
Thesis
♪ “Although dance scholars have begun to 

acknowledge the bodies of people of 
colour who have contributed to American 
modern dance, far more work needs to be 
done to interrogate the effects of 
intercultural connections.” Priya
Srinivasan

♪ Why is it important to consider the 
intercultural connections within jazz dance 
history, and how can I do so as I research 
Mura Dehn’s relationship with the black 
dancers in her Traditional Jazz Dance 
Company?

♪ How can I consider both the positive work 
done by Mura Dehn as well as her 
problematic, essentialist views without 
looking at it as “good” or “bad”?

Conclusion

♪ The forgotten history of Mura Dehn and 
black jazz dance artists is immensely 
important in the continued re-evaluation of 
imbalanced histories that have been skewed 
by popular belief or social ideology of the 
past

♪ Although Dehn had essentialist views of 
black dancers, she offered a new way to 
conceive of the body through jazz dance. 

♪ Dehn found jazz dance to be an essential 
part of dance studies, which was a 
revolutionary thought in her time

Methodology

♪ Books and Articles

♫ Choreographing the Folk: The Dance 
Stagings of Zora Neale Hurston by Anthea
Kraut

♫ Digging the Africanist Presence in 
American Performance: Dance and Other 
Contexts by Brenda Dixon Gottschild

♫ “The Bodies Beneath the Smoke or 
What’s Behind the Cigarette Poster: 
Unearthing Kinesthetic Connections in 
American Dance History” by Priya
Srinivasan

♫ Anthology of American Jazz Dance, edited 
by Gus Giordano

♪ Library Archives

♫ NYPL for the Performing Arts Mura 
Dehn Afro-American Papers Archive, 
for primary documents including 
historical newspapers, articles, 
interviews, poems, handwritten notes, 
etc.

♪ Documentaries

♫ In a Jazz Way, a biography of Mura 
Dehn produced by Louis Ghertler and 
Pamela Katz

♫ The Spirit Moves, documentary by 
Mura Dehn

♫ Glances at the Past televised interview of 
Dehn and other jazz scholars

♪ Jazz dance performer, choreographer, 
archivist, producer, and historian

♪ Born in Odessa in 1902 (or 1905), 
immigrated to US in 1936 to study jazz

♪ Valued jazz dance for its spontaneity,  
African roots, and frequented the Savoy 
Ballroom in order to view, learn about, and 
document jazz dance

♪ Attended the 1936 First National Dance 
Congress and advocated for black social 
dance to be included as “high art” and 
concert work

♪ Began Traditional Jazz Dance Company in 
1954 with James Berry, including the Savoy 
Ballroom Dancers
♫ Company members included Frankie 

Manning, James Berry,  Pepsi Bethel, 
Sandra Gibson      

♫ Filmed  the documentary The Spirit Moves 
which archived jazz dances from the  
cakewalk in the 1900’s to be-bop and 
mambo post -WWII

♪ Has a large collection of unpublished 
writings, including observations, analysis, 
descriptions, and musings about jazz dance 
and its many performers. Few of her 
articles are published, although a select few 
made it into publication. However, this lack 
of publicity has made her work difficult to 
access. This is problematic as it erases black 
bodies in jazz dance history

Mura Dehn
1902-1989

“[Jazz] marks a new development in the 
history of Western dance: for the first time in 

many centuries it has brought… a new 
conception of the body.” -Mura Dehn

James Berry
????-1969

“These pantomimes were masterpieces of comedy, but 
James never planned them for any performance. They 
vanished in thin air. That is what he really liked– to 

create for no purpose.”

–Mura Dehn on James Berry

♪ Vaudeville performer with the duo the 
Berry Brothers until the 1940’s

♪ Joined Dehn in 1953 or later after years of 
unemployment  in order to work on 
documentary, and was one of the first  
vaudeville performer to work with Dehn

♪ Co-produced works with Dehn for concert 
staged, and worked much differently from 
Dehn as he valued staged choreography vs. 
spontaneous dance,  was not considered a 
formally trained dancer


