


family is complicated,” where, to name a
few, Masazumi Chaya is associate artis-
tic director; Ronni Favors runs
rchearsals; Sylvia Waters heads the jun-
ior company, Ailey 1I; and Denise
Jefferson directs the school. Says
Jamison, “We can work as a group, and
that’s what’s key.”

The Ailey company’s annual budget
is now $27 million. Much of the financial
growth has occurred since the early
1990s, when then executive director

Michael Kaiser put the company on a
new financial path, weaning it away from
a dependence on government funding
and putting lean muscle on its board of
directors. When Kaiser hired Luckman
as development director in 1992, she
recalls, the office could not afford the
postage to mail donation pleas.,

Events tied to the anniversary have
included or will include outreach to
churches; a film retrospective at Lincoln
Center; an exhibition at the Library of

Left: Dwight Rhoden and Renee Robinson in
Billy Wilson's The Winter in Lisbon in 1992.
Above: Linda-Denise Fisher-Harrell and
Clifton Brown in the same piece in 2004.

Congress and Walt Disney Concert Hall
in Los Angeles; an Ailey-specific instal-
lation of the fascinating Slow Dancing
video project by David Michalek; the
publication of a book of Ailey photo-
graphs by Andrew Eccles (see “Dance
Magazine Recommends,” p. 88); a com-
memorative Movado watch; a series of
Hallmark greeting cards; and a Barbie
doll with chocolate skin tones and a
white flounced dress so she can dance
the ecstatic “Wade in the Water” section
of Revelations.

This year, Ailey dancers made guest
appearances on television’s So You Think
You Can Dance, where they reached an
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Richardson, but when he was dancing his
choreography—like “Wade in the Water”
from Revelations—he was extraordinary!

When Alvin came into the company,
Lester had started experimenting with pop-
ular music like Duke Ellington, Stan Kenton,
and Les Baxter. He was way ahead of his
time. He was into all different cultures and
music; we weren't uppity or frightened
about anything. Whatever choreography
we were given to do, we would attack it.

After Lester died in 1953, we tried to
keep the theater together and get new
works for the company, because our daddy
was gone.

Alvin first started choreographing after

Lester passed. We worked together very
well physically; we were making films like
Carmen Jones, which was choreographed
by Herbert Ross. He liked us and wanted us
to join the House of Flowers cast on
Broadway, where he was taking over the
choreography from Balanchine and the
direction from Peter Brook.

Alvin was extremely influenced by
Lester. When he left the company, | don't
think he had it in his mind to start his own
company, but when we arrived in New York,
everyone had a company. He had his com-
pany on West 51st Street at the Clark
Center. When he took the company to
Southeast Asia, | was in that very first
group. It was so confusing, because it start-
ed off as the Delavallade-Ailey American
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Dance Company; then it was Alvin Ailey.

When we got back from the tour in the '60s,

| was working with John Butler, Glen Tetley,
and the Metropolitan Opera Ballet, but |
continued to guest with Alvin's company.

When we were on tour we had to
rough it and do everything ourselves. It
was a wonderful experience, We had
about eight dancers touring, and we all
danced in everything.

The dancers in the company now are
thoroughbreds; their bodies are more
extended and refined and they are on a dif-
ferent plane technically. They have different
hurdles to climb than we had. | love this com-
pany, and Judith Jamison has done a tremen-
dous job. Alvin would be delirious if he could
see them now. Imagine—50 years! B




Clockwise from right: Hope
Boykin in Mauro Bigonzetti's
new Festa Barocca; Dwana
Smallwood in Rennie Harris’
section of Love Stories, 2006;
Toni Pierce in Jawole Willa Jo
Zollar's Shelter, 1992.

audience of 8 million viewers; and
Dancing With the Stars, where they
reached 17 million. By comparison, 21
million people have seen the company
live during 50 years of hauling across
America by bus and truck, not to men-
tion the international tours.

On a smaller scale, Ailey has engaged
in an outreach project to 50 churches,
mostly in New York. One of them is the
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Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem,
where children in the congregation per-
formed excerpts of Revelations while the
choir sang the accompanying spirituals.
Reverend Eboni K. Marshall, a former
Ailey/Fordham student, gave a sermon
about the company’s work. “Most peo-
ple see a big gap between religion and
the arts,” says Reverend Matshall. “But
for me they are intricately linked,
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because both seek to touch and trans-
form people’s lives. In dance you are
preaching with your legs and your arms
and your torso.” Talking about pieces
like Revelations, she says, “The Ailey
company forces people to look inside
themselves, to deal with what’s going on
with their spirits, with their emotions,
with their physicality.”

Alvin Ailey only made one
Revelations, but that dance’s empathy
for beaten-down humanity striving to
stand tall, and its transcendent images of
surrender to a higher power have col-
ored everything his company presents.
With its overwhelming success,
Revelations became the context for a
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repertory that ranges widely from Billy
Wilson to Alonzo King to Rennie
Harris. When newer dances came along
like Jawole Willa Jo Zollar’s Shelter, and
Ronald K. Brown’s Grace, they reaf-
firmed the social awareness and faith in
which Revelations was rooted. Even a
relatively bleak and violent piece like
Ulysses Dove’s Urban Folk Dance
appears softened by the light of
Christian charity shining next door.
The 50th-anniversary season at City
Center includes Boykin’s collaboration
with Sweet Honey In The Rock, with
the famous singers and their American
Sign Language interpreter woven into
the piece; Festa Barocca, a new work by

[talian choreographer Mauro Bigonzetti,

who has danced Ailey works in Europe;
and an “Anniversary Highlights” pro-
gram featuring excerpts from Ailey’s
choreography and such rarities as his
Mary Low’s Mass, Caverna Magica, and

Opus McShann. Two separate “Ailey and

Ellington” programs will feature live
music played by Wynton Marsalis and
the Jazz at Lincoln Center Orchestra.
On gala night, December 3, dancers
dressed in golden fashions designed by
Badgley Mischka will mingle with com-
pany supporters.

When asked about her hopes for the

company’s future, Jamison, who plans to

step down from her post in 2011, says,

“What will sustain the Ailey company is

retaining its connection to the human
condition. What I’'m talking about is
something that is from the heart. Mr.
Ailey understood the human condition,
and he created ballets reflecting that,”
she continues. “He also gave us the
opportunity to shine as individuals and
to explore how many ways there are of
moving in this world.”

As busy as the anniversary season
has been, Jamison says, “This is a step-
ping-off point. Whenever we think we
have achieved something, there’s always
something more to add. There’s always
someone who longs for the magic of an
Ailey performance.”

Robert Jobnson is staff dance critic for
The Star-Ledger, in Newark, NJ.
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Matthew Rushing and
Renee Robinson in
Jamison's Reminiscin’

(2005)

Strong Dancing, Strong Memories

Renee Robinson and Matthew Rushing have
been among the Ailey company’s most
durable stars in recent years, and both will be
featured in Boykin’s premiere, Go in Grace, at
City Center. While Robinson is known for her
balletic uplift and lyric gentleness, Rushing is
a speed demon, a stickler for precision who
dances with liquid energy. Robinson, a 27-year
veteran of the troupe, began her career there
under Ailey himself. Rushing has danced with
the company for 17 years.

Thanks to a training approach that
includes ballet, Graham technique, and the
notably dexterous Horton technique, The
Ailey School produces well-rounded virtuosi.

“We're all huge gym rats,” Robinson says.
She’s big on cross-training, and adds to the
list of techniques given above her beloved
salsa classes, floor barre, Pilates, yoga, hip
hop and Gyrotonics.

Rushing puts it another way. Speaking of
Robinson, he says, “She knows how to rein-
vent herself. Each year, it's almost as if she
approaches the season as a new dancer who
has just entered the company. She is so open
and hungry for information. She watches the
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Rushing and

Renee Robinson
in costume for
Revelations

new dancers, and she'll learn from them.”

Both dancers say they have learned how
to conserve energy by working more efficient-
ly. Robinson swears by the power of leafy
green vegetables, carrying a juicer with her
everywhere on tour.

Aware that she is now the only dancer
performing with the company who remem-
bers Ailey personally, she speaks of him with
awed wistfulness. He had a sense of humor,
Robinson recalls, and enjoyed the femininity
of the women dancers. "He loved his women,
oh, my goodness,” Robinson says. “l got a
kick out of listening to him. If someone would
come in with a new hairdo, or a new cut leo-
tard, or a certain color that looked good on
them, he always commented.” While demand-
ing the best of everyone, he also noticed and
appreciated sacrifice.
Robinson recalls when
he surprised her with a
gift of gold jewelry to
thank her for her extra
effort during a difficult
season. —R.J.
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