
Katherine Dunham's Dance and its Profound
Impact on the African Diaspora
Katherine Dunham (1909-2006) was an American dancer, choreographer,
anthropologist, and social activist whose work had a profound impact on
the African diaspora. Her groundbreaking dance style, which combined
elements of African, Caribbean, and Western dance forms, challenged
prevailing notions of race and culture and contributed to the development of
a new Black aesthetic in the United States.

Early Life and Training

Born in Chicago in 1909, Katherine Dunham began her dance training at
the age of five. She studied ballet, tap, and modern dance, but her interest
in African and Caribbean dance was sparked by her travels to the
Caribbean in the 1930s. She spent years studying with local dance masters
and incorporating their movements and rhythms into her own work.
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The Katherine Dunham Technique

The Katherine Dunham technique is characterized by its strong rhythmic
foundation, fluid movements, and use of polycentrism (multiple body
centers). Dunham's dancers were trained to move with precision and
control, while also expressing the emotional and spiritual aspects of the
dances they performed. Her choreography often drew upon African and
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Caribbean folklore, and she used dance as a means of exploring and
preserving the cultural heritage of the African diaspora.

The Dunham Company

In 1944, Dunham founded her own dance company, The Katherine
Dunham Company. The company toured extensively throughout the United
States and Europe, and its performances had a major impact on the
development of modern dance. Dunham's dancers were known for their
technical excellence and their ability to convey the rich cultural traditions of
the African diaspora.



The Katherine Dunham Company performing on stage.

The African Diaspora and the Black Arts Movement

Dunham's work was closely tied to the African diaspora and the Black Arts
Movement of the 1960s and 1970s. She believed that dance could be a
powerful force for social change, and she used her company to promote
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cross-cultural understanding and challenge racial stereotypes. Her work
inspired a generation of Black artists and activists, and helped to pave the
way for the modern Black Arts Movement.

Legacy and Impact

Katherine Dunham's legacy as a dancer, choreographer, anthropologist,
and social activist is immense. Her work helped to redefine the role of
dance in society, and her contributions to the African diaspora are
immeasurable. The Katherine Dunham Center for Arts and Humanities in
East St. Louis, Illinois, preserves her legacy and continues her work to
promote cross-cultural understanding and celebrate the African diaspora.

Awards and Honors: Dunham received numerous awards and
honors for her work, including the National Medal of Arts (1989) and
the Kennedy Center Honors (1993).

Influence on Other Artists: Dunham's work influenced a wide range
of artists, including Alvin Ailey, Judith Jamison, and Beyoncé.

Preservation of Cultural Heritage: Dunham's work played a crucial
role in preserving the cultural heritage of the African diaspora and
promoting cross-cultural understanding.



Katherine Dunham was a visionary artist and activist whose work had a
profound impact on the African diaspora and the world. Her dance style,
her anthropological research, and her commitment to social justice
continue to inspire artists, scholars, and activists today. Her legacy as a
pioneer of the African diaspora is forever etched in the annals of dance and
cultural history.
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