
Mr. B`[a_g]es � Did he p]ay up
t` the stere`type i_ `rder t`

^a\e it big?

Whe_ Bi]] R`bi_s`_ died i_ 1949

his b`dy ]ay i_ state s` that his

fa_s c`u]d visit the ^a_ they \_ew

as “Mr. B`[a_g]es.”  A^`_g the

ce]ebrities wh` atte_ded the tap

da_cer’s fu_era] were baseba]]

p]ayer J`e DiMaggi`, a_d w`r]d

re_`w_ed ^usicia_s C`]e P`rter

a_d Du\e <]]i_gt`_.  Li\e DiMaggi`,

P`rter a_d <]]i_gt`_, Bi]] R`bi_s`_

was \_`w_ f`r his s\i]] a_d abi]ity

t` e_tertai_.  A]th`ugh he was_’t

disc`vered by H`]]yw``d u_ti] the

age `f 5+, he had a fu]] career as a

perf`r^er a_d ch`re`grapher ]`_g



bef`re he da_ced with the ]i\es `f

Shir]ey Te^p]e.

R`bi_s`_ was b`r_ i_ Virgi_ia i_

1878; eight years after the

ab`]iti`_ `f s]avery.  He was raised

by his gra_d^`ther, a_ ex-s]ave

herse]f.  But despite the fact that

he was gr`wi_g up i_ a ^uch

differe_t w`r]d tha_ his pare_ts

a_d gra_dpare_ts did, he sti]] ]ived

i_ a w`r]d `f i_equa]ity.  As a chi]d

he was f`rbidde_ t` da_ce due t`

the strict be]iefs `f his

gra_d^`ther, a w`^a_ wh` had _`

desire t` ]``\ after Bi]] a_d his

br`ther Luther.  R`bi_s`_ ]ear_ed

t` da_ce `_ street c`r_ers, bef`re

he f]ed t` Washi_gt`_ DC t` t`ur

with the May^e Re^i_gt`_ >r`up.

As a y`u_g Africa_ A^erica_

R`bi_s`_ was faced with ^a_y

pre[udices; the stere`type `f

Africa_ A^erica_s was sti]] very



str`_g i_ the eyes `f the white

p`pu]ati`_.  The ^i_stre] sh`ws

hyped up a_ i^age `f b]ac\ pe`p]e,

p`rtrayi_g the^ t` be happy,

subservie_t, ^usica] a_d

“u_edu^acated:” a stere`type

ass`ciated with Zip C``_. With the

e_d `f the Civi] War ca^e a _ew

stere`type, `_e give_ t` the^ by

a_ti-ab`]iti`_ists; depicti_g the^

as savage a_d u_c`_tr`]]ab]e

with`ut the d`^i_ati`_ `f their

white ^asters.

The a^azi_g thi_g ab`ut Bi]]

R`bi_s`_ is_’t s` ^uch the fact

that he is a_ i_credib]e da_cer a_d

w`_derfu] e_tertai_er.  He did_’t

a]]`w the `bstac]es that s`ciety

threw at hi^ `r that ca^e ab`ut

because `f the c`]`r `f his s\i_ t`

preve_t hi^ fr`^ succeedi_g.

A]th`ugh this was a ^`_u^e_ta]

p`i_t i_ hist`ry which supp`sed]y



e_ded the pr`b]e^ `f racia]

i_equa]ity it by _` ^ea_s

eradicated it `ver_ight.  R`bi_s`_

ca^e fr`^ a p]ace that was sti]]

very ^uch i_ the past i_ ter^s `f

its va]ues a_d `pi_i`_s.

With the pre[udices `f s`ciety

stac\ed agai_st hi^, R`bi_s`_ a]s`

had the added restricti`_ `f bei_g

raised by a w`^a_ wh` f`rbade

da_ci_g.  O_e c`u]d say that his

ear]y chi]dh``d ^irr`red that `f

his a_cest`rs.  Duri_g the s]ave

era, whites we_t thr`ugh varyi_g

]eve]s `f t`]era_ce t`ward

da_ci_g.  Whe_ the s]aves were

first br`ught `ver t` the ^ai_ ]a_d

they were f`rced t` “da_ce” i_ `rder

t` e_tertai_ their ^asters a_d

\eep i_ shape.  @_itia]]y this was

^`re `f a f`r^ `f t`r^e_t the_

actua] p]easure f`r the s]aves.

=`r the^, da_ci_g was supp`sed t`



be a beautifu] rich art f`r^; `_e `f

ce]ebrati`_ a_d happi_ess.  The

“da_ces,” they were required t` d`,

de^`_strated _`thi_g `f their

ta]e_t `r cu]ture as Africa_

pe`p]e.  H`wever, due t` their

i^^e_se stre_gth a_d wi]]i_g_ess

t` survive such a h`rrific part `f

their ]ives, they tur_ed this

request f`r e_tertai_^e_t i_t` a

ti^e whe_ they c`u]d e_[`y

the^se]ves a_d te^p`rari]y escape

the ]ife they had c`^e t` ]ive.  This

tra_siti`_ gave the^ a s`^ewhat

i_visib]e p`wer.  =r`^ this era

e^erged the ca\ewa]\; a da_ce

that was extre^e]y p`pu]ar with

white audie_ces.  Litt]e did they

\_`w, th`ugh, that this da_ce was

b`r_ thr`ugh the s]aves’ ^`c\ery `f

the white p`pu]ati`_.  Thr`ugh

their da_ci_g they attai_ed a

str`_g c`^^u_ity spirit; `_e which



\ept the^ fr`^ be]ievi_g the

stere`types that were thrusted

up`_ the^.  =`r s`^e reas`_ this

^ade the white `w_ers _erv`us;

they fe]t as th`ugh the s]aves

were p]`tti_g agai_st the^.  They

c`u]d _`t fath`^ the idea that the

s]aves si^p]y used da_ce as a f`r^

`f s`]idarity.  A]th`ugh the

ca\ewa]\ was a ta\e-`ff `f the

high-c]ass whites, it was by _`

^ea_s a ^eth`d `f p]`tti_g agai_st

the whites.  As a resu]t it was

decided that da_ci_g was a

f`rbidde_ past-ti^e.  This ]aw had

the p`te_tia] t` ^a\e a huge

i^pact `_ the Africa_ A^erica_

c`^^u_ity.  Da_ci_g was _`t `_]y a

way `f escapi_g, but it was a]s` a

way `f w`rshipi_g the g`ds a_d

e^braci_g their re]igi`_.  Despite

this, they f`u_d _ew ways `f

da_ci_g; the ]aw stated that



da_ci_g was f`rbidde_ %a_d by

da_ci_g they ^ea_t the cr`ssi_g

`ver `f the feet).  New da_ces

ev`]ved, givi_g birth t` da_ces such

as the Shuff]e A]`_g; thus

a]]`wi_g the s]aves t` ce]ebrate

a_d w`rship with`ut brea\i_g a_y

ru]es.

This abi]ity t` d` the best with

what’s avai]ab]e was appare_t i_

Bi]] R`bi_s`_’s pers`_a]ity.  His

\ee__ess t` ]eave his h`^e i_

Virgi_ia a_d pursue his passi`_ f`r

da_ce, ]ed hi^ t` his first defi_i_g

r`]e as a pic\a_i__y i_ a sh`w

ca]]ed “The S`uth Bef`re the War”

at the age `f 12.  With a hist`ry `f

pre[udice a_d stere`types behi_d

hi^, Bi]] R`bi_s`_ was [ust a_`ther

b]ac\ e_tertai_er; ]i\e every `ther

b]ac\ pers`_, he was rhyth^ica],

happy a_d fu__y.  H`wever as ^uch

as we ^ight wish t` de_y it, it is



pr`bab]y due t` this fact that

R`bi_s`_ was s` successfu].  Whi]e @

w`u]d hesitate t` say that the

racis^ a_d degradati`_ Africa_

A^erica_s suffered was i_ a_y way

g``d, the stere`type did ]itt]e t`

preve_t ta]e_t such as R`bi_s`_

fr`^ pursui_g their careers.  Si_ce

the birth `f ^i_stre]sy Africa_

A^erica_s were very ^uch

pige`_h`]ed; see_ t` be b`r_ with

the i^^ediate abi]ity t` da_ce a_d

si_g, it was th`ught that, because

`f this ta]e_t, they _eeded _`

trai_i_g.  Despite this `bvi`us set

bac\, the stere`type that existed

^ea_t that if Africa_ A^erica_s

pursued such a career, it i_ _` way

we_t agai_st what whites th`ught

`f the^.  This ]arge]y reduced the

`bstac]es s`ciety stac\ed agai_st

Africa_ A^erica_s�bei_g

e_tertai_ers was what s`ciety



expected `f the^.  Pursui_g a ^`re

^ai_strea^ career; teacher,

d`ct`r, p`]iticia_, w`u]d have bee_

a ]`t harder t` pe_etrate.

R`bi_s`_, i_ fact, did _`thi_g t` try

t` e]i^i_ate this per^a_e_t ^ar\

that was their stere`type.  Whe_

he fi_a]]y br`\e thr`ugh i_t`

H`]]yw``d he p]ayed the

subservie_t, happy, e_tertai_ers,

a]`_g with the cute white c`-star

that was Shir]ey Te^p]e.  They had

the perfect f`r^u]a f`r a b`x

`ffice hit, yet w`u]d d` _`thi_g t`

he]p Africa_ A^erica_s be re^`ved

fr`^ such a categ`ry.



What disti_guished R`bi_s`_

fr`^ ^a_y `f his c`_te^p`raries

was the fact that he had

character a_d pers`_a]ity: a

\i]]er c`^bi_ati`_ a]`_g with his

ta]e_t.  Other e_tertai_ers `f his

era, such as Ki_g Raustus Br`w_,

were [ust as ta]e_ted.  H`wever

they ]ac\ed the vita] c`__ecti`_

with audie_ces that w`u]d resu]t

i_ their success, p`pu]arity a_d

fa^e.

Whi]e Bi]] R`bi_s`_ faced ^a_y

`bstac]es i_ his path t` fa^e a_d

rec`g_iti`_, he t``\ adva_tage `f



the ]abe] the c`]`r `f his s\i_ gave

hi^.  He ^ade a re^ar\ab]e i^pact

`_ tap da_ci_g `f the 2+th Ce_tury

a_d wi]] f`rever be re^e^bered f`r

his quic\ feet a_d u_beatab]e

rhyth^.
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