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AConversation with
Virginia Johnson

~

Lynn Garafola
The much-loved ballerina Virginia Johnson
was a charter member of the Dance Theatre of
Harlem, which she joined in 1969. During the
next twenty-eight years she performed a wide
range of principal roles - neoclassical ballets
such as Nijinska's Les Biches and Balanchine's
Concerto Barocco, Agon, and Allegro Brillante; dramatic works such as Valerie Bettis' A Streetcar
Named Desire and de Mille's Fall River Legend;
and nineteenth-century works such as Swan
Lake and the company's acclaimed "Creole"
Giselle. She retired from DTH in 1997 and two
years later was invited to assist in the creation
of the new ballet publication Pointe, where
she is now the editor. - L. G.

*

Virginia Johnson: I started studying ballet
with Therrell Smith when I was three years old.
My sister was five. I used to say that it was because my mother had to do the grocery shopping that we went to ballet class. Butitwas really a little bit more complicated than that.
Therrell Smith was a family friend and had
a real passion for classical ballet. She was a
woman of means who was able to go to both
New York and Paris to study ballet. She had
such a belief in the joy and the beauty of classical ballet, and she wanted to share that. She
also believed that ballet was something that
would make you into a very fine person. So
right from the beginning ballet for me was
associated with beauty, generosity, and being
somebody with an understanding of the finer
things in life. She still teaches in the public
schools in Washington, D. C. She's nearing
eighty, but she's got boundless energy, and
she still believes in ballet.
I began at an all-black school because, for
This interview was ·part of Lynn Garafola's series,
On Dance: Conversations, Films, Lectures, for the
Department of Dance at Barnard College.
© 2005

Virginia Johnson, Lynn Garafola

a lot of the time I was growing up, Washington was a completely segregated city. The
schools were desegregated just two years before I entered kindergarten. But life in Washington remained separate. I think it's still pretty separate, but at that time it was very separate. There existed a whole black culture that
was a kind of mirror image of white society.
So Therrell Smith's was a black school.
BR: How long did you stay there?
Johnson: I studied with her until I was thirteen. I did ballet because I liked it, because it
was fun. Iwasn't that good at it, but I certainly enjoyed doing it. There were maybe thirty
kids in my class, and I was always jealous of
the ones who were a little bit better than I was,
always trying to do a little more and trying to
be the one in the middle, but I just didn't quite
have it. But the love was there.
I guess it was in 1963 that I heard on the
radio that the Washington School of Ballet
was giving scholarships, so I called up and
asked, "Well, what time is it, and when should
I be there?" Then I told my mother what was
going on. She said, "Okay, we'll take you over
to audition and see what happens."
Mary Day was very interested. She wanted
me in the school and thought it would be a
good thing for me to study there. At that time
it wasn't a segregated school, but it wasn't really integrated either. Mary Day was forwardthinking in many ways - Louis Johnson had
done Wing Suite for her company maybe three
or four years before. She had very strict ideas
aboutwhatclassical ballet was and a very great
love of what it could be. Sometimes she would
say, "This isn't right for you," and you would
think, That's because I'm black, but it was not
necessarily that. She would think something
wasn'trightforyourtemperament. Of course,
you'd say to yourself, Who is she to say what
my temperament is?
Mary Day really embraced me. It was as if
she had said, "This is the person I want to
train; this is somebody with potential, and I'm
going to make it possible for her to dance."
I started at the Washington School of Ballet
when I was thirteen. I studied there every
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day after school until I finished junior high
school. Then I got a scholarship to attend the
academy, which meant that I was there for my
academics as well as for dance classes. I went
all the way through high school, and then I
graduated.
BR: What happened after that?
Johnson: This is a story I've told many
times . I spent six years at the Washington
School of Ballet being trained to be a very fine
ballet dancer. Then, suddenly, in my senior
year in high school, they said to me, "We think
you should try jazz or become a modern dancer. We don't think you're going to get a job as
a ballet dancer." My parents didn't really want
me to be a ballet dancer, although they were
very supportive. They took me to ballet class

every day; they paid for the classes, the extra
costs, the uniform. They really supported my
studying, but they wanted me to have a real
job and be a professional, and they didn't
mean a professional dancer.
So, at that point, I gota dose of reality. There
were no ballet companies in America that had
black women dancers. I was not only black,
butl was also very tall for a dancer at that time.
Certainly Balanchine had many tall dancers,
but most ballet dancers were petite. So there
were some strikes against me, and I was urged
to be realistic. That was a blow. But I loved
dancing, and I thought, maybe I should try
to do something that would get me to New
York. I auditioned for New York University's
School of the Arts, and was accepted.

Billy Wilson's Ginastera. (Photo: Tom Brazil)
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The dance program was fantastic. Jean Erdman was the head of the department, and I
completely loved the scope of dance that I
encountered. I fell in love with the floor. Before I didn't even know the floor was there.
But by October of my freshman year I knew
I needed to have more ballet in my life. At that
pointI heard about some Saturday classes that
Arthur Mitchell and Karel Shook were giving
in the basement of a church in Harlem. That
first year I juggled the two, trying to keep up
with my schoolwork at NYU, while spending
more and more time with Arthur Mitchell and
his dancers in Harlem.
I knew that a company was being formed
and that this was exactly what I had been
dreaming about. But how do you do it? How
do you convince your parents? How do you
take that leap? I had a full scholarship at NYU.
SUMMER 2005

I decided to take a leave of absence and made
a deal with my parents to try it for a year. Well,
after that first year there was just no going
back.
BR: When was that?
Johnson: It was in February 1969 that I
signed a little piece of paper that said I could
get fifty dollars a week - or was it a month? from Arthur Mitchell.
Audience: Probably a month.
Johnson: Fifty dollars a month. At the time,
he was doing lecture-demonstrations. At first
I missed a lot of them because I was still in
school. Then I left NYU and started working.
BR: Who were the dancers who became the
Dance Theatre of Harlem?
Johnson: There was Sheila Rohan, Walter
Raines, Llanchie Stevenson, Lydia Abarca,
Clover Mathis (who maybe joined in 1970),
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Gerald Banks, Samuel Smalls .... Who else
was there? Yvonne Hall, who was still a baby,
Susan Lovelle, Derek Williams, Patsy Ricketts,
Gayle McKinney. John Jones was there briefly.
It was a great group.
There was something really wonderful
about the early years of Dance Theatre of Harlem. It wasn't my favorite time, but it was a
good time because we were dancers from a
lot of different backgrounds and it was important to forge us into a company.
We didn't do any performances for maybe
two years. We did hundreds oflecture-demonstrations in schools. Arthur Mitchell did the
choreography; we did bits and pieces, and
we performed on tiny stages in elementary
schools. The facilities were terrible, but we
danced together, took class together, and
learned what it was like to be a company.
BR: What were some of those "bits and
pieces"?
Johnson: We did the third movement of
Rhythmetron, a work that Arthur Mitchell had
choreographed for a company in Brazil. We
did his Holberg Suite and Ode to Otis, which was
actually the first ballet that he did for the company - in 1969. Tones was another ballet that
we performed in those early days.
Tania Leone, the fantastic composer-conductor, had just arrived from Cuba, and she
was playing the piano for us. Arthur Mitchell
said, "Write some music for me. We're doing
a ballet." And so she wrote Tones. First she
wrote one movement of a concerto for piano
that we did forever and ever. Eventually, she
wrote the other two, which were also choreographed by Arthur Mitchell.
So, in the beginning we danced Tones,
Rhythmetron, and a pas de deux that was done
for Lydia Abarca and Mel Tomlinson called
Biosfera. It was very exciting. We felt like pioneers in so many ways. This was the late 1960s,
and people said, "Black people shouldn't be
doing ballet." Black people said it, and white
people said it. Butwe loved the form. We had
trained for it, we had set our sights on it, and
finally we were getting a chance to do it. But it
took a lot of convincing.
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BR: When did you start doing professional
performances?
Johnson: I think our first real performance
was in Rochester, New York. We did the full
Rythmetron - all three movements - and we
split the program with somebody else, I don't
remember who. That was probably in 1971.
Our first tour was in 1971. We went to Bermuda and took Concerto Barocco. By 1971 we were
doing full evenings. Before that we split the
program; I remember we did some with Paul
Sanasardo.
BR: You mentioned Barocco. So you had Balan chine repertory almost from the start.
Johnson: We did. We were given Concerto
Barocco andAgon pretty early on. Great stuff to
cut your teeth on! It was amazing that we got
the chance to do them and to live inside those
ballets for a really long time. They were very
successful on the company because there was
a kind of kinship. Arthur Mitchell, of course,
is from New York City Ballet, and he was shaping a neoclassical company.
The training that I got with Mary Day was
not neoclassical; it was more Russian. So the
transition to neoclassicism was very difficult
forme. Ihada bigcomplexaboutthis forprobably my whole career. Neoclassicism was like
a second language for me, nota native form of
speech. But as a first encounter with neoclassicism, Concerto Barocco was great, although
the ballet was always a challenge. I'm not a
neoclassical dancer. I certainly loved learning
and dancing those ballets, but I always felt
that doing them was an acting experience.
BR: Acting?
Johnson: You have to change the way that
you think movement should be, and that's
what you do when you act. You're adjusting
your energy to suit the role, and neoclassicism
was a kind of role for me. It wasn't something
that came naturally at all.
BR: As the company developed, classical
ballets like Swan Lake entered the repertory.
Johnson: Yes. Actually, one of the very early things that we learned was a pas de deux
fromLaurencia, the famous Soviet ballet choreographed by Vakhtang Chabukiani. It was
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staged by David and Anna-Marie Holmes. I
don't think we ever did it.
BR: You have brought a tape of Sylvia. Is this
Balanchine's version?
Johnson: No, it's one that Freddie Franklin
taught us ; it's very different from the Balanchine.
BR: When did Franklin set this for DIH?
Johnson: In 1983. He was already working
with us; he had done Schihirazade, which premiered in 1981, and we were thinking about
doing Giselle. He said, "Oh, I've got this wonderful pas de deux. I think we should give it to

the company." So he taught us Sylvia. It's very
beautiful, very lyrical, although the music,
which is by Delibes, can be kind of cloying. I
died every time we did Sylvia. I wasn't very
good in it. But the opening was very nice, so
we'll see a little snippet of that. I'm dancing
with Lowell Smith, a partner I worked with so
much. I had some really wonderful partners
at DIH. I worked a lot with him, and, oh, he
was great. He always made me feel very secure.
He was very powerful. I'm a big girl.
BR: How tall are you?
Johnson: Five feet, 8 inches. And Lowell al-

With Judy Tyrus and Ronald Perry in Serenade. (Photo: Tom Brazil)
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ways made me feel like I was a feather. Eddie
Shellman was another really wonderful partner. When Arthur Mitchell auditioned men,
he would have them come in and stand next
tome.
BR: You also did a number of dramatic ballets, like A Streetcar Named Desire and Fall River

Legend.
Johnson: Dramatic ballets are what I love
doing most. To tell a story, to be a character,
to become somebody else through the movement you do is like going on an adventure.
You could be distracted by the character from
the technical difficulties, and the technical
difficulties could be met by fulfIlling the character. In dramatic ballets you are less exposed
than in neoclassical ballets or pas de deux,
where there isn't a story and you're just looking at the body onstage, whether it's dancing
well or not.
DTH did alotof dramatic ballets. There was
a time when they were just coming one after
the other, and it was a lot of fun. I think that
Streetcar was the first big dramatic ballet that
we did ... an amazing piece to work on. Valerie Bettis was still alive, and she came in and
worked with us. She was from the modern
dance world and had worked a lot with actors.
So her idea of imparting a character informs
how the movement is executed. I feel really
lucky that I worked with her first, because I
learned a lot about doing a dramatic role from
her.
BR: Did she help you build a character and
teach you acting techniques?
Johnson: She did. In teaching the ballet,
she didn't say, "These are the steps." She told
us to "read the scenes" and understand what's
going on. She'd say, "This is what's happening here; this is what you have to tell me in the
scene. Now these are the steps you have to do
that."
BR: Did she have you read the play first?
Johnson: You read the play, you saw the
movie, you got inside the character. She reallywanted you to understand who Blanche Dubois was, but not by telling us, "This is who
Blanche Dubois is." She wanted you to tell her
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who you thought Blanche Dubois was; she
wanted you to show her and make her believe
in the character as you imagined her. That's
great; that's half the battle, to have somebody
insisting that you work this way. She wanted
you to do the steps right, but that's not where
she started. And when you did a run-through,
when you put it all together, she wouldn't say,
"You didn't hit that on five ," but "You didn't
make me understand what's going on."
BR: Who was your partner?
Johnson: Lowell Smith. My God, what a
Stanley he was! That rape scene at the end that was blood.
BR: You've brought some tape of Streetcar,
haven't you?
Johnson: Yes. This recording was made in
Denmark and adapted for television. What
you see is notwhathappens on the stage. The
ballet was choreographed in 1952, a year after
the movie with Marlon Brando and Vivien
Leigh was released, and uses the same score
by Alex North. All you have to do is hear that
first sound of the music, and you are already
in New Orleans; you're in this hot, sultry climate.
In the stage version, Blanche enters from
across the stage and goes looking for the right
address. In the video it's very different because
itwasn't taped as if seen inside a proscenium.
The set was arranged so that the viewer felt
they were inside the action.
BR: Was Arthur Mitchell involved with resetting the ballet for television?
Johnson: Absolutely, and Thomas Grimm,
who was the director. They spent a lot of time
figuring out how to make it work for the camera and how to make the story work in terms
of space. The way that Valerie Bettis used the
stage was part of the power of Streetcar. She
created a feeling of intimacy, even claustrophobia, in the scenes with two or three characters and then used the full stage to layer the
past on the present.
BR: What about Fall River Legend? Lizzie
Borden - The Accused - was definitely one of
your great roles.
Johnson: I think that Fall River Legend is acBALLET REVIEW

Fall River Legend. (Photo: Tom Brazil)

tually my favorite dramatic ballet. It was just
so much fun to do. Yes, itwas definitely fun to
play an ax murderer!
De Mille wrote a wonderful book about her
research for Fall River Legend. In the preface she
explains that she had designed the ballet to
leave you in doubt about whether Lizzie actually killed her parents. She didn't want you to
know at the beginning what the end was going to be. When Omnibus did a small segment
of the ballet on television in the 1950S, shewas
really angry with Alistair Cooke, the host, because he started the segment by reciting the
ditty. It goes something like "Lizzie Borden
took an ax and gave her parents fortywhacks."
He had destroyed her whole structure by giving the story away at the beginning.
BR: Did de Mille set the ballet on you?
Johnson: Yes, she came and worked with
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us, and she was a dragon lady. She was wonderful, but she wanted everything to be absolutely perfect. Everything. She wanted the
music, and she wanted the movements, and
she wanted the dramatics, and she wanted
the intensity, and she wanted people to respect
the work. She was a very passionate woman,
and she inspired, but the rehearsals were very
intense. She had had her stroke and could
barely move, but she had this big ring; when
she wanted you to stop, she would bang the
ring on the mirror.
BR: She was staging this after her stroke?
Johnson: Yes. Enrique Martinez taught us
the ballet, which he was staging for the first
time. He didn't know the counts, so there was
a lot of tension in the rehearsals. Later, we
were fortunate to have Sallie Wilson come in.
She was amazing. She knew every detail -
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everything. Everybody's part and everybody's
counts. If we had had her in the beginning, it
would have been wonderful. But we didn't.
Miss de Mille was delighted the company was
doing the ballet, but there were things that
just didn't seem right to her, and she didn't
know what was wrong. She would watch and
cringe, and we didn't know whether it was us,
which made it hard. In the end it was amazing. Morton Gould, who composed the score,
conducted the opening-night performance.
BR: Seeing everything up close on the video
makes you really feel the emotion.
Johnson: This is my favorite part - the
"family scene" on the rocking chairs. Oliver
Smith's set was wonderful. The house could
turn around, and here it moved downstage to
bring it closer to the audience. The stage goes
dark, and the little parlor, which is on casters,
rolls downstage; the audience gets a "closeup" of the family interaction, and then the
parlor moves back with the house for the next
scene. It was such a beautifully crafted ballet
- the music and everything about it. It was
really such a joy to do.
BR: When did you begin learning Giselle?
Johnson: Giselle had a very long genesis with
the company. We first learned it around 1979
or 1980 from David and Anna-Marie Holmes,
as an exercise. It was summertime, and there
wasn't anything going on. We worked on
the second act quite a bit, although we only
learned the first-act variation. But we did a lot
of the second act, which teaches you about
classical dance and the Romantic style of
movement.
BR: "Creole" Giselle premiered in 1984.
Johnson: I think that Arthur Mitchell had
been planning to do Giselle for a long time.
We were on tour in the South; it might have
been New Orleans, but it might have been
another city in the South. We were invited to
the home of a ballet lover and historian who
actually started talking to Arthur Mitchell
about this group of Creoles, black Creoles,
free people of color who lived in Louisiana
before the Civil War and had their whole
separate society. He had wonderful old pho-
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tographs of this community, which was outside New Orleans. I think this was what gave
Arthur Mitchell the idea for "Creole" Giselle.
We had done Swan Lake already with blue
tutus; we had done itwith white tutus. We had
tried to make itfitinto our context, butthe possibility of doing a Giselle that was the same as
the European Giselle in every way except that it
was American and about a group of people
who had really lived and been part of American society even if nobody knew anything
about them .... Why not? The best part was
illuminating a bit of American history that
few people knew about. I could concentrate
on a character who could have been a real person as much as an icon of the ballerina. It
was very exciting and distracted me from the
terror of doing Giselle. Oh, my God!
Freddie Franklin taught us Giselle. It was
based on the old Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo
version. We didn't do the much more Russian
one that David and Anna-Marie Holmes had
taught us. We did the one that Freddie remembered and that he slightly customized
for us. It was pretty much the straight Giselle,
as everyone does it; there's just a change in
locale.
BR: How was it different from the Holmes
version?
Johnson: The act 2 pas de deux had the overhead lifts. And the variation in the first act
had the pique turns in the circle.
BR: Was it less dramatic?
Johnson: We hadn't learned the mad scene.
BR: You hadn't?
Johnson: When we learned the ballet with
the Holmeses, it was an exercise. We were
learning the hard parts to get better, not to
learn the ballet.
Johnson: I remember there was a moment
when things started clicking, and that was
good. One of my favorite parts was after I died,
lying there on the stage, with all these people
around me and the music just going: that was
so great. That was like icing on the cake. You
didn't have to do anything more.
We were all so excited about Giselle, making
it ours and making it work. It was like we were
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a community, a family, and that made everything very real. When you entered the stage,
you were in a real place, and that was really
wonderful. It was the spirit of Dance Theatre
of Harlem, which was amazing.
I was with the company for almost thirty
years , and it was a beautiful career. Yes, I got
to do lots of wonderful roles and saw lots of
wonderful parts of the world. But it was the
connection that we had with each other that
was really the best part. It was great.
BR: In 1997 you retired.
Johnson: The time had come. I always loved
dancing. I wish I could get to class still. But
it was clear that it was going to be downSUMMER 2005

hill from there. I'd had a chance to live my
life's dream. Now it was time to do something
else.
BR: Had you had any college along the way,
after your first year at NYU?
Johnson: Actually I went back to NYU. I
was in their Gallatin Division for a year, but
we were just too busy touring, so I left. Then,
in 1990, when DTH had that very bad layoff
period and we thought the company was
going to be gone forever, I went to Fordham.
I'm still at Fordham; I need to get eight more
credits. I'm studying ethics and the media this
semester.
I had started working on building another
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future. When I first went back, I didn't really
know what I was going to do. I thought about
journalism because it was very closely related
to the communication that you do as a dancer. I'd been writing all my life. I really love to
write and wish I had time to do more. I thought
that journalism was something practical because, look, I had had a whole career and there
was nothing practical about it. It was just a lot
of good luck. So I thought that in the second
part of my life I should make sure that I'm doing something practical, because who knows
if I'm going to get lucky like that again.
I had decided to turn my back on dance. I
had had a great time. It was fabulous , but it's
a very narrow world, and I wanted to broaden
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my horizons. So I wasn't really thinking about
being a dance journalist but about being a
journalist journalist.
BR: Whathappened to keep you in the dance
field?
Johnson: Two things . I realized that I did
not really have the kind of temperament that
would make a journalist journalist. So even
though I was gaining skills that would be
useful, I was really seriously worried whether
I was ever going to be able to do the job. But
meanwhile I was still studying, moving toward a degree and thinking that something's
going to work out.
Julie Davis, who is now the president of
Lifestyle Ventures but was then its editorial
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director, contacted Career Transitions for
Dancers, saying that she had a spot open for
an editor; actually, she was looking for an
editor for Dance Spirit magazine. She asked if
there was anybody that they could send over.
Suzy Jary, who was working with me as an
adviser, told me to go over and interview for
the job. I said, "I can't be an editor. I don't
even know what that is, and I don't have my
degree."
Anyway, I went over and talked to Julie, and
she was very enthusiastic. "Give it a try," she
said, "and see what happens." Then, a couple
of weeks later, she told me they were starting
a ballet magazine and wanted me to be part of
its development. At the time I was working
as an usher at the Museum of Television and
Radio and going to school. I thought, This is
very interesting; I'm going to give it a try.
That was in the fall of 1999. The first issue
of Pointe came out in February 2000. It was an
amazing opportunity to get to learn about a
business by doing it and being with some really wonderful people. RobertJohnson was in
on the development of Pointe. There was great
excitement about starting a ballet magazine
and a willingness to let me guide it because I
was an expert.
Publishing is a very, very intense business
I have to say, but I love it. I loved dancing because it was a challenge. You do something
impossible every day. This business has challenges that are completely different from
dancing, butin someway it's the same. Ifound
that I didn't want to turn my back on dance,
thatI really did love the dance world. Itis a privilege to be part of it. And so itwas a great thing
that I could get another view, participate in it
in a different way.
BR: For young black ballet dancers coming
up today, are things different from when you
were coming up?
Johnson: A hundred percent different. I
think that it was in the 1980s or maybe the
1990S that DTH started to get a generation of
young black dancers who were well trained
and completely owned the fact that they were
ballet dancers. They came in, and there was
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no question in their minds that they could
do ballet, that they should be doing it, and
that DTH was the place for them to be doing
it. This was completely different from where
I started, which was, "Can I have permission
to do ballet?" I was delighted that I had had
the chance to dance. They say, "Of course,
right, what are you telling me?" That makes
me proud of having been part of DTH. I feel
like we did something.
There are black dancers in ballet companies
around the country now, although I wish
there were more black dancers in schools.
Maybe things aren 't a hundred percent different now, but they're eighty percent and moving. I think there's a generation of artistic directors and an audience that expect things to
be different, whereas in the 1950S and 1960s
not only the companies but also the audiences
were very resistant. So, yes, it's changing. No,
it's not changed enough, but, yes , we're training wonderful dancers, and there are places
for them to go, and it's going to get better.
BR: Thank you, Virginia. Are there any
questions?
Robert Johnson: You guested in London
with the Royal Ballet. I think you also danced
with the Ballet Nacional de Cuba.
Johnson: I did Giselle with both companies,
and I never imagined that such things would
happen to me. I think the first was Cuba. That
was wonderful because in Cuba the feeling
about ballet is love, and everything about
your performance is embracing.
I'm not - I wasn't a very strong dancer,
but they made you feel that the performance
you were about to give was the most wonderful thing that could happen. So you said to
yourself, Okay, I'm going to give the most
wonderful performance that's ever been given. Rafael Padilla was my partner; I was safe
in his arms, and he treated me like I was Ulanova herself.
Everything about it was just wonderful except for the cart, which was a nightmare.
They use one in the first act. You stand up in
it, and they wheel you around the stage for the
wine festival; you're holding your grapes, and
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the cart is moving. We only had one rehearsal.
You got on that thing, and then the curtain
went up. But everything went fine.
The Royal Ballet was maybe the opposite of
Cuba because they are about their tradition
and maintaining who they are, and they're
about importance. Not that they were any less
giving, but it was a much bigger burden to
dance Giselle on the stage of the Royal Opera
House.
Zoltan Solymosi, a Hungarian dancer, was
my Albrecht. Oh, Zoltan was fun. I was supposed to dance with Robert Hill, but he was
injured. Since I was there, they asked me if
I wanted to stay and try the ballet with this
newcomer from Hungary. I said, "Of course.
I'm here. Let's see what happens." I think the
change made it easier for me because they
weren't sure it was going to work, and I had
to make sure that it would. Zoltan was very
strong. We did those lifts BR: The overheads?
Johnson: In the first entrance in act2, where
you do the tour jete, and he holds you up here,
and you stay in that little fish, and then he puts
you down. We didn't do the other overheads.
We did the allonge arabesques instead.
The Royal Ballet was more prickly, but
people were also very supportive. Ninette de
Valois came up after the performance and
was really lovely to me. I was like, "Could I ask
for anything more?" They didn't want me to
wear flesh-colored tights. They just couldn't
see it. It had to be pink tights - it's ballet.
Elizabeth Kendall: Virginia, anybody who
knows you knows that you are always refreshingly frank. Even if you say you had a weak
technique, you really were a ballerina, and
it's a very rare thing. I'm wondering how you
became a ballerina inside. Was there a moment when you could say you were a ballerina
as opposed to a "dancer"? Was there a point
when you said to yourself in the wings, or on
the stage, or in your bed at night, "Okay, I can
be that."

Johnson: No. It wasn't anything like that.
I have to say - it was part of leaving - "Okay,
I'm not going to be the ballerina that I dream
of; it's not possible for me." On the other
hand, I knew from my first days of dancing
that I had this dance inside me, that it was
my essential self, that I had to follow it and
make it happen and keep it at the center of
me. Idon'tknowifthatiswhatyou calla "ballerina." But the pursuit of ballet, the pursuit
of fulfillment in this form was in me from
the beginning.
Audience: I am curious about what it was
like working with Madame Gabriela Darvash.
She choreographed the pas de deux from
Romeo and}uliet, I think.
Johnson: Actually she worked with Lydia
Abarca and Paul Russell. I never danced any
of her works . Madame Darvash did teach at
the DTH school a bit, and I took classes with
her. She was quite a demanding teacher, but
I didn't have the honor of doing any of her
choreography. And Lydia. Wow! She was so
beautiful.
Glory van Scott: You were so incredible in
Streetcar. I've always loved the play, and when
I saw you dance it I was so upset because
Stanley shook you as though you were a rag
doll. I almost ran up on the stage and punched
him. Leave her alone! I was really hysterical,
sitting there watching you - how believable
you were as an artist, as a dancer, as a communcator. It was marvelous.
Johnson: Thank you.
Audience: Howwere you able to keep dancing for so many years?
.
Johnson: Love ... no, I was really lucky. I
had very few injuries. I was in a great environment. I was very well taken care of. I w.as
doing what I had dreamed about doing. How
many people in their life can say that? I was
at NYU studying to become an oceanographer or something, and I ended up a ballerina on
the stage. Thatfeeds you, gives you something
nothing else can. It makes you whole.
.

BALLET REVIEW

