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Introduction

Racism tears down your insides so that no matter what you achieve, you're not quite up to snuff. One of the processes of your life is to constantly break down that inferiority, to constantly reaffirm that I Am Somebody. I am trying to show the world that we are all human beings and that color is not important. What is important is the quality of the work.

- Alvin Ailey


Alvin Ailey is one of the most important choreographers of the 1960s and 1970s, the decades of the civil rights struggle, black protest and the Black Arts Movement. He contributed much to the development of modern dance and more specifically African American dance. Even today his influence is still visible in dance as many contemporary choreographers, in America as well as abroad, are inspired by his style and his choreographies. He grew up in Texas in the 1930s when life for African Americans was highly segregated (Dunning 1). When he moved to Los Angeles in the 1940s, he developed a curiosity about his African heritage and started to learn about African American culture by watching movies with black actors, visiting black vaudeville shows and watching the shows of the African American dancer Katherine Dunham almost weekly (Dunning 25). Since modern dance was the most accessible dance style for African Americans, he started specializing in this by taking modern dance lessons with Lester Horton. After discovering his talent, Ailey moved to New York and danced with other well-known dancers, such as Martha Graham and Doris Humphrey, forerunners of modern dance, and soon became a well-known dancer and choreographer himself. Ailey founded the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater (AAADT) in 1958, for which he created choreographies which were inspired by African American heritage and culture and the social and political issues of the 1960s (Douma-Alta and Rensman 45). However, the AAADT was not created exclusively for African American dancers. Ailey’s desire was to create a mixed company in which black and white could dance together and could work together in creating art. As indicated in the quote of Alvin Ailey above, Ailey thought the most important thing was the quality of the art and that people should create art for art’s sake. With his choreographies he wanted to show that race and color were insignificant and that people were equal no matter where they came from. Therefore, Alvin Ailey presented modern dance as a form of black protest against the inequality between black and white in America. According to Julia Foulkes, his success was proof of the “changing social dynamics” of those decades (179). Alvin Ailey was choreographing a new “America” in which people were created equal (Foulkes 183).
Black Arts Movement

Alvin Ailey became successful during a time when ethnicity became more and more significant. The United States was redefined as a nation that was “fundamentally ethnically diverse” (Foulkes 183). At the same time, a “struggle for racial equality and justice” was visible in the United States from approximately 1954 until about 1992 (Sitkoff vii). For generations, African Americans had been resisting the inequality they experienced, both collectively and individually, both organized and unorganized (Sitkoff 3). Through the years, black protest was presented in different forms and with different amounts of force.

During the 1960s, Stokely Carmichael introduced the slogan Black Power and the term became widely used by all types of advocates of civil rights, by both integrationists and segregationists, proponents of violence as well as nonviolence, politicians and businessmen (Sitkoff 201). Black Power arose from the anger within the African American community towards their social and political situation, in which life within American society was highly segregated. Black Power was a new form of black protest and it became “a goal and a means” for African Americans (Sitkoff 201). According to Harvard Sitkoff, Black Power was used to “make blacks proud to be blacks” (202). Black Power called for nationalistic sentiment and for the need for African American “self-determination” (Neal 272). In the 1960s, the political ideals of Black Power started to fuse with black arts. According to Larry Neal, an important scholar of the Black Arts Movement, both concepts are interrelated, since they incorporate the same goals. The arts were a highly visible form of black protest, although more discrete than large groups of African Americans demonstrating in the streets. The arts provided African Americans with a forceful form of black protest. This had already been proved by the first well-known black protest cultural movement, the Harlem Renaissance at the beginning of the 20th century. In the 1960s and 1970s, the Black Arts Movement evolved from this.
First of all, in the Black Arts Movement African American artists made it their goal to speak to the cultural and spiritual needs of the African American community. They started to see the significance of focusing exclusively on their own community and stopped speaking to the white public. African American nationalism became synonymous with Black Power and the Black Arts Movement. The second goal was to reorganize western cultural art and the social function of art. In the 1960s, some African Americans, such as Larry Neal, became of the opinion that black artists should try to reform, radicalize and change the current cultural ideas of western art (273). African American artists started to fight the negative ideas that existed within mainstream America about African Americans and at the same time celebrated their differences. Instead of struggling to become “American”, African American artists decided to pride themselves in their heritage and show others, especially other African Americans that they could and should be proud of their roots and the African culture and that they should not try to forget or try to deny this heritage. Some artists in the Black Arts Movement concluded that African Americans should deny white culture and that they should destroy and replace white art and ideas (Neal 274). According to Addison Gayle, African Americans should work towards “de-Americanization”. They should stop trying to admire what white people created and start to realize their own goals (xxii). On the other hand, other artists wanted to merge both white and black in the arts and argued for a “cultural assimilation” (Gayle 410). These artists thought artists should be judged for the quality of their work only and that people should look beyond race in art.

African American Dance as Black Protest

One of the forms of African American art that played a significant part during the decades of the Black Arts Movement was dance. The black civil rights movement and Black Power grew simultaneously and were interconnected with racial assimilation in dance (Foulkes 183). Dance artists, choreographers and critics started to respond to the Black Arts Movement and protested against discrimination (Manning 125). 

After the Second World War, audiences were increasingly critical of the use of blackface in modern dance, and the public started to disapprove of the performers of blackface. Because the theaters started having integrated seating, dance became more accessible and available to a broader and more heterogeneous audience, cutting across divisions of class and race (Manning xvi). African American dancers tried to oppose racial stereotypes on stage and used their experiences with segregation to put across a social and universal message that they portrayed in their choreographies (Perpener 179). It became important for the dancers to present their African heritage on stage in order to preserve their African roots and culture, which increased the social function of dance. According to Foulkes, the African American dancers wanted a broader definition of art and culture, in which the public and the critics would not think of art as being either “high” or “low”, since this was usually connected with racial prejudices (184). According to them, this broader definition would lead to a loosening of the strictly limited categories of race, gender, sexuality, and class in dance as well as in other art forms (184).

As a result of the Black Arts Movement, African Americans became highly visible in modern dance especially (Manning xvi). Modern dance became a popular dance style during the 1960s and 1970s and was often associated with African American dance, since in modern dance the people were more open towards African American dancers. There has been some academic debate about the extent to which modern dance was typically African American. Scholars have argued that modern dance is a form of African American dance. Others believe that African American modern dance is a subgenre of mainstream modern dance (Manning xiv). According to Susan Manning, modern dance is a mixture of Euro-American dance, African American dance and African American culture (xvii). African Americans were also visible in other mainstream dance styles, such as ballet. For instance, Arthur Mitchell, the first black ballet dancer of the New York City Ballet, founded his own African American classical ballet school in Harlem, which became a success. However, modern dance was the dance form where African Americans became the most visible during that time.
This leads to the following statement: African American dance developed as a significant art form that presented black protest during the decades of the Black Arts Movement. Overall, African American dance was well received and as time passed by, it became more and more accepted by audiences across divisions of race and color, and eventually it was adopted by mainstream dance styles.

In order to prove this statement it is necessary first to focus on a further definition of African American dance. The first chapter of this thesis will describe the roots and development of African American dance and typical African American dance styles. Furthermore, it will describe the development of African Americans in mainstream dance, such as ballet and modern dance. In the second chapter the concept of African American dance will be combined with the Black Arts Movement. This chapter will discuss more specifically the developments in dance during the 1960s and 1970s and focus on any differences with earlier forms of African American dance. It will describe the most important choreographers and dance companies of that period and explain whether any specific protest was visible within the themes and subjects of their choreographies. The last chapter will examine the responses to African American dance during the period of the Black Arts Movement. It will focus on the positive and negative critiques of mainstream America as well as the African American public, and on the response of other mainstream dancers and dance companies. Furthermore, the last chapter will address the question whether African American dance was adapted by mainstream dance styles, and if so, to what extent. Lastly, this thesis will end with a conclusion, which will also shortly touch upon the influence of African American dance and future research.
Academic Discussion and Relevance

When people think about African American art and culture during the years of the Black Arts Movement, they usually think about music, literature, poetry or drama. In academic literature, dance is mostly ignored, which is remarkable, since many African American dancers and choreographers were performing during that time and the roots of African American dance styles can still be seen in mainstream dance in America as well as all over the world, which implies that African American dance of those decades had a large impact on the mainstream culture.

Some academic studies which focus on modern dance, African American dance styles and choreographers, mention the development of African American dance during the period of the Black Arts Movement and its most well-known choreographers, such as Alvin Ailey. However, in those cases the focus of the study is only partially on this specific subject. In addition, there are some books on the Black Arts Movement, but those mostly center on literature and poetry. The development of African American dance during the Black Arts Movement and its reception is a relatively new topic. This may be because it is from a relatively recent past and not much research has been done. If you examine the Harlem Renaissance at the beginning of the 20th century you can see that much more has been written about development of dance and other arts during this earlier time of black protest. It would therefore be useful to study this particular subject and put it in a historical perspective. It would add something relevant to the current academic discussion and provide an interdisciplinary approach, as it links the studies of arts, history and literature.
In this thesis I hope to explain the significance of African American dance during the 1960s and 1970s at a time of black protest visible in the Black Arts Movement.
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Chapter 1: What is African American Dance?

Black people should have recognition for themselves and their backgrounds and their relationships with other people in the world and thus lose some of their alienation.
· Katherine Dunham, forerunner of African American modern dance

Dance is an art form and it can do anything you want it to do. It can make you laugh, it can make you cry, it can make you think and all the things that art should do.

- Donald McKayle, African American choreographer

In this chapter the concept and history of African American dance will be explained. It will explain what African American dance is, how it developed and what its roots were. In the phrase African American dance it is already implied that the roots of this dance form lie in Africa. But why did it become so important in America and how did it develop into a different style inspired on African dance styles? This chapter will discuss the most important African American dance styles and the forerunners of African American dance. Furthermore, this chapter will touch upon the African American participation in mainstream dance, such as ballet and modern dance. 

Origins
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The African American dance tradition originates from a distant past. It began in the seventeenth century, as soon as black people from Africa arrived in America as slaves. Slaves arriving from Africa felt the need to express themselves in order to cope with the harsh realities encountered in America and they used the arts to remind themselves of their African heritage, and the African culture, in which song, music and dance played an important part. Many African art forms were brought to the United States, such as folk tales, poetry, sculpting, music and dance (Emery 2). Making music and dancing gave the slaves a “sense of power and control” (Malone 49). African Americans based their dances on the rhythm made by percussion instruments, such as drums (Emery 2). However, because after arriving in America the slaves were not allowed to use instruments, African Americans had to be inventive and use different tools or their feet and hands to provide the dancers with a rhythm. African Americans always combined dance with music, while in Europe dance and music were often seen as two separate things (Malone 10). African Americans used different dances and rhythms for many different occasions, such as weddings and holidays. Furthermore, slaves that believed in voodoo used dance as part of sacred rituals within voodoo. In addition, even though most slave owners prohibited dancing when the first slaves arrived, later, some white plantation owners started encouraging black slaves to dance, because those that could dance were worth more on the market than slaves that could not. White plantation owners thought that slaves that could dance were in good shape and fit to do hard work and could entertain their owners.

In the nineteenth century, African American dance became more well-known throughout America since white performers imitated the African American dance styles in blackface minstrel shows (Sherman 61). There were segregated black and white minstrel circuits. In the black minstrel circuits only African Americans performed and the public consisted mainly of African Americans. In the white minstrel circuits only white [image: image19.jpg]


people performed and presented African Americans in blackface. The revenues in these different minstrel circuits were unevenly distributed (Gottschild Waltzing 8). In the white minstrel circuit much more money could be earned, while in the black minstrel circuit the African Americans hardly received any money at all. For African Americans, the black minstrel circuit and vaudeville provided the only opportunities during that era to perform and show their dances to the public. According to Brenda Gottschild, African American dancers could only continue creating their art because they were supported by the African American community (Waltzing 10).

After the Civil War, African American dance started to move towards the theaters. The church had banned dance for African Americans, therefore segregated dance halls were created, where African Americans could dance (Emery 220). Many African Americans decided to move from the South to the North of America after World War I, as the North provided much better opportunities for African Americans. Many moved to Harlem in New York in the beginning of the 20th century and introduced their dances to the public there in the theaters. In the early 1920s, many so-called little theaters were established in Harlem. Little theaters were theaters that depended on the community for its existence (Perpener 27). The little theaters provided important training possibilities for African American dancers. The civil rights activist W.E.B. Du Bois was of the opinion that these little theaters presented African American theater as it was meant to be. According to him, African American dance had to be “about us, […] by us, […] for us [image: image20.jpg]Cacsiye
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and […] near us” (Perpener 28).

Apart from the little theaters, in other theaters and on all other stages, African Americans were presented as three main stereotypes, namely as “the comic, the dandy, and the exotic primitive” (Emery 241). These black stereotypes were especially evident in black vaudeville and in the night club circuit. Both African Americans and white performers in blackface presented these stereotypes on stage. This lasted throughout the 1920s and 1930s, until criticism arose within the black community, with performers as well as their audience, against the vaudeville and minstrel shows that incorporated these stereotypes, with the result that African American dancers started to distance themselves from these stereotypes. At the same time, black pride became more and more evident through art, music, literature and dance. Performers tried to overcome these stereotypes and this resulted in an African American cultural movement, called the Harlem Renaissance. Initially, most artists and audiences of the Harlem Renaissance did not have as high a regard for dance as they did for other forms of art, such as literature, in this period of the Harlem Renaissance, since most participants in the Harlem Renaissance rejected the participation of African Americans in minstrel shows for white audiences and the stereotypes they still presented on stage. However, through time, because of Broadway musicals and revues and African American concert dance, African American dancers received as much acclaim and visibility as other artists and became role models for other African Americans (Perpener 17).

Typical African American Dance Styles

The first typical African American dance styles occurred in the seventeenth century and were invented by slaves. Since at first dancing was frequently prohibited by slave owners, slaves danced without lifting their feet and minimal movement of the upper body, creating a new dance style called the shuffle. Initially, black slaves danced as they did in their home country and invented dances such as the so-called cake-walk, which was a couple’s dance. Its name was derived from the cake that the slaves could win from white plantation owners during contests. In the late 1700s, white people started imitating these new African American dance styles, such as the cake walk, and this inspired new forms of the waltz among whites (Sherman 61). Soon the slaves started combining African rhythm and dance with white dances, such as the English Square Dance and the French Quadrille (Emery 98). In New Orleans, where dancing for African Americans was only permitted on Sundays during festivals and for a white public, since the public was afraid that the dancers would otherwise perform secret rituals, African American dancers started to adapt the French and Spanish influences of Louisiana in their dances, which resulted in dances such as the Congo Square Dance and the Bamboula (Emery 154). The combination of European dances and dance moves with African dance moves created [image: image21.jpg]


unique dance styles.


After the Civil War, in the segregated dance halls for African Americans of the South, new African American dances were seen, such as the so-called Black Bottom, the Charleston and the Big Apple (Emery 221). After many African Americans had started moving up North, new dances, such as the Lindy Hop and the Jitterbug, were created in the Harlem night clubs and little theaters in New York, which combined the old with the new (Emery 221). According to Lynne Emery, the Charleston and the first black musicals Shuffle Along and Running Wild marked the beginning of the Harlem Renaissance, the “literary awakening of the African American” (223). Both musical comedies led to many reactions from different perspectives and people. In addition, it focused the attention of both white and black audiences to the artistic abilities of African Americans. According to Langston Hughes, an important poet and literary writer of the Harlem Renaissance, Shuffle Along was “a honey of a show, [s]wift, bright, funny, rollicking, and gay, with a dozen danceable singable tunes” (Emery 223). Claude McKay, also an important literary writer of the Harlem Renaissance, wrote that Florence Mills, the main dancer of the Shuffle Along, “ran away with the show, mimicking and kicking her marvelous way right over the heads of all the cast” (Emery 224). Furthermore, McKay emphasized the importance of black musical comedies and praised the ability of the African American dancers to “lift clowning to artistry” (Emery 224). About Running Wild, a critic, Fredrick Bond, commented that it was a “brisk, and thrilling production” (Emery 225). Running Wild introduced the Charleston and made it into a nationally and internationally well-known dance style. After the Charleston had become popular, there was some disagreement on the origins of the Charleston. Some white people were convinced that it could not be an African American invention. Other, black, people thought otherwise. Since most African American dance styles were mixes of African and European dance moves, it can not be said for certain who is right. It is evident that the Charleston is a combination of both originally African as well as originally European dance moves. The question remains, however, who put it together.

The emergence of jazz music correlated with the emergence of new dance styles. Tap dance especially became more important during the 1920s and 1930s. Tap dance already came into existence in the seventeenth century, when slaves started making rhythms with their feet and danced with minimum use of the upper body. However, it did not become a popular dance style until it was combined with jazz music. Furthermore, many jazz musicians could also perform tap dance (Malone 95). African American dance has always been closely interrelated with African American music. Dance often presented the visualization of music and rhythm. For instance, the cake-walk was inspired by ragtime music and the Lindy Hop by swing-era, big band music (Emery 342). 

African American Dance as a Profession


Since dance is an art form that has not been much recorded or highly preserved, not much is known about dancers before the 1900s. Most of the information dates from the 1900s, when African American dance became a more visible art form and could be seen in the theaters. The first popular African American dancers, such as Florence Mills and Josephine Baker, performed in black vaudeville and later started to dance in Broadway chorus lines. However, the first real African American dance celebrity was Bill Robinson, who was nicknamed “Bojangles”. He was especially famous for his tap dance style and his entertainment skills.

Hemsley Winfield, Edna Guy and Randolph Sawyer are some examples of African American dancers who started dancing professionally and started creating dance for other purposes than purely entertainment. Winfield created the Negro Art Theatre Dance Group in Harlem, the first African American concert dance group that started to incorporate African American themes in dance (Emery 243). Concert dance is dance performed in theaters for an audience, which usually enacts a story or portrays a theme. Dancers of the Negro Art Theatre Dance Group started to portray elements of African culture and art and African American life in their dances. They tried to represent the African heritage and the African music and dance tradition on the stage in order to preserve the African culture. They did this by, for instance, using African dance moves on stage, by portraying African rituals and by using typically African costumes. Winfield’s dance group provided opportunities for African Americans that other mainstream companies did not offer (Perpener 56). His goal was to increase black participation in the theaters and to go against the stereotypes. Winfield tried to involve as many African American performers as possible in his choreographies. Guy and Sawyer assisted him in this development and danced for his dance concerts (Perpener 56). 

Another important figure in African American concert dance was Asadata Dafora, who was the first African born artist to influence dance in America in the 1930s. Winfield tried to incorporate African culture and art in his choreographies, but did not experience the African culture from firsthand experience as Dafora did. Dafora grew up in Freetown, Sierra Leone, and received a Western education at the English colonial Wesleyan School. His knowledge of both African and European culture and art formed the way he created his dances. Dafora wanted to bring the “real” African experience to an American public and to combine African and European traditions (Perpener 101). He was inspired by Alain Locke, an important writer of the Harlem Renaissance, who believed that African culture should be the basis for African American culture and that African Americans needed to focus on African culture (Perpener 103). What made Dafora especially significant during those decades was that he changed the dance tradition by combining African themes with typical European or American mainstream dance techniques (Perpener 127). In European or American mainstream dance, entertainment and distraction were important functions of dance in the theater. In African dance, symbolism and spiritualism were more important and dances were created to symbolize, for instance, rituals and religion (Perpener 109). Dafora combined both European and African functions and created dances for both entertainment and symbolic purposes. Furthermore, he took elements from African art, dance and music and tried to create new dances and new dance moves from those elements that were more accessible to a wider audience. In addition, he changed his dances to fit the Western structure of the logical dramatic plot with a beginning, middle and ending (Perpener 110). Furthermore, while African dances could be quite lengthy, Dafora adapted his dances to fit into time frames that the American public was used to. Therefore, his choreographies could be accepted and admired by white as well as black audiences.
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Asadata Dafora

These early pioneers of African American dance paved the way for many other concert dancers willing to dance professionally. By the 1940s, the American public was more used to seeing African Americans on the stage, even though many stereotypes remained intact. This led the way for two other very important and well-known dancers, namely Katherine Dunham and Pearl Primus. Katherine Dunham is not known for one specific contribution to African American dance, but she was important, since she tried to oppose the stereotypes that were being presented on stage (Perpener 129). In addition, she did not just create dance, but she created an entire theatrical performance, complete with bright costumes, percussionists and lighting. Dunham created a new dance technique by “combining classical ballet with body isolations” (Emery 259). Body isolations are movements of separate parts of the body. Moreover, she always received much attention in the press, as the fact that she was both an intelligent woman off stage as well as a glamorous black woman on stage, intrigued many journalists (Perpener 129).

Like Dunham, Pearl Primus also appeared on the dance scene in the 1940s, and was famous for her distinctive and original dance style. Primus tried to capture African culture and art on stage and borrowed dance elements from Africa. Different from Dunham, she was not as glamorous and sensual and did not find beauty an important aspect of dance (Perpener 162). Furthermore, she performed mostly by herself or in a small group. Primus tried to incorporate her choreographies with a social message about the inequality in the lives of African Americans (Emery 263). For instance, in her dances, she protested against lynching, share-cropping and the “general ignorance of the black heritage in America” (Emery 263). Both Dunham and Primus visited Africa to study their roots and tried to portray their African heritage in their choreographies. They tried to change the tradition of black stereotypes and direct the theater towards a more positive view of African Americans.

African American Development in Mainstream Dance


Through the 1920s, African Americans were only accepted for dancing in “typically” African American dances, such as tap dance and jazz dance, and were often stereotyped in the theaters (Emery 242). In addition, many dance schools would not accept African American dancers and black and white would not dance together (Perpener 2). Racial discrimination persisted on the stage. People claimed that African American dancers were not physically suited for mainstream dance. African Americans were too tall and too skinny. Furthermore, there was a distinct difference of opinion between people with European roots and people with African roots as to the question of what was beautiful and aesthetically pleasing in dance (Gottschild Black Dancing 16). Since the white majority usually established what beauty was and set the standard, the African American dancers often had to give way. However, there were some performers that tried to pave the way for African American dancers in more mainstream dance styles, such as ballet and modern dance.


African Americans did not perform ballet until well into the 20th century. In addition, the African American impact on ballet was very minimal until the 1960s, when the Black Arts Movement and the Civil Rights struggle arose. Since this topic will be explained in further chapters, only a short history of African Americans in ballet will be presented here.

The first African American ballet group, the American Negro Ballet, was established by Eugene Von Grona in 1937. It was not an apparent success, since the public thought that the African American was physically unsuitable for ballet. According to Emery, ballet was seen as a combination of beauty, symmetry and harmony (319). Therefore, according to the white majority, a black body would disturb this harmony. For instance, people could not imagine a “black swan” in between “white swans” during a performance of the Swan Lake. However, the American Negro Ballet did represent the beginning of African American ballet and prepared the way for other African Americans wanting to dance ballet. Yet, it took about 20 years before the next featured African American ballet dancer appeared on the scene. Janet Collins’ physical features were considered beautiful by the white majority, thus making it easier for her to perform ballet. 


Another well-known ballet dancer is Arthur Mitchell, who was the first and only African American ballet dancer in the New York City Ballet for many years. Mitchell founded the Dance Theatre of Harlem (DTH), the first black ballet theater, as a reaction to the assassination of Martin Luther King. He is seen as a “primary leader” in American ballet (Emery 279).

The most important American ballet choreographer, George Balanchine, took European ballet and changed it into a uniquely American dance style. He did try to incorporate African influences in his choreographies and others followed his initiatives. However, the number of African Americans performing in ballet remains minimal, even today.


In modern dance, African Americans were much more successful than in classical ballet. Around the beginning of the First World War, modernism gained momentum in the United States and artists tried experimenting with the different elements of art forms (Foulkes 3). This happened in writing, painting, music and so, of course, also in dance. Dancers, such as Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis, tried to rebel against the standards of classical ballet and the dance from vaudeville shows, since they found classical ballet too constraining and vaudeville too flashy (Foulkes 9). Dancers found creativity and individual and physical expression more important than the rigid techniques of ballet and started to use more “colorful, rounded and fluid outlines” (Foulkes 3). In addition, dancers began to find it important to carry a message in dance and for dance to serve a social as well as an aesthetic and entertainment function (Foulkes 5). Dancers started to combine art with politics and responded to social and political issues (Foulkes 15). Dancers wanted to create contradiction, confused responses and debate and not necessarily amusement (Foulkes 132). Modern dance was often associated with leftist dance, which means the social message was often a leftist view. Modern dance presented an ideal opportunity for African Americans to get their message across and change the “conventional social roles” (Foulkes 6).

According to Susan Manning, American modern dance merged with black concert dance during the 1920s and 1930s (xiv). Many African American dancers, such as Edna Guy, studied at the dance company Denishawn, which was co-founded by Ruth St. Denis, who was one of the forerunners of modern dance. However, it was not easy for the first African American modern dancers to gain momentum. Modern dancers created a vast network for studying and performing, but this network could not be used by African American dancers (Manning 4). African American dancers had to create their own network and often they trained themselves. Another problem that occurred for African Americans in modern dance was how they had to represent themselves on stage. If dancers incorporated their African heritage in their dances, the public thought of these performers more as “natural performers” instead of “creative artists” (Manning 9). However, if they tried to combine their dance moves with European influences, the public thought of them as “derivative” performers (Manning 10). In modern dance, African Americans were often encouraged to dance in African-themed choreographies and they were given especially ethnic roles (Manning 59). African American dancers were type-casted on their skin color.

In the 1940s, it became more acceptable for African Americans to perform in modern dance. Well-known modern dance choreographers, such as Martha Graham and Lester Horton, allowed African Americans to join their companies in the 1940s and 1950s.  Katherine Dunham received opportunities to direct and dance in commercial theater during those decades, as did Pearl Primus (Manning 121). Dunham and Primus were the first that started to fuse modern dance with African American dance. They combined themes of African origin with individual expressiveness, an important characteristic of modern dance (Manning 167). Dunham created several Broadway shows in the 1940s and opened her own dance school in 1945, which quickly became a great success. Critics started to look more beyond race and tried to judge performances on the performance itself instead of on race. With Primus and Dunham social protest became [image: image22.jpg]


evident in modern dance by African Americans.
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Katherine Dunham

Conclusion


Altogether, African American dance arose as a form of expression. Initially, it helped slaves cope with their hardships, since it gave them a sense of freedom and power. Meanwhile, it kept their African heritage alive. African Americans kept challenging social problems and stereotypes through themes in dance. From the 1900s on, African American dance became more and more important, especially in the theaters. African American dance became a combination of African and European dance and was highly interrelated with African American music, such as ragtime and jazz. Several African American dance styles, such as tap, the Charleston and the Lindy Hop, became famous throughout the world. Developing African American dance, in mainstream as well as in typically African American dance styles, was never easy and often met with resistance. Because of racism and because of the dominance of the white majority many hardships had to be overcome in order to create opportunities for African American dancers.
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Chapter 2: Black Protest in Dance

I think dance is dance. Our subject matter can relate to blackness. But in the final analysis, we have to deal with universal common denominators. Subjectively speaking, we may want to relate a work to the culture of Africa or the Caribbean or Latin America, but, ultimately, we either do the jump or we don't do the jump. Either we do the turn or we don't do the turn. Our blackness is beside the point. We must be respected as artists first.
- Arthur Mitchell, founder of the Dance Theatre of Harlem
This chapter will answer the question of how African American dance developed during times of black protest and more specifically during the 1960s and 1970s, when the Black Arts Movement occurred. Firstly, it will discuss how theater, and in particular dance, was set up and structured during the Black Arts Movement and how it evolved from the Harlem Renaissance. What were the differences with African American dance before the 1960s and 1970s? Secondly, it will discuss some important choreographers and their dance companies who were most significant in the development of African American dance in that period. Lastly, this chapter will explain what themes and subjects were incorporated in the African American choreographies. Was black protest visible in African American dance and how was it visible?

Development of Black Protest in Dance
Harlem Renaissance


As mentioned in the previous chapter, in the 1930s African Americans started to protest against the stereotypes relating to African Americans. Black pride arose with artists in many art forms, such as painting, literature and music, and they presented this pride in their art. They formed a cultural movement, called the Harlem Renaissance, and were looking for new ways to express themselves. According to Perpener, the Harlem Renaissance arose in a period when American society tried to separate itself from “the constraints of post-Victorian morality” and tried to enter “the freedom of the modern world” (9). African American artists tried to find a way to belong to contemporary American society, which, at the same time, was rejecting them. African American art in this period showed this paradox in themes and subjects of many art forms, such as painting, music, dance and literature. On the one hand, they wanted to belong in America and on the other hand, they wanted to keep the African heritage alive. Artists were trying to answer the question of how they belonged in American society and culture. 

Dancers were fighting the stereotypes and injustices as well and showed their black pride on the stage. Intellectual artists and admirers of so-called “high” culture did not rate the dance of the Harlem Renaissance as highly as, for instance, poetry and literature. According to upper-class blacks, the dancers confirmed the stereotypes on stage (Perpener 17). However, African American performers of “popular” art forms, such as minstrelsy and vaudeville, had the ability to reach the “real” African Americans, since most African Americans did not receive as much education and as many privileges as the intellectuals of the Harlem Renaissance did. These so-called “other” artists of the Harlem Renaissance were more representative of the African American population (Perpener 13). In black vaudeville, black minstrel shows, night clubs and cabaret shows, dance provided a distraction and represented hope for the lower-class blacks (Perpener 17). Therefore, while intellectuals were looking down on the African American dancers, the dancers of, for instance, vaudeville thought they were doing an important job by helping the “real” African Americans. In black concert dance and Broadway musicals, the African American artists gained more respect of the intellectuals of the Harlem Renaissance, since according to them, they showed more black pride on the stage and were not using as many stereotypes as in vaudeville and minstrelsy.

John Perpener argues that the African American concert dancers in the Harlem Renaissance acted like “a symbol of the times” (17). The movements of the dancer represented the images captured in the poetry, literature, paintings and sculptures of the Harlem Renaissance. The dancers acted out the connection between American and African society (Perpener 17). Katherine Dunham argued that during that time, the African American concert dancers tried to create a more “dignified art” (Perpener 18). Dunham disagreed with the opinion of the other, more intellectual, artists of the Harlem Renaissance and claimed that dancers were doing the same thing and had the same goals as the intellectual artists. Dancers tried to overcome the stereotypes that existed and they tried to present themselves as “serious artists” (Perpener 18).

Black Arts Movement
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Evolving from the Harlem Renaissance, another cultural movement arose in the 1960s, namely the Black Arts Movement. The Black Arts Movement had many similarities with the Harlem Renaissance. Both were cultural movements in which artists tried to create new forms of art. African American artists of both movements used art to express themselves and to remind themselves of their African heritage. They opposed the standard of contemporary American society. Art was used to address social and political issues. Artists and performers of the Black Arts Movement attempted, as they did in the period of the Harlem Renaissance, to fight the injustices African Americans were experiencing. Furthermore, some artists, such as the African American dancers, wanted to change public opinion and to erase the boundaries between “popular” art and “high” art (Smethurst 371). Larry Neal, an important scholar in Black Theater of the Black Arts Movement, calls this new movement of the 1960s a “cultural revolution”, which the African American community needed in order to give meaning to their lives (278). 

There is, however, one main difference between the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts Movement. The artists of the 1960s and 1970s felt differently towards their cause than the artists did in the 1920s and 1930s. Their cause was different, since African Americans throughout the United States were demanding equal rights during that period in addition to fighting stereotypes. According to James Smethurst, the Harlem Renaissance differed from the Black Arts Movement in the sense that never before art had been linked with such a complete political priority (16). In addition, artistic performance and activity had never before to such an extent been linked to the need of African American self-determination (Smethurst 16). One reason for this is that the Black Arts Movement arose simultaneously with the Civil Rights Movement and Black Power Movement. Protest against the ways that African Americans were treated was apparent throughout society, and there was a cry for more and equal rights. The artists of the Black Arts Movement incorporated this black protest in their art. For instance, several African American writers and performers set up a committee, called the Committee for the Negro in the Arts, which discussed desegregation and wanted to change prejudices and racism in the performing arts (Dunning 88). In the Harlem Renaissance, artists were asking the question of how they belonged in society. In the Black Arts Movement, the same question remained, but artists were demanding equal rights as well. In addition, they wanted to change the whole concept of the Western aesthetic and create a new one in which African American culture was just as important. According to Larry Neal, the Harlem Renaissance was a failure, since it failed to link art to the broader cause of equal rights and other struggles (290). 
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African American artists of the Black Arts Movement wanted to confront mainstream American society with their views and influence public perception, just as the activists of the Black Power Movement were trying to do. As with the Black Power Movement, African nationalism and black pride arose in the arts. African culture was seen as an important aspect of African American culture. However, differences of opinion existed among the artists of the Black Arts Movement. Most artists agreed with the Black Power Movement and incorporated African nationalism and black pride in their art. Other artists had a more integrationist view and thought black and white should be equal and agreed with the purposes of the more peaceful attitude of the Civil Rights Movement. 

Furthermore, artists of this period were more verbal than artists of the Harlem Renaissance. Much art was performed in the theaters. Poems and literature were read out loud and in drama inequality and injustices were portrayed and acted out. The artists of this period were all in all more “loud” and visible and theaters became important tools for the artists to show their art to and share their views with the public. 

Dance in the Black Arts Movement


From the late 1950s on, African American dancers had more opportunities to dance professionally. According to Susan Manning, the “consensus around civil rights” took hold especially in the modern dance scene (183). It became easier for African Americans to dance with mixed companies. Racial discrimination was still there, but slightly less than before. Furthermore, they were more often able to form their own dance companies. The dancers of the 1920s and 1930s had paved the way for them, by fighting to make dance seen as a “serious” art form. 

Dance from the late 1950s onwards had its roots in the dance styles of the 1920s and was inspired by choreographies from Dunham, Primus and other important dancers of that time, since this new generation of African American concert dancers was usually taught by the first generation of well-known African American dancers (Perpener 195). Like the dancers from the Harlem Renaissance, the new generation tried to show the public that they were “serious artists” and distanced themselves from stereotypes on stage. The difference was that they changed the old dance styles of the 1920s.
First of all, during this period, there was much more diversity between the various dancers and the choreographies. These diverse thoughts of different choreographers and dancers are similar to the different thoughts of other artists within the Black Arts Movement. Some of them thought that white influence should entirely be denied and they put the emphasis in their art on African culture. These artists were black nationalists. Others had a more integrationist view and thought that white and black culture should be combined. Therefore, different choreographers created different choreographies with different purposes. Consequently, not all dancers included black protest in their choreographies to the same extent. Sometimes, the obvious African influence was even left out and dancers tried creating “serious” American art. Those dancers usually had a more integrationist view, like Alvin Ailey and Donald McKayle, and wanted to create art for art’s sake and frequently related themselves more to the Civil Rights Movement than the Black Power Movement. They tried to send out a more “universal” message, which meant that they showed the universality of blackness by portraying blacks as normal human beings with the same issues as white people (Perpener 203). Other choreographers, such as Talley Beatty, started to create more “urgent” choreographies. According to Perpener, this meant that the images of anger and frustration were more apparent on stage and the point of view of the dances was more “confrontational than ameliorative” (196). These artists used art to show that they were angry about the injustice and inequality they were experiencing. They showed that they were proud of their heritage and that they did not intend to ignore this heritage. Also, there were choreographers, such as Eleo Pomare, who thought that they should disregard all white and mainstream influences and try to create a solely African American style of dance (Defrantz Dancing Revelations 87). These dancers were often portraying African rituals on stage while dressed in African costumes. These artists were usually great supporters of the Black Power Movement. Through political and social messages in dance, the audience was forced to think about African American dance as a serious form of “high” art. In addition, in dance there was much more interaction between audience and performers. The dancers tried to include the audience by erasing the boundaries and, for instance, dancing with the public. In all art forms, African Americans became much more visible, but especially in modern dance.
African American Choreographers and Dance Companies

The first African American dance tradition on stage and in the theaters was established by the artists of the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s and 1930s. By the 1940s, young, new African American dancers could learn from the dancers from this first African American dance tradition of the 1920s and 1930s by viewing their performances and working with them. Talley Beatty was one of the dancers who benefited from this development. He learned from dancers, such as Primus and Dunham. His choreographies were a mixture of several dance styles. For instance, he combined classical ballet with jazz and modern dance. Furthermore, he combined movements with portrayals of African historical events and the atmosphere of the American South and the urban ghettos (Anderson 162). He was a supporter of the Black Power Movement, since he portrayed African nationalism and black pride in his work. For instance, in Black Belt, Beatty portrays the hardships of ghetto life in America. In addition, Beatty changed Alice in Wonderland into an African American version, called But Never Jam Today, in which he included jazz music, African dance moves, African American dance moves and African costumes. Beatty changed the standard as it was in the 1920s and 1930s. His choreographies were full of anger, which was expressed in the chaos and energy on stage as well as in the extremely high pace of the movements (Perpener 187). 
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Another important second generation dancer and choreographer was Donald McKayle. He gained inspiration not only from dancers such as Primus and Dunham, but also from jazz musicians and his choreographies often used jazz music as the accompanying music.

He enrolled in the New Dance Group, a group of dancers who tried to show through their 

   
        Donald McKayle

   performances that they were against “poverty, fascism, hunger, racism [and] injustices” (Perpener 189). Donald McKayle was also an active member of the Committee for the Negro in the Arts and choreographed for some performances that were shown on several occasions that the committee organized (Perpener 191). In addition, McKayle taught at many different highly renowned dance schools, such as Juilliard. He tried to cross the boundaries between “high” and “low” art and tried to transform “artistic practices and social inequities” (Perpener 195). For instance, in his choreography Rainbow ‘Round My Shoulder, he portrayed the hardships of prison life for African Americans. Furthermore, McKayle wanted to show the universality of dance and also made choreographies with universal themes. In this way, he tried to show people as they were all over the world (Emery 295). For example, in his choreography Games, he portrayed children playing on the streets.

Arthur Mitchell was the first African American to dance with the New York City Ballet in 1955. That this unique event, however, did not immediately create opportunities for other African American ballet dancers who wanted to dance with this company, is apparent from the fact that until 1970, Mitchell remained the only black ballet dancer in the New York City Ballet (Emery 280).
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In addition, he was the first African American to establish an African American ballet school in Harlem, called the Dance Theatre of Harlem (DTH). He founded this ballet company in 1969 together with Karl Shook in response to the assassination of Martin Luther King (Emery 282). Perpener argues that Mitchell tried to take his destiny into his own hands and therefore created, as a solution to the racial discrimination he was experiencing, his own classical ballet school (190). According to Mitchell, the purpose of his ballet school was to create “a much-needed self-awareness and better self-image of the students themselves” (Emery 282). Furthermore, Mitchell wanted to prove that “a black ballet school and a black ballet company are the equal of the best of their kind, anywhere in the world” (Emery 282). At first, many critics viewed this company as an experiment. However, later they regarded this ballet school as highly as other ballet schools (Emery 283).

Arthur Mitchell provided many opportunities for African Americans who 









     Arthur Mitchell
wanted to be professionals in classical ballet (Defrantz Dancing Revelations 116). Because of Mitchell, the African American presence in classical ballet increased significantly and he showed that African Americans need not be limited to modern dance, and could be just as good in ballet as white dancers.


Alvin Ailey probably is the most well-known African American dancer from the Black Arts Movement. He was also actively involved in the Civil Rights Movement and combined the struggle for Civil Rights with dance. For instance, Ailey gave free dance classes for young African Americans. According to him, this way they could express their rage and “accomplish something meaningful” in a non-violent manner (Defrantz Dancing Revelations 86).


In 1958, Ailey established his own dance company, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater (AAADT), which still exists today. It started as a small company, with only seven or eight dancers of African American origin. From 1960 onwards, the AAADT became an integrated company, with black as well as white dancers. Currently, AAADT dancers perform all over America and in other countries all over the world (Defrantz Dancing Revelations 236). Most importantly, the company was established to provide “art and entertainment” (Emery 276). Ailey wanted his company to create a large and diverse repertory with choreographies that should appeal to a diverse audience, although the emphasis remained on the history of African Americans in the United States (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 661). Furthermore, Ailey’s goal was to modernize and preserve choreographies of the past, such as those by Dunham, and create new ones (Emery 276). In addition, Ailey’s mission for his dance school was “to provide education in dance, to disseminate information with regard to the dance and to entertain” (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 661).


Ailey’s view was mostly integrationist. He thought that black and white should dance together and that race should not matter. According to Ailey, race and artistic expression both should not be segregated. He was very passionate about this and said that by segregation the African American population was “castrating itself culturally” (Defrantz Dancing Revelations 86). ). In this, he differed from other artists in the Black Arts Movement, since they made art for, by and about other African Americans and most were less integrationist in their views. The others were mostly advocates of the Black Power Movement, in which pride for the African heritage was the central element. Even so, Ailey was determined to provide work for African American dancers and to incorporate idealist social issues in his choreographies.


In addition, Alvin Ailey was often sent abroad by government sponsored tours to perform overseas. The first world tour was in 1962, when the AAADT performed sixty times for almost 150,000 people in ten different countries, from Australia to the Far East (Emery 277). Both the State Department and the Dance panel sent dance groups abroad as a response to current events. As the United States government was subjected to criticism with regard to racial issues, they thought it was important to send African American dancers out into the world, in order to show that they did indeed acknowledge these groups. The AAADT was highly popular abroad. When the dancers of AAADT visited Leningrad in 1970 – the first modern dance company ever to perform in the Soviet Union – they received a 23-minute long standing ovation (Emery 272).
Themes and Subjects
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Dancers, such as Alvin Ailey and Donald McKayle, incorporated political messages and political material into their choreographies. A growing activism appeared in choreographies by African American dance artists (Foulkes 173). Dancers were trying to attach a social or political theme to their choreographies. Frequently, in modern dance, white dancers also wanted to portray a political theme in their dance, as for instance, the war in Vietnam. However, African American dancers wanted to reach a specific goal and change the perception of the public towards a more positive view of African Americans. 


One of the first choreographies that represented black protest was Rainbow ’Round My Shoulder, created in 1959 by Donald McKayle. The choreography was inspired on the Southern Negro chain gangs, groups of prisoners that worked while chained together by their feet. It presented the hardships of prison life, the anger and the lack of freedom and the longing for their family outside (Emery 295). According to John Perpener, by dynamic, convulsive and whip-lashing movements, the dancers showed the realities of the chain gang (191). McKayle’s goal was to show the public the things they would rather forget and this way made sure they were remembered (Emery 296). According to dance critic Jack Anderson, the dancers portrayed this chain gang by “sharp twists of the torso, hacking motions of the arms and sudden lunges forward” (Emery 296). 

A second example of a choreography which incorporated black protest is The Black Belt, choreographed by Talley Beatty in 1968. Talley Beatty always made choreographies which incorporated themes of racial injustice and discrimination (Emery 287). The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater performed the piece. Ailey wanted a dance performance which showed the realities of the black ghetto and which could represent the “ferment, paradox, conflict and dilemma” within these ghettos and “the surge toward integration and assimilation into the mainstream of American life” (Defrantz Dancing Revelations 75). The choreography consisted of three parts: “on the streets”, “in the bedroom” and “in the church”. The frustration and anger builds up in the three parts. Rape, fighting, looting and rioting are portrayed by the dancers. At the end of the dance the performers get shot by offstage white policemen and they end in a heap on the center of the stage. The Black Belt is a portrait of the violent life in ghettos and the hopelessness of living there. According to Thomas Defrantz, the choreography portrays the unraveling of a community (76). The build up is expressed by movements getting faster and faster throughout the three parts and by many chaotic shifts of direction (Defrantz 76). Defrantz argues that The Black Belt “depicts an explosive rage […] in the streets of an urban ghetto” (76).
Another example of a dance with a political and social theme is Revelations by Alvin Ailey, one of the most popular African American choreographies which became the most-performed African American and modern dance choreography (Manning 211). Black protest in this choreography is portrayed entirely differently than in The Black Belt. In this performance, it is not violence that is expressed, but first and foremost the maturity and the strength of the African American community in the struggle for equal rights (Defrantz 76). Ailey wanted to show the historical beauty of African Americans and to glorify the African heritage in his choreography (Defrantz Dancing Revelations 81). In addition, it was a tribute to black religious music and accompanied by music created by the jazz composer Duke Ellington (Anderson 163). According to Susan Manning, Revelations tried to bring to mind the “southern rural locale” from the past and portrayed a development from “despair” through “baptism or initiation” to “rebirth” (212). This is shown by the titles of the different sections of the choreography. The first three opening sections are called “Pilgrim of Sorrow”. The next sections are called “Take Me to the Water” and the last sections are titled “Move, Members, Move” (Manning 212). Ailey wanted to refer in his work to African cultural history and bring back the memories by using “musical visualization” (Manning 213). In order to express the despair from the first part, the dancers, with costumes in “earth tones”, started in a cluster in the middle of the stage with their arms stretched out as if “pleading to God” (Manning 214). By moving in all different opposing directions, the dancers tried to show “collective despair, self-division and determination” (Manning 214). In the middle part of “baptism or initiation”, the dancers were dressed in white and acted out an initiation by kneeling and moving their hands above their head (Manning 215). The dancers tried to portray the water by swaying and rippling their upper bodies (Manning 215). In the last part of the choreography, the “rebirth”, the dancers, now wearing yellow costumes, ran across the stage, while “leaping” and “falling to the floor” (Manning 216). The three last sections build up in energy and end in a celebration (Manning 216). This choreography of Alvin Ailey represents the road from slavery to freedom (Manning 222).
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The three parts of Revelations
A fourth example is Blood Burning Moon, which was choreographed by Eleo Pomare by order of the AAADT. Initially, Pomare seemed a surprising choice for the AAADT, as he was highly critical of Ailey’s integrationist view and believed in Black Power and black political activism (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 672). As an active member of the Black Arts Movement, Pomare decided to use this opportunity to incorporate political activism in his choreographies. The dance was based on a short story by Jean Toomer, which was written in 1923 (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 673). The story of the dance revolves around a female black laborer who receives attention from a white overseer and a black laborer. The black man kills the overseer and then is hanged by a white lynch mob (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 673). According to Defrantz, this choreography criticizes the racial justice system of the United States and portrays the existing divisions of gender and race (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 673). In all his choreographies, Pomare expressed “black anger”, even though in his more recent work in the 1980s he mixed his anger with humor by including “funny”, laughable dance moves in his choreographies (Emery 301). 

Langston Hughes, an important intellectual of the Black Arts Movement, asked Alvin Ailey to help direct a musical play he wrote, called Jericho – Jim Crow in 1964. According to Hughes, Jericho – Jim Crow presented an “entertaining and optimistic play about the freedom movement” and portrayed young people who were trying to make America a better place for people of color through drama, song and dance (Perpener 178). Titles of songs that were used were “Freedom land”, “Better leave segregation alone” and “My mind on freedom”. A part of the proceeds of this performance went to some important civil rights groups.


African American choreographers did not always include black protest in their dances. The anger and frustration of the inequities African Americans were facing was not always visible on stage. However, African American culture or heritage was almost always incorporated in the choreographies. For instance, Donald McKayle was inspired by jazz music and created a choreography called District Storyville, which is about the development of jazz in New Orleans (Emery 296). According to Perpener, the story of the dance was based on Louis Armstrong’s early life, when he used to hang around in the New Orleans red-light district (192). Dancers in colorful outfits presented different persons living in the district (192). McKayle’s first choreography Games, which he created in 1951, dealt with children, although not necessarily black children. This dance portrays a childhood memory of himself, in which he is playing with other children on the street when dusk sets in and casts a feeling of terror on the playing children (Emery 295). McKayle did not use children for the performance, but captured somehow the energy, feelings and fears on stage (Emery 295).
Alvin Ailey also did not always include Black Protest in his dances, especially in the years that the civil rights struggle was less apparent. According to Emery, many of his later works are “plotless”, which means that the choreography had a universal theme and not necessarily an African American theme (278). 
Conclusion

Altogether, African American dance went through many important developments from approximately the 1940s until the 1970s. New, young dancers appeared on the scene and were inspired by the first generation dancers of the 1920s and 1930s. However, they changed the dance scene as it was. On the one hand, African American dance had the same goals as in the period of the Harlem Renaissance. Dance was used to make the public understand and accept black people and black art in American society (Perpener 181). On the other hand, the new generation dancers at the time of the Black Arts Movement changed the meaning of dance. They expanded on the original idea of the 1920s and 1930s or modified, extended or diverged from it (Perpener 181). The changes in the aesthetic, political and social life also had its effect on dance. Dance started to change in a way that had not been acceptable before, as themes and subjects of choreographies became more controversial and sensitive (Perpener 213). The choreographies of dancers, such as Alvin Ailey, Talley Beatty and Arthur Mitchell, were infused with black protest and black culture. Their efforts were more powerful than those of the Harlem Renaissance dancers, since they reacted not only to racial stereotypes and prejudices, but also to the Civil Rights Movement, Black Power movement and Black Arts Movement. Because of the civil rights struggle, black protest became visible in dance, just as it did in other art forms during that period, although not always to the same extent. Different dancers had different views on the Civil Rights and Black Power Movement and those views became apparent in their choreographies. For instance, choreographies of Talley Beatty were based on the ideas of the Black Power Movement, and choreographies of Alvin Ailey were based on the more peaceful and non-violent Civil Rights Movement. African American dance in itself became increasingly visible in the 1960s and 1970s, within America as well as abroad, and the choreographies much more often included themes of black protest and culture.
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Chapter 3: Responses to African American Dance

Revelations was so kinaesthetic you’d have to have a wooden spine not to feel those expansions and contractions in your own body.

· Jill Johnston, dance critic

These particular components of the New Dance had no coordinates in European concert or folk dance traditions. Those traits live in African and African American dance forms, and modern and postmodern dance received this wisdom from Africanist-inspired American vernacular and pop culture.

- Brenda Dixon Gottschild, writer and academic of dance history 


This chapter will answer the question of how African American dance was received, accepted and, if applicable, adopted by mainstream dancers during the time of the Black Arts Movement. Firstly, it will examine the reception of African American dance by looking into the positive and negative responses of the African American as well as the mainstream public. As the critiques by dance critics and dance reviewers are best preserved, they will be the primary focus of the discussion with regard to reception. There are many African American dancers and choreographers that contributed to the African American dance tradition during the 1960s and 1970s. Their dances were both negatively and positively received. The different responses to the different choreographers will be explained. There were too many African American choreographers to discuss them all, but the most significant ones will be examined. Secondly, this chapter will explain how African American modern dance and classical ballet were accepted by mainstream dancers and dance companies. Lastly, it will explore if and to what extent African American dance has been adopted by mainstream dance styles.

Reception


The response to African American dance was very diverse. According to Susan Manning, different people from different backgrounds and social locations respond differently to dancers and performances (xvi). In addition, Manning argues that because of so-called cross-viewing, which takes place when people from different backgrounds watch performances with racial backgrounds they do not belong to, the public’s views with regard to other races are influenced and even altered (xvi). After the Second World War, African American dance became more and more visible throughout the United States, which meant that more people were able to watch the dancers perform. It became possible for the public to view African American as well as mainstream dance across skin color and race divisions (Manning xvi). 

Furthermore, dance companies often produced several different types of choreographies, which gave rise to different responses. For instance, the Alvin Ailey Company organized performances that were created by new, young choreographers, but the company also performed classic works of other, older, modern dancers. Among those classic works were works of African Americans like Dunham, but also works of other modern dancers, such as Martha Graham (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 659). Some critics noted that Ailey did well to expand his choreographies by incorporating classic works in his repertory, since this would expand the company’s themes and its opportunities (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 665). By performing such diverse choreographies, Ailey hoped to reach and entertain different audiences.

The revivals of classic works by modern dancers gave rise to different responses. The more similar the classic works were to recent choreographies, the more positive the public’s response was. The public was particularly fond of performances based on the technique and dance moves of Katherine Dunham. The technique and dance moves of Dunham was inspired by African rhythms and culture and her moves were especially energetic and dynamic (Aschenbrenner 203). She often used expressive hand gestures and movements that use the whole body (Aschenbrenner 204). In addition, she used dance moves that were inspired by dance moves from Africa, such as a flexible back, relaxed knees and the isolation of body parts, which means that separate parts of the body move separately (Aschenbrenner 207). 

In 1972, the AAADT produced a revival of a piece by Katherine Dunham, named Choros, which the New York Times critic referred to as a “gem” (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 665). Frequently, the revivals of choreographies originally created by Katherine Dunham were met positively. However, the audience often did not understand the early works of Martha Graham or Ted Shawn and the performances often met with ridicule, since the audience could not understand or relate to the dance moves that Graham or Shawn created decades ago (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 665). For instance, in 1972, a piece of Ted Shawn was revised, originally created in 1935, and called Kinetic Molpai. A group of male dancers were showing different poses on the stage in bare torsos and loose-fitting pants. The goal of the dance was to show the aesthetics of a world in which machismo played a large role and the dancers were portraying themselves as “objects of desire” (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 664). The audience thought these poses were very strange and this caused them to laugh at it (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 664). In addition, the audience thought the choreography was not dynamic enough, and they preferred the more dynamic moves of jazz dance (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 666). Older choreographies from the 1920s and 1930s were usually quiet and sober with tranquil music, while the audience in the 1960s was used to a more upbeat and positive performance (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 666). The choreographies that used to be popular and highly innovative in the 1920s and 1930s were thought to be too old-fashioned by the contemporary public (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 666). Critics argued that the revivals were “too timid” and that the dancers were “too careful”, as they held back in their moves and did not master the techniques of for instance Katherine Dunham (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” 670).
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Reception of Important Choreographers

An important choreographer who received much praise over the years from African Americans as well as the mainstream public is Arthur Mitchell, the first ballet dancer of the New York City Ballet and co-founder of the Dance Theatre of Harlem (DTH). John Martin, an important, well-known and highly critical dance critic for the New York Times during the time of the Black Arts Movement, had absolutely nothing negative to say about Mitchell’s debut in the New York City Ballet (Emery 279). Also, the critics raved about the first performance of the Dance Theatre of Harlem, the dance company that Arthur Mitchell had established and choreographed for. Walter Terry from the New York Herald Tribune claimed that the company’s first appearance was performed beautifully and pleased the audience and wrote that the dancers were very “engaging” and “professional” (Emery 282). When the DTH was first established, some critics commented that it was just an experiment, which would probably fail. However, from the 1970s onwards, the company has been regarded more and more as equal to other leading ballet companies (Emery 283).
Talley Beatty, a dancer who was a great supporter of the Black Arts Movement and who related many of his choreographies to Black Nationalism, was also frequently highly praised. In 1945, the dance critic of Christian Science Monitor, Margaret Lloyd, said about Beatty’s performance in the film A Study in Choreography for Camera that “his leaps become phenomenal, a sort of universal wish fulfillment to navigate the air” (Emery 284). The Boston Globe reviewed a performance called Tropicana in 1952, with which Beatty toured throughout Europe and the United States, and claimed that it was a “vivid performance” and that Beatty was a “brilliant dancer” (Emery 286). An early work of Beatty called The Road of the Phoebe Snow, which showed men and women living in poverty-stricken areas, was very popular and remained so through the 1980s. John Martin called the work “stunning” and critic Clive Barnes thought the piece was “one of the great achievements of jazz dance” (Emery 287). Beatty’s Mourner’s Bench, a solo performed by himself, which centered on the “grief associated with great loss”, was called a performance that “holds the audience in a grip of stunned and bated silence” (Perpener 186). There are numerous examples of raving critiques on Beatty’s work. Less enthusiastic reviews were about dances Beatty did not create himself. For instance, Margaret Lloyd commented on a dance choreographed by Esther Junger in which Beatty performed that it was “artistically a waste” (Emery 286).


Donald McKayle, an important second generation dancer and an active member of the Committee for the Negro in the Arts, is another choreographer who received much praise and many prizes. In his review about District Storyville, the choreography based on Louis Armstrong’s life, Walter Terry commented that McKayle’s movements were a “brilliant invention” (Perpener 192). Another choreography that received positive critiques was Golden Boy from 1964, starring Sammy Davis Jr. It centered on the story of the boxer Joe Wellington and his troubles with the boxing world and an interracial love affair (Peperner 193). Clive Barnes from the New York Post, commented that this dance was “the best dancing […] on view this season on Broadway” and that it was “tougher, fizzier, and more exciting” than the other Broadway productions (Perpener 194).


Alvin Ailey, founder of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre and actively involved in the Civil Rights Movement, was another choreographer whose dances met with high praise. His most famous choreography Revelations was received especially well. Most critics were unfailingly positive about the piece, so that it remained in Ailey’s repertory for over forty years (Manning 211). African American critics and mixed audiences always praised the work, although white critics frequently did not agree on its artistic value (Manning 211). One other criticism with regard to Revelations that arose during the 1960s was Ailey’s use of dancers of different ethnic backgrounds. However, in 1960, a critic noted that after a performance of Revelations the audience was “still clapping long after the curtain had fallen” (Manning 217). About the AAADT, the Dance Observer commented that “Mr. Ailey has assembled a company of dancers that are versatile and energetic, and who delineate his choreography with great enthusiasm and theatricality” (Prevots 95).
Ailey’s dances were intended for a mass audience. He did not want to create “high” art for just a small portion of the population. He wanted to make his choreographies accessible for everyone. Critics who were convinced that art should remain “high” art and was only meant for an elite audience frequently criticized Ailey’s accessibility (Perpener 197). In his choreographies, such as Blues Suite and Revelations he tried to create a sense of familiarity. For instance, his use of blues and gospel music in his early works and jazz and pop music in his later works led to a more positive reception with the public, since people could relate to the music despite race or class (Perpener 199). The AAADT had a mostly mixed and multiracial audience, but especially the African American audiences responded well to performances of Ailey and his company. According to Susan Manning, people were standing up and dancing during the performance, long before the end of the show, and the more African Americans were present the more the audience became involved (217). According to Perpener, audiences throughout the world could identify with the familiarity and “vital humanism” the dances expressed (199). This led to both positive as well as negative critiques. White critics accused Ailey of producing “low” and popular art and of being too overzealous and too eager to please the audience (Perpener 199). There was a distinct difference between black and white critics with regard to Ailey’s work. Black critics often commented on the historical and social themes of Ailey’s choreographies (Manning 219). Usually, white critics commented on the universality of the themes of Ailey’s choreographies (Manning 219).

.
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Almost twenty years after Hemsley Winfield, founder of the Negro Arts Theatre Dance Group in Harlem, appeared as an African American ballet dancer in 1933, a new black ballet dancer appeared on the scene, namely Janet Collins. John Martin wrote that she was “beautifully equipped physically, technically and stylistically” (Emery 320). Another critic called her performance in the musical Out of This World “breathtaking” and claimed that she was a “golden dancing girl” (Emery 320).


Eleo Pomare, an African American choreographer who was an advocate of the Black Power Movement, received much positive critique as well. In 1966, he created a piece called Blues for the Jungle about the “urban tensions” that African Americans were experiencing in this period. Critic Zita Allen said that the choreography was “one of the American dance masterpieces” and that it was “a montage of man’s inhumanity to man” (Perpener 210). However, Jennifer Dunning from the New York Times thought he was “an apostle of bitterness”, because of the harsh and controversial themes of his choreographies (Perpener 210). He frequently received comments on being bitter and angry (Emery 300).
Acceptation

From the mid-1950s onwards, African American dance became more visible to African Americans as well as the mainstream public. Even though audiences were still mostly black, African American dance was more and more commented on by the mainstream public and critics. Over the years, the choreographies were more positively received, African American dancers started to receive awards and prizes from mainstream organizations, and performances were sold out throughout the world.
African American dance companies and choreographies started to receive numerous awards and prizes from the 1970s on. Ailey and the AAADT were awarded three prizes at the Paris International Dance Festival of 1970: the first prize for best company, best choreography and best male dancer (Emery 278). In 1975, Ailey received the Dance Magazine award, in 1976 the NAACP Spingarn Medal and the New York City Mayor’s Award of Arts and Culture in 1977 (Emery 278). The Dance Theatre of Harlem was also very successful. It received the Cine Golden Eagle Award and the Capezio Dance Award, both awards that were handed out by mainstream organizations. Moreover, DTH was selected by the United States Post Office to appear on a series of stamps dedicated to dance (Emery 283). Donald McKayle received five Tony Awards and an Emmy Award. The fact that many awards and prizes were given to African American companies by mainstream organizations in a time of segregation and civil rights struggle, proves that at least these organizations thought highly of these companies and accepted and recognized them as a real asset to the arts.

At home and abroad performances by African American companies, such as the AAADT and the Dance Theatre of Harlem, were frequently sold out. This indicates that African American dance became more and more universally accepted from the 1970s onwards. The DTH was asked to perform all over the world, especially by the mainstream public and mainstream organizations. It performed in the White House, for the British Queen, and for the King of Norway (Emery 282). This trend continued in the 1980s, when DTH performed at the Los Angeles Olympic Games of 1984 (Emery 283). The American government showed their appreciation of the African American dance companies by sending them abroad in order to promote America. The government started sponsoring international tours, where the African American dancers were very successful.
One member of a Japanese audience commented: “I was leaving the theatre after the show was over, my heart still dancing with your rhythms that fly toward the future, my head deep in thought” (Prevots 99). Another Japanese man said that “the dancing on stage […] demolished the barriers between countries, forced us to forget all the stuff about race, color, creed, etc” (Prevots 99). 

Furthermore, according to Perpener, the AAADT had become “an icon” (199). Audiences were very “vocal” during performances and responded to things happening on the stage, which was very rare behavior in dance performances (Perpener 199). 


In addition, African American dancers were asked to perform in or choreograph for mainstream films and commercials. Geoffrey Holder, who is famous for the role of Punjab in the movie Annie, was asked to perform in a commercial for Seven-Up and won two Tony Awards for the Broadway hit the Wiz in 1975 (Emery 289). Donald McKayle was also frequently asked to choreograph for mainstream productions, such as films, award shows and television series, such as the 1971 Disney film Bed-knobs and Broomsticks and the Leslie Uggams television show in 1969. 

Furthermore, Donald McKayle’s choreography Games was revived in 1986 and recorded on video including his comments about the piece, as part of an American Dance Festival project aimed at preserving the works of important African American choreographers (Emery 296). McKayle frequently received requests from overseas to perform his choreographies Games and Rainbow. One of these requests was made by the Italian composer Gian Carlo Menotti, who asked McKayle to perform both pieces at his Festival of Two Worlds in Italy (Perpener 192). Another choreography called Black New World was especially popular throughout Europe (Perpener 193). 

In classical ballet, the African American dancer was not as universally accepted as in modern and jazz dance. In 1963, John Martin wrote that the European history and techniques of classical ballet were “alien to the black dancer” (Emery 318). Martin’s comment represented the views of the mainstream public. In the 1980s, not much had changed since early 1960s and still relatively few African Americans were practicing ballet, except in Mitchell’s Dance Theatre of Harlem. According to Emery, color continued to be the reason for the exclusion of African Americans from classical ballet well into the 1980s (319). The mainstream majority thought that classical ballet was linked with beauty. African Americans did not represent standard beauty as the white majority saw it and would not be suited to personify “white swans” (Emery 319). For instance, Janet Collins, one of the most highly praised, by both mainstream as black critics, African American ballet dancers, still only was given parts in which she played other ethnic minorities (Emery 322). Even when African Americans had been accepted in movies, films and music, in the classical ballet world they were not. In 1985, only four out of 256 ballet dancers were African Americans in the four major ballet companies of New York (Emery 319). 
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Adaptation

Since the 1970s, white dancers have started to adapt to African American dance styles and copy their techniques. The famous American ballet choreographer, George Balanchine, was one of the first to include African American dance moves and dance styles in his choreographies. For instance, African American dance frequently had much energy and speed. Balanchine tried to incorporate these elements in his works (Gottschild “Balanchine in Black” 100). Also, body movements that were typically African American, and were considered to be unsuited for ballet, such as turned-in legs, leg kicks, lifting of the hip, off-centeredness of the body and chest articulation, were used by Balanchine in his choreographies (Gottschild “Balanchine in Black” 101). After Balanchine, one of the most important and influential ballet dancers of the United States started to use these African American moves in his choreographies other mainstream dancers and companies followed suit. Nowadays, these movements are not considered to be unsuitable for ballet anymore. It can be concluded in this case that African American dance moves were adopted by mainstream dancers.

As mentioned before, Alvin Ailey established the idea that a dance company should create a broad repertory and include revivals of classic works in addition to new works. By the mid-1970s, many American modern dance companies had incorporated this idea. These companies were mostly African American oriented dance companies, such as the Philadelphia Dance Company, the Dallas Black Dance Theatre and the Los Angeles Contemporary Dance Theatre. By the late 1970s and the early 1980s, dance companies like those of Martha Graham and José Limón had started to incorporate the mixed repertory idea as well (Defrantz “Composite Bodies” n39). 

According to John Perpener, Ailey contributed to the African American as well as the mainstream dance tradition (197). His theatrical performance style, in which he combined theatre and dramatic expression with dance, has been adopted by many other dancers and dance companies (Perpener 197). Nowadays, both mainstream and African American dancers try to portray a theme or a message with dance and act out their feelings through dance as Ailey did. Another artist who was a “model” for other both African American as well as mainstream dancers was Donald McKayle (Perpener 195). He has taught dance classes at for instance, Juilliard and the University of California. At these universities, he started teaching the typical African American dance moves and styles to mainstream dancers. Furthermore, his versatile participation in the dance scene in America as well as abroad, made him an example for dancers and choreographers across race and class (Perpener 195). Artists, such as Ailey, McKayle, Beatty and Mitchell contributed to the visibility of African American dancers throughout the dance world (Perpener 196).

According to Brenda Dixon Gottschild, African-American elements can be seen in mainstream choreographies from the 1970s on (Perpener 221). For instance, the “body language” of African American dance since postmodern dance arose in the 1960s, such as the cool, detached and nonchalant posture of the dancers has been adapted into mainstream dance (Perpener 221). In postmodern dance this became a “new” way of movement, however, for African Americans this was not a new thing (Perpener 221).

The function of African American dance was different than that of mainstream dance. African American dance usually had a social and symbolic function and combined this with the purpose to entertain and amuse the audience. Choreographers tried to bring across a political or social message to the public. In addition, symbolism, rituals and religion were important in African American dance. In early mainstream dance, the sole purpose of dance performances was to entertain. However, in the 1960s and 1970s, mainstream dancers and dance companies were creating pieces intended for different functions as well. Especially, in mainstream modern dance, choreographers also started to create dances with a political or social message. It can not be said that this is an adaptation of African American dance; however, the African American choreographers certainly contributed much in this trend and provided an example.

In the late 1970s, a new dance style emerged, called break dancing. In the early 1970s, in the African American areas of the Bronx and Manhattan, African American gang members started to dance on the street to challenge each other, guided by music from so-called boom boxes (Emery 357). In the 1920s, the same thing had happened with the Lindy Hop, when street fighting gangs turned into Lindy Hop dance clubs (Emery 357). From the streets, break dancing moved on to the stage, where it was performed for both mainstream as well as African American audiences. The new moves of break dancing, such as “the Electric Boogie”, in which a group of dancers pretends that a shiver of electricity runs through their upper body and while doing that they form a electrical chain, or “the Freeze”, where a dancer “freezes” his position and holds his or her pose, show similarities to older African American dance styles, such as the Black Bottom and the Shimmy (Emery 359). For instance, the Shimmy is similar to the Electric Boogie, since it is a movement of the upper body as well, but moves from front to back, instead of sideways. Nowadays, break dancing is not seen as a typical African American dance style anymore. Frequently, typical African American dance moves can be seen by both black and white performers of break dance. In addition, many other dance styles that were seen as typical African American dance styles are not typical African American dance styles any longer. For instance, street dance, tap dance and jazz dance all contain elements of African American origin. However, all three dance styles are currently performed by black as well as white dancers and are not seen as typically African American.
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Another artist that has caused others to adapt African American dance is Michael Jackson. Dance critic Anna Kisselgoff of the New York Times wrote that Jackson’s moves were similar to those of African American dancers of the 1950s and 1960s. According to Emery, the fact that a respected dance critic wrote a serious review on an artist who was dancing disco and break dancing, showed that the public was accepting and adapting these new African American dance styles. Because of MTV and his popularity, Jackson’s performances were shown for a mass audience throughout the world, which led to people all over the world, black as well as white, copying his moves.
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Michael Jackson

Conclusion

The African American dancers of the Black Arts Movement broadened the African American dance tradition, but the mainstream dance tradition as well (Perpener 177). According to Perpener, black dancers were receiving “ever-increasing acceptance and respect” (223). Critics from mainstream newspapers or magazines started writing raving reviews about choreographers, such as Alvin Ailey, Donald McKayle and Arthur Mitchell. There were also less positive responses, especially about the choreographies of Alvin Ailey, since some critics thought that Ailey created “low” and popular art. However, the shows were highly accessible to both mainstream and African American audiences, across divisions of race and class. The public did not agree with the negative critiques and Ailey always received standing ovations.

African American dance was more universally accepted from the 1970s on. More opportunities for African American dancers arose within mainstream or mixed companies. Shows by African American dance companies were sold out within America, but also throughout the world, and the United States government sent African American dance groups overseas to promote America. 

The adaptation process started a little bit later, around the late 1970s and early 1980s. Dance styles resembling African American dance styles were created, such as break dance and street dance. In conclusion, African American dance was well received and well accepted, which ultimately led to adaptation by mainstream dancers and companies.
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Conclusion

My dancers must be able to do anything, and I don’t care if they are black or white or purple or green. I want to help show my people how beautiful they are. I want to hold up the mirror to my audience that says this is the way people can be, this is how open people can be.

· Alvin Ailey

Afro-Caribbean influences are in me as a creative being the same way Spanish influences were in Picasso’s work. I think the notion of labels – “black dancer, black choreographer’ –is a ploy to divide and conquer, and to limit.
- Garth Fagan, African American choreographer of the Black Arts Movement
In conclusion, African American dance played a significant role in the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s. This thesis has proven that African American dance developed as a significant and serious art form in this period. Furthermore, African American choreographers incorporated black protest in their choreographies during the decades of the Black Arts Movement. Lastly, African American dance was mostly well received, and audiences across divisions of race and color started to accept it, and eventually mainstream dancers started adopting African American dance styles and dance moves.

Firstly, a unique African American dance style was developing during the times of the Black Arts Movement.  Keeping the African heritage alive and challenging social problems were central factors of African American dance and they remained important from the seventeenth century, when the first slaves arrived, throughout the twentieth century. Over the years, African American dance started to move towards the theaters and it became highly visible. This development changed African American dance into a significant art form, since African American dancers were fighting to be taken serious, and were fighting the stereotypes that existed about African Americans. In addition, many African American dance companies that are still well-known and popular today, such as Arthur Mitchell’s Dance Theatre of Harlem or Alvin Ailey’s American Dance Theater, were established in the period of the Black Arts Movement.
Secondly, dancers of the Black Arts Movement associated the themes of their choreographies with black protest, black power and the celebration and commemoration of black culture. Dancers and choreographers tried to portray their ideas in their choreographies. Not all African American dancers incorporated black protest into their dances to the same degree. Different dancers presented different views on the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power Movement. For instance, Alvin Ailey developed a more integrationist view, and he thought black and white were equal and their art should be judged equally. However, for instance, Talley Beatty agreed with the idea of Black Power and thought that African American art should focus on African and African American culture. Altogether, African American choreographers incorporated black protest in their choreographies and tried to change the opinion of the mainstream audience and tried to show the African American audience that they could be proud of themselves and their roots. 

Lastly, African American dancers of the 1960s and 1970s surprised both African American and mainstream audiences and critics by their unique dance style. The African American audience had always been more positive about dance, but since the 1970s, the mainstream audiences became almost as appreciative of African American dancers and choreographers, albeit for different reasons. More opportunities arose for African American dancers to perform in theaters and train with mainstream as well as African American dance companies. In mainstream classical ballet companies, however, opportunities for African American dancers remained extremely minimal. That the mainstream public started accepting African American dance as a significant art form became apparent from the fact that African American dancers and choreographers received many awards and prizes from mainstream organizations and were asked to perform in or choreograph for television shows, award shows, commercials and movies. At the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, mainstream dancers and choreographers started incorporating elements of African American dance in their choreographies. In this period, new dance styles developed that had elements of African American dance in them.

Influence of African American Dance?

The dancers and choreographers from the decades of the Black Arts Movement have contributed much to the dance tradition as it is today. In addition, African American dance styles, which were developed since the slaves in the seventeenth century arrived, influenced other, newer African American dance styles. For instance, dance styles, like the Black Bottom and the Shimmy can be recognized in break dancing. In the same way, the street competitions in the Lindy Hop can be compared to the African Americans battling on the streets with break dancing. Furthermore, the shuffle and Lindy Hop can be seen in tap dance. In ballet, less African American influence can be seen. However, the African American participation in ballet becomes higher every year. 

All in all, in currently popular dance styles, such as break dance, tap dance, jazz dance and street dance, typically African American dance moves can be seen. These dance styles are not seen as typically mainstream or typically African American and are popular with both black and white people. Both black and white dancers practice these dance styles and use them to express themselves and to enjoy themselves. These popular dance styles are a combination of mainstream, European and African American dance moves and dance styles. According to John Perpener, the African American dancers of the Black Arts Movement contributed to their own cultural dance tradition, but also broadened the mainstream dance tradition (177).  Even though some people regarded African American dance as a “low” and popular form of art, audiences could relate to the dancers and the choreographies. Because of the acceptance of African American dancers, it could be that the public started accepting the African American in general as well. However, this can never be proven. The positive reception and acceptation by the mainstream public caused African American dance to become highly visible throughout America as well as abroad. Because of this visibility and popularity, mainstream dancers and dance companies started to adopt African American dance styles and started to incorporate typical African American dance moves into their choreographies. Popular African American dancers and artists inspired others to dance and copy their moves.
 These factors altogether imply that the influence of African American dance as a significant art form has been high and will continue to be high.
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Future Research

Further research could be done on the more recent developments in African American dance, such as street dance, break dance and hip hop. It would be interesting to research if dancers and choreographers still incorporate social themes in their choreographies and if they want to portray the African heritage. Legally, African Americans have the same rights as others, so life should currently be better than during the time of the Black Arts Movement. However, many African Americans still encounter racism and discrimination. The arts could remain an important form of self-expression and protest. In addition, it would be interesting to examine other ethnicities in dance. Furthermore, it would also be useful to study the impact of African American dance abroad. In a few decades, it would be helpful examine the subject of this thesis again and again discuss dance as a cultural expression of the Black Arts Movement. Perhaps then more can be said about the influence and impact of dance. It could be very useful to continue looking at African American dance as a contribution to mainstream culture both in America as well as abroad. Therefore, African American dance could provide an important source of further research. 
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