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Masazumi Chaya starts off an
interview in his office on the subject
of food, recalling when he used to
cook meals for his fellow Company
members, including his especially
popular chicken with ginger soy
sauce. With his warmth, enthusiasm,
and easy sense of humor, Chaya

(as he is known) seems like an ideal
dinner companion.
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The primary recipe that Chaya has devel-
oped is the singular position— Associate
Artistic Director—which he has decided to
relinquish following this City Center season
after nearly 3 decades. He has been respon-
sible for the complex casting of an intense
40- performance season, and a months-
leng natienal tour; planning and overseeing
rehearsa|s, |'\e|ping to select and p|ar1 the
repertory—while also teaching and rehears-
ing the touchstone works byAhrl'n Aﬂey, for
whose choreography Chaya has served as an
invaluable memory bank and com municator.

“Chaya’s been the man keeping everything
afloat—but underneath the surface,” says
Clifton Brown (who joined the Company in
1999). “For the entire time I've been partof
the company, he's been behind the scenes
making everything run smeothly and wear-
ing lots of hats.”

Chaya's uninterrupted connection with Ailey
began in1972. He wasa young modern danc-
er, recent|y arrived in New York‘FromJapan
and considering a career in musical comedy.
But his stunned reaction to the first Aﬂey
program he attended, and the fortuitous
accident that he accompanied his friend and
countryman Michihike Oka to an Ailey call-
back, led to both men joining the company.

“We were about toperform at the Amencan
Dance Festival. | had two weeks to learn and
rehearse the ballets Reve.futions, The Lark
Ascending, Streams, and Rainbow Round my
Shoulder.” He recalls that Ailey had given all
the studio space at the company’s hemebase
(then on East 59th Street) to the school, s
he rehearsed with Ailey at City Center.“Alvin
taught me some pieces in the wide hallway
outside the men’s room.”

The Ailey troupe at that time numbered 18
dancers, so a personalconnection with Ailey

himself (who was then in his early 40s) was
possible. “| really enjoyed being around him.
Hewas the mostun—se|ﬁs|'\person| ever met.
He had a poetic side. He had graduated in
romance languages from UCLA, and spoke
French, Span]s h, ltalian.”

Chaya recalls a crucial early reaction he
received from the choreographer. | was
covering Dudley Williams’role in Blues Suite,
and | copied everything Dudley did. Alvin
didn't say anything. One day on tour, Dudley
couldn’t do it at the last minute, just before
curtain. | didn’t have time to go over those
details, se | had to do it my way. Alvin came
back after the perfermances and said, ‘finally
you did Blues Suite.” He saw me doing, instead
of a copy of Dudley.”

He worked his way into the repertory in
ballets by many choreographers, includ-
ing Ailey classics like Memoria and Night
Creature,which he has staged on the current
Company. “| especially liked Alvin's Phases.
He gave me verytechnical things, and | real-
ly enjoyed that challenge.”



Chaya assisted Ailey when he created the
major For Bird" - With Lovein 1984, But by
1987, Chaya falt ready to move on. “Alvin
asked rme to stay, said they would create the
position of assistant to the rehearsal director
[atthat time, Mary Bamett]. He was guiding
me.” After Ailey's death in 1989 and Judith
Jarnison's arrival as Artistic Director, she soon
appointed him Associate Artistic Director.

“Abvin always wanited to show off his beauti-
ful dancers in differentways and to challenge
us,” Chaya recalls. “He gave marry chances to
young chereographers who had no compa-
rry, orwho had & small group, but wanted the
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challenge of a bigger group of dancers. Ms.
Jamizson was also the same way—the idea
about helping American choreographers.
She took a lot of chances.”

The Company had grown to 30 dancers, with
an intensely packed schedule. Chaya pulls out
a notebook with densely filled pages indicat-
ingwhat works each dancer will parform, what
rolein Reveations, as well as which days they
will have off during a lengthy season or tour.
“I have a notebook like this for every tour.”

Chaya's multi-faceted job includes 2asing
new company members into the repertory,
supporting the many choreographers whe
create waorks on the company, and nurturning
dancers asthey mature. | want the choreng-
rapher tobe happy and also want the dancers
to collaborate. | always ask the dancers to
take cwnership—not just borrowing, passing
through. That way we take care of every-
body’s work. | really have to say, “own this,
it's yours."”

Brown appreciates Chaya's
“enthusiasm in giing the
information teo the dane-
ers. He always has that fire
and joy of the workin him—
and that's really important,
especially in handing it over
toa new generation. [t's not
Just steps and details; it's
also the feeling behind it.
He really does have a posi-
tive and uplifting energy in
dealing with people.”

When Jamison passed the
baton to Robert Battle in
2011, he immediatehy appre-
ciated Chaya's pivotal role.
“Masazumi Chaya is iconic
o me. To be working alang-
side hirn, to have him there

was huge in terms of continuity, and in terms
of feeling validated,” Battle says. “Watching
theway his mind processes programming,
casting, and all the cornpletities of ourtour-
ing. It's amazing how he balances that with
hurrer, with focus, and with his love for the
organization and for Alin Ailey himself.”

A special December 22 program will cele-
brate Chayawith over a dozen excerpts that
highlight his extensive career of neary frve
decades, a one-night-only piece d'occasion
created by Matthew Rushing, and appear-
ances and performances by former company
members. Battle says that Chaya is making
the choices and promises “some of his favor-
ites, and lots of surprises.”

Chayawill remain an active part of the Ailey
family, taking on new projects with an eye
towards the future. He will focus on launch-
ing the Alvin Ailey Choreographic Legacy
Praject, bringing ballets by Alvin Ailey into
the repertory of other companies, suppaorted
by awebsite and an archive of select, record-
ed performances he will arganize.

This season, when the curtain goes up on
the Ailey Classics or All Ailey programs—or
ary of Alvin Alley’s works, audiences will be
warmed by the fire that Chaya has lowvingly

kept burning so brighithy.
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