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Introduction to ‘Revelations’ (1960) by Alvin Ailey
INTRODUCTION

Alvin Ailey (1929 – 1989) was born in Texas, in the year of the Wall Street Crash (the most devastating stock market crash in the history of the USA which, in part, led to the Great Depression).  Ailey grew up in a society where skin colour was divisive.  It was common to be identified as black or white, segregation was still enforced, and overt racism still existed within the social and cultural attitudes of many of the southern states in the USA.  By 1960 the Civil Rights movement argued for racial equality but there was much political upheaval and violence which included the assassination of Martin Luther King and Malcolm X. 
In 1960s America there was very little opportunity for dancers of African descent to perform.  There were opportunities in Broadway musicals and Hollywood films for stereotypical jazz or folk dancers but not for classical ballet or modern dance.  Only Martha Graham used black dancers in the modern genre.  Ailey hoped to fill this void.
REVELATIONS FACTS
Concept & Choreography 
Alvin Ailey
Composer 
Pre-recorded gospel songs arranged by Howard Roberts (current)
Lighting Designer 
Nicola Cernovitch
Costume Designer 
Laurence Maldonado (original) Ves Harper (current)
Section One: Pilgrim of Sorrow 
1. “I been ‘Buked’ 
2. “Didn’t my Lord Deliver Daniel?”
3. “Fix Me, Jesus”

Section Two: Take Me to the Water
4. “Processional”
5. “Wade in the Water”

6. “I Wanna be Ready”

Section Three: Move, Members, Move!

7. “Sinner Man”

8. The Day is Past and Gone”

9. “Preaching Spiritual”

10. “Rocka’ My Soul in the Bosom of Abraham”

INSPIRATION FOR REVELATIONS

The title refers to the Book of Revelations in the Bible.  Ailey wanted ‘Revelations’ to “show the coming and the growth and reach of black culture.”  The work suggested a chronological spectrum of black religious music from sorrow songs to gospel rock.  It mapped out rural southern American spirituality on the stage (as I mentioned earlier, Ailey was from Texas).  The spiritual songs showed a passion for freedom using extracts of the Bible.  For example, the lyrics “Didn’t my Lord Deliver Daniel?” pose a rhetorical question: If God delivered (freed) Daniel from the lion’s den then surely he will deliver those trapped in slavery?!  The song “Wade in the Water” suggested an impending slave escape using a nearby riverbank. (Thomas F. DeFrantz, 2004, p.4). 

The work is partially autobiographical.  Ailey drew on his childhood memories:  “at a church in Cameron [Texas], when I was about nine, I watched a procession of people, all in white, going down to a lake.  The minister was baptising everybody as the choir sang ‘Wade in the Water’.  ‘Wade in the Water’ illustrates how the interconnected influences feed into the African American tradition.  In its opening verses the poetic structure of the psalms are used as well as African elements (such as syncopation, weaving harmonies, call & response) and the repetitive revivalist hymn formats can be seen:  
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Wade in the water

Wade in the water children
Wade in the water
God’s gonna trouble the water
(Repeat this verse)

See that band all dressed in white (soloist)
God’s gonna trouble the water (choir)
It looks like the band of the Israelite (soloist)
God’s a gonnna trouble the water (choir) 
Key Characteristics
At the age of 15, Ailey’s friend Carmen de Lavallade persuaded him to study dance with her at Lester Horton’s dance studio.  Horton technique is still taught at the Ailey School (in New York) today.  Horton focussed on “motion designed to extend joint mobility and on constant explorations of methods for descending to and rising from the floor into horizontal positions” (Ailey 1995, p.71).  Other aspects of Horton include hinge-like actions at the hip, ethnic-influenced, angular arm designs and wing-shaped gestures; a sitting position maintaining a straight back, balancing on the coccyx; and a use of the torso which tilts away from the supporting leg in strong diagonal lines or which tips sideways to bring the body into a horizontal alignment with the floor as in a T-shape.  Other influences include Graham’s contractions; Dunham’s African undulations; Cole’s jazzy but fluid dynamics; balletic gestures; social dances associated with African American culture; and literal gestures recalled from memory.
Ailey usually uses music visualisation.  Key movements include wing-like arms, deep plié in second, high kicks, tilted balances, variations of falling and recovery, arching and contraction of the spine, prone positions, isolations of body parts and a range of hand gestures.

TASKS

A. Read through the information sheet above and write three interesting facts that you have learnt about ‘Revelations’ below, then share them with the rest of the class.

B. Watch Section Two: Take Me to the Water on the Revelations DVD and then complete the Action, Space, Dynamic and Relationship (RADS) Grid for the ‘Wade in the Water’ episode:

	‘Wade in the Water’ Episode 5

	ACTION CONTENT something a dancer does e.g. travel, turn, gesture, fall
	USE OF SPACE describe levels, direction, size, shape, pathways etc.
	DYNAMIC QUALITIES of any movement; how it is done e.g. quickly, strongly
	RELATIONSHIPS ways dancers face and place themselves in relation to each other
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C. Select three examples from the list of key movements and create your own short motif for each.  Then share these with your group:

· wing-like arms

· deep plié in second

· high kicks

· tilted balances

· variations of falling and recovery

· arching and contraction of the spine

· prone positions

· isolations of body parts 

· range of hand gestures

D. If possible, find a gospel song or spiritual to perform to on the Revelations CD or VLE (Eva Cassidy Version of ‘Wade in the Water’) then construct repetitions and developments of your motifs basing the structure and rhythm of these on the musical phrases.  E.g. Use repetition and variation when it occurs in the song
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E. Now compare your variations and developments with those used by Ailey in his ‘Wade in the Water’ episode within Revelations.  What are the similarities?

What are the differences?
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