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The Ailey: Healthy,
Wealthy and Prized

Dance Theater, a company that will
have purchased the privilege with a
remarkably stable finaucial situation.
A financial situation, in fact, that is
the envy of the dance world.

Look at the numbers: At a time
when everyone in the arts is bemoan-
ing the decline of corporate funding,
Ailey just signed up financial services
giant Morgan Stanley for a $2 million
sponsorship of its national tour. The
first stop on that tour is the Kennedy
Center Opera House, where on Tues-
day Ailey opens a six-day engage-

By Saran Kavrman
Washington Post Staff Writer

NEW YORK
T he largest building in America

devoted entirely to dance will
open in midtown Manhattan in
the fall, a steel and glass treasury of
hard-to-come-by luxuries. Seventy-
seven-thousand square feet. Eight
floors housing 12 studios. Gobs of
natural light, washing over custom-
designed flooring. There will also be a
black-box theater, costume shop and
library. And plenty of hot showers.
The occupant? Not American Bal-
let Theatre (which rents space on
lower Broadway). Not New York City
Ballet (housed in smaller confines at
Lincoln Center).
Stepping through the plate-glass
doors at 55th Street and Ninth Ave-

ment.

At a time when ticket sales since
Sept. 11, 2001, have been dramatical-
ly in flux, year after year Ailey has
busted box office records during its
annual five-week season at the City
Center here.

The company needed to raise $54

nue next November will be the 30
members of the Alvin Ailey American
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milfion for its new building, and it
did. And then some. Millions more
have poured in, allowing the
troupe to seed an endowment. Its
annual galas here typically bring in
more than $2 million, after expens-
es,
As recently as a dozen years ago,
such riches were unimaginable for
this troupe. It struggled for exis-
tence while founder Alvin Ailey
was alive, and was on the brink of
hankruptey at the time of his death
in 1989. Now, with a $15 million
budget, it is the world's largest and

How has it come this far?

The answer is threefold. First is
the nature of the company’s reper-
toire. Unlike most modern dance
companies, which perform only the
works of the choreographer who
founded them, the Ailey company
has always been a repertory en-
semble.

But though the works are drawn
from different sources, more and
more they have come to share a
few core characteristics: fast pac-
ing, high epergy and accessible
music. The Washington program-
ming aftests to this. Among the

phorc celebration of the African
American experience that sets im-
paszsioned, bravura dancing to old-
time spirititale and newver faiis to
whip up a storm of cheers. It closes
five of the seven programs at the
Kennedy Center.

But the dancing isn't the only
key. The company had “Revels-
tions™—created in 1960—in ils
repertoire when it came close to
the abyss in the early '90s. Argu-
ably the most important reason for
Ailey's success is that the company
rings a number of bells for funders,

With residencies in various cit-
ies, school outreach programs and
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Director Sharon Gersten Luckman has
hrought the Alvin Ailey troupe hard-won stability.

ficult point to argue.

for some time to come.
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richest medern dance company. Ai- classics, such as Ailey’s “Night
ley officials maintain that the orga- Creature” to music by Duke Elling-
nization tours more than any other
performing arts entity on the plan- McKayle's “Rainbow 'Roend My
et, although it’s not certain how Shoulder,” about life on a chain
they caleulate this. Since Ailey gang, on view will be three new
dancers are on the road a total of works in a remarkably similar,
38 weeks a year, however, it's a dif- punchy vein: Robert Battle’s “Ju-
ba,” Alonzo King's “Heart Song”

In a field with painfully short life and Dwight Rhoden's “Bounty
cycles, Ailey is celebrating its 45th Verses.”
anniversary with enough financial A fundamental draw is that most
muscle to suggest that it can keep Ailey performances are anchored
its new building filled with dancers by the company’s signature piece,
“Bevelations," the founder's eu-

ton and

R

a revival of Donald

sumeer dance camps for under-
privileged Kids, Ailey has a focus
on tao areas—education and at-
risk youth~that are currently hot,
philanthropically speaking. Ailey
has a stately and charismatic Jead-
er in Artistic Director Judith Jami-
son, a former star of the company
who is an excellent spokeswoman
and ferceful lobbyist for her dane-
ers. Her company’s fiscal record in-
dicates that it won't fold tomorrow,
& chief consideration for corpora-
tions weighing where to bestow
their charily dobars,
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Robust and Well Rooted, a Company With Reason to Strut

\"" the Ailey’s sig

And an Adley performance is one
af the few theatrical experiences
where yom will find black and white
audience members together, ap
plauding the effort= of a largely
hlack cast,

Bluntly put, a= hoth funding ana-
lysts and company officials say, Ai-
ley is 1 wellrespected minority or-
ganizztion with a lot of visibility
that has kept its house in order.

Thet solid fiscal househesping is
the third companent of the compa-
ny's success, a result of effective
fupdrzising matched by good fi-
nancizl management.  Financial
management that, observers agree,
is a model for the dance wordd,

“It's an imcredibly appealing
product,” ssvs Douglas C. Sonntag,
director of dance at the National
Endowment for the Arts, "Adley is
an admirable company that has
capita‘ized on its artistic strengths
to en=zure its financial future.” To
do so, he says, the company has re-
lied in equal measure on its artistic
product, its staff and its “very com-
mitted board.”

“To survive in this economde cli-
mate—or in any climate—you real-
ly hava to have all three in place,”
Somntag says. “This company is an
exemplar of combining those thres
forces”

To he sure, the checks domt
come in by themselves, By all ac-
counts, Adley has an wouswally ac-
tive koard of trustees, five of whom
have logged three decades of ser-
vice each. Trustee donations ac-
count for about 40 percent of the
nearly $70 million raised through
the capital campaign. Board chair-
woman Joan H. Weill and her hus-
band, Citigroup CEOQ Sanford 1
Weill, have given $18.3 million to
the building fund, which explains
the structures name the loan
Weil! Center for Dance,

The center, designed by archi-
teers Carobvn [o oand Tatan Bi-
bliowice, wiil house the cnbire Ai-
ley organization: the professional
company, the junior compeny, the
dance school and the summer
camp. It will be double the size of
its current rented space.

And just as importznt as the
mondy coming in is the way the
money is ranaged, a task that falls
to the company's soft-spoken but
straight-shooting execulive direc-
tor, Sharom Gersten  Luckman,
knuwn for her goalonented ap
proach and success at streamlining
the vrganization.

“I've got to give her all the credit
for keeping the boat slraight,” said
Jamison.

“She's ke & faser beam—she
gets to where she needs te go,”
said Kennedy Conter President M
chael Kaiser, who as Ailey’s exec-
ative director from 1991 to 1993
hired Luckman as head of devel-
Doment.

Of course, key to any excoutive
direclor’s success i3 2 productive
partnership with the artistie head.

Asked her philosoply about how
ey build & good relationship with
the money manager, Jamison s
succimet. “MNuml*erwise, I'm an ar-
tistic director,” she says. “I don't
want to hear anything about pum-
bers. That's Sharon's job.™

The company wasn't always in
such good shape. When Kaizer ar-
rived, the company was in debi and
its budget was a third of its present
size. He dncused opn fundralsing
and onr inceeasing the company’s
visibility with free coneerts in Cen-
iral Park and & performance af
Presidenl Clnton's first inaugural
wala.

“We were raising only $200,000
a year,” Kaiser said, “including
from oar board members.”

I some ways, however, the com-
pany was pulling in more funding
then than now. Back in 1991, gov-

is part of the troupe’s program this week at the Kennedy Center.
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emment funding accounted for
three times as big a share of the
budget as it does today, Founda-
tion money was nearly double its
present  size, In the recently
gloomy economy, Alley has felt the
same strains that have hurt the rest
of the arts world. The company has
survived, Luckman says, by finding
new ways bo make up the losses,

"I we didn't diversify our [und-
raising, we'd be in the same trouble
as everybody else,” she savs.

Luckman has zeroed in on two
sources: individoal donors—who
are largeted at the galas and
through direct mail campaigns, for
nstance-—and corporate sponsor-
ships. Often a corporation can pay
for a sponsorehip out of its market-
ing department rather than its
charitable giving branch, Luckman
said, since the deal basically buys
the corporation ad space on Ailey
matenals,

FLuckman says her management
strategies are simple. One iz to
keep costs down. That means staff
size, salaries, touring expenses.
“The company tours with taped mu-
sie, Sets and costumes are kepl toa
minimum.

“RBelative 10 a ballet company,
we're cheap to brng, But we can
fill the howse just as well, i not bet-
ter,” she savs. "That's why we can
tour 50 much. We can go inbo 4 city,
set up and perform that night if we
had to. . . . We're sirewmlined.”

Additionally, a lot of effort goes
inte getting the derrieres into the
seats. Luckman says she atiends

every petformance in New York,
on many nights bringing guests
wha she hopes will tuen into upd-
£TE.

“It's something cur aurveys tell
us: If wou get people in to Abdey
once, they'll come back,” she said.

How important to that formula
iz “Revelations,™ which Luckman
likens to “The Nuteracker™ in
terms of popularity?

“IF vour'te asking is ‘Revelations’
key to getting peaple in, there's no
doubt about 1t,” Luckman acknowl-
edped, "When we do the pum-
brirs—and that's one reason we dao
5o well, s we do the numbers—we
do much better on the programs
with “‘Revelations' in terms of box
office doflars.”

Finally, Luckman said, she takes
care of the sponsors “Judith Jami-
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The company raised $54 million for its new building in Manhattan, which will epen in the fall and is sure to become the eivy of the darmee world,

are interested in community-based
wurk, if you're interested In mulo-
culturalisin, m bringing the races
together—that's what we do. [f
vou'te interested in new choreog-
raphy, we bring it around the
warld. If we're good at fmdrais-
ing-and we are good—we showid
E.-qable to get money from every-

“Tfvou care about all the things1

son speaks to them, we arrange just said” Luckman continues,

tickets, they're good seats, None of

‘_':r{:ur ofganization should be giv-

this ‘Omigod, 1 left my clipboard at ing money to Ailey.”

home."" All of which has helped
give Ailey stalus in the funding
world,

"Performing arts proups are in
the face of the public,” said Curl
Weeden, whose South Carolina.
based Contributions Academy ad-
vises corporations on charitable
giving. Supporting the high-profile
Adley company would be especially
meaningfal to a fem “trying o
demaonstrate an inlerest in diversi-
ty,” Weeden sad, “Akvin Ailey be-
comes a fouring bilbboard for that
organization.” '

This is exactly what attracted
Morgan Stanley. According to Joan
Steinberg, the firm's divector- of
community affairs, the key to the
deal was that Ailey matched “what
we'te trving to do philanthropi-
callv.” She noted Aflev's educa:
tional programs for youngsters and
the group’s “inclusiveness.”

“Clearly there’s the bencfit of
baving [the sponscrship] resonate
our values to the community,”
Steinberg said, "I inclusion is ime
portant to us and iU important to
Alvin Adley, then this s 4 preat way
to express that” The sponsorship,
she said, allows her firm “to por
trav ouar valbees in a vistble way. . ..
It makes the company look good.”

A point that is not lost on Luck:
marn. Speaking over dim sem be-
fore a performance a few weeks
ago, Luckman described how the
Adley orgamization “is so relevant
now with our funders, If fanders



