing 

techniques. 

The Endowment's role lies in its stress on making modern 

dance financially viable, which must, in the long run 1 mean 

adapting to the market, inevitably causing a dilution of 

purpose as a counter-cultural force. Whether one follows the 

guidelines in applying for grants or sells one's art to 

produce~s and audience~, critical sensibility is dulled 

through participation. Choreographer Bill T. Jones, in 

discussing the changing role of artists says: 

We live in a society that co-opts and absorbs 
everything. • • even the most avant garde work could be put 
on Johnny Carson •.. and millions would see it immediately 
and think it was groovy because it was so weird .... we 
don't have the moral authority any more. We're plugged 
into the same society. (Meta-Marketing Panel, 1988) 

In a similar vein, C. S. Bromberg writes that in the 

1980s, even experimental dance 

... is not only expected to be intellectually stimulating; 
choreographers no less than audiences, now expect it to 
be entertainment as well. The tradition of avant-garde 
experimentation which value~ the :~dium of dance for its 
own sake, embracing com~lexity and seeking to explore the 
fundamental propositions of what its art consists in 
during its own time, now slumber under the 
choreographer's concern for the audience and his or her 
career. Those few who challenge the established 
logic •.• are branded as irresponsible or self-indulgent. 
Often, this criticism is justified: it is difficult to 
respect radical conclusions when they are presented from 
within the very systems of ideas and institutions they 
supposedly seek to undermine. In a society where all 
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art, no matter how daring or reckless, is bought, there 
can be no avant-garde. (1981, p. 9) 

The daily experience of choreographers seeking funding 

reinforces the necessity of participating in the culture 

according to predetermined standards. In the early 1980s, 

when I was living in California, I went to introduce myself 

to a local foundation. I was told that they were not 

interested in seeing my work as such: in their words, "We're 

not into making aesthetic judgments." Instead, they wanted 

to see my company balance sheets. In other words, they would 

let the marketplace be the judge of what merits support: if 

my company was stable and showing po"t;ential for growth, I 

became interesting to them. Although this kind of criterion 

is not conducive to risk-taking and experimentation, for many 

choreographers today it seems the only way to survive. A 

friend, with her own company, was concerned that all the 

dancers dress in suits and high heels to meet prospective 

board members. "Why?" I asked. "You are asking them to 

enter our world; perhaps they should see us as we really are." 

"No," she said, "it's the reverse. We are trying to 

enter their world." This change in perspective is, I think, 

as Jameson has said, an historical shift, which must be seen 

and kept in awareness in order to understand developments in 

art of the late twentieth century. 

Along with stressing the financial viability of dance, 

in its self-appointed role as caretaker for the arts, the NEA 
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has inevitably centralized power and authority within the 

field. In spite of the agency • s recent efforts at being 

responsive, a single, Endowment-influenced vision of what 

dance is has slowly begun to prevail. Whitfield comments on 

the power of the NEA point of view: 

I think there's a larger vision of what American dance 
and performance art and culture is supposed to be about. 
And it's largely-- it happens in panels at the National 
Endowment. It happens in panels in the organizations 
that are supported by the National Endowment ..•. I think 
there • s an issue of, like, this is American culture. 
This is what we're going to market. This is where it's 
going to go ••.• There is a hierarchy [in New York] .•• it 
is BAM, DTW, PS 122, and maybe, every once in a while it 
sort of shifts around, but that's where it is, if you 
look at the press ..•. (Meta-Marketing Panel, 1988) 

The implication is that the distribution system, the press and 

the Endowment serve to reinforce each other, restricting the 

definition of what is acceptable. This idea is supported by 

the fact that dance writers and presenters make up a 

significant portion of NEA panels. The resulting vision, 

Whitfield says, is limited and largely excludes Third World 

artists and those working outside the accepted stream: "It 

really is an issue of whether you fit into the American vision 

of what the arts are, because •.• there is no money to continue 

careers that do not fall into that pattern." This is my 

reading of the situation too, and seems to explain the funding 

and work problems which have plagued Posin and, in a less 

severe way, Keen. When a choreographer's work goes out of 

style, he or she is discontinued, which, in a centralized 

system, amounts to suppression. 
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The Dancer as Mercenary 

Both Posin and Keen mention that as choreographers, they 

were at the mercy of their dancers, sc to speak-- thc-t at 

certain points they were working with people who knew their 

repertory but who were not completely in tune with their goals 

and ideas. And as Keen says, it is particularly important in 

modern dance to work with dancers who are in philosophic and 

aesthetic agreement because of the individual nature of the 

work. The problem is one which came into being as companies 

acquired funds to offer salaries - a development which has 

been welcomed by most dance artists - and dancing began to 

become a job. 

In effect, many dancers have become mercenaries seeking 

out opportunities to be seen onstage and to make money, hoping 

to build their careers. Since few choreographers today have 

schools, hiring is often done by audition, linking 

choreographers with dancers they may never have met before. 

Many dancers will dance with whomever will hire them, without 

commitment to a particular artist or style or philosophical 

impulse. If a chol.~og:ca:J:..~.;.er is touring heavily and/or 

receiving press attention, he or she is especially desirable 

because there will be more work and a better known name to 

list on a resume. This is close to the work ethic of many 

corporate employees. According to sociologist Ann Swidler 

(1980), those who do best in corporate life are often those 

who lack any sort of guiding philosophy which might cut them 
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out of one market or another. They are the ones always ready 

to go. Settling down implies a dead end. Increasingly, this 

might apply to both choreographers and dancers. Careers with 

the greatest prestige demand readiness to travel, going from 

one organization to another, from one role to another. The 

emphasis is on keeping the optionb open, which means an 

avoidance of commitment, in order to develop the self, the 

career. Finding the "right place" (or company 01. teaching 

job) is a contradiction because it has become wrong in terms 

of how we conceive growth. The only right solution is to have 

a set of ideas and skills contained within the self which can 

be perpetually renewed, always shifting into original 

patterns. One's self is one's only resource. This loss of 

context, grounding, or community is demonstrated by a 

resistance to any kind of commitment and the sense of 

isolation shows up in art which depicts a reified society 

overwhelming the individual, such as, in literature, 

Slaughterhouse Five and One Flew Over the CUckoo's Nest. 

A Loss of Purpose: Education's Role 

dance, the lG~s of context is not only visible in the 

art but felt in the lack of community within dance ccwpanias. 

As dance artists have involved themselves in the market 

culture, the loyalty and sense of purpose described by the 

early moderns have disintegrated. Careerist tendencies on the 

part of both choreographers and dancers have reduced the 

. - --- --------
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Roles 

have, in a sense, shifted. Many dancers no longer expect to 

sacrifice throughout their careers, waiting on tables in order 

to work with a chosen company. Though they may still be poor, 

the expectation now is that jobs are available. It is assumed 

that as a choreographer moves up the ladder, he or she will 

be able to pay for dancers as well as for costumes, music and 

lighting. success today requires maintaining a business which 

involves publicity, bookkeeping, regular rehearsal space and 

non-profit, tax-exempt status. This kind of operation is 

hard-won and serves to separate mature choreographers from 

younger dancer"~, ~'l'lp:.;:::sizing hierarchy within the field and 

isolating successful artists in defensive, conservative 

positions. 

As I see it, the major threats of the market culture lie 

in the competition for attention, grant money, jobs and roles, 

coupled with the change in social relations and the shift in 

values illustrated by the widespread belief among 

choreographers that as one progresses, one must make use of 

increasing amounts of money in order to project the image of 

success. These are the changes we feel in our daily lives as 

dancers and in the aesthetic choices we make, and this is 

where I think education is needed: to raise awareness of the 

forces now at work in shaping the culture and so, increase the 

possibilities for artistic response. Instead, however, dance 

programs in colleges and universities have begun emphasizing 
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technical and performance skills. They are responding both 

to the general trend within higher education to promote 

professional goals and training and to the demand from the 

field for more and better dancers. Moreover, they have 

institutionalized their aims in an accreditation agency, the 

National Association of Schools of Dance, for the purpcse of 

demonstrating to administrators, potential students, and the 

lay public that standards are being maintained and that, on 

the whole, schools are doing a good job of training future 

dance professionals. 

For many years, the demanding technical training 

necessary to a professional dance career was a reason for the 

uneasy accommodation of dance withi~ the university: technical 

training was opposed to the broad based, generally accepted 

concept that education was for the whole person. Recently, 

however, as discussed in Chapter III, university programs have 

made an effort to gain credibility within the professional 

field, and often, the best of what a university education had 

come to mean has been lost in the attempt. John Gamble, Head 

of the Dance Department at UNC/Greensboro, has described his 

idea of what a university dance program should offer the dance 

student in the following way. He made two lists. Under 

"university", he wrote knowledge, integration, personal 

development, the ability to make choices, permission to be 

critical, and learning from the inside out. Under "private 

training" came skill, craft (through a style), demands of the 
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discipline, training students to fit into a mold, acceptance 

of what is given, and learning from the outside in. These 

lists make a clear distinction between education and training 

and point up what is lost when concentration is on the latter, 

a development which, in my view, is increasingly prevalent in 

dance education. As it is, most dancers learn to think 

technically, narrowing their concerns to rehearsing, physical 

mastery, and survival issues: how to get work, how to write 

grants, how to cope with injuries, who is doing what. Dance 

students are trained not to question except as to how and 

what; there is little encouragement for asking why. Is it any 

wonder that the dance of the 1980s has been essentially 

concerned with itself? We make dances about dancing because 

that is what we know. 

The narrowness of our training also impacts on the 

political aspect of our lives, denying us knowledge of a 

machinery which runs the society in which we function. 

Without exposure and encouragement, our participation in the 

outside world will necessarily be limited. Without an 

understanding of cultural forces and the historical role of 

the arts, how can we hope to survive on our own t~rms? How 

will we find acceptance for our views if we do not develop 

ourselves as people? Our education isolates us in a small 

corner of society. We have, in effect, lost the means of 

controlling our own field. In the American Dance Guild 
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Newsletter, Angela Allyn writes about the paradox of 

dancer/choreographers 

••• seeking increased levels of funding from corporations, 
foundations, and government •••• [when] they feel somehow 
apart or exempt from some of the realities of the 
entities they turn to for support. For instance, they 
don't lobby for tax revisions that influence exemptions 
encouraging corporate gifts. or they are vaguely aware 
of the products that these corporations ••• produce. How 
many choreographers read the business page of the 
newspaper •. ~? How many dancers understand or even care 
about the nature of the formation of foundations? .•• How 
many •.. get out and campaign for candidates who will 
support the arts? ..• The arts are an integral part of 
society only if the artists help it to be so. The artist 
determines whether his work is the passive mirror or the 
active hammer of society. {1987, p. 8) 

Nowhere in our training do we, as dancers, learn to 

address society, to question or determine our !:'ole in the 

culture. Doubtless, our discipline, with its emphasis on 

silence, received knowledge, and imitation, plays a part in 

our acquiescence. Just as we have been trained to accept 

direction, we have allowed business values to shape our world 

without seeking to exert an influence in return. We are 

buffeted by social forces we would rather not engage, and have 

been only too happy to turn over the administrative chores to 

others, allowing management of our field to fall to people 

versed in the ethics of bus~ness. In so doing, we have let 

g0 the reins cf our field and our art. As the cultnre has 

evolved, we have not learned to take care of ourselves. 

The fluctuation and fickleness of the market is a 

relatively new phenomenon in dance, creating overnight 

sensations-- the flavor of the month-- and then moving on. 
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star consciousness, an emphasis on technique, and a de-

emphasis on education combine in this economy to create 

problems for the older dance artist--both for the 

choreographer whose work is no longer in vogue and for the 

dancer no longer able to sustain a performing career. Arlene 

Croce, dance critic for the New Yorker, makes mention of this 

in a long article about former Balanchine dancer Edward 

Villella, now director of the Miami City Ballet. She writes 

Villella is the only ballet star I've ever heard of who 
has been through four years of college. [At family 
insistence, he attended the New York Maritime College and 
earned a BS degree in marine transportation.] The 
experience ••. is one that he is grateful for; it put him 
in a class apart from other dancers, able to fend for 
himself and choose what he would be. (1988, p. 53) 

That power to "choose what he would be" is what dancers lack 

when they have only one skill and only one way of approaching 

the world. When the y~ars of performing are over, with no 

interest outside the studio, there are few options for a 

satisfying and fulfilling second career. 

Concern about the early and inevitable transition which 

dancers must make has recently begun to surface. In its Five-

Year Planning Document 1990-1994, the National Endowment for 

the Arts notes a growing awareness of the problem and 

characterizes its response as "part of the Dance Program's 

exploration of professional training in the field" (p. 26). 

This is, I think, an appropriate place to look. It is my 

sense that the long, narrow path the dance student walks sets 

the limits of his or her life, goals, interest, and vision. 
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When one's teachers and models give no import to experience 

outside the dance studio or to a contextual understanding of 

one's art, it is easy to dismiss these as unnecessary, both 

to life and to dancing. 

A Response 

Without a change in the educational priorities for dance 

artists, I fear that we will continue internalizing the very 

values which most threaten our ability to develop voices as 

artists and citizens. Many creative artists are reclusive by 

nature, like Posin, preferring to "spend the time in the 

studio and let the fundraising go." But it is more than 

fundraising which is at stake. 

not effect change. I would 

Isolation in the studio will 

like to believe that early 

eA.--posure to the ideas which impel our culture will lay the 

ground for later involvement, providing knowledge and basic 

understanding. Taking part requires comprehending reality in 

order to discover ways of making decisions for ourselves and 

for our field within that context. We must give ourselves 

time for education. 

This, then, is my essential response to many of the 

problems within the dance field. We want to develop dance 

skills, yes, and also language skills, decision-making skills, 

and social skills, along with an understanding of the world. 

I agree with John Gamble when he describes the key to creative 

artistry as ''the power to have opinions" and so I believe that 
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it is no good training dance students to obey without 

question, to fit a form, or accept imposed standards. Though 

I understand the thinking behind it, by the same token, I 

think the NEA's plan for devising tests in the arts is filled 

with risk, raising the possibility of national norms of good 

and bad, and effectively denying the power of subjective 

response. It is a policy which cannot help but extend the 

influence of the Endowment on the production of art in this 

country, guiding audience as well as artist to pre-approved 

choices. 

The issue of judging work and careers is a tricky one. 

When, with the intent of making the Dance Touring Program as 

strong as possible, the NEA began by imposing restrictive, 

qualitative standards for eligible companies, they opened 

themselves up to c=iticis~ ~bout impcsing a style and taste 

on the country as a whole. In the mid-1970s, the DTP adopted 

quantitative standards, and at the time, I thought it was a 

positive move. The c:i1ange gave companies 1 ike mine, existing 

outside the New York, postmodern dance world, a chance to 

conform numerically to NEA guidelines and join the prestigious 

list. The range of groups who were able to qualify by this 

means was great, however, resulting in an outcry about the 

inappropriateness of using quantitative standards to determine 

artistic substance. The Endowment eventually changed back to 

qualitative guidelines throughout all programs. 
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Recently, according to Kedelsky, present Chairman Hodsoll 

has been pressing for a return to the more objective, 

quantitative measure, and Endowment staff and directors are 

resisting. Samuel Lipman (1989) writes that Hodsoll is 

proposing that grant amounts be determined by 

••• relating an institution's artistic ranking to its 
budget size ..•. 

The change in the outcome of this new .•• process 
would be great: if budgets were to be a required factor 
in determining amounts, larger-budget applicants, in a 
time of flat Endowment appropriations, would receive 
increased funding, while smaller-budget applicants would 
receive less. The signal sent to the world of art would 
be clear: henceforth, artistic achievement would 
properly be judged by money, not art. (p. 7) 

Such a change would cut back on staff and directorial power 

and involve a major change in the functioning of the peer 

panels. But I do not think the equation of size with 

excellence is helpful in the arts. 

It is clear that the vase open market within which we now 

work strongly influences the orientation of both those who 

present dance and those who make it. The market promotes an 

awareness of what will sell and so skews eApectations of what 

is "best", as well as the perception of success itself. By 

rewarding fiscal accomplishment and audience appeal, the 

funding system underlines those values. In order to make a 

numerical system fair, varying, non-hierarchical categories 

would have to be set up to accommodate and encourage differing 

aspirations within the field. In my view, policy must adapt 

to the idea that smallness and regionalism encourage 
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To foster character and point of view, aspects 

which often make art controversial, the choice not to seek a 

broad market will have to be recognized and rewarded as well. 

The category of Choreographers• Fellowships is the one 

area where I think the NEA has genuinely sought individuality 

and uniqueness. With the development of the Na~ional 

Performance Network and the stipulation that participating 

presenters produce work by at least two Choreographic 

Fellowship winners each season, will we now see a market 

awareness developing here too? It must be made clear that 

bigger is not necessarily better and that growth is not 

required for continued support. 

In terms of the Endowment's current role in the lives and 

work of dance artists, the NEA must, I think, begin public 

discussion of shifts in policy, to allow response from the 

field. My strongest feeling, however, is that the circle of 

influence must be widened, that too much authority has been 

given to too few, and that a higher percentage of those making 

funding decisions should be artists. For me, excellence is 

a subjective point of view. When the selection of panel 

participants rests on such a criterion, in essence, inclusion 

requires the subjective approval of the Dance Program Director 

and staff. This means that artists whose work is 

controversial in NEA terms, or divergent in some way, have 

little chance of representation. It also means that most 

panelists are probably chosen because they or their work is 
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known to those choosing. I am acquainted with a number of 

former grantees who have never been tapped for panel 

membership, myself included. A more representative, 

democratic means of selection might involve a registry of 

artists based on Posin's suggested criteria: integrity, 

longevity, and demonstrated activity within the field. If an 

open list like this revolved regularly, far fewer artists 

would be excluacd from the decision-making process, helping 

to make the NEA a force in which the artistic field plays a 

significant role, and removing grounds for the suspicion that 

a point of view has been set in place by the very process of 

selecting panels. 

No doubt, with a larger pool of panelists, Endowment 

funding priorities would be far less settled than they are 

today. There would be less agreement in general. Certainly, 

there would be protestations from those who hold to 

"standards", as I do, for myself. However, I think that if 

we, as a countr~, seek, with public money, to allow a series 

of limited, pre-approved panels to decide who will survive in 

the arts, we are denying the tradition of democracy which 

makes us uniquely free as a people. In my view, the diversity 

of our culture is, especially in the arts, a sign of health. 

If allowed to flourish, artistic plurality will lead us to-

will in fact demand-- dialogue, keeping all those involved in 

the arts actively questioning, and I would hope, allowing a 

resurgence of resonant leadership on the part of artists. 



224 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Many questions and opportunities for research are raised 

by issues presented in this dissertation. Clearly we need 

more understanding of the effect of funding policies both on 

modern dance as an art and on the lives of dance artists 

before we can point the way with any degree of certainty. 

Additionally, the Endowment is now, in its ongoing effort to 

broaden ths a.udience base, turning to video and television as 

a means of distribution, and the market will be affected in 

another, as yet unknown manner. The choices made here will 

influence assumptions and beliefs about dance for many years 

to come. A realistic understanding of effect will be very 

helpful in deciding what is desirable and what can be 

achieved. 

I would also like to see studies of leadership in the 

arts, research which questions whether, and if so, in what 

ways changes in the criterion for success have affected the 

type of person who will persist at building a career in dance. 

What is the relationship between success in this postmodern 

age and creative ability in art? Additionally, the effect of 

dance training on personality, goals, and life pattern is a 

fairly urgent question I think, since, ~s a discipline, we 

persist in starting training for young girls at an early age. 

What are the long-term implications for modern dance as art 

if we continue in this direction? Should choreography 

students be given a different educational background than 

- -- ·----------- -----------
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Might there be a negative correlation between 

leadership ability and dance training? 

I am alsc interested in the lives of dance artists, their 

cescriptions of themselves and their experiences, the 

conditions in which they work, their view of society, other 

artists, their own dancers. There were many threads presented 

in Chapter IV which could have been picked up and developed. 

For this, we need in-depth interviews, perhaps over a period 

of years, to study the interaction of place, public policy, 

style, activity, and how these are perceived by the artists 

who reflect them in their work. 

No doubt, the concerns mentioned here will raise 

intuitive responses from many r~aders involved in the dance 

world. Because these issues touch us all, it seems to me that 

more than scholarly research is needed. We, as artists, must 

begin speaking out and voicing our experience. The field is 

changing, and along with it, the experience of dancing. If 

we do not speak out and participate in these changes, working 

to make them more humane, we will lose the chance to take part 

in shaping the values of our field. As long as we rely on 

critics and managers to do the speaking for us, we accede to 

their interpretation of both our art and our lives, and in the 

long run, to our role as artists, as well. 
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