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Alvin Ailey (1931-1989) was one of the premier choreographers of the 20th century.  
Certainly at the beginning a voice for the African-American Experience in the art of 
dance; but would develop to become so much more to the world culture. 
 

In the Beginning 

Alvin Ailey Jr. was born to Alvin and Lula Elizabeth Ailey on January 5, 1931, in 
Rogers, Texas. Alvin was the only child of his 17-year-old mother. His father 
abandoned them when Alvin was only six months old. When Alvin Jr. was six years 
old, Mother and son moved to Navasota, Texas. To get by, they picked cotton and 
did domestic work.  Like many African-Americans living in Texas during the Great 
Depression, Ailey and his mother moved very often and she had a hard time finding 
work. Ailey grew up during a time of racial segregation and rumors of violence and 
lynching’s against African-Americans.  When Ailey was five, his mother was 
attacked by a group of white men, leaving him afraid of whites. Ailey said ―One of 
the worst things about racism is what it does to young people‖.    

Early experiences in the Southern Baptist churches instilled in him a fierce sense of 
black pride that would later figure prominently in many of Ailey's signature works. As 
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he recalled in an interview in the New York Daily News Magazine, "There was the 
white school up on the hill, and the black Baptist church, and the segregated 
theaters and neighborhoods. Like most of my generation, I grew up feeling like an 
outsider, like someone who didn't matter."  His feelings of isolation contributed to his 
shyness and difficulty in assimilating into new surroundings.   

On to Los Angeles 

In search of a better life, his mother moved young Ailey (then age 11) to Los 
Angeles. His mother found work in an aircraft factory supporting the war effort.  
Ailey ended up at George Washington Carver Junior High School after initially 
starting at another mostly all-white junior high school.  He later attended the 
Thomas Jefferson High School. He sang spirituals in the glee club, wrote poetry, 
and demonstrated a talent for languages. He regularly attended shows at Lincoln 
Theater and the Orpheum Theater, both theaters on the vaudeville circuit of the 
1940’s. Ailey became interested in athletics and joined his high school gymnastics 
team and played football. An admirer of dancers Gene Kelly (1912–1996) and Fred 
Astaire (1899–1987), he also took tap dancing lessons at a neighbor's home. Ailey 
did not become serious about dance until in 1948. His school friend Carmen De 
Lavallade introduced him to a modern dance studio of Lester Horton; whose dance 
company was the first American company to admit members of all races.  Horton 
would prove to be Ailey's major influence, becoming a mentor and giving him both a 
technique and a foundation with which to grow artistically.  

College, dance and making a living 

Horton's school taught a wide range of dance styles and techniques, including 
classical ballet, jazz, and Native American dance. Horton's school was also the first 
multi-racial dance school in the United States. Ailey was, at first, ambivalent about 
becoming a professional dancer. He had studied Romance languages UCLA. 
Horton offered Ailey a scholarship to dance but Ailey only stayed a year. After a 
time, he left Los Angeles and moved to San Francisco State College to continue his 
studies in 1951. There, he met Marguerite Johnson, who later changed her name to 
Maya Angelou. They occasionally performed a nightclub act called "Al and Rita." 
Ailey earned a living waiting tables and dancing at the New Orleans Champagne 
Supper Club. For a time Ailey continued to dance in nightclubs but returned to the 
Horton school to finish his dance training in Los Angeles.  When Horton took the 
company east for a performance in New York City in 1953, Ailey was with him and 
officially started his life in professional dance.  

Suddenly in Charge 

When Horton died suddenly, the young Ailey took charge as the company's artistic 
director. Following Horton's style, Ailey choreographed two pieces that were 
presented at the Jacob's Pillow Dance Festival; a famous and long respected 
modern dance venue; in Becket, Massachusetts. After the works received poor 
reviews from the festival manager, the troupe broke up.  
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Despite the setback, Ailey's career stayed on track. A Broadway producer invited 
him to dance in House of Flowers, a musical based on Truman Capote's (1924–
1984) book. Ailey commented ―My lasting impression of Truman Capote is that he 
was a terribly gentle, terribly sensitive, and terribly sad man.‖ Ailey continued taking 
dance classes while performing in New York with such dance masters as Martha 
Graham and Doris Humphrey, even dabbling in acting classes.  From the mid 
1950’s through the early 1960’s Ailey appeared in many musical productions on and 
off Broadway, among them: The Carefree Tree; Sing, Man, Sing; Jamaica; and Call 
Me By My Rightful Name. He also played a major part in the play Tiger, Tiger, 
Burning Bright. But Broadway would not be enough.  

Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater was born.  

On March 30, 1958, Alvin Ailey ( and a friend as co-choreographer) and a group of 
young, black modern dancers perform for the first time as members of Alvin Ailey 
American Dance Theater at New York’s 92nd Street YM-YWHA, another famous 
spot for modern dance and the works of new choreographers were seen (Young 
Men-Young women Hebrew Association). The Company travels on what Alvin Ailey 
calls ―the station wagon tours‖ in a vehicle driven by a longtime friend of the 
Company, Mickey Bord. Ailey's first major piece, Blues Suite, was inspired by blues 
music. The performance drew praise.  

Ailey then scheduled a second concert to present exclusively his own works, and 
then a third, which featured his most famous piece, Revelations.  Accompanied by 
the elegant jazz music of Duke Ellington (1899–1974), Revelations pulled the 
audience into African American religious life.  

In 1959 Ailey established the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, a group of eight 
black dancers. Ailey would say ―Choreography is mentally draining, but there's a 
pleasure in getting into the studio with the dancers and the music.‖ In 1960 the Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater becomes a resident company of the 51st Street 
YWCA’s Clark Center for the Performing Arts—the Company’s first official 
residence. 

 By the mid-1960s Ailey, who struggled with his weight, gave up dancing in favor of 
choreography. He also oversaw business details as the director of his ambitious 
dance company. He would lament ―In this business, life is one long fund-raising 
effort‖. By 1968 the company had received funding from private and public 
organizations but still had money problems, even as it brought modern dance to 
audiences around the world.  

Ailey also had the leading African American soloist of modern dance, Judith 
Jamison (1944–). Jamison would later take over as artistic director of the company 
after Alvin Ailey’s death. By the mid 1960’s the company was fully multi-racial, 
having employed Asian and White dancers in addition to the signature black 
dancers with which he started.  Ailey commented, ―I am trying to show the world 
that we are all human beings and that color is not important. What is important is 



the quality of our work‖.  In 1969 the company moved to Brooklyn, New York, as the 
resident dance company of the Brooklyn Academy of Music, an arts center with 
three theaters.  

In the early 1960’s the company performed all over the world with the cultural 
exchange program set up by President John F. Kennedy (1917–1963). They were 
the first modern company to perform in the USSR in 50 years. Ailey also 
choreographed dances for other companies, including the Joffrey Ballet and the 
Metropolitan Opera at Lincoln Center in New York City. Ailey worked on projects 
with other artists, including one with Duke Ellington for the ABT (American Ballet 
Theater). For Ailey the decade peaked with the performance of Masekela 
Language, a dance based on the music of Hugh Masekela, a black South African 
trumpeter who lived in exile for speaking out against apartheid.  

Cry 

By the late 1970’s Ailey's company was one of America's most popular dance 
troupes. Its members continued touring around the world. In 1971 Ailey's company 
was asked to return to the City Center Theater in New York City after a performance 
featured Ailey's celebrated solo, Cry. Danced by Judith Jamison, she made it one of 
the troupe's best known pieces.  

Dedicated to "all black women everywhere—especially our mothers," the piece 
depicts the struggles of different generations of black American women. It begins 
with the unwrapping of a long white scarf that becomes many things during the 
course of the dance, and ends with an expression of belief and happiness danced 
to the late 1960’s song, "Right On, Be Free." Of this and of all his works Ailey told 
John Gruen in The Private World of Ballet, "I am trying to express something that I 
feel about people, life, the human spirit, the beauty of things.…"  

Troubles 

Ailey suffered a breakdown in 1980 that put him in the hospital for several weeks. At 
the time he had lost a close friend, was going through a midlife crisis, and was 
experiencing money problems. Still, he continued to work, and his reputation as a 
founding father of modern dance grew during the decade.  

On December 1, 1989 in New York at the age of 58, Alvin Ailey died of terminal 
blood dyspraxia, a disease that affects the bone marrow and red blood cells; it was 
later revealed in the 1996 biography by Jennifer Dunning that the disease had been 
AIDS related. Upon his death Judith Jamison was named Artistic Director of the 
company. 

His Legacy  

Alvin Ailey and his company have received many awards such as the Dance 
Magazine Award in 1975, the Capezio Award in 1979, the Samuel H. Scripps 



American Dance Festival Award in 1987 and the Kennedy Center Honors in 1988. 
Ailey also received honorary doctorates from Princeton University, Bard College 
and Adelphi University.  

During his life Ailey has choreographed 79 works and to date more than 170 works 
by 65 choreographers have been performed by Alvin Ailey American Dance 
Theater. 2011 marks the 20th year of Judith Jamison as Artistic director and her final 
season.  The next director Robert Battle will be only the third artistic director since 
the beginning of the Company in 1958.  Battle; a current choreographer for the Ailey 
Company since 1999, and director of his own company ―Battleworks‖ has an 
impressive history as a choreographer, dancer and arts advocate.  Ms Jamison has 
ensured that the Ailey vision is looking forward to new worlds, not just back to the 
history.  Robert Battle will continue to lead the Company’s extraordinary artists to 
move audiences with their brilliant artistry and passionate spirit in exciting 
premieres, dramatic new productions, revered classics, and repertory favorites.  
Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater recognized by U.S. Congress as a vital 
American "Cultural Ambassador to the World," will inspire, enlighten and entertain 
for generations to come. As the current press release announces; ―American Dance 
Theater inspires all in a universal celebration of the human spirit, using the African-
American cultural experience and the American modern dance tradition. Share in 
the incomparable sense of joy, freedom, and spirit that bring audiences around the 
globe to their feet night after night - you don't just see an Ailey performance, you 
feel it!‖ 
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Dance Standard:  Understanding the historical contributions and cultural dimensions of Dance (3.3) 
 
 

1. Where and when was Alvin Ailey born? 
 
 
 

2. What were they’re ―early jobs‖ they did to get by financially? 
 
 
 

3. What was the event that happened that made Ailey afraid of white people? 
 
 
 

4. What instilled a ―fierce sense of black pride‖ in young Ailey? 
 
 
 

5. When did the Ailey’s move to Los Angeles? 
 
 
 

6. What job did his mother come to Los Angeles for to ―make a better life‖ for 
her son? 

 
 
 

7. What studio did Ailey begin to train that made him serious about dance? 
 
 
 

8. What did he study at UCLA? 
 
 
 

9. Where and what college did he continue his education after Los Angeles? 
 
 
 

10. Who was the ―Rita‖ in ―Al and Rita‖ and what were her two names (original 
and changed)?  



 
11. When did Ailey travel to New York?  What happened that made it significant? 

 
 
 

12. Who were two of the famous Modern Dancers that Ailey took class from in 
New York? 

 
 
 

13. What was the name and year of his first Broadway show as a dancer? 
 
 
 

14. What was the name and year of Ailey’s first major choreographic piece? 
 
 
 

15. What is considered Alvin Ailey’s most famous choreographic piece? 
 
 
 

16. Why was their trip to the USSR noteworthy? 
 
 
 

17. Who was the leading Modern Dance Soloist the piece Cry was created? 
 
 
 

18. When, and from what did Ailey pass away? 
 
 
 

19. There were two theater complexes in which AAADT were the ―artists in 
residence‖ before building their own complex.  What were their names and in 
what year did they join each facility? 

 
 
 
 

20. How many pieces did Alvin Ailey choreograph?    
 
 
 

21. Name the three artistic Directors of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater 
since it’s beginnings in 1958? 

 


