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Abstract 

 

Auto/body/graphy and the Black Dancing Body  
 

Ninoska M’bewe Escobar, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Omi Osun Joni L. Jones 

 
This thesis considers how the Black dancing body constitutes both Black history and 

dance history by reading the body in Pearl Primus’ Hard Time Blues, The Negro Speaks 

of Rivers and Strange Fruit as physical auto/biography, or what I shall herein refer to as 

auto/body/graphy. The Black dancing body, because it is a repository of the Black 

experience, actively engages in the act of self-naming, self-shaping, and self-recognition. 

As such, it may be considered an auto/body/graphy that is situated in Black history, an 

instrument through which histories of origin and migration, struggle against oppression 

and colonialization, and the forging of identities and self-definition are inscribed and 

communicated. This thesis examines Primus’ early choreographies as a discourse through 

which to consider the impact of Black cultural consciousness and the emergence of a 

Black aesthetic and Black corpo-reality in dance and theatre on the development of 

American modern dance before mid-century, and upon later choreographers who 

followed Primus.  
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Chapter One: Auto/Body/Graphy and The Black Dancing Body 

INTRODUCTION 

 “There is no good in trying to separate her from her race, and no reason for 

 it…she is intensely Negro.” – Margaret Lloyd (266) 

  “In the dance I have confided my most secret thoughts…dance has been my   

 and my world…dance is my medicine.” – Pearl Primus (Estrada 45) 

 I have a memory of discovery that has stayed with me all of my life. At thirteen I 

encountered the Black dancing body in a photograph of Pearl Primus. I loved visiting the 

library then, where I read for my pleasure, as well as solace. I came across Primus’ 

photograph in an encyclopedia and I was mesmerized. I observed her youth, her darkness, 

and how pretty, energetic and strong she appeared. She was shown jumping with her 

arms framing her chest, her back arched, her legs drawn underneath her, suspended high 

above the ground. How long had she hung there? I thought, how confident and sure she 

seems, as if her feet needn’t touch the ground below her ever again. Primus gazed, 

triumphant, and my attention was galvanized. Would she speak to me? I can fly, can you? 

She was different, she jumped, her bare legs were powerful, and she excited me. I stirred. 

In an instant I knew I had to know more about her, about her world, and to somehow get 

inside of it. 

 This thesis considers how the Black dancing body constitutes both Black history 

and dance history by reading the body in Pearl Primus’ Hard Time Blues, The Negro 

Speaks of Rivers and Strange Fruit as physical auto/biography, or what I shall in this 
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thesis refer to as auto/body/graphy. This thesis proposes that an historical analysis and 

Black feminist perspective of Primus’ early choreographies provides a discourse through 

which to consider the impact of Black cultural consciousness and the emergence of a 

Black aesthetic and Black corporeality in dance and theatre on the development of 

American modern dance before mid-century, and upon later choreographers who 

followed Primus. How did the emergence of Black cultural consciousness during the 

early twentieth century influence the formation of a Black aesthetic and impact the 

artistic production of Black artists during the period of the 1920s through the1940s? In 

particular, how did the representation of Black culture by choreographer Pearl Primus 

challenge prevailing definitions of modern dance and the hierarchy that enforced its 

aesthetic? What does Black dance reveal about the American Black experience and the 

politics of race and performance?  

THE BLACK TRADITION OF AUTO/BIOGRAPHY 

 Historian Valerie Lewis asserted that in the works of nineteenth and twentieth 

century Black literature “the significance of autobiography as form and process 

underscores the importance of naming one’s self and shaping one’s own story, whether 

orally or in writing, in a culture where the discourse and ideology are controlled by ‘the 

Other’” (The Black Tradition in American Modern Dance 25). Lewis understands that 

auto/biography is significant to Black culture, and that it is produced through speech and 

writing. The etymology of the word reveals that auto/biography is understood to be a 

self-written personal history, closely associated with memory, that also often re-tells or 
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re-writes history as well. In Black Women Writing Autobiography: A Tradition Within a 

Tradition, Joanne Braxton traces how Black American women’s auto/biography, whether 

spiritual or slave narrative, travel diary, personal remembrance, historical account or 

contemporary memoir, communicates shared experiences, special knowledges and 

cultural values through the “deep” consciousness of the communicator who does so 

through the written word as well as the un-written oral tradition. Braxton’s methodology 

acknowledges the challenge of treating these texts as both literature and history, which is 

resolved through a critical focus that moves in a circular fashion from texts which seek to 

re-create Black women in their own images of themselves, to their social contexts and 

conceptual frameworks, and back again. Taken together the themes and ideas embedded 

in Black women’s auto/biography speak to individual and collective outrage at the 

rupture of Africa and enslavement of Blacks in the Americas, loss of origin and search 

for place, training in femaleness and politicization, and need for self-expression, self-

identification and liberation (Braxton "Introduction"). 

AUTO/BODY/GRAPHY 

 These themes and ideas coalesce in and are transformed through the body in 

motion. Can auto/biographical speech and writing remain treated as categories separate 

from the body through which their self-writing acts emerge? I would like to propose that 

the Black dancing body, because it is a repository of the Black experience, actively 

engages in the act of self-naming, self-shaping, and self-recognition, and that as such may 

be considered an auto/body/graphy of the body that is situated in Black history. This 
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auto/body/graphical body is an instrument through which histories of origin and 

migration, struggle against oppression and colonialization, and the forging of identities 

and self-definition are inscribed and communicated.  If auto/biography is a writing of the 

self, then auto/body/graphy deploys the Black dancing body as a site for individual and 

collective auto/biographical expression. This writing the self through the Black dancing 

body joins speech and textual narratives to break through oppression, connecting to and 

reflecting the many selves that constitute Black community and culture.  

 As Veta Goler elaborated in her study of the works of contemporary 

choreographers, Black male and female modern dance artists have long delved into the 

facts and fissures of the Black experience to communicate important statements about 

Black social reality and American society (Goler 5). For Dianne McIntyre, Blondell 

Cummings and Jawole Willa Jo Zollar, personal auto/biography derives from the 

choreographer’s own life story, and/or that of family, friends, particular constituencies, or 

collaborators, while cultural auto/biography is recognized as that work which concerns 

itself with the Black collective, its experiences, traditions and survival, as well as its 

juxtaposition to other cultures (42). Here, as in the literary experience, Black 

auto/biography wages political battle through its tearing at the isolation experienced by 

Black women’s struggle for personal liberation, to create a means for Black women “to 

examine and reflect on her experience from her own perspective – according to her 

values and standards – creating her self as she reveals and frees her self” (33-35). Though 

McIntyre acknowledges few auto/biographical elements in her work, for Cummings and 

particularly Zollar, who is consciously influenced by Primus, self-expression constitutes 
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and is constituted in the expression of the collective. That self/collective expression 

obtains a political imperative that participates in the fight against oppression through self-

determination and self-definition because it “corrects and counters erroneous information, 

omissions, negative assertions and harmful images about Blacks, and reduces ignorance 

and hopelessness through personal testimony,” (29-30).  

 Black male choreographers also make auto/biographical work. Alvin Ailey’s 

Revelations is a widely recognized masterwork that proceeds from Ailey’s blood memory  

of deeply personal and cultural experiences that reflects the history of hardship and 

survival faced by Blacks, and his own upbringing in Black spirituality and community. 

For Ailey blood memories are deeply embedded, but accessible through the individual 

and collective consciousness. Performed by racially diverse casts and viewed (somewhat 

religiously) by racially diverse audiences for more than a half-century, Revelations could 

be thought to perform auto/body/graphy that crosses race and nationalities. In Bill T. 

Jones /Arnie Zane Dance Company’s Last Supper at Uncle Tom’s Cabin/The Promised 

Land (1990), Jacqueline Shea Murphy noted Jones’ use of performance as a political tool, 

one that enabled him to re-present Blackness and its history in a post-modern, post-

colonial context (Murphy 99). Jones’ goal, through his dance, was to liberate the Black 

(dancing) body from its history of racial and sexual violation. Jones’ dancers were 

(sometimes) masked, and danced across genders and race, while Jones’ choreography 

riffed on the tradition of Black body movement, Christian subjugation, and race and 

gender as both constructions and sites of abuse and disavowal. My colleague, Niles Ford, 
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performed in Jones’ work and experienced both confrontation and catharsis.1 Brought to 

a climactic moment of non-pretty nakedness, the work’s overall impact produced not just 

Jones’ de-construction of the Stowe tale, but also Jones’ re-construction, or reconstitution 

of the Black body released from violence and oppression (Escobar 2010).  

 The performance of auto/biography engages these written, spoken and 

physicalized domains in what M. Heather Carver calls “a complex multilayering of 

identity and selves” where women seize authority over their definition, representation and 

communication, challenge patriarchal assumptions and structures, and make explicit the 

intersections of race, class, gender, nation and sexuality in the lives and experiences of 

women ("Risky Business: Exploring Women's Autobiography and Performance" 15) 

These aesthetic, social/cultural and political understandings of auto/biography inform my 

conception of Pearl Primus’ dancing body as an example of auto/body/graphy in 

particular ways: that a body among bodies, given the breadth of lived cultural, social and 

political experiences it shares with and through the collective, and given their influences 

on other dancing bodies over the course of time, comes to represent both a source for its 

own and others’ bodily expressions of self. The auto in auto/biography denotes the self 

that narrates experiences, re-memberings, histories, and truths. But if “self” is both 

individual and collective, then auto/body/graphy here denotes the self represented by 

Pearl Primus, a body among bodies in motion, whose choreographies communicate 

multiple, complex, multi-layered identities that reflect one and many simultaneously.  

                                                
1 Conversation with Niles Ford, circa 1993. 
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OF MATRIARCHIES AND BLOOD MEMORIES 

 The Black Tradition in American Modern Dance (American Dance Festival, 

1988) made clear the importance of recovering and conserving Black dance as a way of 

consolidating Blacks’ contribution to and participation in the development of American 

modern dance, particularly the works of Katherine Dunham and Pearl Primus. Venerating 

both as matriarchs of African American concert dance and creative forbears to Alvin 

Ailey and others, this tradition valorizes the significance and interplay of ancestral-

diasporic continuities, cultural and critical consciousness, and lived experiences within 

the Black dance aesthetic. This matriarch is a mentor to generations of dancers who come 

after her. She multiplies herself within and among them to show how the Black dancing 

body expresses lived experiences through deeply rooted, spirit-full movement – 

movement that reflects Black history and refutes the colonialist project that denies Black 

people’s capacity for self-definition and self-identification.   

 Choreographers who followed Primus, such as Alvin Ailey, Blondell Cummings, 

Diane McIntyre, Jawole Willa Jo Zollar, and Bill T. Jones all demonstrate direct and 

indirect influences of the matriarch: the body may enact or interact with a “speech” that 

tells of inequities, sufferings and sorrows; the choreographer engages both personal 

experience and those of collaborators or particular communities in the creating of her/his 

dances; the vernaculars and physicalities of Black body movement are resurrected and 

integrated in her/his choreographies; and explicitly auto/biographical works are created 

that reflect the choreographer’s own and others’ entwined histories. Together these 

influences indicate how the auto/body/graphical body communicates its own story and 
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that of the collective through its blood memory and re-telling of the Black experience 

across time and space, in a form and process that involves the intuition, integration and 

transmission of lived experiences.2 

 This thesis considers Pearl Primus’ emergence from the socio-political and 

cultural landscape under formation in America at the turn of the twentieth century 

through the 1940s. The Great Migration of the First World War marked the movement of 

African-Americans from the south, in this instance to northern cities and urban areas. 

Heralding the formation of a new and multi-layered identity for an entire generation, the 

“New Negro” sought opportunity, education, equality, and a voice in the American 

social, cultural, and political landscape. The times fomented both progress for African-

Americans as well as resistance to social change in the form of sometimes violent 

backlash (Early). Against this backdrop arrived immigrants from the Caribbean and other 

locales in the African Diaspora, including the Jamaican activist Marcus Garvey who 

would become an organizing force for Blacks’ social and political power in the U.S and 

elsewhere. Pearl Primus was two years old in 1921 when and her family arrived from 

Trinidad and settled in the New York area. Primus was a talented student who was 

educated at Hunter High School and College, and aspired to a career in medicine. 

Degreed in biology, she was thwarted by her inability to secure employment in the field 

but became involved with the New York based progressive studio, New Dance Group. 

There Primus studied with Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, and other influential 

                                                
2 I refer here to the late Alvin Ailey’s definition and incorporation of blood memory as deeply personal, 
made conscious, and embedded in Black history; memory which binds the individual to community and 
culture. 
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modern dance choreographers, then translated her athletic prowess into an artistic 

aesthetic that would bring her notice shortly thereafter: “…one of the U.S.’s most 

spectacular dancers…Stomping Dignity. Pearl Primus is no filmy ballerina. Her forte is 

force. Says she: “My body is built for heavy stomping, powerful dignity” (Terry).  

 Rising out of the modern dance movement of the 1930s, Primus developed an 

artistic practice that reflected emotional truth rooted in the cultural, historical and 

spiritual reality of Black American life. In the 1940s she daringly choreographed 

programs of African-inflected dances described as “primitive, ” beginning with her debut 

solo work, African Ceremonial, at the 92 Street YMHA in New York City. Responding 

to the many hardships faced by the Black community generally, and in particular its 

experience of White race violence, she choreographed a number of works, the most well 

known being Hard Time Blues, The Negro Speaks of Rivers, and Strange Fruit. These 

works made direct reference to the social condition of American Blacks and made an 

immediate impact on Primus’ audience, which attracted Whites as well as Blacks. At 

those performances, Blacks were brought into an encounter with their own culture, 

heritage and conundrums of daily life; in so doing they were moved from effacement 

towards self-recognition, from exclusion towards validation. Primus went on to 

investigate the folk life as well as rituals and rites of the Black Church in the American 

southern states of Alabama, Georgia and Tennessee, then wrote “Primitive African Dance 

and Its Influence on the Churches of the South” in 1949. In 1947, Primus had begun an 

intense survey of traditional dance forms in Africa supported by a substantial research 
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grant from the Rosenwald Fund in 1948. In 1951, she published “Out of Africa,” writing 

in Walter Terry’s “The Dance Has Many Faces.” 

AUTO/BODY/GRAPHY AND HISTORY 

 Through her choreographies of Black and female subjectivities, Pearl Primus’ 

dancing body offers an important means of understanding Black history, U.S. history and 

American modern dance. I would like to propose here that Primus, as an 

auto/body/graphical dancing body whose early work focused on the Black experience, 

drew on a tangible history that challenged the constraints of 1940s modern dance and the 

assumptions of its hierarchy. Primus’ danced evocations of spirituality and blood 

memories, Black collectivity and community, cultural continuum and personal self-

definition yields an auto/body/graphy of the body that is grounded in Black culture and 

the experiences of Black women. How does the Black dancing body in Hard Time Blues, 

The Negro Speaks of Rivers, and Strange Fruit articulate personal and collective identity, 

subjectivity and agency? And what do these choreographies communicate about race, 

Blackness and American modern dance?  

 I have chosen to examine these particular works, two of which resulted from 

Primus’ collaborations with writers Langston Hughes and Abel Meeropol, because I am 

interested in the interrelatedness of cultural heritage and social experience in the 

formation of Black identity. What does the bodily expression and choreographic language 

of these works communicate about their meaning? A close reading of Primus’ 

choreographic technique might show that Primus evoked the blood memory of lived 
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experiences to activate the history of Black people – rather than confine her in form, 

content, or purpose within the aesthetic standards that had been established and enforced 

by influential critics of modern dance. I would like to propose that the Black dancing 

body, represented by Pearl Primus, offers an auto/body/graphy and epistemology of the 

Black body because upon it are inscribed legacies of slavery and colonialism, and the 

struggle for liberation, self-identification and self-definition. My objectives here are to 

illuminate how Black social ideology in the early twentieth century affected the 

representation of Blacks by artists such as Primus and, second, to frame this engagement 

between socio-political and artistic forces as a body of influences which informed how 

Blacks would define and identify themselves in the post-war period and afterwards. This 

framing is pertinent to discourses in which the formation of Black identity is understood 

as a creative trajectory by which Blacks have, through art, literature, and performance, 

determined and communicated their individual and collective histories, continuities, and 

agency.  

 Primus’ own trajectory depicts her artistic formation in New York within a milieu 

of social and political activism by Black and White intellectuals and artists. After a 

significant but relatively brief period of professional training at The New Dance Group, 

Primus’ 1943 debut performance attracted considerable attention from more established 

artists, and critics. Yet her assessment by some as an ultimately unsatisfying modern 

dance choreographer has been assumed to have resulted from her early and phenomenal 

acclaim as a solo dance artist who may have possessed limited choreographic ability, 

and/or was a consequence of her censure by critics who disputed both her affinity to 
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Black subject matter and her lack of aesthetic distance from it. Critics like Lois Bascom 

believed that Primus needed to make a choice between exploring the Black experience 

and developing as a modern dancer of  “individualized expression and experimental in 

form” (in The Dance Observer, 1944). I would argue that some of Primus’ critics could 

neither understand nor were capable of accepting the Black dancing body as autonomous 

and authoritative at a time when the form and function of modern dance, though built on 

the appropriation of non-White cultures, races, and ethnicities, was dictated and 

controlled by Whites.  In dances such as Hard Time Blues, The Negro Speaks of Rivers, 

and Strange Fruit, Primus’ choreographies transmit the artist’s historical research, 

literary inspiration, representation of cultural heritage, spirituality, and response to social 

inequity to construct an auto/body/graphy of the Black body that derives inspiration from 

Black culture and life ways and that speaks to Blacks’ experience of power, pleasure, and 

adversity.  

 Considering Primus’ work from this standpoint reveals a Black feminist 

understanding of the auto/body/graphical frame in Black dance because it foregrounds 

life experiences and feelings vis a vis the Black woman’s search for self. This self-

identification, a process that entails communication of experience with reflection and 

understanding about it (Goler 19-20, 26), reveals awareness of a Black woman’s sense of 

a collective identity that holds relationship and is interdependent with the community. So 

that if the Black experience is interpolated through Black history, then bodily self-writing 

produces an auto/body/graphy of the Black body that occupies a volatile space inscribed 

by its intersecting experiences of race, class, gender, nation, and sexuality, an object of 



 13 

both fascination and repugnance. In the case of Pearl Primus, her insistence upon self-

definition sustained her in navigating hegemonic structures and hierarchies that 

eventually opened her to develop as an authority on the cultural history and pedagogy of 

Black dance. This frame positions Primus, who was catalyzed by the Black experience, as 

a product of a Black intellectual ideology concerned with Blacks’ social reality. It situates 

Primus’ work with the dancing body in a continuum of political and cultural activism that 

adheres to Primus’ unequivocal privileging of the Black experience. 

PRECEDENTS AND PERFORMATIVES 

 These considerations of Primus’ dancing body and auto/body/graphy engage with 

and are informed by early twentieth century and contemporary scholarship centered on 

the impact of race, culture and gender on identity and artistic practice. During the mid-

1920s period of the New Negro movement, cultural theorist Alain Locke believed 

younger Black artists such as Langston Hughes and Pearl Primus, who would eventually 

collaborate together, would create art that could emphasize the universality of the human 

condition and reinforce Blacks’ social and cultural worth. Locke’s critical writings on 

Black culture in The New Negro (1925), including essays “The New Negro,” “Negro 

Youth Speaks,” and “The Negro Spirituals,” communicate a vibrant optimism and 

confidence in a new Black psychology that recognized Black race pride, labour, 

spirituality, and creative expression as contributing to the formation of American society 

and democracy. A half-century later critic Addison Gayle demonstrated in The Black 

Aesthetic (1971) how this ideology developed to inform Black music, poetry, drama and 
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fiction. As the Black aesthetic encompasses expressive art forms, it links dance to other 

art forms through which Black artists identity themselves, grounded in its reaction to 

racism and the delimiting assumptions of White critics. This aesthetic suggests a potential 

for Pearl Primus’ marginalization because she did not accept a separation between lived 

experiences and artistic practice, recognized the universal implications in Blacks’ 

struggle for freedom, justice and equality, and rejected the primacy of the White aesthetic 

of modern dance. Thus my thesis also draws upon Black feminist theory, an 

epistemology centered in Black women’s experiences. Theorized by Patricia Hill Collins, 

Jacqui Alexander, bell hooks, and others, Black feminism recognizes Black women’s 

history of oppression and isolation, collective identity, cultivation and acquisition of 

special knowledges. In this way Primus’ artistic development, self-identification, and 

choreographic focus on the Black experience can be understood as expressions of 

Primus’ social conscience, strength and intelligence, love of Black culture, as well as 

strategies of resistance to and struggle against racism and other oppressive practices.  

 Pearl Primus’ ascension as a matriarch has been taken up in the context of Black 

history and the history of American modern dance. In the latter 1980s the purpose, form 

and content of Black dance were focused through Richard Long’s The Mission of Black 

Modern Dance (Long) and Gerald Myers’ "Ethnic and Modern Dance” (Myers) in The 

Black Tradition in American Dance, produced by the American Dance Festival, 1989. 

Dance scholar Long asked, “What shall the Negro dance about?” This historical question 

concerned social critics and artists of the 1920s such as Alain Locke and Langston 

Hughes who were formulating a Black aesthetic that valorized Black culture. Long’s 
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critique noted that despite the fertile and mutually influencing proximity of Blacks and 

Whites in the early years of American modern dance, this question plagued Black dancers 

such as Pearl Primus who engaged with modern dance and a restrictive White aesthetic 

that privileged Euro-American concepts of movement and notions of “appropriate” 

subject matter. Myers’ critique "Ethnic and Modern Dance" considered how blood 

memory combines with lived experiences to create identity and agency. Myers’ attention 

to the inaccurate tendency to describe as "ethnic" those dance works which recall or re-

stage traditional dances of the past also functions to clarify that while, for example, both 

Katherine Dunham and Pearl Primus were inspired by the culture and dances of the Black 

diaspora, they also created wholly original movement inventions and techniques of 

performance. These developments are important to the understanding of choreographic 

practices of later dance artists such as Alvin Ailey and others who followed Dunham and 

Primus. 

   Ideas about how dance is understood and analyzed have generated diverse lines 

of inquiry developed by contemporary dance scholars such as Brenda Dixon-Gottschild, 

Thomas DeFrantz, Richard Green, Susan Manning and others. In “Some Thoughts on 

Choreographing History” ("Some Thoughts on Choreographing History" 1997) Dixon-

Gottschild argued for a methodology that uses a variety of methods and modes of inquiry 

in order to understand the relationship between the body, what the body does, and the 

culture it emerges from; in “Stripping the Emperor: The Africanist Presence in American 

Concert Dance” (2001) Dixon-Gottschild critiqued how race, class and gender pervades 
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American dance and its history.3 This groundbreaking work developed Gottschild's 

theory of the presence of an Africanist aesthetic in Euro-American concert dance. 

Gottschild's use of the term Africanist inheres identity, meaning that which "signifies 

African and African American resonances and presences, trends and phenomena”, an 

extrapolation that resonates both with early twentieth century Black social thought and a 

contemporary, phenomenological lens.  Further, in “African American Dance: A 

Complex History” (2002) Thomas DeFrantz reminded that the terms “Black dance” and 

“African American concert dance” can appear interchangeable but infer a slippage that 

imply their overlapping historical contexts. I do not think this a danger in itself but 

believe this slippage may result from what Dixon-Gottschild argues are the social-

cultural and personal habits that historians and dance practitioners bring to the 

documentation and creation of dance. My own background, training and history 

predispose me, for example, to employ the term “Black dance” throughout this thesis. 

While a critical understanding of Black identity through dance practice requires us to 

consider the impact of history and social reality as it affects such identity formation, 

DeFrantz echoed Dixon-Gottschild in concluding that the work of documenting the Black 

body in motion has not and does not conform to a single label, identity, or category of 

performance. 

 Did the “fact” of Primus’ Blackness and her politicization by the reverberating 

philosophies of the New Negro movement prevent her from conforming to a White 

                                                
3 See Dixon-Gottschild, “Some Thoughts on Choreographing History” in Meaning in Motion: New 
Cultural Studies of Dance, 1997 and “Stripping the Emperor: the Africanist Presence in American Concert 
Dance” in Moving History/Dancing Cultures: A Dance History Reader, 2001. 
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aesthetic of dance, and therefore intervene in her potential success as a modern dance 

choreographer? In “(up)Staging the Primitive: Pearl Primus and 'the Negro Problem’ In 

American Dance” (2002) Richard Green examined the ways in which Pearl Primus was 

racialized by critics, then marginalized by the 1940s modern dance establishment. Green 

suggested that Primus’ burden to “re-present and represent” her race, rather than any 

lacking in choreographic talent, operated to exclude her from acceptance as a theorist and 

exponent of modern dance.4 And in Modern Dance Negro Dance (2004), Susan 

Manning’s history of the relationship between Black and White dancers in the modern 

dance community of New York in the 1930s examined the growth of Black dance and 

activism. Manning’s intercultural, racial-historical, performative, and political research 

rightly asserts that Blacks have made significant, defining contributions to American 

modern dance but that these contributions have been largely negated in dance history. In 

particular, Manning’s focus on the social and political contexts in which Black and White 

dancers engaged showed that while this relationship provided diverse forms of support to 

some Black dancers, it also echoed hegemonic expectations that limited Blacks’ 

participation.  

 Building on the work of these scholars, this thesis will offer textual analyses of 

key literary documents that indicate the cultural and social-political landscape of the 

period that preceded Pearl Primus’ rise to prominence in the 1940s: Langston Hughes’ 

poem The Negro Speak of Rivers (1920), his seminal essay “The Negro Artist and the 

Racial Mountain” ("The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain" 1926), and Abel 

                                                
4 See Dancing Many Drums: Excavations in African American Dance, ed. Thomas DeFrantz, 2002) 
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Meeropol’s poem Strange Fruit (1936), and close readings of performances to examine 

how the Black dancing body in Pearl Primus’ choreographies may be considered an 

auto/body/graphy of the body and a means for understanding bodily knowledges, Black 

history, and Primus’ significance to dance studies.  

 Composing The Negro Speak of Rivers as a very young person, Hughes, like 

Primus, plumbed the imaginary African homeland and themes of life and death to express 

the pain and pleasure of Black life. Later, Hughes explicitly valorized Black culture in 

“The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain,” fomenting dialogue and debate regarding 

what Black art and artists could or should do. Situating Hughes’ writing in the philosophy 

of the New Negro movement, I will argue that notions of Blackness and the universal 

developed from the Black cultural consciousness movement of the early twentieth 

century alongside modernism, then circulated within the Black diaspora and the Harlem 

literary renaissance via W.E.B. Du Bois, Locke, Hughes, and others. This already 

constituted milieu and aesthetic of Black art, philosophy and creativity, into which 

Primus arrived, articulated notions of universality that spoke to Blacks and Whites as co-

makers of democracy and American society. Jewish writer Abel Meeropol, a teacher, 

poet, and Communist activist, responded to a horrific photograph taken by Lawrence 

Beitler in 1930 of two Black youths who had been lynched by White mobs in Marion, 

Indiana. In Meeropol’s Strange Fruit (1936), the reader is situated along with the lone 

witness at the site of the lynching, a site into which Pearl Primus later implicated herself 

and her audiences in 1943 with her performance of the same name. 
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 Pearl Primus’ artistic thrust and interest in Black subjectivities was driven by 

socio-political and cultural concerns. What does Primus’ black body do – and what does 

her choreography demand of other dancing bodies? How can an Africanist movement 

perspective intervene in 1930s and 1940s beliefs and attitudes about the modern dancing 

body? How does the interplay of ancestral-diasporic continuities, cultural and critical 

consciousness, and blood memory open space for the Black dancing body to name and 

shape its own auto/body/graphy of the Black experience across time and space? 

Unfortunately, there is little available live footage of Primus performing her signature 

works from the 1940's. There is no footage of her early work at her archive at American 

Dance Festival. A short 16mm film of Primus performing as part of a program on 

"ethnic" dance at Jacob's Pillow sometime between 1950-1953, labeled Spirituals, was 

recently viewable at the Jerome Robbins Dance Division of the New York Public 

Library. The short film may more properly be identified as Primus performing movement 

from Strange Fruit, as the movement appears identical. Scholars have worked from the 

reconstructions of Primus’ choreographies that have been built by Philadanco, and more 

recently, Muntu in Chicago. Jawole Willa Jo Zollar worked from Primus' discovered 

diaries to create Walking With Pearl…Africa Diaries (2004) and Walking With 

Pearl…Southern Diaries (2005). I have gathered from colleagues in the field that there 

are possibly un-circulating, privately held moving image documents of Primus in 

performance. Nonetheless, I have identified a short untitled film of the young Primus 

performing with Joshua Daniel White, a frequent musical collaborator known 
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professionally as Josh White).5 As my analysis, too, has been informed by 

reconstructions of The Negro Speaks of Rivers (The New Dance Group Gala Concert: An 

Historic Retrospective of New Dance Group Presentations, 1930's-1970's) and Strange 

Fruit (Dancing in the Light 2007), as well as photographs, theses and descriptions by 

other scholars, I am reasonably confident that in this clip Primus is performing movement 

from Hard Time Blues, and will therefore refer to it as such in my discussion of the 

choreography and the expression of Primus’ dancing body. In addition to drawing from a 

range of texts, my research also incorporates details from recorded interviews of Primus 

discussing her art form and history at Jacob’s Pillow in 1987, and within archives of the 

Schomburg Center for Research on Black Culture in New York City in 1991. The rest of 

my direct perception of Primus derives from her influence as a source for African and 

African-based dance technique, performance and pedagogy, from observing her 

movement at the Ailey school in New York and hearing her lecture in the 1980s and 

1990s, and select recollections of colleagues that worked with her.  

 The next chapter of this thesis will examine Primus’ Hard Time Blues and The 

Negro Speaks of Rivers within the context of the Black cultural consciousness that 

articulated the racist alienation experienced by Blacks under post-slavery colonialism.  

The chapter will establish the significance of Black cultural expression with the onset of 

modernism, as a function of self-determination and self-representation as interest in the 

culture and experiences of Blacks became the subject of literary and theatrical works. 

This chapter will situate Langston Hughes as an important predecessor to Primus who 

                                                
5 See www.criticalpast.com, a digital archive. 
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responded to race and social injustice in his work, and define the era of the American 

Depression and war years as a period during which Black and White dancers, including 

Primus, responded to social and economic hardship through the danced expression of 

social protest and American Negro Spirituals.  
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Chapter Two:  Primus and a Language of Dance 

 This thesis considers how Pearl Primus’ cultural heritage and social-political era 

influenced the formation of her identity and artistry. Some details are known of Primus’ 

early years in the Caribbean. Born in Trinidad in 1919, Primus descends from a dancing 

mother and an Ashanti spiritualist grandfather. Of this forbear Primus remarked: 

“Dada…was a fisherman and drummer…he was Xango’s brother…” meaning, perhaps, 

that because the African god Xango represents the power of thunder, as well as 

drumming and dancing in Trinidadian African-based spirituality, Dada was likely a 

practitioner, or savant of the god. Primus recalls how her mother told others where to find 

her as a toddler: “you need to look under the house” – because Primus enjoyed sitting in 

earth and playing with the dark beady coral that nested there, which she found beautiful. 

Primus would later identify the influence of Yoruba goddess Yemaya, who is associated 

with coral, on her understanding of the significance of earth’s waters to Africa, nature, 

and Black people.6 Primus’ mother was a dancer who enjoyed some fame as a performer 

of the castian (or castilan; castilliane). The castian,7 a type of Trinidadian waltz 

performed by female-male couples to an instrumental, rhythmically complex blend of 

African- and European-influenced joropo music, is connected to the tradition of 

Trinidadian Spanish Creole revelry known as parang.  According to Amelia Ingram, a 

doctoral candidate in ethnomusicology at Wesleyan University who studies the music and 

                                                
6 See Primus Oral History Interview by James Briggs Murray. Schomburg Center for Research in Black 
Culture, 1993.  
7 See liner notes to “The Castilane (1956) Johnny Gomez Band, John Buddy Williams Band, and others” 
CD for details regarding the structure of the castian. www.worldmusicstore.com 
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culture of Trinidad, the performance of castian can also signify older community 

members’ memory of past connection to cocoa plantation estates.8  

 Primus’ genealogy, then, positions her between the Africa of the Orixa gods and 

Black spirituality, and the New World project of slavery, colonialism and cultural 

hybridity. Both spectators and critics characterized Primus’ emotional intensity, vibrant 

movement technique, dynamic energy quality, and ability to sustain jumps of five feet or 

more as riveting, breathtaking, and phenomenal. She believed that she was “claimed” by 

dance, by “something that was coming that I didn’t know about…no one knew about.” 

Did Primus access an intimate, inner-dwelling connection to African spirituality and its 

realms of experience in her later movement expression and research? Did her emergence 

as a dancer of intense emotional and physical prowess result from an innate, “sleeping 

dancer” that awoke Primus’ deep consciousness – and enabled her to jump like Xango as 

she moved from an early vocation based in the sciences to her eventual formation as an 

artist and anthropologist – and perhaps explain why Primus called all of her dances 

“spiritual”?9 

Pearl Primus was born into a climate of awakening – her emigration from 

Trinidad to the United States in the early 1920s coincides with the onset of modernism 

and changing perceptions of Blacks in the African diaspora. How did the rebellious, 

                                                
8 See Amelia Ingram, “What is Parang?” http://aingram.web.wesleyan.edu/parangdescription.html 
9 Throughout her career, Primus often consulted African-born scholars and elders to discuss elements of 
her dance-making process. Not long after beginning her formal training, Primus seemed to emerge fully 
formed as a performer. One elder informed Primus that a “sleeping dancer” within her had been awakened 
at just the right time. See Primus Oral History Interview by Murray, Schomburg Center for Research in 
Black Culture, 1993. 
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liberatory rhetoric of New Negro and Négritude ideologies address the Black experience 

at the beginning of the twentieth century? What do visual, literary and performance texts 

tell us about Black life and its representation during the first half of the twentieth 

century?  

BLACKNESS, MODERNISM AND THE “UNIVERSAL” 

Notions of early twentieth century modernism, beauty, and the universal were 

important to artists, critics and publics. In 1907 Picasso’s Les Demoisellles d’Avignon 

separated the world of the European “Old Masters” from the new African-inspired one of 

modernism. Picasso’s contemporaries, both painters and critics, realized that Picasso’s 

reaction to the presence of West African masks in Paris at the turn of the century was 

responsible for the dramatic, African-inflected turn in Picasso’s work. Writing in the 

National Urban League journal Opportunity magazine in 1924 and 1926, the art critic 

Paul Guillaume declared: “The modern movement in art gets its inspiration undoubtedly 

from African art…all that which is interesting since Debussy, is African” (Lemke 35). 

The American dancer Josephine Baker became a significant element of the new 

inspiration and regeneration of Parisian arts and society. In her translocation and hybrid 

cultural identity in Europe, Baker found the commercial, artistic and financial success 

that eluded her in America (96). Arriving in Paris in 1925, Baker was seen as 

revolutionizing dance because of her perceived introduction of syncopation to the form, 

here described by Max Reinhardt who directed Deutsches Theater in the 1920s: 

“…Baker’s expressive control of her whole body, the spontaneity of motion, the rhythm, 
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the bright emotional color…” (110).  Reinhardt’s disclosure of control, spontaneity, 

rhythm, and emotional valence in Baker’s movement style and performance art projected 

what Brenda Dixon-Gottschild identifies as a precisely Africanist sensibility, here located 

in the emerging modernist period of the 1920s known in America and abroad as “The 

Jazz Age.”  Associated with the American “flapper” era, integration, inter-American 

mobilities, and social dance networks, jazz was irrepressible due to its popularity with 

White musicians and Whites’ interest in Blacks as erotic and exotic, surviving its early 

denunciations by both Black and White critics who derided and feared it as a wildly 

evocative and visibly Black creation. While Picasso’s African influenced painting 

enabled Picasso and painters of his generation to claim a new (Black) cultural vista and 

Europe’s jaded publics adored Baker’s flamboyance, Black so-called primitivism in 

America was bound up in its relation to slavery, migration and the movement to valorize 

Black culture. 

Simultaneous with the growth of modernism was the New Negro movement, 

which embodied the 1920s rhetoric of Black cultural worth. Its advocates included an 

array of largely male, educated, cosmopolitan writers, artists and cultural critics who 

forged the Harlem Renaissance. Between 1903 and 1939 the defining discourses of the 

New Negro movement and Négritude among Black intellectuals influenced the 

production of historical and political critiques, literatures, theater, and dance. The New 

Negro ideology, as expressed by W.E.B. Du Bois, Alain Locke, Langston Hughes, and 

others, articulated American Blacks’ struggle for civil rights and cultural expression. The 

New Negro fought back – against prejudice and race violence, discrimination and social-
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political isolation. In the U.S. the conditions of life for Blacks following World War 1 

found thousands of Blacks in migration northward in search of increased economic 

opportunity and reprieve from the oppressive post-slavery milieu of the segregated south 

(Johnson 1484). Glenda Dicker/sun, writing in African American Theater: A Cultural 

Companion (2008), notes that the New Negro writer/sociologist Charles Johnson 

articulated a specific need to destroy “pernicious stereotypes born in slavery, 

disseminated by the minstrel show and solidified in the dark days following 

reconstruction” (86). The pernicious stereotypes attacked by Johnson had memorialized 

Blacks as Uncle Toms, Mammies, Coons, Tragic Mulattos, and Bucks, invariably 

subhuman, stupid, lazy, insufferable, or dangerous yet entertaining (22).  In 1926 

Langston Hughes’ influential essay “The Negro Artist and The Racial Mountain” 

denounced Black valorization of White cultural values and extolled the beauty and 

virtues to be found among Blacks’ own common people. Eventually, Black stereotypes 

that had been projected in 1800s minstrelsy were corrected as the culture and experiences 

of Blacks became the subject of twentieth century literary and theater works.  

Within the New Negro movement there was no consensus regarding how the 

Black experience should be presented. Both conservative and radical ideas about 

representation flourished and confronted each other. Langston Hughes wrote eloquently 

of the everyday experiences of Blacks, valorized Black culture and urged Black artists to 

assert their right to freedom of expression. But New Negro writers contested what Black 

art was or could be. George S. Schuyler opposed Langston Hughes, for example, 

expressing his conservative perspective in the essay “The Negro-Art Hokum.” Schuyler 
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attenuated the idea of a Black artist as “merely a lamp-blacked Anglo-Saxon” (Lewis 

xxiii). His dismissal of Hughes echoed tensions between the old vanguard New Negro 

leaders – Du Bois, Alain Locke, Charles Johnson, James Weldon Johnson, and others – 

with writers such as Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, and Claude McKay. These tensions 

chafed because of the younger writers’ focus on common Blacks and their social realities. 

Hughes’ own focus had shifted from the glamour-seeking of the Harlem literary and 

social scene to that of the Black struggle within the context of universal democracy 

(Gayle 229). To Hughes, the elder “Talented Tenth”10 of the old vanguard was elitist and 

aspired to the inclusion and privilege that White acceptance held out. In “The Negro 

Artist and The Racial Mountain,” he declared, “We younger Negro artists who create 

now intend to express our individual dark-skinned selves without fear or shame. If white 

people are pleased we are glad. If they are not, it doesn’t matter” (Hughes "The Negro 

Artist and the Racial Mountain"). Hughes’ essay conveys the evolving expression of 

Black identity in literature and performance. Hughes expected that Black artists would 

“paint and model the beauty of dark faces…create with new technique their own soul-

world,” that Negro dancers would “dance like flames.” Clearly, Black cultural 

expressivity was broadly conceived and broadly evoked. 

 This Black consciousness movement of the early twentieth century exerted 

considerable influence upon Black intellectuals and artists to create works that addressed 

race and racial history, gender, and class in the Black experience. Carrying forward many 

                                                
10 The Talented Tenth was postulated by W.E.B. Du Bois in 1903. Numbering 10,000 or 10% of the total 
U.S. population at the time, they represented the influential, professional Black elite of the early twentieth 
century. 
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of the principles of the New Negro movement, prominent leaders of the Harlem 

Renaissance such as the philosopher and cultural critic Alain Locke, W.E.B. Du Bois of 

the NAACP, and Charles Johnson of the National Urban League determined that the 

cultivation and promotion of Black arts could advance Black progress. They upheld 

strictly calibrated standards of the kind of “high” art Blacks ought to make. Locke 

asserted “…the promotion of the Negro theme and subject is a vital phase of the artistic 

expression of American life” ("The Negro Takes His Place in American Art" 134) 

perhaps because he believed that there was no, or should be no, difference in the relation 

of Black and White artists to Negro subject matter. Sociologist Charles Johnson 

understood that Black artists, while acknowledging the particularities of Black life, 

needed to recognize how they had been influenced by and had also influenced the 

dominant cultures in America and Europe (Fraden 82). And both Locke, along with 

Johnson, believed that the questioning and exploration of identities and opportunities for 

Blacks was necessary to the creation of art that could be “judged, created and consumed 

in terms of its universal values” (136, italics added). Locke and others likely saw in the 

idea of the “universal” a means of emphasizing and reinforcing the American-ness of 

Blacks. Though there was discord around what forms of cultural production held the 

highest value for America’s Blacks, both the elder generation of civil rights leaders and 

the younger artist-critics of the New Negro movement understood the importance of 

literacy, education, citizen participation and prescribed codes of behavior and thought as 

imperative to Blacks’ social-political mobility. These ideas were expressed and contested 

in the leading Black periodicals of the time, the Crisis, sponsored by the NAACP, the 
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Messenger, established by A. Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen, and the Urban 

league’s Opportunity. 

 New Negro theorists recognized the strategic importance of Black music to 

popular American culture. Writing in Opportunity in 1925, Charles Johnson pointed out: 

“to stress the vital differences means to pay attention to those things at home, the dialect, 

the spirituals…an amalgamation has taken place and should be recorded” (82). To Locke, 

the Negro Spirituals were considered “unique spiritual products of American life” that 

had become nationally and racially marked. In The Negro Spirituals, he called them “a 

classic folk expression” that held “immediate and compelling universality of appeal.” If 

the Spirituals were “fundamentally and everlastingly human” ("The Negro Spirituals" 

199) it was because they had survived the generation and the social conditions from 

which they emerged. Locke praised their “humble origins,” and accorded the history of 

the sorrow songs “an epic and tragic emotional experience, for which the only historical 

analogy is the spiritual experience of the Jews and the only analogue, the Psalms” (200). 

Thus in 1925, Locke explicitly associated the Biblical history of the Jews with Black 

Americans’ experience of exclusion and subjugation – which I believe predated the social 

protest focus of leftist activists and dancers in the following decade. Jewish 

choreographers such as Helen Tamiris accessed and gained renown from the 

representation of Black cultural artifacts such as the Negro Spirituals. Rising from the 

domains of American history and American modern dance, the popularity engendered by 
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such performances of metaphorical minstrelsy,11 or the assumption of Blackness by 

White dancers, benefited, therefore, from a kind of substantiation by mid-1920s Black 

progressive thought about the universal. And, though White critics did not question such 

minstrelsy, Black dancers interested in Africanist or, for that matter, Eurocentric subject 

matter, were considered “naïve” or “derivative.”  Indeed, both Black dancers and some 

White critics would ask: “what is the Negro to dance about?”  

BLACK BEING, ANTI-COLONIALISM, AND ART 

Both The New Negro movement and Négritude sought to construct empowering 

meanings of Blackness and gave birth to critical philosophies that explored questions of 

Black history and identity, cultural and race consciousness, and Blacks’ social realities. 

New Negro ideology contributed directly to the rhetoric and ideals of Négritude, a 

literary and political movement that addressed the domination of Africans and 

Caribbeans of African descent by France. Writers Léopold Senghor, Aimé Cesaire, and 

Léon-Gontran Damas advanced the concept of the African Personality, which had been 

formulated by philosopher Edward Blyden in the late nineteenth century. For Blyden, the 

African Personality had “its own identity, its own values, capabilities, accomplishments, 

distinguished history, and future promise” (July 73-86). These discourses repudiated the 

colonial oppression of Blacks in Africa and in the African Diaspora, called for a 

resurrection of Black culture, identity, and thought, and an investment in the reclamation 

of the word Negro or négre from its pejorative use. This focus on the history of Blacks 
                                                
11 See Susan Manning’s Modern Dance, Negro Dance, 2004. Manning’s term denotes a “representational 
convention whereby white dancers’ bodies make reference to nonwhite subjects” (10). 
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and their treatment by colonialist institutions marked the development of a Black 

consciousness that was global in breadth and whose objective was to unify the concerns 

of Blacks through its denunciation of alienation, racism and discrimination. The question 

of identity, then, became an integral focus for Black artists, activists, and philosophers 

who began to interrogate their history of exclusion, acculturation, and self-hatred. For 

Négritude philosopher Senghor, the sensibility evinced in African art had moved beyond 

the label of the art négre that had produced Picasso’s aesthetic rebirth, or of the label 

“primitive object” with its implied need for sublimation, to an eventual acceptance as 

“art.” Writing in the mid-1930s, Senghor saw in Négritude an aesthetic philosophy of 

African art that could be understood as spiritual, a coercion emanating from African art 

objects to connect with “the sub-reality, the universe of vital forces” expressed through 

rhythm, what Senghor called “the ordering force that constitutes Negro style” (Diagne 

10-11). Here Senghor finds art a mirror to intuition and emotion, equating art with lived 

reality and knowledge. In refuting the colonial and delimiting definition applied to 

Negroes and their art, Négritude and the New Negro movement asked: what does it mean 

to be Black? 

 For Primus, it meant stirring a deep consciousness that took the Black experience 

as a starting point for the creation of choreography inspired by American southern, 

Caribbean, and African cultures. Primus recalled her formative years in the barrio of New 

York City on East 117th street. “We were beaten by neighborhood children. I was not a 

tough creature, but I was protective of my siblings,” she said. Interestingly, Primus tells a 

story of how resilience was forced upon her by a mother, not unlike Richard Wright’s 
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experience in the author’s auto/biographical essay “Hunger” (excerpt from Black Boy, 

1945). In “Hunger,” Wright’s mother refuses him the refuge of home, instead offering 

him a stick to use to fend off bigger boys who would steal the money given him to buy 

groceries for his fatherless family. Similarly, Primus’ mother forced her to learn “the 

necessity of standing up for one’s self” by giving her a “huge butcher knife” with which 

to thwart the advances of neighborhood bullies (Murray). By most accounts Primus, who 

came of age in the late1930s, was a studious youth who excelled in academics. Reared in 

a close-knit family, her other interests included archery and track and field, but not team 

sports or social dancing. During this period the teenaged Primus was certainly exposed to 

the discourses of the New Negro movement and Black civil rights activism. These 

overwhelmingly masculinized, anti-colonialist discourses were influential in their impact 

on Black American and immigrant communities whose men were expected to sacrifice 

themselves in the protection of Black people and Black womanhood, while Black 

women, having accepted this imperative of Black men to reclaim their manhood, would 

ostensibly resolve themselves to the maintenance of Christian homes. The casting of 

Black struggle in international terms, with its emphasis on a global Black humanity of 

specific origin, worth and relation to Others, proceeded from the degradation and outrage 

endured by enslaved Blacks and developed as a rhetoric that produced Black anti-

colonialism in the twentieth century. From the perspective of Black radicals such as Du 

Bois, the Jamaican Marcus Garvey, and others of the era, “the world’s work was race –  
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which was men’s work.”12  

 Yet this world, where violence against American Blacks increased during and 

following World War II as a result of Blacks’ migration to the north in search of jobs and 

subsequent concentration in urban centers, and Black soldiers’ return to America 

following the war was met with suspicion, resentment and violent hostility, was also 

replete with internecine conflict and antagonisms among its leadership. The allegiance 

between W.E.B. Du Bois and Garvey was conditioned, for example, by their common 

aim of supporting the rise of Africa, but in the U.S. the two men dueled bitterly and 

acrimoniously. If Du Bois represented the patriarchal “establishment” of Black power 

rhetoric and leadership, then Garvey’s participation in African-American politics was 

marked by the importation of his Universal Negro Improvement Association and a 

popular mass movement whose focus was racial pride, economic success, and a return to 

Africa and independence. But the established leadership and the federal government 

eventually eradicated Garvey, whose prominence was threatening.13 Interestingly, it was 

“Garveyism” that provided a public and active role for African-American women and it 

was Garvey’s wife, Amy Jacques, who was largely responsible for Garvey’s relevance 

following his imprisonment and deportation after being convicted of mail fraud. Jacques 

raised funds to support Garvey’s defense, published Garvey’s Philosophy and Opinions, 

                                                
12 See Matthew P. Guterl, “The New Race Consciousness: Race, Nation and Empire in American Culture, 
1910-1925”, 1999. 
13 See Nell Irvin Painter’s chapter “The New Negro, 1915-1932” in Creating Black Americans: African-
American History and its Meanings, 119 to the Present, 2006. 



 34 

and co-edited The Negro World newsletter, introducing a new focus on women. 14 In a 

1987 interview in which The New York Times described Marcus Garvey as a “pioneer of 

modern black nationalism”, his son, Dr. Julius Garvey, remembered his mother as “a very 

intelligent woman, dedicated to the restructuring and raising of the black race. To a large 

extent she was his intellectual equal. She really held things together on the home front as 

well as the organizational front.''15 Black women of the era were not immune to the 

potentially violent hostilities that could ensue from the Black movement towards social-

political equality and economic parity. In 1919, in what came to be known as the “Red 

Summer,” aggressions against returning Black soldiers and workers resulted in anti-Black 

riots in twenty-six cities across the U.S., and Black men, women and youths continued to 

be targeted for physical abuse by Whites, including death by lynching, as they had been 

throughout the era of slavery. Ida B. Wells, a co-founder of the NAACP16, journalist and 

feminist, actively agitated against White racism and anti-Black violence while raising 

children. Starting with Angelina Grimke’s Rachel, a dozen lynching drams were written 

by Black female playwrights between 1916 and 1933 17 and Richard Wright, who 

expatriated to France in the late 1940’s as Josephine Baker had in the mid-1920s, wrote 

Between the World and Me in 1935, a short but horrific chronicle of a lynching victim’s 

                                                
14 See “Marcus Garvey: Look For Me in the Whirlwind” segment on PBS American Experience. 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/garvey/ 
15 Dr. Julius Garvey, a cardiologist and Long Island resident, spoke with Brenda Fowler of the New York 
Times on 28 June 1987. 
16 Historians Aaron Meyers and Anne P. Rice associate Wells with the founding of important African 
American institutions, including the NAACP. See Meyers’ entry on Wells in Africana: The Encyclopedia 
of the African and African American Experience, 1999 and Rice’s biographical preface to excerpt from 
Wells’ Mob Rule in New Orleans (1900) in Witnessing Lynching: American Writers Respond, 2003. 
17 See lynching plays, playwrights and commentary in Strange Fruit: Plays on Lynching by American 
Women, an anthology edited by Kathy A. Perkins and Judith L. Stephens, 1998. 
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final moments of life.18 These works and others explicitly delved into the Black 

experience as it was lived, as the lynching deaths of Blacks escalated, and as White race 

violence erupted again in American cities, including Harlem in 1943, the year of Pearl 

Primus’ professional debut. 

“THE DANCE IS GOING BEYOND” 19 

 During the era of the American Depression and through the 1940s American 

modern dance artists created works that explored “in technique and approach, a new 

language, urban life, and profound ideas”.20 Many choreographers responded to the 

economic hardship and social conflict of the era through dances that came to be known as 

“social protest.” Margaret Lloyd, a dance critic of the era, described Helen Tamiris, a 

New York Jewish choreographer, as a free-spirited, prolific choreographer whose 

movement style exhibited a “healthy earthiness, clear as water, clean as a flame” (Lloyd 

139). Tamiris’ work depended upon American music and themes and she began 

exploring and choreographing to Negro Spirituals in 1928, three years after the 

publication of Alain Locke’s The New Negro and his essay, “The Negro Spirituals.” 

Between 1928 and 1937, Tamiris created a suite of seven dances set to Negro Spirituals, 

including How Long Brethren? which Lloyd described as an unqualified success that had 

two important runs in New York, so that Tamiris was associated with excellence and 
                                                
18 The poem originally appeared in Partisan Review, July-August, 1935. See Witnessing Lynching: 
American Writers Respond, edited by Anne P. Rice, 2003. 
19 Primus is quoted in an interview with Anna Kisselgoff of The New York Times: “Pearl Primus Rejoices 
in the Black Tradition”, 19 June 1988. For Primus, a dancer “should go beyond the natural…the dance is 
going beyond.” 
20 Anna Sokolow’s reminiscence in Anna Sokolow and Sophie Maslow: Dance and Social Consciousness 
in the ‘30s and ‘40s. Video recording, 2006.  
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How Long Brethren? with proud fulfillment of the message of the Spirituals. To Lloyd, 

Tamiris’ attention to the Negro Spirituals was “the thing she could really do…was what 

she did best” (138). During this period few Black dancers had yet penetrated American 

modern dance. When Edna Guy’s Modern Negro Dance Group appeared at Brooklyn 

Academy in April 1934, one week following an appearance by Tamiris at The Little 

Theatre, a review appeared in The Dance Observer that commended the mission of the 

Workers’ Dance League, a sponsor, while complaining that the performers were 

“obstreperous children” steeped in Romanticism, and therefore without the requisite 

abstractness needed to impress “the bourgeoisie and aristocrats” (P.L. 43). For the 

reviewer, the dancers were too passionate and too literal. Guy’s Black Hands, Black Feet 

is mentioned only to remind Guy that what she does best is the “natural,” physical 

expression of  “negro rhythms full of sinuous movements and broken jazz” (44). In the 

same issue, a different reviewer critiques Guy’s Carnegie Hall performance one week 

later.  Her movement style is characterized as tight, surprisingly without “the loose-

jointed flippancy usually associated with the negro dancer” but her “more serious 

numbers” were found beyond her abilities. In this review, the spectator mentions that 

Guy’s “charm” and “naïveté” contributes to her interpretation of The Negro Spirituals to 

which they lend an “authentic choreographic outline” (R.T. 45). Whereas a White dancer 

such as Helen Tamiris expressing Negro Spirituals advanced her modernism and 

garnered considerable success by rendering Black “folk,” Guy’s Black body dancing 

Negro Spirituals was patronized as “natural,” “charming” and “naïve,” referents for 

“unoriginal”, “uncreative” or “derivative.” These examples demonstrate how the creative 
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expression and technical fluency of Black modern dancers of the Depression era were 

subject to evaluation by critics who promoted White standard bearers such as Martha 

Graham, and Tamiris, for whom the Negro Spirituals had become a calling card. As 

Susan Manning has shown, in this sphere Walter Terry, Lois Balcom, and others 

promoted John Martin’s influential concepts about modern dance, notions of 

“appropriate” subject matter, and an idea of “universality” which sought to regulate non-

White dancers’ expression of Euro-American techniques while permitting White dancers 

to exert their elitism as they appropriated the cultural forms of non-White ethnicities.  

 In the early 1940s Primus’ interest in dance and her performing talent were honed 

at the New Dance Group. As Primus explained, her entrée into dance was accidental: 

having trained in science and graduated a pre-medical program in 1940, Primus found 

herself struggling unsuccessfully to gain employment in her field. She recalled how 

“After high school and college there was no work or jobs. A dance project needed a 

wardrobe mistress to repair costumes21 … this is where I met Joe Nash who had taught 

himself technique out of books because Black dancers were excluded from dance training 

and companies.”22 Here, Primus brings our attention to the prevalence of segregation and 

race prejudice during the period and its impact on the professional development of the 

Black concert dancer. The project that had employed the young Primus chose her to 

replace a dancer for a performance of “America Dances” at the 1942 World’s Fair, so 

                                                
21 Primus here refers to a National Youth Administration project. The NYA was an agency of the Works 
Progress Administration during the New Deal government of Franklin Roosevelt. The NYA provided 
training and employment during the mid-1930s through the mid-1940s to high school and college youth. 
22 Joe Nash would join Primus’ small company and partner Primus following her debut.  
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Primus “stood in the back and filled up space.”  But after hearing another dancer in the 

project mention the New Dance Group, Primus decided to audition for their training 

program (Murray). Interestingly, considering the New Dance Group’s mission of social 

justice and their use of dance “as a weapon,” Primus was the lone Black dance student 

during her brief period of training there. I would surmise that Primus’ awareness of her 

Ashanti-descendance and identity as a Caribbean-American who had been reared in New 

York and exposed to the rhetoric of Black cultural worth and civil rights activism 

empowered her firstly, to seek an advanced education and profession in the sciences, and 

then ultimately, to express an overtly political aesthetic sensibility that had been 

fomented in her youth. I believe this sensibility was folded into Primus’ training at the 

New Dance Group where her teachers included Humphrey and Weidman, Sophie 

Maslow, Jane Dudley, and fellow Trinidadian Beryl McBurnie (who was known as “La 

Belle Rosette”), rather than achieved there, as some standard dance histories maintain. 

One must consider how the presence of Afro-Trinidadian religious drumming, ritual, and 

Primus’ dancing mother, who Primus called a “premier” social dancer of the castiane, 

must have contributed to Primus’ grounded, spirited movement style, and interest in 

Black culture and life ways. In the mid-1930s, Négritude philospher Léopold Senghor 

had asserted that “the sub-reality, the universe of vital forces” in African art objects could 

be understood as spiritual, expressed through rhythm, what Senghor called “the ordering 

force that constitutes Negro style.” Primus’ dancing body may likewise be understood 

through Senghor’s delineation of rhythm: an “architecture of being, the pure expression 

of vital force - that seizes us at the root of being…expressed through the most material 
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and sensual means…poetry and music and movements in dance” (Diagne 11).  

 Modern dancers also explored these ideas of architecture or spaciality, vitality, 

roots or origin, consciousness, materiality and sensuality.  The creative landscape that 

Primus entered in the 1940s had grown throughout the preceding decades of the twentieth 

century and was largely dominated by Whites. But as Lynn Emery and successive 

historians have shown, Black dance artists such as Hemsley Winfield and Edna Guy, 

Charles Williams and Charlotte Kenndey, Wilson Williams, Asadata Dafora, and 

Katherine Dunham made significant interventions against pervasive stereotypes that had 

characterized Black performance, and delimiting attitudes about Blacks’ creative 

abilities. In the mid-1920’s Charles Williams and Charlotte Kennedy formed the 

Hampton Institute Creative Dance Group, developing an African cultural focus as it 

brought together African and African American dancers. During this period Hemsley 

Winfield had worked in theatre as an actor and Edna Guy had trained with the influential 

Ruth St. Denis. In 1931 Winfield presented the “First Negro Concert in America,” a 

program of serious work that included dances based on Negro Spirituals, African themes, 

and solos performed by Guy. In 1937, Guy co-directed a Negro Dance Evening at the 92 

Street YMHA. This program was distinctly diasporic in theme, with a focus on Africa 

and the Caribbean, and featured Asadata Dafora, Katherine Dunham, and Talley Beatty. 

Asadata Dafora had created and produced the ground-breaking and spectacular Kykunkor 

in 1934. Described as an opera by Dafora, Kykunkor was significant for its revelation that 

Black dancers performing Black cultural material could yield critical and commercial 

success. In the 1940s Wilson Williams formed the Negro Dance Company in New York 
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and developed a critical focus on the relation between the abilities of Black dancers, and 

their success or failure as performers and choreographers. And Katherine Dunham, 

Primus’ predecessor as well as contemporary, created an influential model of research 

and performance that creatively tied an anthropological lens to her aesthetic practice. 

Despite the view of critics such as the influential John Martin, who held that the “true 

Negro dance art” must be “lively, colorful, humorous, and endlessly entertaining…in 

character with the essence of the Negro dance itself” because “it is not designed to delve 

into philosophy or psychology,” (Emery 253, 67)23 these dancer-choreographers worked 

to overturn the stereotypically dandified, comic, exotic, or primitive veneer that had 

characterized Black performance in minstrelsy.24 

HARD TIME BLUES 

 By the time of her 1943 debut, Primus was secure in presenting the Black 

experience as her choreographic subject matter. Reminiscing about the creation of 

African Ceremonial, Primus revealed that the dance “came in a dream…an old man took 

me to a clearing and I saw myself dancing (italics added), and observing…I heard a 

chant…which became the opening chant to my concerts” (Murray). In the October 1943 

issue of The Dance Observer critic George Beiswanger called Primus a young dancer in 

development, a “child who is surprised and delighted by her audiences…confident, a 

                                                
23 See Lynne Fauley Emery, Black Dance From 1619 to Today, 1988. Martin attributed these “sprightly 
and vivacious surface values” to his review of Katharine Dunham’s Tropics and Le Jazz Hot in 1940. For 
Martin, Black dancers’ interest in Euro-American techniques such as ballet was inappropriate because he 
believed that Blacks had no cultural relationship to ballet, and lacked the requisite anatomy, intellect and 
temperament to execute it.  
24 Ibid. See chapter 8 for Emery’s discussion of Black concert dance forerunners and pioneers. 
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young filly, untamed…” (G. W. Beiswanger 88).  After two years of study, and having 

joined the faculty and begun choreographing dances, Primus’ teachers at the New Dance 

Group selected her to participate in a presentation of new talent on 14 February 1943 at 

the Ninety-Second Street YMHA. For that program, Primus performed five solo works: 

African Ceremonial, A Man Has Just Been Lynched, Greetings from South America, 

Hard Time Blues, and Rock Daniel. These dances grew out of Primus’ early research and 

aesthetic practices – reading and interpreting historical and cultural texts related to Africa 

and the African Diaspora, questioning and discussing her findings and artistic response 

with African-born colleagues and authorities such as Asadata Dafora, and creating works 

inspired by the American Black experience, music and literature. As Manning has shown, 

critical attention to Primus came from both the White and Black press, who differed in 

the quality and frequency of their reportage about her. During the period, coverage of 

Black concert dance in the Black press was less prominent than coverage of Blacks 

involved in other forms of art and entertainment (Manning 159). If Primus was followed 

with more interest by “downtown” liberal, artistic, and leftist observers because she had 

emerged from the activist New Dance Group studio with a spectacular debut that had 

imprinted the Black dancing body on modern dance, then the Black press, whether 

viewing Primus first-hand, or re-circulating or commenting on her coverage in White 

outlets, were also favorable towards her and without reservation regarded her as a modern 

dancer. It is possible that Black critics were less surprised than White critics with the fact 

that Primus could so potently express the Black experience and her creativity through 

modern dance in her own terms, and to startling effect. On April 30, just two weeks 
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following Primus’ Ninety-second Street YMHA debut in New York, Ted Watson of the 

Kansas City Plaindealer reported: “Pearl Primus is new at Café Society downtown and 

will score” (italics added) – intimating awareness of Primus’ effect and importance that 

may have circulated through word of mouth, as well as in print about her, while 

communicating an un-reserved confidence in her ability to prevail before that vanguard 

audience. 

 Four months following her debut at Café Society, Alvin Moses of the Kansas City 

Plaindealer described Primus as “a lovely study in bronze who has white critics the nation 

over devoting rave notices” (Moses 8-13-1943). Though Primus was uniformly praised 

by the Black press during the 1940s, and had been labeled by them a “modern,” some 

Black critics seemed to echo White critics when they described Black dancing as 

“natural,” “spontaneous,” and so on. Arguably, these terms resonated differently for 

Black viewers and critics who, given the impact of Black music, literature and art on 

American culture, may have equated the “modern” with the rise of the Black “natural” 

and “spontaneous” – but these terms were not sufficiently qualified or explicated to the 

extent that this potential equation could sustain an effective counter-argument to some 

White critics’ notions of the “derivative.”  Critical remarks from the Black press during 

the 1940s often situated Primus performing at Café Society downtown (Green). 

According to Primus, John Martin, who’d written a stunning and influential review of her 

Ninety-second Street YMHA performances, suggested she audition for Barney 

Josephson’s nightclub – Primus wore a blue skirt, white blouse, socks, and brought her 

recordings – and after rehearsing daily for two weeks, she performed for an invited 
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audience there in April, 1943. Primus called the evening a “turning point” for her, in part 

due to Josephson’s “social conscience ” – because his nightclub supported political 

causes and diverse artists such as Josh White, Billie Holiday and Abel Meeropol. Primus 

recalled that Paul Robeson attended and joked that Primus had “mashed up” his house 

because she’d taught Robeson’s son the lindy hop; Marion Anderson was there because 

she admired Billie Holiday; and James Baldwin came because he’d served Primus when 

he’d worked as a waiter at the Calypso restaurant where Primus sometimes dined 

(Murray). 

 Josh White, Primus’ contemporary, was already a fixture at Café Society 

downtown when Primus began her ten-month run there in 1943. Steeped in the 

performance and turbulence of the Black southern folk and blues traditions, White 

attracted much attention and popularity during the 1930s for his charismatic singing and 

guitar performing style. His historian, Elijah Wald, considers the spread of Black folk, 

blues and spiritual music a result of White’s prolific composing, performing, and close 

association with influential artists, activists and political leaders. 25 As the lead-in to a 

1956 recording of the song, White said:  

 “This is a true song, written in 1941 when I went to visit my mother in Greenville, 

 South Carolina – I saw children with their bellies poking out and I wondered what 

 was happening. When I arrived home I found out. This is sharecroppers’ blues – 

 My definition of sharecroppers is this – sharecroppers are people that are poor, of 

                                                
25 See Elijah Wald’s biography Josh White: Society Blues, 2000. http://www.elijahwald.com/josh.html. 
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 the necessities of life, and they’re the wretch of hard times. You might hear them 

 singin’ a song like this called The Hard Time Blues.” 

“Hard Time Blues” had intrigued Primus. The song was recorded in 1941 on White’s 

Southern Exposure, which was co-written with the Harlem Renaissance poet William 

Waring Cuney. Like Cuney’s “No Images,” later made famous by Nina Simone, “Hard 

Time Blues” is a poem set to music, an explicitly political protest against the injustice 

and despair of Black southern poverty: 

 The sun was a-shining fourteen days and no rain  

 Hoeing and planting was all in vain  

 Hard, hard times, Lord, all around Meal barrels empty, crops burned to the ground. 

 [chorus] 

 Great God A-Mighty, folks feeling bad Lost everything they ever had  

 Great God A-Mighty, folks feeling bad Lost everything they ever had 

 Skinny-looking children, bellies poking out  

 That old pellagra without a doubt Old  

 folk hanging 'round the cabin door  

 Ain't seen times this hard before 

 [chorus] 

 I went to the boss at the commissary store  

 Folks all starving, please don't close your door  

 Want more food, a little more time to pay Boss man laughed and walked away. 

 [chorus] 
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 Landlord coming 'round when the rent is due  

 You ain't got the money, take your home from you;  

 Take your mule and horse, even take your cow  

 Says, "Get off of my land, you're not good nohow26    

Langston Hughes had known and befriended Waring Cuney and he, too, frequented Café 

Society. Hughes provided liner notes for Josh White Sings Easy (1944): "You could call 

Josh White the Minstrel of the Blues, except that he is more…the Blues are Negro music, 

but Josh is a fine folk-singer of anybody's songs… any songs that come from the heart of 

the people (Gilmore).           

 As Primus approached interpreting the text of the poem she perceived that cultural 

oppression and racial injustice was a worldwide problem, rather than an individual 

phenomenon: “The first responsibility of everyone is to be human. That is the underlying 

trait of all peoples, and of my dancing…I want my dancing to apply to Jews, Turks, 

Russians and Indians as well as to Negroes” (Goodman 31). This statement, made in 

1946 about her creation of Hard Time Blues, clearly relates Primus’ individual artistic 

endeavour to a universal aspiration towards greater humanity and responsibility while 

reinforcing Alain Locke and Charles Johnson’s understandings about the significance of 

Black subjectivity as a constituent of American culture and democracy. Primus is aware 

of and pushes their conviction that Black artists both influenced and were influenced by 

the dominant cultures of America and Europe when she reveals, firstly, her deep 

                                                
26 See primary sources for Hard Time Blues at Accelerated Motion: Towards a New Dance Literacy. 
http://acceleratedmotion.wesleyan.edu 
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consciousness about the universal collective struggle against racial and cultural 

oppression, and secondly, recognizes that her representation of Black struggle, triumph, 

and creativity shared potential solidarity and linkage with that of other peoples’. Further, 

if both Locke and Johnson advocated that Black artists should question and explore 

themselves and their experiences in order to create art that could be  “judged, created and 

consumed in terms of its universal values” ("The Negro Takes His Place in American 

Art" 136), then clearly Primus perceived that her bodily expression and choreographies 

held such universality, and were therefore significant nationally and globally.  

 In 1944, Primus appeared with Josh White and an unidentified musician playing 

upright bass at an event billed as a tribute to Paul Robeson at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel 

in New York City. The audience appears largely White but some Black attendees are 

presumed. A three-minute archival video clip of their performance shows White singing 

Hard Time Blues in accompaniment to Primus’ dancing. The clip identifies Primus as an 

American anthropologist, dancer and choreographer (in that order) and White, a singer.27 

In the foreground, two cameramen photograph Primus and White during the 

performance. A dozen or more candles at the downstage edge light the center-width of 

the proscenium stage. A white piano is at stage left. In the center background of the stage 

seven national flags, including the U.S., Britain, possibly Hong Kong and unidentifiable 

others, are displayed prominently. White is located at stage left, dressed in a dark suit. 

Hard Time Blues, a dance that tells about the hardships of Black sharecroppers, was 

                                                
27 See “Josh White Sings While Pearl Primus Performs in New York, United States” at 
http://www.criticalpast.com/video/6567503204.  
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researched and choreographed by Primus at the end of her training at the New Dance 

Group. In numerous photographs of the period, Primus’ standard modern dance costume 

consisted of a dance dress with a fitted bodice, sleeves and full skirt, and often, a scarf 

covering her hair. This dress often appears dark-colored and vertically striped, or of a 

solid color with a contrasting, wide-striped band along the hem. Primus’ scarf is 

significant in that it hearkens to traditional practices of diverse communities of African 

women for whom head-wrapping is related to the art of adornment, and to African-

descended enslaved and domestic working women whose hair was covered of necessity 

to project neatness and cleanliness. The scarf in Primus’ costume can also be read as an 

element of her cultural lineage, wherein Afro-Trinidadian spirituality understands the 

head as a site and a receptor of spiritual essence and intelligence, so that the head is 

covered in order to protect and stabilize it. In this performance, Primus’ hair is 

uncovered, shaped softly around her face, possibly cornbraided. Primus wears large hoop 

earrings and a lighter-colored, square-necked dress with short sleeves and a full skirt.  

 What does Primus’ Black body do – and what does her choreography demand of 

other dancing bodies? There is little available live footage of Primus performing her 

signature works from the 1940s. In Hard Time Blues Primus moves like a powerfully 

conditioned athlete as she negotiates the stage, a space which is wide but narrow in depth. 

Her dynamic use of levels and quality of energy shift with the changes in White’s 

playing. At times Primus pushes hard, agitated and rebounding, at other times she seems 

to collect her self by gathering in, pensive, perhaps surrendering. When the dance begins, 

Primus is at stage right in front of the piano where she executes an explosive, arched, 
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high jump, then lands, and turns herself around to the right. On high releve with her arms 

stretched out and above her, Primus bourees towards downstage, then runs to stage left 

where White begins to sing as he accompanies himself on guitar. In these opening 

moments of the dance Primus establishes her singular control of the high, suspended 

jump, which she shaped in different ways in different dances, her anxious expression of 

the bouree seen in other of her dances, her ritual-inflected turns in which she gestures 

outwards in space or downwards towards the ground, and her very fast, grounded runs. 

Primus is a strong dancer who uses her weight elegantly and to great advantage – her 

movement is cinematic, pulling in and pushing out the energy around her, and her 

gestures convey a seriousness of purpose. Her run towards White starts with a large, 

forward-curved gesture of her right arm that snaps back as she kicks off with her right 

foot. When she arrives at stage left White sings of “folks having nothing” and Primus 

moves slowly towards center, using one arm to push through the space in front as the 

other is held up in a fist. Primus’ body sways as if she is not herself. When White laments 

“hard times are to blame,” Primus quickly and audibly stomps her right foot behind her in 

agitation and begins to clap her hands excitedly, as if in a Black southern church service 

where such excitation is marked by the gesturing and bodily movements of worshippers. 

In the next sequence of movements Primus runs back towards White, arches her back and 

moves her arms in a large up-and-down fashion as if working the hard, dry earth, or like a 

laboring woman in childbirth, and then jumps, turns and stops dramatically. Again 

Primus rises to bouree towards center stage with her arms outstretched in front and above 

her, gazing upwards – this is a brief, quiet moment before Primus’ upper body drops to 
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mid-level. We hear White’s plaintive words:  

 “The sun was a-shining fourteen days and no rain  

 Hoeing and planting was all in vain  

 Hard, hard times, Lord, all around Meal barrels empty, crops burned to the ground.” 

Now Primus, with upper body curved, begins her ritual-like movement using both arms 

to draw in the energy where space surrounds her head, then reverses that movement to 

radiate outwards from her center as her right leg draws several ronde-de-jambes dehors 

on the floor. Primus is so focused in this action that one wonders if she is still aware of 

her audience, or notices the photographers at the stage edge capturing her as she moves. 

She continues, as if alone, bending deeply to lift her hands, palms upwards. Suddenly 

Primus drops and slaps the floor defiantly, stands and turns, jumps high, and then drops 

back to the floor. On her knees she begins to move in a circle around herself, with a one-

arm gesture that might approximate the powerful movement involved in pulling long, 

tough roots out of hard, dry earth – then jumps up from the floor with her back arched, 

knees bent and legs thrown up behind her, turns, and runs to stage right! With its 

numerous and sudden jumps, whirling turns and fast, powerful runs, this is not a dance 

for the weak or timid. Primus’ upper body arrives shuddering, convulsing, almost 

breaking down – and the moment is broken when she walks with lifted knees around 

herself, her hands crossing each other sharply as if cutting, like Orixa Ogun, through 

brush, or obstacles. White sang: 

 “I went to the boss at the commissary store  

 Folks all starving, please don't close your door  
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         Want more food, a little more time to pay, Boss man laughed and walked away” 

Turning, Primus’ hands cut, cut, cut around and upwards, then the palms turn over and 

her hands beg as White sings, “please, please don’t close your door.” With knees bent, 

feet together and hands pleading, Primus’ choreography conveys the hungers of a 

multitude. Slapping her right thigh for attention, she repeats the action again and again as 

her bent posture deepens and descends near the floor, the hands fall empty, her 

expression incredulous. Her body asks: Who could deny food to the poor and hungry? 

Deny an all-enveloping hunger yielded from dry, un-yielding earth? Deny the force of 

spirit danced on hard, dry earth? In the final moments of the dance, and as White sings of 

the “landlord coming 'round when the rent is due,” Primus again jumps high from that 

low level, turns away from the musicians and jumps three more times in the opposite 

direction as if a whirlwind could vanquish the approach of the landlord, then stops. 

Facing the musicians, Primus releases a sumptuous, undulating movement with her upper 

body, her arms engaged in another drawing-in of energy where space surrounds her head. 

As the dance ends, Primus jumps with her back arched, knees bent, and legs thrown up 

behind her. In the final moments she turns herself around, her hands again crossing each 

other sharply as if cutting, then spreads her arms wide, and on White’s final note, the 

dance ends. White’s song incites Primus to enact a claim and plea for sustenance that 

goes beyond an individual need or body. Primus’ choreography represents the plight and 

hungers of men, women and children who labored and fought a hard, dry earth and 

deeply cruel indifference. In Hard Time Blues, Primus’ body writes a collective story into 

being – and that endures because survival means fighting back against erasure. 
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THE NEGRO SPEAKS OF RIVERS  

 Pearl Primus’ artistic thrust and interest in Black subjectivities was partially 

driven by her desire to educate the dominant culture, rather than entertain them, about the 

history and worth of Black culture: “I had something to say in movement at all times,” 

Primus said, “I danced to show the dignity, beauty, and strength of black people…to 

show white people that there is a respect due to this culture…to show black people that 

this is a great heritage.”28 This urge was noticed by Langston Hughes who saw Primus 

perform during her Café Society run in 1943 and later, on 7 June of the same year, at the 

First Negro Freedom Rally at Madison Square Garden. Some 20,000 people attended this 

rally, Paul Robeson sang, the influential politician Adam Clayton Powell, Sr. spoke, and 

Hughes had written the program. Primus’ appearance on this program, on the heels of her 

New York debut, reinforces Primus’ positioning as an artist who collaborated with and 

attracted diverse artists and audiences but was always, and remained, rooted in an identity 

formed by her conscious valorization of Black culture, history, and creativity. In Modern 

Dance Negro Dance, Manning demonstrated that significant, defining contributions made 

by Blacks to American modern dance have been largely negated in dance history. Though 

Black and White dancers mutually engaged in the discovery and devleopment of 

languages of modern dance, and while this relationship provided diverse forms of support 

to some Black dancers, it also echoed hegemonic expectations that limited Blacks’ 

participation. If liberal and leftist constituencies could claim Pearl Primus as affiliated 

                                                
28 Primus is quoted in an interview with Michael Robertson of The New York Times on 18 March 1979. 
For Primus, her legendary jumps, vitality, and stamina were of lesser importance than was her purpose. 
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unto them, then Primus’ soul-world, to borrow Hughes’ term, extended from the Black 

community outwards to the nation and world. 

 In his column in The Chicago Defender, called “Here To Yonder”, Hughes’ 

reported his impressions of Primus’ performance at the Negro Freedom Rally in the essay 

“On Leaping and Shouting.” In his comments, Hughes draws a direct and explicit 

connection between the effect produced by Primus’ jumps in the dance Jim Crow Train, 

29 and that of “shouting” in the southern Black church service: a weary woman fed up 

with Jim Crow oppression allows her voice to “leap” out of her body, loud and 

unmistakable – as loudly as Primus’ leaps propelled her from her dancing ground high 

into the air – uniting Hughes’ work-weary sister and Primus together, sharing anger, 

truth, voice, spirit, and community. As Hughes watched Primus he perceived her dance as 

a healing force that drew spiritual power from rhythm, music and shouting, and he saw 

her Black dancing body speak for the masses of Black people affected daily by Jim Crow 

race prejudice, constriction and hostility ("On Leaping and Shouting" 14). In his own 

column at The Chicago Defender, Hughes saw no reason not to expose and condemn Jim 

Crow as often as possible, which he did frequently, and urged other Black newspapers to 

do so as well.30 

 Langston Hughes’ excitement about Pearl Primus resulted in their collaboration in 

1944 on Hughes’ poem The Negro Speaks of Rivers. For Primus, Hughes was her elder, a 

                                                
29 Pearl Primus’ Jim Crow Train was inspired by Josh White’s song of the same name, which appeared 
along with Hard Time Blues on Whites’ 1941 Southern Exposure. The album followed White’s Chain 
Gang and both explicitly protested the mistreatment of Black people. 
30 See Shamontiel L. Vaughn’s essay “Langston Hughes Recaps his Writings a s Defender Columnist” on 
the wed-based The Chicago Defender. http://www.chicagodefender.com  
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master at whose feet she sat. The poem, written when Hughes was a very young man, 

was published in Crisis magazine in June 1921. In the poem Hughes projects an image of 

Africa that is his progenitor and home, a place of rivers that provides succor, refreshment, 

and solidity: 

 “I've known rivers: 

 I've known rivers ancient as the world and older than the 

      flow of human blood in human veins. 

 My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 

 I bathed in the Euphrates when dawns were young. 

 I built my hut near the Congo and it lulled me to sleep. 

 I looked upon the Nile and raised the pyramids above it. 

 I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln  

      went down to New Orleans, and I've seen its muddy  

      bosom turn all golden in the sunset. 

 I've known rivers: 

 Ancient, dusky rivers. 

 My soul has grown deep like the rivers 

At the same time, the poem establishes Africa as the elder of the world, yielding 

awareness that the history of Black people is inherent in their connection to this riverine 

homeland. For Hughes, all of humanity has grown out of Africa, is of a piece with her 

because she exceeds the temporal space of the body. Africa, with her long, dark rivers, 

symbolizes the unity of the body with creation and creativity, where the body issues from 
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Africa’s living waters, rests within them, and is then formed in order to build 

civilizations. Hughes hears the song of the Mississippi from across these waters, 

intimating the migrations of African peoples to new worlds of setting suns, forced labor, 

and re-amalgamation: Hughes’ soul-world begins in Africa, a progenitor and shaper of 

Black intellect, creativity, and urge to survive. 

 Interestingly, the apparent result of Primus’ childhood fascination with the 

lustrous coral of Trinidad and her later incorporation of African spirituality and 

understanding of the Orixa goddess Yemaya seems to deliver her to Hughes, with whom 

she would share a collaborative, spiritual vision of Africa in her choreography of The 

Negro Speaks of Rivers. In 1993 Kim Bears of Philadanco performed a reconstruction of 

this solo work for the New Dance Group’s gala concert retrospective of historically 

significant presentations from the 1930s through the 1970s. Before the dance begins 

Primus offers details about her choreographic process during the creation of The Negro 

Speaks of Rivers. She tells us: “What I did was find certain symbols (italics added) - for 

instance, the symbol of one hand going up to the heaven and the other hand going out - 

this is strong for me (italics added) in the cultural history of Black people.” As Primus 

speaks about this symbol, a still photograph of her appears in which Primus’ right hand is 

high above her head as her left hand reaches forward. The image is cropped, revealing 

only Primus’ upper torso. Fingers spread and tensed, chest and face lifted upwards, 

Primus’ body expresses a kind of yearning inflected with anxiety, as if a long spell of 

waiting has rooted her in place. When the interview resumes she tells of directing her 

physical expression into the rivers and monuments of Africa: “Then I went in movement 
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to the Nile, to the pyramids where those strong movements of contraction (in the dance) 

would come in…the movements of those who broke the big, big, stones.” Seated, Primus 

deftly executes a deep contraction for emphasis – and suggests that as she “went in 

movement” to the Nile and pyramids, her dancing body intuitively drew energy and 

might inward as the ancient architects might have done – and as African peoples chained 

to the massive stone of slavery certainly did. What do Primus’ deep contractions, bends, 

undulations, and shudders, seen throughout The Negro Speaks of Rivers, communicate 

about Black culture and history? How does Primus’ dancing body create and participate 

in knowledge about the body? 

 The bodily expression of the Black experience is its auto/body/graphy – a rhythm 

akin to Senghor’s inner “sub-reality” of the universe, a  “vital force” and living corpo-

reality that carries history, consciousness, memories, dreams, and visions across time and 

space. Primus does not discuss “imagination.” Her deep undulations are the rivers of 

Africa, her contracting body becomes the bodies of the slave-workers, her wide-deep 

bends and reaching arms straddle the movement of Black people from the African 

homeland to the new world of dusky rivers and setting suns. Primus, who knew that her 

inner “sleeping dancer” had been awakened, understood the potential of her dancing body 

to transmit deep philosophical, ontological, and spiritual truths. She used her dancing 

body to return to the Nile and Congo of the past, to traverse a world of rivers in order to 

create strong, enduring, tangible symbols of Black culture and history, and knew that her 

dancing body did so. Primus’ deep consciousness guided her from the Nile onward: 

“After that to the Mississippi, but the Mississippi was a matter of the sadness, the torture, 
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the loneliness, the fear of the people of Black ancestry”. For Primus, these oppressions 

are succored by Hughes’ poetry: “and I've seen its muddy bosom/turn all golden in the 

sunset,” a promise “that there is the hope, the hope for today, the hope for tomorrow.”  

At the conclusion of the interview Primus recites the entire poem, and then the dance 

begins. Pianist Sarah Malament composed the original score of The Negro Speaks of 

Rivers, in 1944. The American Dance Guild 1993 production features a score with drums, 

flutes, and shakers composed by Onwin Borde, Primus’ son. 

 In the original work Primus wore a dark, vertically striped, long-sleeved dress 

with a fitted bodice and a dark, solid-colored full skirt with a wide band in a contrasting 

color at the hem. Primus also wore a short, dark scarf. In this performance of a 

reconstruction, Kim Bears’ costume is a floor-length sleeveless column, a straight sheath 

with a long split that exposes Bears’ right leg, in a red-orange color that appears to be 

layered over bright indigo-colored sleeves. The inner bottom layer of the sheath shines 

with indigo and a cascade of black, metallic-looking paraphernalia is attached to the 

center-back of the costume. Bears’ hair is pulled back and her head is bare. 

 When the dance begins Bears faces her audience, standing very still with her 

hands at her side, the palms down and flexed taut. Moving quickly, Bears pulls her upper 

torso and arms wide through seven deep, undulating contractions that move from stage 

right to stage left. She stops with the blare of horns. With her left arm high and right arm 

stretched to the side, Bears’ body writes Primus’ elemental “symbol” of Black cultural 

history, a symbol of ancient strength transferred over time and space. Then the dancer 

begins her drawing-in of this source, her lifted, outstretched arms pulling in towards the 
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space surrounding her head. Wrapped in this energy, Bears enters into a deep, side-ways 

trembling, drawing everything inwards with her arms above her head, protectively, in 

what seems a private moment of almost self-comforting movement. 

 She turns clockwise, moving tightly from side to side of center. Facing front, one 

arm reaches out sharply, the lower body suddenly drops into a deep bend, and two arms 

quickly reach out. Bears runs to stage right, right arm soaring high through the space to 

grab and pull in, then repeats towards stage left. Stationary, she alternates grabbing high 

with one arm, then the other, pulling each back closely into her sternum-center, then 

quickly turning, turning, turning, away and towards stage left. What does this dancing 

body chase? Does it follow the sky for the spray of currents, the songs of birds that signal 

paths of rushing rivers? Does it merge with the currents that travel ancient meridians and 

human destinies? Bears is pulled back – she withdraws, pulling energy in and up from her 

lower pelvis then runs toward upstage left where she drops to her knees. Does Primus’ 

choreography move back and forth in time – taking the dancing body from ancient rivers 

to hot earth where it labors?  Bears balances on one knee, her back undulating down and 

up as her arms mark the rhythmic rise and fall of her pelvis, as if working to turn over 

soil, or to push out a new life. Rising to stand, Bears folds her hands against her lower 

belly ceremoniously and repeats several more undulating movements that move right and 

left from her kinesphere, marking these with quick, sharp stomps along the way.  

 Suddenly, she bends and reaches out towards downstage left, then runs to the 

opposite side of the stage and back, repeating Primus’ motif of strong grasps of air high 

above that are pulled deeply towards the dancer’s center. There is scant rest permitted in 
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this dance – does Primus want us to know of the fatigue of labor and migration, of boats 

that traveled earth’s rivers carrying Black souls to fields and plantations? Bears stomps 

and extends one leg side-high before marking a large, circular pattern of seven arched 

leaps around center stage, followed by seven full-bodied, spread-legged heel steps that 

are marked by the percussion score.  Could exhaustion now urge her to again drop to one 

knee? Every movement in this choreography, whether drawn-in and tight, broad and 

expansive, or elevated, demands intense focus, formidable stamina, and a meticulous 

control. Bears repeats several deep undulations, then rises, stomps, and extends each leg 

side-high – a movement punctuated by a sharp look downstage that gathers her into a 

tight, quick, flat-footed skitter forward and backward three times - before she jumps back 

in arabesque, turns, jumps high with an arched back and arms swung up and behind her, 

and repeats. For the third time in this dance, Primus’ motif of strong grasps of air high 

above that are pulled deeply towards the dancer’s center is repeated as Bears moves from 

center to stage right. Arrived, she bends forcefully forward, stomps, and extends each leg 

side-high as she jumps with her back arched. Bears turns quickly to the right to a slow 

stop as she gazes into her clenched fists. At center, she opens into a deep wide second 

position plie and begins to carry her arms from side to side as she lifts and lowers her 

heels in successive, quick patterns of three. The dance ends as Bears arms slowly come to 

rest at center. In the final moment, her hands pull in slowly, then out and down as if in 

reverence. The dancer’s gaze rises upwards as one arm reaches high above her head and 

the other reaches out before her. 

 Interestingly, though Joe Nash and others have commented that contemporary 
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dancers do not have the cultural experience, agility, elevation, or especially, the weighted 

movement of Primus to effectively perform her choreography, Primus felt otherwise, 

encouraging her interpreters to investigate Black culture and history as she had, to make 

her work “their own”. Primus offered Kim Bears readings, acknowledging her need to 

understand and her willingness “to go deeper…her body is questioning. The movement 

quality of my dances has been influenced by the techniques I studied…and the sculpture 

of Africa, the force that seems to enter you…any good dancer should go beyond the 

natural…in Africa, the dance is going beyond”(italics added) ( Kisselgoff 1988). Clearly, 

Primus recognized the preparation that is needed to understand and perform her 

choreography, and affirms that a vital, enabling force may be found in the depths of the 

dancer’s own questioning. I would add that this force, accessed through Primus and 

Bears’ deeply stirred consciousness of the Black experience, constitutes the 

auto/body/graphy expressed in The Negro Speaks of Rivers. 

 The concluding chapter of this thesis will elaborate Primus’ auto/body/graphical 

thrust through her choreography of Abel Meerolpol’s poem, Strange Fruit, in which 

Primus’ Black dancing body serves to extends a Jewish poet’s lament on the Black 

experience of White race violence. Finally, this chapter will situate the Black dancing 

body in a continuum of self-definition, discovery, and invention, as it gestures towards 

Primus’ legacy and her lasting influence on generations of choreographers who followed 

her. 
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Chapter Three: Primus and Auto/Body/Graphy  

 
 Through her choreographies of Black and female subjectivities, Pearl Primus 

drew on a tangible cultural history of Blacks that challenged the definition and 

boundaries of 1940s modern dance. This chapter considers American race hatred and the 

practice of lynching through the social-cultural and political history performed in Strange 

Fruit. Primus’ choreography of Strange Fruit expresses an auto/body/graphy of Blacks’ 

experience of White race violence. Strange Fruit began as a poem written by Abel 

Meeropol in 1936, was popularized as a vocal performance by Billie Holiday in 1939, 

and choreographed by Pearl Primus in 1943. Primus’ auto/body/graphical expression 

incorporates intellectual, physical, and spiritual sources that informed her aesthetic 

approach and response to the life conditions and aspirations of Black people, rejected 

racism and oppression, and insisted upon self-making and self-definition. As such, Pearl 

Primus is treated here as a dancing body in a trajectory of Black bodies that carry 

memories and resonances of what Black people have encountered and survived as 

colonial and post-colonial subjects.  

 In Strange Fruit, Pearl Primus choreographs a reversed metaphorical minstrelsy 

(Manning 164) as the Black dancing body assumes the character of a lone White female 

spectator at the deserted site of a lynching.  In doing so, Primus transforms the 

character’s White racialized spectatorship into a witnessing of horror and grief that is 

carried and experienced by the Black dancing body and transmitted through the senses of 
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the audience. Here, Primus’ choreography of the Black dancing body is embedded with 

and expresses lived experiences that are carried in the historical Black body, having 

integrated with its physical, psychical, and spiritual migrations across time and space. 

They are recognizable in the movement expression of Black bodies across the African 

Diaspora, in the particular carriage and kinetic impulses of the Black body, revealed in 

that body’s everyday labour, worship and creative endeavors, and accessed through the 

body’s activation of blood memories.31 Primus’ choreography of Strange Fruit references 

a specific event: the lynching murders in 1930 of two Black male youths in Marion, 

Indiana. In this solo dance Primus not only recalls the horror of the event, but also 

preserves it in the cultural memory of America’s history. As Primus enacts a witnessing 

to the hanging of the youths, her gestures, expression and body movements re-stage the 

fear, outrage, despair and defiance that were shared by a concerned community. This 

shared experience merges the experience of the individual and the community to project a 

collectivity that is accessed through the blood memory of Black life and history, while it 

defines a grief that carries the physical, spiritual and psychic pain of the racially marked 

and victimized Black body.32 

BLACK BODIES AND KILLING GROUNDS 

 The ritualization of Black death is cemented in blood memories of White race 

violence against Black bodies. Since its forced translocation to the Americas in the 

                                                
31 I refer here to the late Alvin Ailey’s definition and incorporation of blood memory as deeply personal, 
made conscious, and embedded in Black history: memory which binds the individual to community and 
culture 
32 See Anne Cheng, The Melancholy of Race: Psychoanalysis, Assimilation, and Hidden Grief, 2000. 
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seventeenth century, the Black body has labored to free itself from the subjugation of 

slavery and the systems of racism, sexism and classism that operate to undermine Blacks’ 

survival and self-making. Repudiating race and gender oppression, Blacks’ insistence on 

justice and equality has been assailed by White resistance to democratic principles of 

freedom and citizenship. As demonstrated in activist literatures centered on the 

experiences of raced peoples in the African Diaspora, to be Black has also meant to be a 

non-citizen, denied the opportunities, protections, and social respect afforded to citizens 

and secured classes (Vargas). 33 Rather, the Black body of colonial and post-colonial 

history occupies a contested place of importance in understandings of American culture, 

the object and victim of White racist fascination as well as repugnance. 

 In diverse American locations the force of White mob rule has stood for local 

justice, in which Blacks have been the targets of violent and deadly campaigns of White 

racial terror. This terror is typified in the lynching practices of the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, advocated by the power of the Ku Klux Klan and other hate 

organizations, facilitated by local law enforcement departments, and deployed as a means 

of controlling the sociality and mobility of Blacks. James Madison’s case study of the 

Marion, Indiana lynchings of Thomas Shipp and Abraham Smith, and the attempted 

lynching of the younger James Cameron, makes clear the pattern and content of White 

accusations that resulted in most lynching episodes: as “vigilantism boomed in the late 

nineteenth century and bands of men imposed their will on those judged in violation of 

                                                
33 The violent armature of the colonial and post-colonial project is a research focus of Dr. Joao Costa 
Vargas, Associate Professor, African and African Diaspora Studies, University of Texas-Austin. 
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community norms…Black victims of Indiana lynch mobs were accused of theft, murder 

and rape” (Madison 18). In this theatre of terror, the Black body was beaten, dragged 

through public space, hung, and often mutilated and burned. Lynching episodes 

functioned as social control and spectacular entertainment on a grand scale.  

 Justified through Whites’ fears of Black rebellion against social, economic and 

political oppression, White race hatred transformed the Black person into a rapacious and 

monstrous object against whom White citizenry, particularly White women and girls, had 

to be defended. As such, Black lynchings were a national and not solely Southern 

phenomena, carried out by unlawful and unimpeded White mobs, promoted through word 

of mouth and targeted advertising, and attended by multitudes. Many spectators also 

collected relics of the lynchings in the forms of photographs, postcards, announcements, 

tree bark, noose fibers, and parts of the mutilated, disfigured bodily remains. The 

complicity and/or impotence of local justice officials amounted to a tacit acceptance of 

White brutality against Blacks, not unlike that committed during slavery or within 

Diasporic communities where, as theorized by Vargas, White oppression and violence 

against Blacks was/is systemic and ritualized, characterized by genocidal practices, and 

the pervasive and unavoidable deaths of Black people. 

 Abel Meeropol, a Jewish American teacher, poet and Communist whose 

pseudonym was Lewis Allan, wrote Strange Fruit in 1936, the year Pearl Primus was 

seventeen years old. By then more than 4,000 lynchings dating back to the 1880s had 

already been executed in geographically diverse American communities. While the 

majority of the victims were Black and many were female, Jews were also targeted. As a 
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writer and New York Jew, Meeropol was certainly aware of rising fascism and Nazism 

abroad, and the text of Strange Fruit reflects Jewish anxiety about and recognition of 

White race violence.  Prior to Meeropol, Alain Locke had corresponded the history of the 

Negro Spirituals to “the spiritual experience of the Jews and the only analogue, the 

Psalms” ("The Negro Spirituals" 199-200). Jewish American modern dancers of the 

Depression era were then identified with Black Americans’ experience of exclusion and 

subjugation, accessing and interpreting Black cultural artifacts and expressivity like the 

Negro Spirituals from the domain of Americana. In this way American Jews found a 

spiritually and racially empowering experience of subjectivity in performances of 

metaphorical minstrelsy ( Manning 10), or the process of dancing Black. Though Black 

activists and artists such as Paerl Primus were associated with progressive politics and 

Whites of the period, there was limited reciprocal logic afforded to Black dancers to 

express such universality on par with White moderns such as Helen Tamiris and others 

who gained success and fame from metaphoric representations of non-White 

subjectivities.   

 Langston Hughes expected that Black artists would “paint and model the beauty 

of dark faces…create with new technique their own soul-world”, that Negro dancers 

would “dance like flames.” Clearly, Locke, Hughes and Primus embraced an 

understanding of the universal that illuminated Africanist and Black aesthetic sensibilities 

that signified how Black culture is imbedded in, builds on, and reflects American culture. 

However, critics such as Walter Terry and Lois Balcom promoted colleague John 

Martin’s influential concepts about modern dance and an idea of “universality” which 
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allowed White dancers to exert an elitist position as they appropriated the cultural forms 

of non-White ethnicities. Within this sphere, the Black dancing body was expected to 

absorb Euro-American standards of movement and notions of “appropriate” subject 

matter. In 1936 a leading article by Ruth Bloomer in the late summer issue of Martin’s 

The Dance Observer proposed that abstraction was a key component of modern dance, an 

element that Bloomer advocated audiences be “willing to see and venture in new 

directions with the artist” (Bloomer 74-75). But what of Black modern dancers, such as 

Primus, whose affinity to the Black experience was criticized as too specific, “derivative” 

or “undisciplined,” even as their White counterparts’ performance of metaphoric 

minstrelsy was praised as “modern?” 

THE BLACK BODY AS AUTO/BODY/GRAPHICAL TEXT 

 In 1939 Pearl Primus encountered Abel Merropol’s Strange Fruit through Billie 

Holiday’s famed vocal performance in which the sung verse operates as both a signifier 

and metacommentary on racial oppression and race violence. In choosing to perform the 

Black experience and Strange Fruit in particular, Primus rejected the idea that her racial 

and gendered proximity to Blacks’ social reality and grief required a modernist, distanced 

abstraction to qualify or remedy its specificity. Rather, Primus’ early choreographic 

focus, which preceded her Southern research travels, already demonstrates a Black 

aesthetic 34 informed by a feminist perspective that is in reaction to racism and racial 

                                                
34 See Addison Gayle The Black Aesthetic, 1971 for a comprehensive discourse of Black artists’ 
interpretations of the aesthetic. See Joni L. Jones "Cast a Wide Net" in Theatre Journal, 2005 for Black 
female artists’ development of the Black Aesthetic. 
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oppression, privileges subjective experience, asserts the significance of orality and 

memory, and employs sound, physical, and visual imagery to communicate stories of the 

body (Jones).  Abel Meeropol was a poet, Communist and high school teacher in the 

Bronx, New York.  After viewing photos of the lynched Tom Shipp and Abe Smith in 

Marion, Indiana, Meeropol wrote Strange Fruit and set it to music a few years later. 

According to the author several singers including Josh White had sung Strange Fruit 

before it came to Billie Holiday’s attention, who did not seem immediately interested. 

Though racist condescension within leftist circles might explain why even Barney 

Josephson would say that Holiday did not grasp the message of the song (Stone 55), 

Primus herself talked to Holiday and says she did not realize the poem was about a 

lynching (Murray). Nonetheless, painful events in Holiday’s own life, including her early 

sexual molestation and exploitation, and the death of her father who was denied medical 

attention as he lay dying in a Southern hospital, undoubtedly influenced her interpretation 

of the song. Within a short time, Strange Fruit was associated with Holiday, and few 

others.  

 When she spoke to Abel Meeropol about his poem Primus was “thinking in terms 

of an individual who has been a part of the lynch scene, in the time afterwards is the last 

person to leave the lynching ground - and that is where the dance starts, and the horror 

becomes so real the person can never leave the experience behind:” (Murray) 

 “Southern trees bear a strange fruit, 

 Blood on the leaves and blood at the root, 

 Black body swinging in the Southern breeze, 
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 Strange fruit hanging from the poplar trees. 

 Pastoral scene of the gallant South, 

 The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth, 

 Scent of magnolia sweet and fresh, 

 And the sudden smell of burning flesh! 

 Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck, 

 For the rain to gather, for the wind to suck, 

 For the sun to rot, for a tree to drop, 

 Here is a strange and bitter crop”.  

The Black dancing body in Strange Fruit is a lone White female “who had been 

screaming and shouting in animal fury with the rest…the dance begins as the last person 

leaves the lynching ground and the horror of what she has seen grips her.”  For Primus, 

the dance is concerned with “a deep psychological thing” that was infused by Primus’ 

own hurt and anger (Kisselgoff).  

  What does Primus’ choreography demand of other dancing bodies? 

 Dawn Marie Watson of Philadanco performs Primus’ solo dance in the video 

collection Dancing In The Light: Six Dances by African-American Choreographers 

(2007). In this staging, Primus’ character is a lone White spectator who has remained at 

the site of the lynching. The movement is accompanied by the off-stage, spoken text of 

Abel Meeropol’s poem. In this solo the dancer’s expression of intense emotion is key to 

the power of the dance. Primus’ expansive use of space, her undulations, jumps, and 

weighted falls reflect an Africanist aesthetic that derives from the movement expression 



 68 

of Black bodies across the African Diaspora, in the particular carriage and kinetic 

impulses of the Black body, revealed in that body’s everyday labour, worship and 

creative endeavors, and accessed through the body’s activation of blood memories. This 

aesthetic, theorized by Benda Dixon-Gottschild, expresses varieties of opposition, 

movement that emerges from multiple areas of the body simultaneously, unexpected or 

unusual shifts of mood or emphasis, vitality, daring and strength, and a processual 

attitude that accompanies Watson’s modulation of intensity during the course of the 

performance (Dixon-Gottschild Digging the Africanist Presence in American 

Performance: Dance and Other Contexts 11-19):  

Silence. Facing upstage and away from the audience, the dancer begins in a standing 
position, heels lifting feet stretched high onto its toes. She turns, pulls her arms up above 
her head before suddenly dropping to the floor.   
 Voice: Southern trees bear a strange fruit,              
 
Wrenched in conflict, desperation embraces and envelops the dancer, and her right arm 
reaches out and drops, again and again. 

Voice: Blood on the leaves and blood on the root, 

In Primus’ “reverse minstrelsy,” the White female who has participated in the lynch mob 

becomes a racially re-marked one who is performed by a Black dancing body.  

The Jewish poet’s lament and the White character’s anguish is imbued with the force, 

resistance and determination that Primus’ choreography communicates, thus creating a 

power and agency that extends from her Black dancing body to Jews and White women. 

Here, the act of performance that is carried out by the Black dancing body and which is 

historically critical to Blacks’ struggle for freedom and justice (hooks 211-12), is mapped 
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onto the disembodied Jewish voice, the racially re-marked White woman and the senses 

of the spectator-audience simultaneously: 

As if separate from the rest of her body, the Watson’s hand meanders upwards, pulling 
her body to an erect position before launching into a fast run downstage, and the 
juxtaposition is startling. She stops suddenly, contracts deeply, and skitters backwards to 
drop to the floor where she repeats the motions of reaching and dropping as if weakened. 
On her back, she kicks her legs upwards as she turns from right to left, then stands. She 
clasps her hands high above her head and undulates around and around her standing 
position. 

Voice: Black bodies swing in the southern breeze 

Now the dancer executes three powerful contractions before she again drops to the 
floor. She pulls herself onto her knees, and pulls forward before retreating 
backwards. Standing, she pulls her skirt like a protection towards her center, but 
then skitters back away in fear. 

Voice: Strange fruit hanging from a poplar tree,   

Pulling herself around, the Watson again drops, her intense gaze directed towards 
downstage left. She repeats the movement of reaching and dropping and begins to 
follow her hand as it meanders upwards, pulling her body to an erect position. In 
another commanding juxtaposition, she makes a fist with her right hand. The 
dancer hurls into a strong, fast run towards stage left, where she clasps her hands, 
contracts powerfully, and then drops to the floor. 
Voice: Pastoral scene of a gallant south, 

At once, as Meeropol’s poem resonates with the pain and emotion of a Negro Spiritual, 

Primus’ White character experiences the prison of racial marking and unrelenting terror, 

and the audience bears witness to and grieve the experience of vulnerability, injustice and 

violence suffered by Blacks: 

The dancer’s floor movements demonstrate the character’s physical distress as she 
alternates arching upwards then dropping forward onto her trunk in a sequence of 
six directional phrases, as if imprisoned by the space she occupies. 

Voice: The bulging eyes and the twisted mouth, 

She pulls her knees together, turns, and then stands. 
Voice: Scent of a magnolia sweet and fresh,  
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Watson runs downstage, clasps her hands, skitters back and drops to the floor. 
Rolling over and over herself, she repeats a single sequence of arching upwards 
then dropping forward onto her trunk. 

Voice: At the sudden smell of burning flesh,  

Finally, Watson kneels, pulling her cupped hands towards her mouth as if they held 
water. She stands, her arms spread wide at her sides. Refreshed, she runs around 
and around as if seeking escape, with a frenzied, youthful energy, around a wide 
swath of the performance space but falls to the floor at the moment “drop” is 
heard: 

Voice: Here is a fruit for the crows to pluck / the rains to gather / for the 
winds to suck / for the sun to rot / for the trees to drop, 
 

When the dancer rises, she stands in defiance, making a final, sharp cutting 
motion, as if to break a chain or cut the hanged body down from its noose. 

Voice: Here is a strange and bitter crop. 

A BLACK BODY NARRATIVE 

           In her use of the dancing body to remember the killings of the Marion youths, 

Pearl Primus drew on the history of American lynchings that induced fear in Black 

communities, functioned as a form of social control, and killed thousands of Black 

American women, men and children. As such, Primus exceeds metaphorical allusion to 

historical events to enact a physicalized auto/biography of a collective Black experience 

through the Black dancing body - one that recognizes that Blacks’ daily lives and 

expectations of justice were/are subject to White racial violence. Though Billie Holiday 

had established the song Strange Fruit, Primus’ choreography embodied the awful and 

violent auto/body/graphy of Thomas Shipp and Abraham Smith’s hanged bodies. Their 

lynching, like numerous others, was conducted before an audience of the thousands who 

viewed it as entertainment. Primus’s intervention in this history is achieved through her 

representation of a White character and restructuring of an audience that instead bears 
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witness to its horror, in order to show that hatred and violence implicates everyone. In 

Strange Fruit Primus merges her choreography with the disembodied voice of the 

narrator, the figure of the lone White female who remains at the killing ground where a 

lynching has occurred, and the Black historical body that was denigrated in slavery and 

abused in modernity. This merging yields a reflexive, deeply conscious and vital force of 

auto/body/graphy that is known through the bodily expression of individual and 

collective lived experiences.   

 This daring auto/body/graphical expression was informed by the milieu of social 

protest in which artists of Primus’ era actively engaged. The emergence of Black cultural 

consciousness during the early twentieth century had compelled both Black and White 

artists to create works that addressed the racial oppression and social alienation 

experienced by Blacks; during the era of the American Depression and through the 1940s 

the danced expression of social protest and American Negro Spirituals, for example, was 

influenced by beliefs that the experience of human subjugation crossed racial categories 

and that “spirit” was accessible and capable of embodiment.35  As such, Primus’ 

choreographic focus in the early 1940s marks a moment in which her artistic production 

may be seen as coalescing the interests of the Black metaculture with cultural production 

about or on the everyday level of Black life. While Strange Fruit signifies the inscribed 

horror of the enslaved Black body re-inscribed upon the lynched Black body, Primus’ 

choreography reminds us that the Black body in motion is active, memory-laden, located 

within and capable of activating its historical and cultural specificity (Brown 60). In this 

                                                
35 See Anna Sokolow and Sophie Maslow: Dance and Social Consciousness in the 30's & 40's, 2006. 
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context, Primus’ danced expression of the Black experience creates auto/body/graphy 

through its bodily writing that, like the remembered, un-written, handed-down 

auto/biographical texts of the Black literary tradition, references, preserves and extends 

the individual and collective histories of Black people (Braxton Preface 5).  

PEARL PRIMUS AND CRITICS 

 By 1944, White critical response to Pearl Primus’ growth and focus on Black 

subjectivity was mixed, and the artist was both endorsed and ‘burdened’ by her 

Blackness.36 In reviews of Primus in The Dance Observer, two articles differ 

dramatically in how much Primus was believed to have matured. In February, the 

reviewer calls Primus “natural” but choreographically weak because she is “literal” and 

“unrestrained” (L.B. 15).  In April, George Beiswanger praised Primus’ YMHA-

sponsored performance at the Kaufman Auditorium. Here, Beiswanger comments on 

Primus’ two years of growth, clearly associating Primus’ chosen idioms “in organic 

union with those of the modern dance.” Beiswanger thinks the performance reaches 

perfection and congratulates himself on recognizing Primus’ talent (G. Beiswanger 67). 

But commenting on Primus’ debut at the Belasco Theatre in New York in the same year, 

Lois Balcom engaged an omniscient Voice and Critic in conversation about Primus’ 

talent, potential, and future. In the December issue of The Dance Observer, she asked: 

“What chance has the modern, intellectual Negro if she is too close to her race to be a 

great modern dancer – and too far removed to be a great Negro dancer?”  Balcom goes on 
                                                
36 See Richard Green’s essay “(up)Staging the Primitive: Pearl Primus and the Negro Problem” in Dancing 
Many Drums: Excavations in African American Dance, Ed. Thomas DeFrantz, 2002. 
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to invoke Graham and the wonders of her gestural style as a standard through which she 

condemns Primus’ Strange Fruit, Primus’ commentary on Southern race violence, calling 

the work “formless and undisciplined.” Calling into question Primus’ ability as a 

choreographer, Balcom insists that her personal interpretation of Primus’ message is 

more accurate than the choreographer’s own. In particular, Balcom complains of Primus’ 

energetic thrashing in Strange Fruit, cautioning, “the Negro has no choice but to master 

expressing with economy and tautness” (Balcom 123-24). One can practically hear 

Balcom, her exclamation points notwithstanding, scolding Primus vehemently: for 

Primus is too physical, perhaps too “natural,” and likely too focused on the Black 

experience. Balcom’s critique challenged Primus to choose between heritage and artistic 

expression while denying the very individuality critics preached was essential to the 

pursuit of modernist expressivity.  

CONCLUSION 

 Pearl Primus’ Strange Fruit brings the Black experience into high relief because it 

speaks to the accused Black non-citizen always and already guilty of trespassing 

everyday White authority, a fatal transgressor of social, moral, or sexual boundaries. This 

body becomes a forced spectator in the ritualization of Black death at the killing grounds 

where Black people were made to take in with their own eyes the murdered, who were 

visibilized in the glare of photographers’ camera flashes, against the black of night, the 

red flames of burning stakes, and the torches of the crowd. Through its permutations as a 

poem by Abel Meeropol in 1936, to its popularization as a vocal performance by Billie 
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Holiday in 1939, and its interpretation as a choreography by Pearl Primus in 1943, these 

diverse stagings of Strange Fruit act as witness to the ritualization of Black death through 

race violence, and the rupture of justice and freedom in notions of American democracy.  

Strange Fruit exists in an archive of American performance that is informed by a Black 

aesthetic that is in reaction against racism and race oppression. This aesthetic recognizes 

and employs ancestral and diasporic continuities, cultural and critical consciousness, and 

deeply situated corporeal memory. Did the authority of critics such as Balcolm foreclose 

the growth and potential commercial success of an artist such as Primus? Green proposes 

that the deteriorating response of White critics may have forced the racially marked 

Primus to abandon spiritual and social protest dances and to move away from modern 

dance and choreography.  Clearly, some White critics could not accept Black bodies 

dancing on their own terms. As spectators privileged by sex, race and class, critics in the 

thrall of White modernism’s lexicon were, arguably, multiply predisposed against 

Primus’ motivation and artistry, thus disrupting the milieu in which her development as a 

modern dancer could flourish.  

 Motivated by her identification with Black culture and its expression in everyday 

life, Pearl Primus traveled the American South in 1944 to view and participate in spaces 

of Black labor, worship and creativity. In this way, Primus’ Black dancing body was 

brought into corporeal correspondence with the narratives of the Negro Spirituals, 

narratives of grief and sorrow, unrest and injustice, strength in community and shared 

experiences, and hope for the future. Pearl Primus reflected a Black intellectual ideology 

concerned with Blacks’ social reality. Primus’ artistic practice shows how the exercise of 
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critical and cultural consciousness, memory and activism produces auto/body/graphical  

knowledge of the Black experience by exploring individual and collective identities and 

subjectivities. Hard Time Blues, The Negro Speaks of Rivers and Strange Fruit crucially 

situate together critical problems of race, identity, culture, and politics. These works 

spoke to the experiences of the “common people” of Langston Hughes’ writings, whose 

understanding of cultural expression as a function of self-determination and self-

representation was prescient, and to the coming iterations of Black consciousness that 

would reverberate in the Black Arts and Pan-African movements of the 1960s and 1970s.           

 Primus made important connections with the communities of the American south 

and north, with the Caribbean, and with the African continent to which she traveled and 

studied. Although most of her field notes have been lost her documentation includes 

visual material in the form of photographs, artifacts, tools, sculpture, masks and spiritual 

objects in addition to her writings and reflections. In the United States she rose to 

prominence as an educator, cited by dance critic Walter Terry as “the world’s foremost 

authority on African dance.” The movement technique she developed from her study of 

African and African-based dance forms and the Modern Dance Language Institute and 

Earth Theatre she established with her husband, Percival Borde, were influential in the 

development of generations of dancers that followed and call her “matriarch” and 

“Grandmother.”  

 In 1968 Pearl Primus organized her philosophy of life as a manifesto and credo: 

 “In the dance I have confided my most secret thoughts and shared the inner music 

 of all mankind. I have danced across the mountains and deserts, ancient rivers and 



 76 

 oceans and slipped through the boundaries of time and space. Dance has been my 

 freedom and my world…Dance is my medicine.” – Dance Language Institute 

My dedication to her follows: 

 the Black dancing body is an auto/biography of the body 
 a story of the body bound and free good or bad  
 in generations, according to the tastes of privilege  
 an auto/biography of fears punishments fascinations glories 
 the Black dancing body dances for abuelas and abuelos  
 brothers sisters homies the spirits 
 i know  
 i was born a dancing body 
 
 the Black dancing body begins with ritual lives with the Black mysteries 
 the swimming rivers the people’s magic 
 dancing dislocation and labour, family ties and questions 
 maintained by oceans heat and a conquering nature  
 a body sits in the house and prophecies the family  
 makes dances in a theatre of remembrance and connections to 
 long ago beginnings spun through tales prayers dances the stories 
 and tests, tests of time hurled through chaos 
 cracks in consciousness splits in time  
 an auto/biography of the body of passion and playback 
 you had to playback awake or in a dream the message remained the same 
 
 the Black dancing body testifies in church in spirit on water 
 jumps in the jungle runs in the yard flies at the games 
 sashays at the club black ballerinas b boys and girls kings and queens 
 are y’all ready for this? Black boogaloo can’t be killed  
 can’t be killed off because an auto/biography is writing itself 
 writing a dancing body and  
 all for goodness sake 
 aboard the high seas below the dark earths  
 dancing vespers and sweet relief from the shackle rattle and roll 
 the dancing atlantic a repertoire of broken time and people  
 memory-shaped seascapes and barrios the battles and family longing 
 recent re-memberings women dreaming rite-full praying  
 music music music and the dancing of generations  
 jump fly and spin on Black dancing grounds bloodied grounds  
 the body is a river in time 
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 the Black dancing body taught the world its dance with its 
 back at you mimicry birthed invention and resistance  
 to the idealizing master in a dancing body that said no  
 though it craved the Black pageant none the less  
 the Black dancing body says yes yes yes marjorie and the fierce vibe 
 of the studio while hittin it yeah hittin it 
 loremil rod alvin head rolling shoulder shaking hips dipping  
 dancing colors and soul it carries on like it was free free free all that time  
 can i get a witness? can i get a witness?          
 
 M’bewe Escobar   
 22 September 2010 
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