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Pandemic revived Ailey dance
company director’s own creativily

BY SARAH L. KAUFMAN

When he became the artistic director
of Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater
10 years ago, Robert Battle stopped
seeing himself as a choreographer.

“In fact,” he said in a recent phone
interview, “there were parts of me that
didn’t really think I would make an-
other work.”

Paradoxically, making work is pre-
cisely why Battle had landed at Ailey in
the first place in 2011. It was his skillas a
choreographer and director of his own
small troupe, Battleworks Dance Com-
pany, that caught the attention of one of
the world’s most prestigious modern-
dance organizations. Judith Jamison,
Battle’s champion and predecessor at
Ailey, hailed him as “the creative force

of the future.”

It has taken years for Battle, 49, to
muster the nerve to create again.

He made a piece for the company in
2015, but since then, leadership respon-
sibilities crowded out the artist in him:
raising money, choosing repertoire,
overseeing the internationally touring
company as well as its junior troupe,
Ailey II, and the Ailey School. Promot-
ing the vision of founder Alvin Ailey,
who died in 1989, and expanding the
Black-led, Black-centered organization
he left behind. Carrying on the legacy.

There also was an inherent intimida-
tion factor. Battle was regularly bring-
ing in established, first-rate choreogra-
phers to create premieres. Could his
own work measure up?
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A crealive
revival
during a
pandemic
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Belng vulnerable and in charge
at the same time — that was a
headache he didn't have time for,
he reasoned.

“The kind of intimacy that is
needed to make work" Battle
says, “to drown out everything
else and go into your own creativ-
ity — it very hard to find the
space for that”

Then the pandemic smothered
everything, wiping Battle's calen-
dar , and crazy as it sounds,
it helped him. The shutdown pro-
vided space, and the racial reck-
oning, a spark. Battle dusted off
some of his older works. And for
the first time in years, he created
anew one.

Washington audiences will get
a good look at Battle’s creative
side when the Alley company
returns to the Kennedy Center
Feb, 16 for the first time in two
years, On offer are four programs
(and  Alleys gospel-inspired
spirit-lifter, “Revelations” will
cap each one). They feature a slew
of works by Ailey, one by resident
choreographer Jamar Roberts
and several Battle pleces. Two
performances are specially dedi-
cated to him: “Battle 10th Anni-
versary,” with seven dances by the
director.

To be sure, most of the Battle
pleces date from his previous life.
He created all but one years be-
fore he took over at Alley, includ-
ing the witty solo “Takademe,”
exploring Indian Kathak dance
rhythms, made while he was a
member of David Parsons’s
group, Parsons Dance, in 1999,
and “Ella” an explosive tribute to
female power and to Ella Fitzger-
ald’s scat singing.

His new creation (to be per-
formed opening night, among
others)is called “For Four"Witha
quartet of dancers bounding to
feverish jazz by Wynton Marsalis,
its a seven-minute affirmation
that Battle the artist is back in
business.

For all that was lost during the
pandemic — months of touring
and revenue, time with his danc-
ers, donor events, not to mention
human companionship — Bartle,
who lives alone, gained some-
thing important.

“In this moment of stillness, I
moved closer to my choreography
and creative self.” he says.

His dog, North, barks in the
background, like a little amen.
Battle introduces him over the
yhone as hh pemml north  star,
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studio, Battle says. Riding that
Joy, he pushed self-consclousness
lddewfocundoumm
knew the dancers nceded
lhh.'brnyl.’lhnpermnm
it for me. It was Jess about my
title, more about, “This s liberat-
ing for the dancers.
“That title. Nice, for sure, but it
can get in the way.
“As a director, you have to be in
front.” he says. "And to make work
that is successful, to feel that so

Aszure Barton. They've all influ-
enced “For Four;” including Ailey
himself.
'ldldn‘tdomulnw
Battle says. “It sort of poured out
of me, and 1 didn't stifle it. That
allowed me to rediscover my own
voice as opposed 1o who I'm ex-
pected 1o be”

duringlhe hs of isolati

“In the quiet, in the i
away because we weren't travel-
ing, in those moments when

reogTap!
voice again,” he continues. “It was
the opposite of being stifled cre-
atively. It was, ‘Oh, | do have
things I want to say’ ”

So Battle and North listened to
music, and the director saw
moves in his head. Then an open-
er was needed for the company’s
virtual gala last June, to be
streamed online temporarily, and

look at it as more of an attack,ina
w:; o Tlns flag has become
in a way that says,

teaches ‘Youdon‘lbelnn;'l‘hnswhnn
hroughout the feels like
tion and at other educational The flag image in his dance ties

in with the uproar over Floyd’s
murder, which all feels like his-

Battle surprised himself by blurt-  might have thought, ‘Oh, great, wwm&km‘“’e
ing, “T'll do it!™ now | have a much bigger - experienced this before, as a kid”
“It was low pressure forme,"he  form for my work’ But he didn’t  he says. "“And any time this hap-
says with a laugh. “On video, pcns.l\nmninﬂddthtlls
shown once. 1 didn't think of it as *That initial of lis- ] to me”
a premiere.” tening is literal, in listening to a He was raised by his great-un-
What emerged was “For Four,”  piece of music, and also i cle and his aunt in the Miami
fast-paced and jittery, the d by li T Clark  neighborhood of ljheny City.
and j i vith adds. “And in the studio with the  (Thats where the movie ’Monu
stop. That boiling energy comes  dancers, he’s listening, taking in, hﬂ:t’\nsﬁhmd.

from the thrill of being back in the

ABOVE: Robert Battle, White police officers were acquit-
the artistic director of ted in the beating death of a Black
Alvin Alley i i agent. They d in
Dance Theater, at the subsequent years. Amid fires and
Alley Studios in violence, police closed off the
Manhattan in January.
Battle remembers seeing a lo-
BELOW: From left, cal tire company in flames, and
Alvin Alley American can still smell the burning rubber.
Dance Theater’s And he has a vivid
Solomon Dumas, his ballet teacher, Adelaide Mu
Samantha Figgins, Belén nez, coming to his home despite
Indhira Pereyra and the chaos to haul him to a lesson.
Renaldo Maurice in She had taken an interest in him,
Battle's “For Four™ paid for his
drove him there.
to pick me up one day,
she hits the 3

“There’s something powerful in
thn.\'oumon No matter what

That lptmbln his new plece.
After the dancer in “For Four”
falls to the ground, he gets up and
walks offstage. But its no an

ordinary

“He does this thing we call
tipping, with a lot of attitude,
walking on the ball of your foot as




