
JACOB’S PILLOW DANCE

African
American

Heritage

In 1949, Janet Collins—the first Black artist to appear
on the stage of the Metropolitan Opera—and Jean-Léon
Destiné made their debut appearances at Jacob’s Pillow.
Famous for his work with Katherine Dunham, Destiné
was the first of many Black artists to teach in The School
at Jacob’s Pillow in 1949, and returned to direct the
Cultural Traditions Program in 2004. Over 100 students
from around the world attend this professional-track 
School at Jacob’s Pillow each year.

The ground-breaking Lester Horton Dance Theatre
made its Pillow debut in 1953. Several of its young 
members, James Truitte, Carmen de Lavallade, and
Alvin Ailey, would leave a lasting impression on the
dance world. Truitte, who became one of the leading
exponents of Horton’s modern dance technique, later
became a longtime faculty member of The School at
Jacob’s Pillow and DeLavallade has the lengthiest 
performing record of anyone in Jacob’s Pillow history,

most recently onstage with Paradigm in 2004 and
returning in 2007 with husband Geoffrey Holder for 
the film screening of Carmen and Geoffrey. When Lester
Horton’s company returned to the Pillow in 1954, 23-
year-old Ailey had taken leadership of the group. He and
his own company later made several appearances at the
Pillow, including the first performance of Revelations in 
its present form, the world’s most-performed modern
dance work, in 1961.

The great choreographer and dancer Donald McKayle,
who would later serve on the Pillow faculty and Board of
Directors, was introduced to Jacob’s Pillow audiences in
1953. Both the McKayle and Horton companies were
racially integrated, putting each director, as well as the
Pillow, ahead of their time. Performers with McKayle’s
company in 1953 included Arthur Mitchell, the New
York City Ballet star who went on to found the Dance
Theatre of Harlem, and the eminent Black dance scholar
Joe Nash. That season an “All-Ethnic Week” featured

Jean-Léon Destiné’s company along with Spanish and
Hindu dances. It was a bold move, and its legacy is seen
today in the all-encompassing dance programming at
Jacob’s Pillow. In 1970 Ted Shawn presented Dance Theatre
of Harlem’s first formal “engagement.” Critic Walter Terry
praised the company’s debut and Shawn referred to the
Dance Theatre of Harlem performance as a “highlight of
the summer.”

Beginning in the 1980s, African-American companies
appeared at the Pillow more and more frequently.
Highlights since then have included engagements by
tappers Savion Glover, Gregory Hines and Jimmy
Slyde, hip-hop from Rennie Harris, and world premiere
dances by Bill T. Jones, Ronald K. Brown, and Garth
Fagan. In 2002 the great scholar, anthropologist and
choreographer Katherine Dunham made her first
Pillow appearance at age 93, teaching in the 
Pillow’s School.

“The traditions of Africa, the
Diaspora, and the contemporary
work of African-Americans have
produced a revolutionary and 
illuminating contribution to dance
and American culture. They are 
a distinctive and celebrated part 
of the identity of Jacob’s Pillow.”

— Ella Baff, Executive Director

Written over ninety years ago, Jacob’s Pillow founder Ted Shawn’s vision for 
a broad and inclusive view of the art form of dance is still a guiding force. In
Shawn’s quest to promote all forms of dance, the Pillow became an important
presenter for artists of the African Diaspora, and continues to present many of these
influential artists.

In the Ted Shawn Theater’s inaugural season of
1942, Jacob’s Pillow audiences enjoyed seeing
African dance pioneer Asadata Dafora perform with
Randolph Sawyer and African percussionists. Dafora,
born in Sierra Leone in 1890, was the first to bring
African dance to the concert stage. Soon after,
Trinidadian native Pearl Primus made her theatrical
debut in New York City in 1943, and followed Dafora
to Jacob’s Pillow in 1947. Talley Beatty, who worked
with musician Duke Ellington, debuted at the Pillow
in1948 with Southern Landscape. Just three years
before his death in 1995, the work was revived by the
Pillow. At that time Beatty returned to record an
invaluable oral history and his story has now become
part of an extensive archival collection of work about
dance artists world-wide.

Artists of the African Diaspora 
and Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival: 

Inception to Present
f v f
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Participate in African Diaspora activities at
Jacob’s Pillow Dance

Attend performances—During the annual Festival Season dance
artists from all cultures and heritages are presented on the Pillow’s 
three stages. Call for a complete season brochure of performances,
both ticketed and free, or visit www.jacobspillow.org and select 
performances of African-American artists. 

Visit Blake’s Barn—Experience a history of diversity at the Pillow
through books, photos, and rare dance video footage of African-American
performers. Explore memorable moments from the Pillow’s inception to
the present at the Pillow Interactive kiosk. Attend PillowTalks hosted by
notable scholars and artists discussing traditions of the African diaspora
for example and more. Open six days a week during the Festival, by
appointment year-round.

Tour the Grounds—Walk in the footsteps of those who sought refuge
on route to Canada at this historic Underground Railroad Station. Celebrate
the beginnings of African-American heritage at Jacob’s Pillow, by exploring
the 163-acre homestead, including original 18th century structures, every
Saturday 5:30pm during the summer Festival from the Welcome Center or
pick up the self-guided Tour Brochure at anytime.

Take classes, observe classes, tailor a “Day at the Pillow” for
your group and more—all are invited to participate. In addition to
public programs, career track programs at the Pillow include the Intern
Program and The School at Jacob’s Pillow.

This brochure was created with support from the Upper Housatonic 
Valley African American Heritage Trail which has declared Jacob’s 
Pillow as a site on the trail. 

Festival, School, Archives, Community
358 George Carter Rd. Becket, MA 01223

413-243-9919     www.jacobspillow.org

“Dance includes every way that men of all races in every period of the
world’s history have moved rhythmically to express themselves.”— Ted Shawn (1915)
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