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 I feared returning to graduate school, because I thought it would be a solitary, 

lonely existence. The vast collaboration that has produced this project has, happily, 

proved me wrong. I am particularly grateful to my dissertation committee. My advisor, 

Jill Dolan was a tremendous force in keeping me moving forward with precision and 

care. Her own writing about performance and her guidance through the dissertation has 

led me to a deeper commitment to the ethics of arts criticism. I am particularly thankful 

to Jill for continuing to work with me even after she left UT. I am thankful to Charlotte 

Canning, who served as my local advisor, for her expertise in historiography and her 

conversations with me about national identity. Deborah Paredez has been key to my 

intellectual growth at UT, particularly her insistence on the importance of thinking about 

identity as always intersectional. Michael Kackman’s thoughts on Cold War history were 

crucial to this project, especially the second chapter. Finally, I am grateful to Susan 

Foster for serving on my committee from UCLA. Susan reminded me that being 

sympathetic to artists is not synonymous with avoiding challenging the dance community 

about how we practice our politics. 

 Many faculty members, at UT and beyond, contributed to various phases of this 

project’s development. Within the Performance as Public Practice program, Ann Daly 

helped me clarify the project in its early stages, and Rebecca Rossen and Omi Osun 

Olomo offered thoughtful feedback on early drafts. Working with Martha Norkunas on 

oral history projects, in coursework and through her African American Oral History 

project, offered invaluable guidance on the practice and ethics of oral history work. At 
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NYU, Jon McKenzie championed the nascent idea behind this project in his globalization 

and culture class. 

 A variety of individuals helped me with research, including the tedious detective 

work required to locate the dancers I interviewed. The staff of the New York Public 

Library’s Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, particularly Pat Rader; New York City 

Ballet archivist Laura Raucher; Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater archivist 

Dominique Singer; and the University of Arkansas Special Collections staff, particularly 

Vera Ekechukwu, were all immensely helpful. I thank Emily Hite, George Jackson, 

David Justin, Janelle Ott, Wendy Perron, Douglas Sonntag, Lyn Wiltshire, and Ellin 

Sorrin, as well as the staff of the Balanchine Trust, for helping me locate dancers.  

 Once I started talking to dancers, all my ideas changed. I am grateful to every 

artist who responded to emails and phone calls from a stranger, and generously offered 

their time, memories, and perspectives. Thank you Ruth Andrien, Mary Carbonara, 

Joseph Copley, Carmen DeLavallade, George Faison, Steffany Ferroni, Gloria Govrin, 

Varshaa Ghosh, Jaydip Guha, Matthew Holland, Margaret Jenkins, Sally Leland, Loretta 

Livingston, Allegra Kent, Robert Maiorano, Kay Mazzo, Arthur Mitchell, Sharron Miller, 

Katie Moremen, Mimi Paul, Nadine Revene, Wendy Rogers, Rebecca Rorke, Sumana 

Roy, Suki Schorer, Tansuree Shankar, Bettijane Sills, Victoria Simon, Andrea Snyder, 

Kent Stowell, Carol Sumner, Lynne Taylor-Corbett, Violette Verdy, Edward Villella, and 

Dudley Williams. 

 A variety of scholarships and in-kind donations made this project possible. The 

UT Continuing Fellowship gave me the resources to travel and interview dancers. By 
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funding my travel on international dance tours, the Sacramento Ballet, Dance Magazine, 

Pointe Magazine, Dance Advance, and the Kulu Mele Dance Company provided me 

insight I could never gain in the library. Jon Werve, Kate Eyler-Walker, Erik Oksala, Lisa 

Oksala, and Emily Hite gave me food and lodging on many research trips. I owe 

enormous thanks to Margaret, Chance, and Captain Hanson for practically letting me live 

with them in New York. 

 I have been lucky to call the Performance as Public Practice program my 

intellectual home for the last five years. The faculty have offered excellent guidance, but 

it has been my fellow students who keep me engaged and curious everyday. I owe a 

special thank you to Kelly Howe, who could have written two dissertations in the time 

she devoted to helping me think through this one. My writing group, Rebecca Hewett, 

Jenny Kokai, Tamara Smith, and Shelley Manis deserves much credit for keeping me 

focused week in and week out.  

 I’ve learned a lot about family during the years I’ve spent in graduate school 

writing this project: there is the family who have loved and supported me for 31 years, 

and there is the family I’ve been lucky enough to find standing with me. The latter group 

has been an amazing network. Margaret Hanson’s generosity overwhelms me again and 

again. Andee Scott has challenged the way I think about dance as often as she’s offered a 

supportive shoulder. I can’t believe I was lucky enough to gain Amanda Moulder as a 

friend and colleague when we were only 18, and then I got to have her by my side during 

graduate school, too. Amanda keeps me laughing and keeps me sane, but never shies 

from challenging me. Angie Ahlgren has listened and carefully responded to every single 
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idea in this dissertation. Her contributions have made this project and my life constantly 

change for the better. 

 My paternal grandmother, Helen Croft, has supported my education and travel 

abroad on many occasions. I suspect my perseverance in school is highly indebted to the 

steel will of my maternal grandmother, Clarene Haskew. My brother Johnny has done 

what I can only write about. Johnny’s service in the Peace Corps and his weekly Skype 

accounts of life teaching in Malawi remind me of the generative vulnerability we face 

when we open ourselves to encounters abroad. I thank him for finding time to support me 

while in the midst of his latest adventure. 

 My earliest memory is standing in the dance studio in Meryane Murphy’s house 

as my mother asked me—just past my three-year-old birthday, if I’d like to join the ballet 

class we were watching. Encouraging my passion for dance has been just one of the many 

ways my parents supported my love of learning. Mom taught me how to read. Dad taught 

me how to write. They have logged more time sitting in theatres watching dance than, 

I’m sure, any other person in south Alabama. They were my first teachers, and, even after 

all these years in school, they remain my best teachers.  
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 Since the middle of the twentieth century, American dance artists have presented 

complicated images of American identity to world audiences, as dance companies traveled 

abroad under the auspices of the US State Department. This dissertation uses oral history 

interviews, archival research, and performance analysis to investigate how dancers 

navigated their status as official American ambassadors in the Cold War and the years 

following the 2001 terrorist attacks in the US. Dance companies worked and performed in 

international sites, enacting messages of American democratic superiority, while 

individual dancers re-interpreted the contours of American identity through personal 

encounters with local artists and arts practices. The dancers’ memories of government-

sponsored tours re-insert the American artist into American diplomatic history, 
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prompting a reconsideration of dancers not just as diplomatic tools working to persuade 

global audiences, but as creative thinkers re-imagining what it means to be American. 

 This dissertation begins in the late 1950s, as the State Department began 

discussing appropriate dance companies to send to the Soviet Union, as part of the 

performing arts initiatives that began in 1954 under the direction of President Dwight 

Eisenhower. The dissertation concludes by examining more recent dance in diplomacy 

programs initiated in 2003, coinciding with the US invasion of Iraq. My analysis 

considers New York City Ballet’s 1962 tour of the Soviet Union, where the company 

performed programs that included George Balanchine’s Serenade (1934), Agon (1957), 

and Western Symphony (1954), and Jerome Robbins’ Interplay (1945) during the 

heightened global anxieties of the Cuban Missile Crisis. My analysis of Ailey’s 1967 tour 

of nine African countries focuses primarily on Revelations (1960), which closed every 

program on the tour. Moving into the twenty-first century, I analyze A Slipping Glimpse 

(2007), a collaboration between Margaret Jenkins Dance Company and Tansuree Shankar 

Dance Company, which began as a US State Department-sponsored 2003 residency in 

Kolkata. To explore each tour, I consider government goals documented in archived 

minutes from artist selection panels; dancers’ memories of the tours, which I collected in 

personal interviews conducted between 2007 and 2009; and performance analysis of the 

pieces that traveled on each tour.  
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Chapter One: 
Dancing For the Nation 

 
 

 As the curtain rose in Beijing’s Tingiao Theatre in May 2007, a reverent silence 

swept over the talkative Chinese audience. I relished the quiet, since I had been sitting 

among a group of chipper Chinese dance students whose conversation my limited 

language skills kept me from understanding. But once the lights dimmed, we all had the 

same focus: the women of the Sacramento Ballet standing onstage in the crisp, all-white 

opening pose of George Balanchine’s Concerto Barroco (1941).  

 When the women took their first step, the theatre erupted, as though the tips of the 

women’s pointe shoes sliding across the floor had pierced the silent audience. The entire 

theatre burst into applause, and many audience members began shouting approval. A 

Balanchine ballet better known for its spatial design and clarity sent the Chinese dance 

students into near hysterics. The students’ glee continued at intermission. Once the house 

lights returned, the girls and boys rushed outside, filling the theatre’s lawn to mimic the 

ballet choreography they had just seen. They were absolutely enraptured by the 

performance of an American ballet by a small regional ballet company, who had stopped 

in Beijing as part of a two-week tour of China. 

 Sacramento Ballet’s tour, on which I traveled as a journalist for two American 

dance magazines, realized a professional dream of company co-artistic directors, husband 

and wife team Carinne Binda and Ron Cunningham. The two former dancers had traveled 

to China with Boston Ballet in 1980 on a US State Department tour, a trip where the 

couple fell in love with Chinese culture. They hoped the same would happen for their 
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dancers, who had the opportunity to perform in Beijing and Shanghai, the latter a shared 

program with the Shanghai Ballet and its feeder school. On the portions of the trip not 

spent in rehearsals or theatres, the company toured China’s best known sites: hiking the 

Great Wall; ballroom dancing with Chinese senior citizens in the park surrounding the 

Temple of Heaven; and eating, shopping, and clubbing in Shanghai’s cosmopolitan 

neighborhoods.  

 Though Sacramento’s tour had no government funding, American nor Chinese, 

traveling with the company provided me with insight into how dance tours can build 

relationships between countries and how American dance companies represent the US 

when traveling abroad. The ecstatic reception the company received, particularly in the 

Beijing performance I describe here, confirmed my suspicion that, while language and 

cultural barriers meant our travel in China was riddled with misunderstandings and 

miscommunications, American and Chinese people could be together in a theatre and 

share the pleasure of watching dance. 

 I am not suggesting that the experience in the theatre was universal. Everyone in 

the audience did not respond to the company’s performance of Concerto Barroco in the 

same way. Different cultural experiences with dance and different approaches to physical 

training would be only two of many factors that made the Chinese audience members’ 

reactions different than my own. In fact, I believe some of the enthusiasm stemmed from 

an experience of difference: for most the performance was probably one of their first 

encounters with Balanchine’s primarily American ballet. Most Chinese ballet companies 

still perform repertory largely comprised of classical nineteenth century ballets and agit-
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prop dances made during the Cultural Revolution, like The Red Detachment of Women 

(1964). 

 Witnessing a different approach to dance was part of the reason for the audience’s 

excitement, but recent familiarity with the dancers also influenced the students’ 

exclamatory response to the Beijing  program’s opening moment. The Chinese students 

had met the American dancers the day before when the company visited the Beijing 

National School of Music and Dance. They had watched the Sacramento dancers take 

ballet class, and then the Americans were the audience for the Chinese students’ 

performances in a wide variety of dances from the school’s curriculum, including 

traditional Chinese, Korean, and Thai dances, as well as ballroom styles more familiar to 

the American dancers. Other than the school administrators, barely any of the Chinese 

dancers spoke English, and none of the American dancers knew any of the Chinese 

languages spoken among the school’s students. But both parties seemed to have a 

healthy, even excited response to the other group’s dancing. The students admired the 

Americans’ virtuosity, and the Americans, in what was probably a somewhat exoticizing 

moment, admired the young dancers’ breadth of folk dance knowledge. The Chinese 

dancers also had exceptional performance presence, exemplified in their highly detailed 

approaches to everything from the exact positions of their fingers in the Thai dances to 

the articulation of their hips in their salsa performance. This trip to the school made me 

realize that performances were only one slice of international dance tours. Experiencing 

another culture more broadly was as important and affected the American dancers as 

much as performing did.  
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 Arriving at the school after a day of sightseeing in Beijing demonstrated that 

values celebrated within the realm of art did not necessarily transfer to other contexts. 

The Chinese students greeted the dancers’ bus at the school’s entrance. They stood in two 

long lines, so the American dancers could walk between screaming and clapping 

students, all dressed in the same uniform: pink t-shirts and black pants. Once all the 

American dancers had disembarked, Chinese teachers released a flock of doves, sending 

the sign of peace to float above our artistic exchange. The welcoming ceremony outside 

the school starkly contrasted with our trip through Tiananmen Square, where our guide 

had warned us to avoid taking pictures of the Chinese soldiers stationed around the 

Square. She also asked that we make no mention, even to one another, of the 1989 

Tiananmen Square student massacre. Under the banner of the arts, we could embrace 

peace and the idea of open exchange, even though we glimpsed the limits of expression 

elsewhere. 

 Politics hover around any kind of international exchange, but in earlier decades 

politics meshed more closely with international dance tours. Although neither the 

American nor Chinese governments financed the Sacramento Ballet tour, the trip was an 

outgrowth of government sponsorship of international dance tours. The Boston Ballet 

tour that shaped Binda and Cunningham’s vision for their company came at the tail-end 

of a substantial American investment in the performing arts as a form of cultural 

diplomacy, the branch of foreign policy that presses arts and artists into service as 

cultural ambassadors. Huge tours of the mid-twentieth century sent American companies 

like New York City Ballet, American Ballet Theatre, the Alvin Ailey American Dance 
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Theater, the José Limón Company, and the Martha Graham Dance Company around the 

world on behalf of the American government, usually with funding from the US State 

Department and support from the United States Information Agency (USIA), the arm of 

the US government responsible for promoting the US abroad. 

 This dissertation focuses on the role of dancers and dance in international tours 

funded by the US State Department. While government policies and their administrative 

logistics determine the destinations and sometimes the content of tours, the individual 

artist directly participates in the act of exchange. The primary concern of my project is 

how dancers’ experiences on government-sponsored tours reflect a layered sense of 

national identity as a category that resonates at the levels of individual, community, and 

nation. I argue that the experience of officially representing American identity abroad 

highlights how national identity is constructed on, through, and with bodies. Secondarily, 

I argue that investigating dancers’ experiences as cultural ambassadors reveals some of 

the places where American national identity is an idealized category, inhabitable or 

approachable for some and threatening to others. 

 Any time a dance company tours abroad, questions about the intersection between 

nationalism and the arts arise. Examining these questions offers potentially new 

perspectives for dance studies, performance studies, and public policy.1 Dance theorist 

Randy Martin has argued for dance as a useful contributor to political theory because 

dance is “a social process that foregrounds the very means through which bodies 

                                                 
1 For an extended discussion of the relationship between folk dance companies and government 
sponsorship, see Anthony Shay, Choreographic Politics: State Folk Dance Companies, Representation, 
and Power (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2002). 
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gather.”2 Dance, with its focus on relationships developed from physical, local 

interactions, helps us see how people come together into social networks, a central 

concern for policy. These groupings of people on international dance tours, strongly 

influenced by state dictates, serve as reminders of the material effects of politics on 

people’s bodies and livelihoods. Dance’s place within American foreign policy is one of 

the most concrete couplings of the physical and the political. Perhaps the most exciting 

aspect of studying American cultural diplomacy is recognizing the programs’ guiding 

belief: scholarship and the arts offer ways for people to come together and communicate 

their deepest desires through shared practices of creation and performance. 

 These concerns stretch across the three US State Department programs I examine 

in this project: the New York City Ballet’s 1962 tour of the Soviet Union, Alvin Ailey 

American Dance Theater’s 1967 tour of nine African countries, and the 2003 

collaboration between San Francisco-based Margaret Jenkins Dance Company and 

Kolkata-based Tansuree Shankar Dance Company, which included performances in India 

and the US. These three case studies represent three distinct periods within the history of 

dance in American cultural diplomacy. NYCB’s tour concludes the earliest period of 

government support, when the State Department exercised the least political oversight of 

the selection of artists. The dance panel of the American National Theatre and Academy 

(ANTA), the group contracted by the State Department to choose artists for tours, 

enjoyed the greatest power in this period. Just after NYCB returned to the US, the State 

Department revamped its approach to performing arts tours, taking a larger role in 

                                                 
2 Randy Martin, Critical Moves: Dance Studies in Theory and Politics (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1998): 6. 



 

 7 

determining what companies would travel and what countries the chosen groups would 

visit. Ailey’s 1967 tour represents a period where dance and political agendas moved 

more closely together. This administrative structure remained largely intact until 1978, 

when the cultural diplomacy programs began a gradual period of waning support, and 

ended when the USIA closed in 1999 as part of the Clinton administration’s initiative to 

streamline federal bureaucracy. My fourth chapter, which focuses on the 2003-2007 

collaboration, represents the greatest upswing in governmental support for international 

dance tours since 1999. In the wake of the US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, the 

Bush administration re-invested in arts exchanges, although on a miniscule scale 

compared to twentieth-century efforts. 

 In this chapter, I provide the historical, methodological, and literary contexts for 

my project. In the first section, I chart the development of American cultural diplomacy 

programs after WWII, chronicling the shifts in the government’s investment in the arts as 

a diplomatic tool. In the next section, I explain my methodological approaches, which 

draw most specifically from oral history techniques, movement analysis, and 

performance studies, to bring dancers’ voices and the choreographies dancers inhabit and 

interpret into the archive of information about cultural diplomacy. In the section titled 

“Concepts of Nation: Dancing ‘America’ for the World,” I discuss how dance, theatre, 

and performance theorists have seen performance as a location important to the 

imagination of the US as a community and nation. I also discuss how the eras my 

dissertation crosses—the early decades of the Cold War and the years directly following 

the 2001 terrorist attacks—share a heightened awareness of the US as one place within a 
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larger global sphere. Finally, I conclude the chapter with an overview of my three case 

studies. 

 

American Cultural Diplomacy 

 Defining cultural diplomacy, a broad category that includes artistic work and 

much more, requires considering how the term resonates with a constellation of ideas, 

including public diplomacy, soft power, and hard power. Cultural diplomacy can be most 

clearly defined by situating it within history, since policymakers have expanded and 

limited its purposes and processes to suit agendas arising from specific geo-political 

contexts. To explore this history within the US, I gloss the development of different 

agencies’ involvement with arts sponsorship, finally ending with the agencies most 

important to this dissertation: what is now known as the Bureau of Educational and 

Cultural Affairs (ECA) in the State Department and the now defunct USIA.3 I conclude 

my mapping of important definitions and histories by focusing specifically on dance’s 

role in American cultural diplomacy. 

 Historian Milton Cummings defines cultural diplomacy as the “exchange of ideas, 

information, art and other aspects of culture among nations and their peoples in order to 

foster mutual understandings.”4 The group tours and individual artist residencies are one 

relatively small slice of the US’s cultural diplomacy. Other aspects include the Fulbright 

Scholars program, English-language training programs, and the now largely defunct 

                                                 
3 Outside of the US, the USIA was called the USIS. 
4 Milton Cummings, “Cultural Diplomacy and the United States Government: A Survey,” Cultural 
Diplomacy: Recommendations and Research (Washington, DC: Center for Arts and Culture, 2003): 1. 
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sponsorship of American libraries in American embassies. Exchange programs stretch 

across many fields, including the sciences, agriculture, sports, and the arts. During the 

twentieth century, the Harlem Globetrotters or mechanical engineers were as likely to be 

sent abroad as American ambassadors as were dancers and choreographers. 

 The variety of terms used interchangeably with cultural diplomacy makes tracking 

its organizational history confusing. One of the most pressing complications arises from 

the distinction between cultural and public diplomacy. Political scientist Harvey 

Weigenbaum describes cultural diplomacy as interactions that “allow people from 

different cultures to get to know and understand each other,” whereas public diplomacy 

“gets America’s word out—in a hopefully persuasive way to hopefully receptive publics 

in other nations.”5 Sometimes public diplomacy is referred to as “soft power,” another 

term for persuasive techniques that could be considered propaganda.6 Soft power is 

generally used in opposition to “hard power,” which refers to military action. 

 Tension between cultural and public diplomacy often arises in governmental 

circles around issues of efficacy. There is much disagreement about whether the arts 

programs should have long or short-term goals and what constitutes the appropriate 

programmatic relationship to pressing political agendas. Former government official 

Richard Arndt structures much of his book, The First Resort of Kings (2005), around 

ongoing debates regarding cultural diplomacy’s political efficacy or lack thereof.7 

                                                 
5 Harvey Weigenbaum, “Globalization and Cultural Diplomacy,” Cultural Diplomacy: Recommendations 
and Research (Washington, DC: Center for Arts and Culture: 2001): 9. 
6 Joseph Nye, “Public Diplomacy and Soft Power,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science 616 (March 2008): 94. 
7 Richard T. Arndt, The First Resort of Kings: American Cultural Diplomacy in the Twentieth Century 
(Washington, DC: Potomac, 2005). 
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Sometimes State Department officials saw politics as tainting scholarly and artistic 

exchanges, and at other times political desires obviously guided cultural efforts. The 

shifting ideas about the degree to which programming priorities and politics should be 

connected opens space for my inquiry as I explore how dancers worked within their 

official capacities as ambassadors in ways that did not always coincide with current 

American policy concerns. 

 Scrutinizing cultural diplomacy’s funding sources provides another opening for 

recognizing its agendas. Cummings’ definition leaves room for cultural diplomacy to be 

privately funded. In this dissertation, I limit myself to international tours and 

collaborations that have been funded, at least partially, by the US government, although 

few tours (if any) traveled abroad exclusively with government funding. For instance, the 

New York City Ballet refused to perform in the Soviet Union in 1962 if their work 

abroad did not include performances in Western Europe. Impresario Sol Hurok, who was 

set to present the Bolshoi Ballet in the US while NYCB performed in the Soviet Union, 

realized the Bolshoi tour would not happen without the reciprocal NYCB tour due to 

Soviet/American Cold War exchange treaties. To keep the Bolshoi tour from being 

cancelled, Hurok financed NYCB’s performances in Western Europe.  

 In general, American arts funding functions as a public/private hybrid, a trend that 

began in the early twentieth century and has continued in the form of matching grants and 

foundation support ever since.8 Because of this funding mix, I will discuss some artistic 

activities where dance companies began a project with State Department funding, and 

                                                 
8 Frank A. Ninkovich, The Diplomacy of Ideas: U.S. Foreign Policy and Cultural Relations, 1938-1950 
(Cambridge, MA: Cambridge UP, 1981). 



 

 11 

then extended the project through private support. Such is the case with the 

Jenkins/Shankar collaboration, where the State Department funded Jenkins’ initial 

residency in Kolkata, but then the Jenkins and Shankar companies privately financed the 

making of A Slipping Glimpse. The State Department then returned to the project, helping 

underwrite the piece’s performances in India. Embassy officials also assisted the project 

logistically, putting Shankar in touch with the Kolkata branch of the American Chamber 

of Commerce, who helped fund the Indian performances, too. In lean times in American 

cultural diplomacy, State Department support has come more often as administrative and 

logistical guidance, rather than cash. 

 Although most of the artists I interviewed for this project reported they felt 

government money came with few obvious strings attached, the relationship between 

government funding and the idea of exporting American democratic ideals through art 

has sometimes been tense. The most fraught relationship between politics and funding 

occurred when the CIA covertly sponsored cultural programs in Western Europe in the 

decades following WWII, targeting elite strata of international society supposedly leaning 

toward Communism and Marxism. Historian Francis Stonor Saunders’ book, The 

Cultural Cold War (1999), describes how the CIA used fake foundations to fund literary 

magazines, conferences, and performing arts presentations, like arts festivals in Paris and 

Berlin, which included performances by the New York City Ballet.9 The CIA ceased 

funding cultural initiatives in the mid 1960s, after a series of articles in the New York 

                                                 
9 Frances Stonor Saunders, The Cultural Cold War (New York, NY: New York Press, 1999): 115-116. 
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Times and Ramparts, a California-based magazine, made the covert funding structure 

public.10 

 A wide variety of government agencies and contracted groups have administered 

American cultural diplomacy programs, but four names are most important for this 

project: the ECA, the USIA, the American National Theatre and Academy (ANTA), and 

Dance/USA. The ECA is the current home of the majority of the State Department’s 

cultural diplomacy efforts, and has always been, although sometimes under slightly 

different names, the department’s central cultural hub. Government employees in this 

bureau helped administer and shape all three of the tours described in this project. While 

the State Department employees worked on tours from Washington, USIA officers, 

known abroad as USIS representatives, facilitated artists’ travel.  

 Organizations outside the government and associated with the arts community 

connected the government to the arts. The State Department contracted the New York-

based group ANTA to evaluate artists for tours during the 1950s and early 1960s. Three 

panels—one for dance, theatre, and music—composed of arts administrators, critics, and, 

less often, artists, recommended arts groups for international tours.11 When the State 

Department ended its contract with ANTA in 1963, the panel system continued, but 

under the auspices of the State Department’s Advisory Committee on the Arts.12 The 

dance panels, which functioned similarly even after the administrative shift, play a 

significant role in my first two chapters, since they approved both the NYCB and Ailey 
                                                 
10 Saunders 379-383. 
11 Naima Prevots, Dance for Export : Cultural Diplomacy and the Cold War (Middletown: Wesleyan UP, 
1998): 40. 
12 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 21 February 1963, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection, 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 16, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
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tours. In the third chapter, Dance/USA, the American dance community’s national 

service organization, fulfills a similar role. The State Department contracted Dance/USA 

to select artists for the 2003 program, which sent five modern dance artists and their 

assistants to countries with significant Muslim populations. 

 In the generation that came to power during and after WWII, the belief in culture 

as a vital part of society drove several cultural diplomacy programs that included but 

were not specifically limited to the arts. One example of these smaller, loosely organized 

early forays into cultural diplomacy was Nelson Rockefeller’s Inter-American Affairs 

Office, which guided New York City Ballet’s (then known as Ballet Caravan) first 

government-sponsored tour, six months of performing in South America in 1941.13 The 

tour arose, in part, from NYCB executive director Lincoln Kirstein and Rockefeller’s 

friendship, a nod to the insular relationships among cultural diplomacy gatekeepers and 

arts groups that continued even after the creation of the panel review system. 

 The exportation of American ideals drove funding for cultural diplomacy 

programs, but the programs also often worked toward establishing relationships among 

Americans and non-Americans. Historian Christina Klein has noted that the Eisenhower 

administration’s expansion of cultural diplomacy had affective goals. Klein describes 

initiatives like the People-to-People program, which began in 1956 and sponsored 

programs ranging from pianist Van Clyburn’s performances in Moscow to letter-writing 

exchanges between Asian and American schoolchildren as part of a larger agenda. Klein 

writes, “Eisenhower made sympathy—the ability to feel what another person feels, to 

                                                 
13 Martin Duberman, The Worlds of Lincoln Kirstein (New York: Knopf, 2007): 354–69.  
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share in his or her conditions and experiences—the defining feature of American 

globalism.”14 Diplomacy programs tried to lead Americans to care about other people 

and, perhaps less progressively, asked people in other countries to care about Americans. 

Although Klein does not include large performing arts tours within her catalogue of 

Eisenhower’s empathy projects, sponsorship of these tours tapped performance spaces as 

incubators of empathy. 

 Eisenhower’s People-to-People program and Fulbright scholarly exchanges are 

also important diplomacy developments because both present a fundamental value of 

cultural diplomacy: individuals are more likely to care about other people than they are to 

care about a nation-state other than their own.15 While the US government usually 

advertised programs’ government sponsorship by placing the word “American” on 

promotional materials and theatre programs, interactions encouraged exchange among 

individuals.  American artists working abroad often had little personal free time on tours, 

as each day was filled with rehearsals, performances, stops at schools and other local 

organizations, and invitation-only parties. These offstage engagements were meant to 

ensure that the visiting artists made an impression on as many local people as possible, 

although most of these interactions were with the country’s elite, rather than average 

citizens, a distinction that frustrated many dancers. 

 Cultural diplomacy has encouraged investments in people most famously through 

the Fulbright Scholar program. Created in 1946, Fulbright initially allowed profits from 

                                                 
14 Christina Klein, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-1961 (Berkeley, CA: 
U of CA, 2003): 53. 
15 Klein 51. 
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the post WWII lend-lease program to be used for international exchanges. The 1948 

Smith-Mundt Act expanded Fulbright by removing the specificity of its funding clause, 

which, since the lend-lease program only existed in Europe, meant that Fulbright could 

expand to have global reach.16 This shift coincided with the beginning of the US/USSR 

fight to gain allies in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.  

 In 1961, the Fulbright-Hays Act clarified cultural diplomacy’s aims. Programs 

were to maintain a “nonpolitical character and . . . be balanced and representative of the 

diversity of American political, social and cultural life [while holding to] the highest 

standards of academic excellence and artistic achievement.”17 This excerpt from the 1961 

legislation reveals a shifting emphasis. Rather than using cultural diplomacy only as a 

mode of connection, now it would be a way to export American culture. This 

contradiction vibrates at the core of all the programs I discuss. How can an arts group 

officially represent their culture without a) presenting a homogenized, essentialized 

notion of American identity and b) how can an arts group export American ways of 

working and thinking to the world at the same time that it is charged to listen to others? 

 As American cultural diplomacy grappled with these almost contradictory 

missions, the programs took different shapes in policy and in administrative logistics. 

International relations scholars Geoffrey Cowan and Amelia Arsenault have defined three 

modes of communication that structure most international interactions in public 

diplomacy forums: monologue, dialogue, and collaboration. Cowan and Arsenault define 
                                                 
16 Smith-Mundt is also the legislation that created the USIA. 
17 This quotation remains a central premise of today’s cultural diplomacy programs and is quoted on the 
ECA’s website. Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, US Department of State, “Cultural and Arts 
Programs: Goals, Authority, and Program Descriptions,” www.  state.  gov/r/whconf/index.  html. Last 
updated 24 November 2005.  
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monologues as one-way, closed containers; dialogues as reciprocal and multidirectional 

exchanges of ideas and information; and collaborations as projects where people from 

different countries “complete a common project or achieve a common goal.”18 As 

administrative bodies veered between presenting the US to the world and finding ways 

for the US to interact with other nations and communities, programming has vacillated 

between the opposite poles of monologue and collaboration. Most evaluations by policy 

theorists describe performing arts tours as monologic, imagining the arts as a direct-effect 

mode of communication. The dancers interviewed in this project turn that misguided 

notion on its head, pointing to all the ways, onstage and off, that American identity and 

American arts were constantly re-imagined and re-interpreted during tours as Americans 

and non-Americans shared local theatres, studios, and streets. 

 The State Department and other government agencies invested in the arts as a 

diplomatic tool for much of the twentieth century, beginning with the founding of ECA 

forerunner, the Division of Cultural Relations, in 1938. The performing arts received 

their biggest consolidated, public push into the diplomatic arena in 1954 with 

Eisenhower’s creation of the President’s Emergency Fund. Eisenhower’s legislation sent 

$2,225,000 to the State Department to support dance, theatre, music, and sports tours, and 

$157,000 to the USIA to publicize the tours.19 The State Department contracted ANTA to 

select performing arts groups.  

                                                 
18 Amelia Arsenault and Geoffrey Cowan, “Moving from Monologue to Dialogue to Collaboration: The 
Three Layers of Public Diplomacy,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 
616 (March 2008): 12-18. 
19 Prevots 12. 
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 From 1954 to 1962, the relationship between the State Department and ANTA 

progressed with few bumps. State Department officials made somewhat regular 

appearances at dance panel meetings to clarify the panel’s role in the exchange process as 

the evaluator of artistic quality. The government, in Washington and at posts abroad, was 

responsible for designating what parts of the world would see American artists.20 ANTA 

did, however, usually know what countries the State Department planned to target once 

the panel recommended artists, so panel conversations often included considerations of 

the match between artist and locale, even though that fell outside of ANTA’s official 

charge.21  

 In 1963, the State Department ended its contract with ANTA, but the dance panel 

remained largely intact. The panelists began officially working with the Advisory 

Committee on the Arts, a State Department-appointed body. This organizational shift 

happened in response to the 1962 Wolfe-Larsen report, which recommended that the 

Cultural Presentations program be guided by a stronger mission statement, resulting in a 

closer relationship between the State Department and ANTA.22 The most obvious sign of 

this shift seems to have been in the attendance of ECA representatives at ANTA 

meetings. As Glenn Wolfe, one of the authors of the 1962 report told the dance panelists, 

the Advisory Committee, Foreign Service officers, and Cultural Presentations staff would 
                                                 
20 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 25 September 1958, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection, 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 15, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
21 ANTA began as a federally charted organization in 1935, created to nurture American drama and 
dramatic training. Because ANTA was only created by the government, rather than funded by it, it had few 
resources, although the list of ANTA’s board included some of American theatre’s greatest patrons. 
Theatre historians have often overlooked ANTA in favor of studying the Federal Theatre Project, which 
was founded in the same year and did receive government funding. For more on ANTA’s genesis, see 
“National Theatre is Authorized By Congress to Advance the Drama,” New York Times, 30 June 1935: 1. 
22 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 21 February 1963, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection, 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 16, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
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work together to identify specific needs in geographical areas, and then the Dance panel 

would select appropriate artists. Wolfe was careful to assure the dance panelists that the 

Advisory Committee would not have veto power over any of the panel’s selections.23 My 

research on the Ailey tours, the chapter that falls within the period of greater State 

Department support, has not yielded any evidence of direct governmental intervention in 

the panel’s choice of artists. 

 The performing arts tours continued to enjoy government support well into the 

1970s. In 1978 a series of funding cuts began that would continue until 1999 when the 

USIA closed, decreasing and then ending the era of large scale funding for American 

artists’ travel abroad. In her analysis of the post- 1978 policy environment, retired 

Foreign Service officer and political scientist Juliet Sablosky identifies three factors in 

waning American funding for cultural diplomacy: the end of the Cold War, the Clinton-

Gore administration’s Reinventing Government initiative, and the communications and 

information revolution.24 Sablosky describes the State Department’s decades-long use of 

the Cold War as justification for cultural programming as the nail in the program’s 

coffin.25 Without a clear enemy abroad, the US lost interest in understanding itself as part 

of a global network, which, according to Sablosky, produced a shift in focus from the 

international to the domestic, a turn that reached its height during the Clinton 

administration. In 1997, the Arts America program (a later version of the Cultural 

Presentations program) was eliminated as part of the USIA’s self-mandated 

                                                 
23 Ibid. 
24 Juliet Sablosky, “Reinvention, Reorganization, Retreat: American Cultural Diplomacy at Century’s End, 
1978-1998,” Journal of Arts Management, Law and Society (March 1999): 30. 
25 Sablosky 34. 
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downsizing.26 In 1999, the USIA closed. Head of the Senate Foreign Affairs committee, 

Jesse Helms, by 1999 notorious in arts circles for his role in the culture wars of the 

eighties and nineties, led the charge to move the USIA’s responsibilities into the State 

Department. In the move to the State Department’s ECA office, American cultural 

diplomacy lost significant funding and personnel, reducing programming to a mere 

shadow of its Cold War self.  

 The ECA continues today to be a small unit, despite a slight reinvigoration of 

public and cultural diplomacy efforts after 9/11. While the Bureau is still the primary 

federal location for supporting cultural efforts abroad, its base has been small, and its 

leadership was in constant flux during the most recent Bush administration. Advertising 

executive Charlotte Beers was the first Bush appointee to the office of Under Secretary of 

State for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs, the office that overseas the Bureau.27 

Beers left the job, citing health reasons, in the wake of heavy criticism over a variety of 

heavy-handed propaganda campaigns, including the publication of inserts for Middle 

Eastern newspapers that gruesomely detailed the injuries and deaths of people in the 

World Trade Center Towers.28 State Department veteran Margaret Tutwiler took the post 

for a few months, followed by longtime Bush advisor Karen Hughes. Hughes was 

confirmed by the Senate in 2005 and stayed in the post for two years, departing a few 

months before the end of Bush’s term. In the conclusion to this project, I will address the 

                                                 
26 Sablosky 36. 
27 Curb Center for Art, Enterprise and Policy, Cultural Diplomacy and the National Interest (Nashville, 
TN: Vanderbilt University, 2007):15. 
28 Ibid. 
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early, optimistic signals sent by the Obama administration regarding the place of the arts 

in foreign policy. 

 Through all these phases of American cultural diplomacy, dance—as well as 

music and, to a lesser degree, theatre—has been a vital part of programming. The José 

Limón Company was the first dance company to tour under Eisenhower’s new funding, 

traveling to Mexico and South America in 1954.29 Dance has been one of the first art 

forms celebrated by the Obama administration’s returned emphasis on cultural 

diplomacy. In April 2009, the State Department announced its partnership with the 

Brooklyn Academy of Arts to fund “DanceMotion USA,” a touring program that will 

send Ronald K. Brown’s Evidence dance company to Africa, Urban Bush Women to 

South America, and the ODC dance company to Southeast Asia. 

 Dance has been under-scrutinized in histories of Cold War cultural diplomacy and 

absent in writing about more contemporary efforts. In her book Dance for Export: 

Cultural Diplomacy and the Cold War (1998), dance historian Naima Prevots chronicles 

the Limón tour, as well as other tours by well-known dance figures and companies like 

Martha Graham, Paul Taylor, Alvin Ailey, American Ballet Theatre, and NYCB. Prevots 

focuses on work done through Eisenhower’s Fund and the Cultural Presentations 

program from 1954-1962, making her book a historical foundation for my project. 

Writing almost entirely from material located in the ANTA archives, Prevots draws a 

picture from the perspective of the ANTA Dance Panel members, primarily white New 

Yorkers who served as gatekeepers for the dance community. By telling ANTA’s story, 

                                                 
29 Prevots 23.  
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Prevots reveals much about the dance community’s mid-century aesthetic tastes, but 

ultimately her story of dance in cultural diplomacy feels incomplete. Prevots leaves open 

important avenues for me to investigate as I seek to uncover how the goals articulated in 

the choices of company, even the choice of dance over another art form, resonate during 

tours as dancers take the stage. 

 David Caute’s book, The Dancer Defects (2003), also discusses the place of dance 

in cultural diplomacy, but his work lacks emphasis on the art form itself. The question of 

dance as a unique art form haunts both Prevots’ and Caute’s work, as they focus on the 

government’s perspective, rather than exploring how artists responded to larger political 

agendas or how specific pieces of choreography enact or subvert those agendas. For 

Caute, dance (by which he really means only ballet) is important to Cold War history 

because of classical ballet’s Russian roots. Neither Prevots nor Caute explore the key 

themes of my work: the formal qualities of dance, the structure of choreography, or the 

interpretation of that choreography by dancers.   

 

Speaking With Dancers, Speaking Through Dance 

 This project builds on existing work on dance and cultural diplomacy by troubling 

a common premise of writing about State Department dance tours. Most accounts of arts 

tours describe dancers and choreography as tools, rather than agents of political change. 

My methodology combines oral history-style interviews, choreographic analysis, and 

archival research to access how dancers and choreographers function within official, 

national mandates created by administrative bodies, and how dancers and the dances they 
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re-interpret with every performance exceed and, sometimes, re-imagine American 

national identity. 

 A basic concept in dance studies—that dancing bodies are socially produced and 

socially productive—drives my research and writing strategies. As dance studies has 

grown in recent decades, dance scholars have divorced dance from essentialized concepts 

that would see physical practices as “natural” or “absolute givens but as a tangible and 

substantial category of cultural experience.”30 Through all of my efforts, in interviews, in 

the archive, and in performance analysis, I attempt to write history following Susan 

Foster’s description of what it means to choreograph history, recognizing “the possibility 

of a body that is written upon but that also writes.”31 

 My most direct engagement with dancers came in a series of interviews I 

conducted using oral history techniques. These interviews were not proper oral histories 

because they did not chart my narrators’ life histories. Instead I interviewed dancers 

specifically about their memories from the tours on which they traveled, and then asked 

each narrator to contextualize her participation, situating the tour within the context of his 

or her career with the company. This approach limited the breadth of my interviews, but 

it allowed narrators to explain the tours’ importance to their lives and careers. These 

interviews did deploy oral history techniques in that I sought to remain as quiet as 

possible, allowing the narrator to lead me through her or his memories of the tour. I 

                                                 
30 Susan Foster, “Introduction,” Corporealities (London: Routledge, 1996): xi. 
31 Susan Foster, “Choreographing History,” Choreographing History (Bloomington, IN: Indiana UP, 1995): 
15. 
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provided mnemonic aids, such as programs from the tour or lists of works I knew the 

narrator had danced.32  

 By turning to oral history as one of my primary modes of research, I hoped to 

uncover the degree to which dance, although principally thought of as a non-verbal art 

form, is, as dance theorist Judith Hamera has noted, always enmeshed in language. 

Hamera writes, “Relationships between corporeality and language are sometimes 

represented as especially, even uniquely fraught, with dance serving as a special limit 

case. But this line of reasoning ignores the practical reality that all performance, 

including dance, is enmeshed in language, in reading, writing, rhetoric, and voice.”33 

Hamera proceeds to describe dance’s relationship to reading, writing, and rhetoric, but I 

focus on dance’s relationship to rhetoric and voice, considering how dance is always a 

practice transmitted through oral history. Older generations of dancers pass technique, 

choreography, and dance history onto the next through discussions in the studio. As 

dance theorist and oral historian Jeff Friedman describes, “Both the teaching and creative 

practices of the profession rely on orality during the transmission of kinesthetic 

knowledge.”34 Because dancers have become used to telling their stories to one another, I 

tried to tap that already existing historicizing practice in my interviews. This project 

seeks to bring those dancer-ly conversations to a larger readership interested in dance. 

 As Friedman has noted, oral historians cannot divorce the words generated in an 

interview from the physical contexts in which they occur. Friedman describes oral and 
                                                 
32 I follow the oral-history approaches described in Paul Thompson, The Voice of the Past: Oral History, 
Third Ed., (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000). 
33 Judith Hamera, Dancing Communities: Performance, Difference and Connection in the Global City 
(London: Routledge, 2007): 5. 
34 Jeff Friedman, “Muscle Memory,” Art and the Performance of Memory (London: Routledge, 2002): 160. 
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kinesthetic invocations as depending “on multiple channels of expression of gestural and 

paralinguistic communications as interweaving to provide the necessary 

contextualizations to enact the semanatic message.”35 A transcript filled with only the 

words spoken is not enough to convey a narrator’s meaning, especially when the narrator 

is a dancer accustomed to expressing herself through gesture as often as she does through 

words. For this reason, as I interviewed dancers I took careful note of what Friedman 

calls “indexical gestures,” which refer to a “larger and more complex movement 

sequence, a physical prop that evokes bodily experiences, or the description of the space 

in which the event took place.”36 Oral history interviews require attention to everything 

from a dancer’s posture and facial expressions to the words she chooses. By paying 

attention to these elements, interviews disrupt the dominance of text, what performance 

theorist Diana Taylor would describe as part of the archive, and help return embodiment, 

what Taylor describes as part of the repertory, to dance history. Taylor says that looking 

to the archive and the repertory together forces the historian to reckon with embodiment 

and, as Friedman says occurs in the dance classroom, the act of transmission. The sharing 

of knowledge, rather than its consolidation in one body or one moment, becomes 

visible.37 

 Gestures often illuminated a concept my artist/narrators struggled to explain or 

provided me with a platform to ask a question about how they remembered the places to 

which they traveled. For instance, when I interviewed Loretta Livingston, who traveled to 
                                                 
35 Ibid. 
36 Friedman specifically builds his theory of indexical gestures in oral history interviews from Bertoldt 
Brecht’s theory of gestus, the idea that one gesture refers to or critiques a larger character or idea.  
37 Diana Taylor, The Archive and the Repertory: Performing Cultural Meaning in the Americas (Durham, 
NC: Duke UP, 2003): 17. 
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Turkey on the same program that sent Margaret Jenkins to India, Livingston kept raising 

her hands and slicing them through the air as she talked, one hand barely missing the 

other as they crossed the center of her body. After I noticed the gesture and Livingston 

repeated it several times, I asked her about its meaning, which led her to describe how 

she felt Turkey as a place caught in the crosswinds of Europe and the Middle East, 

ancient architecture and Modernity. In the fourth chapter, I consider how this sensation, 

still living in Livingston’s kinesthetic memory years later, offered insight into how 

traveling and working abroad led the American artists to feel competing discourses 

within the cultures to which they traveled. 

 Interviews also allowed me to access the tours as the products of collective labor. 

In most previous accounts of these tours, the choreographer’s presence overwhelms any 

record of the dancers. This singular emphasis on the choreographer repeats a familiar 

narrative of dance history: focusing on a choreographer (often a man) as the genius who 

guides and shapes a group of dancers (often primarily women). Approaching dance as a 

collective process does more than provide multiple perspectives. It also works to unsettle 

larger cultural sexist power dynamics that often transfer unmarked from dance 

organizations into dance history. 

 Using collective cultural memory as the guide for my study allowed me to access 

my three case studies in particular ways. In the second chapter, the focus on the dancers 

disrupts the hagiographic literature about NYCB artistic director George Balanchine. The 

1962 tour was Balanchine’s first return to his homeland and, by all accounts, Balanchine 

was nervous. While the complications of the Russian émigré’s role as American 
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ambassador make a compelling story, that narrative ignores the enormity of the tour, on 

which eighty-seven people traveled, including sixty-six dancers. Some of the dancers I 

interviewed have written about the tour in their autobiographies, but this project seeks to 

bring together multiple voices from the tour in ways that a single person’s perspective—

particularly a star dancer’s, rather than a corps dancer’s—cannot. These autobiographies 

and biographies of Balanchine usually relegate NYCB dancers, particularly the 

company’s women, to the status of choreographer’s “muse,” refusing to acknowledge 

dancers’ impact on choreography in creation, in performance, and in cultural diplomacy 

efforts. 

 Alvin Ailey’s studio process has been widely noted as collaborative with his 

dancers, but, with the possible exception of current company artistic director Judith 

Jamison, the company’s dancers stand behind Ailey in name and in history. Since part of 

Revelations’ contribution to cultural diplomacy was returning the successes of the civil 

rights movement to the African American people who fought for them—as opposed to 

the federal legislators who eventually yielded to voices from the streets—it seems 

appropriate to return the dancers to Ailey history. A story about self-determination cannot 

be told only by or about company leadership. 

 Considering a wide range of dancers is absolutely essential to the Margaret 

Jenkins/ Tansuree Shankar collaboration, since Jenkins works by asking dancers to 

generate material, which she then edits. Turning to the dancers also provides a way to 

consider what constitutes cross-cultural, international collaboration, a central tenet of 

more recent cultural diplomacy. Demonstrating how people were involved in the process 
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and where their voices were heard or silenced is crucial to evaluating the program’s 

impact. 

 In interviews, I asked all dancers about the reasons they felt cultural diplomacy 

was important or not. I wanted to allow space for my narrators to discuss how they 

understand and value cultural diplomacy, rather than positioning myself as the sole 

interpreter of the information they provided. Oral historian Michael Frisch encourages 

interviewers to allow all narrators, not just those in leadership positions, to talk about the 

broader implications of their everyday actions.38 Oral history approaches to interviews 

allow me to traffic in the specificity of individual experience and, with my narrators, tie 

experiences to larger historical and cultural issues. 

 Though oral history offers a multi-layered, dancer-centered approach to the 

history of dance in cultural diplomacy, the interview format has its limits, particularly in 

relationship to finding dancers. Many dancers from the NYCB and Ailey tours have 

passed away or, due to their age, did not want to be interviewed. In the Ailey chapter, I 

feel strongly the absence of Miguel Godreau, the company’s leading dancer on the Africa 

tour, who died in his early forties. Several Ailey dancers interviewed spoke about his 

importance on the tour and their fear that he has been left out of Ailey history. Other gaps 

in interviews speak to larger trends in dance: some of the absent voices in the NYCB and 

Ailey chapters are those of gay men lost in the eighties, when AIDS ravaged the dance 

community. This is one reason my NYCB chapter leans heavily toward the voices of 

women on the tour. Compared to the other chapters, the third chapter has much less 

                                                 
38 Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History 
(Albany, NY: State U of New York P, 1990): 161. 
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interview material because, where the NYCB tour had eight-seven members, the Ailey 

tour had only sixteen. 

 The limits of the fourth chapter interviews have more to do with my limitations 

and the pressure of time. For that chapter, I interviewed the Jenkins dancers and Shankar 

dancers together, and the discrepancy in the two groups’ facilities with English meant 

that the Jenkins dancers spoke much more than those from the Shankar company. I regret 

that this may have caused my writing to skew toward the Americans’ perspective, 

exacerbating some of the divisions I critique in the project at large. This conversation set-

up, however, also produced a back-and-forth that better simulated the studio process than 

the single narrator interviews conducted for the other chapters.  

 My emphasis on returning dancers to dance history offers many potential 

opportunities for complex historiography, but the danger of my approach lies in an over-

valuation of the voices of narrators, what Frisch calls the placement of “unquestioned 

authority on direct experience.”39 Through archival work I mitigated this effect, hoping to 

glean information about governmental mandates and agendas and companies’ 

institutional structures. These documents, along with press material from American and 

foreign newspapers, create a fuller picture of the tours and their impact. 

 Through archival work I have researched the tours’ larger contexts, seeking 

information about the State Department, ANTA, and Dance/USA’s agendas and 

administrative processes. The University of Arkansas Special Collections holds 

documents from the State Department’s Cultural Presentations programs, including 
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minutes from Dance Panel meetings, both during the period when the panels were 

administered by ANTA and after 1962 when the panels were administered by the State 

Department. The Arkansas library also has telegrams from American embassies in which 

staff evaluated the tours. Neither of these bodies of documents is complete. Not every 

panel meeting is represented nor are there airgrams from every country visited. The 

documents do, however, offer a sustained look at how dance panelists, government 

officials, and, sometimes, artists saw American dance as a valuable, if logistically 

difficult, way to export American values and ideas.   

 Archival documents heavily inform the second and third chapters. For the second 

chapter, ANTA Dance Panel minutes reflect the difficulty the group had defining what 

would make dance “American,” eventually settling on choosing New York City Ballet 

repertory that was as different from what the panel knew of as Soviet ballet as possible. 

Panel discussions about African American dancer Arthur Mitchell’s presence on the City 

Ballet tour and many discussions about Alvin Ailey, his choreography and his company, 

display the panel’s substantial investment in presenting an image of American dance as 

seamlessly and happily racially integrated. What would today be called 

“multiculturalism” was the panel and the State Department’s antidote to global coverage 

of American race relations in the 1950s and 1960s. 

 I accessed the government’s role in the 2003 program through Dance/USA, the 

group contracted to select artists for five residencies in countries with significant Muslim 

populations. Dance/USA shared their complete program files with me, including 

correspondence with the choreographers prior to the program’s beginning and drafts of 
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choreographers’ evaluations submitted to the State Department. I also interviewed 

Dance/USA director Andrea Snyder and program administrator Rebecca Rorke, who 

explained the program’s selection process. According to Snyder, she and NEA Dance 

Director Douglas Sonntag culled a list of possible choreographers from the ongoing 

National College Choreography Initiative (NCCI) based on the choreographers’ 

experience with international work. That list was narrowed to five artists through 

logistics: who could be ready to travel and work abroad in the next four months.40  

 Press coverage has been my primary link to audience reactions abroad. The final 

archival pieces came from the companies, who gave me access to their collection of 

reviews from the tours, usually from foreign newspapers. The New York City Ballet 

received much more attention abroad, and, since New York Times dance critic John 

Martin traveled with the company for the entire Soviet tour, they also received extensive 

coverage in the US. A wide variety of African newspapers wrote about Ailey 

performances, although many of these reviews speak very cursorily about the company’s 

dancing. They are, however, useful for seeing where the connections of African diaspora 

surfaced and where difference between African cultures and the American dancers 

percolated more viscerally. Margaret Jenkins’ work in India has received very little press 

coverage, although Jenkins kept an online blog from Kolkata when A Slipping Glimpse 

traveled there in 2007. The form of Jenkins’ writing, a travel log, accentuates some of the 

collaboration’s more problematic aspects. The log is a helpful record of the Jenkins and 

Shankar companies’ activities and their experience of another culture, but, written only 
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from Jenkins’ perspective, it sometimes exoticizes Indian culture. Partnering these 

written accounts with the choreography that resulted from the collaboration creates a 

more nuanced depiction of cultural encounters. 

 Written documentation of tours offers insight into the governmental agendas 

behind international, state-sponsored dance tours. Those agendas, however, are most fully 

realized and most clearly subverted from the stage, as American dancers, sometimes 

joined by dancers of other nations, perform. Dance is the link between the dancers and 

the government in this project. Dance interests both groups but always exceeds official 

desires for a formulaic presentation of American identity. Choreographic analysis helps 

me find evidence of ways representation cohered on the tours and the artistic loopholes in 

official ideas of representation that dancers and choreographers exploited. Movement 

phrases and performance choices built and displaced pictures of national identity that 

relied on kinesthetic, visual, and musical visions of race, gender, and sexuality. 

 The works performed on each tour structure the chapters. The second chapter 

focuses on the ballets danced on the opening program in each Soviet city NYCB visited, 

including Balanchine’s Serenade, Agon, and Western Symphony, three ballets that display 

the breadth of Balanchine’s repertory, and Jerome Robbins’ Interplay. While the third 

chapter includes many works performed by the Ailey company, Ailey’s best-known 

work, Revelations, which closed every performance in Africa, anchors the chapter. 

Finally, in the fourth chapter, A Slipping Glimpse, the work created in collaboration 

between Margaret Jenkins Dance Company and Tansuree Shankar Dance Company, 

becomes a site to imagine how the dancers, in spite of differences in power that were not 
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always acknowledged, created an image of how contemporary bodies might relate to each 

other with a global sensibility. 

 I approach my analysis of these dances with a layered system of movement 

analysis, drawn from dance theorists and historians, namely Susan Foster and Linda 

Tomko, as well as the hybrid of journalism and dance criticism offered by Ann Daly. 

Foster’s five-tiered system of movement analysis, which considers dance to have a frame, 

a mode of representation, style, vocabulary, and syntax, leads me into dances at the same 

time that it leads me to see the dances within a larger context. According to Foster, the 

dance’s frame, “how it separates itself from the rest of the world”; its mode of 

representation, “how … the dance refers to the world”; and the style, “how it creates a 

personal signature for itself”; offer the dance viewer a way to see a piece of choreography 

within a larger context. Foster’s latter categories: vocabulary, “the individual movements 

of which dance is composed,” and syntax, “the principles governing the selection and 

combination of movement,” reveal a dance’s internal choreographic structure. From 

Tomko, I add an additional layer of analysis: how dance is funded. This allows me to see 

the choreographic structure as arising from a set of material circumstances.41 While 

financial concerns should be part of any study of the arts, they bear heavy importance in 

my project. Like Ann Daly, I come to dance studies from the world of dance journalism, 

and I strive to, as Daly writes, “hybridize” the two overlapping fields’ respective 

strengths: “the clarity of journalism with the rigor of scholarship.”42  

                                                 
41 Linda Tomko, “Teaching Dance History: A Query Stance as Millennial Lens.” Teaching Dance Studies 
(New York: Routledge, 2005): 101. 
42 Ann Daly, “Introduction, Critical Gestures (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 2002): xv. 
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 By approaching choreography presented on the State Department tours through 

these lenses, I focus on dancers and movement with specificity, seeing how choreography 

and performances build complicated, shifting images of American identity. Every dance 

form, even every dance, requires a different set of analytical categories, but I generally 

begin my movement analysis with five questions. I consider who is moving, what parts of 

the body the dancer engages, what movement vocabularies the choreographer employs, 

how dancers relate to one another and to the elements of the mise en scene, and, finally, 

what terms the dance offers up to determine dancers’ success or lack thereof.  The first 

two questions are the most quantitative. I begin by noting how many people inhabit the 

piece and whether or not I can ascertain their gender, race, or age. I then focus on 

individual dancers, looking at what body parts initiate movement and how movement 

sequences through the body. My next area of concern, movement vocabulary, brings me 

to the level of syntax and often is the moment where I discern the presence of genre, 

based on the steps deployed and the qualities with which the dancers realize the steps. 

The formation of relationships drive my next analytic moves. As I watch how dancers 

relate to one another and the space, I notice the size of the dancers’ kinespheres, the 

pathways they create, and how other elements onstage—lighting, costumes, and sets—

augment or limit dancers’ movements. Finally, I turn to evaluation, remembering that 

each form has multiple, overlapping categories of success. To stand out from the group 

might be prized in Revelations’ finale, the jubilant “Rocka My Soul,” where Balanchine’s 

Serenade relies on the ensemble’s absolute synchronicity, and thus blending into the 

group becomes an evaluation criterion for that dance.  
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 The thick movement description43 generated by my system for approaching 

movement is an important methodological choice because, as dance historian Thomas 

DeFrantz writes, detailed description allows a degree of accessibility to dances long gone, 

while also providing a sense of how the dances I study resonate with me.44 In what I 

intend to be a dancer-sympathetic approach to studying and writing about dance, I make 

sure to describe movement in terms of people and not just bodies. For instance, a hip does 

not jut forward in Balanchine’s Agon, but instead dancer Allegra Kent juts her hip 

forward. My writing seeks to display people’s agency over their bodies’ movements, a 

key idea to understanding artists as active participants in cultural diplomacy. Both these 

writing choices—acknowledging the subjectivity of movement description and the 

control dancers exercise over their bodies—stem from feminist imperatives, recognizing 

how personal choices about how we use our bodies resonate with and are influenced by 

larger cultural fields. 

 Choreographic analysis is always, and is certainly in this project, an 

approximation of the performances that occurred on tour. I have drawn composite 

pictures of what a dance might have been based on existing videos and live performances 

of a piece years, sometimes decades, later. The dance descriptions in the second and third 

chapter draw heavily from available video available commercially and the archives of the 

Dance Collection at the New York Public Library. Where possible, I have watched 

videos as close to the date of the tours as possible, recognizing that dancers’ technique 

                                                 
43 Clifford Geertz, "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture,” The Interpretation of 
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and performance styles shift as companies change. Small changes can easily transform a 

work’s meaning. Watching portions of Revelations recorded in the USIA film about 

Ailey that screened during the 1967 tour, I was surprised to hear the musical 

accompaniment of the dance “Sinner Man” done with what sounds like banjos. Today all 

of Revelations’ music has a faster tempo and the orchestration for Sinner Man has a 

driving, electric sound—a very different quality than the banjo’s twang. 

 The only performances analyzed in this project that I witnessed live were those of 

A Slipping Glimpse. I saw the piece twice on its 2007 US tour at the University of 

Maryland’s Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center, one of the piece’s co-commissioners. 

I supplemented my experience as an audience member with a DVD, provided by the 

company, of the work’s premiere at San Francisco’s Yerba Buena Center. Even where 

the live performance was a possibility, my analysis builds from a variety of sources. 

 My emphasis on choreography and dancers easily situates me within the field of 

dance studies, but my work also draws from the fields of performance studies and, more 

generally, historiography. Theatre historian Charlotte Canning’s argument for 

performance as a form of historiography undergirds my examination of the tours’ 

programs. The pieces featured on tour foreground the history of the US as they also 

created dancing American histories. As Canning writes, performances “can encourage 

considerations of the gestural, the emotional, the aural, the visual, and the physical in 

ways beyond print’s ability to evoke or understand them.”45 Relying on choreographic 

analysis and dancers’ interviews allows me to write an embodied history of the tours, 
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understanding how daily, often mundane practices make up history, rather than seeing 

political events like the Cuban Missile Crisis or American race riots as the dominant 

determining factors in people’s daily lives. Focusing on everyday activities and 

individual actors, I write a history described by de Certeau as a story that “begins on 

ground level, with footsteps. They are myriad, but do not compose a series. . . . [A] 

swarming mass is an innumerable collection of singularities.”46 Seeing the messiness of 

histories, the way individual stories do not add up to a single representative image or 

narrative, makes it easier to see how multiple agendas unfold at once. Representing 

official American identity does not preclude the individuals and the groups they comprise 

from representing other identity positions that may not support the tour’s larger political 

goals. 

 Performance studies methodology frames the variety of situations and events 

important to this project. I study the dancers’ full experience of touring, engaging with 

Richard Schechner’s concept of a “whole performance sequence: training, workshop, 

rehearsal, warm-up, performance, cool-down, and aftermath.”47 Performance studies 

allows me to write about dancers’ experience of the tours onstage and off, assessing the 

role of everything from trips to dance clubs to formal dinners as part of the embodied 

experience of cultural diplomacy.  

 

Concepts of Nation: Dancing “America” for the World 
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 International dance tours sponsored by the US State Department highlight the 

intersection of nationalism, public policy, and the arts, as dancers and choreographers 

grapple with what it means to represent the US abroad. I begin this section with a 

discussion of why performance is an apt framework for thinking about nationalism as a 

practice, rather than an essentialized identity. I then survey the literature in dance studies 

connecting dance to American identity, finding that much of this work focuses on the 

early twentieth century, when American identity was largely a domestic issue. I next look 

at how these internally-focused questions of American identity shift into the latter half of 

the twentieth century and the post 9/11 era, seeing these two periods as ones where 

American identity is increasingly determined in reaction to international events. 

 Considering American identity as performative reckons with nationalism, as 

theorist Paul Gilbert writes, as “not so much a system of beliefs but as a set of practices, 

through which national loyalty is cultivated and nations sustained.”48 Gilbert’s definition 

connects representation and embodiment, pointing to how people construct and enact 

national affiliations. Charlotte Canning explicitly brings the frame of performance to the 

idea of American identity as it was imagined by the early twentieth century Chautauqua 

circuit. Canning says studying Chautauqua’s conception of American identity as 

performance offers “an analytical framework that carries with it the implications of 

creation, transformation, accomplishment, and effect.”49 Together Gilbert and Canning 

emphasize national identity as a series of embodied acts with the potential power to effect 

social change. 

                                                 
48 Paul Gilbert, Philosophy of Nationalism (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1998): 6. 
49 Charlotte Canning, The Most American Thing in America (Iowa City, IA: U of Iowa P, 2005): 5. 



 

 38 

 These performances of national identity can function as dance historian Anthony 

Shay says many nationally sponsored folk dance companies do. Shay describes how  a 

variety of nations support folk dance companies in an attempt to create “highly 

essentialist portraits” of national identity, which are “in fact multilayered political and 

ethnographic statements designed to form positive images of their respective nation-

states.”50 Shay focuses on folk dance companies who receive their entire funding basis 

from government sponsorship, aligning them with state edicts perhaps more closely than 

the companies I study in this project, who receive only a portion of their funding from the 

government and are not run by government employees. Nevertheless, deployed by the US 

State Department temporarily, the American dance companies do sometimes function as 

shills for American ideas, although, as Shay notes, even attempts at essentialist portraits 

have many layers of complication. The companies I study also sometimes create publics 

that disagree with the politics of the nation-states they represent, functioning as David 

Román says performance has the power to do, as it creates “a form of counterpublicity to 

the dominant discourses of the nation-state. It puts forward alternative viewpoints, 

showcases emerging perspectives, and allows for cultural dissent.”51 Performing official 

American identity on tour, dance companies represent the nation and sometimes press on 

the essentialist notions of nationalism the US might want to construct. Dance 

performances could simultaneously be propaganda and dissent. 
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 National identity does not fall the same way across every dancer’s shoulders. 

Although I do not want to repeat a narrative of American exceptionalism, I do want to 

acknowledge the ways in which the relationship between national identity and 

performance, particularly as American identity emerged in the twentieth century, is 

specific and historically unique to the US. In the early twentieth century, American 

national identity evolved to refer to more than citizenship. As large numbers of 

immigrants became American citizens, the connotations about race, class, and gender 

always present in the category of “American” became increasingly apparent. Much dance 

scholarship that defines and troubles the category of American dance focuses on those 

issues in the decades prior to WWII.  

 Qualities that could make a dance (or dancer) signify as American in the earlier 

half of the twentieth century include a dispensation of European forms, often discussed as 

a bent toward innovation; attention to class issues, either directly through Leftist politics 

or by an incorporation of popular culture references; or a depiction of a racially integrated 

society. Ann Daly says early modern dancer Isadora Duncan was the epitome of an 

“American” dancer in the early twentieth century because of her willingness to break 

“with genteel tradition” in order to “construct a new kind of art.”52 Duncan renounced 

ballet and its European roots in order to create an American form of dance that 

emphasized individual expression. Daly goes on to argue that Duncan, who was admired 

by a wide variety of American artists, was not just part of a larger movement in American 
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 40 

art, but her dancing became a symbol of these values.53 Through dancing, Duncan gave 

American ideas flesh. 

 The dancing body—often a woman’s body as was the case with Duncan and 

many of her followers—continued to serve as a symbol for American ideas in motion 

through American cultural diplomacy. These dancing bodies also continued to carry 

messages of American difference, defining American dance as innovative by opposing it 

against European and, during the Cold War, Soviet art forms. As the ANTA Panel 

worked with NYCB to decide on programs for the company’s Soviet tour, conversations 

often gravitated toward avoiding anything that could be seen as similar to Soviet work. 

Balanchine did not want to bring Figure in the Carpet, fearing the ballet would be too 

close to Soviet ballet spectacle. The panel dismissed ballets Balanchine had re-worked 

from classical material: neither his Firebird nor one-act Swan Lake would make the cut. 

American dance had to bring the hope of the new, the innovative, embodying forward 

progress in contrast to Communist arts’ stasis. 

 Like many dancers and choreographers who worked before the onset of the Cold 

War, for Duncan, dancing American identity did not mean a complete dismissal of 

socialism, particularly its class critique. Mark Franko, in The Work of Dance: Labor, 

Movement, and Identity in the 1930s (2002), and Ellen Graff, in Stepping Left: Dance 

and Politics in New York City, 1928-1942 (1997), have illustrated the degree to which 

class politics pervaded the American modern dance choreographic scene between WWI 

and WWII. Dance with overt social critique was less likely to travel on post-WWII 
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departmental tours. As class (or national) critique became synonymous with Communist 

sympathies during the Cold War, dancers made fewer overtly socially conscious pieces. 

American dance celebrated upward mobility and egalitarianism. 

 Emphasizing class fluidity, a quality more associated with American ballet than 

American modern dance, would be an anchor of early definitions of American dance that 

survived into the Cold War era. Eventual NYCB executive director Lincoln Kirstein, who 

wrote extensively about the need for an American ballet (a good way to serve his project 

of promoting Balanchine), claimed that American ballet could tell popular tales.54 Franko 

has cited Lew Christensen’s Filling Station (1938), one of the ballets that traveled on 

American Ballet Theatre’s 1960 Soviet tour, as the perfect example of American ballet’s 

attention to popular themes and everyday locales. The incorporation of popular forms can 

also be seen beyond the ballet’s boundaries in State Department tours. Ailey’s 

Revelations, which uses African American spirituals, is one of many examples of State 

Department deployment of popular and gospel music in tours to Africa in the 1960s, 

according to historian Penny Von Eschen.55 

 The coincidence of a popular music with an integrated company brings forward 

another quality associated with American modern dance: images of diversity. Graff 

describes Martha Graham’s American Document (1938) as one of the most explicit 

danced constructions of American national identity. The piece, which pulled together 

source material from minstrelsy, American and African folk songs, and historical 

addresses like the Gettysburg Address, according to Graff, centered around the question: 
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“What is an American?” Graff says Graham answered the self-imposed question by 

producing “herself as a universal American body, traversing the limits of time, space, and 

race, bringing working America, Indian America, black America, colonial America, and 

contemporary America together on a single stage . . . united in one tapestry.”56 Graham 

intended for the collage to celebrate diversity, but it erased difference, as Graham’s 

white, female Protestant body could “subsume every other identity.”57 Dance tours often 

presented racial diversity as an American way of life, but without completely unsettling 

and sometimes even legitimizing ongoing white, federal power. Ailey’s frequent tours 

were always done with integrated companies. He added white dancer Connie Greco in 

1962 before his first State Department tour.58 African American choreographer Donald 

McKayle also toured with an integrated company, and Arthur Mitchell’s presence in New 

York City Ballet made even the white hegemony of ballet an image of guarded diversity.  

 But as noted earlier, dance tours did not represent only official government 

visions of what it meant to be American. They also presented alternative visions of the 

nation. Julia Foulkes has explored the link between Modernism manifested in 1930s 

modern dance with American identity. While the Cold War era’s conflation of political 

critique and Communist support meant the end of the thirties’ more radical politics, dance 

remained a place where, as Foulkes notes, marginalized groups—gay men, African 

Americans, and Jewish women—expressed themselves.59 It is remarkable that significant 

numbers of gay American dancers represented the US abroad at a time when, as historian 
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David K. Johnson has shown, even being suspected of being gay was cause for firing 

within the State Department.60 Sending gay Americans abroad could have been 

dangerous to the State Department officials’ jobs, but promoting the work of African 

American artists would have been more advantageous. After USIA polls in 1957 and 

1961 documented universally negative international perception of American race 

relations, the State Department increased efforts to promote black artists.61 

 As Penny Von Eschen describes in Satchmo Blows Up the World (2004), many 

cultural ambassadors of color exploited the State Department programs’ emphasis on 

individuality, another link between cultural diplomacy and representations of American 

identity in mid-twentieth century art. Describing Louis Armstrong speaking frankly about 

American race relations while on tour, Von Eschen creates a portrait of what de Certeau 

sees as the way people create community through individual efforts, able to act in ways 

“far from being regulated or eliminated by panoptic administration.”62 Cultural 

diplomacy created a system ripe for subversion, even when Cold War politics meant that, 

internally, the US clamped down on expressions of difference and dissent.  

 In dance there are many examples of artists whose identities and/or politics 

differed from hegemonic constructions of American identity. The black, bisexual Alvin 

Ailey received much government support. Gay choreographers Paul Taylor and Merce 

Cunningham would eventually receive government funding for international tours. The 

phenomenon of allowing those marginalized by American society to represent the US 
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abroad continued decades later. Margaret Jenkins, the Jewish daughter of Communist 

sympathizers blacklisted by McCarthy, says her parents would be astonished to hear that 

she was taking government money for her artwork.63 Yet Jenkins’ very vocal 

disagreement with the Bush administration while on tour continues to provide evidence 

that American cultural diplomacy, when it relies on the performing arts and, therefore, 

people, is a complicated assemblage of identities and politics. 

 The literature tying dancing American identities to the Cold War era is much 

smaller in quantity than the scholarship addressing previous decades. Several dance 

historians, including Prevots and Gay Morris, begin their monographs with the US entry 

into WWII and continue their dance histories through 1960, the year Morris marks as the 

beginning of a shift to postmodern attitudes in dance. In Game for Dancers (2006), 

Morris describes the increasing institutionalization of American dance mid-century, and 

the resulting tension between modern dance’s celebration of individual freedom and the 

fight for audiences and funding.64 Performing abroad with government support addressed 

each of these issues, providing the US’s increasingly large dance scene with audiences 

and money.  

 As dance looked abroad, so did the nation during the Cold War. Where American 

identity had largely been a domestic issue in the early twentieth century—a way to create 

distinctions of race and class among American citizens—by mid-century American 

identity was defined against international forces associated with Communism. As Bruce 
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McConachie has described in his history of Broadway during the early Cold War, the 

notion of “containment” became the overarching structure of thinking about nation-states. 

McConachie approaches “containment,” the term coined by George Kennan in 1947 as a 

description for limiting the spread of Communism, by bringing together psychological 

and political definitions of the term. McConachie describes containment as an investment 

in an inside, an outside, and a firm boundary between the two.65 He demonstrates how 

Broadway productions between 1942 and 1960 produced and contested these ideas, part 

of a larger American effort to construct American identity as a “virtuous ‘us’” distinct 

from “an evil ‘them’ without ambiguity.”66 Cold War American identity relied on a 

binary drawn from an international view; the “evil ‘them’” was always the threat from 

outside. 

 Comparisons between Cold War and post 9/11 American attitudes can 

dangerously erase key historical and political differences, but both periods do share a 

heightened awareness of American identity as produced in relationship to a global sphere. 

This commonality is what ties my case studies together, despite the large chronological 

gap between 1967, when Ailey tours Africa, and 2003 when Margaret Jenkins begins 

working in India. Though “globalization” has become a term most often associated with 

1990s neo-liberalism, I, like many current historians, see globalization (or globalism) as a 

phenomenon that is not a new paradigm, but rather a recurring mode of thinking that 
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returns when nation-states or other local groups are forced, by others or through their 

own desires, to grapple with their existence within a larger global network.67   

 The focus on interactive, interdependent constellations as a way to imagine 

relationships among the US and other nations is an important way of thinking about what 

it means to be American in dance. Although, as I noted earlier, dance studies has located 

the question of American identity as central to developments in modern dance, dance 

theorists, historians, and ethnographers have argued for contact improvisation as a form 

that, in conception and in practice, re-imagined American values in the 1960s and 1970s 

and continues to shape how American dancers and choreographers work today. Artists 

like Nancy Stark Smith and Steve Paxton, among others, developed contact 

improvisation in the 1960s as an athletic partnering form that focused on people sharing 

weight and being responsible to one another on the dance floor, often in large group 

dances known as contact jams.  The technical innovations made possible by contact 

improv practitioners and the form’s ethos of collectivity have made immeasurable 

impressions on even the most mainstream dance practices. Although the Jenkins 

company does not practice contact improvisation, the idea of collaboration that 

undergirds how they work in the studio, an idea that I would argue infused their work 

with the Shankar dancers, is part of contact improvisation’s legacy.  In Sharing the 
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Dancing: Contact Improvisation and American Culture (1990), ethnographer Cynthia 

Novack describes how contact improvisation did not just influence dance, but changed 

the way dance was conceived in relation to American culture. Novack says contact 

improvisation “signifies the struggle through the ‘60s to create alternative organizations 

for dance, both socially and artistically, in the midst of a society that generally rewards 

people only for individual action.”68 Contact’s egalitarian ideas about art and society can 

be and have been idealized, overlooking the persistence of power imbalances within the 

form and the inevitable eroding of ideals that comes with the institutionalization of once 

marginal subcultures. Yet the question contact improvisation poses  about how people 

can use their bodies to be responsible to one another parallels some of the questions 

raised by dance within American cultural diplomacy. As American dancers step out into 

the larger world, how can they offer responsive bodies, becoming part of an interactive 

network of sensitive pulses rather didactic, difference-erasing neo-imperialism? 

  

Chapter Outline 

 Studying the use of dance in cultural diplomacy foregrounds how versions of 

American identity developed in relationship to international events in periods of 

heightened global awareness, a paradigm that I argue structures American policy in the 

early decades of the Cold War and in the years following 9/11. Milton Cummings and 

others have demonstrated how, perhaps too often, American cultural diplomacy unfolds 

in direct response to international crises, even though much cultural policy discourse 
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suggests sustained, ongoing programs would build stronger, longer lasting international 

relationships. To study how international events affect cultural diplomacy, I chose case 

studies with clear resonance with political events: the Cuban Missile Crisis and New 

York City Ballet’s 1962 Soviet tour, the urban riots of the late 1960s and Ailey’s tour of 

Africa, and the US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq and residencies in countries with 

large Muslim populations. The programs’ direct ties to international events that shaped 

perception of the US abroad allow me to investigate aspects of American identity 

formation in relationship to a larger global sphere. 

 These three case studies also reference the three main phases of the relationship 

between dance and American cultural diplomacy. As I noted earlier, the New York City 

Ballet returned home just as the State Department began exercising greater control over 

the programming for international dance tours. The Ailey tour represented the fruits of 

this more intense governmental presence. Finally, the 2003 program represented the Bush 

administration’s attempts to reinvigorate cultural diplomacy in the wake of a multitude of 

reports confirming the extreme mistrust of American entities by Muslim communities 

abroad. 

 While these three tours represent a wide variety of cultural diplomacy issues, 

focusing on three case studies does limit the number of interactions between American 

dance companies and the US State Department that I explore. I hope a later version of 

this work can take up some of the controversies, artistic and political, that would have 

been present if I had written about other companies sent abroad by the US State 

Department. At different times, the companies led by Martha Graham, Paul Taylor and, 
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to a lesser degree, Merce Cunningham received substantial US funds for international 

touring. Exploring these companies’ tours will eventually take my project into other parts 

of the world left untouched by this dissertation, particularly South America and parts of 

Asia. Different genres, particularly the more avant garde work of Taylor early in his 

career and Merce Cunningham, also deserve attention in future writing. 

 Each chapter examines one tour and how that tour performed a specific aspect of 

American national identity. Chapter Two explores the ways official representations of the 

US reveal the degree to which American identity is always in process—a category that 

includes, but also exceeds the legal status of American citizen. Because the New York 

City Ballet’s 1962 Soviet tour overlapped with the Cuban Missile Crisis, the tour offers 

an opportunity to see the reality of national identity at the level of the individual and the 

everyday as a slippery matter, although Cold War political rhetorics position US and 

Soviet national cultures as cohesive, polar opposites. 

 The chapter focuses on interviews with dancers who traveled on the tour and 

performance analysis of the four ballets that appeared on the company’s opening program 

in each of the five cities they visited: Moscow, Leningrad, Kiev, Tblisi, and Baku. The 

ballets include two Americana-themed ballets, Jerome Robbins’ Interplay and 

Balanchine’s Western Symphony; Balanchine’s first American-made ballet, Serenade; 

and Balanchine’s famous abstract so-called “black-and-white” ballet, Agon. The 

choreography of Interplay and Western Symphony frames a discussion of the dangers of 

thinking of the Cuban Missile Crisis as a larger political event imposed on dancers. 

Instead, I write a history of the Cuban Missile Crisis from the dancers’ perspectives, 
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demonstrating how traveling in the Soviet Union revealed a highly policed, militarized 

state, but not necessarily a heightened crisis moment separate from the everyday concerns 

of a ballet tour. Serenade, a work important to American dance history but also entangled 

in Balanchine’s Russian ballet background, guides a discussion of dancers’ feelings of 

kinship with Soviet culture because of the still resonant presence of Russian classical 

ballet in Soviet theaters and ballet schools. Artistic identity, a shared engagement in 

ballet technique, and love of an art form sometimes trumped national identity. Finally, 

Agon, particularly its central pas de deux danced on the 1962 tour by the company’s sole 

African American member Arthur Mitchell and his partner, white dancer Allegra Kent, 

speaks to the tour’s entanglement of form and race, demonstrating how Balanchine’s 

celebrated Modernism offered the ANTA panel a chance to place race into the tour’s 

subtext, even as Agon’s Modernism offered Mitchell a chance to, through performance, 

move African American identity to the tour’s forefront.  

 Chapter Three picks up the thread of racial dynamics’ influence on cultural 

diplomacy tours in the 1960s, as the US struggled to assure the world that American 

racial relations were growing less heated. How could the US export equality as an 

American ideal when increasing media coverage of American domestic battles reminded 

the world that equality was not available to all Americans? These themes and questions 

are ever present in Ailey’s 1967 tour of nine African countries. 

 In the chapter on Ailey, I argue that the choice to send Ailey and other black 

artists to newly independent African countries sought to celebrate the narrative of 

increasing inclusion on which ideals of American egalitarian democracy depend. Yet 
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looking closely at Ailey’s masterpiece, Revelations, which closed every program in 

Africa, and talking to dancers on the tour illustrate the degree to which they felt excluded 

from American democracy, despite their status as official American ambassadors. Ailey 

performed the ongoing tension between African American and American identity. 

Structured around Revelations’ three choreographic sections, Chapter Three looks at how 

the dancers and the choreography re-claimed African American identity and black 

experience in dance from the US government as part of Ailey’s ongoing mission of self-

determination for black people in concert dance. 

 Chapter Four makes a great leap forward in time, jumping to 2003, when cultural 

diplomacy began a small resurgence in American foreign policy in the wake of 9/11. In 

this chapter I consider how privilege affects mobility and shapes bodies. American ease 

of moving around the world often divorces Americans from the power imbalances that 

allow them to move so easily. The State Department’s 2003 program, particularly the 

four-year collaboration between Jenkins and Shankar, is possible because of American 

privilege, but the dance produced through the collaboration also intervenes in global 

power imbalances, or, at least, provides a spatial, physical depiction of what such an 

intervention might look like. As cultural diplomacy programs ponder the notion of 

collaboration, rather than monologue or even dialogue, as their conceptual framework, 

the Jenkins/Shankar work becomes a notable touchstone for international collaborations, 

their possibilities and limitations. 

 The 2003 program included five choreographers, four of whom speak within this 

chapter, but the primary focus is on the collaboration between Margaret Jenkins and 
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Tansuree Shankar, where State Department funds were the genesis of the creation of A 

Slipping Glimpse, a piece that featured Jenkins’ entire company and four members of the 

Shankar company. I argue that the piece, which is partially performed outside and 

partially performed inside in the round, practices a more ethical way to think of how 

Americans might share global spaces with people from other nations. In process and 

during the performance, the two groups built a cultural diplomacy program with the 

potential to move such programs into a more equitable mode of practice, choosing 

collaboration over exportation. 

 My final chapter concludes this project by looking at how the Obama 

administration has positioned cultural diplomacy within the first few months of his 

presidency. I offer a set of guidelines for how these developing programs might better 

support artists traveling as cultural ambassadors. Borrowing from ongoing rhetoric used 

in the Fulbright program, I argue that the greatest potential for cultural diplomacy lies in 

the people—the artists—who put the arts into motion. Investing in American cultural 

diplomacy in the 21st century should and can mean investing in artists. 
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Chapter Two: 
Ballet Nations: the New York City Ballet’s 1962 Tour of the Soviet Union 

 

 When the New York City Ballet performed Western Symphony (1954) as the 

closing ballet on the opening program in each of the cities they visited on their 1962 

Soviet tour, there could have been no doubt the Americans had arrived. As the lead 

couple finishes their primary pas de deux in “Allegro,” the ballet’s first movement, the 

corps dancers run toward each other from opposite corners of the stage. Generally, when 

classical ballets require dancers to run, the dancers keep their feet close to the ground, 

slightly turned out with knees bent, producing a run that makes the dancers appear to 

skim over the stage. In Western Symphony, the dancers bounce as they run. The women 

kick up their heels, almost hitting their flouncing skirts. The stylized, buoyant run returns 

at the ballet’s end as the entire cast, over twenty-five dancers, laces through one another’s 

arms. They square dance in pointe shoes. The group then moves into an absolutely 

classical step, sissone a la seconde (a jump to the side where both legs open in the air, 

then land together in fifth position), followed by a pas de chat (a quick jump in which 

dancers raise one leg and then the other—the English translation, “step of the cat,” might 

help with the visual). Bounce, sissone, pas de chat, sissone, pas de chat, run, run, kick up 

those heels! The ballet’s women finish on their knees, arms open, chins up, filling the 

stage in four straight lines. The men form lines down both sides of the stage, and then 

leap into the air, bending their knees and tucking their feet behind them. Cowboy hats go 

flying.  
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 These American dancers, led by Russian émigré George Balanchine, were quickly 

refashioning ballet as it had been known in Europe and the Soviet Union. A 1957 video 

of the NYCB dancing Western Symphony exemplifies the degree to which Balanchine 

and the mostly American dancers on whom he choreographed overhauled the classical 

ballet vocabulary and style familiar to Soviet audiences.69 In the ballet’s fourth 

movement, Robert Barnett, dancing the role that would have been danced on the 1962 

tour by Arthur Mitchell, kicks his legs in a cabriole, buckling a bit at the knees and 

tossing his torso backward, giving the well-known virtuosic ballet step a cowboy’s 

swagger. When the corps women rip through a series of fast pas de bourees, usually a 

transitional step that requires women to pierce the ground with their pointe shoes, the 

NYCB women match their pas de bourees to the syncopated rhythm of Hershey Kay’s 

arrangement of “My Old Kentucky Home.” The women’s legs recall fingers picking a 

banjo.  

 New York Times critic John Martin, who traveled on the entire tour, said the 

company’s first performance in Moscow’s famed Bolshoi Theatre “introduced a 

completely new style of ballet” to the Soviets.70 Western Symphony and the other ballets 

on NYCB’s first Moscow program, Balanchine’s Serenade (1934) and Agon (1957) and 

Jerome Robbins’s Interplay (1945), are largely plotless, bare-stage productions. They are 

almost exact opposites of the Russian and Soviet story-based ballets, like classical icon 

Sleeping Beauty (1890) or the Soviet heroics of Spartacus (1954).  

                                                 
69 “Western Symphony,” Dir. Thomas Rowe, 28 in., Monitor Productions, 1957. 
70 John Martin, “Ballet: Visit to Bolshoi,” New York Times, 10 October 1962, 59. 
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 By sending NYCB to the Soviet Union, the State Department and ANTA pierced 

the Iron Curtain with one of Russia’s best-loved art forms. Soviet audiences loved the 

American dancers, Balanchine’s choreography, and the fast and rhythmically American 

complex approach to ballet. The US government brought some of the West’s, and the 

US’s, most innovative ballet choreography to Soviet audiences in the midst of an 

international political event, the Cuban Missile Crisis. Tickets for every performance on 

the tour were gone before the company even arrived in Moscow,71 including opening 

night at the Bolshoi, a week and a half at the 6000-seat Palace of Congresses in the 

Kremlin, and a return to the Bolshoi for the final performances. All the tour’s dancers 

remember ovations lasting long after the curtain fell.  

 Government officials could not have predicted how the Cuban Missile Crisis 

would highlight connections between politics and the arts on NYCB’s tour. The dancers, 

busy with rehearsals and performances, had little access to news, but Embassy staff 

warned them to expect hostile audiences at the theatre. Dancer Sally Leland remembers 

the Embassy staff’s instructions: “They said, ‘You’re in no danger, but you may—when 

you perform tonight or in the following nights—you may hear some boos, but that’s 

all.’”72 Precisely the opposite happened. The crowds chanted “Bis! Bis! Encore! Encore!” 

so enthusiastically that principal dancer Edward Villella defied company policy 

forbidding encores.73 To constant cheers, Villella returned to the stage and repeated his 

                                                 
71 John Martin, “Ballet: Adieu to Moscow, New York Times, 31 October 1962, 34. 
72 Sally Leland, telephone interview with author, 4 August 2008.  
73 Artistic director Balanchine’s rules against encores stemmed from his larger vision of the company as an 
egalitarian ensemble. Individual encores emphasized some dancers as more important than other dancers.  
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solo from Balanchine’s Donizetti Variations (1960).74 Three thousand Soviet ballet fans 

rose to their feet to celebrate Villella, the company’s dancing, and Balanchine’s 

choreography.75  Meanwhile, in the nearby Kremlin offices, Soviet officials negotiated 

with their American counterparts, both sides acting on the belief that Soviet and 

American ways of life were absolutely incompatible.  

 NYCB’s success in the Soviet Union demonstrates how embodied connections 

and shared love of ballet could penetrate boundaries of ideological differences and 

assured mutual destruction. Describing the Moscow performances in the New York 

Times, Martin wrote, “Certainly political tensions have not mitigated in the least the 

outspoken approval of the thousands of spectators who have patronized the performances 

to overflowing.”76 The creation of a public through embodiment does not imply that 

dance serves as a universal language, capable of uniting audiences and artists, regardless 

of cultural difference. The image of Soviets leaping to their feet, as American dancers fly 

through Balanchine’s high-speed choreography, however, suggests that the performances 

created—as David Román says performance has the power to do—a  “form of 

counterpublicity to the dominant discourses of the nation-state. It puts forward alternative 

viewpoints, showcases emerging perspectives, and allows for cultural dissent.”77  Ballet 

forged a connective tissue between two distinct, but not entirely opposite, national 

cultures.  

                                                 
74 Edward Villella, telephone interview with author, 10 June 2008.  
75 Government officials, including Khrushchev, attended opening night at the Bolshoi one week earlier. 
76 John Martin, “Ballet: Adieu,” 34. 
77 Román 269. 
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 The high caliber of Balanchine’s choreography and the illustrious ensemble of 

company dancers bolstered the tour’s success. Cast lists from the 1962 tour read like a 

history of some of NYCB’s greatest dancers: Diana Adams, Jacques D’Amboise, 

Suzanne Farrell, Melissa Hayden, Allegra Kent, Patricia McBride, Arthur Mitchell, 

Violette Verdy, Edward Villella, Patricia Wilde, and many more traveled on the tour. 

While some of these dancers, like Adams and D’Amboise, were at the height of their 

careers, others were just emerging. The sixteen-year old Farrell danced primarily corps 

roles; her mother was with her as a chaperone on the tour. Mitchell, the company’s only 

African American dancer, had recently been promoted to principal and astounded Soviet 

audiences, who chanted “Arthur! Arthur!” when he came onstage.   

 Traveling under the US State Department’s auspices meant the dancers labored 

under the expectation that they represent American national identity abroad. The first era 

of government support for international dance tours, beginning with the inception of 

President Eisenhower’s Cultural Presentations Program in 1954, ended with the NYCB 

tour. NYCB was among the last dance organizations to go abroad before the State 

Department declared a temporary moratorium on performing arts programs to study and 

re-focus policy efforts.78 This first era revolved around the goal of exporting American 

dance: displaying “us” to “them,” a goal that relied on a premise of absolute and 

recognizable difference between American art and that of other nations, particularly 

Soviet-influenced art. The State Department and ANTA’s Dance Panel considered 

NYCB’s Balanchine repertory to be the opposite of twentieth-century Soviet ballet. 

                                                 
78 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 18 September 1962, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection, 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 17, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK.  
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Balanchine created fast, abstract, and musically driven pieces. Soviet work used spectacle 

to tell heroic narratives. 

 The choreographic distinctions between Balanchine’s primarily American work 

and Soviet and Russian classicism supported the official differentiation between 

American and Soviet dance,79 but the NYCB dancers’ experiences abroad, as well as the 

classical ballet vocabulary manipulated within NYCB repertory, did not. The City Ballet 

dancers had physical connections to Russian culture, having trained with many Russian 

teachers in New York and throughout the US. The dancers’ and ballet’s debt to Russia 

blurred the stark distinction between American and Soviet ballet imagined, but never 

fully defined, by the ANTA panel who advised the State Department to send City Ballet 

abroad.  

 The official moniker of “American” contained a variety of contradictions. Agon, 

one of Balanchine’s most abstract ballets, fits a tradition in American cultural diplomacy 

of using Modernism to celebrate American ideals of individualism. When Mitchell 

performed Agon’s central pas de deux with white dancer Allegra Kent, the dancers and 

choreography laid bare Modernism’s unnamed presence: blackness. Mitchell’s emotional 

performance style and the Soviet fascination (verging on fetishization) with the black 

male leading dancer made the complications of American identity undeniable. 

Internationally, American identity could not be defined in absolute opposition to other 

                                                 
79 Balanchine made the bulk of his choreography in the US, but he began choreographing in his native 
Russia, where he lived until 1924, seven years after living through the 1917 Revolution while a student at 
the Imperial Theatre School in Leningrad. He worked in Europe, mainly for Diaghilev’s Ballet Russes from 
1924 until 1933, when he came to the US. 
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nations, and domestically what it meant to be American did not apply uniformly to every 

person. 

 Even though the ANTA Dance Panel never arrived at an exact definition of 

American identity, and the City Ballet dancers felt themselves sliding in and out of the 

official category of “American,” the ballet tour persistently revolved around the idea of 

“American” dance. The dancers felt national identity form and re-form on a daily basis, 

even during the Cuban Missile Crisis. They represented the US at a time of political 

turmoil, but they still had to decide how to do their jobs and care for themselves and 

others. As the dancers knew from their American-based training at the hands of Russian 

teachers in the US, an art form does not have to disavow its association with other nations 

and traditions to be named “American.” The dancers embodied the degree to which 

American ballet could never be separated from its Russian roots, no matter how many 

times the American national anthem preceded the call to places for Serenade. They 

experienced the blurring of identities, as Western journalists, particularly the Times’ John 

Martin, created a digestible narrative of the tour for American readers. Martin described 

Balanchine’s Modernist ballets as huge successes, proving American innovation in ballet. 

But Soviet response to Mitchell, which Martin almost completely ignored, complicates 

Martin’s analysis. What is American looks and feels different depending on one’s 

perspective. Bodies in motion seem a fitting metaphor for a national identity constantly in 

the process of negotiation. 

 This chapter traces and re-traces the shifting notions of American identity on the 

1962 tour. The US government and global politics, primarily the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
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imposed a heightened sense of the US and the Soviet Union as polar opposites, but the 

dances and dancers on the tour illustrate the ways the boundaries of national identity are 

porous and specific to individual and community experience. I use the ballets that 

appeared on the programs with Western Symphony to demonstrate how Balanchine’s 

Americana, frontier ballet was only one piece of a complicated collage of American 

identity. After discussing ANTA and the State Department’s struggle to define 

“American” ballet, I turn to Jerome Robbins’s Interplay to consider how Cold War 

rhetoric and Soviet culture filtered through everyday experience, producing an affective 

landscape predicated on fear and difference. The dancers’ youth and their daily needs as 

artists (overworked, physically-focused artists on a long international tour), however, 

distracted the dancers from the looming specter of nuclear war presented by the Cuban 

Missile Crisis.  

 In the latter half of the chapter, I consider how looking past the narrative of the 

US and USSR as opposites allows more complex readings of how two of the tour’s 

ballets, Serenade and Agon, functioned within the context of cultural diplomacy. 

Serenade is one of the more obvious hybrids of classical Russian ballet and Balanchine’s 

American speed and musicality. In Serenade, the dancers’ bodies interweave Russian and 

American technique and style, just as the dancers’ prior training interwove Russian and 

American approaches to ballet.  

 Many dancers and company administrators feared Agon might be the flop of the 

tour. I focus on the ballet’s central pas de deux, danced in the Soviet Union by Mitchell, 

for whom the dance was made, and Allegra Kent. According to other dancers, the couple, 
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a black man and white woman, gave some of the tour’s most celebrated performances, 

but American coverage of the tour obscures Mitchell’s triumph. I argue that dancers’ 

recollections of Mitchell’s success demonstrate how Mitchell’s style disrupted the image 

of integration, a frequent subtext of cultural diplomacy’s deployment of Modernism. In 

performance, Mitchell marked the white hegemony of American ballet by refusing to 

blend into the company. American national identity never found stable coherence on the 

tour, but rather was constantly reconfigured by art, artists, and audiences. 

 

High Stakes Cultural Diplomacy: Ballet in the Soviet Union 

 Sending dance to the Soviet Union, heir to the legacy of Russian classical ballet, 

was a high stakes affair. During the early decades of the Cold War, the Soviet Union 

remained largely closed to foreigners, so the State Department faced complicated 

logistics even getting American artists into the USSR. Even with logistics settled by 

treaty agreements, choosing dance companies to represent the US, particularly the US’s 

still young ballet scene, meant the State Department and ANTA had to agree on 

characteristics that would make a European art form read as American. Panel discussions 

about ballet in the Soviet Union display the criteria guiding artists’ selection, namely 

citizenship and repertory. ANTA dance panel discussions also demonstrate the murkiness 

of American identity in the arts.80 The selection of repertory for the New York City Ballet 

                                                 
80 Much of my information about the inner workings of the ANTA panels is drawn from the minutes of the 
meetings. While these materials provide a great deal of insight into the panel’s machinations, the minutes 
also have certain limitations: only sometimes are the words in the minutes attributed to individual panel 
members and even when a thought is attributed to an individual the citation is not a direct quotation, but 
rather a paraphrase of an idea. I have chosen to trust these minutes as an accurate, if not exact, 
representation of the panel members’ feelings and ideas, in part, because of an early comment in panel 
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tour becomes one site to discern how logistics, aesthetics, and politics mattered to 

American cultural diplomacy. Eventually, innovation and excellence became attributes 

associated with American ballet and, more specifically, Balanchine’s choreography and 

company. 

 The creation of Eisenhower’s Emergency Fund, the predecessor to the Cultural 

Presentations Program, coincided with a shift in Soviet society and politics after Joseph 

Stalin’s death in 1953. Getting American artists into the Soviet Union became a primary 

State Department goal during a period of “thaw” initiated by Nikita Khrushchev.  

Although entering the Soviet Union remained difficult for foreigners, travel restrictions 

eased somewhat, creating opportunities for American artists to enter the country. 

Performing arts exchanges began when the Soviet government invited an American 

production of Porgy and Bess, already on tour in Western Europe, to perform in Moscow, 

Leningrad, and Stalingrad.81 News of successful performances of Porgy and Bess in the 

Soviet Union was part of the ANTA Dance Panel’s discussion at their February 1955 

meeting.82 Even though the State Department had charged the panel with suggesting 

artists for engagements around the world, the Soviet Union loomed large in the panel’s 

collective imagination. 

                                                                                                                                                 
minutes about the nature of note taking and reporting, which says, “Panel members felt it was very helpful 
to have full discussions in the minutes. … If minutes are too concise, they do not mean anything.” I rely on 
this remark to situate the panel minutes as generally thorough reports of the panel’s conversations, although 
I recognize that the minutes must be treated as a composite representation of panelists’ views and overview 
of panel business. See ANTA dance-panel minutes, 17 October 1961, Bureau of Educational and Cultural 
Affairs Collection, Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 17, University of Arkansas Special 
Collections, Fayetteville, AK.  
81 Yale Richmond, Cultural Exchange and the Cold War: Raising the Iron Curtain. (State Park, PA: 
Pennsylvania State UP, 2003) 123. 
82 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 10 February 1955, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection, 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 14, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
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 Getting American artists into the Soviet Union posed special challenges. The 

Soviet Union insisted on agreements that would ensure that exchanges between the US 

and the USSR occurred in equal numbers. Former State Department, USIA, and Moscow 

Embassy-based diplomat Yale Richmond says the special agreements for cultural 

exchange, first signed in 1958, had three basic tenets: “equality, reciprocity, and mutual 

benefit.” 83  The Soviet government demanded these treaties because, at least on paper, 

they figured the US and the USSR as equals. The treaties also established a unique plan 

for cost sharing among both countries’ governments and private American donors.84  

 Planning exchanges meant facing questions about what groups best represented 

American art. Initially, the Dance Panel’s strategy for defining American identity in 

dance was to counter whatever the Soviet Union sent to the US with a similar genre.  If 

the Soviet Union sent folk dance, as they did when the Moiseyev Dance Company toured 

the US in 1958, the panel looked for American folk dance. When the Soviets began using 

ballet companies as cultural ambassadors, sending the Bolshoi in 1959 and the Kirov in 

1961, the panel’s response was predictable: send an American ballet company to the 

Soviet Union. 

 Russians, justifiably proud of their ballet tradition rooted in the Imperial period, 

would surely scrutinize the American effort closely. In a 1957 discussion about a possible 

American Ballet Theatre (ABT) tour to the Soviet Union, one panel member said, 

“Bringing a ballet company to Russia is like bringing a report card. It is of greater import 
                                                 
83 Richmond 16-19. 
84 Richmond 19. Through this public/private arrangement, the US continued its early twentieth-century 
tradition of private philanthropy as a promoter of cultural diplomacy. For more on this funding structure, 
see Frank Ninkovich, The Diplomacy of Ideas: US Foreign Policy and Cultural Relations, 1938-1950, 
(London: Cambridge UP, 1981). 
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than just having the company there.”85 The US could not just present evidence that it had 

ballet. The US needed to demonstrate the superior quality of its ballet.  

 When the panel discussed ABT’s 1960 tour  (the first State Department-sponsored 

dance tour to the Soviet Union) and how ABT would represent American ballet, two 

concerns dominated conversation: dancers’ citizenship and repertory. The panel often 

discussed important dancers’ national origins, but no consensus emerged around whether 

American citizenship was always necessary. The panel expressed concern that the 

presence of non-American principal dancers, like the French Violette Verdy and Danish 

Erik Bruhn, would indicate a lack of American talent. In the same conversation, however, 

the panel encouraged ABT to hire Melissa Hayden from NYCB, even though she was 

Canadian.86  

 Panel discussions about repertory yielded a clearer picture of what the panel 

considered representative of American ballet: a mix of Americana-themed ballets and at 

least one Balanchine ballet, although discussions also suggest that layerings of theme, 

form, and personnel tended to obscure the national origins of a given dance.87  Some 

ballets offered more palatable combinations than others. The panel approved ABT’s tour 

with the provision that Agnes DeMille’s cowboy/cowgirl ballet Rodeo (1942), created to 

music by American composer Aaron Copland, be part of the tour.88 Important pieces in 

                                                 
85 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 17 October 1957, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: 
Collection 468, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
86 Ibid. 
87 NYCB’s repertory is the primary repository of Balanchine work. Balanchine’s Theme and Variations, 
which he made for ABT in 1947, is one of the few ballets he made on a company other than NYCB, 
although many American companies dance Balanchine pieces today 
88 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 11 May 1960, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 15, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
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American ballet history, such as Theme and Variations (1947), Balanchine’s first ballet 

for ABT, also warranted inclusion on American tours. 89  

 In negotiations around NYCB’s 1962 tour, ANTA and the State Department 

focused primarily on sending clearly branded American work to the Soviet Union, while 

NYCB focused on taking care of dancers and making the best possible artistic 

impression.  The company had three major concerns about State Department tours: first, 

the duration of the tours exhausted dancers; second, the company demanded to tour 

Western Europe before the Soviet Union; and third, the company wanted to open their 

Moscow and Leningrad programs in the most historic ballet houses, rather than the 

theatres the Soviet government offered.90 The tipping point in negotiations occurred when 

American impresario Sol Hurok invested his own money in the tour.  He did so because 

he realized that without a City Ballet tour to Russia, the Bolshoi Ballet’s tour to the US, 

which Hurok was producing, would be cancelled. Hurok’s investment financed NYCB’s 

European engagements, and his Bolshoi tour freed the Bolshoi Theatre stage for some of 

NYCB’s performances.  The arrangement increased the appearance of the companies’ 

tours as a cultural exchange although their simultaneity was largely logistical 

happenstance. 

 Amidst these financial and logistical negotiations, the company, the ANTA Dance 

Panel, and the Soviet cultural bureau offered various opinions about NYCB repertory.  

                                                 
89 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 17 November 1960, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 15, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
90 The Gostkoncert initially proposed the Palace of Congresses Theatre, rather than the Bolshoi, for 
NYCB’s Moscow performances. Correspondence between company manager Betty Cage and tour manager 
Leonidoff does not specifically mention the theatre Gostkoncert proposed in Leningrad, although letters 
make Balanchine’s insistence on the Mariinskii clear. 
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Suggestions by ANTA and State Department officials reflected their belief that if the 

NYCB was to represent American ballet, the aesthetics of the repertory should be easily 

distinguished from Russian classicism, which meant excluding Balanchine’s versions of 

Swan Lake (1951) and Firebird (1949). They argued further that NYCB should not 

suggest violence as an American concern, which excluded Jerome Robbins’ The Cage 

(1946). The panel wanted accessible ballets, so they excluded Balanchine’s Episodes 

(1959), performed to Anton Webern’s dissonant score.91 The panel also thought 

logistically complicated ballets, like The Nutcracker (1954) and Midsummer Night’s 

Dream (1962), both of which required children, should be excluded.92 Otherwise the 

panel’s recommendations represent a list of Balanchine’s greatest hits up to 1962, 

including Agon, Apollo (1928), Serenade, Symphony in C (1948), Prodigal Son (1929), 

Allegro Brilliante (1956), Concerto Barrocco (1941), and Theme and Variations, among 

others.93  

 The panel believed that Balanchine’s ballets presented American ballet as 

innovative and excellent, despite the irony of a Russian-born choreographer representing 

the US in the USSR. American studies scholar Catherine Gunther Kodat has argued that 

the association of Balanchine with American ballet, despite his Russian heritage, is the 

result of a strategic campaign by company executive director Lincoln Kirstein to 

                                                 
91 Balanchine’s instinct to include Episodes proved to be correct. Writing in the New York Times, Martin 
describes Episodes as “the biggest surprise of the entire engagement,” having received “storms of 
applause.” See Martin, “Ballet: Adieu,” 34.  
92 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 20 February 1962, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 17, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
93 Ibid. The panel quickly rejected Balanchine’s most obvious ode to the US, Stars and Stripes (1958), 
although the panel did consider including it, if its most prominent design element, a stage-filling American 
flag, was eliminated.  
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construct Balanchine “as the man destined to give ballet a new life in the New World but 

also of cementing that claim with US government approval.”94 By 1962, NYCB had an 

extensive track record with the American government, dating back more than two 

decades. In 1941, NYCB’s predecessor, the American Ballet Caravan, had toured South 

America for six months through the Inter-American Affairs Office, headed by Nelson 

Rockefeller.95 NYCB also benefited from CIA programs in Europe when City Ballet 

performed at the 1952 Masterpieces of the Twentieth Century Festival in Paris, which 

was sponsored by the CIA front, the Congress for Cultural Freedom.96 In that festival, 

composer Igor Stravinsky conducted the orchestra for Balanchine’s Orpheus (1948), one 

of many well-known collaborations between the two Russian emigres.97 Both Stravinsky 

and Balanchine were friends with festival coordinator Nicholas Nabokov, one of many 

Russian émigrés involved in American cultural diplomacy.98 NYCB had some State 

Department support for European tours in 1953, 1955, and 1956, as well as a 1957 tour of 

Japan.99 

 Balanchine and the Soviet Gostkoncert, whose representatives visited the US to 

watch the company in the spring of 1962, weighed in on the programs’ aesthetics, 

politics, and logistics. Balanchine removed Figure in the Carpet from the possible pool 

                                                 
94 Catherine Gunther Kodat, “Dancing Through the Cold War: The Case of The Nutcracker,” Mosaic, 33.3 
(2000): 7. 
95 Richard Arndt, The First Resort of Kings, (Washington, DC: Potomac, 2005) 82-83;  Martin Duberman, 
The Worlds of Lincoln Kirstein (New York, NY: Knopf, 2007) 354-369.  
96 Saunders 115-116. 
97 Lincoln Kirstein, Thirty Years (New York, NY: Knopf, 1978) 127. 
98 Nicholas, the cousin of Russian novelist Vladimir Nabokov, remained a close collaborator with 
Balanchine, composing the music for Balanchine’s 1965 Don Quixote, one of the choreographer’s best 
known attempts at revising a full-length ballet from Russian repertory. 
99 Kodat 7. 
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because he did not want to compete with Soviet spectacle,100 and he overrode the panel’s 

desire to exclude Episodes.101 On a more political note, Gostkoncert wanted to purge 

Prodigal Son from the repertory because of its Biblical basis.102 In a mix of logistics and 

politics, Gostkoncert rejected Midsummer Night’s Dream, which Balanchine wanted to 

include despite the panel’s objections, because Soviet officials did not want Soviet 

children working with American dancers.103 

 By August 1962, just before the company left for Europe, everyone involved 

agreed on a final list of ballets.104 The five programs selected indicate that choosing 

representative American ballets was largely a matter of choosing pieces that were 

stylistically different from Soviet ballet.  For example, spectacle was a characteristic of 

Russian and Soviet ballets, but abstraction exemplified American innovation. Thus, 

ballets deemed heavy on spectacle and/or story were not performed, but ballets with a 

loose sense of narrative, like Apollo and La Sonnambula (1946), were. The company also 

decided to take abstract, musically dissonant ballets, like Agon and Episodes, even 

                                                 
100 Betty Cage letter to Gertrude Macy, 13 July 1962. New York City Ballet Archives, New York, NY. 
Figure in the Carpet is an hour-long ballet, commissioned by the Shah of Iran Mohammed Reza Pahlevi in 
honor of the Fourth International Congress of Iranian Art and Archaeology. The scenery for the production, 
designed by George Lewis and David Hays, is elaborate, including several onstage fountains. While Cage’s 
letter attributes Balanchine’s reticence to tour Figure to competition with Soviet spectacle, the ballet’s 
themes, decidedly un-American, and the mechanical difficulties of traveling with such a large set would 
have made the ballet an unlikely inclusion on a US State Department tour. Balanchine could have also been 
concerned that Figure’s Persian themes might have seemed too similar to the Bolshoi’s Dance of the 
Persian Maidens. For a longer description of Figure’s set and the politics of the Iranian commission, see 
John Martin, “Ballet: A Novelty Bow.” New York Times, 14 April 1960: 36. 
101 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 19 June 1962, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 17, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
102 Gloria Govrin, personal interview with author, 8 June 2008, Minneapolis; Arthur Mitchell, personal 
interview with author, 16 June 2008, New York. 
103 L. Leonidoff letter to Betty Cage, 9 July 1962, New York City Ballet Archives, New York, NY.  
104 Betty Cage letter to Robert Schaskin, Gostkoncert representative. 9 October 1962, New York City 
Ballet Archives, New York, NY. 
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though they could not predict how Soviet audiences, unaccustomed to the combination of 

dissonant music and non-narrative choreography, would respond. 

 The tour’s repertory seems to have been chosen with the goal of showcasing as 

much of the company as possible, thereby demonstrating to Europe and the Soviet Union 

that the US had many talented ballet dancers. Ballets like Symphony in C, Allegro 

Brilliante, Western Symphony (1954), Concerto Barrocco, and La Valse (1951) require 

large casts and conclude with stages full of dancers, moving with precision at high 

speeds. 

 NYCB arrived in the Soviet Union on October 6, 1962, after six weeks in Western 

Europe. Eighty-seven people traveled on the eight-week Soviet tour: sixty dancers; nine 

company staff members, including Balanchine and executive director Kirstein; four 

musicians and conductors (Russian orchestras played on all of the tour’s stops); and three 

people from the Paris office of tour manager L. Leonidoff.105 Times critic Martin also 

went on the entire tour, but the State Department removed him from its manifest and did 

not help him get into the Soviet Union because of his status as a journalist.106 The 

company performed in five Soviet cities, spending three weeks in Moscow, ten days in 

Leningrad,107 and one week in each of the three more remote cities of Kiev, Tbilisi, and 

Baku. 

  

                                                 
105  Manifest, 1962 Tour file, New York City Ballet Archives, New York, NY. 
106 Although this letter says that the State Department would not help Martin get into the USSR, it is 
unclear under what circumstances Martin was able to enter the Soviet Union. See Letter from Heath 
Bowman to Betty Cage, September 1962, New York City Ballet Archives, New York, NY.  
107 Because most of the dancers named cities by their 1962 names, I use proper names as they were 
designated during the Soviet era; hence, Leningrad, rather than the contemporary and Imperial Russian 
name, St. Petersburg. 
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Cuba, Cultural Difference, Everyday Practices  

 Jerome Robbins’ ballet Interplay climaxes in its final movement as the cast of 

eight dancers, four men and four women, compete with each other technically and 

energetically. The movement begins playfully with cartwheels and games. In one section, 

the cast looks as through they are playing “Red Rover.”   Two men join hands and 

beckon toward the other dancers, calling them over. Finally, all four men link hands, and 

then release one another just in time to cartwheel away, dissolving the group. The dancers 

then shift their focus to the coming competition. The four men form a straight line across 

the front of the stage: the first does one tour en l’air, a jump that involves rotating once in 

the air and landing in fifth position. The second man does two tours; the third does three. 

The fourth man does four tours in a row, a feat that requires almost mechanical accuracy 

and precision.  

 Dancer Robert Maiorano remembers admiring the men in Interplay in the 1960s, 

as they worked to make difficult choreography even more difficult to display their 

technical prowess. Maiorano says, “I remember Kent Stowell doing six consecutive 

double tours when he’s only supposed to do four. … Frank Ulman, Kent Stowell could 

do [so much]—that was just their training. They just practiced everyday.”108 The 

choreography demanded the dancers show off, and the dancers found ways to exceed the 

choreography’s invitation.  

 Interplay, one of two Robbins’ ballets on the 1962 tour (the other was Fanfare), 

was the perfect vehicle for the young dancers’ virility and competitiveness, making 

                                                 
108 Robert Maiorano, personal interview with author, 13 June 2008, Saratoga Springs, NY. 
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Interplay emblematic of themes of American Cold War identity. Dance critic and 

historian Deborah Jowitt describes Interplay, which was originally made for a 1945 

variety show, as the quintessential American post-war ballet. Jowitt writes, “The 

swinging ponytails, leapfrogging boys, and considerate bumptiousness suited the war 

years’ optimistic vision of American culture—an apple pie cooling on every 

windowsill.”109 Though City Ballet did not adopt the ballet’s original set, a backdrop 

painted with swings and slides, the choreography still references youthful exuberance in 

its movement vocabulary, which includes the leapfrog, the Charleston, hopscotch, and 

cartwheels.110 

 Interplay’s twin themes of youth and competition parallel the affective structures 

most prevalent during the company’s time in Moscow, the portion of the tour that 

overlapped with the Cuban Missile Crisis. Politics loomed nearby, threatening to 

overwhelm the artistic, mostly amiable encounters the company dancers had abroad. In 

retrospect, the Crisis seems the clearest reminder of the larger global political situation 

surrounding the tour, but daily life was more complicated than a history focused on 

global political events suggests.  

 The Cuban Missile Crisis figured within a broad affective landscape in which the 

dancers experienced differences between American and Soviet culture and between 

everyday practice and political rhetoric. The political competition between the US and 

USSR heavily influenced Cold War attitudes, but the dancers’ personal identities, 

including their ages, races, and genders, influenced them, too. Writing what I want to call 

                                                 
109 Deborah Jowitt, Jerome Robbins (New York, NY: Simon & Schuster, 2004) 104. 
110 Jowitt 103. 
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a “saturated history” of the dancers’ time in Moscow—including the Cuban Missile 

Crisis, but not imposing the crisis on the tour as the only or even primary event that 

structured the dancers’ time—shifts the emphases in the historical records of the tour. To 

more fully explicate my historiographic goal, I use French theorist Michel DeCerteau’s 

discussion of historical “events” to critique how previous historians have positioned the 

Cuban Missile Crisis within the tour. Next I discuss the dancers’ experience of the Cuban 

Missile Crisis as one piece of their more comprehensive reckoning with the Soviet Union 

as a heavily policed and militarized state. Finally, I consider other everyday factors 

weighing on and sometimes obscuring dancers’ perception of political developments. 

These factors include the experiences and demands of performing, the dancers’ ages 

coupled with the singular focus of ballet training, and the pedestrian concerns of 

everyday life. My lens, heavily indebted to performance studies methods, considers the 

entire tour as performance, exploring how embodiment and identity structure the 

everyday experience of politics. 

 Several historians describe October 1962 as a month dominated by the Cuban 

Missile Crisis, practicing what DeCerteau names as the imposition of an “event” onto 

history. DeCerteau defines events as “[T]he means thanks to which disorder is turned into 

order. The event does not explain, but permits an intelligibility. … Far from being the 

base or the substantial landmark on which information would be founded, the event is the 

hypothetical support for an ordering along a chronological axis; that is, the condition of a 

classification.111 By binding a historical moment into an event, the historian makes a 

                                                 
111 Michel deCerteau, The Writing of History (New York: Columbia University Press, 1992) 96. 
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time, a place, and people seemingly clear and understandable, whereas, in the moment, 

life would have unfolded in layered, even messy ways. When a historian carves history 

into events, she overlooks the flux of life and practice in favor of designating one aspect 

of a period as a “substantial landmark,” a reference point by which all other aspects of 

existence can and should be understood.112  

 David Caute, in his extended treatise on the relationship between cultural 

diplomacy and the Cold War, effectively erases a myriad of events to make the Cuban 

Missile Crisis the “substantial landmark” of the NYCB tour history. He begins his 

discussion of the overlap between NYCB’s tour and the Cuban Missile Crisis by writing, 

“On 18 October, the day that Edward Villella’s solo in Donizetti Variations was encored 

in the Palace of Congresses, Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko, on a visit to Washington, 

denied the existence of Soviet missile sites in Cuba.”113 Caute ends his discussion of the 

tour, writing, “On 26 October, when the company returned to the Bolshoi Theatre for the 

last four days in Moscow—the day when Khrushchev admitted to Kennedy that the 

missiles were already installed in Cuba—Balanchine was mobbed at the stage door by 

balletomanes.”114 Caute writes an aerial view of the Cuban Missile Crisis’s relationship 

to the ballet, imposing a parallel relationship between dance and politics. In a temporal 

sense, Caute is correct: Villella danced on the same day the Foreign Minister made his 

denial, and Balanchine met acclaim on the same day Khrushchev made his admission. 
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114 Caute 493. 
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The relationship, however, was not so clear in the moment. The performances and 

US/USSR negotiations were not the only incidents shaping those two weeks.  

 Isolating the Cuban Missile Crisis as “event” distracts from politics’ effects on 

people’s personal lives throughout the Cold War and belittles the dancers. One of 

Balanchine’s biographers, Richard Buckle, writes, “Principal dancer Violette Verdy 

admitted that she and most of her colleagues were too concerned with their work to think 

much about politics; perhaps the men worried more.”115 Buckle’s dismissive, sexist 

assessment denies the complexity and richness of the dancers’ lives. As so often occurs in 

writing surrounding Balanchine, the dancers, particularly the women, disappear into the 

ensemble, rather than emerging as the intelligent, over-burdened people that they were. 

 The Cuban Missile Crisis was one of many factors that shaped dancers’ 

perceptions of performing and politics. Dance history can be better served by a horizontal 

view of the tour in Moscow, rather than Caute’s aerial historiography. From the dancers’ 

perspectives, a different history emerges, one more akin to the historiography DeCerteau 

imagines in The Practice of Everyday Life, where he describes the possibility of writing 

history that “begins on ground level, with footsteps, … myriad, but [not] composing a 

series. [E]ach unit has a qualitative character: a style of tactile apprehension and 

kinesthetic appropriation.”116  The dancers negotiated the political and the personal in 

ways that bumped and rubbed against each other. Writing history from their perspectives 

brings the fluidity and everyday-ness of Cold War attitudes and life into view. To borrow 

again from DeCerteau, the “intertwined paths” of the dancers’ concerns from the most 

                                                 
115 Richard Buckle, George Balanchine, Ballet Master (London: Hamilton, 1988) 237. 
116 de Certeau, The Practice, 97. 



 

 75 

personal to the most global “give their shape to spaces.”117 The days the NYCB dancers 

spent in Moscow did overlap with the Cuban Missile Crisis, but those days were 

saturated with much more. 

 The events with Cuba were on the dancers’ radar, but information was scarce. The 

American Embassy’s daily newspaper and occasional briefings from Embassy staff 

offered the most accessible news. One member of the company, Bettijane Sills, says most 

dancers assumed that as long as the NYCB and the Bolshoi’s tours continued war 

between the US and the USSR was not imminent.118 Minimal access to news inevitably 

fostered gossip. When Kay Mazzo, now head of the School of American Ballet, recalled 

the rumors, she laughed,  “The rumors going around the company were ‘Don’t worry. 

They have a way of us all escaping from here. We’ll get out. We know we’ll be able to 

get out,’ which was the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard of. Here we were in 

Moscow; that wasn’t going to happen.”119 The dancers maintained a rather naïve faith in 

company management, but management was at the mercy of Embassy staff. When 

Kirstein presented Embassy officials with a potential escape plan, the American cultural 

officer said simply: “You don’t have plans. You leave when we tell you to leave.”120  Had 

the crisis not been resolved and resulted in war, who knows what would actually have 

happened to the company. 

 Being in the heart of allegedly enemy territory may have distanced the dancers 

from the Missile Crisis because they could not feel the anxiety rushing through the 

                                                 
117 Ibid. 
118 Bettijane Sills, personal interview with author, 3 June 2008, New York, NY. 
119 Kay Mazzo, telephone interview with author, 22 August 2008. 
120 Lincoln Kirstein qtd. in Buckle, 236. 
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American public and did not have sufficient language skills to discern Soviet opinion. 

Dancer Gloria Govrin said her knowledge of the crisis did not extend beyond the Soviet 

radio piped into the hotel rooms. She recalled, “All you could hear was ‘Cuba, Cuba, 

Cuba and Amerinkinsky.’ If you didn’t speak Russian, you didn’t know what was going 

on.”121 Meanwhile, in the US, Americans saw headlines like “Big Force Masses to 

Blockade Cuba: Armada is Under Orders to Open Fire, if Necessary—All Troops are 

Alerted” topping the front page of the New York Times on October 22.122 Two days later 

the Times front page read: “Moscow Replies: It Warns Washington Action by Navy 

Risks Nuclear Conflict.”123 The daily reports of imminent war increased public fear so 

greatly that on October 25 the Times ran a short article asking the public to stop calling 

the newspaper for information. Fifteen thousand calls in nine hours on the previous day 

had jammed the newspaper’s telephone lines.124 Dancer Mimi Paul only realized the 

gravity of the situation when she talked to her father in Washington, D.C.:  

I just remember speaking to him, and he was very nervous about the 

situation because … from where he was in D.C., he was hearing much 

more than we were. And we were so preoccupied and working so hard that 

I don’t think we understood really what was really happening. … And 

really, even at the time, I just thought he was being a nervous father.125  

                                                 
121 Govrin interview. 
122 Jack Raymond, “Big Force Masses to Blockade Cuba: Armada is Under Orders to Open Fire If 
Necessary—All Troops Alerted,” New York Times, 22 October 1962:1. 
123 Seymour Topping, “Moscow Replies: It Warns Washington Action by Navy Risks Nuclear Conflict,” 
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Traveling in a country where no dancers spoke Russian fluently (some had learned a few 

conversational phrases) and performing eight times per week, the dancers had little time 

or ability to gauge the level of danger. 

 The dancers recognized concrete differences between Soviet and American 

culture even before the Missile Crisis. The presence of vigilant police and watchful 

matrons on every hotel floor was disconcerting. On at least two occasions dancers recall 

late night socializing ending abruptly with the appearance of or a phone call from one of 

the matrons.126 Offstage, the dancers had little freedom to move about cities, though some 

of the older dancers reportedly traveled on their own more often. When dancers separated 

from the larger group, they often encountered Soviet police. A walk to the theatre with 

Allegra Kent reminded Mimi Paul of her vulnerability. She remembers, “We were in Red 

Square and we decided to cross on the diagonal, and there was no one around. And as we 

walked, we got to the middle of Red Square, and … two officers came up, pulled their 

whistles out, and told us that we had to walk around the square.”127 A simple walk to the 

theatre produced evidence of the Soviet state’s seeming omnipresence.128 

 The constant presence of the Soviet military unsettled the dancers.  Sills 

remembers a dinner interrupted by tanks “rumbling through the streets—tanks coming 

with guns—coming down the street as if in a parade almost, but it was nighttime.”129  
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Sills remarked that in Moscow, “You were always aware of the military.”130 The Cuban 

Missile Crisis increased the dancers’ fear of the very visible troops and artillery.  Arthur 

Mitchell said Moscow felt like the “end of the road [where] there was no more 

communication.”131 During the days of the Crisis, he woke up one morning to the sight of 

“guns and planes and tanks and people marching” outside hotel windows, which Mitchell 

says prompted “hysteria, [dancers saying], ‘Oh my God. We are at war, and how are we 

going to get out of Russia?’”132 Mitchell chuckled as he recalled the dancers learning at 

breakfast that morning that there was no war; the USSR was celebrating the Russian 

armistice. 

 For all of their anxiety, the dancers only recall two genuinely dangerous incidents. 

The most serious occurred in Kiev, when police arrested dancer Shaun O’Brien for taking 

photographs. According to a memo from USIA officer Hans Tuch, police arrested 

O’Brien in a park on November 15 for filming with an eight millimeter movie camera. 

Suki Schorer and other dancers remember O’Brien being arrested because he accidentally 

filmed a military jeep while filming birds in the park. Three hours passed before a 

Gostkoncert officer confirmed O’Brien’s identity as an American ballet dancer. Soviet 

police released him two hours later, and officials returned his film the next day. In 

retrospect, O’Brien’s relatively quick release and the return of his film intact made the 

scary incident largely innocuous.133  

                                                 
130 Ibid. 
131 Mitchell interview. 
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133 For more on the O’Brien incident, see Hans Tuch, “Memorandum to the State Department: Soviet 
Evaluations,” Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection, Collection 468, Series 4, Box 73, 
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 The second incident, an Embassy demonstration, troubled the dancers less, but 

might have been more telling about American and Soviet interactions at the time. Several 

dancers recall passing ongoing demonstrations at the American Embassy or being asked 

to leave the Embassy quickly in order to miss imminent public protests. The fact that 

American officials knew about protests far enough in advance to warn the dancers 

suggests that the protests were not spontaneous, but were, instead, staged. Warnings of 

protests were reliable enough that the dancers were only caught in one. Mazzo and the 

other teenage girls on the trip, Suzanne Farrell and Marnee Morris, had to exit the 

Embassy through a demonstration, and a protester put a cigarette out on Mazzo’s arm. In 

retrospect, Mazzo says, although she was hurt, the incident was “not a big deal,” but she 

remembers being very scared. The dancers’ lack of understanding about language and 

culture and their previous exposure to US Cold War rhetoric about the Soviet Union 

collided, heightening the dancers’ fear of the Soviet Union. 

 The demands of life as elite ballet dancers allowed the dancers to ignore or 

misunderstand the possible ramifications of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Keeping their 

bodies in peak condition on tour was one chapter in a lifetime of rigorous demands 

charting back to being groomed to be a professional ballet dancer from an early age. The 

New York City Ballet dancers were, for the most part, quite young and absolutely 

singular in their focus. They were in Moscow to dance. Many of the dancers joined the 

company in lieu of formally finishing high school and had experienced little beyond the 

“ballet bubble.”  
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 Performance and training were not just at the center of the dancers’ lives; ballet 

practically constituted their entire existence. Ballet dancers are generally young, but 

Balanchine’s love of youth meant the 1962 City Ballet was a group of exceptionally 

young dancers. At twenty-five, Kent was an elder of the group. This is not to say that 

young people cannot comprehend politics. Stowell compares his State Department tours 

to his son’s time abroad during college, a rite of passage during which many American 

youth grapple with international politics and their own country’s place in the larger 

world.134 Elite ballet dancers, however, are not typical youth. Sills, who is now a 

professor in the dance department at Purchase College, described herself at college-age 

(she was twenty on the Soviet tour) as having little in common with the life experience of 

her current students. She says, “I had a very sheltered life. I didn’t date when I was in 

high school; I just danced, and I sang, and I took drama lessons. And I went to 

auditions.”135 The dancers often chose to focus on their rigorous physical training rather 

than considering how that training might be infused with larger political and social 

agendas.  

 In the Soviet Union, the dancers worked diligently to maintain an intense physical 

regimen. Touring in the Soviet Union in 1962, regardless of the political crisis, meant 

grappling with less than ideal conditions in the theater and beyond. Sills carried the 

cleaning abrasive Ajax to clean theatres’ dressing rooms and bathrooms.136 Food posed a 

genuine obstacle for the dancers. The small meals included few fruits, vegetables, or 
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palatable proteins. The dancers brought non-perishable items like canned tuna and peanut 

butter in their trunks, and most wished they had brought more. Carol Sumner remembers 

coming down with what the dancers called “Moscow Tummy.” During her recovery, she 

was ecstatic at her cooking invention. She found a sterno, which she lit and used to cook 

Spam in its aluminum can.137  

 Many dancers got sick or injured on tour. The company arrived in Moscow 

already depleted, since corps dancer Victoria Simon and male principal dancer Jacques 

d’Amboise had been hit by a tram in Hamburg, after standing too close to the tracks.138 

Simon was able to dance in the Soviet Union, but d’Amboise could dance little. Female 

principal dancer Diana Adams could not dance due to an aggravated ankle injury, so 

Allegra Kent danced most of her roles on the tour. Schorer and Mimi Paul were also 

injured for portions of the tour. The dancers still relatively healthy by the tour’s end 

performed constantly. Simon remembers learning Scotch Symphony near the end of the 

tour, a ballet in which she had never even been an understudy. At intermission, other 

corps members showed her the first movement, and then during the pas de deux, they 

taught her the third movement. Simon says she just “kept smiling and saying, ‘Pull me in 

the right direction. Lead me the right way.’”139 While these conditions, except perhaps 

the lack of food, are not unusual for long, international tours, they overwhelmed the 

dancers daily, leaving them less concerned about impending political crises and more 

concerned about how to keep performing. 
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 Physical and emotional trials, beyond dancing, wore on the dancers. Sometimes 

these personal developments superseded performance and political experiences. 

Maiorano, who at sixteen was the youngest dancer on the tour, remembers performing in 

Tbilisi, not for the roles he danced or Georgia’s relationship to Soviet politics, but 

because he learned to shave there. One day, Maiorano arrived at the Tbilisi opera house 

at half hour to prepare for dancing in the evening’s last ballet, only to find Georgians 

practically rioting at the theatre door because more tickets had been sold than the theatre 

had seats. Maiorano remembers, 

They wouldn’t let me into the theater. Of course they’re blocking anyone 

from coming in, so finally after yelling—I started cursing at them in 

Brooklyn-eese [sic] and that still didn’t work. And finally someone in the 

company said, “Oh, oh yea. He can come in.” So they let me in, and then I 

realized I looked just like the Georgians, so one of the guys in the 

company said, “Maybe we better get  you some shaving cream.” So Kent 

Stowell showed me how to shave.140 

Maiorano, like all the company dancers still healthy on the trip, danced a great deal in 

Tbilisi, but the movements he remembers best are those he learned from Stowell: how to 

stick his tongue into his cheek and then his upper lip to avoid cutting himself when 

shaving his adolescent beard. 

 Life back home in the US also concerned dancers. Kent almost skipped the tour 

because of her one-year-old child. After much debate, she decided to join the tour late, 
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meeting the company for their final European performances, and then traveling with them 

for the eight weeks in the Soviet Union.141 When I asked Kent about her memories of the 

Cuban Missile Crisis, she responded that she was “frightened to death because it looked 

like we were going to have an atomic war. My baby was in New York City, and politics 

were what they were.”142 She continued later, saying, “I did call home a little bit, and my 

marriage was falling apart at many points . . . . But I guess I heard that everything was all 

right with my baby, but, of course, I didn’t know politically what was going on.”143 

Kent’s words display her ongoing concern about her family in New York intertwining 

with the events surrounding Cuba. Like many people during the Cold War, the dancers 

negotiated their knowledge of politics within and through their personal lives: caring for 

family members, careers, and their own health.  

 The competitive themes of Interplay dovetail with the political competition 

between the US and the USSR, but the dancers’ competitive instincts were more focused 

on ballet’s extreme challenges, a set of personal demands that meant the Cuban Missile 

Crisis was just one of many issues the dancers confronted on tour, even though the 

presence of Soviet military and police was anxiety-inducing. The dancers dealt with their 

fear with minimal knowledge of the Crisis since they spoke little Russian and received 

little information beyond the daily Embassy newspaper.144 But even more important to an 

understanding of the tour’s intersection with the Crisis were the demands on the dancers 

to continue working. They performed in poor conditions, with less than adequate food, 
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and many were literally growing up on tour, learning for the first time how to live apart 

from parents and traveling in a foreign country. To understand the layers of daily life 

during the tour is not to apologize for the dancers’ lack of political savvy. In interviews, 

many admit they would only gain interest in politics later in life, often when the rigorous 

demands of life as a professional dancer ended. A history saturated with personal lives, 

professional necessities, and political exigencies produces a more detailed picture of Cold 

War attitudes, even in a historical moment now best remembered for a singular event.  

 

Ballet Communities Cross Borders  

 Serenade begins with seventeen women onstage. They stand, right arms high on 

the forward diagonal, palms barely flexed. Blue light bathes their long, white tutus as the 

lush opening bars of Tchaikovsky’s Serenade in C for Strings pour over them. Suddenly, 

simultaneously, the group moves. The women’s wrists first bend and then lead the 

seventeen arms in a slow overhead arc. Once the women’s right wrists rest delicately on 

their left shoulders, they turn their heads away. They all drop both arms into a low oval, 

and then, in one sharp count, they pop their feet open into first position. The women 

exhale, tendu to the side, and slide their legs into tight fifth positions. Their arms travel 

up the centers of their bodies, opening to the sides. Their chests float upwards, sending 

their heads slightly behind them, as they gaze just over the horizon.145 This opening 

phrase for Serenade’s ensemble—one of the most familiar examples of Balanchine’s 
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choreography—gave Soviet audiences their first glimpse of NYCB. Serenade’s 

combination of classical ballet’s symmetry with the speed and angularity of American 

neoclassical ballet exemplifies some of the most frequently cited formal attributes of 

Balanchine’s choreography 

 Balanchine’s Serenade (1934), which opened the company’s engagement in each 

Soviet city on the tour, provides a frame and a metaphor for the artistic mélange of US 

and Soviet culture in the midst of a political situation defined by the superpowers’ 

supposedly polar opposition. Serenade, the first ballet Balanchine created in the US, was 

made for students. Through Serenade, Balanchine taught American dancers: what the 

future held for ballet in the US and what the art form’s past was in Europe and Russia. 

Tchaikovsky’s music and a large group of female dancers in white cite Imperial Russian 

classicism (and French Romanticism), but Serenade’s egalitarianism gives it an 

American sensibility as well. The ballet has soloist roles, but the seventeen women of the 

ensemble are its primary focus. Dance historian Nancy Goldner contends that early 

versions of Serenade barely distinguished between soloists and corps, contributing to the 

ballet’s “feelings of community and sisterhood.”146 Most, if not all, NYCB women 

perform in Serenade many times during their careers, leaving the ballet emblazoned in 

their kinesthetic memories. These memories became part of the way dancers thought 

about their places in Balanchine’s company and the larger ballet world. 

 Through Serenade, I discuss how NYCB dancers experienced their bodies as 

composites of Russian and American technique. The US State Department imagined 

                                                 
146 Nancy Goldner, Balanchine Variations (Gainesville, FL: UP Florida, 2008) 21. 
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NYCB as representing the best of American art abroad, but ballet, with its European and 

Russian roots, bled across national boundaries. The national amalgam present in the 

technique that guided every one of the City Ballet dancers’ pirouettes points to the ways 

national identity is never stable nor cohesive, but is instead a constant negotiation 

between individuals and the larger groups individuals comprise. The dancers felt this 

fluidity of national identity in their bodies, and performing on behalf of the US in Russian 

theaters made the complications of national identity legible. Soviet theater spaces, 

particularly Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre and Leningrad’s Mariinskii Theatre, heightened 

the dancers’ sense of Russia as part of their artistic genealogy. Experiences of multiple, 

overlapping national identities may have helped the NYCB dancers recognize that 

national identity can be shaped strategically.  On a microcosmic level, the dancers 

watched as Balanchine refashioned his national identity for different contexts, while on a 

macrocosmic level, they saw American media representing Soviet culture as 

homogenous—a representation that did not correspond to the diverse Soviet landscape 

they encountered on tour.  

 In their personal reminiscences of performing Serenade on tour, dancers reveal 

how they physically negotiated identities, simultaneously including and exceeding their 

status as official representatives of the American government. Suki Schorer recalls the 

moments before performing Serenade as some of the most “moving” of the company’s 

Soviet appearances.147 The stage manager would call the Serenade corps to opening 

places, and then, first the Russian and then the American anthems would play as the 

                                                 
147 Schorer interview. 
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women of the corps stood, “hands across our chests,” pledging allegiance to an imagined 

flag.148 When the American anthem ended, the women took their hands off their chests 

and raised them to the high diagonal, Serenade’s opening pose.149 Moments later the 

dancers returned their arms to almost the same position: right forearm across the torso, 

their right hand just above their hearts as they moved through Serenade’s beginning 

steps.  

 The women’s movements represented the US, but they were not only 

representations of the US. The first time the women hit the position was in honor of the 

nation; the second time they moved through this position, multiple identities became 

equally present. Although the women still represented the US, they were now dancers: 

more specifically ballet dancers, and more specifically still, New York City Ballet 

dancers in a Balanchine ballet. Describing how bodies function as political agents in 

performance, Randy Martin writes, “Like any agent of social change, [the body] forges 

its own agenda and responds to a particular history. … It does not take shape simply as 

the consequence of control and domination but it also organizes experience beyond the 

quarters of social control.”150 The women did not simply reproduce a homogenous or 

essentialized conception of official American identity. In performance, other factors, 

onstage and off, affected the dancers’ roles as cultural ambassadors. 

 The dancers used ballet technique to negotiate their artistic identities. As Judith 

Hamera writes, “Technique translates individual bodies into a common ‘mother tongue’ 

                                                 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Randy Martin, Performance as Political Act: The Embodied Self  (New York: Bergin and Garvey, 1990) 
2. 
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to be shared and redeployed by its participants.”151 Through technique dancers become 

not individual moving bodies, but a  community. Over several centuries, ballet technique 

has traveled across national boundaries, giving dancers a common language, a “mother 

tongue,” composed of, among others, French, Italian, Russian, and American styles.  

 On tour the dancers recognized differences and similarities between American 

and Russian approaches to ballet technique, especially during encounters with the Soviet 

Union’s two great ballet institutions, the Bolshoi School in Moscow and the Imperial 

Theatre School in Leningrad, where Balanchine had studied.152 Schorer, who now teaches 

at the School of American Ballet and authored the book Suki Schorer on Balanchine 

Technique, listed the characteristics that distinguish Balanchine’s style from Russian 

approaches to ballet training: 

He [Balanchine] had the technique so we could dance the ballets … [with] 

speed,  lightness, a freer port de bras in a way. The landings from jumps 

are lighter. …  The pirouettes are done usually from a large extended 

fourth [position], rather than from a much smaller one. … I want to say the 

movements are maybe bigger … The weight [is] on the balls of the feet, 

                                                 
151 Hamera 19. 
152Although some dancers remember seeing ballet performances in Moscow and Leningrad, including a 
performance of Le Corsaire at the Stanislavski Theatre, most of their exposure to ongoing Soviet ballet 
came through the schools rather than from professional performances. Since the Bolshoi was in the US 
during the NYCB tour, many of the dancers were reticent to comment on the state of Soviet ballet in 1962. 
As dancer Karen Morrell said, “We knew their best dancers were in the West, so I don’t like to judge based 
on that.” The simultaneous tours shifted attention from the well-known jewels of the Soviet system, like 
powerhouse ballerina Maya Plisteskaya on tour with the Bolshoi in the US, to the young students and their 
teachers. Watching and taking classes in Moscow and Leningrad, the dancers remember relatively friendly 
encounters with Soviet teachers, some of whom expressed happiness at seeing their former pupil 
Balanchine. These meetings, particularly taking class with one of Balanchine’s favorite former teachers 
Elizaveta Gerdt (daughter of well-known French-born Russian teacher Pavel Gerdt), seemed to further the 
dancers’ desire to connect with a Russian ballet past, despite being surrounded by the Soviet ballet present. 
See Karen Morrell, telephone interview with author, 21 July 2008. 
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not on the heels. … And I guess the plie is a more elasticized plie, more 

elastic, juicier, more continuous.153 

Many characteristics still commonly associated with Balanchine technique appear on 

Schorer’s list, and, as she says, he created the technique to serve his choreography’s 

requirement for extreme speed without sacrificing the flexibility and range of the 

dancers’ kinespheres.  

 Because of the Soviet tour, many City Ballet dancers understood better the 

intricate relationship between Balanchine’s “American” technique and the Russian 

technique in which he trained. Victoria Simon remembers walking through the school in 

Leningrad and seeing the long fourth position of the feet, what Simon knew as “the 

Balanchine preparation for pirouettes” and one of the qualities Schorer referenced in her 

list of Balanchine’s stylistic inventions.154 Simon thought, “Mr. B didn’t make that up. … 

It came from his training somewhere.”155 Later in the trip, Simon watched Balanchine 

teach a class for the Russian dancers and again noticed small similarities. She thought, 

“It’s [Balanchine’s style, but it’s] based on his Russian training. …  It’s gone off on a 

different branch.”156 Simon recognized that every time the City Ballet dancers stepped 

                                                 
153 Schorer interview. 
154 Simon interview. Simon was careful to point out that she saw this familiar position in just one class, 
where she assumed the teacher must have had a training lineage similar to Balanchine’s. Ballet training had 
certainly shifted in the schools since Balanchine’s departure, largely through the development of Agrippina 
Vaganova’s syllabus. American ballet teachers and dancers would have been aware of Vaganova’s 
methods, since her treatise on ballet training, Basic Principles of Classical Ballet, had been available in the 
West since the mid-forties. For more on the transition from Russian Imperial ballet training to Soviet 
approaches. See Vera Krasovskaia, Vaganova: A Dance Journey from Petersburgh to Leningrad 
(Gainesville, FL: University of Florida Press, 2005). 
155 Simon interview. 
156 Ibid. 
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into the preparation for a pirouette or moved their arms, there was a little bit of Russia in 

their supposedly American way of moving.  

Russian historian Tim Scholl points out that what the American ballet dancers 

saw as Russian technique was an amalgam of several nations’ ballet styles. Scholl 

describes nineteenth-century Russian ballet as heavily informed by the grace of the 

French school, the footwork of the Danish school, and the technical prowess of the Italian 

school. More expansive movement in the upper body, especially in comparison to the 

square body positions of the dominant French school, was, according to Scholl, Russia’s 

primary contribution to ballet’s development.157 Soviet training also used these styles and 

practices. 

  Technique is, however, only one aspect of ballet culture. For young, elite ballet 

students and professional dancers, ballet is an insular lifestyle, and can also be a 

physically abusive one. Russian ballet training was among ballet’s most insular and 

abusive systems, a background Balanchine brought to the US.  Balanchine biographer 

Bernard Taper claims the corporal punishment of Imperial Russian ballet training had 

largely ceased by the time nine-year-old Balanchine entered the Imperial Theatre 

School’s ballet division in 1913, but Balanchine was subject to what Taper describes as 

“an occasional cuff [given for] pedagogical emphasis or as a mnemonic aid.”158 Taper’s 

description perhaps softens the impact of these physical measures, since Taper’s next 

                                                 
157 Tim Scholl, Petipa to Balanchine (London: Routledge, 1994) 18. 
158 Bernard Taper, Balanchine (New York: Times Books, 1984) 40. 
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anecdote claims that during the first years of school Balanchine always had bruises.159 

Balanchine’s Russian training inevitably inflected his pedagogy in the West. 

 Balanchine and other Russian émigré teachers imparted their reverence for ballet 

as a discipline worthy of great personal sacrifice to their American students. NYCB 

dancers say ballet’s demands—from the “occasional cuff” to demanding dieting 

regimens—were worth the price. Taper says Balanchine not only “did not feel abused,” 

but thought he was “extremely fortunate” to have had his Russian teachers.160 The NYCB 

dancers spoke with similar honor for Balanchine, their teacher. Gloria Govrin, who 

joined the company at sixteen, repeatedly referred to Balanchine as a “father figure.” She 

said, “How many people have a genius in their life? Balanchine shaped my entire life. 

I’m the person I am because of him.”161 Perhaps Govrin and other company members 

adored Balanchine even more than Balanchine adored his teachers.162 

 Ballet technique and the intense ballet lifestyle created the possibility of a 

community of American and Russian dancers. Violette Verdy’s description of Serenade, 

a ballet she says is “just so universal,” becomes a fitting metaphor for an imaginary 

community of ballet dancers who exceed their own national identities through technique 

and choreography.163 Verdy says Serenade is “universal” because it is “a quite fantastic 

corps of anonymous people functioning in every possible way together and with absolute 

                                                 
159 Ibid. 
160 Taper 42. 
161 Govrin interview. 
162 Of course, students who did not succeed professionally may have felt differently about this kind of 
training (I did not interview anyone in this category; they would not have been on the tour).  Success can 
obscure the pain of past bruises. 
163 Not all of the dancers who traveled on the tour were American citizens. Six dancers, including the 
French Verdy, traveled under non-American passports. See Manifest, New York City Ballet archives. 
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… passion and expertise.”164 In choosing the word “universal,” Verdy apparently did not 

mean to imply that ballet technique lacked cultural codes. Instead she imagines technique 

as crossing borders of difference. Technique pulls the group together, and through 

physical synchronicity the group achieves a common identity.  

 Many NYCB dancers felt further connected to Russian culture through their many 

Russian émigré teachers. Verdy, who trained in France, studied with many Russian 

émigrés who left Russia during or immediately after the 1917 revolution.165 Balanchine’s 

School of American Ballet (SAB) also had many Russian teachers.166 Robert Maiorano 

remembers realizing that as an SAB student he could communicate with his Russian 

teachers in ways that American non-dancers could not. He recalls a scene from parents’ 

visiting day in Madame Tumkovsky’s class at SAB: 

And she’d [Madame Tumkovsky would] talk, “Make me this. Make me 

this.” And so we just do our steps, and of course she was speaking French 

with a  Russian accent. And none of our mothers could understand how 

we could understand, when they didn’t understand a word. [And I would 

say to my mother], “What do you mean you can’t understand her? She’s 

easy.” But so as I grew up, I  always felt an affinity to Russians.167 

Ballet training with Russian teachers gave SAB students access to Russian people and 

culture.  Although American dancers were set apart from other Americans on many 

                                                 
164 Verdy, Violette, telephone interview with author, 20 July 2008. 
165 Ibid. 
166 During the tour, when Kirstein stood in Leningrad’s ballet school, he noticed portraits of Pierre 
Vladimirov, Felia Doubrovska, and Anatole Oboukhoof, all of whom “at that moment” were teaching in 
SAB’s Manhattan studios, see Kirstein, 173. For more on the presence of Russian teachers in the US. See 
Lynn Garafola, Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes (New York: Oxford, 1989) 377. 
167 Maiorano interview. 
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levels, this distance was particularly evident with regard to their views on Russian 

culture.  

 American ballet students who did not study at SAB also discovered Russia 

through ballet, since many Russian émigrés taught ballet throughout the US. Before 

joining NYCB, Nadine Revene, for example, studied with the popular New York-based 

Russian teacher, Helen Platova. Like many of the Russian teachers in New York, Platova 

taught in a mixture of Russian and English and had a Russian pianist. Having studied 

extensively with Platova and other Russian teachers who taught character dance classes, 

Revene said when she walked into the Bolshoi School and started watching dancers, the 

dancing “looked very familiar” to her.168 

 Platova was a Russian Jew, whose family had sent her abroad during the 1917 

Revolution.169 Many of the City Ballet dancers had family members with similar personal 

histories. Simon and Govrin had Russian grandparents.170 Mimi Paul’s father, a Russian 

Jew from Odessa who lived in Washington, D.C., constantly reminded his daughter to 

always know where the American Embassy was while on tour.171 For the dancers of 

Russian-Jewish descent, familiarity must have mixed with fear, since many of their 

families fled Russia a generation earlier to escape pogroms. Where dissent from, even 

hatred of, the Soviet Union drove Russian émigrés like Balanchine and Nicholas 

                                                 
168 Nadine Revene, personal interview with author, 1 June 2008, Lancaster, PA. Revene says Platova rarely 
discussed her Russian past, other than her desperate escape from Russia to Germany in 1917. When I 
specifically asked Revene about Platova’s recollections of Russian culture, Revene talked only about 
Platova’s use of remarkable imagery and tempo changes to teach ballet. Russia and ballet were 
synonymous to the dancers, which surely contributed to their ability to focus on artistic similarities, rather 
than national divides. 
169 Ibid. 
170 Govrin interview; Simon interview. 
171 Paul interview. 
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Nabokov to serve as American cultural diplomats, these dancers, from Russian immigrant 

families, felt a complicated mix of feelings standing in their families’ homeland, while 

representing earlier generations’ adopted nation. Through family, through institutional 

affiliations, and through the technique that drove so many of the dancers’ movements, the 

Soviet Union—or perhaps more to the point, its Russian imperial history and culture—

felt familiar and personal to the City Ballet dancers. 

 Russian theatre spaces made the dancers’ complicated national affiliations more 

legible. City Ballet dancers felt magnetically attracted to the Russian theatres so 

important to their artistic practice and teachers’ histories. While touring generally offered 

tidbits of ballet history, performances in Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre and in Leningrad’s 

Mariinskii Theatre remained firmly lodged in dancers’ memories more than forty years 

later.  

 The Bolshoi and the Mariinskii theatres had synecdochic relationships to Russian 

ballet, standing as symbols of the longevity and passion of the country’s ballet tradition. 

Because sixteen-year old Maiorano did not suffer supervision from parental chaperones 

(as the teenage girls on the trip did), he frequently escaped to explore Soviet cities alone, 

especially the theatres. He remembered, 

It’s just that the first place I went when we got off the plane—I went to the 

Bolshoi Theatre and I did the same thing at the Mariinskii because this is 

where my teachers [were from]. So I went and paid homage to them by 

standing on the stage. It’s like Mecca. It’s the first thing I did. I didn’t 
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even unpack my bags. I threw them on the bed. I went to the theatre and 

stood and absorbed it all.172 

Even during the Soviet era, the Bolshoi and the Mariinskii pulsed with ballet history. For 

the NYCB dancers, Maurius Petipa’s ballets, frequently danced to Tchaikovsky’s music, 

haunted their performances of Serenade in the Mariinskii.173 The Kirov had performed at 

the Mariinskii since 1885, and Petipa’s ballets,174 including Swan Lake and Sleeping 

Beauty, premiered there.175 Scholl describes the Mariinskii as “Russian ballet’s Mecca” 

in the nineteenth century. Leningrad (then St. Petersburg), home to the Mariinskii 

Theatre, the Kirov company, and the Imperial Theatre School, ceded its place as ballet’s 

metropole when Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes began its early twentieth-century Paris 

seasons, just as the Soviets moved their capital to Moscow, making the new capital city 

and the Bolshoi their central “showplace.”176 In the Soviet era, the Bolshoi Theatre, home 

to the Bolshoi Ballet, eclipsed the Mariinskii. From Stalin’s regime forward, the theatre 

hosted “innumerable” Swan Lakes for Soviet leaders and state guests.177 

 Having trained at the Imperial Theatre School and performed at the Mariinskii, 

Balanchine understood the importance of these historic theatres. When Gostkoncert 

scheduled NYCB’s opening at the Palace of Congresses Theatre in the Kremlin, rather 

                                                 
172 Maiorano interview. 
173 Russian ballet historian Tim Scholl says that Soviet leaders’ reverence for Tchaikovsky gave ballet 
companies an excuse for retaining Romantic elements, even as Soviet repertory expanded to emphasize 
heroic narratives, like that of quintessential Soviet ballet Spartacus. See Tim Scholl, Sleeping Beauty (New 
Haven, CT: Yale UP, 2004) 102.  
174The French-born Petipa (1818-1910) is considered the greatest choreographer of Imperial Russia’s 
classical ballet, having produced well-known ballets like La Bayadere and Don Quixote, while leading the 
St. Petersburg Imperial Theatres. 
175 Scholl, Petipa, 12. 
176 Scholl, Sleeping, 65. 
177 Scholl, Sleeping, 79. 
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than the Bolshoi Theatre, Balanchine protested.178 Performing in a historic ballet space 

could affect audience response—perhaps inserting NYCB into the ballet world alongside 

the greatest Russian companies who performed there. Balanchine hoped to exploit the 

“clear and not easily dislodged generic expectations” that, according to theatre historian 

Marvin Carlson, audiences bring to performance spaces associated with particular artistic 

genres and histories.179 If NYCB opened at the Bolshoi, audiences would have higher 

expectations of the company than if it performed in a space built by the Soviets; but if the 

company met those expectations, its reputation would rise at home and abroad.  Soviet 

officials eventually relented. 

 These legendary theatres impressed the NYCB dancers.  Forty-six years later, 

many could still describe the spaces in detail, remembering the lush gold and red of the 

Bolshoi and the blue and white of the much smaller Mariinskii. Some of the dancers 

mentioned other theatres, particularly the cavernous Palace of Congresses, but the 

Mariinskii and Bolshoi appeared in almost every interview. Given their significance in 

ballet lore, perhaps it is not surprising that so many dancers recalled them by name.  

 Few dancers recall Kiev and Baku, the two cities on the tour with lesser ballet 

traditions.180 They did, however, remember Tbilisi, perhaps  because it was Balanchine’s 

                                                 
178 L. Leonidoff to Betty Cage, Undated Letter. New York City Ballet Archives, New York, NY. 
179 Marvin Carlson, The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 2003) 154. 
180 Dancers generally mentioned Baku only as the tour’s last stop. Throughout the tour, dancer Patricia 
Wilde led the chant “Baku or Bust!” Kiev is the tour’s lost stop. Allegra Kent describes Kiev as “dismal.” 
Maiorano says he went to the theatre in Kiev to pay homage to his teachers Tumkovsky and Hélenè Dudin. 
Other than these two statements, the dancers remember little about Kiev. The absence of Kiev from the 
dancers’ memory could have to do with the city’s minimal role in ballet history, or it might stem from 
Balanchine’s absence during that portion of the tour. Apparently Balanchine, weary from the strain of being 
back in the Soviet Union, left the company for about a week, missing the Kiev performances. He rejoined 
the company in Tbilisi. 
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cultural home. (Balanchine was born to Georgian parents in St. Petersburg.) In addition, 

while they were in Georgia, NYCB dancers met Georgian dancer and former Kirov Ballet 

star Vakhtang Chaboukiani and watched him perform in Tbilisi, where he directed the 

Paliavili Opera House and the Tbilisi Choreographic School.181 Although the dancers 

found Tbilisi more interesting than Baku and Kiev, they still tended to gauge the 

country’s culture through its ballet landscape, which was most visible in Moscow and 

Leningrad’s historic, if rather dilapidated, major theatres. Standing in the Bolshoi or the 

Mariinskii, American dancers could not discount ballet’s debt to Imperial—if not 

Soviet—Russia.   

 The dancers’ recognition of the hybridity of their artistic identities surely helped 

them achieve a broader understanding of Cold War culture. In the US, mass culture and 

political rhetoric represented the 1950s and early 1960s as a time of broad public 

consensus: Americans supposedly wanted the same material goods, experienced similar 

social conditions, and accepted the same ideas (primarily fear of the Soviet Union and 

hatred of Communism). Many scholars have described the ways in which consensus 

culture functioned as a guiding myth in Cold War American rhetoric, obscuring the 

diversity of people and lived experience throughout the US. Historian Alan Brinkley, 

who calls Cold War culture’s emphasis on consensus “the illusion of unity,” argues that 

the notion of consensus detracted from the economic and social inequities that affected 

working-class Americans.182 Consensus culture created a “smooth surface” covering the 

                                                 
181 Natalia Roslavleva, Era of the Russian Ballet (London: Da Capo Press, 1979) 271. 
182 Alan Brinkley, “The Illusion of Unity in Cold War Culture,” Rethinking Cold War Culture, Eds. Peter 
Kulznick and James Gilbert (Washington: Smithsonian, 2001) 65. 
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“cultural, economic, and demographic forces of a rapidly evolving industrial society.”183 

Historian Peter Filene goes further in his critique of consensus culture mythology, writing 

that the Cold War was primarily fought at “an elite level,” disregarding how women and 

people of color did not fit, feel, or act within the national narrative of anti-

Communism.184 Claims of a singular, homogenous national identity temporarily obscured 

alternative points of view. There was no unified national culture in the US in the 1950s, 

and by the mid 1960s, as the civil rights and women’s rights movements burst into 

national view, American diversity could no longer be ignored. 

 Balanchine, whose influence on his dancers was enormous, exemplified national 

cultural hybridity as he moved—perhaps strategically—among American, Russian, and 

Georgian identities.  Many dancers recalled Balanchine’s infamous retort to an 

interviewer for Radio Moscow, who greeted Balanchine on air by saying: “’Welcome to 

Moscow, home of classic ballet!’”185 Balanchine replied, “I beg your pardon . . . . Russia 

is the home of romantic ballet. The home of classic ballet is now America.’”186  In the 

context of a Russian tour sponsored by the US State Department, Balanchine claimed the 

present and future of the ballet world for the US.  As a representative of the US 

government and American ballet, Balanchine seemed to suggest his choreography and 

company most fully represented ballet’s newest innovations.  

 In actual fact, Balanchine’s national origins were a complicated construction.   

                                                 
183 Brinkley 72. 
184 Filene, Peter. “Cold War Culture Doesn’t Say It All,” Rethinking Cold War Culture, 157. 
185 Taper 278. 
186 Ibid. 
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Born to Georgian parents living in St. Petersburg in 1904, he grew up in St. Petersburg, 

although his parents returned to Georgia when the revolution began.187 His original 

citizenship figured him as Russian, but Balanchine often claimed Georgia as his national 

home and during the tour he insisted upon his Georgian roots to counter assertions by the 

Soviet press of his Russian—or worse, his Soviet—identity.188 Arthur Mitchell 

remembers one occasion on which Balanchine used his Georgian identity against 

reporters. Mitchell says, “I remember we arrived at the airport and they said, ‘Oh this 

wonderful son of Russia.’ And he [Balanchine] said, ‘I’m not Russian; I’m Georgian.’ 

And I said, ‘Mr. Balanchine, we just got here now. Take it easy.’”189 Although 

Americans have a better grasp of relations between Russia and Georgia today than they 

did in 1962,190 Balanchine’s assertions of separatism revealed fissures in the empire even 

then.  During the tour Balanchine’s dancers watched, heard, and sometimes intervened in 

their leader’s assertion that national cultural identity could be chosen, accepted, or 

asserted when the need arose. By claiming a Georgian identity, Balanchine renounced 

Soviet communism and the Soviet empire.  

 When the company left Moscow and began moving closer to Georgia, 

Balanchine’s chosen cultural home, the dancers gained a greater sense of the Soviet 
                                                 
187 Taper 25. 
188 Balanchine, like many Russian émigrés, was vehemently anti-Communist, in part because of painful 
memories of living in St. Petersburg in the years surrounding the 1917 Revolution. Several dancers said he 
rarely discussed his memories of the USSR other than telling them it was horrible, and they could see the 
strain he felt returning to the Soviet Union, especially when he left the company for the week they 
performed in Kiev to return to the US. Talking to the young American dancers about his Russian ballet 
training while shrouding his brief time in the Soviet era in secrecy seems to have simultaneously imparted 
respect for Russian culture and blindness—even rejection—toward Soviet culture. 
189 Mitchell interview. 
190 I completed my interviews during Russia’s most recent incursion into Georgian territory. Many of the 
dancers reported that the 1962 tour and their connection to Balanchine had made them particularly attuned 
to ongoing developments in Georgian and Soviet, then Georgian and Russian relations. 
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bloc’s heterogeneity. In contrast to other State Department-sponsored tours, which 

appeared in only one or two cities per country, the NYCB tour made stops in several 

Soviet cities.  

 Opportunities to experience cities and peoples outside of European Russia gave 

dancers a better sense of the Soviet Union’s multiple cultures and political affiliations. 

When the company opened in Kiev, the first stop in a non-Russian republic, the 

Ukrainian flag hung alongside Soviet and American flags. The orchestra played all three 

national anthems.191 Dancer Kent Stowell said that before the tour Time Magazine was 

his principal source for information about Soviet culture and society: “Communists are 

bad and dangerous.”192 Although Stowell understood at the time that this was reductive 

American media spin about the Soviet bloc and the people living there, the Time 

Magazine genre of reportage constituted his exposure to Soviet politics. An experience in 

Tbilisi altered Stowell’s thinking. He says, 

Going from Moscow to Leningrad was a completely different culture: 

what a  difference it was in the people. And then from Leningrad to Kiev, 

realizing that Ukraine is its own country and its own state and that they 

had certainly a different take on the political environment. And then being 

in Tbilisi of course where Balanchine was born [sic] … I remember going 

into a restaurant and being welcomed by a table. And of course the 

Georgians like to drink, so we sat there for hours drinking, and then 

castigating the Russians. [The Georgians said], “Americans we like. 

                                                 
191 John Martin, “Ballet: Americans in Kiev,” New York Times, 13 November 1962: 42 
192 Stowell interview. 



 

 101 

Russians, no!” So it made us aware that in this large Soviet 

conglomeration, that there was [sic], first of all, different cultures and 

different political agendas and ideas. And realizing that this Communist 

environment was not all in agreement of what’s going on. And being 

aware of the differences that were in that country—being there you could 

see it and hear it and feel it.193  

Stowell’s mistake about Balanchine’s birthplace not only suggests the choreographer 

shaped the dancers’ view of Georgia as separate from Russia, but also reveals Stowell’s 

own assumption that an emotional connection to place and culture can trump place of 

birth and legal citizenship in matters of national cultural identity. Stowell’s impression of 

Soviet culture points to an even more complex notion of nationhood. After that night in 

the Georgian bar, he saw neither the Soviet Union nor Communism as monoliths. Soviet 

national unity around Communism was largely imagined. Perhaps Balanchine’s dancers 

had begun to understand that in both the US and the USSR, notions of national consensus 

were political strategies rather than representations of the experience of all people. 

 Interviews with dancers, however, quickly unraveled when the word “political” 

was introduced. Schorer was among many dancers who, when asked about the potential 

political impact of the tour, stated emphatically, “We weren’t political.”194 When asked to 

explain her statement, Schorer said, “We weren’t President Bush or [Condoleezza] Rice. 

… [T]hat was not our agenda. Our agenda was just to present dance and make [dance]—

                                                 
193 Ibid. 
194 Schorer interview. 
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be friendly, if it was possible.”195 From Schorer’s perspective, it was not her national 

affiliation but her occupation as a dancer for the NYCB that determined her function on 

the tour. In the context of the dancers’ senses of themselves as American, but not 

exclusively so, the language of politics felt too restrictive. For Schorer and perhaps other 

dancers, being “political” connotes a direct, public, even partisan, tie to US government 

policies and objectives and to American national cultural identity.  

 Being an American ballet dancer in 1962 meant having strong physical ties to 

Russian art and culture as well. The dancers could feel the intermingling of national 

cultures within their bodies. Performing in Soviet theatres, they felt part of a ballet 

history that, in 1962, had a much longer association with Russia than it did with the US, 

although walking Soviet streets underscored differences between the US and the Soviet 

Union. Finally, their experiences on the tour engendered doubts about the existence of a 

monolithic Communist Soviet state described to them by American media. Given the 

fluidity of the idea of nationality, Schorer and other dancers’ disavowal of the term 

“political” may say more about the dancers’ negotiations of American national identity 

than it does about their feelings about politics more broadly. As artists, particularly ballet 

artists in the Soviet Union, the NYCB dancers’ bonds with their audiences and artistic 

colleagues transcended an international political scene grounded in a firm belief of the 

US and the USSR as opposites and enemies. Nationally, absolute consensus was a 

fantasy. Internationally, absolute difference was a myth. 
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 The City Ballet dancers’ accounts of the tour provide a glimpse of their awareness 

of slipping in and out of “official” American identity even as they were representing the 

nation in an official capacity. The dancers’ embodied experience of hybridity reveals the 

degree to which American ballet could not be separated from its Russian roots, no matter 

how often the American national anthem preceded the call to places for Serenade. But as 

the dancers knew from their training in the US under Russian teachers, an art form does 

not have to disavow its association with other nations and national traditions to represent 

“America.” The dancers were beginning to feel the fluidity of national cultural identity 

even during the Cuban Missile Crisis.  

 

 Performing Race/Performing Nation 

 In the 1989 film, Dancing with Mr. B, Allegra Kent and Arthur Mitchell appear in 

an excerpt from Agon’s central pas de deux. At the end of the first large partnered phrase, 

which begins with Kent lying across Mitchell’s back and arms, Kent wraps her leg 

around his torso, knee bent, nestling her pointed foot against his lower back. Mitchell’s 

arms and hands steady Kent, and then slide around to her back. Mitchell’s biceps bulge 

slightly as he squeezes her, providing the impulse for Kent to straighten her leg, and then 

circle it to the side and back, launching the couple into the next partnered phrase.196  

 Balanchine is known for creating partnering that intertwines women around men, 

like weeds growing up tree trunks, and Agon may be one of his most entangled duets. The 

man and woman in Agon’s central pas de deux constantly wrap around each other, a 
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physical relationship intensified by its contrast with partnering done in the ballet’s two 

preceding pas de trois where Balanchine limited the physical contact between men and 

women to just touching hands to arms. In the Agon pas de deux the man and woman press 

against each other’s entire bodies, stomach to back, pelvis to pelvis. The sensuality of the 

interplay between the two dancers is clear, and when the black Mitchell and white Kent 

performed the pas de deux in 1962, the choreography was potentially controversial. 

 Agon’s interplay of race and form and dancers’ memories of Mitchell’s Soviet 

success illustrate how Mitchell’s presence and performance refused official American 

attempts to borrow Modernism’s formula of emphasizing formal abstraction to present, 

but not name racialized, often African American presences. To make this argument, I 

begin by situating Agon within its historical context as an example of American cultural 

diplomacy’s racial agendas and of those agendas’ artistic loopholes. Next, I discuss my 

interview with Mitchell to illustrate the stakes of de-emphasizing race in cultural 

diplomacy efforts using Modernist art forms. Then, I describe how State Department 

officials and members of the ANTA Dance Panel considered race and formal innovation 

together, seeking African American representation, while also stripping African American 

artists of their individual identities. 

 Where the ANTA Dance Panel reduced Mitchell to an unnamed token, Soviet 

audiences screamed his name in theatres and on the street. My interviews with over 

twenty dancers from the tour provide evidence of Soviet audiences’ enthusiasm over 

Mitchell. Despite this enthusiasm, Western newspaper writers, particularly the Times 

Martin, again pushed race to the tour’s background, choosing the Soviet embrace of 
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Balanchine’s formal innovation as the tour’s most important story. I close by considering 

implications of upsetting the newspapers’ accounts of the tour. Mitchell’s performances, 

often described as exuberant, manipulate the relationship between form and race. He 

bursts through the choreography in a performance of excess that reads as racial 

difference, disrupting hegemonic constructions of (white) national identity. 

 Despite Agon’s overt racialized images, reviews of the 1962 tour cite Agon as an 

example of Balanchine’s Modernist formalism, a piece that emphasizes form, rather than 

narrative or character. Agon is one of Balanchine’s “black and white” ballets: a 

supposedly abstract dance done in practice clothes, black leotards and pink tights for the 

women and black tights and white t-shirts for the men. Balanchine made the central pas de 

deux of Agon for Mitchell and Diana Adams in 1957. Kent began performing the female 

lead shortly thereafter and was Mitchell’s partner in almost all of the performances of 

Agon in the Soviet Union. Agon was the third ballet on City Ballet’s opening programs in 

Moscow and Leningrad.  

 Where Serenade combined ballet’s Russian past with its American present, 

abstract ballets like Agon placed the NYCB tour within a larger narrative of American 

cultural diplomacy, one that embraced Modernist formalism as an American style, 

celebrating individualism and rejecting Soviet realism. Emphasizing abstract ballet’s 

success as evidence of American superiority over Soviet ballet repeats the narrative of 

American/Soviet opposition. 

 Talking with dancers about Mitchell’s reception in the Soviet Union reveals 

another important aspect of City Ballet’s performances: how Modernist formalism 
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intertwined with a performance of race. As dance historian Brenda Dixon Gottschild has 

illustrated, Balanchine’s formalism was always entangled with race through Modernism’s 

Africanist elements—elements made more visible when Mitchell danced Balanchine 

ballets. Performing exemplary Balanchine ballets like Agon, Arthur Mitchell links a 

celebration of Modernism’s emphasis on formalist abstraction and a presentation of 

American racial integration, two characteristics of mid-twentieth century American 

cultural diplomacy. 

 Mitchell’s recollections of the tour echo other dancers’ memories of difficult 

conditions and enthusiastic audiences, but he also remembers feeling an intense personal 

burden. Returning from the tour, Mitchell’s body forced him to reckon with the additional 

toll the tour took on him as its lone black dancer. Mitchell told me about the 1962 tour 

while sitting in his office at Dance Theatre of Harlem, the predominantly black ballet 

company he founded in 1968 in response to the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. 

Mitchell sat behind his large wood desk telling me about his experiences on the tour: the 

strain of performing in sub-standard conditions, incredible fear over the Cuban Missile 

Crisis, and concern over how the company would represent Balanchine. He recalls 

conversations with friends once he returned to New York:  

They said, “Arthur, you’re losing your hair.” I said, “What do you mean?” 

“You have this big bald spot in the middle of your head.” I said, “What?” I 

didn’t know that. And so I went to the doctor, and he said, “Oh, Arthur, 

you’re having a nervous breakdown. … The pressure of all that was taking 

its toll on me, but I didn’t even realize it at the time. Because, you know, 
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artists can put themselves into a state where they can get through anything, 

but the pressure of it is something that you can’t imagine.197 

As a dancing cultural ambassador, Mitchell performed as a representative of official 

American national identity, and his performances gestured toward a racialized category 

different from the largely white image of the US offered by American ballet. Cast in a 

large number of principal roles, including his signature, Agon’s central pas de deux, 

Mitchell was incredibly visible to Soviet balletomanes onstage and off. 

 A photograph sitting behind Mitchell in his office serves as a reminder of the 

larger discourse of Modernism within which Mitchell danced. The photograph features a 

young Mitchell, dressed in Agon’s white T-shirt and black tights, floating against a solid 

off-white background. In the photograph, Mitchell soars, his knees pulled up in a 

Cecchetti changement, head turned to the right, chin high. His arms are open. Energy 

streams from his fingertips. The image exemplifies the exuberant spirit I recognize from 

films of Mitchell’s dancing. Mitchell is recognizable even though the photograph, with its 

blank background and unseen floor, gives few contextual clues to the dancer’s identity or 

location. The picture exemplifies the Modernist formalism that structures Balanchine’s 

most abstract ballets, emphasizing the shapes Mitchell makes with his body rather than the 

social forces with which he interacts. Yet Mitchell’s performance style refuses anonymity. 

Listening to Mitchell speak about the demands of the 1962 tour as the photograph looms 

behind him, a dance of foreground and background unfolds. A performer intercedes in a 
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nationally-sanctioned, Modernist narrative, which threatens to shift blackness to its 

background. 

  American cultural diplomacy often deployed Modernism as an explicitly 

American form. Historian Frances Stonor Saunders has explained the embrace of abstract 

formalism in cultural diplomacy as a strategic choice of American cultural diplomats 

beginning in the 1940s. Although there was considerable suspicion of abstract 

expressionism domestically, including Congressman George Dondero’s decrying “all 

modern art as Communisitic” from the House floor, Saunders says cultural critics, many 

of whom like Rockefeller and Kirstein worked in cultural diplomacy efforts in the forties, 

saw abstract expressionism as the way to make an explicitly American mark in the 

modernist canon. Modernist formalism’s “independent, self reliant,” nature would 

separate it from “European influence … in great contrast to Soviet realism.”198 Through 

the forties and fifties, abstract expressionism received much attention in international arts 

shows sponsored by the American government. David Caute points out, however, that 

exemplary abstract expressionists, like Jackson Pollock and Mark Rothko, had few entrees 

into the USSR. Congress demanded the 1959 American art show in Moscow include 

primarily nineteenth-century American works, as well as other realist American pieces. 

Only one Pollock canvas made it into the large exhibition.199 

  Several dance historians have argued about commonalities between Balanchine’s 

abstract ballets and mid-century formalism in the visual arts. David Levin explicitly 

borrowed visual arts critic Clement Greenberg’s criteria of Modernism, using Greenberg’s 
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taxonomy to argue that Balanchine created pieces based on “the possibility of abstracting 

the pure classical syntax of the mobile human body as the defining condition, or essence, 

of the ballet art.”200 According to Levin, by emphasizing the shapes dancers make with 

their bodies, rather than the emotional or narrative possibilities of the dance, a ballet piece 

becomes Modern. Levin’s definition is not without flaw, especially since he borrows 

categories created for two-dimensional visual work and places them wholesale onto a 

three-dimensional performing art. An emphasis on form is only one of the characteristics 

worth noting in Agon, although it is a heavy influence on the piece and does, within the 

context of American cultural diplomacy, tie Balanchine’s ballets to government initiatives 

in the visual arts and music. 

  Writing about State Department sponsorship of jazz tours, historian Penny Von 

Eschen argues Modernist aesthetics in the performing arts were not just a way to carve an 

American place in the European canon. Modernism also functioned as an approved 

container for presentations of blackness. Von Eschen says jazz offered an opportunity to 

celebrate abstract art, which Cold War intellectuals saw as “synonymous with 

democracy,” but jazz could also speak to “America’s Achilles heel of racism in ways that 

a painting by Mark Rothko or Jackson Pollock could not.”201 As black artists took the 

stage in jazz’s cool Modernist aesthetic, American cultural diplomacy accomplished twin 

goals: presenting an image of the US as racially inclusive and championing democracy’s 

emphasis on individual choice and non-conformity. 
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 In the next chapter, focused on Ailey’s African tour, I will explore more 

extensively issues of race and cultural diplomacy, but all tours engage with race, not just 

those predominantly composed of non-white artists. Dixon-Gottschild illustrates 

Balanchine’s debt to what she calls Africanist aesthetics. Many characteristics frequently 

used to describe Balanchine’s work—speed, dense phrasing, articulation through the 

torso, and off-center movements—are also attributes of Africanist art forms.202 Dixon-

Gottschild goes further, noting that in discourse surrounding Balanchine, descriptions of 

form can displace the presence of blackness, as the word “jazz” replaces African 

American. 

 In Agon blackness cannot be denied. African American and Africanist elements 

are not subtext in Agon. They are the visual, musical, and energetic elements from which 

the ballet is made. According to Mitchell, Balanchine spoke openly about using 

Mitchell’s brown skin in contrast to Adams’ white.203 One example of this visual contrast 

comes early in the ballet’s central pas de deux when the two dancers link arms, as the 

ballerina’s white arm snakes over and through the man’s darker arm, and then the two 

flip their arms up, forming an interlocked diamond of black and white skin.204 

 Sonically, jazz rhythms lurk within Stravinsky’s music for Agon and Balanchine’s 

choreography.  Dance scholar Stephanie Jordan has described how baroque and jazz 

music contribute to Agon’s complex rhythms,205 and says the influence of African 
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American jazz can be seen in Agon’s “jazz-style freedom,” including the “slightly 

‘offbeat’” phrasing.206 In a video filmed by The Balanchine Trust in 2006, Mitchell’s 

mode of teaching the Agon pas de deux isolates the ballet’s syncopation. As he coaches 

the dancers, Mitchell breaks down the music by singing in an almost bebop style, 

emphasizing the “offbeat” step that Jordan identifies.207  

 Race is also a social question, even controversy, in Agon. The central pas de deux 

between a black man and white woman made the ballet a radical one in the fifties and 

sixties, especially since Balanchine’s choreography for the pas de deux requires shared 

energy between the dancers. In one such phrase Mitchell grabs Kent’s arm, as she pulls 

away in arabesque. Next, they switch positions, again pulling each other in opposite 

directions, achieving a shape through a tug of war of arms and legs. In both of these 

positions, Mitchell and Kent need each other to remain standing. Put another way, the 

black man needs the white woman and the white woman needs the black man, a 

controversial relationship when interracial couples remained absolute taboos. Historian 

Peggy Pascoe argues that miscegenation threatened early twentieth century American 

society because of a cultural investment in non-recognition of race, a “self-conscious 

Modernism,” crossing social science, literature, and art.208 Miscegenation unsettled 

Modernist color-blindness because defining miscegenation required a public recognition 

of race. By putting an interracial couple onstage, Balanchine opened Modernism’s coat of 

abstraction, revealing the racial presence at its core. 

                                                 
206 Jordan 156-157. 
207 Arthur Mitchell. 
208 Peggy Pascoe, “Miscegenation Law, Court Cases, and Ideologies of Race, Journal of American History 
83.1 (1996): 48. 



 

 112 

 Fully comprehending the stakes of Agon and Mitchell’s dancing on a 1962 State 

Department tour’s program requires rewinding to the mid-1950s, when the ANTA Dance 

Panel first began selecting dance companies. Panel meeting minutes illustrate how the 

group tied formal innovation and racial politics together when discussing values to be 

promoted on tour. In a March 1957 discussion about the opening of Berlin’s Benjamin 

Franklin Theatre, the panel’s “ideal” program included an “American Indian dancer, 

American Negro dancers, American ballet dancers, and American modern dancers.”209 

This ideal cultural diplomacy program would present a picture of the US as racially 

inclusive and at the forefront of Modernism. 

 A January 1956 panel conversation suggests Mitchell’s presence within the New 

York City Ballet represented an even better coupling of race and form. Kirstein told the 

panel that “a Negro dancer as soloist will appear with all the classic ballets, as just one of 

the dancers, completely integrated with the company.”210 The minutes continue, saying, 

“The Panel approved wholeheartedly.”211 Unnamed in the minutes, Mitchell, City 

Ballet’s only African American dancer from 1955 to 1970, is not a person, but a signifier. 

A “Negro dancer” in the company helps display how ballet has become American—

democratized, even.  

 In the Soviet Union, however, Mitchell was not just another dancer or even just 

“the black dancer.” By Mitchell’s partners’ accounts and his own, Soviet audiences 

seemed drawn to Mitchell as their dancing hero. In Tbilisi, the company attended a 
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performance by Chabukiani in his ballets Laurencia and Othello. Mitchell remembers a 

long pause after a Chabukiani solo, until he realized that much of the audience was 

looking at him. Once Mitchell began to clap, the audience joined him.212 The Georgians 

wanted to follow Mitchell’s lead.  

 Almost all of the dancers interviewed said Mitchell had a similar effect on 

audiences when he performed. Gloria Govrin describes Soviet audiences’ reaction to the 

programs she closed with Mitchell in Western Symphony. She remembers, “They were 

very taken, especially with Arthur. … ‘Arthur Mitchell!’ they were chanting.”213 Allegra 

Kent has similar memories. As Kent talked about the tour, she switched into a fake 

Russian accent only once: when she repeated for me what she heard while onstage with 

Mitchell, Soviet voices chanting “Arthur, Arthur!” Remembering dancing with Mitchell 

conjured Soviet voices in Kent’s mind.214  

 When Mitchell returned to the Soviet Union in 1988 with Dance Theatre of 

Harlem, a woman approached him and asked him to sign a program. As Mitchell took the 

program, he realized it was not a program from his company’s recent performances, but 

rather a program the woman saved from his 1962 appearances.215 Reviews of the 

company published in Soviet and Canadian newspapers corroborate the dancers’ 

memories of Mitchell’s reception as exceptional.216 
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 Most American newspaper accounts reflect only a sliver of Mitchell’s acclaim. 

Times critic Martin, in a move similar to the panel’s, positions Mitchell as just further 

evidence of Balanchine’s innovation. Martin mentioned Mitchell twice in his review of 

NYCB’s opening Moscow performance, describing Kent and Mitchell’s appearance in 

Agon’s central pas de deux as the “first sign of genuine enthusiasm” from the audience 

and, later, writing that Mitchell and Govrin’s performance in Western Symphony’s fourth 

movement “stopped [the performance] in its tracks.”217 After the initial review from 

Moscow, Martin shifted focus almost entirely to Balanchine, attributing the unexpected 

success of more abstract ballets, like Agon and Episodes, to the choreographer’s 

genius.218 Because Martin was the only critic to travel with the company on the entire 

tour, his lack of coverage about Mitchell’s success at the tour’s other four stops leaves a 

substantial historical gap. Abstraction and choreographer move center stage, as dancers 

slide to background. 

 Sometimes Martin’s cryptic word choice seems to refer to race without naming it. 

For example, Martin describes the opening night performance of Agon in Leningrad as a 

“braintwister” that “carried the house along with it gratifyingly, even beyond the 

customary burst of enthusiasm for its curiously inventive pas de deux.”219 Martin’s 

“curiously” perhaps implies something more than formal invention. Perhaps Martin 
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217 John Martin, “Ballet: Visit to Bolshoi,” New York Times, 10 October 1962: 59.  
218 John Martin, “City Ballet Ends Leningrad Stand,” New York Times, 9 November 1962: 32 
219 Martin, “Ballet: Adieu,” 34. 



 

 115 

alludes to the pas de deux’s entanglement of a black man’s and white woman’s bodies. 

The review again, however, relegates race to subtext at best. 

 Dance reviews too frequently leave dancers unnamed or unmentioned, so some of 

Martin’s erasure of Mitchell and the other dancers can be attributed to the genre in which 

he writes. Martin, however, writes an unusual form of review on the Soviet tour, 

reporting more about the Soviet audience reactions, when people do or do not applaud, 

than would be customary in a dance review. This seems an appropriate reportorial choice, 

seeing the “news” of the government-sponsored tour as the Soviet perception of the 

ballets rather than the ballets themselves. There were no premieres on the tour. Martin’s 

focus on the audience then makes his exclusion of audience response to Mitchell seem a 

conscious omission. Most other American newspaper reports about the tour follow 

narratives similar to Martin’s: the tour was a Modern formalist triumph for Balanchine. 

Newspapers’ dismissal of race on the tour is probably not surprising given the era, but I 

believe closer attention to Mitchell’s performances in the context of the tour would have 

had larger cultural resonances. 

 Mitchell’s performance style, exuberant and conscious of race as a performance 

not just phenotype, opposes Modernism’s dependence on race as a present, but unnamed 

factor. Mitchell’s dancing, the attention he received from Soviet audiences, and the 

radical racial politics of Agon’s pas de deux created a condition of possibility for African 

American identity to explode from its careful packaging in American cultural diplomacy. 

Mitchell’s performance constitutes what Jose Muñoz has called “feeling brown.” Muñoz 

describes performances of excess, especially by Latina/o performers, but also other 
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minoritarian groups, as “specify[ing] and describ[ing] ethnic difference and resistance not 

in terms of simple being, but through a more nuanced route to feeling,” a route that 

separates a performer of color from “an official, ‘national affect’ that is aligned with a 

hegemonic class.”220 By refusing to fade into a racially integrated collage—just another 

dancer in the company but one who happens to be black—Mitchell made his presence 

known and commented on the prevalence of white bodies and racial performances on 

stage. 

 Mitchell cracked the cool austerity of Balanchine’s formal abstractions, not just 

with his skin color, but also with his highly affective performances. He remembers a 

conversation with Govrin after a performance of Western Symphony. He says, “Gloria 

said, ‘You bent over so far back, your head was—you went into a backbend and your 

head was touching the floor.’ And I’m telling Gloria, ‘I’m in Russia; what am I going to 

do?’ And that’s the extrovert part of me that comes into play, and the pride that you have 

that you’re onstage with Mr. Balanchine.”221 Mitchell’s performance exceeds the 

choreography. Despite his comment that Russia, as he calls the Soviet Union, shaped his 

performance choice, this is a familiar Mitchell approach to Balanchine. This slightly 

over-the-top style might be recognizable to those who have seen Dance Theatre Harlem 

dance Balanchine where Mitchell’s staging accentuates emotional aspects of usually 

understated work. Onstage in the Soviet Union, Mitchell augmented the choreography, 

pointing to his difference from the bodies around him.  
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 In our interview, Mitchell tied his performance style to an intentional performance 

of race. When principal dancer Conrad Ludlow was injured on the tour and Mitchell had 

to perform Divertimento No. 15 in Ludlow’s place, Lincoln Kirsten and Mitchell talked 

about how Mitchell would quickly learn the 45-minute ballet. According to Mitchell, 

Kirstein asked, “Arthur, what are you going to do?” Mitchell responded, “Nothing. I’m 

going to go out and think ‘white.’”222 As Mitchell told me the last line of this story, he 

sucked his cheeks in, puffed his chest out, and looked down his nose, showing me what it 

meant to perform “white,” demonstrating a body posture predicated on rigidity and 

pretension. In this moment, Mitchell illustrated how he consciously deployed white and 

black as performance categories. 

 Interviews with dancers help return the burden of racial representation 

experienced by Mitchell on the Soviet tour to NYCB history. Difference did not just 

derive from Mitchell’s distinction as the only black member of NYCB on the tour. He 

used his performance skills to separate himself from the cast, making the structure of the 

ballets more visible. When Mitchell performed, African American identity was not 

background—not just a category for the State Department to include to align racial 

inclusivity with representations of American ideals. In Agon and other ballets in which 

Mitchell danced in the Soviet Union, race was not in the background. As was true with 

the photograph in Mitchell’s office, Modernist abstraction cannot successfully relegate 

the performance of blackness to background. Neither Mitchell’s beautifully buoyant 

dancing captured in the photograph, nor the older man describing his challenges as the 

                                                 
222 Ibid. 



 

 118 

only African American ballet dancer doing the American government’s work abroad 

should be allowed to disappear from the history of American cultural diplomacy.  

  

Lasting Impact 

 Writing to the State Department, USIA officer Hans Tuch, who joined City Ballet 

at the State Department’s request just before the company left Moscow, filed the formal 

evaluation of the tour’s effects abroad. Tuchs hailed the tour as a grand success, saying 

that it “made a deep and long-lasting impression on Soviet artists and intelligentsia.”223 

Although Tuch repeats several times the effect of the tour on the Soviet elite, two scenes 

he describes in detail suggest the tour reached much further. Tuch’s writes,  

As soon as the real ballet enthusiasts [as opposed to the bureaucrats who 

attended the opening night performances] were admitted to the theaters, 

the warmth of the reception and the volume and length of ovations 

immediately increased to reach its zenith at the final performance in 

Leningrad when a rain of flowers showered onto the stage and the 

audience continued its applause for over fifteen minutes after the final 

curtain and again in Tblisi where the street from the opera house to the 

hotel was completely blocked with well-wishers who left a narrow path 

for the  members of the company to pass through amidst congratulations 

and handclasps.224 
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In the Soviet capital and in the outer regions of the Soviet empire, the show of support for 

NYCB was overwhelming. Dancers remember near mobs outside theatres and sold-out 

audiences. Mitchell recalls dancers discussing ticket sales based on how many subway 

stops away from the theatre people were lined up in hope of claiming a ticket for 

company performances in Moscow.225 Decades later, in his memoirs, former Kirov Ballet 

star Valery Panov would be one of many Russian émigrés to recall the NYCB tour as a 

landmark for Soviet ballet. After NYCB left, Panov says, “[T]he New York style would 

come to my mind every time I tried to work out a choreographic pattern.”226 Now there 

was a bit of the US in Soviet pirouettes. 

 NYCB returned to the Soviet Union in 1972 on another State Department tour, 

but the 1962 tour remained special. It was Balanchine’s first trip home and no one—

government officials or company artists—could have imagined the success the company 

would have. In the middle of global, political turmoil a ballet company brought nations 

together in complicated, layered, embodied publics. ANTA never defined exactly what 

would constitute American ballet, but by sending NYCB ANTA and the State 

Department signaled that the US had its own ballet tradition. The NYCB dancers, 

however, recognized the debt their American work owed Russia, even as the structure of 

Soviet society demonstrated why artistic innovation might be better served by American 

society rather than the strict Soviet Communist culture. The tour, however, was not an 

uninterrogated celebration of the US. While Mitchell represented the dreams of 

integration when performing Balanchine ballets, his performances also marked his 
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difference from the dancers around him. As the Ailey tour firmly demonstrates, the US 

used cultural diplomacy to export its ideals, but those ideals had limitations in practice. 
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Chapter Three: 
Resisting from Center Stage: the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater’s 1967 Tour 

of the African Continent 
 

 

 The Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, the pre-eminent black dance company 

in the US, has had a lengthy and mutually beneficial relationship with the US 

government. Since Alvin Ailey founded the company in 1958 with the goal of employing 

black dancers and presenting African American culture to concert dance audiences, the 

company has successfully competed for government funds, first in the form of US State 

Department support for international tours, and later in the form of National Endowment 

for the Arts grants. A recent Congressional resolution, honoring Ailey’s fiftieth-

anniversary celebration, names many reasons why the American government has 

supported Ailey so frequently. The resolution recognizes Ailey for “fifty years of service 

as cultural ambassador of the United States to the world,” describing the company as an 

example of “world class modern dance” and “the beauty and humanity of African 

American heritage.”227 This legislative language highlights the Ailey company’s ongoing 

representational double-duty: when the primarily African American company performs in 

the US or abroad, they represent both American dance and African-American culture.  

 The history of Ailey’s State Department funding in the 1960s outlines the 

company’s shift from being solely categorized as an African American company to 

representing African American culture and American modern dance. Ailey received its 

                                                 
227 “Recognizing the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater for 50 Years of Service to the Performing Arts,” 
Senate Resolution 490. Submitted March 31, 2008. http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/D?r110:4:./temp/~r1100XWuWg::. 



 

 122 

first State Department engagement in 1962, traveling to Australia and Southeast Asia.228 

This tour would be the first of several State Department tours to give the company crucial 

financial support and higher national and international profiles. In 1966 Ailey, along with 

well-known black artists like Langston Hughes and Marion Williams, represented the US 

at the World Arts Negro Festival in Dakar, Senegal.229 Ailey replaced Arthur Mitchell’s 

newly formed ballet company when funds could not be raised to send Mitchell’s larger 

troupe.230 Ailey’s quick response to the State Department invitation demonstrates that he 

understood the benefits of officially representing the US. In 1970, again the Ailey 

company was a second choice for an important State Department-sponsored tour. When 

Martha Graham’s company was unavailable to be the first American modern dance 

company to perform in the Soviet Union, the ANTA Panel selected Ailey for the tour.231 

By 1970, the panel could imagine Ailey as a representative of the larger category of 

American modern dance, as opposed to seeing the company only within the context of 

African American dance, as seems to have been the case in 1966. 

 This chapter explores the often uncomfortable overlap between American and 

African American identity in American cultural diplomacy by focusing on the Ailey 

company’s 1967 State Department tour of nine African countries. The tour’s historical 

placement, the fall of 1967, just after a summer of race riots in several American cities, 

foregrounds the urgency of the US government’s work to combat global images of tense 

                                                 
228 Prevots 93. Because Ailey was not well known, the company toured as the de Lavallade-Ailey American 
Dance Company, foregrounding the presence of the more famous dancer Carmen de Lavallade. 
229 Von Eschen 151. 
230 Olga Maynard, Judith Jamison: Aspects of a Dancer (New York: Doubleday, 1982): 169-173. 
231 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 16 March 1961, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: 
Collection 468, Series 5, Box 101, Folder 17, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
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American race relations with a celebration of African American culture. Winning the 

Cold War battle against Communism required demonstrating to newly independent 

countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America that the American way of life was open to 

all, including people of color. Where the previous chapter focused on how ballet 

functioned in a direct exchange between the US and Soviet Union, I broaden my focus in 

this chapter, discussing how cultural diplomacy circulated among the triangle of the US, 

the USSR, and the so-called “Third World.”  

 Cold War cultural diplomacy programs employed Ailey and other black artists as 

evidence of American racial progress, even as the company’s repertory and the dancers’ 

experiences abroad demonstrated that being African American meant coping with the 

legacy of slavery and contemporary racism. In her study of jazz musicians’ role in 

American Cold War era cultural diplomacy, historian Penny Von Eschen describes the 

situation succinctly. She writes, “The glaring contradiction in this strategy was that the 

US promoted black artists as goodwill ambassadors—symbols of the triumphs of 

American democracy—when America was still a Jim Crow nation.”232 Onstage and off, 

the Ailey company confronted the reality of American racial exclusion in the 1960s.  

 Through performance, the Ailey dancers refused to be reduced merely to proof of 

American racial progress. No piece in Ailey’s repertory grapples with the struggles and 

triumphs of African American culture as powerfully as Ailey’s Revelations (1960). The 

piece, Ailey’s signature creation and his company’s best-known repertory work, emerges 
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from the African American spirituals that accompany it.233 Revelations’ emotionally 

layered and physically complex exploration of African American culture and the piece’s 

centrality to the Ailey company make it an ideal lens for studying the 1967 tour, where 

the piece closed every performance. In programs from the tour, Ailey describes the 

spirituals as “songs of trouble, of love, [and] of deliverance.”234 Revelations’ three 

sections, therefore, anchor this chapter. In Revelations, Ailey creates a shifting emotional 

landscape that moves from the abstract to the specific, growing in force through three 

distinct parts, which Ailey dancers refer to as the brown section (“Pilgrims of Sorrow”), 

the white section (“Take Me to the Water”), and the yellow section (“Move, Members, 

Move”). The vernacular titles reference the color of each section’s costumes, but the 

names also signal each section’s tone. In brown, there is struggle and sorrow. In white, 

there is baptism and rebirth. And in yellow, there is celebration and joy.   

  This chapter begins with an exploration of the government’s attitudes toward 

Ailey and African American culture, and then focuses on the Ailey company’s responses 

to being a predominantly black company officially representing the US in the late 1960s. 

First, I place the 1967 tour within the context of State Department efforts in Africa in the 

sixties and ANTA’s use of African American dance companies. I use archival materials 

documenting ANTA’s and the State Department’s attempts to control Ailey more than 

they did primarily white organizations. Next, the choreography for Revelations’ opening 

                                                 
233 The details of my performance analysis come from the 1986 recording “An Evening with the Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater.” See “Revelations,” An Evening with the Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater, Dir. Thomas Grimm, Kultur: 1986. I have also watched recordings of Revelations from 1967 and 
1970, which are held at the NYPL Dance Collection. Finally, my own viewings of live performances of 
Revelations from the period of 2000 to the present inform my understanding of the piece. 
234 Program from 1967 Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, Undated, Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater (AAADT) 
Archives, New York, NY. 
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section guides my discussion of the different versions of African American history 

present in Ailey’s work versus other USIA efforts. I compare Ailey’s choreography to 

two USIA pamphlets distributed to tell the story of American race relations to African 

readers. Ailey’s choreography for the brown section, “Pilgrims of Sorrow,” inserts 

images of bodies in pain, still wracked by the legacy of slavery, into USIA’s visual and 

textual archive, which worked to exile slavery’s trauma and racial difference to the US’s 

past. Where the brown section depicts American themes, Revelations’ middle, white 

section reckons with diaspora. The three dances that comprise the white section, “Take 

Me to the Water,” draw heavily on dance traditions of the Caribbean and West Africa. 

The white section’s most prominent figure, a stately female soloist who leads the 

ensemble, begs questions about how race and gender intersected on State Department 

tours. Onstage many dances featured women, but few female choreographers’ works 

appeared on State Department programs.  

 The chapter closes with Revelations’ final jubilant dances and their celebration of 

African American culture, which satisfied official needs and allowed dancers to express 

aspects of their racial identities that other concert dance forums had suppressed. The 

dancers’ ambivalence over their status as official ambassadors for the US had increased 

by the time they arrived in Africa from Europe, where newspapers had featured extensive 

photographic coverage of recent urban racial violence in Detroit, Newark, and 

Milwaukee. Even with these reminders of ongoing racism, sexism, and classicism in the 

US, the Ailey dancers say they remained excited about publicly performing African 

American culture on an international, US State Department tour.  
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Ailey: Always on the Road Again 

 Today the Ailey company logs more time on the road than any other American 

modern dance troupe, a trend that began early in the company’s history. In 1967 the 

company spent the majority of the year on tour. Ailey traveled on a non-State Department 

tour of Europe in the summer. After eight weeks there, they moved to Africa, where they 

performed for just under two months. The company began the African portion of their 

tour in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, and then traveled through nine more countries, including 

the Malagasy Republic, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, the Congo, Ghana, the Ivory Coast, 

and Senegal. In most countries, the company performed in one major city, usually the 

capital, for one to three nights. These performances, according to the dancers, were 

primarily for elite and often overwhelmingly white audiences, so Ailey insisted on 

additional shows in smaller venues, often in less metropolitan areas. The company had 

the most performances in Kenya, performing in Mombassa and Nairobi, and conducted a 

command performance for Kenyan president, Jomo Kenyatta, who raved over lead 

dancer Judith Jamison.235 After Kenya, the company went south, then east. Several 

dancers recall Ailey’s disappointment that the tour’s southern leg did not include South 

Africa, but the State Department could not guarantee the company’s safety in the 

southern part of the continent due to ongoing warfare. After final performances in Dakar, 

Senegal, the company traveled to Israel for the final portion of the 1967 tour, returning to 

the US in December. Similar to the arrangements for NYCB’s tour of Western Europe 

                                                 
235 Lynne Taylor-Corbett, personal interview with author, March 5, 2009, New York, NY; Judith Jamison, 
Dancing Spirit (New York: Doubleday, 1993): 99. 
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before that company’s Soviet tour, private presenters financed Ailey’s European and 

Israeli performances.236 Ailey had mastered using government tours to facilitate longer 

international tours, which meant more weeks of dancer employment.  

 Pragmatism and political strategy combined to decide the African tour’s 

destinations. The company traversed most of the African continent, with the exception of 

southern Africa. The Congo was as far south as Ailey could safely go. Ailey’s ability to 

speak French made him an ideal American spokesperson in former French and Belgian 

colonies, like Senegal and the Congo. Other countries offered potential American 

political gains. Home to an American NASA tracking station, the Malagasy Republic was 

an important Cold War asset.237 The US had had ongoing interests in Ghana since 1957, 

when it became the first African country to successfully renounce colonial rule, under the 

guidance of Kwame Nkrumah. Nkrumah leaned toward socialism throughout his 

presidency, but lost power in a 1966 coup. The Ghana American Embassy’s Fiscal Year 

1968 program evaluation recommended increased American influence to sway the 

country toward American democracy.238 

                                                 
236 I do not know what presenters specifically financed the European or Israeli legs of the 1967 tour. The 
State Department helped connect Ailey with several European festivals, who served as the company’s 
producers on that leg of the tour. The Israeli tour was facilitated by Ailey’s new company manager, Gil 
Shiva, who was Israeli. On both of these tours, according to Ailey’s biographer, Jennifer Dunning, the 
company was near destitute. At one point dancer James Truitte pooled dancers’ tax deductions, Ailey’s 
salary, and petty crash for bus rentals in Europe. See Jennifer Dunning, Alvin Ailey: A Life in Dance 
(Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1996): 222. For more on arrangements for the European tour, see ANTA 
dance-panel minutes, 6 December 1966, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: Collection 
468, Series 16, Box 101, Folder 19, University of Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
237 Karen Bell, “Developing a Sense of Community: US Cultural Diplomacy and the Place of Africa during 
the Early Cold War,” US-West Africa: Interactions and Relations (Rochester, NY: U of Rochester Press, 
2008): 139. 
238 Airgram from Accra, Ghana American Embassy to US Department of State, 17 August 1968, Bureau of 
Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: Collection 468, Series 16, Box 317, Folder 19, University of 
Arkansas Special Collections, Fayetteville, AK. 
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 The pieces performed on tour exemplify traditional Ailey repertory: a mix of 

works by Ailey and other African American choreographers. The length of the tour and 

scarce remaining programs make ascertaining the tour’s exact repertory difficult. Every 

performance closed with Revelations. Ailey’s Blues Suite, Geoffrey Holder’s Prodigal 

Prince (1967), Louis Johnson’s Lament (1953), Talley Beatty’s Congo Tango Palace 

(1960), and Paul Sansardo’s Metallics (1964) appeared on some African stops. Dancers 

remember performing several pieces that do not appear on remaining programs or in 

newspaper reviews. The Road to Phoebe Snow (1960) and Toccata (1960), both by 

Beatty, seem to have also been included on the tour.239 Dudley Williams remembers 

dancing Reflections in D (1962) on the tour; once Williams hurt his knee, Jamison and 

Consuelo Atlas alternated in the solo composed for him.240  

 In comparison to the City Ballet tour, the Ailey tour, though longer, was a smaller 

affair, leaving Ailey with little administrative support and forcing the dancers to perform 

in several pieces each night. Lighting designer and stage manager Nicholas Cernovitch 

constituted the primary support staff. Lynne Taylor-Corbett recalls boarding planes and 

watching Ailey run across the tarmac as cassette tapes of music used for performances 

spilled from his bag.1 The integrated, but predominantly African American ensemble 

consisted of Atlas, Williams, Jamison, Taylor-Corbett, James Truitte, Loretta Abbott, 

Kelvin Rotardier, Sharron Miller, George Faison, Enid Aytch, Elbert Morris, and Miguel 

                                                 
239 1967 programs from Kampala, Uganda and Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, AAADT Archives, New York, NY. 
240 Williams, Miller, Taylor-Corbett, and George Faison agreed to be interviewed for this project. Jamison, 
Rotardier, and Abbott did not respond to repeated interview requests, although Jamison dedicates a chapter 
of her autobiography to the African tour. Ailey, Truitte, Aytch, Morris, Atlas, and Godreau passed away 
before I began my study. The smaller pool of dancers available for interviews means, in comparison to the 
chapters on NYCB and Margaret Jenkins, interviews play a smaller role in this chapter. 
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Godreau. The twelve dancers performed all of the tour repertory, many while injured or 

sick, since there were no understudies.  

 

Jockeying for Position: Africa as Cultural Diplomacy Battleground   

  State Department sponsorship of arts tours fit within a 1960s American foreign 

policy agenda designed to sway African countries’ allegiances toward the US and away 

from the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China (PRC). As many Asian 

nations veered toward the powerful socialist influences, Africa gained importance in the 

American/Soviet conflict.241 The Kennedy and Johnson administrations sought to 

establish relationships with newly independent African nations, which required careful 

diplomacy around America’s great blemish: race relations. Kennedy, the first American 

president to encounter full-scale African independence, faced the new reality head-on, 

including discussions of African policy in 1960 campaign stump speeches.242 Kennedy 

also worked to balance domestic and foreign views of American race relations in his 

cabinet. For instance, Kennedy selected Georgian Dean Rusk, a moderate Southern 

Democrat, for Secretary of State over Arkansas senator and foreign relations expert 

William Fulbright.243 Fulbright championed international exchange, but remained a 

staunch defender of racial segregation domestically, one example of the contradictions of 

Cold War era policies related to racial and cultural difference. Although Kennedy 

addressed African and civil rights issues, the great legislative civil rights’ gains, as well 

                                                 
241 Bell 130. 
242 Thomas Borstelmann, The Cold War and the Color Line: American Race Relations in the Global Arena 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2001): 139. 
243 Borstelmann 140. 
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as the evidence that federal legislation was not enough, came under Johnson. He signed 

the Civil Rights Act in 1964, and then the Voting Rights Act in 1965, but the urban riots 

in the weeks before Ailey arrived in Africa were very public indications that federal 

legislation had not ended racial discrimination in the US. 

 The State Department and USIA had to combat the negative images of ongoing 

racism, which often highlighted American violence against people of color. Africans, 

particularly in cities, could follow the American civil rights struggles through television 

and newspapers, often through Soviet- or Chinese-supported media outlets.244 The USIA 

eagerly reported American legislative successes to combat negative coverage of the US 

abroad. Pamphlets described civil rights developments and featured a photograph of 

Johnson signing the Civil Rights Act, among other images of racial progress.245 In the 

mid sixties, anti-American sentiment in international coverage of the civil rights 

movement seems to have shifted. When international papers covered the violence against 

marchers in Selma, Alabama, in March of 1965, African journalists portrayed the 

confrontation as white supremacy extremists curtailed by the benevolent federal 

government.246   

 By the late sixties, however, increasing violence in American cities threatened to 

undo the USIA’s carefully constructed portrait of American racism as nearing its end and 

limited to a Southern minority. In the summer of 1967, riots exploded in Newark, Detroit, 

and Milwaukee. The three cities’ changing demographics during the 1960s had resulted 

                                                 
244 Mary Dudziak, Cold War Civil Rights: Race and the Image of American Democracy (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 2000): 235; Borstelmann 164. 
245 Dudziak 237. 
246 Dudziak 234-35. 
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in white political rule of a majority black population. This racial power imbalance, 

lengthy histories of police brutality, and a lack of suitable public housing led to 

consecutive weeks of what the Ailey dancers referred to in interviews as “riots,” but 

which could also be categorized as civil insurrection.247 Twenty people died in Newark. 

Forty people died in Detroit, and 1,300 buildings burned.248 The week of August 4, 1967, 

Time and Newsweek ran front cover photographs of the riots and President Johnson 

created the National Advisory Commission on Civil Disorders. There was no avoiding 

the materiality of American racism. 

 The State Department wanted the Ailey tour to bring untainted American ideals to 

countries also courted by Soviet and Chinese Communism, not to facilitate open 

exchange among artists. Arts tours in Africa allowed the US to compete on the ground 

with Soviet and Chinese presences through personal interactions. The Ailey company 

repeatedly crossed paths in Africa with a Chinese ballet company traveling, like Ailey, on 

a government-sponsored tour. Ailey dancer George Faison remembers the two companies 

meeting in airports. Faison and other dancers became friendly with the Chinese artists, to 

the dismay of the company’s USIA escort Harry Hirsch. Faison says, “We met the 

Chinese—and we [had] read about Mao and how they were trained, and how they were 

disciplined and so we were seeing them for the very first time. And they gave us buttons 

from China as a memento of our meeting. The State Department just collected that stuff 
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and we didn’t get to keep them.”249 As Faison said later in our interview, meeting the 

Chinese artists underscored how many countries “were jockeying for position . . . using 

arts as that first wave.” All sides of the Cold War conflict viewed the arts as a persuasive 

and personal tool. Meeting individual artists personalized political agendas, and the 

government carefully guided what interactions were allowed. 

 

Racial Implications of Modernism and Paternalism: ANTA and Ailey 

 The Ailey company’s presence on a State Department tour of Africa in 1967 begs 

questions about how consciously the State Department and ANTA used race within 

cultural diplomacy. Von Eschen notes American diplomacy’s reliance on African 

American culture stretches back to Eisenhower’s first address on the recently inaugurated 

President’s Emergency Fund, when he singled out the 1955 Soviet Porgy and Bess tour 

as indicative of the artistic quality American artists could bring to the world.250 Cultural 

diplomacy programs began sending significant numbers of African American artists, 

including Ailey, to Africa in the 1960s. Von Eschen says the high-profile, official 

American deployment of black jazz artists like Dizzy Gillespie, Louis Armstrong, Duke 

Ellington, and others was a “self-conscious campaign against worldwide criticism of US 

racism.”251   

 The promise of American democracy required evidence of increasing inclusion, 

even as racial exclusion continued as a systemic, everyday practice. Writing in 1903 in 

                                                 
249 George Faison, personal interview with author, March 4, 2009, New York, NY. (All quotations from 
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The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. DuBois proclaimed the existence of the “color line” as 

the American twentieth century’s greatest problem.252 Within the US’s class system 

organized around skin color, cultural theorist Richard Dyer has noted how the early 

twentieth century incorporation of Jewish and Irish immigrants into the category of 

American whiteness allowed American society to continue to imagine itself as inclusive 

without disrupting DuBois’ color line.253  

 In the early twentieth century, the US’s paradoxical relationship to narratives of 

inclusion was a national problem, but the Cold War’s emphasis on exporting American 

democracy made racial exclusion a global concern. Historian Thomas Borstellmann has 

demonstrated how the coincidence of the American civil rights movement and African 

anti-colonial battles in the 1950s and 1960s brought DuBois’s “color line” into high 

relief.254 In the sixties, American cultural diplomacy had to conceal ongoing American 

social exclusion of people of color to celebrate American inclusion abroad. Within the 

realm of US State Department tours, this meant that white Russian émigré Balanchine 

could enjoy more fully the privilege of American citizenship than the black artists of the 

Ailey company could, even though both groups officially represented the US abroad. 

Within the context of the 1960s, the Ailey company danced within a paradox: abroad 

they represented American inclusion of African Americans, even as they felt the 

persistence of American racism toward people of color in their daily lives State-side. 

                                                 
252 W.E.B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (Dover, DE: Dover Thrift Books, 1903): 54. 
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 ANTA and the State Department’s racial politics affected the Ailey company in 

two direct ways: the panel’s selection criteria and the panel’s paternalism toward Ailey, 

the man and the company. Where Balanchine’s debt to Africanist material was less 

obvious (until Mitchell took the stage), Ailey coupled Modernist formalism’s abstraction 

with African and African American source material more overtly. For instance, the 

opening section of Revelations emphasizes spatial relationships and body positions; 

dancers exist outside of a setting or story. The presence, however, of a mainly black 

ensemble dancing to African American spirituals highlights African American elements. 

Race also factored into the panel and the State Department’s discernible condescension 

toward Ailey. In general, the panel and the State Department had a paternalistic attitude 

toward artists, but racism exacerbated these tendencies in discussions about and with 

Ailey, from program selection to admonishments to stay on “good behavior.” Repeatedly, 

the government attempted to control Ailey and his dancers more than other 

predominantly white companies, while supporting the company publicly and financially.  

 The State Department’s selection of Ailey reflects the entanglement of Modernist 

aesthetics and racial politics in 1960s cultural diplomacy. As I discussed in the previous 

chapter, by the 1960s American cultural diplomacy had successfully characterized 

modernist formalism as representative of American ideals of individualism and 

innovation. I argued that black dancer Arthur Mitchell’s presence in NYCB’s modernist 

ballets functioned similarly to how Von Eschen says jazz did in cultural diplomacy. 

Black artists performing in modernist forms allowed US officials to “simultaneously 

insist on the universal, race-transcending quality of jazz while depending on the 
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blackness of musicians to legitimize America’s global agendas.”255 Dance historian 

Susan Manning has made a similar argument for Ailey’s presence on cultural diplomacy 

tours. Manning says Ailey presented the perfect scenario: the State Department could 

send black dancers abroad, but Ailey’s choreographic style, which Manning describes as 

“mythic abstraction,” allowed the panel and perhaps audiences to categorize Ailey as a 

black artist, but also as a color-blind American Modernist.256 Manning offers this 

assessment as a direct challenge to Prevots, who describes the use of African American 

dancers, including Ailey, as evidence of the ANTA panel’s “growing awareness of their 

[African Americans’] importance and the importance of their heritage to American 

dance.”257 Prevots sees artistic criteria as distinct from political concerns, but the panel’s 

preference for some dance forms over others cannot be divorced from larger cultural 

contexts.  

 Racial politics and artistic evaluation seem intricately linked in the selection of 

Ailey for tours in the 1960s. Noting how America’s racial battles affected the State 

Department and the Dance Panel’s choice of Ailey does not distract from the dance 

panel’s growing admiration for Ailey’s artistry. In the late fifties, panel members 

complimented the young Ailey company, but opted not to fund them. The panel said 

Ailey was a good dancer and had “one fine number,” which is probably a reference to 

Blues Suite (1958).258 Years later the panel voiced similar concerns about Paul Taylor’s 

young company, agreeing that Taylor was a superb dancer, but a nascent choreographer, 
                                                 
255 Von Eschen 4. 
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suggesting that the earlier critique of Ailey was probably a straightforward, artistic 

one.259 Ailey founded his company in 1958 and made Revelations in 1960. He 

substantially revised Revelations in 1962, streamlining the dance. Not surprisingly, the 

panel’s attitude toward Ailey shifted after seeing the company at the Jacob’s Pillow 

Festival in 1962, performing the revised, shorter version of Revelations.260  

 The enthusiastic reception of Ailey’s 1962 tour of Australia and southeast Asia 

and the company’s 1966 appearance at the World Arts Negro Festival in Senegal 

cemented Ailey’s place as a frequent cultural ambassador for the US. An airgram sent 

from Dakar to the State Department after the 1966 festival recommends Ailey for further 

State Department engagements. The performances were strong and Ailey, fluent in 

French, was an excellent liaison with Senegalese audiences and press outlets.261  

 Government assessments of the 1967 tour categorize Ailey as an absolute artistic 

success. Embassy evaluations of the company’s performances are so positive they verge 

on hyperbole. The Kenyan Embassy called the company a “smashing success.”262 In 

Ethiopia Ailey was “one of the most successful presentations ever in Addis Ababa.263 In 

                                                 
259 ANTA dance-panel minutes, 19 December 1961, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: 
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Tanzania, Ailey left “an enduring impression.”264 In Uganda, the company’s 

performances were “epoch-making,”265 and the embassy in the Ivory Coast described 

Ailey as “truly magnificent.”266 The Cultural Presentations program singled Ailey out in 

its Annual Report for Fiscal Year 1968 for demonstrating “curiosity” and “sensitivity” to 

African culture and nations.267  

 As State Department officials and ANTA panelists publicly championed Ailey, 

paternalism streaked their private discussions about the company. Sometimes the panel’s 

condescension toward Ailey indicates its members’ general view of artists as immature. 

Minutes from a September 1962 panel meeting describe Ailey as an artist who needs 

“very strict artistic control.”268 Minutes from three months later suggest the panel’s view 

that Ailey’s success in Southeast Asia was evidence that the more artistic control ANTA 

has over a tour, the more successful the tour will be.269  

 The panel, largely comprised of arts administrators and dance critics, felt artists 

needed outside guidance in repertory selection and casting, but their constant notes about 

Ailey needing to be controlled suggest his race and sexuality stirred 1960s racism and 
                                                 
264 Airgram from Dar es Salaam, Tanzania American Embassy to US Department of State, 31 July 1968, 
Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs Collection: Collection 468, Series 16, Box 320, Folder 11, 
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 138 

homophobia. Through the sixties, the dance panel remained entirely white. The only 

recorded conversation about diversity in the group refers to geographical, not racial, 

diversity. The all-white panel stood in stark contrast to the Ailey company, composed of 

primarily black artists. Ailey’s bisexuality seems to have been widely known about 

among his dancers, and, according to his biographer Jennifer Dunning, he had been open 

about his sexuality with his social circle since his late teenage years.270 The State 

Department knew Ailey had been arrested in Los Angeles for “lewd disposition,” so 

officials also knew something of Ailey’s homosexuality. Even though Ailey seems to 

have not been “out” by today’s standards, it still seems remarkable that he could be 

somewhat public about his sexuality and still receive State Department support in an era 

when, as historian David K. Johnson has detailed, the State Department and many other 

government agencies fired people for even the slightest suspicion of being gay or 

lesbian.271 

 Racism and homophobia compounded the government and the panel’s suspicion 

of and condescension toward Ailey and his company. A classified memo from June 1967, 

written to Cultural Presentations officer Thomas Huff, outlines the arrest records of Ailey 

and dancer Miguel Godreau, and a possible connection between lighting designer 

Nicholas Cernovitch and a pro-Cuba group.272 According to the memo, government 
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representatives briefed Ailey about their knowledge of the arrests, including two 

incidents where Los Angeles police arrested Ailey for “Lewd Disposition.” (Godreau was 

arrested for forgery.) State Department officials told Ailey that his company “was to walk 

the straight and narrow path and that failure to do so could result in immediate 

cancellation of the tour.” The State Department raised the possibility of removing 

Goudreau and Cernovitch from the tour, but Ailey argued for them as essential company 

members. Ailey assured the officials that he would “insist on proper conduct” from the 

company, who would “cooperate with the Department in every way.” The conversation 

between the State Department officials or ANTA panel members (it is unclear as to who 

met with Ailey) with the gay, black choreographer in 1967 about his arrest record must 

have felt like a threat, reminding Ailey that on tour he worked for an American 

government that, due to his race and sexuality, considered him suspiciously. 

 Racism and homophobia in American society meant that the State Department’s 

request that Ailey and his company be careful to be on “good behavior” on the tour had 

higher stakes for the predominantly black company than for other, largely white, arts 

organizations touring. NYCB dancers remember being warned to behave well, and 

NYCB sent one dancer home after he caused a drunken scene in a hotel lobby after a 

party in Moscow.273 But what counted as acting out—looking suspicious—for a black 

American man was different than for a white man. The possible consequences of being 

black and not walking “the straight and narrow path” in 1967 became painfully apparent 
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when Ailey briefly returned to the US while his dancers remained in Europe, the tour leg 

that preceded Africa. While dining with friends near Lincoln Center, two policemen 

arrested Ailey, mistaking him for another bearded black man who had murdered four 

policemen in Cincinnati. Ailey spent a night in jail during which he was beaten by police 

officers.274 Dunning describes the effect of the arrest, noting that it illustrates the “specter 

of imprisonment” that is “part of the racial unconscious of black men.”275 Ailey rejoined 

his company in Athens with very conscious reminders of the possible consequences of 

attracting suspicion, but, even more likely, he also returned to Europe reminded that no 

position in the art world or way of “behaving” could overcome the real consequences of 

American racism. 

 Day-to-day interactions between government officials and black artists revealed 

the persistence of racism or, at least, cultural misunderstanding. Several of the dancers 

felt the company’s racial composition and youthful demeanor made their USIA escort 

Harry Hirsh uneasy. Hirsh was a frequent partner to African American artists touring 

Africa; Von Eschen has written about his involvement with pianist and composer Randy 

Weston’s jazz tour of Africa, another 1967 State Department-sponsored tour. Weston and 

Hirsch had several confrontations, many of them documented in letters from Hirsch to 

Charles Ellison, the director of the Cultural Presentations Program. Hirsch shocked 

Weston with what Weston described as obvious “colonial mentalities,” when Hirsch 

questioned his purchase of a recording device to carry on the tour. Weston remembers 

Hirsch looking at the recorder and saying, “I feel it is an awful lot of money to spend for 
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just picking up native songs in Africa.”276 Dudley Williams remembers a similar 

confrontation between Ailey and Hirsch, when Hirsch wanted to send the injured 

Williams back to the US mid-tour. Ailey explained to Hirsch that he desperately needed 

Williams to rehearse other dancers in his many roles.277 Like the incident with Weston, 

Hirsch’s sense that he knew better what to do than the black artist could be an example of 

his misunderstanding of how artists needed to work, or it could be an example of 

racialized paternalism. 

 Most embassy reports lavished praise on Ailey and the dancers for their behavior 

on tour, but an evaluation from Kenya offers an example of the American Embassy’s 

largely white staff’s misperceptions of artists’ behavior that, when placed in the context 

of the government’s paternalism, reads as having a racial subtext. Kenya was a 

tremendous success on the tour. President Kenyatta invited the company to do a 

command performance at his home. The unexpected outdoor performance strained 

Embassy staff, and the staff was, according to the evaluation, irritated when the dancers 

became “sullen and uncooperative” because the performance conditions did not meet 

their “professional standards.”278 What looked like a lack of cooperation to the Embassy 

officials was a safety concern, according to the dancers. For a dance floor, the Embassy 

laid black linoleum in the President’s back yard. The linoleum reached high temperatures 

in the sun, forcing the dancers to perform barefoot on a floor that “felt like fire.”279 This 

detail does not appear in the Embassy report. Instead, the Embassy suggested that 
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“perhaps a more detailed orientation in Washington related to the purposes of cultural 

presentations would have eased the problem.”280 The Embassy suggests that the dancers 

could have used another talk about “good behavior” to push them toward being more 

willing to put their bodies on the line. 

 Preparations for Ailey’s 1970 Soviet Union tour obviously connect the panel’s 

extreme level of condescension toward Ailey with panelists’ racism. For all State 

Department tours, companies and officials discussed repertory choices. The State 

Department expressed concern over Ailey’s desire to include his Masakela Langage, a 

work about a night of violence at a South African nightclub. The panelists agreed that the 

piece could travel, but Masakela’s program notes needed to change. Ailey’s note for 

Masakela Langage compared racism in South Africa with racism on the south side of 

Chicago.281 Panelist and dance critic Walter Terry told Cultural Presentations 

administrator Beverley Gerstein that Ailey’s description could be deleted because while 

the piece looks like “a sultry South African town . . . it could be anywhere in the world.” 

Another panelist, William Bales, said the reference to Chicago seemed inconsequential, 

but suggested Clive Barnes, an English critic who was thought to “know Russia” should 

be consulted. Ultimately, two white men agreed to erase Ailey’s words and his explicit 

remark on Masakela’s racial politics. Language highlighting race had to disappear, and 

the panel comfortably chose their politics over Ailey’s. 
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 Discussions of program notes for The Beloved demonstrate that exclusionary 

attitudes were not limited to race, but extended to gender, too. Ailey’s program note for 

The Beloved categorized the central character as “an unliberated female,” which seems to 

have been a censorable description because it implied American women yearned for 

liberation. Terry tells Gerstein that the character in question is “nothing more than a high 

class servant,” easily dismissing more radical racial and gender politics. Next, Terry 

suggested that instead of using Ailey’s note, Gerstein should find “some old reviews of 

[The Beloved] from John Martin, Clive Barnes or himself [Terry] to describe the work. 

Since it will be in Russian, Ailey will never know.” Terry wanted the words of one of 

three white, male dance critics to replace Ailey’s writing, and he assumed Ailey would be 

ignorant of the entire enterprise.282 Drafts of the Soviet programs from ANTA’s archives 

suggest all program notes were deleted from Ailey’s Soviet programs, which means 

Ailey would have known his notes had been an issue. The panel never gave Ailey the 

respect they afforded white artists.283 

 Even within this racist climate, Ailey managed to get the funding and touring 

opportunities he wanted for his company. In late 1969, Ailey announced that the 

company did not have sufficient funds to pay dancers, in dance historian Thomas 

DeFrantz’s words, “cunningly” leveraging the State Department’s recent choice of the 

                                                 
282 Thomas DeFrantz has persuasively argued that white dance critics dismissal of Ailey, even as the 
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Ailey company for a fall Soviet Union tour in order to get more funding from ANTA.284 

After Ailey’s announcement, the State Department hastened to find work for the 

company to keep them alive until the Soviet tour. Eventually the Cultural Presentations 

Program funded several weeks of rehearsal and sent the company on a North African tour 

prior to the Soviet engagement.285 The State Department might have been dismissive of 

Ailey’s intellect or his race, but they needed him, and Ailey knew how to use this to his 

advantage. The government’s paternalism did not thwart Ailey in his goal to keep his 

company going, even though the constancy of racism and homophobia, almost worse 

because it was so often subtext, must have taken a wearying toll. 

 

“There is trouble all over this land:” Remembering Slavery; Progress Through Self-

Determination 

 Ailey chose to work within government funding systems, despite the racism and 

homophobia with which he had to contend, but he never forgot politics. Ailey 

choreographed acts of resistance. Revelations’ expressions of violence, sorrow, and 

struggle undermined the progress narratives of African American history presented 

elsewhere in American cultural diplomacy efforts in Africa. USIA materials, particularly 

a series of pamphlets about African American history distributed throughout Africa, 

positioned slavery as a long-ago event, the starting point in the story of American racial 

progress, rather than a historical event that continued to shape American attitudes and 
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practices. In contrast, Revelations intertwines the past and present, as performance 

theorist Joni Jones says African American theatre can, to force “a consideration of how a 

slave history has left psychic wounds on descendants of masters and descendants of 

slaves. The talk [or in this case, dance] with history is then a way of clarifying and 

contextualizing the present.”286 Live performance hoists the past into the present, making 

it particularly suitable for commenting on trauma’s fluid temporality. Revelations’ 

opening section, “Pilgrims of Sorrow,” displays the ongoing effects of slavery’s trauma 

on people and their bodies. By putting black people at the center of African American 

history, rather than as the group upon which history has acted, Ailey opens space for 

recognizing African Americans’ role in the march toward racial freedom, another site of 

contrast with USIA materials that often positioned benevolent, white federal legislators as 

the primary forces in the civil rights movement. 

 USIA’s circulation of “educational” pamphlets in Africa emphasized integration 

as a soothing balm for the wounds of slavery. These texts include the 1950 or 1951 USIA 

pamphlet, “The Negro in American Life,” and the 1965 pamphlet, “For the Dignity of 

Man.” Historian Mary Dudziak’s close reading of the pamphlets describes how they 

argue for American democracy as the ideal conduit for racial “reconciliation and 

redemption.”287 As “The Negro in American Life” describes the horrors of American 

slavery, photographs in the pamphlet project an image of resolution through integration. 

In one picture, a black teacher leads a class of black and white children.288 Another 
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photograph shows a group of black children standing in front of a newly constructed 

school.289 These pictures tie together integration and education as examples of an 

American promise of increasing equality. Dudziak explains how the pamphlet’s text 

moves from a description of slavery to an optimistic picture of African American life in 

the 1950s where expanding educational opportunities “made ‘the Negro’ more worthy of 

equal treatment, and made him more likely to insist on his rights.”290 In Dudziak’s 

reading, the photographs and texts create a progress narrative that does not erase the scars 

of slavery, but uses them as evidence of American progress.  

 The 1965 pamphlet, “For the Dignity of Man,” resurrects a familiar theme: 

American democracy, embodied by white male legislators, is the best system for the 

achievement of racial progress. The pamphlet’s text describes recent developments in 

civil rights history, including the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the 1965 Voting Rights Act, 

and features a photograph of Johnson signing the 1964 legislation.291 The pamphlet 

distances the US nation from racial injustice and, instead, describes racism as a problem 

of “some individuals and state and local governments.”292 Recent legislation merely 

provides clarification for a misguided American minority.293 In the pamphlet, the white 

men of the federal government lead the US away from its racist past. 

 The pamphlets’ photographs contain no images of racism or references to slavery. 

Instead they show happy scenes of integration and a white leader signing civil rights 

legislation. Such images, particularly iconic pictures like the happy, engaged children 
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shown in “The Negro in American Life,” overwhelm the written text’s story of racial 

injustice. The large picture of President Johnson, a white man, signing civil rights 

legislation, plays a similar role in the 1965 pamphlet. For pamphlet readers more focused 

on the photographs (or unable to read the pamphlet because of language or literacy 

barriers), the dominant piece of information would come from the photographs, which 

related a story of racial integration as a pathway for African Americans to achieve 

success and happiness.  

 Revelations’ procession from depictions of pain in “Pilgrims of Sorrow” to 

images of joy in “Move, Members, Move” does not completely dispense with the 

progress narrative in the USIA pamphlets. The ANTA panel thought of Revelations as an 

optimistic piece. In the same memorandum where panel members expressed concern 

about Masakela Langage’s violence, they describe Revelations as “warm and lovely,” a 

suitable counterpoint to Masakela.294 DeFrantz argues that Revelations’ “economy of 

dance motion, brevity of musical selections, [and] the confident dispatch of its staging” 

softens its political potency.295 

 In comparison to the pamphlets, however, the politics of Revelations’ 

choreography are quite radical. Violent images of slavery and the ongoing, painful effects 

of slavery and racism on African American bodies are inescapable in Revelations’ first 

three dances. The dancers’ earth-tone costumes and the bareness of the stage make 

“Pilgrims of Sorrow” Revelations’ most abstract section. The absence of an exact place, 
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and the pain and anxiety expressed in the choreography gesture toward the dancing’s 

accompanying spirituals, not as anthems of African American Christianity, but, to borrow 

Dubois’s term for spirituals, as “sorrow songs.” 

 In Revelations’ two opening dances, heaving torsos and jerking limbs re-insert 

images of slavery into American cultural diplomacy. The tempo of Revelations’ opening 

piece, “I Been ‘Buked,” dramatically shifts from slow to fast as baritone voices sing, 

“There is trouble all over this land.” On this line, the Ailey ensemble moves away from 

Revelations’ well-known opening cluster, in which dancers stand shoulder to shoulder, 

palms forward, fingers flexed, chests and chins high. An abrupt tempo change sends the 

dancers barreling out into space. Each dancer performs an individualized phrase as he or 

she moves away from the group. The diversity of the dancers’ steps, coupled with their 

general spinning quality, produces an image of anxious chaos that contrasts with the 

sustained, heavy choreography of the opening cluster. Throughout “I Been ‘Buked,” 

percussive, jerky dancing disrupts slow, somber postures. In the piece’s final moments, 

the dancers return to the opening cluster. As they simultaneously stretch their arms 

slowly upward, it seems the piece will close with the sustained unison movement with 

which it began, but then, one by one, the dancers’ arms go rigid at the elbows, and then 

open into a “V.” Finally in tiny spasms of pain, the dancers jerk their arms out and down.  

 The impact of slavery’s cruelty on people and their bodies is the movement 

vocabulary of much of “Didn’t My Lord Deliver Daniel,” the second dance in the brown 

section. Angry, tired sobs wrack the dancers’ entire bodies. Pain travels from the dancers’ 

arms into their hunched, pulsing torsos. Near the beginning of “Daniel,” the three 
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dancers, one man and two women, squat in a deep second position, their bodies turned on 

the diagonal, giving the audience a view of their perfectly curved spines. With heads 

bowed, arms stretched forward, and hands clasped, the dancers’ bodies conjure images of 

fields being plowed. But as the dancers’ pulse their bodies to the percussive singing of 

the word “Daniel,” labor turns to agony. The choreography specifically refers to the 

physical toll of slaves working in the field, just one instance of what DeFrantz calls 

Revelations’ “reenactments of physical bondage.”296 Another obvious example of a 

reenactment of slavery also comes in “Daniel.” Just before the series of contractions, the 

trio of dancers stand, feet apart, arms high, wrists crossed as though bound, referencing 

the position of a slave, hands tied, stealing herself for the strike of the master’s whip.  

 “Pilgrims” does not only position black people as the victims of slavery. 

Revelations’ also presents black people, as individuals and as a collective, fighting to 

overcome forces that oppress them. In “I Been ‘Buked,” the dancers spin away in 

individual phrases, but they always return to the large group in the center. Moving in 

slow, controlled unison, they gather strength and create some of Revelations’ most iconic 

images of a community’s power. Standing in the dance’s final grouping, the dancers jerk 

their arms downward one at a time, but they never drop their heads or their chests. They 

stand, looking up in defiance, as the lights dim. “Daniel,” like “’Buked,” ends with an 

image of bodies refusing to go down. In the music’s last phrase, the three dancers step 

forward, then spiral their bodies to the floor. On the final drumbeat, they press their hips 

up into a bridge and shoot their arms, fingers spread, straight to the ceiling. Throughout 
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“Daniel” the dancers have been knocked down and their bodies have been wracked with 

pain, but Ailey creates a final image of people refusing to give up. 

 Ailey challenged the USIA’s dominant narratives about African American life 

offstage as well. There were moments on tours when Ailey confronted American racism 

directly, shifting agency from the white American president holding the legislative pen 

toward the black people who rose up in the face of adversity. In a 1966 interview with the 

National Radio of Senegal during the World Arts Negro Festival, Ailey spoke about the 

courage of African American people, explaining how his company allowed African 

Americans to celebrate American culture and self-determination. Ailey said, 

When I started to have a dance company, I decided I wanted to do 

something to show what the Negro had done. … In the United States, we 

have a little problem, as you know. They think we’re not first-class 

citizens. … They don’t recognize [our music and dance] for what it is. So I 

made a dance company mainly to illustrate to them what the Negro had 

contributed to America, … what the Negro made out of adversity, what 

the Negro made out of his sorrow, what the Negro made out of being held 

down in America. That’s what the blues are. … I’ve taken these beautiful 

things and put them in dance.297 

Ailey names the discrimination black people face in the US and makes fun of the 

dismissal of contemporary racial grievances with his ironic quip, “we have a little 

problem.” Building emphasis through verbal repetition, Ailey describes “the Negro” as 
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the source of overcoming, the source of creativity. He gives black people credit, and he 

gives them the stage.  

 In 1967 a cagier Ailey responded to questions specifically addressing racial 

issues. Taylor-Corbett recalls Ailey fielding questions at a press conference where 

reporters asked about his stance on American racial politics. She says, 

I remember one press conference when one reporter said to him, and I 

think these are the exact words because it was all very powerful. … This 

reporter said to Alvin, “Do you prefer to be called Negro or black?” 

Because Black Power was just coming up. And he said, “I prefer to be 

called Alvin Ailey, the choreographer.” And I just thought, “Wow, he’s so 

far ahead of his time. And yet he’s so alone.” 

In his response, Ailey dodges the identity question, which in 1967 would have had 

powerful implications. Choosing “Negro” would have aligned him with earlier civil 

rights movements, and choosing “black” would have aligned him with the burgeoning 

Black Power movement. By identifying as an individual first, artist second, and leaving 

his racial identity unnamed, Ailey upheld the idea that within an American context people 

are valued as individuals, rather than as members of certain races. It is difficult to know 

what contexts or issues spurred Ailey’s shift in tone from the 1966 interview to the 1967 

press conference, but it seems likely the company needed the State Department more in 

1967. Ailey knew State Department funds meant more exposure for the company. In 

1967 Ailey also labored under the admonishments from Washington officials 
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documented in the June 1966 memo, in which he had been warned to be on “good 

behavior.”  

 Even if Ailey toned down his rhetoric for the 1967 tour, his choreography still 

expressed the strength and depth of African American culture. The lyrics of “I Been 

‘Buked” were right: There was trouble all over this land—all over the US and all over 

Africa. The wounds of slavery had not closed. In 1967 black people and other citizens of 

color continued to face racial discrimination and violence and fight for equality and 

representation, on the streets of urban cities and on the stages of newly independent 

African nations. 

 

“Wade in the Water”: Acknowledging the Absence of Women in Cultural 

Diplomacy and the Presence of Africa in Ailey 

 When asked about her memories of performing Revelations, dancer Sharron 

Miller immediately responds, “I mean, obviously my arm still remembers the 

umbrella.”298 Miller references the female performer who reigns over the first two dances 

of Revelations’ middle section, “Take Me to the Water.” She holds a white umbrella in 

her right hand. The umbrella’s white ruffled edges float above the dancers like a soft, but 

strong, guiding presence—a godlike hand formed of wispy fabric. Compared to its 

metaphorical weight, the prop’s actual weight is minimal, but holding it high for two 

entire dances leaves the female soloist’s arm with an unforgettable ache. The action 

imprinted in Miller’s arm is one of Revelations’ best-known images and falls within a 
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larger group of powerful female roles in the Ailey repertory, although it is exceptional 

within the relatively male-focused Revelations.299 But still, like the solo Cry that Ailey 

made for Judith Jamison in 1970, Revelations’ umbrella-holding, leading woman 

provides a strong sense of matriarchy.  

 The central woman explicitly connects Ailey’s choreography and his dancers’ 

performances with dances of the African diaspora. The lead woman makes her initial 

entrance, walking straight toward the audience, rippling her entire torso. Her winding, 

liquid spine sends her left shoulder into a circular motion, as her extended left arm 

strokes the air. The phrase requires a bold presence articulated through detailed 

movement of the torso and complicated polyrhythmic syncopation, moving different 

body parts simultaneously in contrasting rhythms. Dance historian Brenda Dixon-

Gottschild describes the supple, undulating torso movement as “integral” to African-

based movement forms because it is common to multiple African ethnic groups’ dance 

traditions and because the torso functions as a “spirit catcher.”300 With this term Dixon-

Gottschild references African dance’s combination of articulated torso movement, 

syncopated rhythms, and movement repetition “to generate certain affective states,” or, 

put differently, “calling forth the spirit.”301 The soft, mobile, rhythmically layered use of 

the torso evokes the transcendental, spiritual aspects of dance in the African diaspora. 

 The African elements of Revelations and their prominence in the performance of 

“Wade in the Water’s” central female figure gesture toward the government’s desire to 
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demonstrate American culture’s inclusion of African culture. Archival materials, 

choreography, and dancers, however, recall the exclusions of American society, 

especially where racial and gender prejudices intersected. The stately woman’s dancing 

leads down three intertwined paths. First, the lead woman is a reminder of all the women 

who do not receive ANTA support, despite how their work, in some cases even more 

than Ailey’s, fostered connections between African and African American dance. 

Second, the woman’s facility with African-based movement is a reminder of why 

government officials and ANTA seized upon Ailey’s repertory to highlight connection 

between the US and Africa. Finally, these cultural connections were complicated, and the 

differences between African Americans and Africa’s black population and between 

American and African societies sometimes surprised the Ailey dancers, as the dancers 

struggled to avoid romanticizing Africa while they also found the continent, compared to 

the US, hospitable to an integrated company. 

 Many strong women appeared on stage during Ailey concerts and other dance 

performances funded by the State Department, but female choreographers remained 

absent from Cultural Presentations’ programming. With the exception of Martha Graham, 

whose company traveled on many tours from the fifties through the seventies, female 

choreographers received little ANTA support. Women applied to ANTA and many 

women sat on the panel, including choreographers like Doris Humphrey, but few 

received support.  

 When Ailey created Revelations in 1960, he built the work upon the foundations 

of many African American choreographers who preceded him, including Katherine 
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Dunham, one of Ailey’s first modern teachers, and, less directly, Pearl Primus. Both were 

female choreographers trained as anthropologists, who helped bring African traditions to 

American concert dance. Both women enjoyed notably less support from State 

Department touring funds than Ailey and other male choreographers did. 

 Dunham and Primus, however, offered the Dance Panel and the State Department 

some of the same artistic possibilities as Ailey’s company, so their relative exclusion 

raises questions about how race and gender intersected in panel selection criteria. Both 

women sometimes worked with an integrated ensemble and presented connections 

between African American culture and the African diaspora. As women who made work 

with more blatant political messages than anything in Ailey’s repertory in 1967, Dunham 

and Primus had fraught relationships with ANTA-supported projects.  

 ANTA discussions about Primus indicate harsh judgments of a black woman’s 

body and a misunderstanding of African American dance. The panel often spoke of her 

work favorably, but caveats regarding her larger physical build and her relationship to 

Africa kept Primus from ever receiving ANTA support. In 1961, the panel recommended 

Primus for touring, but in this favorable discussion and in another in 1955, the panel also 

said that Primus had a weight problem. After discussing Primus’s weight again in 1961, 

the panel decided she could execute her repertory, despite what they still thought was 

excessive weight.302 Members of the dance community often discuss people’s bodies in 

ways that are inappropriate and limited, but I have not found, nor does Prevots mention, 
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any other discussions of artists’ weight. The panel saw the black woman’s body as 

available for comment in ways other dancers’ bodies were not. 

 Embassy officials expressed another layer of concern about Primus’s work: it was 

too connected to Africa. A report from the US Embassy in Nigeria described Primus’s 

1962 performances there, sponsored by the Harkness Foundation, as giving “the 

impression of showing Nigerians how African dances should be presented.”303 Trained in 

anthropology and a former Fulbright scholar in Africa, Primus had too much “Africa” in 

her dances to be seen as American. Prevots notes that the Embassy report is indicative of 

Embassy staffs’ limitations. They reviewed arts tours’ impacts without much knowledge 

of dance—other than knowing that the larger dance performances could be logistically 

difficult. The comments about Primus, however, reveal the Embassy’s assumptions of 

American dancers as having a genuine, direct impact on audiences. 

 Dunham received support from the State Department and ANTA, but sparingly, 

and not without controversy. The ANTA panel approved Dunham for government 

support in 1959. She eventually traveled to Africa in 1966, as part of the State 

Department’s Leaders and Specialists Program,304 which sent individual artists and 

intellectuals abroad.305 Ailey toured through the Cultural Presentations Program, the more 

frequent sponsor for full dance companies. The ability to tour an entire company, rather 
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than only lead individual workshops, translated into more public performances and 

greater international attention. 

 Prior to Dunham’s 1959 approval, she met substantial criticism and apparent 

censorship from the State Department, even though the government had not funded her 

earlier, controversial performances. In 1951 in Santiago, Chile, Dunham premiered 

Southland, a narrative piece about a white woman’s allegation of being raped by a black 

man and the man’s subsequent lynching. The piece closes as another black man stabs the 

stage with a knife, leaving the impression that the black community will retaliate. Dance 

historian Constance Valis Hills, who chronicles Southland’s production history in the 

essay, “Katherine Dunham’s Southland: Protest in the Face of Repression,” has noted that 

the work’s repetition of violence has a double effect: the explicit violence of the hanging 

was “intimidating” and the implicit violence of the final scene was threatening.306  

Drawing from interviews with Dunham and dancers in the 1951 performance, 

Hills reconstructed the 1951 Chilean and 1955 Parisian responses to Southland. In Chile, 

Embassy officials asked Dunham to remove the piece’s lynching scene, and when she did 

not, no newspapers, except the local Communist newspaper, reviewed the piece.307 Four 

years later the American ambassador to France, James Clement Dunn, sent Dunham a 

message through his cultural attaché that said, “We trust you and your personal good 

taste, and we know that you wouldn’t do anything to upset the American position in the 

rest of the world.”308 Dunham performed Southland in Paris anyway, although the 
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company never presented the piece again thereafter. Whether Southland directly 

influenced the panel’s opinion of Dunham or the State Department’s desire to support her 

is unknown, but the responses in Chile and Paris demonstrate the US government’s 

concern over the representation of African American life in the arts. 

 Revelations’ inclusion of the African diaspora within an African American 

context, a more equal balance of Africa and the US than Primus’s work and absent 

Southland’s threatening and literally violent images, fit within the ANTA Dance Panel’s 

interest in staging a diverse portrait of the US. As early as 1955, the year the panel began 

meeting, members discussed their desire to demonstrate the influence of other countries’ 

dance traditions on American dance. In a February 1955 meeting, the panel discussed 

supporting Jose Greco’s flamenco company. Walter Terry compared supporting Greco to 

supporting Primus, whose work he said emphasized “the influence of African strains on 

American civilization.”309 Where the panel had strived to make stark distinctions between 

Soviet and American ballet, panel discussions veered toward possibilities of presenting 

images of inclusion to and with communities of color. Though the NYCB dancers 

experienced similarities between American and Soviet cultures, the tour officially worked 

to demonstrate difference between American democracy and Soviet Communism. The 

Ailey tour had a different aim. Underscoring cultural similarities between the US and 

African nations suggested there was existing groundwork for political coalitions, too. 

  Several dances in Revelations use African movement vocabulary to tangibly build 

community. The regal woman is the leader of a large group of American dancers who 
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excel in Africanist movement. As “Take Me to the Water” begins, the stage brightens, 

and the back scrim and the floor turn blue. Seven dancers, three women and four men, all 

dressed in white, run into the space separately to begin the section’s first dance, “The 

Processional.” The dancers, a few at a time, fall into a diagonal line. They signal that they 

have joined the group by shifting their weight onto their front feet, and then slowly 

undulating their torsos. Vertebrae by vertebrae, their lower backs arch, pressing their 

stomachs, and then their rib cages, forward and down. Their heads release last. In unison, 

they reverse the pattern to return to standing. With smooth control, their lower backs 

curve upward first, and then, little by little, they re-stack their vertebrae until they reach 

vertical. Once the entire group joins and repeats the step in unison, the ensemble walks 

forward. Each step causes a slight side-to-side shift through the dancers’ hips and lower 

backs. Throughout this entire slinking, rippling phrase, everyone’s hands remain in a 

sturdy, almost prayerful position. The dancers point their elbows to the side, and they 

press their palms together just in front of their breastbones. As “The Processional” passes 

seamlessly into the next dance, “Wade in the Water” (the music and the dance share the 

same title), the dancers loosen their backs even further.  

 The many mentions of Ailey in individual embassies’ fiscal year reports note that 

the company’s repertory struck a chord with African audiences, but reports also say the 

dancers were more often treated as American first, black second. The Annual Report of 

the Cultural Presentations program for fiscal year 1968 dedicates several pages to the 

Ailey tour and comments that in Blues Suite and Revelations, “African audiences felt a 
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point of contact with their own traditions.”310 Because no evidence is given for this 

assessment, it is difficult to know whether the connection was genuine or imagined, but 

the comment reflects the government’s desire to draw out cultural similarities.  

 African newspaper previews and reviews frequently noticed African influence in 

Ailey’s work. In a very enthusiastic review in a Ghanaian newspaper, an unnamed 

reporter wrote: “These Afro-Americans—our brothers and sisters of many generations 

removed, our relations still. The dynamism and vitality, which they have contributed to 

American culture comes as no surprise to us in Africa.”311 The writer positions Ailey 

within an American context, even as he notes that Africans share a homeland with black 

Americans, although “many generations removed.” Perhaps more importantly, he senses 

a shared spirit, described as “dynamism and vitality,” between the two groups. As Dixon-

Gottschild categorized Africanist principles in dances of various cultures, dance is not 

just defined by a series of movements, but a calling-forth of spirit that characterizes art 

forms as belonging to the African diaspora. Not just movement, but also spirit, connected 

Ailey to Africa. 

 Several pieces on the company’s African programs drew from the African dance 

diaspora in movement, theme, and spirit. Prodigal Prince, by Trinidadian choreographer 

Holder, used an Africanist movement vocabulary and Afro-Caribbean themes in its story. 

The dance, which in 1967 featured Miguel Godreau, Judith Jamison, and Kelvin 

Rotardier, focused on Haitian folk artist Hector Hyppolite (Godreau) within a syncretic 
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Afro-Caribbean frame. Rotardier performed as John the Baptist and Jamison as Haitian 

voudoun goddess Ezrulie, the two deities Hyppolite credited as his artistic inspirations.312 

A review from the Tanzanian newspaper, the Daily Standard, describes Prodigial Prince 

as Hyppolite’s “dream of Africa.”313 The writer’s word choice suggests the relationship 

of black American dance to its African roots as important for material connections, but 

also imaginative, spiritual ones, too.  

 Drawing on African themes or movement did not guarantee Ailey success on tour. 

The dancers remember Prodigal Prince as poorly received. A reviewer for the East 

African Standard, who apparently saw multiple Ailey programs, wrote about the 

company’s Mombassa appearances and said that replacing Prodigal Prince with Blues 

Suite’s “gaiety and wit” was a wise move.314 In a lengthy review of Ailey’s Nairobi 

performances, a Daily Nation writer named only by the initials “RFJC” describes 

Prodigal Prince as a work of “spectacle and splendor.”315 These reviews also serve as 

reminders that African audiences did not have the same reactions everywhere. 

 Opinions about individual dances varied, but across Africa, in more traditional 

rituals or in clubs, Ailey dancers found African communities eager to embrace and 

celebrate dance as an integral aspect of culture. In Kinshasa, the Bantua Talking Drums 
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and the Congo’s Dancers of Goma greeted the company at the airport.316 On Ailey’s next 

stop, Accra, Ghana, the chief fetish priest of the Ga people blessed the company at the 

airport.317 All of the dancers remember frequent trips to nightclubs all over the continent, 

where club owners would clear the dance floor, announce to the crowd that Ailey had 

arrived, and then buy the dancers food and drink to coax them to stay late into the 

night.318  

 Though Ailey shared an appreciation of dance with many Africans, dancers felt 

other cultural differences palpably. The Ailey dancers consciously reckoned with their 

desire to romanticize Africa as homeland. Judith Jamison writes in her autobiography that 

she had a “strong yearning for African identity,” but everywhere she was “overwhelmed 

by the difference between people.”319 Dancer Sharron Miller said she had been so excited 

to be somewhere surrounded by black people, but was taken aback by how different she 

felt from those around her in Ethiopia, the tour’s first stop.320 

 Several of the dancers recognized that race, class, and colonialism collided in 

African countries in ways that produced segregated societies. George Faison remembers 

the separation between Indians living in Nairobi and the native Kenyans, a segregation he 

saw again in Uganda and Tanzania.321 Racial segregation was also apparent elsewhere, 

particularly in opening night performances in various cities and in government-sponsored 
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parties, where the dancers say white faces dominated the crowds. The dancers did not 

experience Africa as a racial utopia.  

 The company’s relative ease traveling as an integrated company in Africa did, 

however, highlight the racial exclusion the company felt on tours within the US. While 

the Ailey dancers were asked to use their bodies to demonstrate American culture’s 

inclusion of African and African American culture, they became painfully aware of how 

American public spaces purposefully limited their movement at home. All of the dancers 

remembered the 1967 tour within the larger context of their time dancing with Ailey. 

Dudley Williams, who danced with the company for forty-one years, struggled to 

separate the 1967 tour from the many tours he did with the company. The effect of racism 

on American tours, however, versus the absence of racism directed toward the company 

when they left the US, remains a clear memory for Williams. He described an incident 

from Ailey’s 1968 US tour, the company engagement that directly followed the African 

tour. Williams recalls the scene in Buffalo, New York, when the company, including 

white dancer Linda Kent, went for dinner at a local pizza parlor. He says:  

After a performance--Linda Kent and I were doing Phoebe Snow; we were 

partners in that. And she was holding on to my arm. … They wouldn’t 

serve us because we were arm in arm. They wouldn’t serve the company. 

We were too many colors. And this white girl hanging on this black guy’s 

arm. “No, we’re not serving you.” So I gave them the finger, and I left and 

found some place else. I don’t even know if we ate that day I was so 
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angry. But we went into a whole lot of stuff like that. … There was no 

problem in Africa. No problem.322 

The presence of a group composed of “too many colors” led into a restaurant by an 

interracial couple was beyond the scope of what the New York restaurant would allow. 

 Williams first mentioned the Buffalo incident in an interview with me several 

years ago. In response to a question about what it meant for him to represent the US 

abroad as a black man in 1967, he told a less detailed version of the pizza parlor incident, 

omitting the detail of Kent being on his arm. I asked if he felt like the State Department 

used Ailey as propaganda. He nodded and said, “Sure, we were that.”323 Then he 

proceeded to tell the pizza parlor story. After finishing the story, he looked at me and 

said, “There you go. We never felt that in Europe or Africa or anywhere beyond the 

George Washington Bridge.”324 Being away from home made the inequities of American 

life more visible, but not less painful. 

 

“I’m Going Home:” Multiple Meanings of Celebration in “Rocka My Soul” 

 Revelations’ last dances, “You May Run On” and “Rocka My Soul,” leave 

abstraction behind, landing squarely in the heat and fervor of an African American 

church. The women who dance most of “You May Run On” enter to slow, almost 

moaning male and female voices singing, “The day has passed.” The dancers wear large-

brimmed, floppy straw hats and bright yellow dresses, rimmed with a slender strip of 
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embroidered lace at the collar and on the sleeves. A stool is tucked under each woman’s 

left arm, leaving their right arms free to slowly fan their faces with large straw fans. The 

slow, burdened fanning and the women’s heel-to-toe strut gives a pedestrian weight to the 

scene. As the women slowly sit down on their stools, their bodies almost steam, 

conjuring the kind of Southern, humid heat that makes body parts cleave together—the 

kind of heat that makes a person move differently. 

 The dance’s next phrases quickly bring the audience inside the community of an 

African American church. As the women, then men, enter, the dancers recognize each 

other. A desire to hug a familiar face speeds the dancers’ pace, and with the upswing in 

tempo the Ailey dancers quickly hit a groove. They dig their feet deeply into the floor as 

they roll their hips, pulling energy from the ground and one another. All of Revelations’ 

dances feature grounded movement, but in “Rocka My Soul” the energy has more of a 

cyclical quality, since the energy the dancers draw from the ground often propels them 

into the air. “Rocka My Soul”’s celebratory spirit can be contagious. Often the dance and 

music seem to surge into all the bodies in the theatre, leading whole houses to stand and 

clap along. The jubilation of the scene, so physical in its expression, is uncontainable, and 

the audience shares in the dancers’ pleasure. 

 Revelations’ final section, “Move Members Move,” closed all of Ailey’s 

programs in Africa. These final dances present a joyous celebration of African American 

culture within American society, which, when placed in the context of a 1967 American 

cultural diplomacy program, superficially glosses over a complicated and fraught 

situation within the US. At the same time, however, the choreography’s relationship to 
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African American spirituals and the dancers’ descriptions of performing Revelations re-

frame the dances as a public celebration of black pride. Revelations might have been a 

“warm” piece to the officials who chose it, but, like all performances, it is multivalent 

and its reception, by audiences and by dancers, is historically contingent. Analyzing 

Revelations’ closing dances is an example of Elin Diamond’s description of how studying 

performance is “not to focus on completed form, but to become aware of performance as 

itself a contested space, where meanings and desires are generated, occluded, and of 

course multiply interpreted.”325 To explore the multiple interpretations of Revelations, I 

begin with a brief description of the dances’ overall joyous tone, then move to a 

discussion of how the spirituals, choreography, and church setting ground the 1967 

performances of Revelations in the African American civil rights movement. Finally, I 

turn to the dancers’ descriptions of dancing Revelations as performing black identity 

publicly, a rejection of the white hegemony of American concert dance. 

 “Rocka My Soul”’s explicit religiosity situates Ailey’s tour within late 1960s 

American diplomacy’s emphasis on using gospel and popular musical forms in Africa. 

Von Eschen says, in the wake of Ailey and gospel singer Mahalia Jackson’s successes at 

the 1966 festival in Dakar, the State Department “got religion.”326 Performers selected for 

Africa after 1966 were less likely to come from strictly Modernist traditions and more 

likely to represent popular or folk forms. The Cultural Presentations Program made this 

shift, in part, to draw younger African audiences.327 Ailey, as Manning said, presented the 
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perfect compromise of Modernism and race within this policy context. Parts of the 

repertory, like earlier portions of Revelations, were absolutely Modernist in formal dance 

terms, but much of Ailey’s repertories’ musical accompaniments—spirituals in 

Revelations and blues in Blues Suite—used popular forms. 

 As the opening chords of “Rocka My Soul” beckon the men and women, they 

smirk at each other, turning Revelations’ mood away from the darker tones of the final 

section’s first two dances: the aggression of “Sinner Man” and the muted intensity of 

“You May Run On.” For the first phrases of the dance, the men and women stay with 

their partners, greeting each other with touches of chivalry. The men offer the women a 

hand as the women rise from their stools. As the ensemble splits along gender divides, a 

more ecstatic expression begins, the dance several dancers described to me as the “get 

happy dance.” One woman, surrounded by a semi-circle of men, performs a full-bodied, 

hip, shoulder and fan-grinding solo.  

 Buoyant moments in “Rocka” suggest a resolution of the pain represented in 

earlier images of slavery and struggle. The “get happy dance” quickly escalates the spirit 

of “Rocka My Soul” and functions as an invitation to first the other dancers and then the 

audience. Other women successively join the soloist in a phrase built around several pivot 

turns, and all the women eventually turn to face the audience. To end the phrase, the 

women clap their hands overhead and then jump straight up, reaching skyward with their 

chests and heads. Their posture mimics the upward-focused chest and faces of the 

ensemble in “I Been ‘Buked,” but now they are leaping, wearing bright yellow, and 

accompanied by the soaring voice of a female soloist. 
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 As “Rocka” continues, the audience no longer watches an African American 

church celebration as unacknowledged voyeurs. Now the Ailey dancers perform as an 

African American community for the audience. After the women finish their dance, the 

remainder of the piece shifts the ensemble’s focus downstage. As the dancers move in 

unison, the dance becomes less for each other, which was the case earlier, and more for 

the audience. In these latter phrases, with the exception of one canon (a walking pattern 

done by the men in a semi-circle), all of the choreography travels in straight lines, from 

downstage to upstage or vice versa. The audience becomes the determining perspectival 

lens for the piece. The final moment, when the cast hits their knees with so much 

momentum that they slide a little bit, functions as an exclamation point ending a sentence 

written for the audience’s eyes. Optimism, joy, and celebration overwhelm the presence 

of more negative emotions from elsewhere in Revelations, particularly when audiences 

stand to dance and clap along, an embodied response to the work that dancers report still 

happens all over the world when Ailey performs.328 

 “Rocka My Soul” presents happiness, but it is not the uninterrogated, 

stereotypical image of the happy dancing black person that persisted through theatrical 

modes like minstrelsy from the nineteenth century onward. “Rocka My Soul,” in dance 

and song, emphasizes precision of performance. DeFrantz has argued that Ailey used 

spirituals to position his company within the tradition of choral groups like the Fisk 

Jubilee Singers, who exhibited the black performance strategy Houston Baker calls 
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“mastery of form.”329 Founded in the late 1800s, the Nashville-based choir and other 

competing choirs like the Hampton Institute Singers toured the US, performing “heavily 

embellished, technically demanding Western-style choral singing.”330 Early 

orchestrations of Revelations drew upon these choirs’ stylized spirituals. In these 

orchestrations and in Revelations’ early performances (DeFrantz bases his analysis on a 

1962 recording of the piece), Ailey deploys “mastery of form,” which DeFrantz defines 

as “a politically motivated accomplishment of precision designed to subvert essentialist 

critiques of black performance.”331 DeFrantz builds off Baker’s concept, describing 

Revelations’ music and dance as “the radical revision of folk materials to enact mastery 

of form for disbelieving audiences.”332  

 “Rocka My Soul” emphasizes technical prowess on a grand scale. As Revelations’ 

largest group number, the dance relies heavily on precise, unison choreography to 

illustrate the Ailey dancers’ artistic ability. The dancers’ performance skills allow them to 

exceed the images of black Americans the government hopes they will represent: happy, 

but passive. American cultural diplomacy materials, like the USIA pamphlets, positioned 

black Americans as being in need of guidance, but the Ailey dancers perform otherwise. 

These dancers need no help from anyone. 

 The combination of choreography and the spirituals accentuate Ailey’s 

performance of mastery of form. Spirituals’ place within African American culture is a 

vast topic in African American studies, tracing back to DuBois’ writing on the “sorrow 
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songs.” Musicologist Josh Kun describes African American music’s central features as 

“survival and sustenance and emancipatory hope.”333 Kun uses spirituals and other black 

music as examples of music that produce “audiotopias,” music experienced “not only as 

sound that goes into our ears and vibrates through our bones but as a space that we can 

enter into, encounter, move around in, inhabit, be safe in, [and] learn from.”334 

Revelations’ ongoing appeal to wide audiences and audiences’ desire to join in the 

movement—the recurring scene of audiences standing, swaying, and clapping along—

suggests that “Rocka My Soul” presents an opportunity for audiences to experience an 

embodied audiotopia at Ailey performances. This easy entry into the dance and song, 

however, could dangerously evacuate the historical and racial specificity of “Rocka My 

Soul.” As Saidiya Hartman has argued, black performance can facilitate “too easy” 

sympathy from spectators, who allow their horror (or in this case, ecstasy) to overwhelm 

the emotional and physical experience of the person of color onstage, undermining the 

character’s subjectivity. For Hartman, the danger of “too easy” empathy is that it is not a 

sharing across difference, but an erasure of difference that reinscribes a racist power 

dynamic.335 Historical specificity can work to block such dangerous empathy. The 

dancers in Revelations’ final section have emerged from American slavery into a 

historical and location-specific public celebration of blackness. 

 Spirituals invite audiences to commune with the dancers, but in 1967 the music 

would have directly connected to American civil rights protests. To move in public to the 
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songs of the African American church tradition in 1967 was to stand up for equal rights 

for people of color. Considering the production within its 1967 African context, 

Revelations’ initial performance conjures contemporaneous examples where African 

Americans publicly performed spirituals, which functioned as a tool of uplift and 

progressive struggle in the 1950s and 1960s civil rights movements. When Martin Luther 

King, Jr., and his supporters marched on Washington and in various Southern cities, they 

sang “We Shall Overcome.” In 1967, “Rocka My Soul” referenced a specific, ongoing 

movement in the US and the social forces Kun ascribes to spirituals, resistance to 

oppression and hope for African American self-determination. 

 USIA literature, left-leaning African publications, and minimal television access 

familiarized African citizens with the American civil rights movement. In the popular 

history book, 1968: The Year That Changed the World, Mark Kurlansky cites the 

American civil rights movement as an “example” to the rest of the world and impetus for 

the revolutions that unfolded across Europe and beyond in 1968.336 People in African 

cities, where the Ailey company mostly performed, would have come to the theater aware 

of the American civil rights movement. 

 Revelations’ setting in the American South could have contributed to the State 

Department’s official goals, limiting the radical political potential of “Rocka My Soul.” 

Ailey says that “Rocka My Soul”’s church setting arose from his experiences in rural 

Texas, and the scene onstage and the evocation of heat indicated by the fans emphasizes 
                                                 
336 Kurlansky’s assertion is US-centric. The American civil rights movement occurred concurrently with 
battles for independence in many African and Asian countries, events that Kurlansky does not cite as 
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Luther King, Jr., cited the battles for independence across Africa as one of his sources of inspiration. See 
Mark Kurlansky, 1968: The Year That Rocked the World. New York, NY: Random House, 2005:18. 
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the Southern setting. Because of these factors, Revelations, particularly as the last piece 

on every African program, might have functioned similarly to the USIA pamphlets 

Dudziak described, ignoring the diversity of what it means to be black in the US in favor 

of locating race, and by extension, racism, within one region. 

 Racism, however, had no single home. Today, when Ailey could easily lay claim 

to being the most successful American dance company, it is hard to imagine the dance 

world African American dancers faced in the mid-twentieth-century US. Ailey founded 

his company in 1958, in part so that black dancers could have steady work and so that 

African American culture could proliferate onstage. The existence of Ailey and 

Revelations’ portrayal of African American life works in conjunction with many other 

pieces in the Ailey repertory—particularly Blues Suite—creating the possibility for a 

public performance of blackness. Even if Revelations was not radical in 1967 in the way 

that the newly burgeoning Black Arts Movement called for, Ailey dancers from the 

African tour say that performing Revelations, particularly the last section, allowed them 

to project African American identity into the global public sphere, a sharp contrast with 

their experience dancing elsewhere. 

 Though Ailey was and always has been a predominantly black company, 

Revelations was the site where dancers grappled with race as a performative identity, not 

an essentialized, biological state. Dancer Sharron Miller, who, along with Lynne Taylor 

Corbett, joined Ailey just before the 1967 tour after growing up in the ballet world, 

remembers early Ailey rehearsals as places where she confronted the link between race 

and dance technique. Although Joyce Trisler, a close friend of Ailey’s and a Horton 
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teacher, had been her first modern dance teacher, Miller’s primary association with dance 

came through her ballet training at the Garden State Ballet, where she was one of few 

students of color. When Miller began performing with Ailey, she said, “I remember Judy 

Jamison just getting on me. [She said] I just was not black enough. I had to learn how to 

do the ‘get happy dance.’”337  

 Jamison took the new dancers, Miller and Taylor-Corbett, aside and taught them 

the “get happy dance,” the solo that I position as the hinge point in “Rocka My Soul”— 

the moment that elevates the choreography’s energy level. In the “get happy dance,” one 

woman proceeds downstage, taking three long, lunging steps forward. Her body arrives 

atop her leading foot in succession; knees, then hips, then shoulders, then head ripple up 

and forward. The men in the surrounding semi-circle face in; she is their focal point. The 

woman turns to the side, profile to the audience, and steps into a wide lunge, as her hips 

barely drop toward the floor. With her fan-holding hand, she accentuates her body’s 

sense of weight, whipping the fan in quick, fierce circles. Next, she spins in place, 

finishing her turn with a flourish of the fan, sending it high into the air, as the next female 

soloist moves forward. The two women do not necessarily make eye contact, but they 

both perform variations of a shuffle-hop that resembles the quick footwork of dancers 

exchanging space in the center of the circles created in West African dance forms. 

 Jamison’s choice of the “get happy dance” as the site to teach new dancers how to 

“be black enough” gives insight into the Ailey company’s investigation of blackness in 

dance.  It references the link between African and African American dance, the stylistic 
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choices of earlier generations of African American choreographers and teachers, and 

African American church traditions. The torso articulation required by the solo’s opening 

step exhibits one of the primary attributes of African diasporic dance, similar to the 

rippling torsos of “Wade in the Water.” The footwork shared between the exiting and 

entering soloists also gestures to Ailey’s roots in the movement of the African diaspora, 

since the women’s quick feet resemble the entrances and exits of West African dances of 

community like the dundunba. The weight of the woman’s pelvis places the hips at the 

core of the movement; they are the catalyst and the anchor for the dancer, a characteristic 

of American modern dance that can be traced back through the work of African 

American choreographers like Dunham. (Graham technique also influences Ailey’s use 

of the pelvis, but more so in contractions like those in “Didn’t my Lord Deliver Daniel,” 

than in the dropping pelvis of the “get happy dance.”) 

 The dancers’ name for the solo, the “get happy dance,” is one name for dances of 

possession in African American churches. Telia Anderson describes the style of dances, 

primarily done by women, as a “radical Africanist performance strategy that accesses and 

enacts a personal and corporeal divine authority, which challenges church patriarchy.”338 

Through the “get happy” solo in Revelations, the woman takes authority from the men 

around her. All attention focuses on the lone woman, as she stands center stage and is the 

only dancer moving. Then she leads the ensemble into the next portion of the piece. She 

is a woman in command. Anderson argues that the “get happy dance” goes further than 

                                                 
338 Telia U. Anderson, “’Calling on the Spirit’: The Performativity of Black Women’s Faith in the Baptist 
Church Spiritual Traditions and Its Radical Possibilities for Resistance,” African American Performance 
and Theater History, Ed. Harry J. Elam and David Krasner (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2001): 15. 
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just focusing attention on a woman. Anderson says “get happy dances” subvert “the 

prescribed order by invoking the church attainable within [black women’s] individual 

bodies.”339 The “get happy dance” emphasizes the power within an individualized female 

dancer’s body. The solo brings together many of the themes in Revelations that allows it 

to challenge the dominant racist and patriarchal American and global structures of 1967, 

as it combines the spiritual and the physical to engender a connection with a larger 

community. Within the black dancing body and black identity rest great power—power 

to challenge and change existing social orders. 

 Notably, Jamison did not just teach Miller the “get happy dance”, but Miller says 

Jamison also taught it to white dancer Taylor-Corbett. Either dancer could perform the 

characteristics of black performance, but Miller says she felt a different attachment to 

learning to “be black” than was possible for Taylor-Corbett, a white dancer who grew up 

in Denver with liberal parents who were active in the civil rights movement. Revelations 

allowed Miller to publicly reference a part of her family’s history that she says ballet and 

living in the predominantly white Montclair, New Jersey, encouraged her to suppress. 

Performing Revelations Miller found an artistic home that welcomed black identity, and 

she could reach back to her ancestors with open arms. She remembers: 

The idea of “Rocka My Soul” was what my grandmother was and that was 

something I had tried to rise above. And that was not me. All of that 

[Miller gestures with her hand as though waving a fan while pumping her 

chin and darting her eyes with attitude]. So it was like going deeper into 

                                                 
339 Anderson 127. 
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my heritage and my culture to bring that part back to my own personal 

sensibilities.340 

As Miller danced she accessed her black family heritage and presented it to audiences 

around the world. In “Rocka My Soul” black identity helped Miller, rather than being 

something she felt she had to overcome, which was sometimes the case in ballet or 

everyday life.341 

 When the “get happy” soloist shoots her fan into the air at the end of her solo, the 

male voice singing shouts, “I’m going home.” This lyric is repeated many times after this 

instance, but it is first sung here, complementing the black woman standing with her feet 

wide, her chest high, and her straw fan lifted high into the air. The lyric is likely intended 

to be a spiritual one, a reference to an ascension to heaven, but the lyric takes a second 

meaning in the context of the performance of an African American company in the 

1960s. “To go home” could also mean to arrive at a place of comfort and 

acknowledgement, having overcome the struggle of fighting racism and hate, finding a 

community where a person of color could embrace and celebrate her African American 

identity and heritage. Within the context of American cultural diplomacy Revelations 

could leave more than one impression of black life. 

  

Something from Africa in the Way He Moves 

                                                 
340 Miller interview. 
341 The timing of my interviews prevented me from asking Taylor-Corbett about her memories of learning 
the “get happy dance.” 
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As Embassy officers tried to assess the effects of the Ailey tour on African 

audiences, the effects of the company’s African tour on the company appeared onstage in 

the years that followed. In interviews, Ailey named the Africa tour as a primary 

inspiration for Masakela Langage, the work critics and historians often categorize as 

Ailey’s most political dance. Reviewing Maskela’s New York premiere in 1969, Anna 

Kisselgoff described it as “Mr. Ailey’s most militant piece.”342 

The Ailey company recently revived Masakela after a long hiatus from the 

company’s repertory and, seeing it performed in 2007, I was surprised by the work’s 

intensity. The piece unfolds in a sultry, hot nightclub. The startling entrance of a 

bleeding, dying man eventually interrupts, but does not stop, the ambling crowd. Once he 

falls to the floor dead, the cast returns to Masakela’s opening phrase, repeating the 

choreography seemingly oblivious to the dead man among them. For modern dance 

audiences, accustomed to seeing Ailey dance the more upbeat Revelations and more 

abstract modernist pieces, Masakela must have been jarring. 

In an interview with Walter Terry (the critic who dismissed Ailey in private State 

Department conversations), Ailey says that the two main inspirations behind Masakela 

were South African trumpeter Hugh Masakela’s music and Ailey’s memories of the 1967 

tour. On the recording of the interview, Ailey’s voice grows a bit wistful as he answers 

Terry’s question about the influences behind Masakela, saying,  

Memories of Africa in general. Memories of the places we went to, the 

people—not in the hotels—but the places where the people lived, where 

                                                 
342 Anna Kisselgoff, “Militant Masakela Langage,” New York Times, 21 November 1969: 57. 
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they did folk dances, where the workers went on Saturday night. I was 

trying to get that atmosphere [in Masakela]. And that atmosphere also 

exists in the American South. It exists in Chicago in certain sections, and 

I’m sure if I went uptown here [in New York]. It’s an atmosphere of—I 

can’t explain. It’s ripe. It’s beautiful. But it’s a little bit decayed.343 

Though Ailey is well known for his constant protestations that his work was universal, 

not black, in its themes, in this quotation he maps Masakela’s atmosphere as a product of 

diaspora, conjured from black experience in Africa, the American South, and the urban 

inner city. While, as DeFrantz notes, the black power movements of the late sixties and 

early seventies would not be hospitable to the gay, black male artists like Ailey, on stage 

Ailey could create a black community and continue his commitment to racial 

integration.344 The tour to Africa became part of how Ailey explained and expressed his 

blackness, even as the tour rested on the sometimes uncomfortable connection between 

African American experience and American identity. The Ailey company navigated 

governmental racism and homophobia to create a more nuanced image of what it meant 

to represent the US as a predominantly black company in the 1960s. To be an official 

representative did not preclude resistance. If anything, Ailey, the man, and the company’s 

dancers, found ways to exploit their official status in order to critique and re-imagine 

American identity.

                                                 
343 Alvin Ailey interview with Walter Terry, 1969, Oral History Archives, Dance Collection, New York 
Public Library for the Performing Arts, New York, NY. 
344 Defrantz 113-114. 
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Chapter Four: 
Global Possibilities/American Privilege: the State Department’s 2003 Modern Dance 

Residency Program 
 

Usually when the lights go out and I settle into my seat in the theater for a dance 

performance, I understand that I am not expected to move. If I attend the performance as 

a dance critic, I generally take notes, but even then I limit my movement. I turn the pages 

of my notebook slowly and quietly, writing only the most pertinent phrases that describe 

the piece I am watching. I sit still as others dance for me. Sitting in the audience for a fall 

2007 performance of A Slipping Glimpse at the University of Maryland’s Clarice Smith 

Performing Arts Center, I realize my usual stasis will not work. The piece, a 

collaboration between San Francisco’s Margaret Jenkins Dance Company (MJDC) and 

Tansuree Shankar Dance from Kolkata, India, inhabits a highly reorganized traditional 

proscenium stage space. Four large platforms sit on the stage, as does half the audience. I 

sit in the center of the theatre’s orchestra with three more platforms behind me. The 

audience onstage can see those platforms, but I cannot, unless I turn my body.  

 With so many audience angles made possible by the setup, A Slipping Glimpse 

challenges audience members to decide where to look and whom to watch. Twenty 

minutes into the performance, MJDC dancer Heidi Schweiker takes center stage, a yellow 

spotlight carving her out of the largely black space. Schweiker is a smooth dancer, easy 

in transitions. I relax into my seat as I watch her move, but her gaze eventually confuses 

me. She is not looking at the audience. She sees someone behind me. I turn in my seat to 

find Shankar dancers Varshaa Ghosh and Jaydip Guha dancing on the platform behind 
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me. As my hand pushes against my chair, my torso twisting from hip to shoulder, I 

become keenly aware of the relationship among the performers and audience members. 

This is not a solo by the American dancer. This is a trio danced by Americans and Indians 

together, and I am sitting in the middle of it. Alex Nichol’s set and Jenkins’ and 

Shankar’s choreography force the dancers and audience members to re-adjust their bodies 

to acknowledge how people share space.  

 A Slipping Glimpse does not afford the seated theatrical comfort and easy visual 

digestion some dance pieces do. Instead the entire piece revolves around productive, 

often kinesthetic, discomfort. The piece’s heterogeneous display of multiple dance 

practices within a complicated spatial design forces audience members and performers to 

constantly reorient themselves within a collage of difference. The companies’ dancers 

lace a variety of other dance traditions and techniques through their approaches to 

modern dance. The extremely pointed feet and focus on lines in the Jenkins dancers’ 

performances reveal the ballet in many of the dancers’ backgrounds and the Cunningham 

technique Jenkins teaches in company classes. The Indian dancers’ facility with the small 

muscles surrounding their eyes and the flexibility of their ankles and wrists point to their 

training in a variety of classical Indian styles, including Bharata Natyam and Kuchipudi. 

 Difference is not absolute, however, since the two companies overlap in their 

exposure to modern dance, although Jenkins’ company is more exclusively connected to 

the modern genre. A former Cunningham dancer, Jenkins works through a dancer-

focused collaborative rehearsal process influenced by task-based improvisatory exercises. 

Shankar’s dancers also have modern dance training. The Ananda Shankar Centre for 



 

 181 

Performing Arts, the company’s home in Kolkata, developed the Indian contemporary 

dance and music tradition made famous by Uday Shankar, Tansuree Shankar’s father-in-

law and the musician often credited with bringing Indian dance and music to the West. 

The Shankar dancers have also trained with American modern dancers, like Andre Tyson 

and Jaclyn Buglisi, who connect the dancers to older American traditions, like the Horton 

technique and Graham technique, respectively. The two groups’ shared modern dance 

training means the companies have some similarities, but working together—to create A 

Slipping Glimpse and then to perform it in the US and in Kolkata—means constantly 

acknowledging and working across artistic and cultural differences, too. 

 The challenges faced by the two companies and the audience movement 

necessitated by the piece’s spatial set-up make A Slipping Glimpse, in performance and 

creation, an informative byproduct of a 2003 State Department program. Margaret 

Jenkins’ residency at the Ananda Shankar Performing Arts Center was one of five 2003 

State Department-sponsored residencies that sent American modern dance 

choreographers to countries with significant Muslim populations. Jenkins and Shankar 

felt a particularly strong bond in this initial meeting, so they continued to find ways to 

work together, sometimes with American government support, sometimes without. They 

eventually made A Slipping Glimpse through a series of residencies in San Francisco and 

Kolkata and Kochin, India, augmenting live interactions with a long-distance creative 

process facilitated by email and Federal Express. 

 This chapter examines how the 2003 program that brought Jenkins and Shankar 

together exemplifies American cultural diplomacy policy’s tentative (but seemingly 
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temporary) shift from the Cold War model of cultural exportation to a focus on 

intercultural artistic collaborations. This evolution in diplomatic agendas could be seen as 

the post-9/11 version of American cultural diplomacy’s historical idealization of “mutual 

understanding,” pushing American culture into the world under the guise of reciprocity. I 

argue, however, that in the 2003 program artists from the US and abroad used artistic 

collaborations to acknowledge and question American privilege in a global sphere, rather 

than using cultural diplomacy only to extend American presence in the world.  

 In its best moments, the 2003 program allowed artists to question the fine 

distinctions of power laid bare by intercultural collaborations. A Slipping Glimpse, even 

though it received only intermittent State Department funding, ultimately demonstrated a 

vision of how cultural diplomacy missions might not just incorporate dance and dancers 

into future efforts. It also demonstrated how dance can serve as a model for progressive, 

intercultural collaborations between American and non-American artists using 

government funding and artists’ grassroots efforts. As Jen Harvie and Dan Rebellato 

write in the introduction to the 2006 special issue of Contemporary Theatre Review 

dedicated to globalization and performance, it is important to avoid overstating 

contemporary globalization’s mutuality of exchange by staying vigilant for instances 

where “cultural sharing becomes cultural imperialism.”345 Studying the Shankar/Jenkins 

collaboration within the context of the 2003 program illustrates how national and cultural 

power imbalances make absolute reciprocity between an American and non-American 

                                                 
345 Jen Harvie and Dan Rebellato, “Editorial,” Contemporary Theatre Review 16.1 (2006): 3. 
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entity impossible. A Slipping Glimpse, however, is still a rehearsal for how Americans 

can reach out to a non-American partner with something more than an imperialist gesture. 

 Dance studies, with its necessary emphasis on embodiment, offers a lens for 

seeing how people wear their cultural privileges in their bodies. Privilege, unearned 

power stemming from one’s race, gender, national citizenship, sexuality, or a variety of 

other identity markers, often translates into increased physical comfort. Dance in cultural 

diplomacy can de-naturalize American comfort, even cause discomfort for Americans, 

which seems at least a viable first step toward critiquing and re-imagining structural 

systems of power. 

 Dance, however, is not just a metaphor for thinking about bodies; it is a way 

people use their bodies to rehearse being together. In the studio and on stage, dancers, 

then audiences, experience how spatial relationships and physical encounters connect 

people. In the previous chapters, I used dancers’ stories to explain how individual artists’ 

experiences exceed the expectations of the government programs sponsoring them. For 

instance, the State Department sent NYCB to the Soviet Union to proclaim American 

superiority to Soviet culture, but the NYCB dancers felt kinship, more than competition, 

with their international ballet counterparts. The 2003 program offers evidence that artists’ 

experiences do not just exceed official agendas, they can improve them by providing 

models for deeper ways to build relationships that government programs could adopt for 

future cultural diplomacy endeavors. The 2003 program, hastily put together and meant 

to fund a series of five one-time, month-long exchanges, grew beyond its initial confines 

because of artists’ commitment and creativity. These artists’ work, particularly the 
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Shankar/Jenkins collaboration, illustrates how and why dance could play an important 

role in future American cultural diplomacy efforts. 

 I begin this chapter by using feminist queer theorist Sara Ahmed’s theories 

regarding what it means to be comfortable in one’s surroundings. I borrow from Ahmed’s 

description of heteronormative comfort to consider American privilege as a form of 

global, physical comfort. International cultural exchanges can promote productive 

discomfort, making visible—and felt—the ways American identity does not always align 

with other cultures’ ways of being. Next, I place these theories of American comfort 

within the context of US diplomacy in the early twenty-first century. The US’s 

heightened investment in cultural diplomacy followed the terrorist attacks of 9/11, but the 

Bush administration’s cultural diplomacy efforts are more profitably considered 

alongside the US invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and then Iraq in 2003. The American 

military, according to the Bush administration, went abroad to bring democracy to other 

countries. The 2003 dance program becomes a useful counterpoint to these supposedly 

democratizing military efforts, since the dance program did not emphasize exporting 

American ideals. Instead the program emphasized intercultural creation and production. 

 After discussing these theoretical and historical contexts, I move specifically to 

the 2003 program. First, I consider how working abroad made the American dancers 

more aware of their bodies as socially constructed and contested sites. This seems to have 

been an outcome that stretched across all five of the residencies, not just Jenkins and 

Shankar’s collaboration. Therefore, in this section, I include my conversations with other 

choreographers who traveled on the 2003 program, namely Loretta Livingston, who 
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worked in Istanbul, Turkey, and Wendy Rogers, who worked in Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia. As part of my research project, I also spoke with Ruth Andrien, who worked in 

Tunis, Tunisia, however, out of deference to Andrien’s concerns that my writing 

politicized her artistic experience, I have excised our conversation from this project.346 

Kwame Ross, who worked in Cairo, Egypt, was not available to interview. 

 In the latter portions of the chapter, I focus specifically on the Jenkins and 

Shankar collaboration, since their work together extended over four years, whereas the 

other residencies have produced only scattered opportunities for continued collaboration. 

I break my study of the Jenkins work into two sections, focusing first on the four-year 

rehearsal process and then on the performances of A Slipping Glimpse in India and the 

US. In rehearsal, the length of the collaboration and the companies’ reliance on 

technology allowed them to see their physical actions within a larger global network. 

Technology’s importance to the project is a key component for contemporary cultural 

diplomacy, which was unavailable to the projects described in earlier chapters. 

Nevertheless, technology is always compensation, not a substitute, for live work together 

in the studio and onstage. I move from process to performance to focus on performances 

of A Slipping Glimpse in India and the US examples of practicing ways of being together 

that highlight social environments produced by intersections of a variety of global flows. 

I use feminist theorist Nancy Fraser’s ideas about counterpublics and performance 

                                                 
346 Andrien read a copy of the complete dissertation and was uncomfortable with my 
assessment of the Tunisian residency. Her thoughtful disagreement with my work was 
best addressed in this version of the project by deleting references to our interview, 
although I hold out hope that Andrien and I may work together in later instances to find a 
way to represent her important work setting Paul Taylor’s Esplanade in Tunisia. 
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theorist Jill Dolan’s notion of the utopian performative to analyze how A Slipping 

Glimpse asks its cast and, at times, its audience, to enact a way of sharing space and 

experience that critiques, and begins to offer an alternative to American hegemony in the 

post-9/11 world. I mainly focus on A Slipping Glimpse’s optimistic promise, but I also 

explore how American privilege persisted in the collaboration, a power imbalance that 

has affected the Jenkins company’s ongoing international work. 

 

My Country is not Your Lazy Boy Recliner: American Privilege as Unexamined 

Physical Comfort 

 After the fall of the Soviet Union ended the Cold War in the 1980s, the US stood 

as a lone global superpower in terms of economic, political, and military force. Even as 

theories of globalization noted the increasing power of political and economic capital 

from Southeast Asia, China, and Japan as helping transform the globe into an 

interconnected web of transnational exchanges,347 the US retained global prominence. 

The increased availability of technology and the ease of international travel have 

contributed to a greater sense of global community, but these opportunities are not 

universally available. American companies, people, and government entities remain 

uniquely powerful nodes in global networks. Greater connections among geographically 

                                                 
347 For a more detailed description of how transnational political economies sped global exchange during 
the 1990s, see Malcolm Waters, Globalization, 2nd edition (London: 2001) 60-88, and Arjun Appadurai, 
Modernity at Large (Minneapolis, MN: U of Minnesota P, 1996) 27-47. 
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distant communities do not necessarily imply a re-distribution of power, but instead can 

give a global power like the US an even greater sphere of influence.348 

 Though Americans encountered unfamiliar fear and instability after the 9/11 

terrorist attacks in New York, Washington, and Pennsylvania, the privilege with which 

Americans interacted with other people and cultures only grew. American passports—at 

least for Americans who looked white and did not have “Arab-sounding” names—meant 

quick entry into other countries and easy returns to the US. The shifting rules around 

border crossing affected the American arts community in several ways. American 

presenters cancelled shows when it became impossible to ensure international artists, 

particularly those from the Middle East, could acquire visas to travel in the US.349 In 

American museums, there was an upswing in presentations of Islamic art, but, as cultural 

anthropologist Jessica Winegar has shown, most of this work, categorized as Middle 

Eastern, was by artists working in the US.350 Though few American artists enjoy financial 

stability, compared with artists from many other countries after 2001, American artists 

found presenting their work at home and abroad more feasible. This relative privilege 

was a symptom of the privilege afforded Americans in a world using panoptic 
                                                 
348 Marxist theorists, particularly Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt, have argued that progressive global 
politics would be served by greater global connections among disparate groups, but Hardt and Negri’s 
claims, first made in Empire (2000), have been critiqued for what political scientists like Tom Mertes have 
described as overlooking the dominant position of anything or anyone American. For more on Mertes’ 
critique of Hardt and Negri, see Tom Mertes, “Grassroots Globalization,” Debating Empire, Ed. Gopal 
Balakrishnan (New York: Verso, 2003) 147-48. For more on the debates about globalization’s possibilities 
for building coalitions across national boundaries, see Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 2001); and Hardt and Negri, Multitude (New York, NY: Penguin Group, 
2004). A variety of responses to Hardt and Negri can be found in Debating Empire (New York, NY: 
Verson, 2003). 
349 Stephen Inzer, “For Musicians From Abroad, Concert Schedules in Disarray, New York Times, 5 April 
2005: B6. 
350 Jessica Winegar, “The Humanity Game: Arts, Islam, and the War on Terror,” Anthropological 
Quarterly 81.3 (2008): 654. 
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surveillance and increasingly cautious border policies to tighten control over people’s 

movements. Americans enjoyed a mobile comfort most others did not. 

 Sara Ahmed has argued for thinking about one’s comfort within one’s 

environment as a way to consider how social norms have material physical affects on 

people that, in turn, shape how a person recognizes or ignores social systems of power. 

Ahmed defines comfort as “the effect of bodies being able to ‘sink’ into spaces that have 

already taken their shape.”351 She depicts this comfortable sinking by imagining an 

armchair so perfectly fitted to a body that when the right person sits in the chair, she is 

“so at ease with [her] environment that it is hard to distinguish where [her] body ends and 

the world begins.”352 The imperceptible fusion of surfaces produces “feelings of comfort, 

[as] bodies extend into spaces, and spaces extend into bodies.”353 For those who enjoy 

privilege in the world, their surroundings seem always ready for them—so ready that the 

subject no longer perceives difference between her identity and the place she inhabits.  

 Ahmed specifically ties her comfortable armchair metaphor to the affective 

structures of heteronormativity. Heterosexual people face a world better suited to their 

desires. For instance, in the US, they can legally marry and do not have to fumble to 

subtly switch pronouns when talking about their partners.354 Heteronormative comfort 

stems from living in a world that assumes everyone is like you or, at least, wants to be 

like you. Ahmed’s discussion of the comfort created by heteronormative social norms is 

not precisely analogous to the comfort afforded by American privilege, but she makes 

                                                 
351 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh, Scotland: Edinburgh UP, 2004) 152. 
352 Ibid. 
353 Ibid. 
354 Ahmed 148-49. 
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compelling comparisons between heteronormative privilege and nationally oriented 

privilege (Ahmed writes from a British standpoint). Like queer theorists Lauren Berlant 

and Elizabeth Freeman,355 Ahmed argues that the heterosexual family is the dominant 

structure through which national unity is built in the US and Britain.356 Family’s 

etymological and social roots in familiarity create a national social norm predicated on 

recognizing and rewarding sameness. 

 Like the heterosexual person enjoying heteronormative culture, Americans 

approach a world where they can believe that everyone is like them or, more accurately, 

wants to be like them. Geographer William Leach says disregard for other cultures is a 

recurring theme of American expansion. Leach writes,  

From the 1790s on … whole populations swarmed across the continent, 

enticed by fantasies of paradise; by hopes of freedom and individual 

liberation; by great reserves of mostly unoccupied public lands; [and] by 

government policies (subsidies to railroads, homestead laws, eviction of 

Indians from their homelands) that made it easy for people to move.357  

Leach’s relegation of Native Americans to parentheses is telling. American fantasies 

required imagining open, uninhabited landscapes desirous of American presence. A thirst 

for new spaces to exert American influence and potentially realize financial gain often 

overwhelms American ideals of egalitarian democracy. As the United States grew from a 

hemispheric force to a world power, the US extended the American hunger for expansion 

                                                 
355 Lauren Berlant and Elizabeth Freeman, “Queer Nationality,” The Queen of America Goes to Washington 
City (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1997). 
356 Ahmed 147. 
357 Wayne Leach, Country of Exiles (New York, NY: Pantheon, 1999) 9. 
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from the Western hemisphere to the global sphere. American interest in newly 

independent African countries, described in the previous chapter, is just one example of 

hopes of spreading American influence. Increased privilege, supported by military, 

economic, and political might, expands American power and creates more American-

friendly, homogeneous communities. 

 Homogeneity produces comfort for the privileged subject, whereas recognition of 

difference produces discomfort. Ahmed defines discomfort as “a feeling of 

disorientation: one’s body feels out of place, awkward, unsettled.”358 She discusses these 

feelings of disorientation as a quintessential feeling of queerness, reckoning with a world 

that has not created spaces into which the queer subject can easily fit and, often, is 

actually barred from inhabiting. I do not want to fetishize the rejection and pain of queer 

discomfort, but I am interested in what it might look like if discomfort were not only a 

queer feeling, but a feeling that those with privilege, for purposes of this project, 

American privilege, could encounter. Part of what defines privilege is one’s inability to 

renounce it—heteronormative comfort is always ready for the heterosexual subject to 

return to—so the privileged subject cannot entirely inhabit the experience of the 

disenfranchised. But perhaps there could be a way to make visible, if not erase, structures 

of power present at the seams between a person and her environment.   

 Ahmed uses the description of the comfortable chair largely as metaphor, but 

dance offers a site to take up Ahmed’s illustration as both metaphor and physical 

practice. As Leach notes, the expansion of the US into global spaces is metaphor for 

                                                 
358 Ahmed 148. 
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American identity and part of the mythology of American exceptionalism, but literal 

expansion has been a practice of American foreign policy. My concern then is how 

twenty-first century American cultural diplomacy’s relationship with dance programs 

offers opportunities to conceptualize how bodies do or do not enjoy freedom to move 

within a global network. Dance ethnographer Cynthia Novack describes dance’s unique 

emphasis on the physical as potentially increasing dancers’ and sometimes audiences’ 

awareness of how they interact with their surroundings. Novack writes,  

To a greater degree than visual art or music, dance (and, often theater) 

appeals to the sense of touch and to the kinesthetic sense (the perception 

of movement in the body), as well as to vision and hearing. How those 

sensuous activities are perceived and interpreted, however, remains 

selective and particular to the performers, the choreography, and the 

audience as people learn about the meaning of the movement through 

doing it and watching it.359 

Every dancer perceives and interprets sensuality differently, but dance’s constant appeal 

to touch and kinesthesia results in a heightened awareness of the sensual. When coupled 

with the disorientation produced by travel and work away from one’s home, as was the 

case in the 2003 residencies, dancers feel how difference registers against and within 

their bodies and in the movement practices deployed in the studio and onstage. 

 Many of the dancers interviewed spoke of their work in 2003 as “unsettling” or 

“having weight,” descriptions of affective sensations that conjure the corporeal. This 

                                                 
359 Cynthia Novack, Sharing the Dance: Contact Improvisation and American Culture (Madison, WI: U of 
Wisconsin P, 1990) 159-160. 
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merging of memory and body, affect and corporeality, gestures to the semiotic layers of 

dancing bodies. Feminist dance theorist Ann Cooper Albright says studying dance 

requires seeing the  

double moment of representation in which bodies are both producing and 

being produced by cultural discourses of gender, race, ability, sexuality, 

and age. … [The double moment of representation allows] for a slippage 

between what I call a somatic identity (the experience of one’s 

physicality) and a cultural one (how one’s body renders meaning in 

society).360  

Cooper Albright asserts that dancers can never disengage the experience of their bodies 

from the cultural field in which their bodies move, yet they must always work to sense 

the interactions between their bodies and physical and social fields. 

 These basic premises of dance, particularly American dance practices proceeding 

from the important impact made by contact improvisation—the genre of dance on which 

both Albright and Novack focus—could make dance practices highly relevant to an 

American cultural diplomacy interested in reckoning with cultural difference as a 

material concern of diplomacy. Intercultural, international collaboration could and in 

2003, to some extent did, use dance as a theory and practice for an American interaction 

with the world that does not merely extend American power. Dance is one way to forge 

conversations about difference and how Americans share the studio and stage with other 

artists despite unresolvable power imbalances. 

                                                 
360 Ann Cooper Albright, Choreographing Difference (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 1997) xxiii. 
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Cultural Diplomacy During the Bush Administration 

 The 2003 dance program’s emphasis on intercultural collaboration is an 

instructive anomaly among the cultural diplomacy efforts of the George W. Bush 

administration. The dance program emerged from Congressional concerns about 

international perceptions of the US, particularly in Muslim communities abroad. Cultural 

diplomacy seemed an obvious way to address the concern, but policy bodies envisioned 

cultural diplomacy very differently. 

 In the months immediately following the September 2001 terrorist attacks, 

Congress debated public and cultural diplomacy’s possible roles in changing how the US 

related to the rest of the world. Two hearings were held in 2001. On October 10, the 

House Committee on Foreign Relations discussed “The Role of Public Diplomacy in 

Support of the Antiterrorism Campaign.” One month later the committee convened a 

second hearing, “The Message is America: Rethinking American Public Diplomacy.”361 

Both hearings featured a wide array of guests, including former American ambassadors, 

representatives from the entertainment industry, and State Department officials.  

 Congressional hearings with titles like “The Message is America” suggest a return 

to ideas of exporting American ideals, but hearing testimony called for a more nuanced 

understanding of the possibilities of American cultural diplomacy. A comment from 

witness Edward Walker, Jr., former US ambassador to Egypt, Israel, and the United Arab 

Emirates, contains several general themes from the hearings. Walker said, 

                                                 
361 Full transcripts from the hearings can be found online at the website, US House of Representatives 
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Public diplomacy must be much more than a convenient packaging 

technique for our foreign policy. It should be a means of promoting a two-

way communication between the diverse peoples of the world, of 

enhancing our foreign policy through a comprehensive understanding of 

the world around us. There is absolutely no substitute for listening.362 

Walker calls for a re-envisioning of American global interactions, privileging listening 

over speaking, dialogue over messaging. He sounds less like a government official 

creating a policy intended to extend American influence and more like an official 

interested in building relationships that acknowledge difference. Walker’s vision of 

public diplomacy aligns with creating what Ahmed calls discomfort, rejecting diplomacy 

interested in reproducing already existing power in favor of diplomacy that examines and 

evaluates power relationships. 

 While these hearings seemed hopeful for re-imagining American cultural 

diplomacy, early Bush administration efforts looked more like marketing strategies than 

sensitive policies. The first Bush appointee to the post of Undersecretary for Public 

Diplomacy, Charlotte Beers, came to Washington straight from Madison Avenue, where 

Beers headed one of the biggest American advertising companies, J. Walther 

Thompson.363 Beers’ first public diplomacy campaign created inserts for Middle Eastern 

newspapers gruesomely detailing the deaths and injuries resulting from the 9/11 attacks 

                                                 
362 US House of Representatives Committee Hearings, “The Message is the US, 
http://commdocs.house.gov/committees/intlrel/hfa76189.000/hfa76189_0f.htm. 14 November 2001. 
363 Alexandra Starr, “Charlotte Beers Toughest Sell,” Business Week, 17 December 2001: 14. Beers’ 
appointment was indicative of a larger trend in political appointments in the arts during the Bush 
administration: turning to business leaders to revamp arts organizations. Beers came from Madison Avenue 
and NEA Chairman Dana Gioia came from General Foods. 
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in the US. Another infamous example of public diplomacy under Beers was a State 

Department website with a section called “Muslim Life in America,” which featured 

pictures of American mosques and smiling Muslim families.364 In 2003, Beers stepped 

down as Undersecretary, citing health concerns, although the widespread excoriation of 

her programmatic choices seemed a likely catalyst for her resignation.365  

 Meanwhile, international hostility toward the US, particularly among Muslim 

communities, grew in the wake of the 2001 invasion of Afghanistan and preparations for 

the 2003 invasion of Iraq. A February 2002 Gallup poll reported that a majority of people 

in countries with significant Muslim populations had unfavorable views of the US.366 A 

year later, the Pew Research Center’s 2003 Global Attitudes Project Report confirmed 

that global opinions of the US continued to grow more negative. The report’s 

introduction states,  

Anti-Americanism in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia, which surged as 

a result of the US war in Iraq, shows modest signs of abating. But the 

United States remains broadly disliked in most countries surveyed. … The 

magnitude of America’s image problem is such that even popular US 

policies have done little to repair it.367  

The report goes on to say that although many in Europe and even the Middle East thought 

the US invasion of Iraq might speed democratic reform in the region, the US had been 

                                                 
364 For more on public diplomacy in George W. Bush’s administration, see Nancy Snow, Information War: 
American Propaganda, Free Speech and Opinion Control Since 9-11, New York, Seven Stories: 85. 
365 The Curb Center for Art, Enterprise, and Public Policy 15. 
366 Council 21. 
367 Pew Global Attitudes Project, Views of Changing World 2003: War With Iraq Further Divides Global 
Publics (Washington, DC: Pew Research Center, 2003) 1. 
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too aggressive in its intervention. Those surveyed did not find ideals associated with the 

US, such as democracy, unpalatable, but they characterized the ways the US interacted 

with other nations as reprehensible. Although the Pew report often describes the US as 

having an “image problem,” Pew’s evidence suggests the problem was not about image 

but about the nature of interactions. 

 Several reports from non-governmental commissions and think tanks broadened 

the conversation around cultural diplomacy, with some advocating cosmetic antidotes to 

international disapproval of American foreign policy and some advocating for cultural 

exchanges that could re-imagine international relationships. The best-known report, “The 

9/11 Commission Report,” called for rebuilding “the scholarship, exchange, and library 

programs” of the Cold War era.368 An independent task force sponsored by the Council 

on Foreign Relations published “Finding America’s Voice: A Strategy for Reinvigorating 

US Public Diplomacy” in 2003, which outlined the larger public diplomacy landscape, 

but primarily focused on radio and television. The report most sympathetic to the 

performing and visual arts came from the independent Washington, D.C. think tank, The 

Center for Arts and Culture. This report and accompanying scholarly articles detailed 

how private foundations, government agencies, and arts organizations could combine 

resources to build more effective cultural diplomacy. In 2004, the RAND Corporation, a 

non-profit research group, published “Public Diplomacy: How to Think About and 

Improve It.” This relatively short report also traced the history of American cultural 

diplomacy and evaluated its challenges in the twenty-first century, but RAND focused 

                                                 
368 9/11 Commission, The 9/11 Commission Report (Washington, DC: National Commission on Terrorist 
Attacks Upon the United States, 2004) 377. 
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primarily on analyzing the rhetorical strategies of people and groups that accrued broad 

global support for political projects, specifically Martin Luther King, Jr., and Nelson 

Mandela. Finally, the Curb Center for Art, Enterprise, and Public Policy at Vanderbilt, a 

research center led by former National Endowment for the Arts chairman Bill Ivey, 

published “Cultural Diplomacy and the National Interest.” Like many of Curb’s 

publications, this report called for renewed engagement with the private sector that would 

move away from the demonization of popular culture, a characterization frequently used 

to support cultural diplomacy. 

 All of these reports cited the lack, almost absence, of American diplomacy 

programs focused on the Middle East or other areas with significant Muslim populations. 

Congressional response to the 2002 and 2003 global opinion polls also seized on Muslim 

communities as the groups the US needed to reach most desperately. In March 2002, 

Representative Henry Hyde introduced the Freedom Promotion Act, which would have 

expanded the role of public diplomacy in the State Department.369 Two months later 

Senator Edward Kennedy introduced a similar bill, which would have earmarked $95 

million over five years to enhance exchange programs with the Islamic world.370 The 

former bill passed the House, but neither bill made it through the Senate. These 

legislative failures meant little new money for cultural diplomacy, just as pressure 

increased to expand American interaction with nations and communities around the 

world, particularly Muslim populations.  

                                                 
369 Center for Arts and Culture, Cultural Diplomacy: Recommendations and Research (Washington, DC: 
Center for Arts and Culture) 23. 
370 Center 24. 
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 From this tension of few resources and increased needs, the 2003 dance program 

emerged. Kwame Ross, a dancer and drummer formerly of Urban Bush Women, traveled 

to Cairo, Egypt. He was in residence at the Artistic Creativity Center, where he made a 

new work with students from the Center’s Modern Dance School. Ross, an African 

American man, was the only American choreographer of color who participated in the 

program. The other four choreographers were white women. Loretta Livingston, a 

choreographer and professor at the University of California-Irvine created a new piece in 

Istanbul, Turkey, in the Yildiz Technical University’s Department of Music and 

Performing Arts. Wendy Rogers, also from California where she is a professor at the 

University of California-Riverside, restaged portions of her piece, Living Rooms (2003), 

in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, at the University Sains Malaysia School of the Arts. In 

Kolkata, Jenkins created some new work and blended it with portions of an earlier work. 

Former Paul Taylor dancer Ruth Andrien traveled to Tunis, Tunisia, where she staged 

excerpts of Taylor’s well-known Esplanade (1975).  

 Of the five residency sites, only Tunis’s Maison de la Dance wanted a canonical 

piece, hence Andrien’s placement there.371 While the choreographers were abroad they 

taught classes, staged and/or created work, and participated in panels with local artists. 

Basing the American artists in university and dance schools abroad eased local 

administrative burdens, since the schools could provide space appropriate for dance 

rehearsals and students with whom the Americans could work. Politically, the 

educational settings connected the Americans to younger populations than ticketed dance 
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performances might have. Early Cold War programs targeted elite, older audiences, but—

as noted in the discussion of Ailey’s selection in part because of the company’s popular, 

younger appeal—later Cold War diplomacy shifted to an emphasis on reaching young 

people. This has remained key to recent cultural diplomacy efforts. For instance, the well-

publicized State Department program Radio Sawa, an American radio station broadcast 

in the Middle East with a mixed format of pop music and short news broadcasts, targets 

Middle Eastern youth audiences.372 

 The dance program unfolded quickly and on an unfortunate schedule, since the 

fall residency dates conflicted with Ramadan. Kathryn Wainscott, a program officer in 

the Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, made initial contact with national dance 

service organization Dance/USA in the summer of 2003.373 Led by executive director 

Andrea Snyder and program officer Rebecca Rorke, Dance/USA administered the 

program, first contacting the choreographers in July. All of the choreographers conducted 

their residencies in September, October, and November, which meant that all but Ross, 

who left Egypt on October 20, worked during Ramadan, which fell between October 26 

and November 25 that year. Several of the choreographers said the holiday created an 

obstacle to their work, since observant Muslims were fasting from sunrise to sunset. 

Some of the choreographers, however, said they felt working during Ramadan facilitated 

their understanding of Middle Eastern culture, since the holiday made them more aware 

of Muslim traditions. 
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 The State Department, through its local embassies, identified the schools that 

would participate in the program, while Dance/USA was responsible for selecting the 

American artists. The State Department chose Dance/USA as its partner because the 

organization had administered the National College Choreography Initiative (NCCI) in 

2001 and 2002. NCCI, a program supported by the NEA, sponsors choreographers to 

restage or create new works at American universities. The State Department imagined its 

2003 program as an overseas version of NCCI. The roster of artists already selected for 

NCCI by peer review panels provided the pool of potential choreographers to be sent 

abroad.  

 Snyder and Rorke, with assistance from NEA Dance Director Douglas Sonntag, 

winnowed the list to eight choreographers using three criteria: previous experience 

working abroad; availability for the dates provided by the State Department; and a 

general sense that, in Snyder’s words, the choreographer was not a “loose cannon.” 

Snyder explained she felt Dance/USA could not “have an artist who would be doing work 

that is [was] very controversial.” 374 While it seems unclear which work would sidestep 

controversy, based on the roster of chosen artists non-controversial artists include those 

whose work continues a formalist Modern aesthetic, extending the earlier American 

cultural diplomacy’s reliance on Modern abstraction as a convenient veil for politics. 

Once selected, the choreographers provided their country preferences to Rorke, based on 

the State Department’s list. The quick turnaround time meant most of the choreographers 
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had already scheduled the upcoming months, so their choice of site had more to do with 

availability than connection to any specific country.  

 Dance/USA put the program together remarkably quickly, but the timetable and 

selection process had limitations. The choreographers selected were relatively 

homogenous: as noted, four of the five were white women. All five were from New York 

or California’s largest cities. While these are American dance centers, other government 

arts program work to reach a larger cross section of the American arts community. For 

instance, the NEA’s legislative charge mandates that no one state can receive more than 

15% of the agency’s annual granting budget. Such distribution reaps rewards on Capitol 

Hill where legislators want dollars spread across a large number of districts. The quick 

turnaround left no room to match choreographers to locale, treating all countries with 

significant Muslim populations as though they were interchangeable. In the Cold War 

era, the permanence of the Cultural Presentations Program meant more time for matching 

artists to locale. The kind of extended haggling over repertory that occurred prior to 

NYCB’s Soviet tour was impossible in 2003. This might be seen as a positive 

development, since the stepped-up timetable gave the artists more control over their 

work, except the artists, like the government, also had little time to plan. Many of the 

choreographers cited lack of preparation time as contributing to their traveling with 

significant misperceptions about the countries they would visit. 

 

Finding the Seams: Feeling the Places Where Bodies Touch New Environs 
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 As Loretta Livingston reflects on her residency in Turkey, she cannot keep her 

arms still. She slices the air diagonally with her forearms; her hands barely avoid hitting 

one another. As Livingston recounts her experience of living and dancing in Istanbul, her 

hands keep up their almost colliding pathways. The motion becomes a physical score 

accompanying her descriptive snippets of her residency in Istanbul. She tells me of “the 

cat who lived in the dance studio who the dancers secretly feed, the dogs in the park on 

the walk on the way to Yildis, the way the city looks when it’s just getting to be evening, 

the streets and how they wind, the hills, and the unevenness of the cobble streets.”375 

Livingston returned to the cutting arm gestures several times as we talked, and I began to 

read her arm movement as a choreography of memory. To work in Istanbul, a city part 

European, part Middle Eastern, was to feel cultures merging, almost clashing. Livingston 

felt the cultural collisions within her body years later, in her words, “swirling” around 

and within her. Her performance of these feelings with her body, as much as with her 

words, demonstrates how memory of places and experiences can be physically expressed. 

 This anecdote points to the ways dancers in the 2003 US State Department 

program experienced their bodies as socially constructed, contested, and expressive sites. 

They could feel the seams between the cultures and dance practices familiar to them and 

the cultures and dance practices they encountered abroad. Travel’s impact on bodies, the 

combination of new foods and jet lag, make all travelers more aware of their bodies, 

sometimes uncomfortably so. For dancers, this sensation multiplies, as they bring years 

of dance training to the corporeal sensations of being in a foreign place. This is not to say 
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that dancers’ kinesthetic awareness allows them to gobble up new and different 

sensations without discomfort. If anything, the 2003 cadre of dancers detailed 

relationship to their bodies layered with travel made the dancers more aware of 

difference.   

 The American dancers felt their bodies change in relationship to a place 

constructed by an unfamiliar set of social practices, which helped make visible how 

different bodies and identities experience different options for mobility. Traveling and 

working abroad sometimes forced dancers to function in spaces, to return to Ahmed’s 

comfortable chair metaphor, not readily suited to the shape of American identity or 

American dance practices. I argue that this sensation produced an American awareness of 

the world as neither an extension of one’s home, nor a world waiting for American 

guidance, sharply distinguishing the ethos of the 2003 residency program from the Bush 

administration’s military initiatives to bring American democracy to other countries. 

 To explore how the 2003 residency program fostered an awareness of cultural 

difference, I begin by considering how travel and dance practice provide a doubled sense 

of movement for the artists. Next, I discuss the American dancers’ anecdotes about how 

they sensed difference during the residencies, in the studio and on the street, and how the 

experiences of difference affected their awareness of the cultural constructions of their 

dance practices, sometimes causing the Americans to change the way they moved. Part of 

understanding difference meant recognizing the limits of awareness when confronted 

with a new set of social and artistic codes. This idea became the central premise for the 

creation of A Slipping Glimpse. Finally, I will discuss why these moments of recognizing 
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difference amount to something more than just reinvestment in foreign people and places 

as “Other.” Because the American Jenkins dancers had to collaborate with the foreign 

dancers to create and mount new work, their constant attention to cultural difference 

forged the possibility of making work together in spite of differences—a sharing across 

differences—rather than rejecting Indian cultural practices as merely foreign or distant. 

 Performance theorist Jean Graham-Jones has argued that performance studies 

offers useful insight into the practices and effects of globalization because performance 

“underscores the relationship between the local and the global as neither oppositional or 

exclusive, but rather interactive and interpenetrative.”376 Studying performance as a site 

of global encounter provides an opportunity to understand how encounters between 

cultures occur within globalization and avoids seeing globalization as a phenomenon that 

affects all people in the same way. As a specific category of performance, dance brings 

this inquiry to the individual, physical level, reckoning with how globalization, which can 

easily be imagined as an overly conceptual stream of media images and fast-moving 

technology, remains a cultural phenomenon put into motion by people that affects other 

people.   

 The mindsets of traveling and dance training combine to produce an analytic 

frame that brings together the cerebral and the physical, a useful combination when 

studying global cultural encounters. Theatre historian Sandra Richards has described the 

traveler’s mindset as predicated on several questions, including: “How do I wish to 

present myself in relation to what I hope to find at my destination?” and “Will they be 
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sufficiently like me, so that the social organization of services and spaces will not require 

constant decoding?”377 Even before arriving at a destination the tourist considers how she 

will present herself to those she meets (and often how the contents of her wallet will 

facilitate her self-presentation). She also wonders what set of social codes she will face 

and what those codes will require of her.  

 Because the artists in the 2003 program agreed to participate with little time for 

preparation, they may not have consciously registered questions such as those Richards 

enunciates. The combination, however, of their status as tourists, arts workers, and 

dancers forced them to reckon with their new environment responsively. Dancer Mary 

Carbonara, who traveled as Jenkins’ assistant in 2003, describes how working abroad 

shifted her awareness of social codes in subtle, everyday ways. Carbonara said,  

It’s that subtle thing that happens whenever you travel—the shift of the 

subjective when you go somewhere you’ve never been before [and] 

experience a culture that feels so foreign to you. … You understand that 

something has shifted, just simply by the fact of where you are. You may 

not have done anything miraculous or memorable, but just the fact that 

you’re there, things are different.378  

The choreographers had to constantly interpret unfamiliar social codes, find ways to work 

with people they had just met, and produce performances. 
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 Differences between American movement practices and the practices artists 

encountered while working abroad developed the dancers’ sense of the relationship 

between culture and dance. The choreographers and their assistants who worked abroad 

in 2003 and the Jenkins dancers who participated in A Slipping Glimpse sensed cultural 

differences influencing how dancers approached their bodies and concepts of time in the 

studio. The recognition of difference did not just function as a way for the American 

dancers to categorize the local dancers, but, in some instances, led the Americans to see 

holes within their own techniques. 

 Working with dancers trained in classical Indian forms led the Jenkins’ dancers to 

re-train their arms, hands, and fingers. As the MJDC dancers discussed working with the 

Shankar dancers in India, they frequently lifted their arms into the air and slowly twisted 

their wrists and fingers, squinting their eyes as they concentrated to remember the 

patterns of the mudras, the hand gestures of classical Indian dance. MJDC dancer 

Steffany Ferroni says, “Gestural things have changed for me. I’m much more aware of 

my hands because of all of the mudras that were introduced.”379 Dancer Katie Moremen 

felt a shift in her practice of the classical Indian exercises after two weeks. She 

remembers, “I started to feel like [Menon’s] style of movement was coming in through 

my fingers to my core, which was completely the opposite way I learned to dance in the 

first place.”380 The new technique led Moremen to reorganize her understanding of her 

body beginning with her periphery—the ends of her limbs—a reorganization of the body 

based on Indian dance’s way of thinking about the body, as compared with Western 
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dance’s organization of the body starting from the torso. The American dancers 

confronted this shift in bodily perception, and then learned how to reformulate where 

they put their emphasis in dancing. The Americans found the shift difficult, but their 

steadily increasing proficiency with an alternate approach illustrates that movement 

practices are not innate, but are learned from one’s environment and exposure to training 

systems.   

 Working in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, Wendy Rogers encountered the importance 

of social contexts in defining time.  When Rogers gave the Malaysian dancers the 

direction to “walk in a straight line downstage as slowly as possible,” the word “slow” 

took on new dimensions. In New York, where Rogers had created Living Rooms, she 

frequently had to ask the dancers to go more slowly. Remembering rehearsals in Kuala 

Lumpur, Rogers said, “I had never seen people move so slowly; their movement was 

imperceptible.”381 Rates of speed were defined relative to the dancers’ capabilities, which 

they had developed in Southeast Asian dance forms.  

 The Indian dancers and the Malaysian dancers had skills the Americans did not. 

Jenkins dancer Ryan Smith said working with the Shankar dancers showed him 

misconceptions he had about his dancing. Although American dancers pride themselves 

on dancing with their entire bodies, working with Indian dancers, Jenkins company 

members realized their full-bodied image of their dancing was inaccurate. Smith says, 

As contemporary dancers, many of us strive to dance with our whole 

body. You work and think about every outlet. And somehow in that 
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process we forget about the face as part of our whole, and I also think we 

don’t do as much treatment with the hands. That’s not to say that when we 

do Slipping Glimpse that we’re trying to do facial dances, but I think we’re 

all much more conscious about the choice of eye contact, the choice to 

stare. … It’s a different understanding of the whole  body that the Shankar 

dancers have down.382  

Smith’s comments reformulate the Americans as the inadequate party in the 

American/Indian collaboration, and he obviously admired the Indian dancers’ abilities, 

which partly shows in his refusal to mimic them--to do a “face dance.” The Shankar 

dancers were also excited to learn techniques unfamiliar to them. Shankar dancer Varshaa 

Ghosh says the Americans’ comfort with touching one another was a new experience for 

her. Ghosh and Roy, the two Indian women on A Slipping Glimpse’s 2003 US tour, said 

they enjoyed frequently pulling Jenkins dancer Levi Toney into the studio to practice the 

techniques of lifting. Each dance style honed different skill sets. 

 Working abroad, the American dancers faced alternate ways of moving, not just 

in the studio, but also on the street. Walking down the sidewalk slowly or quickly meant 

something different in Kuala Lumpur than in Manhattan. As the choreographers in the 

2003 program and, later, the Jenkins dancers experienced, traveling and working abroad 

draws attention to all of “the techniques of the body,” a term coined by French sociologist 

Marcel Mauss to describe how a range of daily movement activities, from how a person 
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swims to how she walks, are learned behaviors.383 People’s movements live between the 

options their physical facilities afford them and the cultural codes that guide their choices 

around movement.  

 Rogers recounts how Malaysia’s urban environment, more interlaced with nature 

and wildlife than American cities, shifted how she maneuvered through. She says, “There 

was a moment when we learned that, in fact, trees have snakes in them. We hadn’t 

worried about that before we saw a snake plop down from up above. Once you know that 

that can happen, then that just changes your perspective on life right away.”384 The 

interruption from above altered the simple act of walking. The area above a person’s head 

does not usually matter to an American city dweller, but in Penang, Malaysia, that space 

became charged. As Rogers walked, she looked up, moved her head, and shifted her eyes. 

She was in a different place, and the way she used her body changed. 

 Only reading about Middle Eastern and Southeast Asian countries or seeing 

images of the these regions onscreen left many of the artists with wrong-headed 

perceptions about the cultures they would visit.385 Several of the choreographers 

recounted embarrassment when they realized the depth of their misunderstandings. By 

the end of their first day of classes and rehearsals in Malaysia and Turkey, respectively, 

Rogers and Livingston realized the distortions of most prominent American depictions of 

women in Muslim countries. In the short period of time between accepting the State 
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Department’s invitations and leaving the U.S., Rogers and Livingston had worried about 

what to wear in the studio in Istanbul and Kuala Lumpur, where they expected strict rules 

of dress for women. Rogers went shopping for more conservative rehearsal clothes: items 

that would cover as much skin as possible, but still allow her full range of movement in 

the studio.386 Before traveling Livingston asked Yildis’ dance director Geyvan McMillen 

what to wear. Livingston looks back on her assumptions, and, laughing, she says: 

I began asking Geyvan things about what’s appropriate to wear to class. 

And I  think that—when I look back on it because Geyvan has become 

my friend—she  probably thought, “What are you asking me?  … Do we 

have to wear long sleeve leotards or not?  … It’s a contemporary dance 

program.” Geyvan said, “Fine. Yeah. Wear whatever you want to wear.” 

Geyvan is a very modern woman—and I don’t mean to say that women 

who choose to practice a particular kind of relationship to the nation of 

Islam are not modern people. I’m just saying that there was a gap, because 

I don’t think we know a lot about Islam.387 

Before the residency, Livingston had a narrow idea about the expectations for women in 

Muslim countries. She thought all women would be covered. In the latter half of the 

quotation, as Livingston talks about what she learned in the country, there is more 

nuance. As Livingston compares McMillen with other women in Turkey, she references 

the range of choices she saw Turkish women make in a country where wearing a burkha 

or hajib remains a politically and religiously fraught issue. Livingston also critiques the 
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connotations of the word “modern,” gesturing towards the term’s implication of Western 

ideals. Working in a predominantly Muslim country added layers of subtlety to 

Livingston’s understanding of the Middle East. Her recognition of diversity parallels how 

NYCB dancers described their deepened understanding of the Soviet Union after the 

1962 tour. In contemporary media portrayals, the Middle East is often described in terms 

similar to those ascribed to the Soviet Union during the Cold War: monolithic, 

consensus-driven, and the sworn enemy of the US. Traveling provided an opportunity to 

gain first-hand evidence of Middle Eastern cultures’ complexity and diversity. 

 Working abroad, however, could not cure all cultural misunderstandings. To be in 

a place did not mean the Americans could completely understand it, but as Ahmed’s call 

to recognize difference between people and their environment notes, acknowledging 

difference, rather than overcoming it, is a valuable goal in cultural encounters. Jenkins 

felt the partiality of her cross-cultural understanding was one of the most important 

lessons of the collaboration with the Shankar company. She chose the title A Slipping 

Glimpse because Michael Palmer, the poet who contributed text to the work, introduced 

Jenkins to Willem de Kooning’s observation, “Reality is a slipping glimpse.” Jenkins 

says she was drawn to the phrase because “it kind of seemed like what we were talking 

about in a way [in the piece]: that one only gets a slipping glimpse of each other’s culture 

no matter how deeply one becomes embedded in the study of another way.”388 The 

gerund form, the “–ing,” in the title references how gaps in understanding shift over time. 

Intercultural work is always a process of perpetual translation. The American artists’ job 
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was to learn about the culture, while honoring the differences between American and 

Indian ways of living, which included acknowledging that the artists could never 

overcome those differences, nor should they. Even after multiple trips to India and a four 

year collaboration, Jenkins remained adamant that she and her dancers were still 

outsiders to Indian culture: they could neither know it entirely nor understand it entirely. 

 Working collaboratively led the American artists to surrender to their inability to 

comprehend difference at the most intimate, physical levels. They needed help from the 

local dancers to accomplish their mutual artistic goals. When Livingston could not 

manage the umlaut sound of the letter “o” in the Turkish dancers’ names, the dancers 

helped her through touch. She recalls, “Sometimes they would take their hands and push 

my face [as I said] the name ‘Özlem’.”389 As the dancers’ palms guided Livingston’s 

cheeks inward and down toward her chin, she made the correct sound. Cultural roles blur 

here. Livingston arrived as the American choreographer hired to make work for Turkish 

dancers, but in that moment Turkish hands guided her American body. 

 One of the most evocative movement descriptions of the residencies’ 

reconfiguration of power relationships comes from the final Tunisian Embassy report on 

Andrien’s residency. An Embassy official identified only as McCulley describes 

Andrien’s last rehearsal in the report’s final lines. McCulley writes, “Ruth’s assistant, 

Lesly Popil, was particularly well-received by the dancers. They could easily relate to her 

as a young, up-and-coming dancer. At their last rehearsal together, the Tunisian dancers 
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bid farewell by tossing her into the air, gently catching her as she descended.”390  The 

evaluation’s author does not comment on the meaning of this end-of-rehearsal ritual, but 

the sight of a group of young Tunisian dancers lifting the American woman offers 

multiple possible readings. Aligning with my interpretation of other moments described 

by American dancers, Popil offers herself fully to the students, literally giving her body 

over to them. As is true with the story about Livingston learning the pronunciation, the 

non-American students gain power over the bodies of an American woman and treat her 

with care. A cultural diplomacy program structured around a bi-national creative process, 

rather than programs like earlier tours that put Americans on stage with non-Americans 

always as audience members, creates greater opportunities for people to shift how power 

moves between and across bodies. The American artists were generally the leaders in the 

room and were probably better paid than their international counterparts, but in the 

creative space of the studio the American and non-Americans could be—and were—

vulnerable to one anther, creatively and physically. Expression grew from recognition of 

difference and a decision to share the studio and stage space anyway.  

 

Feeling the World from Home: Long-Term Relationships, Technology’s Challenges 
and Limits 
 
 All of the choreographers participating in the 2003 program returned home with 

fond memories of working abroad, but no funding to sustain their new international 

relationships. Livingston and Rogers, both professors at universities, hoped to secure 

                                                 
390 McCulley, Report from American Embassy Tunis to Secretary of State, Washington, DC, Dance/USA 
files, Washington, DC. 
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support to bring the artists they met to their home campuses. By choosing artists already 

connected to American universities, Dance/USA and the State Department tapped a 

financial resource beyond federal funds. Since neither Andrien nor Ross are not affiliated 

with universities, nor do they lead companies and the NEA and many foundations only 

fund non-profits, they had fewer options for ongoing support.391 Livingston did return to 

Turkey, with help from UC-Irvine and Yildis University. Rogers applied for a Fulbright 

fellowship, which she received in the summer of 2009. Andrien and Ross, both 

independent artists, have not been able to return to Tunisia or Egypt, respectively.  

 Margaret Jenkins and Tansuree Shankar managed to sidestep these logistical and 

financial obstacles somewhat. By turning to the Internet and Federal Express to sustain 

their work together, they brought a long-rehearsed goal of cultural diplomacy, creating 

long-term relationships, into the twenty-first century. By using low-cost technology the 

two women crafted a rehearsal process that could unfold simultaneously on two 

continents. After I outline how this arrangement worked, I will discuss how the process 

allowed for not only a longer relationship, but a relationship among artists that could 

continue to welcome productive discomfort and disorientation. Next, I will discuss how 

the collaboration used technology, a component of cultural diplomacy still relatively new 

and untested. Finally, I will discuss how technology compensated for, but could not 

replace, live, studio rehearsals.  

 Technology facilitated a sustained ongoing awareness of people in other parts of 

the world. Traveling abroad initially produced the kind of disorientation Ahmed describes 

                                                 
391 The State Department’s Cultural Envoy program does fund individual artists, although usually only 
those who already have high profiles or who are recommended by a small circle of American presenters. 
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as a productive recognition of cultural difference, but the use of technology is what 

extended the dancers’ global consciousness. During the four-year rehearsal process, both 

the American and the Indian dancers spent their days thinking about one another’s 

movements, even though each group worked in studios continents apart. Technology 

transformed a month-long cultural encounter into a long-term relationship marking 

American ways of being as only one of many options in a larger world. 

 A Slipping Glimpse emerged from several events stretching over four years from 

the initial 2003 residency to the piece’s premiere at San Francisco’s Yerba Buena Center 

for the Arts in 2006. In 2003 only Jenkins and longtime company dancer and assistant 

Mary Carbonara traveled to Kolkata, where they re-staged Jenkins’ piece Gates (Far 

Away Near) with twenty-three Indian dancers. Jenkins worked with some of the Shankar 

dancers again, when, in 2005, they joined the Jenkins company in Kochin, a city in 

Northern India, where they studied the Indian dance form Kuchipudi with Padma Menon. 

While this residency was not specifically for A Slipping Glimpse and did not have State 

Department support, it was important because it was the first time the entire Jenkins 

company worked with the Shankar dancers and the first trip to India for many of the 

American dancers. After the Kochin workshop, Jenkins felt the work with the Shankar 

dancers had been too fruitful to abandon, so she and Shankar began brainstorming about 

how the two companies could collaborate on a piece, despite the lack of funding. The 

State Department did not fund any of A Slipping Glimpse’s rehearsal process. 

 Logistics led the women to low-cost technologies. Jenkins began emailing 

choreographic assignments to Shankar, who worked with her dancers to make snippets of 
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material, record them, and fed ex the DVDs to San Francisco, where Jenkins worked with 

her dancers on related assignments. Jenkins’ prompts ranged from straightforward 

descriptions like “Make a duet that fits on an eight foot by eight foot box” to more open 

instructions like “Make a quartet that’s purely about rhythm.”392 The back and forth 

continued through email and Federal Express for eight months. As the piece’s larger 

structure developed, Jenkins brought dancers from another San Francisco group, Janice 

Garrett and Dancers, to stand in for the Indian dancers in her rehearsals. Like MJDC, the 

Garrett Company is a modern dance company, not an Indian company, so they primarily 

served as spaceholders for the Shankar dancers, unable to dance the choreography 

completely. 

 Technology alone could not support the piece. Eventually the two groups were 

reunited for rehearsal, then performance, funded primarily by co-commissions from San 

Francisco’s Yerba Buena Center and the University of Maryland’s Clarice Smith Center. 

Four Shankar dancers, two men and two women, arrived in San Francisco three weeks 

before A Slipping Glimpse premiered at Yerba Buena. The following January, the Jenkins 

company traveled to Kolkata, where the two companies performed the piece together. 

The next fall, four Shankar dancers returned to the US for a two-month tour, giving 

performances in Florida, New York, Chicago, and College Park, Maryland, where I saw 

the piece twice. University and private presenters’ funding helped do what State 

Department money often does not do: bring non-American artists to the US. The 

relationship between presenters and government funding continues the public/private-
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funding hybrid that stretches through all periods of American cultural diplomacy. 

Although the mixed funding sources have become an almost unquestioned characteristic 

of American arts funding, this structure means support for American artists’ international 

touring does not compare to support in countries like England, the Netherlands, 

Germany, and France, which have long-standing, permanent cultural diplomacy programs 

for their performing artists. 

 The State Department did not directly fund the four years of work between the 

2003 residency and the piece’s premiere and subsequent tours, which seems a missed 

opportunity, given cultural diplomacy’s theoretical emphasis on fostering long-term, 

deep, international relationships. Since the legislation that began the Fulbright exchanges, 

policy directives have promoted ongoing, sustained programming as the best form of 

cultural diplomacy.393 The State Department’s inability to sustain programs is partially 

due to financial limitations. Rarely, if ever, has the budget allotted for State Department 

cultural programs been enough to cover the program’s stated goals. More often, 

administrative and logistical support replace direct funding. This was true for the 

Jenkins/Shankar collaboration. The US Consulate in Kolkata helped facilitate the 

company’s stay, and the Consulate connected Shankar with the American Chamber of 

Commerce in Kolkata, who partially financed the local performances.394 Jenkins did 

leverage other governmental funding for the project. In 2005 and again in 2006, the NEA 

awarded MJDC $10,000 grants for A Slipping Glimpse. 

                                                 
393 Weigenbaum 29. 
394 Tansuree Shankar, personal interview with author, 20 September 2007, College Park, MD. 
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 Any long-term programming is difficult to fund, but dance, with its high 

personnel costs, can be particularly financially unwieldy. Long-term dance projects 

require putting an entire dance company or, even better, an entire American dance 

company and an entire foreign dance company in a room together, an expensive 

proposition. Because of logistics and finances, no 2003 choreographer could spend even 

half the time in their host countries that New York City Ballet or Ailey spent abroad. 

Less money and, more importantly, less time for planning meant the residencies had to be 

shorter. The 2003 choreographers, all of whom fund their artistic work through additional 

full-time jobs, could not have afforded to dispense with their already-planned 

engagements for the fall with less than three months’ notice. 

 Working together, in person and through various long-distance modes of 

communication, allowed the cast of A Slipping Glimpse more time to relish their 

differences and feel uncomfortable with the dancing, since they had months to create the 

piece. MJDC dancer Katie Moremen says the extended rehearsal time allowed the 

company to move away from just producing material and toward an understanding of 

why and how American and Indian dancers might work together. Moremen describes the 

workshop in Kochin, the first time the Jenkins and Shankar dancers worked together, 

saying, “I wouldn’t say that we came up with a whole lot of material, but we did come up 

with a movement style. … But it was really important for me in getting integrated into 

the idea. I think it was important for a lot of people.”395 The lengthy rehearsal period 

allowed her to be uncomfortable for awhile. Given the gift of time, the dancers moved 
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together in the uncomfortable places, rather than rushing to complete a piece. Extended 

time in rehearsal emphasized process, allowing people to focus on one another.  

 While technology connected these geographically disparate communities, it 

remained a compensation for liveness. Technology was the tool the companies turned to 

when they could not afford to work together. Jenkins describes the origins of the process, 

saying,  

It was logistic[s]—pure and simple. We couldn’t afford to be there as long 

as we needed to make the work, and they couldn’t afford to be with us as 

long as it would take to make this complex work. So the only way to do it 

was to have them generate material that was in response to instructions 

that came from me based on the experiences we’d had together.396 

Working together through the mail and email was not ideal, and, while it extended the 

relationship, it seems to have maintained American power. Jenkins created all the 

prompts, and Shankar and her dancers responded to Jenkins’ directions. Also, the piece 

premiered in the US, which meant the discomfort Moremen remembers as so productive 

was perhaps more extreme for the Indian dancers, since they had three weeks to insert 

themselves into the larger American cast, who lived and worked in their home city during 

the premiere. Moremen could enjoy the disorientation of working in a new place, 

learning a new style without the pressure of an imminent performance. The Indian 

dancers had the opposite experience. 

                                                 
396 Jenkins interview. 
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 While the use of technology limited some possibilities for the intercultural 

collaboration, its role is exciting because Jenkins and Shankar used relatively accessible, 

inexpensive technology more productively and with less American didacticism than State 

Department-financed projects. During the Bush administration, the State Department’s 

efforts to use technology as a form of public diplomacy focused on bringing messages 

about the US to the world, rather than building a global network of exchange and 

cooperation. The Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG) employs the Internet and 

satellite broadcasting in American cultural diplomacy efforts.397 The most famous BBG 

post-9/11 program has been Radio Sawa, the radio station that tries to reach Middle 

Eastern youth with programming that blends music and news.398 In a 2006 speech to the 

Council on Foreign Relations, Karen Hughes, the last Bush appointee to the office of 

Undersecretary of State for Public Diplomacy, highlighted technology as an important, 

but largely under-used aspect of public diplomacy. Hughes discussed the possibility of 

text messaging and MP3s as avenues for bringing information about US policies and 

values to the world.399 The Council on Foreign Relations’ report, “Finding America’s 

Voice,” critiques efforts like those Hughes suggests as still thinking of technology within 

the “one-to-many broadcasting model,” rather than as a “more complex array of push-

and-pull interactions.”400 Writing about international broadcasting and newly available 

technologies’ roles in public diplomacy, policy analysts Monroe Price, Susan Haas and 

                                                 
397 For a more elaborate discussion of these communications efforts see Susan Haas, Drew Margolin and 
Monroe Price, “New Technologies and International Broadcasting: Reflections on Adaptations and 
Transformations,” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 616 (March 
2008): 150-172. 
398 Curb 17. 
399 Karen Hughes qtd. in Haas, et. al. 171. 
400 Council 15. 
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Drew Margolin say that the Internet and broadband could move cultural diplomacy into 

“the culture of interaction and user-originated content. ‘New technologies’ means far 

more than reaching more people, reaching faster, penetrating through great barriers. It 

means … altered modes of thinking … .”401 While policymakers still theorized about the 

possibilities for technology to create new relationships between Americans and non-

Americans, two dance companies managed to experiment with how a long-term 

relationship mediated by technology might work. 

 The dancers’ experiment suggests that months of rehearsal on two continents 

produced a global awareness for each group, even though they were only in the studio 

with their usual colleagues. Varshaa Ghosh, a Shankar dancer, described the rehearsals 

when the companies were apart. She said, “We [the Shankar dancers] would be in the 

studio and say to each other, ‘Ok, Steffany[one of the American dancers] is there. How 

do we go around her?’ I never thought of the other dancers as a completely different 

aspect. It’s not like we’re existing in two different worlds.”402 As Ghosh told me this, the 

American dancers sitting beside her nodded. They too had been aware of the Indian 

dancers’ bodies, even though those bodies rehearsed thousands of miles away. The 

Americans replaced ideas of Indians as the disembodied voices of international call 

centers with more specific knowledge of the Shankar dancers. Americans and Indians had 

to move through their daily jobs constantly thinking about where the bodies of other 

people were and how the movements of their own bodies would affect others. Then 

finally, after years of rehearsals, the companies got to come together again. 

                                                 
401 Haas 156. 
402 Carbonara, et. al. interview. 
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Modeling Co-Existence: A Slipping Glimpse as Artist-Centered Utopic 

Counterpublic 

 The four years of residencies and rehearsals that produced A Slipping Glimpse 

forced the American dancers to think about the social construction of movement and 

people and places beyond a US context. In performance, the artists associated with A 

Slipping Glimpse translated recognition and sensitivity toward cultural multiplicity into a 

public practice. Where dancers interviewed from earlier tours eschewed the 

categorization of their work on State Department tours as political, the MJDC dancers, 

many of whom were outspoken critics of the Bush administration (still in power at the 

time of our interviews), said their work was absolutely political. Several dancers 

expressed feeling “helpless” after the 2004 American elections. A Slipping Glimpse 

became their answer to that feeling. MJDC dancer Joseph Copley said,  

This is our vocation, and we’re using it in a political way to show an 

example of co-existence. That’s what we’re talking about: people not 

being open to the idea of co-existing cultures. We need to keep doing this 

piece and doing it in a way that people know they need to come see us do 

it. …  This is what we can do.403  

Copley positions A Slipping Glimpse as a direct retort to Bush administration foreign 

policy. 

                                                 
403 Ibid. 
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 I argue that A Slipping Glimpse’s set design and choreography, a mix of Jenkins’ 

American modern dance and Shankar's classical and contemporary Indian dance styles, 

allowed the dancers and audiences to rehearse a way of being together where bodies 

constantly move and shift, acknowledging and respecting how they share space. As the 

Indian and American dancers performed together they demonstrated for audiences what it 

looks like and feels like to move in space with people who experience the world in 

multiple ways. A Slipping Glimpse’s cast tried to invite productive discomfort in the 

creation of a larger public event, bringing the individual interactions they had with one 

another to collectively question how Americans and non-Americans can co-exist. 

 To uncover A Slipping Glimpse’s layers, I begin with a description of A Slipping 

Glimpse, focusing on how the piece is a dance between choreography and set. Next I use 

Nancy Fraser’s conception of counterpublics and performance theorist Jill Dolan’s notion 

of the utopian performative to explain how the cast of A Slipping Glimpse modeled a 

better, more open way of being together night after night, as they toured the piece for 

more than two years. The dancers’ performances and their comments in interviews attest 

to the ways in which dancing and re-creating A Slipping Glimpse on tour allowed the 

performers to practice a globally focused, culturally sensitive way of being together, even 

though the material effects of American privilege never fully subsided.  

 I will focus on three avenues that facilitated the piece’s political interventions. 

First, the piece, particularly on tour, was always in process. The complicated, multi-

pieced set had to be radically repositioned for each theatre on the tour, requiring the 

dancers to significantly refashion how they shared the stage space on each tour stop. 
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Second, in its choreography and in the dancers’ technique, A Slipping Glimpse allowed 

for internal conflicts and a performance of multiplicity. Finally, the piece, through 

choreography and spatial design, created an open system that exchanged binaries of 

inside and outside for overlapping networks and shifting orientations, not just for the 

dancers, but for the audience, too. 

 Alex Nichol’s stage design for A Slipping Glimpse aligns closely with the impulse 

behind the piece’s title. Just as Jenkins realized that neither she, nor her American artistic 

collaborators, could ever understand or even see all of Indian culture, audience members 

of A Slipping Glimpse quickly realize they will never be able to see all of the piece. As 

the design and choreography shifted to fit different theaters, ranging from seating in the 

round to strict prosceniums, the layout intentionally restricted audience views and made it 

so audience members had to move in their seats to see some of the dancing. In its 

premiere, A Slipping Glimpse featured eight platforms of varying heights positioned 

throughout Yerba Buena’s large black box theatre.  The audience was divided into four 

seating sections. Aisles ran between each seating section, so dancers entered and exited 

from behind the audience. The space created in the middle of the audience seating was 

the largest dance floor in terms of area, but dancers used each of the platforms for small 

group dances, including solos, duets, and trios. 

 A Slipping Glimpse offers only slight clues to its setting or story. Paul Dresher’s 

music and Michael Palmer’s poetry, both created especially for A Slipping Glimpse, 

contribute to the piece’s sense of never being fully available. Dresher built a new 

instrument, which he calls a quadrachord, specifically for the piece. The quadrachord’s 
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sound, something like a cross between a xylophone and an industrial harp, bellows from 

the ensemble of percussive and string instruments. The quadrachord’s contribution—new 

and unplaceable—makes the music, even at it most melodious, uncategorizable. Palmer’s 

poetry casts a tone of magic realism into the piece. In voiceovers, the poetry tells the 

story of a group of dancers, who initially seem analogous to the group onstage. As the 

poetry continues to be interspersed throughout the piece, the fictional dancers’ dreams 

become the narrative. The poetry generally returns in moments of stillness, recounting 

story snippets about flying and other supernatural tales. A Slipping Glimpse seems 

intentionally built from unknowable, unrecognizable pieces. The piece’s rules must be 

discerned, then rediscovered, again and again, creating an environment opposite to the 

familiarity Ahmed describes as crucial to upholding most social norms.  

 From the first moment Indian and American dancers move together in A Slipping 

Glimpse, the ensemble presents a different way of relating than the predominant modes of 

international interactions occurring during the Bush administration. They dance as an 

embodied counterpublic, a term Nancy Fraser coins to describe “parallel discursive 

arenas where members of subordinated groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to 

formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs.”404 After A 

Slipping Glimpses’s opening solo, a group tableaux appears on the central, highest 

platform. The dancers go into motion, lowering one another, one-by-one, from the 

elevated platform to the main dance floor below. To descend, the individual dancers need 

the group. American and Indian dancers grasp each other’s hands, gently supporting one 
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another’s descent. Once a dancer touches the ground, he or she looks upward, ready to 

help the next person. The dancers model international assistance, rather than destruction. 

As US military bodies moved through Afghanistan and Iraq on a mission of war, the 

Jenkins and Shankar dancers displayed peaceful, caring ways that Americans might 

encounter people from other nations. 

 As A Slipping Glimpse practices this progressive model for how people from 

different national backgrounds can come together, it comes close to achieving the status 

of the utopian performative, the term Dolan uses to describe moments in the theatre 

where “performance calls the attention of the audience in a way that lifts everyone 

slightly above the present, into a hopeful feeling of what the world might be like if every 

moment of our lives were as emotionally voluminous, generous, aesthetically striking, 

and intersubjectively intense.”405 Dolan says utopian performatives are “not stabilized by 

[their] own finished perfection, not coercive in [their] contained, self-reliant, self-

determined system, but always in process, always only partially grasped.”406 Utopian 

performatives work similarly to effective collaborations: they take on an organic 

structure, bending and re-shaping how people, onstage and off, feel connected to one 

another. Dolan mainly uses the utopian performative to describe exceptional spectatorial 

experiences, which she says may or may not affect people once they leave the theatre, but 

I use the utopian performative to consider how the dancers of A Slipping Glimpse feel as 

they work together. 

                                                 
405 Jill Dolan, Utopia in Performance (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan UP, 2001) 5. 
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 While touring A Slipping Glimpse built upon the foundation of awareness of 

others established through the lengthy rehearsal process, every city brought a new set 

configuration, which the dancers learned to navigate together. While most works with 

long production histories change in response to cast changes or touring logistics, Nichol’s 

set demanded even more flexibility. Before the premiere at Yerba Buena, the dancers had 

eight days to rehearse with the completed set, time which they spent figuring out how to 

get on and off platforms as tall as eight feet. Since then, the piece has not traveled to any 

theater capable of replicating Yerba Buena’s circular layout. On tour the dancers 

navigated the proscenium-style seating of, first, theaters in Kolkata, and then American 

university theaters in Florida, Maryland, and Illinois. The New York theatre, St. Mark’s 

Church, is an oval space more similar to Yerba Buena, but the space’s formality and 

structure—it still functions as a church with an altar area—re-shaped the piece again. 

This shifting structure required the dancers to re-orient themselves within the piece, the 

set, and one another at every stop, which many saw as an artistic opportunity. MJDC 

dancer Ryan Smith says the most interesting facet of A Slipping Glimpse for him as a 

dancer was 

that things can actually shift in the choreography. … This piece has had 

many lives and will continue to have many lives, due to the set constraints, 

due to the different spaces, due to different dancers. … It’s a piece that 

always shifts based on what’s around it and the world it’s inhabiting.407  

                                                 
407 Carbonara, et. al. interview. 
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Smith describes A Slipping Glimpse as more of a living organism than a previously 

created world the dancers inhabit. For the Indian dancers, accustomed to Kolkata’s 

proscenium stages, working in a more rounded system was new. Ghosh says, “Whenever 

we perform in India we are very frontal to the audience, so the great thing that we have 

learned over here when we came to America to perform is the stage and to be a part of 

the audience and to be among the audience.”408 All of the dancers had to re-orient 

themselves due to the shifting set, but they approached the task from a variety of 

perspectives. 

 The cast needs one another to navigate the constantly shifting, platform-filled 

space. MJDC dancer Katie Moremen said spacing required incredible attention to other 

people. She says,  

You practice different ways of ‘How am I going to remember that that’s 

front?’ You go through the whole piece and figure out everything you can 

and who you are. If you’re going to take direction off a dancer, maybe you 

should pick another one, because what if that dancer gets lost? So you 

should pick several landmarks of the piece at all times.409  

With this statement, Moremen makes several key points. In A Slipping Glimpse, the 

dancers had to constantly be aware of the entire social field in which they moved, 

including other dancers. Few points of spatial reference stayed the same across different 

theaters, so the dancers had to have multiple ways to guide themselves through the space 

at all times. To succeed, the dancers had to be aware of all the people and objects sharing 
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the stage at any given moment. Working this way within an international collaboration 

developed the dancers’ already keen skills of observation, leading them to notice how 

people could share space. 

 In intent and in practice, Jenkins and the dancers worked to keep A Slipping 

Glimpse from becoming a homogenous fusion of techniques. Though the Indian and 

American dancers shared backgrounds in modern dance, each group remained relatively 

distinct throughout the work. Jenkins says that allowing for differences among cultures 

was part of her intention. She says:  

If you pay attention that there are differences between cultures, and if you 

care about people in the world, why would you want to erase those? I 

think it’s only  our government that wants to erase. … I think that the only 

way that we can survive as a culture is if we appreciate how different we 

are from one another and allow those differences to coexist—and not try 

to coax our way into being, thinking, feeling, praying, whatever—onto 

someone else. So that became critical to me to make sure I wasn’t doing 

that in the work.410  

Again, Jenkins poses A Slipping Glimpse as a refusal of American policies. By allowing 

difference to coexist, Jenkins attempts to speak, through dance, back to the contemporary 

American eradication of difference in favor of re-shaping other places and bodies in an 

American image.  

                                                 
410 Jenkins interview. 
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 Carbonara says that from the inception of the 2003 residency in Kolkata it was 

clear how much the idea of honoring difference was not just a desire, but a necessity of 

working across cultural faultlines. She remembers the first day in rehearsal for Gates 

(Far Away Near), the piece Jenkins recreated for the Shankar dancers. Carbonara says, 

I remember many times going in with a plan and standing in front of a 

room of people and saying, “Do this.” And then giving them a minute, and 

watching and  turning around and saying, “Margie, no, no, no. They 

should do what they just did.” [I would turn back to the Indian dancers and 

say,] “Don’t do what we told  you to do. Do what you just did.” Because I 

think that for me the most exciting part was the whole issue of translation. 

You take something that someone gives you and you instantaneously 

make it your own, because your body is configured  in such a way that you 

do things differently.411 

In the midst of describing the rehearsals in Kolkata, Carbonara switches to whom she 

refers to with her second-person word choice. Initially, her “you” describes the 

instructions she gave the Shankar dancers, giving them permission to continue re-

interpreting Jenkins’ choreography to fit their ways of moving. As Carbonara explained 

the rehearsal process to me, she shifted the pronoun’s reference. “Your body” refers more 

generally to embodied cultural transmission between dancers in the studio. As technique 

passes from body to body, permutations based on differing cultural backgrounds and 

systems of training are inevitable. The Shankar dancers had some modern dance training 
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as part of Shankar’s fusion technique, but they were also trained in the classical Indian 

styles of Kathakali, Muchipuri, and Bharata Natyam. Even if they took directions as 

specifically as possible from Jenkins and Carbonara, their bodies would re-interpret the 

material. Even if there is desire to dance in a more American way, difference persists 

because dancers’ movement options arise from their bodies’ culturally specific ways of 

moving. 

 Every step the dancers take in A Slipping Glimpse reveals the irreducibility of 

difference. After all of the dancers leave the center platform in the initial image, they 

begin to move directly forward (downstage in the more proscenium settings). The step is 

a simple, slow, almost pedestrian walk. Even in the low blue light that darkens the stage, 

each dancer’s use of his or her feet distinguishes the American from the Indian dancers. 

The Indians tend to pick up each foot as one unit, keeping the foot parallel to the floor 

with each step. In this style of walking, the knee initiates the step forward. The 

Americans, however, initiate the step from either their foot or their pelvis. Most of the 

Americans push their instep forward and up as they walk, as though trying to push the 

lifted foot into a perpendicular relationship with the floor.  

 The two groups of dancers also bring a different energetic sensation to the 

movement, which means that even when the choreography calls for the Indians and 

Americans to dance in unison, the two training backgrounds remain visible.412 In opening 

portions of A Slipping Glimpse, the American dancers tend toward energetic choices that 

register force at the end of the movement. Imagine a step that ends with a splat, like a 
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hand slapping a wall. As the piece progresses, the Americans incorporate more impulsive 

energy into their dancing, emphasizing the place in the body where the movement begins, 

sending a looser, less focused energy into the space. In contrast, the Indian dancers have a 

more constant use of energy, emphasizing neither the beginning nor the ending of steps. 

In portions of the piece where the Americans and Indians dance together, these 

contrasting energies construct a moving image where the Indians’ dancing appears more 

smooth and controlled than the Americans, who seem almost spastic in contrast. As 

American elbows and hands punch the air, Indian arms and legs soothe and sculpt it. 

 Opposing energy and technique choices allow difference to resonate in the piece, 

but the spatial design and composition keep the two worlds from being entirely separate. 

Lighting, also designed by Nichols, underscores the degree to which the entire cast 

negotiates one another’s presence in space. The American dancers said the experience of 

darting through traffic in Indian cities drove the creation of several portions of A Slipping 

Glimpse. One section, early in the work, combines choreography and lighting to 

demonstrate the multiplicity of pathways through a place. The entire central floor appears 

red, and two strips of brighter red light bisect the stage, crossing each other to form an 

“X.” At first the entire ensemble lines up only on the bright lines, but as the individual 

dancers move forward, they shift around one another, stepping into the stage’s other 

spaces to pass their fellow dancers. The shifting and shading against the two stark lines 

produces the sense that two linear pathways are not enough; groups of people bleed and 

fall into more complex patterns.   
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 Although A Slipping Glimpse brought Indians and American together, the piece, 

onstage and in concept, was always primarily American. The American dancers spend 

more time onstage than the Indian dancers do. When the groups share the stage, the 

Americans outnumber the Indians: there are eleven Americans to four Indians in full-

ensemble sections. In the process, the American dancers had more opportunity for 

mobility than the Indians. Many of the Americans traveled to India more than once, 

whereas only the two male Indian dancers made more than one trip to the US, and, in 

total, only six Indian dancers, plus Shankar, ever made the trip. Jenkins admits that the 

piece was really her piece, and that the Indian artists worked inside her vision.413 The 

program lists Jenkins as the choreographer and Shankar as the “artistic associate.” A true, 

completely egalitarian collaboration would have required resources neither company 

possessed. 

 While A Slipping Glimpse had the greatest impact on the dancers’ perception of 

how cultures could co-exist, dancers’ perception of the audience and critics’ responses 

suggest audience members often kinesthetically engaged in A Slipping Glimpse’s vision 

of an intercultural counterpublic. From the very beginning, A Slipping Glimpse calls 

attention to how people move within specific, but shifting environments. The piece 

begins outside with a ten-minute prologue, a choice Jenkins made to mirror an Indian 

ritual of blessing a space before entering it.414 When I saw the piece in Maryland, the 

prologue happened in a lush green field behind the theater. I sat in the grass with half of 

the audience; the other half sat in chairs. In the piece’s premiere at Yerba Buena, which I 

                                                 
413 Jenkins interview. 
414 Tansuree Shankar, personal interview with author, 20 September 2007, College Park, MD. 
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have seen on a DVD provided by Jenkins, the dancers, dressed in loose tunics and pants, 

move slowly through tai-chi like, meditative phrases in the center’s courtyard. The 

courtyard’s trees create a periphery of verticality, a less expansive vision than the field in 

College Park. Danspace presented the piece in New York at St. Mark’s Church, where 

the prologue unfolded amidst the gravestones in the church’s cemetery. Describing the 

scene in a Village Voice review, Deborah Jowitt says that in the graveyard setting the 

slowly moving dancers exuded calm in comparison to the lights and horns of the passing 

traffic on Second Avenue.415 At the end of the prologue, the dancers walk away, 

disappearing into the theater. The audience relegates the outdoor setting to memory as 

they follow ushers into the theater building. Since the piece’s prologue necessitates a 

migration into the theatre mid-piece, the audience is quickly robbed of the opportunity to 

settle into their seats and primarily watch others move. 

 Once inside the theater, audience members cannot separate the choreography 

from the space’s visual design. Nichols has designed sets and lights with MJDC for over 

twenty years and traveled with the company for most of A Slipping Glimpse’s touring 

dates, including the Kolkata performances, during which the set shifted significantly for 

the first time. At Yerba Buena, eight platforms of varying heights surrounded a large red 

diamond. The audience sat in four sections; one section on each side of the diamond. 

Since several of the platforms were just behind the audience, the audience members had 

to shift their bodies to see the piece.416 My experience of having to twist and turn to 

                                                 
415 Deborah Jowitt, “Hands Across Many Seas,” Village Voice, 9 October 2007, 
www.villagevoice.com/2007-10-09/dance/hands-across-many-seas/. 
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watch A Slipping Glimpse has been a key aspect of the piece since its inception, 

regardless of the theatre’s layout. Not only do the platforms form a world that surrounds, 

almost envelopes the audience, but the platforms’ different heights create an underworld 

as dancers move underneath them, while others stand or dance on them.  

 Almost every review of the piece comments on the reviewers’ physical 

incorporation into the work. Jowitt describes being surrounded by the dancers, writing, 

“We glimpse dancing in front of us, out of the corners of our eyes, and, if we turn our 

heads, almost behind us.”417 Washington Post critic Sarah Kaufman describes the 

sensation of being in the audience as “being swallowed up in images.”418 Kaufman 

thought the constant activity created too many layers, and left her longing “for a clear 

direction.”419 In both reviews, the audience is not a separate entity, but is asked to find 

paths through the images engulfing them, an experience that seems to, at least in 

Kaufman’s case, disorient the watcher. 

 The performances in A Slipping Glimpse require audience members to redefine 

their personal space, especially when they had to move. The performers recall seeing the 

audience choreograph a spectatorial dance during the piece. Moremen says, “People 

would look behind them, and for certain solos I knew what they would be doing with 

their attention and their eyes. I knew this group would look behind and then go ‘Uh-oh, 

there’s more onstage.’ I could kind of predict that.”420 Moremen is the same dancer who 

described spacing her movement based on the multiple dancers surrounding her in the 

                                                 
417 Ibid. 
418 Sarah Kaufman, “An Indian Oasis Amid Modernity,” Washington Post, 22 September 2007: C5. 
419 Ibid. 
420 Moremen interview. 
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piece. After awhile, the audience’s bodies became another group of dancing people, all 

working together to figure out where they were located in space, defining place as they 

looked outward. Through the entirety of A Slipping Glimpse, audiences and performers 

come together to imagine a more responsive, responsible way of being together, 

countering contemporary American foreign policies of American superiority cloaked in 

condescending benevolence. 

 

Interrupting American Fantasies 

 Although the Obama administration has replaced the Bush administration, a 

November 2009 New York Times article suggests the form of international relationship 

modeled in A Slipping Glimpse’s rehearsal and performance process remains a relevant 

lesson. Reporter Alyssa J. Rubin reflects on her imminent shift from covering the war in 

Iraq to the war in Afghanistan, as the world awaits President Obama’s announcement 

regarding the long-term military plan for Afghanistan. Rubin remembers what she 

observed in 2003, when she arrived in Baghdad as a reporter for the LA Times. She 

writes,  

Americans wanted to believe that their version of democracy was just 

waiting to spring to life in Iraq—a peaceful multi-ethnic, multi-religious 

society adhering to the rule of law. That longing to find in another country 

a mirror of ourselves trumped cold analysis and led to years of denial that 
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came to an end only when the mutilated bodies at the Baghdad morgue 

mounted each day.421 

Rubin describes the American attitude toward Iraq as one desperately invested in seeing a 

desire for sameness. The Bush administration thought ousting Hussein would bring a 

latent desire for American-style democracy into public discourse, but the desire was 

really an American one projected onto a country more complex than those in power 

wanted to admit. Americans thought the world was their armchair. If only rogue elements 

could be controlled, we could all be the same. The seams of difference would disappear. 

 Relative to the political, military, and economic forces stemming from the 

American privilege driving US policy in Iraq, the 2003 dance program is a small affair, 

though A Slipping Glimpse, despite minimal State Department support, sent out a series 

of provocative political and artistic tentacles. The dancers in the residencies, then in the 

Jenkins/Shankar collaboration recognized difference as a valuable, lasting tool, rather 

than an obstacle to American desire. Dancing together, the Americans and non-

Americans did not just think about co-existence. They actually practiced it. 

 I do question the long-term effects of the program, particularly because of the 

absence of funding to sustain these relationships. Margaret Jenkins most recent 

international collaboration, the piece Other Suns, which MJDC made with the 

Guangdong Modern Dance Company in 2009, seems to have leaned more toward 

reconstituting American privilege, rather than attempting to confront difference as a 

productive site for cultural sharing. Speaking at the Society of Dance History Scholars 

                                                 
421 Alyssa J. Rubin, “From Iraq, Lessons for the Next War,” New York Times, 1 November 2009: 1. 
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Annual Conference in June 2009, Jenkins described her work as delivering American 

modern dance, its technique and individualized sensibility, to the Chinese dancers. 

Although State Department funding does not mandate artistic projects’ politics, 

government investment and visibility seem to force the issue of ethics in the 2003-2007 

collaboration, making Americans more conscious of the notions that they represent and 

the US’s attendant global power. Dancing and working together poses alternatives modes 

of international community that recognize American privilege and the fantasies privilege 

supports. Cultural diplomacy should not just be about Americans finding out about other 

parts of the world. It should be equally concerned with re-assessing what it means to 

responsibly and responsively be American. 
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Chapter Five: 
Cold War Hangovers Transformed into Future Plans 

 

 Last April, the US State Department had a flashback. The Bureau of Educational 

and Cultural Affairs’ announcement of a new cultural diplomacy program that would 

send American dance companies on international tours seemed more 1965, than 2009.422 

The newly announced program is one of the Obama administration’s first attempts at 

reinvigorating the arts’ role in diplomacy. Starting in January 2010, the DanceMotion 

USA program, a partnership between the State Department and the Brooklyn Academy of 

Art (BAM), will send three dance companies abroad. ODC/Dance, a San Francisco-based 

modern dance company, will travel to Southeast Asia. The all-female Urban Bush 

Women, based in Brooklyn, will travel to Latin America. Finally, another Brooklyn-

based ensemble, Ronald K. Brown’s Evidence, will travel to Africa. 

 The creation of this program is an exciting development, even though the 

program’s format and the rhetoric surrounding it draw from Cold War policies rather than 

the more collaborative model of the 2003 program. My research of the Cold War and the 

2003 programs offers a frame for thinking about the ramifications of the Obama 

administration’s return to Cold War rhetoric. Building a contemporary cultural diplomacy 

program that supports artists and fosters cultural sensitivity, rather than American neo-

imperialism, requires more than a re-hashing of decades-old policy. After briefly 

considering the rhetoric of existing Obama administration statements, I will offer 

recommendations for future support for international dance touring. These 

                                                 
422 For more information about DanceMotion USA, see the State Department press release at 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2009/04/122391.htm. 
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recommendations fall within four categories: application and selection processes, 

preparation for travel, program design, and program evaluation.  

 The Obama administration has explicitly linked its cultural diplomacy to Cold 

War policy priorities, overlooking collaboration in favor of monologue and returning to 

Cold War global binaries. The call for increased funding for cultural diplomacy in the 

Obama/Biden campaign arts platform argues that “America’s cultural leaders were 

deployed around the world during the Cold War as artistic ambassadors and helped win 

the war of ideas by demonstrating to the world the promise of America. Artists can be 

utilized again to help us win the war of ideas against Islamic extremism.”423 While this 

statement must be read within the context of campaign rhetoric, which often trades 

nuance for boldness, it still smacks of Cold War debates predicated on binaries of “us” 

versus “them,” substituting “Islamic extremism” for Soviet Communism.  

 Not only does this binary lack subtlety and paste a past global order onto a 

changed world, it also misunderstands the possibilities of the arts within cultural 

diplomacy. Interviews with dancers, performance analysis, and even discussions recorded 

in government records describe the complicated, porous, shifting nature of American 

identity in cultural diplomacy programs. To categorize how people from different 

national backgrounds come together to practice and engage with dance into only two 

categories, us versus them or Americans versus non-Americans, refuses the layers of 

expression and communication inherent in artistic cultural exchange. Taking a longer 

historical view, across the Cold War programs and the anomalous 2003 Bush 

                                                 
423 The Obama/Biden Arts Platform, “Barack Obama and Joe Biden: Champions for Arts and Culture” is 
available at www.barackobama.com/pdf/issues/.../Obama_FactSheet_Arts.pdf. 
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administration program, offers a template for creating cultural diplomacy programs that 

treat American identity as a shifting category and American privilege as a fact to be 

confronted, not extended.  

 In the recommendations that follow, I describe alternatives for dance cultural 

diplomacy programming procedures. I recognize many of these ideal suggestions could 

be extremely expensive. For this reason, each section of recommendations concludes 

with possibilities for reaching these goals with less administrative expense. These 

recommendations specifically target group travel, rather than the individual travel 

currently funded by State Department programs like the Cultural Envoy program. Such 

programs, which send one or two artists abroad, generally focus more on choreographers 

than dancers. Only programs that fund group travel can bring dancers fully into the fold 

of cultural diplomacy and its political and social effects, an expansion I believe spreads 

political, social, and artistic benefits across a wider field of individuals and communities. 

 

Application and Selection Processes 

 Dance diplomacy programs need transparent, open application processes. Since 

the tours’ inception in the 1950s, there has been no open call for companies who want to 

travel. At every stage of development, even when the ANTA Dance Panel selected artists, 

cultural diplomacy programs have reinstituted the power of dance’s gatekeepers, usually 

administrators and critics based in New York or Washington, DC, which has generally 

produced a list of participating companies and artists from New York and California 

only. Lack of geographical diversity among participating companies undermines 
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lobbying efforts in Congress and limits the types of companies and people who travel 

abroad. The 2003 selection process was a step forward, since the choreographers were 

indirectly selected from a pool vetted by their  peers, the peer-review panel from the 

National College Choreography Initiative (NCCI). In many recent instances, presenters 

like BAM, who is the State Department’s partner in the upcoming 2010 touring program, 

chose the artists for the tours. Presenters are often some of the more knowledgeable 

presences within the arts ecology, but giving them power over government programs 

means giving a small number of individuals too much control over the flow of public 

dollars. Programs that foster egalitarian democratic practices abroad should build such 

principles into their own practices. 

 In their applications, artists should match themselves with specific countries. 

Neither collaborative projects nor more traditional tours can function within a one-size-

fits-all model. The impact on dancers from the NYCB tour stemmed largely from a 

shared dedication to ballet among the traveling company and the country visited. These 

similarities could be even more important in more collaborative programs. While the 

Jenkins and Shankar dancers had many differences, all of the dancers had a background 

in modern dance, which provided the dancers, to return to Judith Hamera’s description of 

technique’s role in community building, “a common mother tongue.”424 Asking 

companies to provide reasons why they should be sent to a particular country would go 

beyond formal similarities and address some of the monolithic stereotypes perpetuated by 

programs painted with broad cultural strokes. The 2003 program’s project of sending 

                                                 
424 Hamera 19. 
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choreographers to countries with significant Muslim populations pretended that a Muslim 

community in India would be the same as a Muslim community in Tunisia. A redesigned 

application and selection process could forward culturally-specific thinking from the 

outset. 

 Current performing arts initiatives funded by the State Department’s Educational 

and Cultural Affairs Office begin as applications from US Embassies, so there is staff in 

place to review applications. Accepting applications from artists, however, would 

undoubtedly create a huge increase in the volume of applications. The application process 

could be designed to even more specifically target a single country. State Department 

staff could have Embassies abroad work with local arts organizations to choose American 

artists and projects interesting to them. (The American Embassy in Kolkata invited the 

Shankar Performing Arts Center to do this with the 2003 program.425) In this way, 

programs could remain small and targeted, but have more open, transparent processes 

that diffuse the power of selection across a more diverse group of artists in the US and 

abroad.  

 

Preparation 

 Once selected for tours, artists should receive compensation for their preparation 

to travel. When the New York City Ballet traveled to the Soviet Union, the State 

Department contributed money toward the company’s rehearsals prior to leaving.426 This 

investment was partially necessary because the NEA had not been founded yet, and State 

                                                 
425 Shankar interview. 
426 Letter to Heath Bowman from Betty Cage, 7 May 1962, New York City Ballet Archives, New York. 
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Department money was one of the few avenues through which arts groups could receive 

federal funding. The State Department wanted the dancers at their peak on the Soviet 

tour, so they had to help fund rehearsals. Although NEA grants exist today, arts groups 

should not have to use their single annual possibility of getting NEA money to prepare 

work for travel that will so directly benefit the government. As part of the application 

process, artists should be asked to include the costs of preparation, including rehearsal 

time and performance research. 

 The State Department should also assist artists traveling abroad by guiding 

companies’ preparatory research. Asking companies to research potential partners in 

countries to which they will travel will initiate this process, but reading lists and videos 

could also be provided. Nothing can perpetuate age-old “ugly American” stereotypes 

faster than an uneducated American traveling to a foreign country, a fact other cultural 

exchange programs like the Fulbright Scholars program and the Peace Corps have more 

fully incorporated into their training programs than arts diplomacy has done. Other 

possibilities for encouraging artists to learn as much as possible about their site before 

traveling include linking artists with Fulbright alumni from the country or region and/or 

facilitating conversations via Skype with the schools and companies with which the 

American artists will work. As the Jenkins’ company found out, technology, even in its 

most basic forms, helps live interactions go deeper faster. While linking American artists 

with scholars and artists prior to their tour or residency would require logistical support, 

the financial impact would be minimal, if support for weeks of rehearsal time was not 

financially possible. 
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Programming 

 The most substantial programming concern raised by my research is not a new 

finding. Cultural diplomacy programs need to be ongoing, long-term initiatives, not 

singular programs created in response to a period or area of crisis. Many of the reports 

written in the wake of interest in cultural diplomacy after 9/11 also insisted on a move 

away from crisis-driven programming. While Jenkins, the other choreographers, and the 

foreign dance artists made the most of the 2003 funding, the quick turnaround was 

logistically difficult and allowed little time for preparation, particularly for the artists 

involved. All of my interviews with dancers suggest that political crises, rather preceding 

the tour as in the case of the 2003 program or overlapping with the tour as was the case 

with NYCB’s tour, factor into the artists’ lives on tours in ways that are difficult to 

account for. To attempt to use cultural diplomacy to directly address short-term global 

issues serves neither diplomatic relations, nor artistic endeavors. Finally, a long-term 

arrangement would allow companies to develop their work as cultural ambassadors, 

letting the touring feed their artistic growth as audiences and international artists get the 

chance to return to familiar work. Ailey’s streak of being included on the tours to Africa 

in 1966, again to Africa in 1967, and then to the Soviet Union in 1970 gave the company 

much needed financial stability; influenced important repertory, like Masakela Langage 

(1968) and Cry (1970); and helped give the company the international profile that has 

made it one of the US’s best known and most celebrated cultural assets still today. Ailey 

proves that repeated investments in young companies can pay dividends for decades. 
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Evaluation 

 Evaluation of the cultural diplomacy programs should involve a wider range of 

participants, including American and non-American artists and participants other than the 

choreographer. In doing interviews with dancers over the last two years, I realized no one 

had ever asked them about their experiences on State Department tours. Those who had 

eventually become famous recorded their memories into their autobiographies, but most 

had never had the chance to share their impressions of the tours. The evaluations I have 

found have been written by Embassy staff and State Department officials, or, in the case 

of the 2003 program, the choreographers. The impressions of the non-American 

participants are left to Embassy staff to report, and they often have little to no knowledge 

of dance, which leaves them ill-prepared to analyze how artists interact in the studio or 

the effect of performances on audiences. Unlike better known programs that send 

Americans abroad, like the Fulbright program or the Peace Corps, no formal alumni 

network exists for American cultural ambassadors. This means they often have little 

guidance in how they might bring the knowledge they gain abroad back to their American 

communities, and it keeps them disconnected from Washington policy. Many of the 

dancers had what they saw as life-changing experiences on the tours and wanted to share 

what they learned, a desire that could be leveraged in appeals for funding. 

 Promoting listening should be the catalyst behind all aspects of cultural 

diplomacy: listening to the artists who will be the ones working abroad and listening to 

the communities they will visit. Meaning is created in the interactions among people on 
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the tours, not through monologues about American ideals. Cultural diplomacy can and 

should be a site where many people can be invited to come together and share 

experiences. The dance should never be a solo.  
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