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Midterm: Katherine Dunham 

 Katherine Dunham was a highly lauded and respected performer. However, her work 

went far beyond the scope of being a dancer and choreographer as she was also an 

anthropologist, teacher, author, researcher, and activist. I believe her vast knowledge across 

different fields of work is what sets her apart from so many other choreographers throughout 

history. She was able to introduce other cultures into a very white-centered world of dance so 

that movements from different ethnicities were utilized. Dunham was also able to give power to 

colored performers in a society that has a long-history of discrimination against nonwhites.  

 Born June 22,1909 in Chicago, Illinois to a French Canadian mother and an African 

American father, Katherine Dunham was destined to be an influential figure in the world of 

dance. She did not originally consider a career in dance but rather studied to become a teacher in 

order to appease her family’s wishes. She attended the University of Chicago as one of the first 

African American women to study there and went on to earn her bachelor, masters, and doctoral 

degrees in anthropology.  During her undergraduate days, she decided that she must be involved 

in dance like she was during her childhood. Dunham attended classes in which she became the 

strongest dancer of the students. Another student mentioned that she should become a dance 

teacher and not soon after Dunham was teaching others the art of dance in a humble dance studio 

located in the bohemian area near her university. This area would allow her to meet others who 



would help her form the Negro Dance Company, the first of its kind. Mrs. Alfred Rosenwald of 

the Rosenwald Foundation attended one of Dunham’s performances. Rosenwald was thoroughly 

impressed as an audience member and urged Dunham to present her groundbreaking ideas on 

anthropology and dance to the board of the foundation in order to receive the financial aid that 

Dunham so desperately needed at the time. The decision of the board of the foundation would 

prove to be a pivotal point in the life and career of Katherine Dunham.  

 Dunham was awarded foundation money in order to pursue a fellowship for her research 

concerning the Caribbean and all aspects of dance and motivations behind dance. Her work as a 

black anthropologist studying other blacks was revolutionary in and of itself because it was the 

first time in history a woman was able to do so. During her travels to the West Indies she was 

able to respond to the art and culture that she witnessed as a fellow black dancer and artist. The 

results of these studies were more valid observations than those of other anthropologists who had 

previously researched the culture because of this. Dunham was also able to turn this research into 

a basis for her later dance career. By studying and going back to the roots of traditionally black 

dance and rituals Dunham was able to revolutionize American dance by using their elements and 

integrating them her choreography. Her understanding and respect of the anthropological 

background of ethnic dance allowed her to communicate the beauty found in African American 

heritage to others around the world. Not only did she accomplish innovative studies that 

introduced Caribbean and Brazilian dance as new disciplines in academia but she is also credited 

for introducing these influences to a world dominated by European dance.  



She developed the Dunham Technique, which became a highly influential movement that 

blended African and Caribbean movements with classical movements. The technique is now 

taught as a modern dance style and still influences the world of dance today. Joyce 

Aschenbrenner, one of Dunham’s biographers asserts that,” Today it is safe to say that there is no 

American black dancer who has not been influenced by the Dunham technique, unless he or she 

works entirely within a classical genre.” Dunham was an artist during a time period in which 

European dance was the main influence. She did not let this deter her from bringing African, 

Caribbean, and Brazilian dance forms to the stage. In the fifties, in addition to bringing 

influences from other new cultures to the stage in Europe, she also demanded that African 

students be able to able to attend performances under English Theater managements as her 

guests. This was a bold move because Dunham’s choice posed a financial threat for herself and 

her dance company as there was a potential loss of revenue because of her guests. This 

demonstrates one of her lasting artistic influences on dance because her technique is used in 

many different forms of dance and performed and seen by students of many different races. She 

would continue to advocate for racial equality by using racial discrimination as focal points in 

some of her pieces and would refuse to perform in segregated venues. Furthermore, this 

demonstrates another lasting influence on society by creating a dialogue and combatting 

discrimination. By advocating for people of color and for marginalized students to be present and 

seen in her dance performances Dunham opened a door for integration, acceptance, and respect 

of other cultures in the dance world.  

Dunham’s in depth research, knowledge, and respect for other cultures is what drove her 

creative influences and allowed her to create the works she was so respected for. This allowed 



her to create the Dunham Technique by transforming the knowledge she had on both classical 

dance and dance elements of other cultures. Furthermore, her biographer, Ruth Beckerford, is 

able to divide her technique into “movement periods” in which classification of the period is by 

the “theme” of the technique. For example, there are “karate A and B periods” in which Dunham 

used her inspiration from visiting and researching in Japan to characterize a variation in her 

technique. The dance movements are very sharp and angular, according to Beckerford, reflecting 

the movements seen in Japanese dance and other aspects of Japanese culture during that time. 

This furthers the idea that the driving force behind her creative process was researching, 

understanding, and appreciating another culture.  

 A video on YouTube shows Dunham and her company performed a ballet dance to West 

Indian Creole music at the Cambridge Theatre in London during 1952. Despite the fact that this 

type of music was not widespread in Europe and was rarely ever heard Dunham and her 

company staged a “negro ballet” based on the Martinique ritual dances. The movement Dunham 

uses entails elements from ballet such as her use of a pas de deux and balancé but her 

movements are more rhythmic as her chest and the rest of her body pulses with the beat of the 

West Indian Creole music, setting this apart from any other work before her and highlighting the 

transformation of other culture’s dance elements. The climax of this piece introduces the 

elements from fighting dance of the Martinique and classical ballet. The men can be seen doing 

pliés, jetés, and pirouettes. They are also seen throwing out their arms, grabbing on to one 

another and forcing the other in to more aggressive movements and that are taken from the 

fighting dance. The costumes also integrate classical ballet where Dunham wears a tutu of a 

certain length but also clothing inspired by people of Martinique.  



The emotion that Dunham expresses on her face paints a picture of strife and conviction 

that give the impression that she was able to connect to the dancers and culture of the Martinique 

to be able to produce such powerful movements and further a story with her movements. The 

audience is thereby able to emote drawing from Dunham and her dancers’ leads and connect with 

the performance at hand.  

Dunham and her company were also featured in the 1948 Universal International Pictures 

Co., Inc. film, “Casbah” meant to take place in the Algiers. The Casbah Nightclub dance scene 

was choreographed by Dunham along with one other scene in the movie. In the nightclub scene 

dance, as seen on YouTube, starts off with someone playing contemporary Western music of the 

time period and then it cut off and replaced by music that is more tribal sounding and assumed to 

be influenced by the music of the Algiers. Both women and men of color spring into action as 

they dance with movements that entail a lot of rhythmic hip movement to the beat of the song 

and waving arm movements that seem taken from another culture. However, leaps and turns 

from classical dance are also seen in the same choreography, again, showing the integration of 

cultures and a demonstration of the Dunham Technique. This movie was released in the United 

States by Universal studios and was nominated for an Academy Award in 1949. Dunham and her 

company of colored dancers were able to reach a widespread audience allowing for colored 

dancers to begin to be appreciated as artists. Colored dancers were not relegated to the back 

behind white dancers but were the main and only performers during this scene. 

 Dunham and her company toured for twenty years across fifty-seven countries enthralling 

audiences with incredibly theatrical and meaningful. During this time, she introduced audience 



members to their first tastes of art in the form of black dance and blacker dancers. She also 

introduced audiences outside of the United States, namely in Europe, to the idiosyncratic 

elements of American modern dance. Her powerful and beautiful ability to dance has been 

described as phenomenal, masterful, and smooth. After exposing audiences across the globe to 

performances so culturally different, Dunham continued to make history as she appeared in many 

films and choreographed Aida in 1963. Her choreography for this piece made her the first 

African American to choreograph for the Metropolitan Opera. Over the course of her life she 

produced so many works including research, dances, and books all the while breaking racial 

barriers and making history. Dunham received several awards and honors throughout her career 

for her contribution to the arts, which she used as a platform to facilitate conversation about 

social injustices, closely related to poverty and racism, and the problems they create in society. 

She used her art and influence to better the lives of marginalized populations by creating 

solutions to these problems.  

Dunham’s anthropological background was not only historical on its own but it also 

allowed her to complete copious amounts of research and efforts to understand and connect with 

different cultures. She worked as an educator to inspire other dancers, often dancers of color, 

through her development of her meticulously formulated technique. Her choreography not only 

gave rise to the appreciation of other cultures’ dance movements but also the appreciation of 

colored people as both performers and audience members in the dance world. Dunham’s activist 

efforts further allowed her to positively change society in addition to influencing generations of 

dancers to come.  
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