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“S977 7R January 1958 the New York City Ballet premiered George Bal-
. anchine’s Stars and Stripes. To music by John Philip Sousa, ballet
dancers displayed military precision in straight lines and unison
movements of the corps. In Cold War America, the Russian émi-

gré Balanchine celebrated America’s military prowess and appat-

ently unified (and uniform) populace. The New York City Ballet

e I lcr xvrnp

< =wreigned supreme in the dance world, suited to ihe times by Wag-

Al

ance sloped to the

; mga dance battle on the European tutf of ballet—and winning with an

aggressive and speedy Ametican style. After World War IT, the American
takeover of ballet was a powerful cultural weapon. The success of American
 ballet, wresting dominance from the Soviet Union, was a mote important
artistic battle than upholding the disparate, expetimental, and confronta-
tional style of modern dance.
= Despite ballet’s winning the dominant place in Ametican concert dance
in a changed political environment, the concurrent emergence and success
~of Alvin Ailey points to changing social dynamics in modern dance as well.
The same year Stars and Stripes premiered, Ailey made his choreographic
debut in New York City at the 9and Street Y. The Alvin Ailey American
““Dance Theater, formed in 1958, fused in movement and theme the nation-
alist political focus of the 1930s with the racial heritage of America—thus
embracing and altering Ametican modern dance.

Alvin Ailey was born in Texas in 1931 just as Martha Graham, Doris
—Humphrey, Ted -Shawn,-Katherine Dunham, Helen Tamiris, and others
—were solidifying the new modern dance. Ailey grew up amid fierce racial

segregation; when he was five, his mother was raped by a white man. Ailey
oved to Los Angeles as a teenager and there became fascinated with Bill

~ Robinson, Fred Astaire, and the Nicholas Brothers. He took gymnastics in
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