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Winner of the The Marfield Prize / National Award for Arts Writing (2011)Dancer Janet Collins,
born in New Orleans in 1917 and raised in Los Angeles, soared high over the color line as the
first African-American prima ballerina at the Metropolitan Opera. Night’s Dancer chronicles the
life of this extraordinary and elusive woman, who became a unique concert dance soloist as well
as a black trailblazer in the white world of classical ballet. During her career, Collins endured an
era in which racial bias prevailed, and subsequently prevented her from appearing in the South.
Nonetheless, her brilliant performances transformed the way black dancers were viewed in
ballet. The book begins with an unfinished memoir written by Collins in which she gives a
captivating account of her childhood and young adult years, including her rejection by the Ballet
Russe de Monte Carlo. Dance scholar Yaël Tamar Lewin then picks up the thread of Collins’s
story. Drawing on extensive research and interviews with Collins and her family, friends, and
colleagues to explore Collins’s development as a dancer, choreographer, and painter, Lewin
gives us a profoundly moving portrait of an artist of indomitable spirit.Ebook Edition Note: The
John Martin review on pages 122-123 has been redacted.
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surrounded by her artColor plates follow pages 172 and 268Prologue“What in the name of God
am I doing here!”It is opening night at the Metropolitan Opera—the gala performance of
Giuseppe Verdi’s Aïda. It is the first time in the history of the venerable opera house that it has a
black artist on its roster. Let me tell you, my friend, I am just as surprised as anyone else. I can
only think, “Oh, dear God, what am I doing here.”1Few details are widely known about the author
of these words—Janet Collins, the Met’s first African-American ballerina. In 1951 she soared
over the color line in an art form swayed by prejudice, and her deeds seem especially
courageous in an era quite different from our time and place.“The theatrical stage itself, more
than any other cultural phenomenon, opens a perspective into the pathology of American race
relations,” wrote the scholar and educator Nathan Irvin Huggins.2 This observation is apt
regarding the state of dance in the middle of the twentieth century, the most critical period of
Collins’s career. Then, the black dancing body was indeed welcome on the stage but mostly in
forms of popular entertainment; those kinds of performances continued to perpetuate African-
American stereotypes (such as the comic, the streetwise, the exotic primitive) that had thrived
decades before in minstrel shows and vaudeville and, by the 1950s, were still promoted on
Broadway and in Hollywood movies. Modern dance was an option, with artists such as Edna
Guy, Hemsley Winfield, and Katherine Dunham paving the way. The ballet world, however,
remained closed, its movement vocabulary deemed too refined for black performers. They were
considered too raw, too sensuous, too primal to conform to the contained grace of that
European dance tradition; moreover, their physique was judged as incompatible with ballet’s
technical and aesthetic demands. “Those were the days,” Alvin Ailey recalled, “when they told
you, ‘Your hips are wrong, your back is wrong, your feet are wrong, your legs won’t turn out, so
don’t come to our ballet school.’”3 And the pioneer dance critic John Martin’s comments, made
as late as 1963 and shocking to twenty-first-century sensibilities, attest to this biased
perception:Certainly the “integrated” company is a normal artistic development, and the only
problem it involves is to keep the Negro dancer from having to pretend to be what he is not and
to deny what he is….Race—exactly like sex, age, height, weight, vocal range, temperament—
carries with it its own index of appropriateness.4Fortunately, our heroine was as persevering as
she was talented. “If dancing has ever peopled your nocturnal dreams, then you can achieve a
fairly good idea how Janet Collins looks on stage,” wrote reviewer Doris Hering in 1950 about



New York’s latest discovery.5 Many years later, in 2003, her cousin-in-law Geoffrey Holder
supplied a similar comment about this unusually gifted performer: “She was a total artist—a
dream. How can I explain a dream?”6In the case of Collins, people kept on trying. Over time, her
critics and colleagues alike would attempt again and again to capture the impact of a woman
who had a unique ability to touch her audiences. Their ensuing rhapsody of words, however,
seems to describe a paranormal phenomenon, not a human being of flesh and blood. In fact, it is
possible to obtain a whole new appreciation of the art of dance criticism by examining the
reviews of Collins’s dancing, which are often taken to extremely poetic heights.This indefinable
allure marked Collins as a remarkable artist throughout her performing career and, by itself, is
reason enough to trace the story of this compelling figure in dance history. But her status as the
first full-time African-American ballet dancer at the Metropolitan Opera—and in any ballet
company—enlarges her presence in America’s cultural history, adding further fascination still.
And providing extra intrigue is the fact that while Collins is best known for bringing down the
color barrier in the world of tutus and toe shoes, she also possessed separate identities as a
concert dance soloist and choreographer.Following Collins down the road of her career thus
inspires admiration but also frustration, for the elusive qualities that accompanied her as a
performer carried over into her offstage life as well. Private, often to the point of reclusiveness,
Collins seldom let visitors beyond her world as an austere, disciplined dancer. But when you
were allowed in, the rewards were many—creativity, a lively wit, and unremitting intelligence to
surround you and uplift your spirit.As a result, while many details are known about certain areas
of Collins’s existence, such as her extraordinary artistry, there are others that are less well
documented, more to be guessed at—as befits a dream. Many of her post-Met years are
shrouded in mystery, as she gradually cloistered herself in pursuit of a greater spirituality than
the dance world could provide. Little is known about her personal life, and the small glimpses of
her harrowing struggle with depression often raise more questions than they answer.A few clues
come from the writings of Collins herself. Their existence is paradoxical—miraculous, even—
since the introverted dancer became increasingly reluctant to share information about herself
through interviews and other means that would have helped preserve her powerful legacy. This
choice undoubtedly assisted her peace of mind, although it just as surely contributed to her
gradual descent into obscurity. Yet something—perhaps her strong creative urges, which not
even the greatest austerity could repress—prompted Collins to have a change of heart about
withholding her story; more unusual still, she considered having it published. In 1990, the would-
be author began chronicling her life, filling sheets of lined paper with memories and musings that
had never been revealed to anyone before. These unprecedented reminiscences prove how
multitalented the prima ballerina truly was—able to observe in words with the thoughtful
meticulousness that she used to perfect her dance technique, and with the same vivacity that
accompanied her charismatic performances.Collins’s increasing health challenges, however, put
a stop to her own prose and gave a start to mine—a new start, anyway, since I had already
researched her career for a thesis for Barnard College in 1990 (it is strange that we both began



writing about her life at the same time), which subsequently became an article for Dance
Magazine in 1997. So when she realized that, in order to remind the world of her existence, she
had to take the enormous step of trusting another person with her work, I became a likely
candidate for collaboration. At Collins’s request, her brother, Erne, contacted me to enlist my
help, and while this resulted in a friendship with the dancer and some issues I faced while writing
the book, details will follow later on for the sake of chronology. Suffice it to say for now that I felt
deeply honored by such a private person’s trust in me; additionally, I admit that my agreement to
once more champion Collins’s cause all the way into print made me later question my sanity.
Taking on an esoteric combination of specialized topics (African Americans, dance, opera,
women) along with the unrelenting factual nature of this literary genre (biography) felt as perilous
as it was exciting.To best introduce the upcoming material, there’s more to relate about Collins’s
manuscript, which began to arrive in installments, carefully photocopied and sent to me by Erne
and his wife, Linda. This process evoked the tantalizing frustration of a magazine serial: I would
read each batch eagerly, familiarizing myself with the dancer’s narrative even further as I
converted the handwritten pages to an easier-to-read typescript, and wonder what would
happen to the main character next. Then the packages stopped coming. I called the source
directly, cajoled her, flattered her, begged her to keep producing. I even sent her a journal that
featured inspirational quotes from famous women, hoping that might yield results. To no avail—
she was resolute. And, in all fairness, she was tired. If I wanted Collins to be truly restored to her
former glory in the pantheon of pioneering African-American dancers and women, I would have
to complete the project on my own.As a result, this book has an unusual format, which befits its
unusual subject. The first two chapters consist of most of Collins’s unfinished autobiography,
covering her childhood and young adult years. I have lightly edited the original copy but only for
the sake of readability, including the amendment of spelling, punctuation (although the many
Emily Dickinsonian dashes have been kept in order to preserve the dancer’s writing style), and
chronology.7 All parenthetical comments and emphasized words are hers. I have next inserted a
brief “intermission,” in order to help the reader’s transition from the dancer’s voice to my own; this
section also adds some background information about Collins’s early years that she did not
provide yet is critical for a richer context. The rest of the chapters then relate her story in a more
conventional biographical fashion. They are based on extensive research at the New York Public
Library and Metropolitan Opera archives, generous feedback from her family and colleagues,
and the remaining passages from the dancer’s manuscript, as well as interviews that she
granted me on behalf of this project.It should be noted that Collins is not the first dance
personage to require this kind of solution: Selma Jeanne Cohen’s book on one of the matriarchs
of modern dance (who was also one of the prima ballerina’s teachers), Doris Humphrey: An
Artist First, reflects a similar predicament—what do you do with a subject who skillfully began to
document her own life yet could not complete the endeavor? It also contains separate
autobiography and biography sections, and makes the case (as I hope this book does) that the
inclusion of both yields an especially well-rounded and multidimensional result—one that is all



the more historically valuable and rewarding to read. Put more succinctly, we can have our cake
and eat it, too.Additionally, the inclusion of Collins’s autobiographical material honors her
remarkable creativity. Not only did it lead her to choreograph and write, but also to train
professionally as a painter and invent a method to teach deaf children. With so many talents,
Collins was more than a gifted human being—rather, an unshakable imaginative force.
Therefore, this book would not be a complete “portrait of the artist” without the incorporation of
both her verbal and visual work: selections from the dancer’s striking paintings and drawings are
featured along with photographs in which she wears costumes of her own design. Besides, I
took my cue from Collins herself: “I’m writing this book to be enjoyed,” she told me once while still
contemplating finishing it.8 In that spirit, I have also focused on making the text as accessible as
possible for all readers, and even permitted some lightness of tone to surface—another tribute
to Collins, who loved to laugh and could even be quite silly, both on paper and in person.Finally,
having the luxury of reading my subject’s own writings did help me determine this book’s title.
And, yes, there is some wordplay at work in Night’s Dancer. First, it is a nod to the casting of
Collins as Night on Broadway and at the Met, possibly because of the color of her skin; it also
connects her heritage as an African American with her reputation for dancing like something out
of a dream. In addition, the title evokes Collins’s depression, a “dark night of the soul” that both
challenged the performer as well as inspired her creativity and faith. And last but not least, it
refers to her achievements during a metaphorical night of another sort—a time for the African-
American community when discrimination was rife and it took visionaries like Collins to see—
and dance—past the limitations imposed upon them.This book bears witness to the life of an
extraordinary person who, above all, wanted to be understood. At the same time, its purpose is
to secure Collins’s status as a role model for the black dancers of today, who have few
predecessors to emulate partly because little documentation exists on them. These pages
transform her from a terpsichorean myth into a woman who danced through one of America’s
critical periods of change and lived to share her experiences.It is also my hope that this book will
encourage further research on and publication of African-American dance history. Other black
performers and choreographers wait in the wings to have their stories told, among them a bunch
of ballet dancers of note. Yet while biographies of white ballet dancers abound, there have been
none written on their African-American classical counterparts; this makes Night’s Dancer the first
of its kind and its inspirational subject a double pioneer. Sixty years after Janet Collins broke the
color line onstage, she is doing it again—this time, in print.Yaël Tamar LewinForewordArt is a
means—not an end in itself. As I am inspired to dance for you—write to you—paint that you may
see my inner life—enter my house, my realm, and be my companion. We stand here now face to
face. You were gazing through the window of my life—I am opening the door that you may enter
and see me and my home. One is made vulnerable by such an experience. One opens no door
to an enemy—but to a friend. May God guide my pen that I may spread truth and do no one harm
—for you will find light and dark—evil and good—noble and ignominious. I am writing for
edification—not destruction—that my voice will be heard by those whose ears are open and



whose hearts are yearning for the fulfillment of true friendship and love. Darkness and light are
my elements—I know that to dispel darkness, only light achieves this.I danced through darkness
to light—from chaos to order … It is all behind me now in the past. It was and is a journey. When I
think of the earth—there were hills, mountains, valleys—winding paths and straight roads and
streets. There were tears and laughter, sorrow and joy. Moments of splendor and moments of
darkness. Great thrills—and great chills! And above all there was always the tedious plowing—
the everyday, the wonderful ordinary—every day!We must take and learn from the past—live in
the present—and look forward to the future. When we travel on a journey, we think of where we
are coming from, i.e., what we are leaving behind, the journey in progress—and our final
destination of arrival! If this journey is on the sea—many images come to my mind—for I do have
a great affinity with the sea. I was born near the sea (New Orleans, Louisiana). I lived the early
part of my life until adulthood near the sea (Los Angeles, California). The fulfillment of my life as
a dancer was near the sea (New York City, New York) and now I have made my home by the sea
(Seattle, Washington).I have heard that the compass of the seaman is the sky—in the Western
Hemisphere there is the stationary focal point of the North Star—in the Southern Hemisphere—
the Southern Cross! We may journey by sky or water but we live on the earth. The earth is our
home. I danced on the earth—this planet—Earth! Though I swim in the water and fly in the sky I
must return to the earth. The Bible tells us God made man of the earth—breathed into his
nostrils the breath of life and man became a living soul. My aspirations go far beyond the skies.
My soul and mind plunge deeper than the sea, but my feet remain on this earth!Everything we
have comes from the earth. All we are nourished by and build upon comes from the earth—and
in the end—though our souls go into eternity—our bodies return to the earth—above the waters
or beneath the waters of the earth.Once a seaman told me the story of a courageous captain—
no one knows who he was—but it was he who discovered the “Eye of the Storm.” His ship was
faced with destruction as a hurricane arose at sea. As he navigated the ship he found to oppose
the storm meant imminent destruction. So he took the opposite course and headed the vessel
right into the storm and finally reached the center where it was still and peaceful—he had
discovered a natural phenomenon, which is now called the Eye of the Storm.So I invite you, dear
friend, to come with me and be my companion. We will journey from the earth to climb the
exalted heights of the mountain of worldly achievement and renown … where the air is light and
the view of the earth so distant below us … We will slowly descend again to the earth … finally
to become immersed into the darkest depths of the sea of despair. We will gradually emerge by
the Hand of God into the quiet flow of rivers. He will bring us into the peaceful Valley of His
Sanctuary, where we will find Truth, Travail, Transcendence, and Tranquility—through the
hurricane of life into the peaceful Eye of the Storm—“In the Eye of God—there is no storm.”Janet
Collinsact one1 In the BeginningI took my Power in my Hand—And went against the World
—’Twas not so much as David—had—But I—was twice as bold—1—EMILY DICKINSONIn New
Orleans, Louisiana, 1917—March 2nd.2 My mother said I entered this life in a hurry—she had
little pain at my delivery—“and you have been hurrying ever since!” she used to say. She lovingly



called me her little “madcap.” My mother was a tranquil, peaceful soul. I inherited my father’s fiery
nature. Both loved me—but he understood me—and I him. I lived in New Orleans only until I was
three or four years of age. My memories are, in this brief period of my life in New Orleans, only
what I myself remember and what members of my family later told me.3My father named me
after his aunt Jane. She had a kind of psychic quality—he was always impressed with that. And
she told him that he would have children, and he would have one daughter who would be dark
and vivacious and different from the rest. He said, “As soon as I saw you, Janet, I knew you were
the one.”4Auntie Adele, one of my mother’s younger sisters, and who was her favorite, told me
this story. Adele and Auntie Maude (my aunt by marriage) took me with them walking one day. I
was dancing along beside them and Auntie Maude said, “Janet, stop dancing along like that—
people will think you are crazy.” I kept on dancing and enjoying it and saying gleefully, “People,
I’m crazy, people, I’m crazy.” Adele used to go into reams of laughter when she related this
incident.I remember my two older sisters—Lois and Betty. Lois, three years older, and Betty, two
years older than I. They would never play with me—I was too young. So I tried to play mostly by
myself. I recall cans—large empty cans I found in our back shed. I gathered them together and
would talk to them—they were very alive to me—they were very attentive to my need for love
and companionship. They became my playmates, so I never felt alone again.I remember one of
the happiest moments of my childhood was when I was placed on a bed of many colors and
patterns. I can remember that joy even today! I remember also being near to a lady who loved
me and was there with me in that quilted garden. Her name was Mrs. Cashmere. I was told by my
mother years later when she used to relate how whenever I cried, our next-door neighbor would
come over and demand, “What are you doing to my child?” then pick me up and carry me off to
her house and comfort me. She was dark-skinned—I remember that—and sweet as she could
be. She would place me on this bed with all these colors! It must have been one of those
southern “crazy quilts,” which was made up of all sorts of left over scraps of colorful cloth. It was
her love, colors, and comfort that soothed my baby heart. Years later as a dancer I used the
crazy quilt in Juba—the skirt of the costume I designed for the dance was a crazy quilt!I think I
was bold from birth … it is the temperament with which I was endowed. Some natures are more
shy and timid. My sister Betty was of such a mold. Though I am two years her junior, I always felt
a protective feeling for her. She was a real beauty and gentle of nature. She was dominated by
Lois, my oldest sister, who was quite assertive.One day my father told me this story of my
protective feelings for Betty even when I was just a toddler—I couldn’t have been more than
three or four years of age. We were playing in the backyard with a little Italian boy who was our
next-door neighbor. My father dashed out of the house when he heard the Italian boy’s father
screaming and shouting at the top of his very Latin lungs! The gentleman told my father I was
about to hit his son with a hammer! My father snatched me away, taking the weapon from me,
and assured the father of the boy that I would be duly reprimanded. Well, Papa found out from
me that the Italian boy had hit Betty and she was crying—so I went right into the house, got the
hammer, and came out to kill him! That was my baby solution—to just get rid of him—it was the



only way I knew to protect my sister. Well, Papa got me back into the house, reprimanded me
severely—then went into his own room and almost died laughing. He must have done a good job
of reprimanding me, for I have never picked up a hammer or any other kind of weapon to “kill”
anyone to this day! The only way I know of this is that my father told me of it. I have no personal
memory of it at all.When I was still approximately this same age, my entire family—headed by
my maternal grandmother, Emma de Lavallade—made an exodus from Louisiana to Los
Angeles, California. I remember hearing from the family that Grandma had made a trip to L.A.—
and liked it so much, she convinced Grandpa and all their children and children’s children to put
down new roots in the West.5 The only family and relatives I have ever known have been from
my mother’s side. My father was an only child and all I know about his side of the family are the
things he told me later over the years.6Among my memories at this time—the earliest memories
of Los Angeles—is of dying. I did not know I was dying—I had pneumonia and I slept a great
deal and I could hear people talking very softly around me and peering at me in my bed every
now and then—as I looked up, I could see them leaning over those fences they put around
babies’ beds. I remember this man—he was a stranger—talking in a deep voice to my mother
and father—they were standing by my bed, crying. I didn’t understand why they were crying. I
remember everything seemed hazy, like a soft fog. This gentle stranger lifted my head up and
put something down my throat after opening my mouth, and it tasted like dirt. I hated the taste—
it was not pleasant to my palate. Things came more clearly into focus days later—people around
me were moving faster and I didn’t sleep as much—everything seemed like it used to be … the
crisis of pneumonia had passed.My friend, death is as mysterious as birth. We enter and leave
this life by different doors … different entrances and exits. I was only in my teens when one
summer afternoon, physically exhausted from practicing dancing, I lay across the bed and fell
asleep. I remember understanding everything—it was so bright, so simple, and so clear. I loved
being there, wherever it was—it was timeless, beautiful, and spacious, yet warm and delightful.
There are no words to express the joy and contentment of this state of being. I remember
gradually becoming weightier—I kept trying to stay there—I kept reaching to maintain this state—
but through layers and layers of unconsciousness I slowly descended and opened my eyes—
and there I was, back in my bed with my eyes open! I never told anyone this until now—I was
afraid they wouldn’t understand. I did not know whom to tell and what it all meant. Not even did I
tell my father, but I know he is there now and understands …Emma de Lavallade—Grandma, we
called her—was a remarkable woman.7 Strong, funny, religious are some words I can use to
describe her. Proud and aristocratic in bearing—I have never seen her lose her dignity or self-
control. She was always in command of herself and the situation. I recall in describing her, one of
my aunts said—I believe it was Adele—“She is an iron fist in a velvet glove.” Years later my
brother-in-law Jake commented, “Your grandmother can charm the white off of rice!” He really
meant it as a compliment, for he had truly seen Grandma at work—in a situation that called for
charm—and she won!Many elements formed her. Her mother was born in slavery in the South.
She, my great-grandmother, was originally from Martinique, I was told. Grandma’s father was a



French Jew I learned also, though she never spoke of him to any of the grandchildren.8 She was
raised a Roman Catholic and adhered strictly to her faith.She married my grandfather, Louis de
Lavallade, and bore him many children.9 One boy, I think, died. I have heard her speak of him—
she never forgot him, though I cannot remember his name. My mother, Alma, was the eldest.
Then, in succession, came Annette, Lamar, Adele, Lilybelle, Leopold, and Angelique—the baby
and the last of her children. I remember them all very vividly, for we were a very close family.My
grandfather had two brothers, Charles and Andrew.10 I knew Uncle Charlie very well but only
met Uncle Andrew once when he came to L.A. for a very brief visit. They were tall men—over six
feet. Grandpa was tall, silent, dignified, and slender. He was a bricklayer by trade and his son,
my Uncle Leo, learned the trade and worked with him. Uncle Charlie was a French chef. Lovable,
sweet, loved baseball, and enjoyed us all thoroughly as children. He and Aunt Nina had no
children, so we became their children. He could really cook, and Aunt Nina was completely
spoiled by him.One must realize that it is impossible to be so objective and detached when
dealing with feelings and thoughts concerning our own families. The very spirit is subjective. It is
why I believe surgeons, even the greatest in medical skill, are not allowed by law to operate on
members of their own families—their emotions are too involved. It is in this sense that I am writing
—that you will understand, my friend, I cannot be objective where those who were near and dear
to me are concerned. Yet objectivity, to a degree, is there, but only in retrospect. Both the
elements of time and physical distance place one in the position of objective perspective. Also,
there is maturity—we do grow older and wiser over the years, and are able to see and
comprehend others from their set of values and not our own! It both broadens and deepens our
own world—not to speak also of enriching it …Therefore, I beg of you and ask your indulgence—
to bear with me as I relive the past and bring both people and events in my life before you to
relive with me. So with these thoughts, let us return to Los Angeles—the city of my youth.As
early as I can remember, I loved to dance and I loved to paint and draw. My entire family
encouraged me—in fact, we were all encouraged to follow our natural endowments. Actually, I
remember no one in my entire family ever being like anyone else—all were staunchly individual,
and outspoken. It is a miracle how we ever managed to be a family, but that we were.My earliest
recollection of dance training was when Lois, Betty, and I were enrolled in dance classes at a
Catholic community center near our home. We loved it—a Miss Palethorp and Mr. Florenze
Bordeau were our teachers. The priest and nuns would come to encourage us and enjoy our
little recitals. I remember loving it and loving my two teachers. Miss Palethorp was white and Mr.
Bordeau was a Creole—probably from Louisiana like we were, and of mainly French and Negro
heritage.We were living on Washington Boulevard near Central Avenue in east Los Angeles.
Grandpa and Grandma, Lilybelle, Angelique, and Leo—their young unmarried children—all lived
in the big front house. My Aunt Annette and Uncle Russell lived in an annex next to my
grandparents’ home with their two sons, J.R. and Armand. My parents with their three children,
Lois, Betty, and I, lived in one of the houses directly behind the big front house of my
grandparents,11 and to the left of us when facing our home were my Uncle Lamar and his wife,



Auntie Maude. Adele, my aunt, was married to Uncle Harry, and they were living very near us but
not on the family property.The palm trees—I remember these two towering palm trees in our
front yard! They were so tall—I used to love watching their tops swaying in the wind—their tall
slender trunks were so bare with that cluster of graceful branches responding to the winds so
high above my little head—reaching what seemed to me the sky! I will never forget opening my
arms and dancing to their melody—I wanted to be swept by the wind like they were—to dance to
the music of the wind!My first encounter with formal dance training was in this early period of my
life. Mrs. Louise Beverly was her name. Her husband, I recall, was a carpenter—he had built her
a dance studio with the ballet barre, etc., and he was always busy renovating their home, which
was attached to the dance studio.Mrs. Beverly was a light-brown-skinned lady with a very
dignified friendly face and manner. She was our neighbor—her home and dance studio were
within walking distance from our house. My mother discovered her, and told the three of us that
she wanted us to study dance with Mrs. Beverly. We were poor, so in order to pay for our dance
classes, my mother, who was a professional seamstress (and an excellent one; she made many
of our clothes), would make some of the dance costumes for Mrs. Beverly’s children’s dance
recitals. It was a happy exchange situation.We were delighted with Mrs. Beverly. She disciplined
us. She gave me my first formal ballet training. She was exceedingly happy with me for she knew
I was a natural dancer—endowed by God with a “ballet body,” she used to say. My sisters
enjoyed dance classes, but I loved them. She took me very especially under her wing and let me
get away with nothing! She was well trained in ballet and where she got her training, I do not
know. But I do recall she had studied Oriental dancing from a teacher then in L.A.—Norma
Gould, who was either a former member of the renowned Denishawn Company or had trained
with them (Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn). Mrs. Beverly taught us the nautch dance (East
Indian). I remember the hand positions, the belled ankles and twirling beautiful skirts, barefoot
dancing—and that it was very exotic!The ballet training was my first love. She gradually trained
me for pointe work. I remember we used to call it “toe-dancing.” She even choreographed a little
dance for me to Delibes’s “Pizzicato.” I wore a gold-cloth bodysuit with little wings attached in
back. I think I was a butterfly. It was very simple, but I was on pointe and I performed it in the
recital. I was the cat’s meow! The family and neighbors were all so proud.12It was Louise
Beverly who first introduced me to Anna Pavlova. She showed me books and pictures of her. I
loved looking at the pictures, and reading what she said and what was written about her—
especially from those who knew her personally. She became my ideal, like Marie Taglioni was
hers. Even to this day, I have never seen a photograph taken of Anna Pavlova that is “dead”—
she always looks alive, like she is captured in a moment of movement. I have seen “still”
photographs of her where she is not dancing, yet she is always alive.I remember Mrs. Beverly
telling me that I have an ethereal quality like Pavlova. I only knew one thing—my spirit was very
akin to Anna Pavlova’s for it was love at first sight of her and hearing about her! I think the first
book I read on Pavlova was by an Englishman who had traveled with her company. He covered
none of her shortcomings—I loved even those because they showed her humanity. But what



impressed me most was when he said that “she would dance for a peasant as she would dance
for a king.” It left an indelible impression upon me.I must have studied with Louise Beverly over a
period of several years. My two younger sisters were born when we still lived on Washington
Boulevard—Rita was first, then came Alma. She was the baby for many years until my only
brother, Pat, was born when we had moved and were living at another address. We had moved
to our own house. It was temporary, for we were not pleased with the house and only planned
living there for a time. We paid rent. We did not own the property, but we had our own front and
back yard. Since our family had increased, we needed more room.13 I do not remember the
name of the street, but I do remember the school. It was Hooper Avenue Elementary School. We
were out of the parish of St. Patrick’s Church and were now in St. Odelia’s Parish. We were near
a railroad track and now we had different neighbors. I vividly remember Mr. Mackabe, an African
who lived next door to us. He was a splendidly dignified man with a large family. They were very
close as a family and very friendly neighbors to us. We also had white neighbors. I remember I
had a little Caucasian friend who lived directly across the street. It was a poor and friendly
neighborhood.I remember when Lois, Betty, and I made our First Communion at St. Odelia’s.
Mama made us the prettiest dresses with ruffles, which we wore later to Sunday Masses. We
studied our catechism after school, since we attended public school and St. Odelia’s was very
near Hooper Avenue. Sister Mathilda and Sister Philomena are the nuns I remember. We all
loved Sister Mathilda for she was so joyful and friendly to us all, but Sister Philomena was quite
a severe disciplinarian. I do not recall her showing us much love. We had our favorites with the
priests as well. We all loved Father Listner—Father Schlect was quite the heavy of the parish.
Later we learned that he had migraine headaches, which probably gave him that scrutinizing
look. I believe he was an Alsacian. Father Listner was older—graying hair and plump, very
lovable—he looked like Santa Claus in a Roman collar!It was at Hooper Avenue Elementary
School I learned I was an artist. My teachers all encouraged me. I loved to draw and paint, and
many times my work was displayed. I used to hate those pictures of St. Nicholas (Santa Claus)
that the children drew at Christmastime in school to take home to their families. They always
drew him in black boots with his feet looking like black biscuits cut in half facing straight forward.
I wanted to see the whole foot, so I drew him in “first position” (ballet terminology indicating the
heels together and the toes of each foot facing outward). I dared to deviate from the norm. Lois
and Betty laughed at my painting, but Mama admired it and thought it very original.I also
remember an assignment that was given to us at school to draw Leonardo da Vinci’s Last
Supper as Walt Disney would have done it. A very silly project as I see it today, but at the time I
gave it much thought and decided to do all of the characters portrayed as animals. I only
remember that it was in color, and Christ was a lamb and Judas was a serpent! It was ingenious,
but my grandmother was horrified and said it was “irreligious” and made me destroy it! I
remember believing God was pleased, but she was not. I had already painted it, so it was no
great loss. I spent no time grieving about it. As I see this incident today, at seventy-three years of
age, I find it very ironic for before me in my studio stands a large easel with a work in progress—



eighteen portraits on canvas in oil of Jesus Christ in life, death, and resurrection, St. John the
Baptist, and St. Paul, flanked on either side by the twelve apostles, including both Judas and
Matthias, who was chosen to replace him … So, my friend, all things work in God’s time. He
does indeed write straight with crooked lines!We moved. Not far from where we had just resided.
It was a larger house situated on a corner with a garage in the backyard, which was converted
into my father’s tailor shop.14 Papa was a first-class tailor. He was an apprentice in the South
and a professional tailor before we moved to L.A. He learned his craft from German tailors whom
he held in the highest esteem. He learned everything about tailoring except the craft of cutting
the pattern. He found an excellent cutter whom he always used when he had an order to make a
man’s suit. He must have been good because my father was a perfectionist, not only in tailoring
but in everything he put his mind and hand to.I remember all of his equipment—I see him
surrounded by it. I see my father, the tailor in his own setting, his own work world. The heavy
steam iron, the cloth, and the pressing machine. The tailor’s thimble with the tip of the finger
exposed was so unlike Mama’s thimble covering the entire tip of her finger. He would snap the
needle through the cloth with the side of the finger—it made sense to me as I used to watch him
sew, for it gave the finger more leverage.His sewing machine was wonderful. Strong and sturdy.
He always sat in the cross-legged tailor’s position to sew. His shop was immaculate—everything
in its proper place. He hated anything sloppy and out of place. He always said that a good
craftsman is neat. Keeping things in order saves time. You know where to find things when you
need them. He was not rigid. He had a marvelous sense of humor and a keen wit. My father runs
as a thread and recurring theme through my entire life. He loved me and was my deepest friend
and confidant. He talked to me; he explained things to me—about nature, life, people. He had a
fiery temper and a God-given intellect. I even cherish his faults because I always loved him and
tried to understand him. He will come back, my friend—you will see him again and again
throughout my life as we travel through it.I was about twelve or thirteen years of age when I first
fell in love. He was handsome, tall, mysterious, and aloof from the rest of the male teenagers
surrounding us. I was at a teenage party when I met him. I remember what I was wearing—it was
an “Alice blue” dress of some kind of voile or georgette material and my hair was curled around
my face in those hanging curls to the base of my neck, which was the style at the time.I hated
parties—I always felt so lonely amidst all that silly laughter and cutting up. Everybody pretending
to be “grown up” already. I was bored—then I looked up and saw him. Our eyes met. He looked
at me from across the room. It was a wonderful moment—the entire room fell away. There was
no one there but the two of us—we were spellbound. Someone came up to him and drew his
attention from me. I remember how he began talking with the young man and later I noticed him
as he moved about—he had an easy manner, and when he laughed, he would throw his head
back and enjoy it! I loved this about him—he was of a light golden-brown complexion with
beautiful eyes and dark, wavy hair. He was not well dressed—it seemed his long arms had
outgrown his jacket somewhat, his pants didn’t match the jacket, and his feet were large (I saw
that later when he sat next to me on the sofa after we were introduced).I was beginning to enjoy



the party—it began to have meaning. I knew he was watching me—even when I was somewhere
else—and it was marvelous to just pretend I wasn’t aware of it while I was occupied with
someone else. I met many boys and I enjoyed it because they were so much larger and taller
than girls. They seemed to dominate the party by their mere physical presence and their
masculine mystique!Well, someone suggested and we began to play Post Office. Let me explain
this to you. This was a favorite game among teenagers—all very legitimate and (properly)
chaperoned, for naturally, whenever teenagers gave a party, the parents were always there to
supervise and keep things in proper order. This little game was allowed.Everyone remained in
one room. There was one boy or girl to be “postmaster” or “postmistress.” One of the party
members would enter the adjoining room with doors closed. Then the postmaster would be told
the name of a person in the party gathering by the person in the adjoining room. The postmaster
would say, “I have a letter for ‘so-and-so.’” So that boy or girl would enter the closed adjoining
room. This couple was allowed to kiss each other for a whole minute. Then the one who wrote
the “letter” had to rejoin the party, and the one who received the “letter” remained in the room
and called someone else. You were never allowed to call back the same person—so that way,
the kisses went around the room! How the postmaster or postmistress ever got their turn, I
cannot remember. But I shall never forget my “letter.”When I entered the room there he was,
quite tall, awkward, and shy—this was his “letter” to me, and later during this kissing game I sent
him a “letter” in turn. He asked me why I closed my eyes when I kissed him. I told him I didn’t
know …After this, we started “going together.” He would come to my house, always with a group
of young men his own age, and we would all go to the movies together on a Sunday afternoon.
He had one who was his special buddy who told me he was glad his friend liked me so much, for
I was good for him. This romance did not last very long—for a while I did not see him again. I
wondered what had happened. I was very sad and puzzled—I could not understand.St.
Valentine’s Day arrived and his best friend came to see me. He explained what had happened—
my love had become involved with a “fast” girl. He sent me a Valentine that read (I shall never
forget) “Look in the mirror and you shall see the only one in the world for me.” I told his friend to
tell him to come back—to give him this message for me. He was so happy and said he would tell
him. He never came back. I waited, but he never returned.I would see him at school—he was
several classes ahead of me. He was never alone, always with other boys and girls. He looked at
me and I looked at him and we simply passed each other without a word or greeting. I learned by
student talk he was going with one girl and then another. Then I finally learned he was smoking
marijuana. He was always so handsome. Then one day I saw him on the streetcar. My heart
sank to the bottom of my soul. A door closed. He was not the same person. There was nothing
anymore to love. It is a terrible thing to see someone you love die before your very eyes … And
yet I shall never forget him, for he awakened in my youthful heart the mystery of love.I also
remember that my only brother was born in this large house on the corner. The doctor was with
Mama in her bedroom and we were all awaiting the delivery of the baby. My oldest sister, Lois,
was in charge and had us quietly doing our household chores as we tiptoed around the house in



our various activities while we breathlessly awaited this coming event.When the doctor
announced it was a boy, we couldn’t believe it—we were so overcome with joy. Finally, we had a
baby boy! He was so cute. We all fought to hold him, bathe him, and kiss him. This welcome little
male stranger was baptized and named Ernest Patrick Collins after my father, Ernest Lee
Collins. Though he was the “baby” of the family then, today he is about six feet tall.I seem to
recall the houses we lived in as the keys that unlock the doors of the memory of my youth. We
moved again—we were still residing in east Los Angeles.15 We were better pleased with this
house, and Auntie Annette and Uncle Russell with their two sons, J.R. and Armand, lived just
around the corner. When my Uncle Leo married Grace Grenot, they lived across the street from
us with their three lovely little girls, Yvonne, Carmen, and Elaine. Uncle Lamar and Auntie Maude
with their two girls, Angel and Jacqueline, lived near us but not in the same neighborhood.
Grandma still lived in the big front house on Washington Boulevard. Lilybelle and Angelique lived
there with her. Adele and Uncle Harry had separated, and Adele took residence in one of the
back units on the property and Grandma rented out the other two units. We remained a family in
close proximity, always visiting, etc.It was about this time that Al Dixon came striding into my life.
He was an adagio dancer—a very popular mode of acrobatic dancing executed with one or
more male dancers showing their physical strength and skill in lifting, throwing, and twirling the
female dancer through space and in the air. These acts were performed in vaudeville, very
popular in the theater at this time. I was small, graceful, and of a very supple body. I was not an
acrobatic dancer—I was a dancer who had a very acrobatic body. I used to see acrobats and
contortionists in vaudeville, and I would come home and practice what I saw. I learned just by
watching these performers to do the “side split” and “backbend.” I became so expert in practicing
the backbend that I finally got my spine so supple that I could bend over backward and, finally,
with my hands holding my ankles, could put my head looking forward—right between my feet!
When I think of it today, I shudder! The lack of fear is appalling—youth will try anything! But I kept
practicing this monstrous “tour de force” until I had mastered it.Al Dixon was looking for a new
partner. He was a professional who had had several girl partners, but was without one at the
present time. Al must have been about twenty years old when I first met him. He looked upon me
as a “kid.” I must have been about fifteen years of age, more or less. He had studied out in San
Francisco under a master craftsman who taught him everything he knew. He often spoke to me
later about his teacher with great admiration and respect. Al was a keen and experienced
showman. He had taught another young man about his own age the craft of adagio dancing—
his name was Graham Fain. Al had heard about me as a dancer and approached me to try out—
to practice with him and Fain. I always called Al by his first name, but Fain, for some reason or
other, I only called by his last name. Fain always called me “Little One” and Al nicknamed me
“Jenny.” It stuck with my family and they call me sometimes by that name even today.Of course,
he had to be introduced to my parents for their permission, for I was not of legal age. Somehow
my father and mother took a liking to Al. They liked him although they thought such a profession
was physically dangerous for me. He assured them he would be very careful with my young



body being tossed through the air—for he was exceedingly skilled and professionally trained
and had performed in the theater as an adagio dancer most of his young life. Since I wanted to
try out for this experience, they gave their permission and rehearsals began.16I enjoyed it—I
even loved it, for I had great confidence in Al and Fain. We were called “Three Shades of Brown”
in our vaudeville act. Al was not only teacher and performer, he was also the shrewd business
manager for our team. My Aunt Angelique worked for Mr. Barker, head of the Labor Department
at the City Hall. She was a legal secretary. I met Mr. Barker through her, a marvelous Englishman
who had become an American citizen—his department supervised all of my work permits. I also
met Mrs. Calhoun from this department, who became a dear friend to me in later years.I learned
so much from Al Dixon that I could write reams about him as a person, a trouper, and a
showman. He taught me physical courage, and the responsibility of the performer to the
audience no matter what the price to be paid. Also, the people in the theater to keep away from
socially. In brief, the pitfalls and the dignity of the profession.Sometimes we performed five
shows daily. I always had a chaperone with me—my mother, one of my older sisters, an aunt—
even my grandmother came to watch the shows. They were all terrified as they watched me
perform with my two partners—it looked so spectacular and dangerous. But eventually they
became used to seeing me flying through the air in all of this acrobatic prowess and began to
enjoy it with me, not to mention how proud they were to have such an enigma onstage as part of
the family. I must say, dear friend, throughout my life, my whole family encouraged me. And not
only me—each one of us was granted the grace to be an individual—completely ourselves,
come what may—in the realm of achieving our separate dreams. Not that there was not family
discussion and contention, but it was always resolved by the individual winning out and doing
what he or she thought best, whether approved or disapproved. To an extent, this was one of my
large family’s greatest virtues.17We were rightly named by ourselves “Three Shades of Brown,”
for in fact that was exactly what we were. Al was fair-skinned, I was light brown, and Fain was
dark brown. We made a handsome threesome.Being young, I was inclined to being spoiled, so-
called, by my admiring family. One day, I shall never forget, I was angry with Al—I cannot even
remember the reason—and I went through one of our performances in a very half-hearted
manner. The audience did not know that I was pouting—but Al Dixon did!He was always gentle
with me and protective—he kidded a lot about things, but I had never seen him angry. After the
performance he came to my dressing room. His face was actually red, and he told me in no
uncertain terms that if I ever behaved like this again onstage, I could pack my bags and leave the
theater—he would never dance with me again. We were through!I was livid. I was almost
trembling with rage and fear. How dare he speak to me like that. Who does he think he is. I was
frightened—I had really upset him. I knew in my heart that he was right. I was wrong. We
continued performing during that week, but he would not speak to me. Believe you me, I
performed perfectly onstage. I did my best.About the end of the week, I heard a knock on my
dressing room door. Al was standing there when I opened it—silent and a bit shamefaced. He
said, “Jenny, I am sorry I got so angry with you. You are only a kid and you don’t understand. But



from now on, if you have anything against me, come right to me and we will have it out. But
onstage we are performers. Those people out there didn’t come here to see us argue onstage.
They are mostly poor people who earn their money at hard work and they pay their good money
to see us perform at our best. We owe them that.” I told him that I now understood, I was sorry—
and I would never do this again. I also told him that he was right to be angry. We became friends
again, offstage and on. I know that Al taught me this invaluable lesson—he spelled out to me the
real meaning of a “trouper.” It is the warp and woof of the discipline of the theater. I thank God it
never left me throughout my life, either in the theater or out of it …We were auditioning at a
theater—it was to be some kind of musical, as I recall. Many prominent black performers were
there. I remember the rosin box we used in order to make our hands and feet firm in grip, very
much like ballet dancers use in their ballet slippers and pointe shoes before going onstage. Our
turn came up and we began our performance—and the next thing I knew is that I was on my
back looking up into the anxious eyes and beautiful face of Evelyn Preer, the famous black
actress who was also to perform at the audition. I had been unconscious. I can still hear her
voice saying, “Are you all right, honey, are you all right?” I told her I was all right—until I tried to
move. My collarbone was injured. They had missed a trick during the performance and I fell—
knocked unconscious.My arm was in a sling for weeks. Al and Fain kept checking on me during
my recovery. Al told me that as soon as my shoulder region was healed, we would begin
practicing again—the very trick we had missed. I was frightened, but he told me that if we did
not, I would be afraid and never be able to perform this acrobatic feat again. It had to be.For
almost every one of these tour-de-force stunts, there is a safety measure designed to protect the
girl from injury. For instance, if the male performer sees the girl falling, he gets directly under her
to protect her body and break the fall. The girl, on her part, if she feels she is falling, immediately
relaxes and falls as relaxed as possible to keep from breaking a bone caused by a rigid fall with
its impact to the floor. Cats are a perfect example of this principle—they move and fall with what I
would term a relaxed tension.We resumed our regular practice when my shoulder was
completely healed and normal again. At the end of each practice session, we would very
carefully and slowly rehearse every aspect of this particular trick until I finally overcame my fear
of it and we could perform it full out, full force over and over again. After a while it was as natural
again as walking! And we performed it again onstage in our act as though it were as natural as
breathing. We were all three very proud of ourselves.Well, my vaudeville days were coming to an
end. Al was moving on—he decided he wanted to go “big time,” and the next stopping place for
him was New York City. It was a sad parting—he really didn’t want to go, but he felt he had to
move on. He did “make it big”—he found himself another girl partner in New York. Her name was
Anise Boyer, and they teamed under the name of Alan and Anise and performed all over the
world with the great and memorable Duke Ellington and his band. Later, Al and Anise were
married—they became man and wife.As for Graham Fain, he remained in Los Angeles and later
became a minister, married, and raised a family. It is very interesting how the three of us, so
different in our background, came together under the Hand of God’s Providence, formed a team,



and eventually went separate ways, and all touched base again in later years. Al, the most
mysterious of all, never spoke of his family or background, but he loved my mother and confided
in her that he was an orphan. She told me this many years later. As a result, I can now
understand Al much better—he had no support—he had to make it on his own. He had to learn
from life itself …After Al left, I continued with my dancing. I wanted to study ballet at one of the
well-known schools of ballet in Los Angeles. The most prominent ones were not available to me
when they learned I was “colored.” Classes were somehow all full. I knew what was going on. If
they accepted me in the midst of all the white dancers, they were afraid they would have no
classes. I was a threat to their livelihood! But I was determined to study ballet. Finally, I went to
the Arnold Tamon School of Ballet. I did not personally speak to him, but to his sister, Charlotte
Tamon. She was also one of his teachers. She was a pretty young woman, charming, and very
kind. She told me she would give me private lessons. I was overjoyed because I knew she was
good in ballet—my gut feeling told me that. And it was an outstanding ballet school.Miss Tamon
did not charge me very much for she knew I was poor. Private classes are expensive, but she
only charged me, as I remember, just a couple of dollars more than I would have to pay for a
regular class taken with other dancers. When I think of it today, I realize that I received all of this
personal attention—impossible in a dance class where the teacher’s attention must be equally
divided among many students. She was very thorough in training me. She gave me an entire
class beginning at the barre, en centre adagio into allegro movements in which I learned the
vocabulary of all of the principal steps of ballet—glissade, pas de basque, etc. Then the
pirouettes, chaîné turns, fouettés, and finally the tour de forces of the air—changement,
entrechat, tour jeté, etc. We always ended with a workout at the barre sur le pointe and center
work on pointe. I loved these classes, which I took once a week, and practiced the steps she
gave me astutely and daily at home. The space was too confining, so I finally met Mr. Malcolm
Nash, a local tap dance teacher, and he allowed me to use his studio daily in exchange for
teaching ballet classes to some of his tap students.In order to pay for my dance classes, I
started dance classes and taught children of the neighborhood. My two most beloved students
were two little Japanese girls, Shizu and Yuki. Their parents, Mr. and Mrs. Nishi and Mr. and Mrs.
Furuya, owned a grocery market on the main street near our home. I was both student and
teacher at the same time. From this early association, I learned to love my Japanese friends. It
was also very good for me to teach what I was learning, since that made me have to understand
what I was being taught in order to impart this knowledge to my students. Shizu and Yuki’s
parents wanted them to be graceful—not to become professional dancers—for neither was
gifted as a dancer. I was strict with them, and gave them the basic ballet training as I was taught
—with moderation according to their bodily capacity—and told them to practice all the
movements together at home, for they could learn from each other.Charming they truly were and
very different in personality. Shizu was plump, very outgoing, and always laughing. Yuki was a
lovely, shy, and beautiful piece of Japanese porcelain.Each Christmas their families sent me a
present through the girls, for which I would later go and thank them personally. I always opened



the gifts in front of Shizu and Yuki. One Christmas I received a lovely paddle—something like a
small tennis racket, but with a more beautiful shape. On the back, it was decorated with a lovely
Japanese maiden, with her kimono and hair all padded in relief, like quilting.During this period, I
attended all the major dance performances at the Los Angeles Philharmonic Auditorium, the
greatest concert hall in L.A. at the time. Also the smallest concert hall and theater, the Wilshire
Ebell. All of these performances were at night. I would go alone—I was not afraid, for I was so
thrilled by seeing these artists of the dance perform as I, too, wanted to perform one day and be
like them. My family allowed me to go alone, since transportation from my home to the
Philharmonic was conveniently safe because I left before dark and it was a single trip from my
home to the Philharmonic without waiting and transferring streetcars.I saw great artists like Mary
Wigman, Harald Kreutzberg, La Argentina, La Argentinita, and later Martha Graham, to name
only a few—and above all, the marvelous company of the famous Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo
headed by Léonide Massine as both principal choreographer and dancer. I was completely
enchanted. This was the era of the famous “Baby Ballerinas”—Tamara Toumanova, Irina
Baronova, and Tatiana Riabouchinska—who were trained for stardom outside the Imperial
Russian Ballet. Being White Russians, they had to escape when the Soviets took over, and it
became Communist, or Red Russia.My friend, before I can relate this next very important and
turning event in my life, I must give you a picture—an insight into my psychological state of mind
at the time so that you may better understand and appreciate the impact of this experience on
my young mind.I was alone, very alone in the midst of a very large and loving and contentious
family. This is not unusual for any artist born into a family who are not artists. We are a bit like the
“ugly duckling” who grows up to be a swan. We are somehow considered “different from the
rest”—the “normal” members of the family. There were three particular members of my family
from whom I drew great inspiration. My father, with his marvelous intellect, who was always
searching for knowledge and truth. My Uncle Leo, who had a wonderful talent for drawing but
had to abandon this gift and become a bricklayer in order to earn his livelihood and support his
family. Then there was Auntie Adele—beautiful, spirited, and a “freethinker.” She loved books,
knowledge, and the freedom of the working class of people both black and white. She was a
courageous woman and would not back down from her convictions. I did not always agree with
her, but I deeply admired her integrity in standing up for her beliefs, for she possessed the
courage of her convictions.She and Hugh Gordon ran a bookstore on Central Avenue called the
Hugh Gordon Bookshop. She would bring me books to read on the history of black people as
well as Atkins’s book on the science of breathing, books of poetry, and many others. She would
explain to me that in order to discipline myself as a dancer, I had to work each day at a special
time, religiously, if I expected to advance in my art. If I set aside 10:00 A.M. each morning to
practice ballet until 11:30 A.M., do that each day. Do not skip one day and try to make up for it by
doing twice as much the next day. Let nothing interfere with the 10:00 A.M. ritual! It worked, and I
could feel my progress. I was so proud she took such an interest in my development.Remember,
my friend, that I had no peers in my craft. I could not compare myself to other dancers because



there were none—I took private lessons only. Negroes simply did not study ballet. So it is no
wonder that I would feed my hungry young soul in observing all the great dancers and
companies of dancers who performed seasonally at the Philharmonic.With all this in mind, let us
now go back in time to the Philharmonic Auditorium. We are onstage—backstage …LÉONIDE
MASSINEI was terrified—awestruck and daring, but terrified! I was all of about sixteen years of
age, awaiting my turn to audition before the great Léonide Massine of the world-famous Ballet
Russe on the stage of the Los Angeles Philharmonic Auditorium, where they were performing.
The picture is now in reverse—instead of my being in the audience inspired and delighted by the
brilliant performances of the artists and swept into the magic of the ballets … the dark house, the
stage lit, the story, music, costumes all to embellish the movements of the dancers … no, this
was not so now. I was on the Philharmonic stage! That huge house was empty—it was like
looking into the face of some giant with his mouth wide open to devour me! Whatever ran
through my mind I cannot fully remember at this time, but my surroundings I remember vividly as
though they are sealed in my memory forever.Léonide Massine, dancer, choreographer, and
director of the company, was sitting with his back to the audience on the apron of the stage with
another gentleman seated to his left. The stage was lit—all of the work lights were on—so that
he could clearly view the auditioning dancers. I did not bring pointe shoes—I was to dance in
ballet slippers “Anitra’s Dance,” by Edvard Grieg, which my teacher, Charlotte Tamon, had taught
me.Among the auditioners I remember one who had come with her teacher, and she was
warming up on pointe before her turn came. Her teacher was coaching her. I recall vividly he was
carrying the ballet rod or stick and beating time for her and correcting and approving some of
her movements. I remember thinking that she must be his prize pupil or protégée. The rest of us
were alone at the audition. I was especially very much alone—neither teacher, friend, nor
anyone of my large family was there with me. I was alone. Not only that, but as I looked about
me, everyone was white. How in the name of Heaven did I get in here!The audition was about to
begin—Massine indicated to the person in charge of the auditioners that he was ready to see
the first dancer. There was almost a reverent silence. I looked upward slightly behind me and
there, on a spiral staircase, which must have led to upper dressing rooms, stood members of the
Ballet Russe—some were dressed in street clothes—to watch the auditioners. I remember
distinctly seeing one ballerina in high-heeled red shoes, which I thought looked very beautiful on
her exquisite feet and showed off her lovely legs. Dancers watching dancers, I remembered from
past vaudeville experience, can sometimes be cruel, very ready to criticize the least fault.My
eyes went back to the first auditioner. My heart was pounding. Several dancers auditioned, then
came the turn of the dancer with her teacher. She performed on pointe. I remember being
disappointed—I was not impressed. Her warm-up was better than her performance. Several
other dancers performed, then I was called. I remember a hush in the theater—a silence you
could have cut with a knife when I stepped forward with a little hand phonograph and carrying
the Grieg recording in my other hand (for I did not have an accompanist) and in my practice
clothes.As I came forward to approach Mr. Massine, the gentleman on his left leaned over and



spoke to him privately. Whatever he said, Massine violently shook his head and indicated a
definite no with his hand. I stood before him—I remember his large, beautiful dark eyes and a
gentle sadness about his face, just like I had seen him in his photographs. I explained that I did
not have an accompanist—and he said that was all right—and he indicated to a stagehand to
attach my phonograph to an electrical outlet onstage.Charlotte Tamon had choreographed this
dance for me. It began with the hands of Anitra bound in chains in front of her, below her waist.
She finally breaks the chains (imaginary, of course), and with her hands free, she abandons
herself to the wonderful freedom of the dance! I forgot everything but the dance. I danced with all
my heart. I remember the burst of applause when I finished. I was so happy—I was stunned! I
looked up and there were those ballerinas on the spiral staircase applauding and smiling down
at me! I was overwhelmed! I smiled happily up at them.Massine beckoned to me as I came back
to earth. I came forward to the front of the stage where he sat and knelt down, sitting back on my
feet in front of him—and he smiled down upon me. He said in his Russian accent, “You are a
very fine dancer.” I said, “I don’t think I am very strong yet for pointe, so I performed for you in
ballet shoes.” “No, no,” he said. “You are strong. You will make a fine character dancer. I could
train you.” I knew what he meant because character dancing was his forté in ballet. He stopped,
thought very seriously—then, looking into my upturned waiting eyes, he stated in both a kindly
and realistic manner, “In order to train you and take you into the company, I would have to put
you onstage with the ballet corps first in performances—and I would have to paint you white.” He
paused. “You wouldn’t want that, would you?” I looked directly at him and said “No.” We both
understood. I arose, thanked him sincerely, and left. I went to the dressing rooms and put my
street clothes on, after first collecting my phonograph and recording. I only remember a very
numb feeling in my heart and head—I was in a state of sleepwalking.When I finally got into the
open air again, I walked up the hill, past the Biltmore Theater, crossed the street, and sat down
on the entrance steps leading to the Los Angeles Public Library, and I cried, and cried, and
cried. I could not stop crying. It was all I could do. When the tears were all gone—I had cried
myself dry—I caught a streetcar and went home.I remember none of my family’s reactions to this
affair but Auntie Adele’s. She was the one who had put me up to this in the first place! I
remember how she came to our house one day and said, “Janet, I see the Ballet Russe is in
town performing, and they are holding auditions to take dancers with their company. Why don’t
you go and audition?” “Auntie, I am not good enough for that, I couldn’t possibly do that!” She
answered, “How will you know if you don’t try? How do you know how good you are? Let them
tell you. We know how talented you are, but let them tell you. That is what counts.” These were
not necessarily her exact words, but this was the thought and meaning. I felt excited and
encouraged. I knew she was telling me the truth. So I did it.“Well, how did the audition go?” I told
her everything and in detail. “Now, that is marvelous and this is only the beginning. You must not
strive to be as good as they are—you have the talent to be better! Now, you get right back to the
barre on Monday and keep right on working at your dancing! You see, the best recognized your
gift!” She was right, and Monday, back to the barre I went!Several days later I had to go



downtown and I happened to be passing in front of the Philharmonic Auditorium—and to my
surprise, I saw Léonide Massine approaching in the opposite direction! He recognized me,
smiled, and tipped his hat to my great surprise—it was probably a European custom of
courteous acknowledgment. I smiled, returning his courtesy with a bow of my head as we
passed each other and went our separate ways. These are my most cherished memories of
Léonide Massine. He will always have a very special place in my heart.2 About ArtActually, I am
as strong as a horse—and a racehorse at that!God made all kinds of horses—why couldn’t Mr.
Cruikshankand my father see the kind of horse that God made me?—JANET COLLINSBoth art
and dance were the two great loves of my life. I was highly and equally gifted in both and
approached both with the same devotion and discipline of the professional. Nothing of the
amateur is within my makeup except in the true meaning of the word amateur—one who
executes an art for the sheer love of it—as opposed to the meaning of the word professional—a
person who executes his or her art as a livelihood. Somewhere in the back of my thoughts I
knew I would have to sooner or later make up my mind which one should take priority.Ferdinand
Collins comes to mind! Even today, at seventy-three years of age, I have kept this precious gift
he gave me of a professional artist’s painting kit with the brushes, oil tubes, etc., with the original
palette. Naturally, paints and brushes have had to be replaced over the years, but the strong
wooden box, metal lined, has endured the test of time and much use! It is a masterpiece of
enduring workmanship. He gave it to me one Christmas. I shall never forget how overawed and
delighted I was to have such a “professional gift” as a young artist. Not even out of high school,
and here I was with a real artist’s oil painting kit!It is interesting and providential that our last
names were the same. We were not blood related but kindred spirits. He was hopelessly in love
with my sister Betty—hopeless is the best word I can think of to describe his feelings for her. She
was a beauty and had a slew of young men battling for her affections. He was simply one among
many. Yet he never swerved in his devotion to her. The family loved him and we all looked
forward to his weekly visits.Let me draw a portrait of this young man for you, my friend, as I
remember him. He was tall, about six feet, well built, with very handsome facial features. He
smoked a pipe, wore tweeds—his whole demeanor was of refinement, intellect, and culture—
but with a laughing, casual air. His skin was light brown and his hair cropped fairly close, which
revealed a nobly shaped head.I was not in love with Ferdinand, but I loved him. He was a poetic
idealist. He regarded me as his kid sister and I loved the role. I was the buffer between him and
Betty because he could talk to me. He read Byron, Keats, and Shelley to me and explained their
lives and poetry. He saw a light in me and I in him. He told me once, “Janet, follow your dream
because what it has to offer you, the world is sorely in need of borrowing.”He admired my
drawings and paintings and I introduced him to my beloved Miss Grace Heflinger—my high
school art teacher, who was excellent and my first art teacher who taught me the fundamentals
of art drawing, perspective, color, composition, and basic anatomy. It was she who told me I had
the makings of a great artist. My gift was exceptional—that of genius. I never bothered with that
word—the only reality I knew was that of hard work and love.1Ferdinand and Miss Heflinger



liked each other from the start. We were all three kindred spirits who loved art.One day
Ferdinand said he had someone who wanted to meet me. I had graduated from high school and
was working at the NYA (National Youth Administration), a program for young artists under F. D.
Roosevelt’s administration. Ferdinand was an elevator operator at a large department store
downtown named Silverwoods, a men’s clothing store.Mr. Louis Cruikshank was a corporation
lawyer for this firm. Somehow, Ferdinand had found out that Mr. Cruikshank was on the board of
directors of one of the three largest art schools in L.A. at the time, Art Center School. Chouinard
and Otis Art Institute were the other two prominent art schools and all within a few blocks of
each other.Louis Cruikshank was a man of singular distinction. He was an Englishman by
heritage and, if I recall correctly, the grandson of George Cruikshank, the celebrated illustrator of
Charles Dickens’s books. He told me this himself at our first meeting when Ferdinand brought
me to him upon his request. (He himself had tried his hand at art, emulating his grandfather, but
realized he had no talent for art and decided on law instead.)I liked him and immediately felt at
ease in his presence. After he arrived to greet and welcome Ferdinand and me, I remember
being seated on an office sofa a small distance away directly in front of Mr. Cruikshank at his
desk. (As I recall, Ferdinand remained standing respectfully.) He remained seated behind his
desk during this interview, and I remember he was very handsome. I could tell by his body (even
though now seated) that he was a tall man, well built, with graying hair. When I asked him if he
would like to see some of my work, he said, “No, I can see you are an artist.” I was amazed!
Ferdinand was so pleased—I could feel it in his silent presence there in the room with us.Mr.
Cruikshank told me during our conversation that “art is more than a notion”—much hard work, as
he had learned from his grandfather—and his only reservation about me was that I looked so
slender, so fragile in appearance. He mentioned also how heartily truck drivers should eat
because their work was so taxing! Heavens, this makes me think of my father. He always thought
I should not be a dancer—I am much too frail! Imagine that—actually, I am as strong as a horse
—and a racehorse at that! God made all kinds of horses—why couldn’t Mr. Cruikshank and my
father see the kind of horse that God made me? I was really touched because the bottom line
was that they both cared about my health, since being masculine, they were instinctively
protective.Mr. Cruikshank promised to speak to the board of directors at their next meeting and
would let me know their decision through Ferdinand.I got the scholarship at Art Center School!
There I began my formal training as a professional artist.2 Naturally, I called to thank Mr.
Cruikshank for his kindness and faith in me. He was pleased and said he knew I would work hard
and prosper in my art. About a year later, I called Silverwoods to speak with him and let him
know of my progress. He was no longer at Silverwoods. He had suffered a stroke and was
confined to his home. I went to see him at his home. He was confined to a wheelchair and could
not speak. His very lovely and solicitous daughter greeted me and gave me an audience with
him. I was deeply moved and sorrowful upon seeing this magnificent man in such a state of
helplessness. I think he recognized me, but he seemed very tired, and I did not remain long in
his presence. Above his chair was a portrait of George Cruikshank—a photograph. I asked his



daughter if I might borrow the photograph in order to render a drawing of it for Mr. Cruikshank.
She was delighted. I rendered it in black and white—I cannot recall whether I used ink or pencil—
and returned it with the original photograph. I remember I had it framed—I believe it was a quaint
oval frame. His reaction was not recognizable for me—he simply gazed kindly—but his daughter
was overjoyed and thanked me profusely. I am deeply indebted to this wonderful man for his
perception, faith, and generosity. I shall always remember his legacy to me: “Art is more than a
notion.”When I think of high school, three teachers come vividly into my mind—Miss Heflinger,
my art teacher, Miss Berg, my English teacher, and Mrs. Lamb, my algebra teacher.3 Dedicated
teachers leave an indelible impression on the lives of their students. They give us the knowledge
that equips us for our lives in the world.Miss Berg taught me English and composition. She gave
me an assignment to write about a man she thought I would like. A man who was German and
an electrical genius—he came to this country (by the invitation of Thomas A. Edison?) to work
closely with him personally—his name was Steinmetz. (From dictionary—Charles Proteus
Steinmetz. Original given names, Karl August Rudolf, 1865–1923. German-born electrical
engineer, mathematician, and inventor.) She thought I would find him very interesting as a
person. He was born with a handicap, which kept his body small. He had a great brain and a
large, fine head. Of distinguished bearing—he had the mind of a giant and the heart and soul of
a child—he loved children, boating. I read everything about his life and did research on pictures
—photos of him at work and in just ordinary life. She was right—I came to love and admire this
little giant among men, and did a portrait of him with words instead of paint! Miss Berg
introduced to me the world of thought with words to express myself. She opened to me another
realm to explore and discover!Mrs. Lamb, my algebra teacher, failed me! But not before she told
me she was going to do it. She asked me to remain after class—she wanted to speak with me.
She told me that she could pass me with a C, but that she knew I was capable of getting an A,
so she said that she was going to fail me and make me come to summer school. How I hated
her! But in my sneaky little heart, I knew she was right. I saw no use for algebra, and simply did
not want to put forth the effort to learn it. I can admire Steinmetz—but I don’t have to emulate
him! What good is algebra to a dancer or an artist! This is the rationalization of a young mind that
is just lazy! Why do I have to eat spinach—when ice cream tastes so good!My father loved
algebra—he taught himself. He would sit at his desk for hours working over mathematical
problems. He used to tell me that mathematics helps you to think straight, i.e., to be reasonable,
logical. Between him and Mrs. Lamb, I came to really enjoy algebra.When he had a problem he
couldn’t solve, he would ask me to take it to Mrs. Lamb. I would bring home the solution with
absolute glee. He was so happy to find the solution to the problem. My father’s academic
education was limited, being a southerner and a black man (my father was a mulatto, half white
and half black), so he had to learn a craft, for higher education was denied him. Nevertheless, he
had such a brilliant mind, a God-given intellect, that he could think rings around the rest of my
large family. None had his bright, inquiring mind. He had a rudimentary education in academia—
I think he went as far as high school or very near it, for he loved reading, writing, penmanship,



sciences, and mathematics—not to speak of the poets like Edgar Allan Poe. When we did not
know a word and guessed at its meaning, he would say, “Go look it up in the dictionary.” He
loathed anything sloppy—he was always clean and neat as a pin. He would say to me when he
found me flustered in one thing or another, “If it is hard, you are doing it wrong.”Well, we were
quite a threesome—my father, Mrs. Lamb, and I. We had notebooks in which we worked out
algebraic problems and which Mrs. Lamb corrected when we turned them in to her periodically.
At the end of the summer session, she made an announcement that she had a student she was
very proud of because, she said, not only did the student show diligence in the study of algebra,
but turned in some of the most orderly and artistic notebooks she had ever witnessed. I honestly
did not think she was talking about me—for I remember my great surprise and happiness when
she called my name and held up my notebook for the class to see and gave them permission to
peruse it more closely individually. I thanked her heartily after. (She gave me an A+, I believe, an
A with honors. Father was very proud of me.)Well, Mrs. Lamb was one of the dearest people I
have ever known, and taught me one of the greatest lessons of my life. First, she taught me to be
a teacher and to gauge the capacity of my students and to work with them according to their
innate abilities. If one student has the capacity of a quart, I will demand of that student a full
quart, but if a pint is the capacity, I will demand a pint—and no more. But never will I accept a
pint from a quart student or demand a quart from a pint student. I will not tolerate laziness, nor
will I frustrate a student by pushing him or her beyond their innate capacity to absorb the
knowledge given them.I must tell you, my friend, that many years later at Scripps College in
Claremont, where I taught dance, my students told me to my face their “evaluation” of me as a
teacher. Completely spontaneously, they wanted me to know personally their evaluation of me,
and the spokesman for the group said, “You are a terrible person, Miss Collins—but we are
here!” I was taken aback, but I had to laugh at their forthrightness as I looked at their smiling
faces. They interpreted it for me—for youth has a language of its own. “It means we love you
because you won’t let us get away with anything. You tell us the truth.”The other lesson I learned
from both my father and Mrs. Lamb was the importance of mathematics in our lives, everyday
living, and in our work. We go to the store and buy two tomatoes for such and such an amount of
money. How time is regulated in seconds, minutes, hours, and days. How the seasons are in
months and years, centuries, etc. How in music, the greatest of artistic mathematics, composers
create music in measures of time. And how the dancer must phrase movement to so many
counts, so many given musical bars of a given musical composition. It can be in 2/4, 3/4, or 4/4
time, etc. Also, how the artist must know the mathematical proportions of the human body and
face, i.e., the adult average body is approximately 7½ heads tall, and the eyes are approximately
in the center of the human skull. Yes, I learned from them both the importance and use of
mathematics in its relationship to life and living itself. This is to speak of mathematics in a simple,
fundamental way—not to mention it as a complete science in its own right and its invaluable
place in the higher realms of the sciences.Mr. Halverson was my geography and history teacher.
He was a portly, gruff Scandinavian. I never remember his standing up—he was always seated



behind his large desk in front of the class when we entered and seated there when we were
dismissed. I am certain that he stood and wrote things on the blackboard directly behind his
desk. He had very informal manners and was quite at home in his classroom. I do remember he
would every so often take a large white handkerchief out of his coat pocket and blow his nose
very loudly in class—we all used to giggle at this habit of his, which did not embarrass him in the
least, and he seemed to pay no attention at all to our foolishness. (We didn’t laugh aloud—it was
just a private joke among the students, which we discussed among ourselves outside of class
because we were all aware of this habit and commented on it—so when it happened in class, we
would all look at each other and suppress our “all-knowing” laughter.) This never bothered him in
the least—he would put the handkerchief back in his pocket and go right on teaching where he
had just left off.He suggested a project for me personally that caught my interest for my term
paper. The history of costumes illustrated in drawings I would execute in color of both men and
women, beginning with the earliest point of civilized history—I think it began with the Egyptians,
Greeks, Romans, and along the way, I remember the Norsemen—the Vikings (Mr. Halverson’s
ancestors)—and the period of French history that included the era of the Three Musketeers of
Alexandre Dumas. Of course, I couldn’t cover all the periods—just the most striking and
outstanding ones in the history of time. History, geography, and art all came together in a very
happy moment. Mr. Halverson was very pleased with the result of my project and gave me an
excellent grade. I do not remember all of my teachers, but these I have mentioned to you, my
friend, made a lasting and indelible impression upon my life and, I am certain, upon the lives of
many others of their youthful students.Dancing and painting walked hand in hand in this period
of my life. I cannot place them in exact chronological order because they overlap. At one time,
dance takes preference, and at another, art. Nevertheless, I was developing constantly and
consistently both of these arts simultaneously. Actually, at this period in my life, they
complemented each other. Art being primarily concerned with the intellectual activity concerning
thought, observation of the world around me—people, objects, in brief, creation—the world as
my eyes saw it (not to mention my personal reaction to it) and the fact that art is primarily a
sedentary activity, chiefly concerned with the hand executing what the eye sees and what the
brain and mind understands. Dancing is physical—actually, a dancer basically is an artistic
athlete. You don’t “think” dance—you execute it—your body is involved to express yourself in
movement. The mind is very much involved, for it controls the body. Yet it is not basically an
intellectual art, but I believe it is the most primal of all the arts—we have no instrument but
ourselves to express ourselves. The human body itself is the sole instrument in the dance.Art
Center School was an ideal structure for the student of art. The buildings were low and were all
connected in the form of an elongated horseshoe. There was a beautiful centerpiece inside this
architectural horseshoe—a pool of water with goldfish and lovely plants and decorative rugged
rocks. The classes were held in these attached bungalows with a pavement around so the
student and teacher could walk from one cottage studio to the next. As you entered from the
street, to the right was the administration office and several rooms for a gallery where either



students’ or professional artists’ work was displayed. Mr. and Mrs. Adams, owners and
executives of the school, were situated in this building. As you kept right along the pavement,
each studio class had a number or letter. As I recall, there was a shortcut you could take by
crossing over the pond on a little bridge. Sometimes the students would sit on the edge of this
charming centerpiece and chat between classes. The very back, or curve, of the horseshoe
were the oil painting classes. I remember this very vividly because I recall that I always used to
visit these rooms when the students had left. I could observe their work. The teacher was a fine-
looking man with a very dignified face and graying black hair. He and my drawing logic teacher,
Edward Kaminsky, were friends and used to talk together in Russian or Polish. I never studied
with this oil painting teacher, but I did observe everything I possibly could. Most of the paintings I
saw were of still lifes. Immaculately executed in a very realistic manner—even the highlights on a
vase were exquisitely rendered. These were the largest studio spaces that I remember—two
large studios side by side formed this curve. There was nothing sloppy about these rooms—the
paint was on the canvases, not on the floor or easels. When the student finished and cleaned his
or her palette, the oil paints were placed in metal tins—like flat cake pans—and covered with
water to preserve them from drying out. You simply empty the water and put your paints back on
the palette the next day! Oil paints are expensive and students are poor, so this struck me as
being very clever and economical, for truly, oil and water do not mix—and this preserves the
paints.As we continue around this curve and reach the next studios (going counter clockwise),
the studios are facing the others on the other side of the pond. Actually, it is a court, beautifully
planned. As we keep walking and passing each studio, we are back on the street again.I
remember most of my teachers vividly. Each was an expert in their given field. Edward Kaminsky
—drawing logic—the laws of light and shade. (He also taught photography, which I did not
study.4) Joseph Henninger—life drawing from the nude model, both male and female. Legakes—
color and design. Anatomy—I have forgotten his name—he taught us anatomy with a
geometrical technique—more how muscles influenced the surface than their actual structure
and attachments underneath the skin.I think Mr. Henninger was not in favor of this method and,
frankly, neither was I. He never said this directly, but I recall one day he stated he was not in
agreement with the way artists learned anatomy today. Exceedingly super-facial. He learned
anatomy directly from the cadaver (I think he mentioned his father was a surgeon) and, in his
day, the artist had to learn anatomy like a medical student—directly from the dissection of the
human body. I was greatly impressed because his knowledge of anatomy of the human body
was so perfect when he corrected our drawings. He recommended only one textbook, Arthur
Thomson’s Anatomy for Art Students, which I purchased. It was excellent, but I longed for the
real dissecting experience to learn anatomy firsthand. Perhaps I could go to an anatomy class.
How greatly I admired the Old Masters and wanted to emulate them—especially Michelangelo
and Rembrandt, who, even to this day, are my favorites among the Old Masters.Well, with all the
boldness and naïveté of a complete novice I went directly to the chief doctor of the anatomy
classes at U.S.C. and stated my case. He observed me very kindly and perceptively—he



astutely observed from my bubbling enthusiasm that I possessed no morbid curiosity
whatsoever about dead bodies. He informed me that no one was allowed in these classes
except medical students—however, seeing my sincere interest in the study of anatomy for my
work in art, he would allow me to observe and draw from the dissected bodies, but I was not
allowed to touch the cadavers—only draw from them. I was delighted. I thanked him profusely
and went with his permission also to the U.S.C. library and took out the huge volume of Gray’s
Anatomy—the medical bible of anatomy, so to speak. I was fascinated—practically in seventh
heaven with the wealth of knowledge before me.This kindly doctor also took me into the
anatomy classroom (no students were present) where I was to draw from the cadavers. It was a
long room with about thirty bodies. He explained that most were male and many donated by the
city morgue—unclaimed bodies. There was a strong odor of the preservative formaldehyde,
which was quite overpowering at first, but he assured me I would get used to it eventually. Fifteen
bodies were laid out on tables on one side and fifteen on the other, with an aisle for walking
between the two rows. All of the bodies were covered with a white sheet. The doctor went to one
body—and pulled back the sheet to the waist. It was a male torso with the head completely
covered like a mummy. It was only a body—not a person to me. The technique or method of
dissection was a long, straight line that was cut from the base of the neck to the lower abdomen.
Across the lower part of the pectoral muscles (breastbone) a vertical line was cut. It formed a
cross on the torso and, at the intersection of this cross, all four points were folded back away
from each other, exposing the beautiful muscular structure underneath, which I had seen drawn
in my art anatomy book. The same technique of cutting was also used upon the arms to expose
the muscles underneath. I saw tendons—and blood vessels—and even nerves. I was amazed—I
thought nerves were simply mysterious electrical currents, which ran through the body unseen!
There was also in the room a long sink for the students to wash their hands. At the very end of
the room were two skeletons—one male and one female. They were wired expertly so that one
could observe how each part fit to make the structure a logical whole. Each hung from the top of
his or her head from a mechanical device on wheels so that the skeletons could be moved from
place to place in the anatomy room for students to observe from all angles and positions as they
worked, while the doctor of anatomy taught class.Word must have gotten around because I had
two separate visitors when I came alone to sketch in the anatomy lab—one a medical student,
the other an anatomy artist. The latter showed me some of his drawings for the doctors, which I
admired for their accuracy, skill, and beautiful rendering. The other was the young medical. He
was rather flamboyant and show-offish, but I enjoyed him—he finally calmed down a bit when I
asked him serious questions about the muscles, and I learned a great deal from his visit. He
enjoyed explaining his expertise to me—I became the student and he the “professor.”I
disciplined myself thoroughly. Several days a week I would go to the anatomy room and draw
first from the skeleton, then the cadaver. If there was anything I did not understand, I opened
Gray’s huge anatomy book and learned the names and attachments of the various muscles.I
would work there for an hour or more. It was quite an experience for me, and I remember how



happy I was to leave that room of the silent dead and return to life and see people actually
walking around and breathing fresh air! I did get used to the pungent smell of formaldehyde, as
the doctor had predicted, and I moved and adjusted easily from this chemical to normal, fresh
air.This was the period of F. D. Roosevelt’s administration, and fresh out of high school, I was
employed under the National Youth Administration. I had a job painting a mural of my own design
along with other young artists under an instructor. Where we worked was in a school very near
U.S.C. and I could walk to my anatomy sessions. It was all very convenient. And, of course, I was
taking classes at Art Center, for my scholarship had been renewed. I carried quite a load.I did
not inform Mr. Henninger what I was doing—only my family knew. I was really overtaxing myself
and after a while, I decided to take a little time off from my solitary studies in anatomy. Just a little
breather, so to speak, until I could gain my strength again and continue.I felt chipper and strong
again. Now came the day to resume my studies in anatomy. As usual, I set up my materials on
the empty tabletop, brought the male skeleton near me, and proceeded to pull back the sheet on
the cadaver I had been drawing from to resume my work where I had left off. So I proceeded to
pull back the sheet to the cadaver’s waist.As long as I live, I shall never forget this moment.
There before me was a dead man—they had gotten new bodies in and his head was uncovered.
He was without that white binding cloth I was so accustomed to. The body was untouched—it
was not even cut for dissection. There before me was a dead man. A power like a fist hit the base
of my soul—I was stunned and almost fainted with fear—I had only heard of the solar plexus—
but at that moment I felt it! It exists. It was as though life and death for that moment held me
paralyzed in its fearful and mighty grip like a vise.My first impulse was to go out of that room
screaming, but I restrained myself because somehow I knew if I did this, they would never let me
back in. With all of the presence of mind I could muster, I pulled the sheet back over the body,
completely covering it, drew up my chair to the table, sat down, and began to draw even though
my whole being was still trembling. I forced myself to sit there working as best I could for one
solid hour. My knees finally stopped trembling. I closed Gray’s Anatomy, washed my hands at
the students’ sink, replaced the skeleton back in its proper place, and calmly walked out of the
room. I never returned.About a week later when I had fully recovered from this experience, I took
that mammoth book Gray’s Anatomy back to the U.S.C. Medical Library, thanked them for their
kindness, and simply left that campus for good. I never even turned around to look back. Today I
wonder why I did not go to that anatomy professor and thank him and tell him what happened. I
am sure this kindly man would not have been either surprised or distressed. It occurs to me
today that had I desired to be a medical student, eventually I would have gone right to him, but
since I was not planning to enter that field, this was useless. I was interested in the living body—
and anatomy was only a means to an end for me.Later, years later in New York City, I recounted
this story to the chief surgeon and head of Harlem Hospital, Aubre de Lambert Maynard. He
roared with laughter—and said that he greatly admired my courage. In turn, he told me of an
incident he experienced as a young medical student.The young premed students of anatomy
were forbidden to enter a certain room, which, incidentally, was always locked. Young Aubré



Maynard happened to notice one day—somehow I recall he told me that he was sitting at the
base of some steps leading up to that particular forbidden room—when he turned around and,
looking up, he noticed that door unlocked and slightly ajar. It was quite a discussion among the
premed students to wonder why they must not enter this room—what was in there. Naturally,
their curiosity was at a peak.His heart skipped a beat and he looked all around and, finding
himself quite alone, decided to take a peek. So he stealthily ascended those steps and, upon
peering into the room, beheld rows of human corpses hanging from wires on extended lines
across the room—as near, he related, as his memory served him, these lifeless bodies seemed
to have wires extended through their heads to keep them hanging erect. He recalls almost
fainting and falling down that flight of stairs. His stomach was tied in knots, for he had just had
his lunch at the foot of those same stairs a few moments earlier—before this disaster happened
to him as a result of his curiosity and disobedience! He never mentioned this to a soul. He was
so panic-stricken and ashamed.In spite of all of this, he eventually became a very great surgeon.
His specialty was the heart—he was the one who saved Martin Luther King Jr. when he was
stabbed by a woman in Harlem. He was a cardiac surgeon and specialized in heart wounds, I
believe.He told me also that a definite part of a medical student’s training is long, not only
because of the vastness of the knowledge to be assimilated, but also because of the need to
condition them toward getting used to seeing blood and all kinds of disease, mutilation, etc. He
also informed me that no matter how many times a doctor witnesses death, he never gets used
to it—it is always the same—he never becomes conditioned to death. It is always the same, final
and fearfully mysterious …The varied events and circumstances in my life do not come back to
me in exact chronological order, but rather dovetail into each other and somehow make a
complete and whole picture, as I see it in retrospect.Somewhere in this interim I attended Los
Angeles City College, from 1935 to 1936, after graduating from Jefferson High School. It was
then known as L.A. Jr. College. I was an art major. I also took classes in French, architecture,
and sociology. I never graduated—I think the scholarship at Art Center School and my dance
career proved too much for my strength. I had to relinquish something. But I do have some
wonderful memories of two people I met there. One was Willa Kim, and the other, Mr. Workman,
my teacher in the history of art.Willa Kim was Korean and an art major like myself. She later
became a famous and excellent costume designer in New York City, where we met again years
later and renewed our old acquaintance.Willa and I were as different as night and day. She was
into the Impressionists and I was into the Old Masters. She was the epitome of sophistication
and I was naïveté itself. Perhaps the absolute difference was the attraction. We argued for hours
on end, reclining on the college green—neither relinquishing an inch! I liked the Impressionists,
but I thought they were superficial, depending too heavily on atmosphere and relinquishing form.
Nevertheless, it was fun. I enjoyed our relationship though I am not prone to female
companionship. I have always preferred the male mystique. I find it more honest, less deviant
and prone to subjectivity. I personally have always found it easier to deal with. And yet there are
women whom I have known in my life that I both loved and admired, whose intrinsic feminine



virtues I long to emulate.Mr. Workman I remember most vividly as my teacher of art history. We
had to buy for his class a very vivid and scholarly book entitled Barnes History of Art. He adored
Giotto—the great Italian pre-Renaissance artist, literally known in history as the father of
Renaissance painting. In this period of my late teens—knowing all things—I failed to see the
great merit of Giotto. How I have grown through the years! At this period in my life, my great
teachers were Michelangelo and Rembrandt. Through the years they have remained. They have
truly stood the test of time, but now I can deeply appreciate the great merits of Giotto—for
without him, we would not have had Michelangelo and Rembrandt. He paved the way. Giotto
brought the Scriptures alive. There is no difference between form and content in him. They are
one. Today, after many years, I can now see the depth of Mr. Workman’s appreciation. I shall
always be grateful to him and remember him, for I, too, have grown to love Giotto over the years.I
also remember in my junior college days becoming acquainted with the great philosophers. My
favorites were Lao-tzu, Confucius, Spinoza, and Schopenhauer. I hated Nietzsche—I felt he was
a madman, brilliant and eccentric. Somehow I would forgive Schopenhauer his melancholy, for
he had a heart—though pretty dark and downbeat for me. Nevertheless, I admired his great
mind as it plunged into the depths of human suffering. His mother was greatly instrumental in his
suffering, which explained a great deal of the formation of his character and outlook to me.In
later years, I remember reading a marvelous book by Emil Ludwig called Three Titans. It was
very popular at the time—everyone was reading it. I remember it was so enjoyable because it
was so lucidly written. He chose three men of Western civilization who stood out as giants of art
in their given fields—Beethoven (music), Rembrandt (painting), Michelangelo (sculpture).It is
always amazing and gratifying to me how great art stands so firmly the test of time. Its luster
does not diminish because it is grounded in sincerity and truth. Its beauty never diminishes—its
luster never tarnishes. It stands for all generations to witness the beauty of its truth. We are
greatly enriched by the artist, no matter how primitive or how cultured. He speaks of values that
are timeless. Yet only a window into eternal beauty and life!
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Gerald Gordon, “A MUST READ. Months before Janet passed away, she phoned me to express
her excitement in finding someone to help her write her biography. Being her close friend for a
number of years and knowing how easily persuaded she could be by an honest face and sweet
words, I immediately became cautious and protective even though I am some twenty years
younger. I quizzed her about this newly found "friend" - who she was, where'd she come from,
what's her background and on and on. Janet was truly pleased with this Yael Lewin and it turned
out that Janet was totally right.(I can just hear and see Janet saying to me through a beautiful
smile "I told you so my doubting Thomas!) I have just finished reading this truly fascinating,
honest and dramatic work Ms. Lewin has written. I personally had trouble with parts of the book
as I had been there and had to relive many things that were difficult to see and feel the first time
around let alone to read them in print. I couldn't imagine someone knowing Janet for what might
be termed a relative short while compared to those of us who had known her for years, but the
writer was amazing and able to see and write about this brilliant dancer, this brilliant human
being with all her mercurial moods, fears, strengths and especially her sense of humor. Let me
tell you how worried I was when I knew that I would be in parts of this book and I wondered how
this stranger could create the love, the passion, the sadness and the honesty that ruled Janet
Collins and her life. Ms.Lewin was completely accurate in introducing the 'public' Janet Collins
to us as well as the private Janet Collins. Janet would be so pleased. I can just hear her saying
"Thank you Yael Lewin". IT'S A MUST READ FOR ANYONE, DANCER OR NOT, BLACK OR
WHITE, ANYONE STRIVING TO ACCOMPLISH IN ANY FIELD - IT'S ALL THE SAME! Not only
was Janet so very talented with her dancing and her painting, but she opened a door for so
many.  I miss her.”

srwm, “Wonderful biography - beautifully written. The moment I opened Night Dancer I felt
invited into Janet Collin's life in an embracing and inclusive way. From an historical perspective it
was a compelling reminder of how many dreadful obstacles gifted Black artists had to overcome
in order to follow their passion. Lewin constructs a luminous palette that captures the richness
and beauty of Janet Collins during a particularly sad time in the history of our country. In many
ways Collin's made it look easy, but the texture and quality of the narrative creates a touching
and fascinating story of a more complicated and human performer, artist, friend and loved one.
Lewin has given us all a very special gift - Janet Collins and her extraordinary life.”

AAJ, “Night's Dancer. Excellent book describing the journey of the 1st black ballerina at the Met.
Janet Collins took the pursuit of dance into the realm of excellence. Most people have no idea
the athletic, artistic, marketing dedication it takes to have any career at all in a discipline that
requires complete dedication due to the requirement of simply needing to rehearse with others
unless it's a solo dance, (there's not many of those).”



Virginia Musician, “Night's Dancer. This is a beautifully written book. Many of us knew the name
Janet Collins--that she had trained with Lester Horton, presented concert dances, and was
prima ballerina with the Metropolitan Opera. But what was astounding was the discovery of her
painting even as a teenager. The illustrations are amazing. And the extent to which she was
praised during her dancing career seems absolutely unique. Congratulations to the author for a
job well done--challenging indeed.”

Veldatheresa, “Night's Dancer. I'm im love with African American Ballet Dancers and this book
did not disappoint!”

Frances C Wink, “Worth reading. Janet was so unique in our history. Yael wrote a scholarly,
honest, intimate story of Janet's life..”

Angela Vinson, “A Great piece of History.. My daughters and I love this book. This is a great book
for the young African American dancers.”

The book by Anthony Robles has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 16 people have provided feedback.
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