




always seem to move way beyond the possible to make space for us. [t surely isn’t fair 

that they bear so much pressure no matter what. Your mother, Lula Cooper (née CIE of 

course, of course), told us that her grandfather was a white man from Washington state. 

That’s how our Blackness moves, through all manner of combinatory formations, desired 

or not; your great-grandfather, though, cared for his Black family in some ways. This prob- 

ably helped your mother teach you not to race-hate even when that would be the obvious 

response to white supremacy. She made a way for you to become you and committed to 

a multiracial assembly. You never forgot her or denied her place in your imagination. We 

both know that being gay means thinking about Mamaina certain sort of way; she just 

knows so much more than the other dolls and she belongs to us somehow. So, when your 

mother famously slapped you backstage for wearing makeup and something like prancing 

onstage, you forgave her and brought her closer in some ways. We gay sons try to do this; 

we forgive because we're trying to fit in when we know that our queerness pushes us out, 

at least a little bit. Maybe this is an edge of you, your gay essence, but being gay reminds us 

all the time that it’s not an edge but a center of daily desire to be mitigated and explored 

with caution. Caution, that we don't disappoint Mother. Well, maybe just not too much ... 

Alvin, you made a dozen beautiful dances. We should all be so lucky, we who slog away in 

the studio and try to align ambition and desire to movement and music and design. You 

made many more works than that dozen, of course, but these twelve or so capture my 

imagination whenever | hear their music or think of their performances. A dozen, then: 

Night Creature, Cry, The Lark Ascending, Quintet, Survivors, The River, Pas de Duke, 

Memoria, Blues Suite, Masekela Langage, Hidden Rites, and of course, Revelations. In some 

ways, |understand how you did it. You worked with the music as your companion in creat- 

ing the structure for dancing; ioving the blues or gospel music or the spirituals in a terrific 

arrangement, or Laura Nyro or Abbey Lincoln and Max Roach or Ralph Vaughan Willams. 

Your great musical taste: sophisticated and relatable at once, now available to anyone 

with an internet connection and the patience to listen along with Duke Ellington or Keith 

Jarrett. You allowed music to guide your creations, and the notebooks that we found after 

you passed offer glimpses of how you thought with the musical structures. Music catapult- 

ing us toward destiny, always; and when the music was “just okay,’ your dance was a little 

bit better than that somehow. Today only a few choreographers work with music as the 

guiding light for performance in this way; it has to do with copyright and royalty rates and 

control and the ability to edit the sounds and transform them somehow. It’s all good; it’s 

just how things are now, But we can depend on your dances to allow us to hear and feel 

the music you've chosen in all its affective evidentiary. It’s an important reliability that you 

brought to the theater. In your dances, the music means, and respecting it allows us to 

grow collectively... 

Alvin, you hit your full stride right when US Black culture turned to hip-hop. That must've 

smarted for you a lot; seeing the Black world turn its attentions to music and dance that 

didn’t need a concert stage but thrived in nightclubs, basements, street corners. Early 

hip-hop changed how we thought about dance and expertise in Black gesture, rendering 

modern dance and its descendants old-fashioned. By then, you had made a school and 

method for helping us move into careers as professional artists, and to explore concert 

clance as a way to express aspects of Black life. But hip-hop told us all something else 

about being Black and young and embedded in global capital; it unleashed political possi- 

bility in a way that museums and opera houses never could. You watched that happen, but 

you weren't here long enough to witness how some artists eventually made space within 

your dance company to allow for house, disco, and hip-hop to land on your stages. OMG, 

you would so love Rennie and the things that Kyle and Ron K. have mace for the company. 

Stil, hip-hop moves with a lurch through the concert hail: some publics resist it because 

its politics are obvious even when they seem to be only the noize of sonic dissent. But 

Black worlds without hip-hop are unimaginable now, so its gestures arrive in fragments 

everywhere you were and in many of the dances you made, performed now by artists who 

have grown up entirely imbricated in this culture. | wonder what dances you would make 

now. You made a funk-disco dance at the very end of your career, but | don't think you 

cared for it much, and WIGIG... 









are not usually sustainable or for the ages, in the way that your modern dances can be. 

You didn't have this twenty-first-century explosion in Black critical theory. You worked 

with what you had, and you worked with it well. It’s hard to talk about how relationships 

between Black people matter when they are played out with clarity on a dance stage. 

it’s hard to witness Black people agreeing about how to move, as we clo nearly all the 

time in your dances and in the dances that your company stages. Well, that's hard only 

because we are so used to seeing Black people in turmoil, in trouble, in pain, in trauma. 

You had a different vision for us; one where we are magnificent and gorgeously capable 

among one another. The other Black choreographers of the 1960s and ‘70s agreed, and 

their work has mostly disappeared by now too. We're left with Black artists who demon- 

strate their discomfort at being in the public eye, which is fine of course; it’s all fine and 

it’s all whatever the moment needs. But see ... well, there was this moment when young 

Black femmes (including the queers and queens, of course) focused in on Black Joy and 

Black Girl Magic, but your work was rarely thought about in those contexts. You patented 

that shit back in the day; Black Joy as a sovereignty, moving with others toward a goal 

of Black expression. SMH. Somehow you got relegated to the old school. Alvin, we need 

your art, danced with the understanding of its caring heart of exhilaration. To do that, and 

to witness its essences, we need to believe in Black [queerfemme] possibility, which has 

never been easy. Asif Black Joy would be easy to maintain. You did that, ofcourse. You 

maintained Black Joy as an aspect of professional artistry in dances that demonstrated 

how to work through the pain and come out on the other side. Your dances always end 

with the very necessary applause at the achievement of the dancing; the joy of calling 

forth recognition of embodied expertise. But then, times changed... 

So now we have a museum show about you and your edges—how lucky is that? It's an 

opportunity to put. some more sweet into the sauce and invite people who never gave you 

asecond thought the chance to do better. Act like you know: there are so many reasons 

THE AILEY continues while others fall off It’s about Black excellence, yes, but also about 

your ability to push Black Dance beyond any uncanny valley of critical obscurity to the 

place where dancing continually matters. Doing that populist work, you paid the price of 

the ticket for us all. You know, that thing Jimmy Baldwin wrote about—the price of the 

ticket as the demand for a song to justify our shared captivity in the agon of race. Alvin, 

you took it to another level, and mace our dancing capacity obvious, for all to witness. The 

clarity of your approach stuns us, even now, when some young Blax can be quick to judge 

and accuse the elders of having been facile and too easily understood. We all become 

captive to the thinking that obscurity is better than clarity, forgetting that jay in motion 

holds a source code of collective futurity as an aspect of shared critical dissatisfaction, 

We might all be captive in an inability to recognize Black dance as its own end, without 

need for justification or elalboration or pevision. Huh. Well, then. Let’s see here. Alvin, what 

did you teach us? 

We dance because whyTF wouldn't we? There are no limits to what a bocly in motion 

can do; our great distinction is to believe in that and to exercise that on the daily in 

pretty much every context there could ever be. We dance because we believe in 

dance and its multiplicities; we don’t need others to explain to us why the dancing 

matters: we understand this on a cellular level. Truly. We. Get. It. getit getit getit! 

But it’s all okay; it gives me this chance to think toward you and rant and lament and won- 

der. None of that maybe from my life now clecicedly in the middie. My little life in dance, 

also built on the bridge of your underappreciated back. I've gained so very much in the 

world from my willingness to care about your work and by extension my fantasy idea of 

you. We can all be this lucky, expressing gratitude toward you and holding up the sturdy 

vision of Black excellence that you propose. 

Okay, so Alvin, here’s a proper ending to a commissioned essay about you for a catalogue 

about your edges: 

OF COURSE, the Alvin Alley Amerioan Dance Theater belongs in a museum, as well as 
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