
The Rhythmic Reveries of Choreographer
Cholly Atkins: A Jazz Odyssey
In the vibrant tapestry of American dance, the name Cholly Atkins stands
as a beacon of rhythm, innovation, and artistic brilliance. As a
choreographer, dancer, and Broadway legend, Atkins left an indelible mark
on the world of jazz and beyond, captivating audiences with his infectious
passion and groundbreaking creations.

This comprehensive article explores the life, career, and lasting legacy of
Cholly Atkins, a true visionary who reshaped the landscape of American
dance.
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Born Charles Atkins on November 1, 1913, in Chester, Pennsylvania,
Cholly Atkins discovered his passion for dance at a young age. His mother,
a devout churchgoer, encouraged his participation in church musicals,
where he first experienced the infectious rhythms of gospel music.

As a teenager, Atkins moved to New York City, where he honed his skills
under the tutelage of legendary choreographer Gus Giordano. Giordano's
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emphasis on rhythm, isolation, and syncopation left a profound influence on
Atkins' own choreographic style.

Broadway Breakthrough

In 1948, Atkins made his Broadway debut in the Cole Porter musical "Kiss
Me, Kate." His electrifying performance as a dancer and choreographer
earned him critical acclaim and overnight stardom. Atkins would go on to
choreograph over 20 Broadway productions, including "Damn Yankees,"
"The Pajama Game," and "Flower Drum Song."
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His Broadway work pushed the boundaries of dance, incorporating
elements of jazz, classical ballet, and everyday movement into his
innovative routines. Atkins' choreography was characterized by its
infectious energy, rhythmic complexity, and unforgettable visual impact.

The Jazz Dance Pioneer
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Beyond Broadway, Cholly Atkins emerged as a prominent figure in the jazz
dance world. In the 1950s, he co-founded the Jazz Dance Theatre, a
groundbreaking company dedicated to promoting the art form.

Atkins' jazz dance choreography was a celebration of African American
heritage, drawing inspiration from the rhythms and movements of blues,
gospel, and spiritual music. He believed that jazz dance should be
accessible to all, regardless of background or training.

Innovation and Experimentation



Throughout his career, Cholly Atkins never shied away from innovation and
experimentation. He constantly sought new ways to push the boundaries of
dance, collaborating with artists from various disciplines and exploring
diverse cultural influences.

Atkins' work often incorporated elements of modern dance, ballet, and
African traditional dance. He experimented with different tempos, rhythms,
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and spatial relationships, creating visually stunning and emotionally
evocative pieces.

Teaching and Mentorship

In addition to his choreography, Cholly Atkins was also a dedicated teacher
and mentor. He taught at numerous dance schools and universities,
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including the Juilliard School and the New York University Tisch School of
the Arts.

Atkins' teaching emphasized the importance of rhythm, musicality, and
emotional expression. He believed that dancers should not only possess
technical skill but also a deep connection to the music and the stories they
were conveying.

Legacy and Impact

Cholly Atkins passed away on September 18, 2005, at the age of 91.
Throughout his illustrious career, he received numerous accolades,
including a Tony Award for Lifetime Achievement in the Theater and a
Kennedy Center Honor.
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Atkins' legacy lives on through his groundbreaking choreography, his
passionate teaching, and the countless dancers and choreographers he
inspired. He played a pivotal role in shaping the face of American jazz
dance, leaving a lasting imprint on the tapestry of the performing arts.

Cholly Atkins was a visionary choreographer, dancer, and teacher whose
life and work embodies the spirit of jazz. His infectious rhythms, innovative
creations, and unwavering passion forever changed the landscape of
American dance.

From his Broadway triumphs to his pioneering work in jazz dance, Atkins
left an enduring legacy that continues to inspire and captivate generations
of dancers and audiences alike.

As we celebrate the life and achievements of Cholly Atkins, let us honor his
artistic brilliance and unwavering commitment to the transformative power
of dance.
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