
A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o

R i c h a r d  W o o d b u r y

It is June the 1st, 1998, and this is an
interview with Richard Woodbury,
faculty and Music Director of the
Dance Center of Columbia College.

Could  you te l l  us  when you came

to Co lumbia  and the c i r cum-

stances around which brought  you

here?

In the summer of 1976, I had just
graduated from the University of
Minnesota with majors in dance
and music. I had no idea what I
was gonna do with my life; I had a
hard time getting out of bed most
mornings, ‘cause it was sorta like
“Now I have these degrees that
aren’t gonna do me any good for
making a living. And one day I
rolled off to take a dance class at
Nancy Hauser’s Guild of
Performing Arts, and I walk into
class, and like every male dancer in
town was there, and I had no idea
why. And I just took class and there
was strange woman sitting in the
corner watching the class, and at
some point in the class I became
aware that she was this woman
from Chicago named Shirley
Mordine and that she was there
auditioning male dancers. I hadn’t
been told about the audition—I
found out later because the people
there didn’t want me to leave—but
she invited me to come to Chicago
and join her company. At the time,
I knew nothing about Columbia
College. I didn’t know that she was
in residence there, I didn’t have any
idea what that meant, and so my
initial move here was to join her
dance company and be a dancer
with her. Once I got here, I found
out “Oh, she’s in residence at
Columbia College,” and not that
Fall, but the following Spring,
which would have been Spring of

‘77, I taught a class as a part-time
instructor, and that’s how I began
my relationship with Columbia,
was as a part-time instructor.  

How would  you descr ibe  the r e la -

t ionsh ip  between the Dance

Center  and the Co l lege,  and i f

you wi l l ,  has  that  changed over

the years  s ince you came?

Oh, absolutely. Initially, my first
identification was almost exclu-
sively with the Dance Department;
as far as I was concerned, what I
did was train dancers, and the
College was an umbrella under
which that occurred. I was certainly
concerned about students’ broad
education, but my sense was that
our job was to worry about their
dance training, pretty much exclu-
sively. We’re eight miles away, and
out of sight was very much out of
mind. I don’t... other than going
downtown to sign contracts and
stuff, like the first couple of years,
and meeting a few people, I don’t
know that I was even consciously
aware of the downtown campus
most any days. You know, flash
forward 20 years, it’s completely
different now. I am fully engaged
in, you know, committee work and
other kinds of efforts for the
College as a whole. I definitely see
the Dance Center as part of an
entire package, and that starting, I
think-I don’t know how many years
ago this was-with the Writing
Across the Curriculum initiative,
we as a department became much
more aware of and involved in the
broader educational needs of our
students. We also instituted, well
over 10 years ago, an in-house
counseling program, where we got
more involved with academic advis-
ing of students and became more
aware of what they were going

through in other classes as well.
And so at this point, even though
we’re eight miles away, I feel that
we’re very integrated into the
notion that the Columbia experi-
ence is a holistic thing that
involves the department major and
general education and those other
features. The shift’s been... gradual,
but I think it was really spurred by
Writing Across the Curriculum. I
think that’s really the thing that
first... but it is hard for us, being
eight miles away. I think the
degree to which we feel we belong
to the rest of the College is proba-
bly higher than the rest of the
College feels we belong to them. I
think, particularly among students,
“What’s the Dance Center?” They
have no idea, because we’re out of
their sphere of travel. It’s unfortu-
nate; I’d like to see us down there
where more people were aware of us
and knew what we are and what we
do. What was the question again?
Did I answer the question?
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Yeah,  and I ’ l l  just  r eturn  to  par t

o f  what  you sa id ,  that  you

increas ing ly  saw the Dance

Center  as  par t  o f  the  ent i r e  pack -

age o f  what  Co lumbia  had to

of fe r.  Ta lk  about  that  a  l i t t le  b i t ,

what  you see,  you know,  person -

a l l y,  and i f  you cou ld  maybe ta lk

about  the miss ion  o f  the  schoo l

and the Dance Center,  where  they

over lap -

Sure. Well, when I first got here,
the sense of mission was very much
about exploration; whether or not a
student was interested in a degree,
I think, was... relatively unimpor-
tant. What you wanted to do was
provide the experiences the
students were after in terms of
exploring their own creativity, their
self-expression, their sense of self,
their sense of self-worth. And
certainly in dance that resonates,
because dance is a career, or field, I
should say, where career options are
problematic at best. It’s something
that people do because they love it
and they won’t feel fulfilled with-
out it. And as such, it’s a field that
many people come into and partici-
pate in, you know, for anywhere
from a year to their entire lifetime.
They sort of figure out when
they’ve played out their dream.
And so there was a high degree of
comfort, initially, with the notion
that I was here, we were here, to
provide students with that sense of
exploration and experience in this
field, to see what they could do
with it, and to provide them with
the training and facilities to have
those experiences. Sort of in paral-
lel, both the College and the
department got more involved in
developing programs, majors,
minors, coherent curriculi that
would produce a-I don’t want to
say a guaranteed result, but a
designed result. This was as much
in response to student demand as it

was to the notion that Columbia as
an institution was growing up, and
therefore, for the better and the
worse, becoming more like other
institutions. I think our first dance
major curriculum was somewhere
in the early ‘80s. We’ve changed it
any number of times since then;
last Fall, Fall of ‘97-’98, we’ve done
our newest version  of it, which
included a bunch of new courses.

OK, about the mission... the
mission says we’re to educate
students for creative occupation in
the communications and the arts in
the context of an enlightened
liberal education. I don’t know if
that’s an exact quote, but it’s pretty
close. And I feel like that’s exactly
what we do. Certainly, we’re about
the arts, and the emphasis of our
program is very much on doing,
against-there’s not a whole lot of-
you can get into graduate programs
where it’s about studying the
history of dance and things like
that, but most undergraduate
programs are very much about
dancing and making dances. We’re
very focused on the notion of indi-
vidual artistry. Some programs
train you to be a grand dancer in
this style or that style; we train
students to be open to any number
of styles, so that they can make
those choices as best fits them indi-
vidually. Again, the notion of indi-
vidualization of the education, I
think, is part of what the mission
implies, even if it doesn’t say it
explicitly. 

Regarding “within the context of
liberal education,” as I said, the
conscious support and reinforce-
ment of lib ed goals is relatively
recent, but the notion of a creative
artist, for us, has always included
the idea that a student needs to be
aware and sensitive to the world
around them in order to make
interesting dances. If your dances

are going to reflect the culture of
your times, you’d better be aware of
the culture of your times. And so
even within our curriculum, we
have a number of courses that inte-
grate understanding of dance into
broader arts and humanities consid-
erations. Our students take courses
in dance history, which unavoidably
brings them up against art history
and political history; we take
courses in music for dancers, which,
again, is essentially a music history
and cultural survey course, and so
they deal with information about
aesthetics in arts and other cultures.
In those courses, they read and
write critically and think critically,
and so that notion that-one of the
stereotypes of dancers is that they
have really smart bodies and really
empty brains. Well, that’s certainly
not our point of view on it, and we
encourage them and, in fact,
directly promote their broad under-
standing of the world they live in.
And so in that sense, I think we’re
very much about what Columbia’s
mission is. 

The one aspect of the mission that’s
most troubling for us is the notion
that “for creative occupation.”
There’s been-and again, this has
increased over the years-a notion
that an education leads to a career
outcome. And certainly that’s a
concern of ours, and certainly we
actively support the field in such a
way that it provides an environ-
ment where the students who leave
us have some hope of finding a
career. But dance, as I said before,
is-there aren’t huge dance corpora-
tions out there waiting to hire all
the dance graduates. It’s a field
where people make their own
careers, where you create opportu-
nities and works and relationships
that allow you to support yourself.
The good news is many of our
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graduates have done that; the other
good news is many of them haven’t,
but are just as happy anyway. I
constantly tell parents of prospec-
tive students who are worried about
“Well, what will Susie or Jim do
when they graduate?”, I go, “Well,
how many English majors do you
know who are novelists? How
many psychology majors at the
undergrad level end up as psychia-
trists or psychologists?” For me, the
notion of an undergraduate liberal
education means that. It’s a broad-
based education, and a major is a
focus within that, but I for one—
although I understand with the
huge investment that college is
that people want a career outcome,
to me, the important outcome is
more about quality of life and sense
of self as an individual. The student
grows up and becomes a full adult,
with all the thinking and analytical
capacities that that implies. Should
they decide to pursue a career in
dance, we certainly give them the
foundation that they can do that,
but I can’t, you know, tell a
prospective student or their parent
that “Yeah, when you graduate
with a dance major from Columbia,
you’ll be making $30,000 in your
first year”-that kind of stuff doesn’t
apply. And so that’s-but that’s
problematic in all the arts. But
again, I would hope one of the
things Columbia- and when I’m on
committees and stuff, one of the
things I argue that I hope we don’t
lose is the notion that we’re not a
trade school. I don’t want to think
that our primary goal is to become
the DeVry of arts schools. 

What else does our mission say?
The diversity issue, I mean-
certainly we’re the only dance
program I’m aware of anywhere in
the country, probably the world,
that admits dance majors without

audition. The norm everywhere else
is that you have to prove yourself
before you come through the door.
Initially, and for quite some time,
when I first entered here, this was
a-I saw this as a huge disadvantage,
because what it meant was that we
had a huge attrition rate. Students
would come in, sometimes with no
background in dance at all, with
some fantasy about what they
might become, and they would
discover very quickly that it’s a
serious discipline that requires seri-
ous physical conditioning, and they
would figure out quite quickly
“Gee, I can’t hack this, so it’s not
for me,” or “What was fun recre-
ationally doesn’t appeal to me when
I take it seriously.” But the flip side
of that coin, and it really took me
several years to see this, was that
some of them discovered that this
is exactly what they wanted to do,
and that they never would have
stood a chance anywhere else, they
never would have gotten in to
another dance school. And because
they don’t come with the back-
ground, they also don’t come with
some of the baggage. A lot of
students who are trained, you
know, through ballet since they
were three year-olds or whatever,
they come to us with a lot of habits
and a somewhat narrow view of
what the art form can be. And
what’s wonderful about this place is
you put those kids together with
somebody who has little or no
background, who’s totally open to
anything new, and the kids with
the history and the discipline are a
model for the kids who haven’t had
that, and the kids with the open-
mindedness and that sort of eager-
ness for the new are the models for
the kids who have the old habits,
and the synergy that can result
from that can be really wonderful
and quite unique, not something
you see elsewhere. 

The other side of that that’s really
wonderful is that a lot of dance
programs are, by nature, competi-
tive. It’s a competitive field; the
people who make a living as
performers are the top few percent
of practitioners in the country, and
a lot of dance programs feed on
that and... under the guise of want-
ing to give the students what the
real world will be like, they weigh
their students in, they send fat
letters to people who are over-
weight, they rank classes by skill,
and if you’re not the best in the
class you’re in the back row, and
there’s a real hierarchy and pecking
order of student achievement.
Around here, it’s totally the reverse:
the other night, we had our student
performance night, and we had
seniors out there doing pieces and
we had freshmen doing the first
work they’d ever done, and these
were all works they’d created on
their own, outside of classes, and
every single piece was cheered to
the rafters. Everybody supports
everybody else’s efforts to do what
they can do, and so that kind of
camaraderie and community spirit
we have here is something I have
not encountered in other dance
programs. 

And so for us, diversity is a real
plus, not a, you know, a theoretical
plus, not a rhetorical plus, but in
the reality of how we practice the
art form, we see it makes a signifi-
cant difference.

And how d id  you come,  over  the

years ,  to  that  r ea l i zat ion? You

know,  i t  sa id  i t  took severa l

years .  Were you gett ing r id  o f

baggage that -

Yes. Yes, exactly. I came here with
habits and expectations too. And I
saw enough success stories, I saw
enough cases where yes, OK, so
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maybe 50 percent or more of the
students who came in with no
background disappeared, but of
those who stayed, enough wonder-
ful things happen that you begin to
go, “You know, there is something
to this.” We’ve been trying, and we
continue to try to find a way to
help those students who are gonna
figure out this isn’t for them, to
figure that out sooner rather than
later. And that’s a trick. It is a
trick. Because you want to give
them full run of their dream, but
at the same time, you don’t want
them to invest so much time and
money in a direction that they’re
eventually not gonna finish up on,
that they feel burnt or abused or
foolish after the fact. So that’s still
a very real concern, but yeah,
you’re absolutely right: I came in
here from dance programs where I
had to audition, I came in from
training where, again, we train for
people to excel, but where the
notion was competitive and... one
school I attended, you know, fear
was the primary motivator
(Laughs). Which can be very effec-
tive, but not exactly healthy. So
yeah, I had to unlearn a lot of my
baggage, and again, see that it
could work.   

How do you th ink that  th is  is

st i l l - you ’ve  seen i t  work,  and

obv ious ly  the  r ecogni t ion  o f  the

Dance Center  and the o f fshoots

of  i t .  Why do you th ink i t  i s  st i l l

the  on ly  p lace,  o r  one o f  the  few,

who are  st i l l  more  the except ion ,

instead o f  ga in ing credence?

Well, you mean why doesn’t open
enrollment in dance programs
become more the norm?

Or less  emphas is  on  compet i t ion ,

or  p i t t ing  students  aga inst  each

other,  o r  hav ing -

Well, I think there is a trend away
from competitiveness in dance

programs. A lot of it just has to do
with the age of faculty. I’m sort of
the middle generation of current
faculty right now; I’m approaching
the later generation. It’s occurred to
me in the last year or two that I’m
now one of the old fogies as
opposed to one of the young turks.
But anyway... there’s a generation
of people in tenured positions in
faculties all over the country that
are of the old school, and as they
are... some of them are old dogs
who can learn new tricks. I should-
n’t make it sound like it’s all
vicious; there’s a lot of caring that
goes on in dance training, wherever
it happens. And some of the
competitiveness comes out of the
students themselves; I shouldn’t
over-characterize the rest of the
field that way, so much as I should
emphasize the fact that we have a
real strong sense of community
here, and a real strong sense of
caring and nurturing each other,
rather than differentiating each
other based on skill. So I’m gonna
backpedal a little bit, I guess, from
characterizing the other schools.
Other features of what we do that...
the open enrollment issue is inter-
esting. The primary reason most
dance programs do it is it’s very
difficult to train a professional level
performer in four years. Some
would argue it’s impossible. We’re
very aware of the fact that
although... most dance programs
look at their students in terms of
success or failure primarily in terms
of their physical skills: how good of
a dancer are they? If we use that
equation we would have to say we
don’t do as well as other schools;
but if you look at our graduates as
a broad palette, yes, certainly, there
are those that are as good or better
than those trained anywhere else,
but there are others who... there are
others who excel at creating dances,
as opposed to dancing them them-
selves. And so one of the focuses of

our program has always been on the
making of dances. And indeed, the
students have an option, in terms of
concentration, whether they’re
gonna do performance, choreogra-
phy, or teaching, and even-you can
be an excellent teacher, and you
may not be able to turn around six
times without falling over, but you
might be able to coach somebody
else to do so. So we try to give
them different paths they can excel
within. For a student who comes to
us with no background-again, it’s a
hard row to hoe, and we tell them
that up front. Our requirements are
stated. 

The other fallacy that a lot of
people think about open admissions
is it means open door right through
the program. Progress through our
program is based on demonstrated
skill; the students have to achieve
certain levels of proficiency as
performers before they can move to
the next level, and the require-
ments for completion of the major
require certain numbers of credit
hours at certain levels of profi-
ciency. And so a student who,
despite their best efforts, still does-
n’t make that level of proficiency,
won’t finish the dance major, and
they’re told that. And some of
them end up here six years, because
they want it, and that’s to be
applauded. I think for most
schools, that’s something they don’t
want to face or have to deal with,
and it’s much simpler, if they have
enough students coming through
the door, to say, “Well, we’ll pick
the 50 with the best background.”
It is a unique situation, and it does
have its own stack of programs. We
run every semester into the
students who we feel are not
making the progress we would
hope they would make, who need
to be told that “You’re not gonna
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do it in four years; you might do it
in five, you might need up to six.”
Sometimes we have to tell them
“We suspect you never will.” And,
you know, how do you have that
conversation with a student in a
way that’s supportive and, at the
same time, frank? And at those
times, sometimes you wonder
“Wouldn’t it have been better to
tell them that before they came
through the door and spent two
years trying?” But that’s one of the
tradeoffs, I think. Again, most of
the time, you look at students the
first couple weeks of classes, the
freshmen, and you go-you can
usually tell who you think’s gonna
make and who’s not. And I used to
think that I could do that probably,
you know, 80, 90 percent correct,
but sometimes some of the ones
you think have the least chance
light up somewhere along the way;
sometimes some of the ones you
think have the most chance have a
whole lot of baggage and problems
that cause other kinds-so I’m not,
I’ll let them make that call for
themselves for the most part now.
And even now, when we tell some-
body we don’t see the progress, we
say, “This is your decision, but this
is what those of us on the faculty
see and think you need to consider
as you make your decision.” And
then we tell them the bottom line:
“You won’t graduate with the dance
major until you do this, this or
this, and we’re not gonna move you
there just because you’ve been here
four years,” you know. Did I answer
your question?

Yeah.

OK.

Maybe you cou ld  ta lk  to  the

ro les -you have addressed some o f

the changes in  your  own att i -

tudes as  a  facu l ty  member,  and

I ’d  l ike  to  r eturn  to  how that  has

changed over  the  years ,  but  a lso

your  ro le  as  Music  D i r ector.

Mm-hmm. Well, I came here as a
dancer initially, but I also have
background in music, and in fact,
playing for dance classes, accompa-
nying dance classes, was one of the
primary sources of income I had
throughout my college years. And
so when I first moved here, in addi-
tion to dancing, I was also accom-
panying classes when I was part-
time, it was between-

Was i t  main ly  ba l let?

No no. Modern, primarily.
Percussion and piano, primarily. So
I made my living by teaching part-
time here, elsewhere, and accompa-
nying all over town. When the
previous music director left, Shirley
needed somebody to step into that
role. It was kind of short notice,
and I said, “Sure.” And so that
meant suddenly I was teaching
courses in music for dancers, as well
as dance classes. I mean, for the
first half of my career here, I was
primarily a dance instructor. I don’t
dance anymore-you can probably
tell.

(Laughs)

And it worked out real well for me,
because I was ready, at that point,
to sort of hang up my tights, as
they say, and move on to music
more full-time. Music director is an
interesting role, and one I really
like. Music and dance have a pecu-
liarly close relationship amongst
the arts, and it’s really important to
me that our students appreciate
variety and diversity in music as a
route to understanding options in
dance. A lot that you can find out
about formal structures in dance,
about creative options in dance, is
mirrored directly in similar
processes in music. A lot of dancers
find music to be one of the most, if

not the most, inspirational points
of departure for dance, and unfortu-
nately, have really narrow palates of
what to be inspired by. And so one
of my primary roles here is to open
up their ears and their minds to
a—literally, an extremely broad
world of options out there. In addi-
tion, there are practical skills about
how you count music, how you
work with it structurally, how
you... how you weave a dance
together with a piece of music so
that it’s not ruled by the music, but
at the same time, it’s not ignoring
it, it’s not overriding it. I hire and
fire the accompanist, I’m responsi-
ble for making sure there’s music in
all the classes, and so I work with
the various men and women who
play the classes. I work with the
teachers; sometimes we do work-
shops on musical skills in the class-
room and how we deal with music
in other classes. I do guest shots in
the composition classes where we
work specifically with music; the
students learn now, with a lot of
the new technology, how to record
and edit their own stuff. In fact,
one thing that’s heartening for me
is a lot of seniors now, in their
senior concerts, are actually
composing their own sound scores,
which is to say that-I wouldn’t-call-
ing it music in the traditional sense
is a bit much, but dance has
become very theatrical, and sound-
tracks, as opposed to just this piece
of music, are quite common, where
they’ll take abstracted sounds and
environmental sounds and pieces of
music, text, and weave that all
together into an accompaniment for
their dance. And again, I give them
the technical skills to do that, and
we delve into the aesthetics of
things like music [concrete], which
is a movement that has to do with
using natural sounds to create
musical structures. And we do a lot
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with 20th century musical aesthet-
ics, their parallels in the visual arts
and their parallels in the perform-
ing arts, and so not only do I deal
with music, but it’s through my
courses and also our dance history
courses that we examine the
broader aesthetic movements and
histories of arts and humanities.
We’re sort of the—between the
music classes and the world dance
forms and dance history classes,
we’re the part of the curriculum
that gets that aesthetics and the
place of dance within the broader
world of the arts.

And we’ve  a l r eady  ta lked about

the students  and the i r  work wi th

the [compos i t ion  c lass] ,  but  is

there  much over lap ,  o r  has  the

re lat ionsh ip  grown between the

Center  fo r  B lack Music  Research,

or. . .

Um, the Music Department? No,
and I think largely because of the
distance factor. I mean, certainly
there’s a relationship between the
faculty, and we talk and converse.
There are other issues involved
too... I have to be careful: no poli-
tics, no politics. 

(Laughs) You can ta lk  about  po l i -

t ics ,  I ’m just  not  gonna ask you

about  [ them].

Bill’s contemporary music program
is very much centered on jazz and
contemporary American music,
which is fine; but it’s a particular
focus. Our program is very much
focused on contemporary American
modern dance, which certainly can
intersect with jazz and with
contemporary popular music, but
also intersects with music from all
over the world, with music from
other time periods, other cultures.
And so the palette our students are
used to, or desirous to working of,
is broader than the one that the

Music Department is currently
involved in. You know, the other
issue, we have with collaboration—
and it’s a huge one, and we can’t
figure out our way around it-is our
students are busy, real busy. And
between work and family and full-
time loads here, the luxury of step-
ping outside the department for
collaborative work is... real slim.
And it’s regrettable. We look at our
curriculum, which, for the major
with concentration, is somewhere
around 70 credit hours, they don’t
even have room in their schedule to
do a minor. There’s no such thing
as elective dance courses; I mean,
there are places in the curriculum
where you can take this instead of
that, but when we look at our
curriculum, there’s a ton of classes
we’d love to require, and we can’t
require any more. And our students
have so many requirements from us
and from other programs within
the College that their ability to say,
“I wanna do this” is limited. And if
we go back to the original notion
of Columbia College as a place to
explore, I suppose one can argue
that we’ve lost something in that.
And there’s truth in that; we have.
However, I will point out, the
student can still choose to do this,
this, this or this, they just won’t
end up with a major in dance, or
they’ll have to negotiate a self-
designed major. It’s a tension
between the mission’s desire to
allow students to explore, and the
students’ desire to be led, and let’s
not underestimate the power of
that. I mean, I remember when this
was happening, one of the impe-
tuses for designing a major is
students were saying “Tell me what
to do. I want to be a dancer; what
courses do I need?” And we’re
saying “Well, you know, what
would you like to do?” And they’re
going “I wanna do what’s gonna
get me there, what’s gonna make

me comparable with graduates of
other institutions.” And so there is
this tension. Some students come to
us-few students come to us really,
truly mature enough to make their
own educational decisions and to
feel good about the choices they’ve
made. Most of them come here
wanting direction and strong direc-
tion. But there is that tension. And
it is regrettable. But the distance is
a huge factor, plus the culture of
the College is departmentalized.
Columbia is a collection of various
fiefdoms that have had a history of
seeing themselves as largely inde-
pendent and autonomous, and we’re
only now beginning to truly build
interdepartmental cooperation and
a strong sense of institutional iden-
tity. You know, I think if you talk
to most faculty, you’ll say, “Well,
who are you?” And they’ll say,
“Well, I’m a Photo faculty.” They
won’t say, “I’m a Columbia College
faculty.” I think that the sense is
still very much that people are tied
into their individual areas. Again,
that’s a double-edged sword: on the
one hand, people are passionate
about their fields and committed to
the training and the curriculum
within their areas. On the other
hand, it does make it difficult for
us to move as an institution, and
for our students to feel like the
whole is greater than the sum of its
parts. Students who’ve come
through here have had a couple
different reactions to that—   

When we talk about moving down-
town the students will go, “No, no,
no, don’t do that.” The fact that
you’re isolated is great. The fact
that we have—this strong sense of
community identity because we’re
up here all by ourselves and then
other ones really regret it. We have
had a few students who have actu-
ally sought out collaborations in
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other [departments], with film or
with music or whatever, and are
very frustrated by the distance and
also the departmentalization. We’ll
have students who want to do stuff
in our spaces. And although we’re
theoretically open to the concept,
we don’t have the extra [room]. To
give it to a film student who wants
to use it to shoot a film means to
take it away from a dance student
who wants to rehearse there. So
there are those difficulties, to be
sure. It’s a problem the College
continues to need to address, is how
do you form an institutional iden-
tity while also maintaining the
strengths of the independent
departments. And that’s a fence we
have to negotiate and in some
times we’ll fall on one side or the
other, but it’s a tough one. Because
I know there’s a sense within the
College currently, and probably
extending over the last, you know,
five to eight years, that we’re
becoming increasingly centralized,
that agendas are driven more and
more outside of the field and
outside of direct contact with the
students. And I think there’s some
truth to that, but I’m not so sure
that it’s not necessary that we move
in that direction, it’s just a question
of how we move in that direction.
And how, as I said, without dilut-
ing the traditional strengths of the
College, how do we add the new
centralized strength, the new and
unified strength. And we’re not
there yet.

When I  was exp lor ing  be ing up

here ,  the  Co l lege doesn’ t  even

have some o f  what  I  wou ld

cons ider  would  be ver y  bas ic

ser v ices  that  a re  par t  o f  the

campus,  just  say  a  shutt le  bus

and so,  you know,  you’ r e  r id ing

around and. . .

Don’t say that aloud, our students
ask for that all the time, they go,

“DePaul has shuttle buses.” And I
go, “Yeah, look at the tuition of
DePaul.” You want the Marshall
Fields of colleges, you’ll pay those
prices. Yeah, you’re right, fortu-
nately the El train runs more
frequently and probably cheaper
than a shuttle would be. Plus, you
know, one of our issues always is
we’re not a large department.
We’ve got like a hundred dance
majors. How many of them need to
go uptown or downtown at any
given moment and how full would
that bus be?

Yeah,  the i r  schedu les  are  not  fu l l .

Yeah. And our whole scheduling of
our program is set up to accommo-
date the fact that students are
going to spend half their day at
least two or three days a week
downtown. So there are certain
classes that we cram into the morn-
ings so that they can leave at one or
two in the afternoon and still have
time to do a class or two down-
town. It’s become a problem as
we’ve grown because we need those
afternoons, we need to offer those
slots, and so now we’re moving
more towards like the curriculum’s
offered twice, in the morning and
in the afternoon. And they are
either downtown in the afternoon
and switch back and forth. Our
locale is not great either. We can’t
really do night classes here, the
neighborhood just...

And you probab ly  don’ t  have the

space to  br ing  facu l ty  up  here  to

of fe r  c lasses.

You are sitting in the only non-
dance classroom in the Dance
Center. This is my office, the sound
lab, and a classroom. Later today I
will have twenty-two kids in here.
This is our one sit-down room.

Maybe you shou ld  speak to  that ,

just  b r ie f l y  about  space.  And I

th ink that  is  that  r eoccur r ing

issue wi th . . .

Well, when I started here there
were around two thousand
students, College-wide; fifty, sixty
dance majors. Now we’re double or
more that size, the College is four
or five times that size, resources are
a real issue. Although to me, and
I’ll say this, and this can be politi-
cal and you can take it that way, to
me the more important issue is—
this is a real tough nut—how big is
too big? If Columbia’s about a
certain type of educational experi-
ence that allows for a concerned,
caring faculty, at what point does
sheer size overwhelm that possibil-
ity? You can say that we just add
more faculty, more classrooms, but
I don’t know that I buy that argu-
ment. I think at a certain point you
can become too big, and I know I
see this is my own world and I
know other faculty talk about it.
You become a middleman between
administration and the students
rather than a direct contact with
students. I don’t know the percent-
ages, I couldn’t pretend to, but a
large part of my time is spent now
dealing with what we’ve dubbed
here “administrivia”. Some of it
quite important; but somebody
downtown wants this report, some-
body wants this form filled out.
Everybody’s got their own institu-
tional agenda that, frankly, intrudes
on the educational process with the
student. Last year, I had this
student desperate to work with me
on the subject matter in the class,
and we were sitting there trying to
figure out a space in my book when
I could like manage to meet with
this kid before the exam that was
going; and it was like next to
impossible. And I’m going, “This
is wrong.” And when I looked at
the things that were in the way,
which of these have to do with
teaching, you know? Yet they’re all
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required activities of the College.
Now is that sheerly a function of
size? I think to a degree it is,
because the larger you get the more
effort you have to put forth in order
to keep everybody on the same
page. 

Now the rub here is: OK, so let’s
say it’s really cool, you can say
Columbia will be eight thousand
students maximum and proceed
gloriously in the future. How do
you be open enrollment and at the
same time have a cap on the enroll-
ment? How do you maintain the
identity of the College, in terms of
the diversity of programming, if
there are X number of students
showing up at the door for Film
and Y number of students showing
up at the door for Dance? Does the
College just grow depending on
where enrollment trends are or do
you cap? It’s a very, very thorny
issue. The other aspect of it is
economic. The College runs largely
on tuition dollars, and so growth in
available dollars means growth in
enrollment. And that’s a spiral that
I don’t know how we can, you
know, in short of huge gifts to the
endowment, ever get out of. Or
huge increases in tuition, which
then disenfranchise a critically
important part of our student body.
So I don’t know the answers to that
one. In fact, I remember on a
couple of occasions I’ve thought
about the leaders of the College and
I’ve had no envy for them at all to
have to deal with those issues. And
I don’t know, usually when there’s
an issue, I can think of some, I have
an opinion, I think it should go
this way or that way. But these are
issues where I go like, I have no
idea what to do about this, I have
not a notion of how you solve this
problem. And another time I feel
old is when you go like, “Well, I
would’ve, back in the old days

when we only had two thousand
students,” you know, it was a
different environment. So, yeah,
give us or other departments new
space, and you’ve solved significant,
immediate problems, but you
haven’t solved them all. At a
hundred dance majors we’re already
among the largest in the country.
Now that’s not quite fair. There are
programs that might have a
hundred modern majors and fifty
ballet majors and so that the sheer
numbers might be larger. But when
we were doing the self-study, we
were, you know, doing our compar-
isons with other programs.
University of Utah has, I think, a
hundred undergraduate dance
majors and seventeen full-time
faculty. We have four, you know.
Also, I’ve been out there, you
should see their facilities. Now it’s
a state school, you can’t really
compare the two in that regard, but
at a certain point—you know, I
don’t want to sound like a
complainer, at a certain point you
need certain tools to get the job
done. At the same time, I know
lots of graduates from state schools
where, you know, they had these
huge studios with all ceiling to
floor glass looking at the Rocky
Mountains. And then they graduate
and go to Chicago or New York,
and it’s nothing like what they’ve
been trained in. So one advantage
that our students do have is that
the conditions that they are trained
under very much reflect the condi-
tions they are likely to find in the
real world. And we get transfer
students all the time from other
schools that are much better
equipped than us. And sometimes
I’ll sit and I’ll listen to a student
and they’ll talk about why they’re
leaving and I sort of want to go,
“And why are you leaving?” And
the reasons they come up with are

really compelling reasons, you
know, about the environment of the
place, about not feeling nurtured,
about feeling like they’re a cog in a
machine that’s being rubber
stamped on their way out. “Sure it
was an idyllic world campus, but
that’s not who I am.” And so some
of those things we see as weak-
nesses can be seen more than one
way, but doesn’t mean that I’m not
envious sometimes when I hear
about the resources other people
have to work with.

You have your  own o f f ice .

Well, you know, I’m so used to this
I kind of love it. This is my little
world. The students know where to
find me; I’m relatively isolated
from the hubbub of the little hive
of offices downstairs. But, you
know, the chair of the department
has got an office a quarter the size
of this room with no windows and
she shares it with somebody else.
This doesn’t make sense. So if they
came tomorrow and said, “Sure,
we’ll give you seventeen full-time
faculty,” there’d be no place to put
them. We’re really kind of up
against it here. We’ve been in this
building since before I was here. I
don’t know the original date that
they took possession of this build-
ing, and it’s always been adequate,
but we are approaching the time
where it’s no longer adequate if
we’re not there already. Certainly in
terms of office space, we’re well
past that.

I f  you had your  wish  l i s t ,  your

pr io r i t ies ,  would  en larged space

here  be the f i rs t  th ing or  mov ing

down? I  mean,  what . . .

Well, the fantasy would be to do
both at once. Do both at once, to
end up downtown with more space.
Yeah, that would be the fantasy.
The difficulty or the huge difficulty
is, again, if I were one of the lead-
ers of the College and I said, “OK,
here’s the Dance Department,
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which is about two percent of the
College’s enrollment. Their space
needs are absolute.” But you take a
room like a dance studio; you need
forty feet by sixty feet sort of as a
minimum. It’s not a multi-use
room. You can’t move chairs in and
then move them back out; it’s dedi-
cated to that purpose. Right now
we have three studios. We can
really use six or seven, quite easily;
particularly if we were downtown.
Right now we have some classes in
the Theater buildings, one
extremely inadequate classroom in
the Wabash building. There’s a
studio in the building next door
people use for faculty preparation
but we can’t use it for classes,
because it’s not in our building and
for insurance reasons or something.
We have two different suites of
offices next door which is a pain to
have part of our staff, you know, a
building away. We’re jerry-rigging,
and, you know, the bailing wire
and the twine is out holding us
together. The fantasy is, you know,
let’s build a performing arts center
for the College. Let’s have a nice
four to eight story building with a
high-quality theater in it. The
College is engaged in this capital
campaign. I hope we’re part of it,
but again, if I’m the leader of the
College I have to go, “Where’s my
income, where’s my need?” And
although our needs are absolute,
there are other department’s needs
which are also absolute and which
starving child do you feed first,
given that the pile of food is insuf-
ficient to meet all needs? So, there
are definitely issues that are gonna
have to be addressed. The last self,
not self-study, long-range planning
document recognized this, and said
that we may be at the point where,
although we’re an open-enrollment
institution, we have to cap enroll-
ment in certain programs. You
know, the mechanisms have not

been worked out. Would it be a
lottery?

So what  i f  i t  comes,  you know. . .

Yeah, what do you do? And
nobody’s eager to answer that ques-
tion, but a department like Film,
perhaps us, somebody’s gonna have
to go there first and find out what
those parameters are. And that gets
very tricky because, again, you
don’t know how to, if Columbia’s
about letting people find out who
they are and what they want to be
or some phrase like that, you can’t
do that if you don’t let them in the
door. 

I  want  to  make sure  we get  to

th is  be fore  the inter v iew ends,

but  i f  you cou ld  speak to  your

re lat ionsh ip  wi th  Sh i r ley  Mord ine.

She brought  you here  and you’ve

been here  now. . .

Twenty-two years.

And speak to  that  i f  you wi l l .

Well, I mean there’s the profes-
sional relationship, there’s the
creative relationship, there’s a
personal relationship. All those
things are in flux with Shirley.
When I first met Shirley she was, I
think, younger than I am now, and
she was the choreographer and
director of the company for whom I
danced. So she was the mature
artist, I was the young fledgling
artist. And mentor is probably not
the right word, but I learned a
whole lot about the art form of
dance from her through dancing
with her. Her role as chair didn’t
have as much presence in my life
for several years. Yes, I started as a
part-time faculty. I was teaching
this class or that course. And at
that time there wasn’t the same
kind of sense of coordinated
curriculum that we have now. But I
also learned a lot about teaching
from her; from having her as an
example and also as a person who
would critique my own work as a

teacher at that time. As I got more
involved in the running of the
department, I began to realize this
other hat she had which was, you
know, chair of the department. And
there, I’m incredibly impressed
with all that original generation of
chairs who basically, you know,
created something out of nothing.
And that the vision she had for this
place, which is largely unique
among dance programs, this notion
of a school for dance that’s part of a
professional Dance Center, which is
to say, it has a resident company,
and it brings in visiting guest
artists that allows non-matriculat-
ing students to take classes right
beside the matriculating students.

We have, in our advanced classes,
professionals who are there to get
their own training and maintain
their own skills, but are also there
is an example and models for our
students. That model is just really
bold and unusual and has proven to
be quite successful. And the fact
that she thought that up and built
it—and believe me, built it is the
right term. I remember, the first
year Shirley’s like, “The hallways
need painting. Let’s all come in on
Saturday and paint the halls.” I
mean, that’s the level of operation
that we were at. Nothing got done
unless you did it yourself. That
sense of commitment to a vision is
really spectacular. I think it’s been
difficult for her as it has been for
all of us to operate integratively
with the College largely because of
distance. She, for many years,
carried that burden much more
than the rest of us, because as chair
she’s got to make all those contacts.
Once I became Artist in Residence
and eventually full-time faculty, I
took on more of that role. And I
think that helps her a bit be able to
back off from having to carry that
burden solely.



A n  O r a l  H i s t o r y  O f  C o l u m b i a  C o l l e g e  C h i c a g o R i c h a r d  W o o d b u r y

6 2 8

Shirley’s imprint on the art of danc-
ing in the city of Chicago is just
immensely under-appreciated. If
you look at the dance artists,
modern dance artists, who are out
there practicing, if you look at the
people who are teaching in the
various studios around town, if you
look at the various companies who
are out there, they almost all have
some intersection with this place.
They’ve danced with her, they’ve
taught here, or both, and they were
presented here for years, and that’s
how they got noticed enough to
attract their own funding to go off
on their own. For many years the
only other presenter in town
devoted to modern dance, Moming
Dance and Arts Center, were essen-
tially all ex-Dance Center people
who had gone on to do their own
thing. So not just for Columbia
College but for the city as a whole
you sort of have to say, “What place
would dance have in Chicago had it
not been for Shirley and that, you
know, twenty, thirty year commit-
ment to the art form here, and to
Columbia too?” I think the College
needs to be applauded for champi-
oning an art form that doesn’t have
a lot of friends, or at least not a lot
of very powerful ones. And where
the tendency in most places, with
the exceptions of some places in
Europe and certainly in New York,
the tendency in most places is to go
conservative: We have our ballet
company, we have our jazz
company, they do what they’ve
always done and always will do and
we call it culture and we’re happy.
But the notion that this art form is
gonna progress and develop and
move forward, people who cham-
pion that notion are relatively few
and far between, and Shirley is
certainly one of them. And
Columbia, by supporting her, has
supported that. And, you know, in
New York do they think Chicago is
the center for dance? I don’t know.

Do they think Columbia College is
the center for dance? Absolutely.
We’re an important stop on a lot of
people’s itineraries. So I have
tremendous respect and affection
for Shirley. I mean, certainly we’ve
had our good times and our bad
times and we don’t always agree,
but she’s accomplished something
quite wonderful here. And, you
know, I met my wife dancing in
her company. I mean, she certainly
had an influence on my life. When
I came down here to audition she
was looking for a two-year commit-
ment. She said, “You know, if I
invest the time and stuff I want to
make sure that you’ll be here for at
least a year.” And that sounded just
about right to me. And I came
down here with every intention of
two or three years, tops. So some-
thing good must have been
happening because I never moved,
never moved

What about  your  background,

what  brought  you to  dance?

It’s a good question... [It started
with music]. What brought me to
music was the Beatles, I guess. I
mean, at some point when I was
quite young I noticed “Gee, you
know, you get noticed a lot if you
play music.” And I played in rock
bands through grade school. I
started in rock bands and in college
I moved into jazz and more serious
music. I was really intrigued with
experimentalism in music, and at
the time, you know, it was the late
‘60s, early ‘70s, that was the envi-
ronment. I had a very unusual
educational experience. I attended
the Experimental College of the
University of Minnesota, which was
a ten-year pilot program of a
student-run college within the
college, which also fits Columbia’s
background. I mean, as an under-
grad, I was involved in designing
the curriculum and setting up

courses and all this kind of stuff.
And so I did not have the tradi-
tional education at all.

Were you f r om Minnesota  or  is

that  p rogram. . .

It’s very interesting. I lived in a
suburb of Minneapolis where you
could graduate early from high
school. And I did everything you
needed to do that and was set to
graduate and then we moved to the
city, where there was a four-year
requirement. And in typical ‘60s
rebellious fashion I said, “Well,
screw that. If I’m two miles this
way I’m a high school graduate but
now I’m not? I’m not going.” And
so I announce to my parents that I
wasn’t going to go to my senior
year of high school because as far as
the old rules were I’d already grad-
uated. And, you know, being a
typical, what, seventeen year old or
whatever, the notion that there
would be future consequences of
this decision didn’t occur to me, so
my parents, much to their credit,
found something that I might actu-
ally want to do. There was a
program in which you could take
courses at various arts institutions
around [time] for high school
credit. So my senior year of high
school I literally had one English
class and lunch at my high school,
and I spent my mornings at the
Minnesota Dance Theater studying
dance, and my afternoons in St.
Paul making movies. And so that
was my senior year of high school.
All I needed was the fourth year of
residence; see, I had all my credits.

Is  that  when you f i rs t  star ted

danc ing?

Yes, absolutely. And what drew me
to dance—I really shouldn’t say
this, should I?—I walked into this
place and there were thirty girls in
leotards and tights. And they
looked at me and said, “A guy,”
you know, “Come on in!” And I
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said, “This does not look all bad.”
I’ve always been involved in athlet-
ics through junior high, and there
was this conflict between being a
hippie and being an athlete that I
never quite resolved, and dance was
sort of the resolution of that; you
could be creative and athletic at the
same time. So I went into dance
very naive about it with no sort of
background or history in it at all.
But it was a rigorous program; it
was four hours a day, five days a
week, for an entire academic year.
And both modern and ballet and
repertoire and because I was a male,
males are relatively rare in dance, I
was...

Busy.

Busy and, you know, pushed in
performances way before I was
ready. But just basically they glom
onto you and they want you and
they’re going to develop you. And
when I graduated from high school
one of the teachers that I really
gravitated towards, Andrea Marvey,
was also teaching at the
Experimental College. And at the
time, the University of Minnesota
did not have a dance major yet;
through Experimental College I
could design my own dance major,
and so that’s what I did. So I
continued to take classes at the two
professional studios in town and
credited them through the
University. And likewise, my music
program, I took a lot of classes at
the University but there was the
West Bank School of Music, which
was primarily about jazz and exper-
imental music, which is where I
did a lot of my musical work. And
so I would sort of go out, not
unlike Columbia, and put together
classes and design my own thing
and then when it was done it was...

I t  was encouraged or. . .

It was, well, within Experimental
College it was assumed. In fact, it

was an interesting process. Every
semester you made a contract with
your seminar group, which was
other students and faculty with the
college, that you’d say, “This is
what I’m gonna do.” and you’d
figure out the credit hour load and
everything. And then at the end of
the semester you’d have a meeting
with them when they’d evaluate
what you’ve done and plan your
next one. And at the end of four
years, or the end of the certain
number of credit hours, you met
with a graduation committee,
which was comprised of experts in
your fields and all this other stuff
and that was a little scary. 

The dark side of all this is if you
look at my transcript now it says:
Experimental College, eighteen
credit hours. There’s no course
designations on much of it because
there weren’t [any]. In fact, one of
the last initiatives I was involved in
there was negotiating with the
college, on behalf of the
Experimental College, about tran-
script procedures because we were
all worried about this: what does
this mean? You know, when we go
out into the real world? I remem-
ber when I first applied here and
they needed copies of my transcript
for my files. It was years later, I was
looking at my own faculty file and
I think it was Lya, who was the
Dean, who had written on my tran-
script: “What, no courses?” Which
is exactly what it looked like. And
so we invented some; somewhere I
have a copy of this. We kept our
own transcripts where we kept a
record of what we’d done, but
there’s no official seal, there’s no
nothing on it like that so... prob-
lematic. But, now it’s interesting,
Experimental College was open to
any student from the University of
Minnesota, but the selection was by

lottery. It was very small, a
hundred students, and that was its
maximum size ever. So I felt very
fortunate to have gotten in on that
system. You know, I don’t know if
I’d do it the same way if I had to
do it over again, though, I really
don’t.

Because. . .

It was funny. I was studying...

I t  seems i t  worked out  fo r  you.

It worked out very well for me but
I do have regrets. In my sophomore
year I was taking East Indian
Classical Music with these gentle-
men who would travel from India
and were teaching in the music
department. And that mode of
learning, which was “I know what
I’m doing; you don’t. Listen to
what I tell you, do exactly what I
say”—it was so refreshing. After
this whole thing of I’m gonna
build up myself, I’m gonna, you
know, rebelling against the whole
notion that anyone had anything to
tell me. That kind of clarity was so
[compelling], and it’s actually at
that point where I started taking
the regular sequence of courses
required for a music major as well
as the other stuff I was doing.
Because it occurred to me that, you
know, there are people out there
who have been through all this, and
at that point I was willing to
submit my self to their greater
wisdom. But it took that rather
significant, cross-cultural experi-
ence to make the point. With other
more Westernized, and in my
mind, establishment ways of oper-
ating, I wasn’t willing to be as
attentive and to listen. So that was
an important lesson. Yeah, I’d like
to do my first two years of my
undergraduate over again. And,
that’s how far I got; I never went to
graduate school. I came here,
danced professionally, did a lot of
music. And I am, I am glad about
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that. At the time, graduate school
and music composition, which is
what I’d consider...

Ver y  unexper imenta l . . .

Well, most of it was, you know,
twelve-tone music and that whole
notion of that German, you know,
Schoenberg-esque serialism and sort
of rigorous intellectually composed
music. And I’m a romanticist, I
guess, [and dance is] about how it
makes you feel and how you
respond to it on that level. And
there wasn’t a lot of support for
that, at least at the University of
Minnesota and a couple of other
undergraduate schools that I looked
at. And you know, if I hadn’t
woken up that morning and gone
to that class where Shirley audi-
tioned, I might have ended up in
graduate school—who knows? I
was really at a loss once I gradu-
ated. I had no idea what was gonna
come next, none whatsoever.

Wel l ,  the  stor ies  o f  how peop le

got  here ,  you know,  one a f ter  the

other  i t  seems so serend ip i tous.

Yeah, yeah.

The path  that  was woven e i ther

by  Mike or  someone that  was

work ing wel l  w i th  h im or  he

p icked or  they  p icked

I’m not surprised. You know, I’ve
always regretted I had almost no
relationship with Mike Alexandroff.
I think I met him formally once. I
don’t know if he saw me in an
elevator he would even recognize
who I was, and we overlapped a
good number of years, but those
were my isolated in the Dance
Center years.

Yet ,  he  walked the ha l ls  cur rent ly

unt i l  the  day  he r et i r ed ,  and

you’ r e  up here .

Yeah, it’s always been a regret of
mine. I certainly am aware of his
legacy, but I never had a personal

relationship with him. I think I
met him when I became Artist in
Residence. I think I was ushered to
his office and shook his hand or
something to that effect.

Wel l  g reat ,  I  th ink that ’s  a  good

p lace to  stop i t .


