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Welcome to the Alwin Nikolais Centennial Celebration 
 

“Nikolais was a leader. He brought one to the doors of their imagination, to 
find their own way. Where this process led to was not his concern, but to 
open their imagination was…” 

Murray Louis. 
                                                                                                      
 

              
 



To introduce you to the Ririe-Woodbury Dance Company, the Alwin Nikolais Centennial 
and the elements of dance, we have provided a brief history of the Company, our 
pedagogy (elements of dance), and if you need them, suggestions for students new to 
experiencing live performance. 
 
Please feel free to contact us if you have any questions. 
 
Enjoy! 

 
A Portrait of the Company 

Founded in 1964, the Ririe-
Woodbury Dance Company 
celebrates its 46th Season 
creating original innovative 
modern dance.  Founders, 
Shirley Ririe and Joan 
Woodbury began dancing 
together in 1952.  These 
early performances and 
collaborations became the 
foundation for what is now 

an internationally renown modern dance company having performed in nearly every State 
in the U.S. as well as the British Isles, Canada, China, Eastern and Western Europe, the 
Philippines, Puerto Rico, Singapore, South Africa and the Virgin Islands. Located in 
downtown Salt Lake City, the Company performs 4 different local shows annually, at the 
Capitol Theatre and the Rose Wagner Center for the Performing Arts.  In addition, a 
normal season consists of 8 to 10 weeks of national and international touring, 15 weeks 
as resident dance specialists in Utah elementary schools, and 5 weeks conducting 
extensive summer workshops for professionals. 
 
The Two Facets of Ririe-Woodbury 

Contemporary Repertory work The Company not only 
performs works by Shirley and Joan, but also by Artistic 
Director, Charlotte Boye-Christensen, who joined the 
Company in 2002. In addition, the Company commissions 
works from aspiring choreographers as well as seasoned 
professionals.  Choreographers include Alwin Nikolais, 
Murray Louis, Karol Armitage, Tandy Beal, Ann Carlson, 
Doug Varone, Della Davidson, Joe Goode, John Jaspers, 
Douglas Nielsen, Pilobolus, Pascal Rioult, Seán Currin,  
Daniel Ezralow, John Utahns,  Susan Marshal and Alicia 
Sanchez. 
 
Nikolais Dance Theatre A profound 5-decade connection 

between Joan Woodbury, Shirley Ririe, Alwin Nikolais and Murray Louis has yielded an 



opportunity like no other.  In 2003, in an effort to continue the legacy of Nikolais’ 
multimedia works, Ririe-Woodbury Dance Company and the Nikolais/Louis Foundation 
for Dance have produced several full-evenings of works by Nikolais. Restaged by 
Alberto del Saz, the Company has performed the Nikolais Dance Theatre show at the 
Edinburgh International Festival in Ireland, the Theatre de la Ville in Paris, the Joyce 
Theatre in New York and continues to successfully perform annually in France, Italy and 
the US.  This collaboration of two arts organizations is now a model for the National 
Endowment for the Arts. 
With an eye towards the future, 
Ririe-Woodbury continues its 46-
year tradition of exciting 
audiences, teaching children, 
teachers, adults, and nurturing 
artists.  With Charlotte Boye-
Christensen (Artistic Director), 
Gigi Arrington (Education 
Director), and Jena Woodbury 
(Associate Managing 
Director/Touring Director), 
Shirley and Joan continue to 
spread the Company’s philosophy 
that…   
 

    “Dance is for Everybody 

 
 

The Ririe-Woodbury Dance Company and  
Nikolais/Louis Foundation for Dance collaboration 

Born in Southington, Connecticut, Alwin Nikolais initially studied piano and began 
performing as a teenager, accompanying silent films as well as local dance classes. As a 
student at Bennington College, he began studying dance with Martha Graham and Hanya 
Holm, among many others, and in 1935 was appointed director of the Hartford Parks 
Marionette Theatre. In 1937 he opened his own dance studio and in 1940 received his 
first commission, for the ballet Eight Column Line. Following a stint in the Army during 
World War II, Nikolais relocated in New York City and in 1948 founded the Playhouse 
Dance Company, later renamed the Nikolais Dance Theatre.  
In 1949 Nikolais met a pair of notable young dancers — Murray Louis and Joan 
Woodbury — while teaching a summer workshop. Both were deeply influenced by 
Nikolais' ideas about "decentralization," in which costume, lighting and projected images 
are used to shift attention away from individual dancers in favor of the production's 
overall effect. Louis soon joined Nikolais' company as a soloist and later became a co-
founder of The Nikolais/Louis Foundation for Dance, an umbrella organization that 
included a school as well as the Nikolais Dance Theatre and the Murray Louis Dance 
Company.  



Woodbury, meanwhile, met Shirley Ririe, another Nikolais pupil, in 1952. The two 
became fast friends and choreographed their first work together, about a pair of 
Vaudeville performers. They also began to share teaching duties at the University of Utah 
and, in the early 1960s, invited Nikolais and Louis to spend a summer working with 
students.  
"I think it was great luck that Nik found these two ladies and their summer sessions, for 
they were a sounding board for his budding philosophy on teaching creative dance and 
composition," Louis told Dance Magazine in 2003. "The classes were wildly productive."  
At Nikolais's suggestion, Ririe and Woodbury launched the Ririe-Woodbury Dance 
Company in 1964, with a repertoire of original works as well as pieces given to them by 
Nikolais and Louis. Following Nikolais' death in 1993, the Nikolais/Louis Foundation 
began to phase out its two companies and in 2002 Louis selected Ririe-Woodbury Dance 
Company to preserve and present Nikolais's works, thus marking the first time an 
existing U.S. company has absorbed the collection of a past master while still 
maintaining its own identity.  
The Alwin Nikolais Centennial, performed by the Ririe-Woodbury Dance Company, 
features10 dancers performing many of Nikolais' most influential works and is directed 
by Alberto del Saz, co-artistic director of The Nikolais/Louis Foundation. Mr. del Saz is 
assisted in this venture by Joan Woodbury, co-founder of Ririe-Woodbury Dance 
Company.  As a former dancer with Nikolais, Mr. del Saz has been with the 
Nikolais/Louis Foundation for 25 years. At the moment his focus is in preserving the 
Nikolais/Louis technique, repertory and legacy through his teaching and directing 
throughout all parts of the world. 



 

Elements of Dance 
 
The elements of dance are elements found in all art forms.  These elements are SPACE, 
SHAPE, TIME and MOTION.  Dancers also use their bodies as instruments of their art. 
 
SPACE is all around us and affects everything we do. A dancer can use the space in 
different ways to evoke different feelings. 
 

SHAPES or designs are how we see things in space. All of our 
bodies have a shape.  We can mold our bodies into many different 
shapes, as if we were clay being sculpted. 
 
TIME —all movement happens in time.  Tempo, duration, and 
rhythm are the elements of time. 
 
MOTION , the quality of movement—soft, hard, smooth, jerky, 

etc.—is the basis for the art of dance.  Motion is energy 
experienced in a particular movement. 

 
Before the Show 

What to look for 
 
Dancers talk with their bodies.  When you are watching the performance, try to figure out 
what their bodies are saying. 
 
Watch how the dancers move together.  What shapes can they make together that they 
cannot make alone? 

Discuss the kinds of skills it takes to be a dancer. Focus on 
balance, strength, flexibility, fitness, concentration, 
timing, trust and coordination needed by the dancers. 
 
Notice the lighting and costumes. How do they affect 
your impression of the dance?  
 
Dance often tells a story.  The movement of the 
dancers is a kind of pantomime that allows them to act 
out the story without words.  Have your students listen 
to a piece of classical or instrumental music.  Does the 
music make them think of a story?  Play the music a 
second time and have the students in small groups 
write out the story that they think the music is telling.  
Finally, have the students pantomime their stories to 
the music. 



AUDIENCE BEHAVIOR 
 
 
 

Review with students the appropriate behavior for attending a dance concert.  
The following guidelines may help: 

 
 
The program you are going to see is live.   Those are real people you will see on stage 
and they depend on you for success.  Unlike a film or television audience, you are an 
important part of the dance performance.  The dancers are very aware of the audience, 
and they play off the energy the audience sends out.  They take joy from an appreciative 
audience and give more.  Your attentions, your laughter, and your applause inspired the 
dancers to give a good performance.  While it is true that a “good” audience cannot turn a 
bad show into an excellent one, it is also true that inappropriate behavior may ruin a good 
show for everyone. 
 
Listening is very important.  If you talk to 
each other during the performance, others in 
the audience will not be able to enjoy the 
show or the dancers may lose their 
concentration.  There is no instant replay in 
a live performance.  If you don’t hear or see 
something the first time, there will be no 
second chance. 
 
Applause is the way an audience shows 
appreciation, along with careful listening and viewing.  You applaud or laugh whenever 
something happens on stage that you like.  You applaud the dancers at the end of each 
dance and when they take their “Curtain Call” (when the dancers come out on stage and 
bow).  It is appropriate to get involved as an audience when asked to do so by the 
performers. 
 
It is normal theatre practice for the lights to dim and then go out when the performance is 
about to begin.  This is your signal to stop talking and focus all your attention on the 
stage. 
 
ENJOY THE SHOW! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



ALWIN NIKOLAIS CENTENNIAL 
 

 
ALWIN NIKOLAIS 1910-1993 Choreographer, composer, scenic and costume 
designer. Mr. Nikolais has blended his many talents into a single aesthetic force. In a 
career that has spanned five decades, he has left his imprint on every theatrical medium, 
from Broadway to television. Whenever there is something new, his hand is evident. His 
lighting wonders, his sound scores, his choreography, and his costumes have influenced 
the contemporary stage and a generation of choreographers. Mr. Nikolais is the creator of 
the internationally acclaimed Nikolais Dance Theatre and the genius responsible for 
dozens of visual masterpieces. Mr. Nikolais has been lauded for his accomplishments and 
contributions many times over.  In 1987 he was awarded our nation’s highest cultural 
honors, the National Medal of Arts, bestowed by President Reagan, and the Kennedy 
Center Honors. Often affectionately referred to as the American Patriarch of French 
modern dance, Mr. Nikolais is a knight of France’s Legion of Honor and a commander of 
the Order of Arts and Letters. His accolades from the world of arts and letters included 
the Samuel H. Scripps American Dance Festival Award; the Capezio Award, Circulo 
Criticos Award, Chile; Emmy Citation Award; Dance Magazine Award, the Tiffany 
Award; and the American Dance Guild Award. Mr. Nikolais has been awarded five 
honorary doctorate degrees, has been twice designated a Guggenheim Fellow, and was 
the recipient of a three year creativity grant from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. Mr. 
Nikolais and his work have been featured in numerous films and television programs in 
the US and abroad. In 1987, “Nik and Murray,” a documentary film by Christian 
Blackwood aired on the PBS series “American Masters.” 
 
Alwin Nikolais was born in 1910 in Southington,Connecticut.  He studied piano at an 
early age and began his performing career as an organist accompanying silent films. As a 
young artist he gained skills in scenic design, acting, puppetry and music composition. It 
was after attending a performance by the illustrious German dancer Mary Wigman that 
he was inspired to study dance.  He received his early dance training at Bennington 
College from the great figures of the modern dance world: Hanya Holm, Martha Graham, 
Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, Louis Horst, and others. In 1942, Mr. Nikolais did 
active duty in the Army during World War II. Mr. Nikolais relocated in New York City 
following the war and resumed studying with Miss Holm. Eventually he became Miss 
Holm’s assistant, teaching in her New York school and at Colorado College during the 
summers. In 1948, Mr. Nikolais was appointed director of the Henry Street Playhouse, 
where he formed the Playhouse Dance Company, later known as the Nikolais Dance 
Theatre.  It was at Henry Street that Mr. Nikolais began to develop his own world of 
abstract dance theatre, portraying man as part of a total environment. Mr. Nikolais 
redefined dance, as “the art of motion, which, left on its own merits, becomes the 
message as well as the medium.” It was also at Merry Street Playhouse that Mr. Nikolais 
was joined by Murray Louis, who was to become a driving force in the Playhouse 
Company, Mr. Nikolais’ leading and longtime collaborator.  
 
While developing his choreography, his lifelong interest in music led him to create his 
own scores. A Guggenheim Fellowship allowed him to purchase the first electric 



synthesizer from Robert Moog. In 1956, the Nikolais Dance Theatre was invited to its 
first of many appearances at the American Dance Festival. With this, his total dance 
theatre had begun to take shape, and the company established itself in the forefront of 
American contemporary dance. With the company’s extraordinary successful 1968 Paris 
season at the Theatre Des Champs Elysees, Mr. Nikolais’ impact on dance grew 
internationally. Following the Paris triumph, the company began performing at the 
world’s greatest theaters. Here began a long artistic relationship with the Théâtre de la 
Ville, which began in 1971 and continues through this present 2004 season. In 1978, the 
French National Ministry of Culture invited him to form the Centre Contemporaine in 
Angers, France. In December 1980, he created Schema for the Paris Opera. At the same 
time, his choreography for an opera by Gian Carlo Menotti was being staged at the 
Vienna Staatsoper.  His company appeared throughout Europe and subsequent tours to 
South America and the Far East.  Mr. Nikolais is renowned as a master teacher, and his 
pedagogy is taught in schools and universities throughout the world.  He passed away 
May 8, 1993 and is buried in Pere La Chaisse cemetery in Paris. 
 

ALBERTO DEL SAZ  
Artistic Director of The Nikolais/Louis Foundation for Dance, former Artistic Director of 
the Murray Louis and Nikolais Dance Company, and Assistant to Murray Louis, Mr. del 
Saz is a vital and important link in keeping the Nikolais/Louis repertory active.  
 
Born in Bilbao, Spain, Mr. del Saz studied ice-skating at an early age, which later led to 
his first performing career. His early dance training was received at the Nikolais/Louis 
Dance Lab from the great teachers of the technique: Hanya Holm, Alwin Nikolais, 
Murray Louis, Claudia Gitelman, Tandy Beal, Beverly Blossom and others. In 1985 Mr. 
del Saz made his debut as a lead soloist with the Nikolais Dance Theatre, which was later 
renamed the Murray Louis and Nikolais Dance Company. As a member of this 
internationally acclaimed company he has toured to virtually every continent on the 
globe. 
 
Mr. del Saz is the Reconstruction Director of the Nikolais/Louis repertory and has staged 
the Nikolais/Louis repertory on university and professional dance companies around the 
world.     Mr. del Saz has been with the Nikolais/Louis Foundation for 25 years.  
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