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As a company, Complexions cannot be categorized. In one
performance you may see women in pointe shoes, high heels
and bare feet dancing the same choreography—together. In
another you may see a 17-year-old performing with a 70-year-
old and anyone in between. The music may range from
Prokofiev to Prince. Ballet, modern, jazz—call it what you like.
But don’t label it. 

In fact, the company that Dwight Rhoden and Desmond
Richardson created seeks to promote diversity in every way.
The former stars of Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater started
with just $2,000 and an idea. “We were hungry to try new
things, bring together contrasting elements and learn from
them,” says Rhoden. 

They culled friends from Ailey, Joffrey Ballet, New York City

Ballet, Dance Theatre of Harlem and other freelance artists for
a performance at New York City’s Symphony Space in 1994.
The reaction was overwhelming. Lines snaked around the
block, and audiences jumped to their feet before the presen-
tation was even finished. “The look of the show—the brainchild
of Desmond and me—worked,” Rhoden recalls. “It was so
much more than we ever dreamed it could have been.” And so

Complexions became a company.
In 2004, Complexions celebrates its 10-year anniversary.

And while a certain mystique still surrounds the company,
its reputation for progressiveness and risk-taking remains
unquestioned.

The company now employs 16 to 20 dancers, all skilled per-
formers in a range of techniques, for performances in NYC (its
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home base) and for tours.
Between now and December
2003, they will go to Colorado,
Hawaii, Michigan, Pennsylvania,
Indiana and Minnesota. It’s still
not a full-time gig for anyone,
but Rhoden stresses that
Complexions is its own entity
with an individual identity—
one that is unlike any other.

When asked about
Complexions’ style, dancers
toss around words like
“extreme,” “intense,” “organic”
and “visceral.” Though hard to
pin down, the look is very dis-
tinctive; finding dancers who
can handle the repertoire can
be difficult. For that reason, up
until now company positions
have been by invitation only.
That will change on August 16,
when Rhoden and Richardson
will hold the first auditions for
Complexions at Steps on
Broadway in NYC.

They will be looking for many
qualities and abilities. Only
hard workers need apply.
These dancers never mark;
during rehearsals, everyone
dances full out. “We don’t
know mediocrity,” says
Richardson. He adds, “The
dancers are highly trained in
ballet. It is the base. When you
have a good background in
ballet, everything else shines.
You just have to be open and
willing to go there.” 

Most importantly, each
dancer must have something
to say. “A lot of choreographers
limit the dancers because they
want their vision and their
scope,” says Sandra Brown, a
current soloist with American
Ballet Theatre and a
Complexions dancer since
1999. “[Rhoden] gives you his
idea of where he wants you to
go and then he lets you take it
there. You get to put your own
person into the choreography.
It’s such a beautiful freedom
for an artist to feel that respect
in both directions, which is
rarely found.”
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That may be one reason so many of the dancers from the
inaugural performance have stuck around for 10 years. It’s
also a draw for new members. “Because many of the
dancers have professional backgrounds, it’s exactly what
we are looking for—that chance to express ourselves,
instead of just expressing somebody else’s movement or
idea about something,” says Carlos Dos Santos, Jr., who
joined Complexions last year and also dances with the Cleo
Parker Robinson Ensemble.

Although Rhoden has been called the “dancer’s choreog-
rapher,” he says some people think he’s difficult because of
his desire for dancers to “be all that they can be.” But
Complexions is nothing like the army. Dancers describe a
place where they are nurtured and supported. “They push
you and expect nothing but your 100 percent,” says
Heather Hamilton, a member since 1999. “But you give a
lot and you get a lot back.” 

Part of that vibe emanates from the company motto:
“Check your ego at the door.” In Complexions everyone is
considered to be good, equal and unique. “There is no com-
petition because we are so different,” says Sarita Allen, cele-
brated former Ailey dancer, original Complexions member
and now its artist in residence. “Not one person looks like
you or dances like you.”

In Complexions, your partner for any particular perform-
ance might be your opposite. Contrast excites Rhoden, who
aims to challenge traditional customs. For example, he
often likes to pair the dark, sculpted figure of Richardson
with Hamilton, a woman with flaming red hair and porcelain
skin. (See them together on the cover and in these pages.)
“He’s telling you, ‘Look, it’s very open. This person can
dance with this person, and we’re unified,’” explains
Hamilton. “It doesn’t matter what color or nationality.”

In 2002, the company became even more inclusive,
adding works by William Forsythe and Complexions
dancers Thaddeus Davis and Uri Sands to its repertoire,
which had previously been entirely made up of Rhoden’s
own choreography. “Contrary to popular belief, this was
never to be ‘The Dwight Rhoden Show’ in terms of choreog-
raphy,” Rhoden says. “Desmond and I wanted to make sure
that the identity and look of the company were distinctive
before I brought in others. [But] creatively we have to have
other voices; mine isn’t enough.”

The environment at Complexions fosters fledgling chore-
ographers who don’t have the benefit of a proven track
record. Other members of the company, including Brown
and Dos Santos, have hopes of making dances there. For

his part, Rhoden isn’t afraid of the gamble. “We want to create
a place where you don’t necessarily have to have the pressure
of having a complete hit or success,” he says. “I want to
take risks. I think audiences need to embrace creativity and
respect the craft for being what it is; whether it’s a complete
success or not is irrelevant.”

That creative freedom has enabled even the most accom-
plished dancers to feel like they are still developing their
craft. Allen, long retired and teaching Pilates, joined the
company and immediately felt inspired. “I almost felt like I
was starting over again because [Rhoden’s] vocabulary was
so fresh,” she says. “It was challenging all over again, just
like I was working with Alvin [Ailey] from the beginning.”

For Brown, the difficulty was finding a way to allow her work
at Complexions to inform what she was doing at ABT. “When I
work with Complexions I feel very much like a classical ballerina
trying to undo everything to become more wild or exotic,” she
says. “When I come back to ABT again, I have to learn how to
bring that with me in a confined form.”

Even Richardson, a dancer with such range that he has
been able to jump seamlessly from story ballets at ABT to
Broadway’s Fosse to touring with Madonna, considers him-
self a perpetual student. “Complexions allows me to continue
to hone my voice, in terms of movement, to continue to
explore the many aspects of dance that I haven’t done yet,”
he says.

While the company has come a long way in its decade of
existence, its directors have expectations for its continued
development. First on the list is a permanent space where
they can hold rehearsals. Currently, the dancers move from
studio to studio as one becomes available. 

Everyone involved would also like the appearances to
become more consistent. This season has included 28
weeks of work for the dancers, a successful year, but they
would all like more. Audiences have even asked for more
NYC shows. (You can see Complexions in September at
Battery Park’s Evening of Stars, but after that, you’ll have to
wait until December and possibly June 2004 thereafter.)

Until those dreams come true, Rhoden and Richardson are
satisfied knowing they have created a singular place where
dancers want to work. A stack of unsolicited audition tapes in
Rhoden’s office illustrates that fact. And choreographers’ tapes
have also started to pile up quickly.

So who cares what kind of dance it is? “It’s hard for people to
get their heads around,” Rhoden says. “That classification
thing: Is it ballet? Is it modern? Is it jazz? Is it Broadway-style
musical theater? No, it’s all of that.” P

“We want to create a place where you don’t necessarily

have to have the pressure of having a complete hit or

success. I want to take risks.... Whether it’s a complete

success or not is irrelevant.” —Dwight Rhoden


