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I met with Mr. Tyrone at the Alvin Ailey 
Studio in Kansas City, which is the place 
where he used to teach me dance. He was 
finishing up a class; they were getting ready 
for their spring performance. Another former 
teacher, Michael Joy, was the first to greet 
me. I could hear Mr. Tyrone in the 
class correcting form and demanding art. We 
locked eyes, and he gave me a head nod. He 
then concluded the class and stepped out to 
meet me.   

ALEXANDRA GREEN: Say your name, 
please.  

TYRONE AIKEN: Tyrone Aiken. I am the 
Chief Artistic Officer with the Kansas City 
Friends of Alvin Ailey.   

A: What drew you to become a dancer?  

T: I can't be sure. I always danced at home as 
a child. There were a lot of us and not a lot 
of money. I remember being in high school 
and starting German folk dancing. That was 
the first thing I did dance-wise, and then that 
led me to want to see a ballet company perform 
– the Eglevsky Ballet on Long Island. I started classes at 16. I remember I had bought myself a 
bus ticket to a matinee show at the Nassau Coliseum. I sat way, way up, but I remember thinking 
that it was incredible. I started dancing at this small school, Sandy School of Dance, and 
quickly realized I wanted more. So, the Eglevsky School was having a scholarship audition. I 
went and she says, “You know, we’re really interested in your coming here. We'd like to give 
you a scholarship, but you have to come at least three times a week.” So, it went from me paying 
for classes once a week to me going to class three times a week on scholarship. And it was really 
wonderful because Elmira Eglevsky trusted me. She was from Russia. She was with the original 
Ballets Russes. Her teacher was Mikhail Fokine. She was just very generous with everything 
that she had to offer.   



A: When did you make the switch from dancer to teacher?  

T: It was not a big switch. So, I had been accepted to Long Island Performing Arts High School. 
It used to be the Cultural Arts Center, but, anyway, I got accepted, and I had the chance to meet 
all these wonderful teachers. But, also, I found they needed a teacher to teach four- and five-
year-olds pre-ballet. This was in Hampstead. And I thought it would be easy. I prepared all these 
lessons and I got there and all they wanted to do was just run around and play. And it was so 
difficult, but shortly after getting to the Ailey School, I met someone who said to me, “You 
should always teach and choreograph. Don't wait until you stop dancing. The transition is too 
hard, so do it now.” So, through my whole career as a dancer, I always found ways to have a 
teaching job or to start making dances. That was something that was very important.   

A: When did you start with Ailey?   

T: After graduating high school, I had some 
choices to make. And it really came down 
to finances. My mother and dad had 16 children. 
They were resource poor in a certain sense. So, 
it was either NYU – they gave me, I think, a half 
scholarship which I still couldn't afford –. or 
Juilliard, where I was an alternate. Then it was the 
Ailey School. I went to the Ailey School on a 
certificate program, and I started there in 1981. 
That really started this journey for me on wanting 
to be a dancer and really just immerse myself in it 
and that's what the program was like. After that 
program, I continued on scholarship at the school 
and then in 1983 I left to have my first full-
time professional job working with Cleo Parker 
Robinson in Denver. That was sort of life 
changing for me.   

A: Were your parents supportive through the early 
stages of this process?   

T: I would say that my parents didn't know 
enough to not or to support me. And what I mean 
by that is whatever you wanted to achieve or do 
you could; there wasn't going to be a barrier. It 
was really about you finding your own path. It 
wasn’t a lot of times where they could take the 
time to come and see me perform because they 



were busy working, but they were also parents who were trying to make a way so that we could 
do that. I would say… so, my mom and dad both are from South Carolina. Both come from 
sharecropping families. And, for me, it was incredible that they both made their way to New 
York City during the Great Migration. And how different my life was because of that. So, me 
growing up on Long Island is just a world apart from what they had to endure in the South when 
they were growing up in the 1930s and 40s.  

A: Shifting back to teaching, what did you transfer from what you learned as a dancer to 
how you teach dance, starting out, but even now?  

T: Everything changed for me in terms of teaching when I first experienced Ailey Camp in 
1991. So, prior to that, teaching was this endeavor to expose and excite students about the Arts 
and particularly the Art of Dance. What I was hoping to do was to let them know that they can 
have access to this incredible thing and they could do it for fun or they could do it as a career. 
But it was really about this discipline, but also this idea of excellence and how you get. Ailey 
Camp allowed me to look at some things that we don't pay attention to in the Arts because the 
Arts, by nature, in many ways in the western world are elitist. In more indigenous cultures the 
Arts are part of every day. What happens in western societies is the Arts become an opportunity 
for a few. So, what Ailey Camp was trying to do was to say that we're going to use the Arts to 
empower young people, but in order to do that, you had to look at the psychological and well-
being of the child. How are they feeling, what are they thinking, what's happening at home, are 
there eating, are they in an environment that's conducive to learning, what's happening on the 
bus, what's happening in the lunchroom? How can you have conversations with them to know 
that they're not alone when they're going through things, so that they can sort of heal and be 
ready for learning? Because if you're not ready for learning, you can't learn. If you're hungry, 
you can't learn. If you're tired, you can't learn.  

“So, as a teacher, my main goal is to allow people to become 
closer to who they are and honor who they are in a way that 

allows them to affirm themselves” 

And so, when I got there, I discovered that I had been looking at this all wrong. It's not whether 
or not they learn to do the tendu or the plie; it is about them learning how to value themselves. 
So, as a teacher, my main goal is to allow people to become closer to who they are and honor 
who they are in a way that allows them to affirm themselves, and then empower themselves to 
do the tendu or the plie. But, more importantly, to show up, to be present, to engage with the 
world, to not accept what's not acceptable, but really to demand that they’re seen, that they're 
heard, that they are somebody, that they have a voice, that they're part of a community, and that 
they're part of a society. So, teaching becomes this thing that is not about the highest leg or, you 
know, the most turns, but it's about can that individual be a productive part of this community? 
And so, for me, that is always the goal and that comes through not only the dance but the 



exposure to culture and the exposure to ideas. To know what's happening in the world around 
them because you have to always be trying to increase their circles of influence. For some kids 
who don't have enough that might just be their home and their school and that's it. It may get a 
little bit bigger, which could include their neighborhood. But when you can keep increasing and 
creating experiences, cultural experiences, experiences that are about a thought or process, then 
they can start to think and grow as an individual.   

“Art has this value from the 
Grassroots up of amplifying the 
experiences that you're having 
but also the experiences other 

people around you are having.” 

A: How did your graduate studies inform and 
inspire your work as an artist?  

T: It was really wonderful for me; I finished the 
first year of the pandemic. My thesis is about 
color and constructs around race and the fact that 
we decided that it wouldn’t be about hair texture, 
it wouldn't be what part of the world you're from, it 
wouldn't be eye color, it wouldn't be language, or 
accent. It would be skin color and how that has 
shaped so much of my life and my existence. Art 
has allowed me to explore the idea of what it is to 
be a person of color in a place where often that is 
ordered in a way that either makes you invisible, or 
it makes you dangerous, or makes you endangered, 
or it makes you unwelcomed. So, when starting to 

look at what value does art have, art has this value from the Grassroots up of amplifying the 
experiences that you're having but also the experiences other people around you are having. It 
allows for a dialogue; it allows for an exchange. It allows, as Mr. Ailey said, a political statement 
and through those statements, it's allowing folks to come and to connect with the idea of what 
it's like to be in this society but through a cultural lens. And when you do that – because it's not 
just sort of a philosophical point of view or it's not just sort of a rhetoric that you might hear – it 
is actually sort of an interpretation. It allows the viewer or the participants or the artist a way 
into the subject matter that is sometimes muted, it is sometimes blunt, it is sometimes emotional, 
and sometimes it is void of anything, but it becomes an empathic medium of creating what it's 
like to experience things in this society.  

A: In a broad sense what does art do for you? What does it teach you?  



T: So, for me, art has that thing that is concrete and ephemeral. It’s direct and passive and those 
are things that we are not doing enough of in this society. We are not hearing each other; we are 
not seeing each other. So, when I was young, about the age you are now, I really had to immerse 
myself in African American culture ’cause I grew up in a place where I didn't get any of that. 
Now that I've experienced that enough, at my age, which is more than twice your age, I have to 
also immerse myself in other cultures, so that I can understand. So, I really want to understand 
Native American culture, Asian cultures because those things make me a little bit better at what I 
do. But I also look at it and when I do it, I also start to see where the synergy is. I start to see 
what the connection is. I start to see how you broaden out beyond.  

I am very interested in the history of Kansas City, so my thesis is titled, “I Am Not For Sale,” 
and it relates to the idea of what we have had to endure in this country as commodities as black 
bodies that have been commodified. So, at one point it was about the labor, but now it's also 
about the look or what can be exploited like your talent, but it's still a commodity. So, when you 
are for sale, you have to deal with whatever the bidder is saying. So, even as an artist, you can 
be for sale, and they can say tap dance this way or do this. And it means that you want to be able 
to eat, but also be able to tell your truth, and so your truths should not be for sale. But this was 
really about looking at Kansas City's history. And through the history, we are learning that there 
were two plantations that were in Kansas City that I've been able to document in the history that 
I was doing. One was the Wornall House with 64 slaves, but if you go look at the placard, it says 
it was a farm. It will say it was a farm for the Confederates as well as for the Union Armies. It 
will not say that it was a plantation. There was another plantation that was called the Troost 
Plantation or the Potter Plantation right around the corner from here, and if you look at Troost 
Lake today, that is the watering hole for that Plantation. It had 120 slaves, and people don't know 
that.  

Also, there was a man, Levi Harrington, who was lynched in 1882 here in Kansas City, just 
because he was black walking down the street. These are histories that I think are important. At 
the time, they had just put up a marker honoring him. That marker was cut off and thrown over 
the cliff. It was completely desecrated right after it was put up, so they're looking at replacing it 
and the marker that was desecrated now is in the Black Archives. But it's important to 
understand that in Kansas City there's a lot that people have to unpack and reckon with. There's 
a rich, rich history, but there's also a consistent history of racism in society that we still have to 
unpack.   

So, my art right now. . . there's a project done with the African American Artists Collective, and 
we have a project that we're doing with Johnson County on redlining. I am working on a piece 
that really is about the idea of redlining. The one central idea is that I am the red line, so no 
matter where I go, that becomes the place where you don't want to be. A neighborhood changes. 
It’s redlined, so people move out and then when the neighborhood is totally depleted of 
resources, the government steps in to start building it back and then you see people return. And 
then I'm pushed out. Then I go to the next place and then I am redlined again. So, it really is 
trying to have a conversation about it just in that way, so people see wealth and wealth creation 



and what happens when, for the majority of black people, we can't create that same wealth 
because of the systemic piece that's involved and how that process works.  It’s just assumed that 
if you're black and it's a black neighborhood, it's not as valuable as if you're white in a white 
neighborhood. So, it's really trying to get that conversation started. So, for me, this is the art that 
is most important. I just did a project called, “Protest, Hope, and Healing.” I was really inspired 
by what was happening with the whole protest movement with Black Lives Matter. It was this 
idea that protest is an important part of healing; it's an important part of creating hope; it's an 
important valve or outlet for community. So, I got together with a bunch of artists, and we 
were making art about this idea of protesting about healing. It was originally planned for the 
Freedom Fountain. It rained that day, so we couldn’t be there, but the Freedom Fountain was 
dedicated in 1978 or 1980. It is right where Bruce R. Watkins is. There is a beautiful fountain 
there, and it was dedicated to the black people of Kansas City. It really, to me, talks about why 
you would need a fountain like that. It talks about what black people in Kansas City have 
suffered through but also have accomplished.  

A: What about dance is important for the community, in a broad sense, but also specifically 
for Kansas City?  

So, I think art specific to Kansas City still has a lot to do and say about both the history of 
slavery that existed here, the history of segregation that existed here, the history of lynching that 
has existed here, but also the history of what is possible. Whether you are talking about 
Tuskegee Airmen or the Buffalo Soldiers, we have all that history here in Kansas City. So, it's 
about really being able to create. Mr. Ailey came here in the first place, which was because of 
Jazz, so there's so many things that we have that we can celebrate. But there is a lot to unpack 
about what we need to be having conversations about, so that we can continue to move 
forward.   

A: So, you've already touched on this a bit, but if you could go a little deeper. . . Art helps us 
experience life. What does dance help us to experience about life that other art forms 
cannot?   

T: I will start with saying, I will never forget I worked with a counselor, and the counselor 
was really wonderful. She came to a class and class was finishing and she says, “I just don't 
understand. I don't understand how you do all of that because I'm not connected to my body.” 
I stopped for a minute – this was a long time ago and I was trying to contemplate what that 
meant. She literally said she's not connected to her body and I was like, you’re with your body 
all the time. It's you; it's your hand. It’s. . . you know, how could you not be connected?  

So, in an intellectual framework, I was thinking that there is no way that somebody can say that 
and mean anything that makes sense. To me, as a mover, as an artist, you have to be connected to 
your body. Then I stopped for a second. There are certain traumas that you have that will cause 
you to disconnect from your body. There are certain ailments or illnesses that you have that may 
cause you to disconnect from your body. You may have never growing up felt that you had the 



right to your body as if you were a slave. So, there are lots of ways where people may 
disconnect.  

 “Dance does something that
 is central to being or

 breathing.”

So, for me, dance does something that is 
central to being or breathing. Sometimes, I 
start just with breathing, just with your eyes 
closed, just trying to get in touch with your 
body, and so you do that by being still. As 
you develop the ability to command and 
respect your vessel, you start to do this 
thing where you can then command and 
respect how you enter spaces. As you do that, 
you start to develop a certain sense of 
presence, and it's similar to what actors have 
to do to get into character. That means you 
are aware, three-dimensionally. I tell my 
students all the time, “You have a top, 
a bottom. You have a front, a back. You have 
sides.” That's really important to think that 
when you move, there are these dimensions 
that you can explore, and that when you move 
anything that you accomplish, you've done 
for yourself. So, in some ways you're feeding 
your own spirit. By doing that, you start to 
understand like an athlete what it is to be 
excellent at something and if you can be 
excellent at this thing, then there are other things that you can be excellent at too. So, it is really 
trying to look at this idea in terms of you are doing this practice that allows you to be a better 
you. That’s why the violin may be a great violin and you are good playing it, but you need the 
violin or you need the football to play the game.  

The thing about the dance is that it's you, and everything you put in, can come back out. That's 
why, for me, dance as a discipline, as a religion, as an art form speaks to this idea of being 
grateful and reverent for this practice that can heal and teach.  


