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Interview History

Ruth Solomon arrived at the University of California, Santa Cruz in 1970 as a
professor in the theater arts board and an affiliate of the brand-new College Five (now
Porter College). At UC Santa Cruz, Solomon created a visionary program within the
theater arts board that synthesized dance and theater. She taught at UC Santa Cruz until
1995. Solomon also founded and coordinated UCSC’s prestigious Summer Dance Theater
Institute from 1972 until 1980.

Solomon arrived at UCSC already an accomplished dancer, choreographer, and
arts administrator. She was born in 1936 and raised in New York City’s Manhattan
borough in a family she describes as “somewhere between middle class and well to do.”
She began studying ballet at age seven with Mikhail Mordkin at the Master Institute of
Arts and later attended the High School for Music and Art, a public school for the arts
founded by Fiorello H. LaGuardia. Despite being valedictorian of her high school,
because of Jewish quotas she was denied admittance to dance school at Pembroke
College (now Brown University, then part of the Rhode Island School of Design).
Instead, she began dancing in Broadway shows such as The Music Man and West Side
Story and toured with Sarah Vaughan and the Crosby Boys. Some nights she worked as
a cigarette girl at Birdland, a famous jazz club in New York City.

In 1953 Solomon entered Bard College’s dance program, where Jean Erdman
became her teacher and major mentor. While still at Bard, she joined the Jean Erdman
Dance Theater and danced with Erdman’s company until 1970. Erdman was ultimately
to recommend Solomon as the right person to found a new dance program at UC Santa

Cruz. At Bard College, Ruth met her future husband, John Solomon. She worked with
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many well-known composers such as John Cage and Lou Harrison. Her oral history
captures the milieu of the dance world in New York City in the mid-twentieth century.

In 1960, Ruth and John married; John joined the army and the pair moved to
Puerto Rico, where Ruth started a dance program on the military bases on the island.
After a couple of years they moved to Hawaii, where Ruth began a dance program at
East-West Center in Hawaii and formed a dance company. In 1967, Solomon and Jean
Erdman established a dance program at New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts
(then called the School of the Arts), where Solomon served as assistant director until she
was recruited by UC Santa Cruz in 1970.

“The major that I designed, the dance major within theater arts, had to include
acting courses. We insisted that all the actors had to take movement classes,” Solomon
recalled. Her oral history vividly conjures the flavor of the early UCSC campus. “When
I first came, there were no studios. There was nothing. I taught my classes in Stevenson
Dining Hall in between meals with them setting up for the next meal,” Solomon
explained. This Wild West atmosphere sometimes inspired enormous creativity. While
Solomon was closely involved in designing dance studios at the Performing Arts
building and at College Five, even helping to lay the floor of one at College Five, some
of her stages in those early days were much less standard. “Everything was a stage,
everything you looked at was a performance space. If it had steps, it was a stage. It was
the way the sixties developed and I came here right at the end of the sixties. I would
find these secret places on campus, this limestone kiln, which is a place nobody knew
about, and we put dancers in the bricks in the limestone kiln, speaking the poetry of
MacLeish. That was one scene. One section was in this huge oak tree, where all the

dancers hung from the tree.”
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In about 1980, Solomon widened her interests to include dance medicine. “I
really needed to know what we were doing in class that could cause the damage we
were seeing. Why were dancers having hip replacements? Why did they have knee
problems? Why did they have back problems?” Solomon reflected. Since that time,
Solomon has completed annual three-month “residencies” under the direction of Dr.
Lyle Micheli at the Division of Sports Medicine, Harvard Medical Center, Boston. She
tenaciously attended night school at Cabrillo College after a full day of teaching dance
at UCSC, and became a certified medical assistant. After her retirement from UCSC,
dance medicine grew into a major focus of her career, although she continued to
choreograph productions in a diversity of locations.

Ruth and John edit the Journal of Dance Medicine and Science and she has served
on the board of the International Association of Dance Medicine and Science since its
inception. She conducts dance medicine studies utilizing the dancers of the Boston
Ballet as participants, teaches workshops in dance technique and injury prevention, and
produced a popular video on the subject. In 2010 she was named Honorary Fellow of
the Division of Sports Medicine, Children's Hospital Boston, Harvard Medical Center.

Solomon has also published broadly. Her books include Preventing Dance Injuries,
The New Faces of Dance Scholarship, and East Meets West in Dance: Voices in the Cross-

Cultural Dialogue. The Sixth Edition of Ruth and John’s Dance Medicine & Science
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Bibliography, covering the literature in the field for the last 53 years and containing 3,649
citations, became available in January 2014.!

The Regional History Project conducted this oral history in March of 2014 as part
of the University History Series and a recent endeavor to expand our collection of oral
histories with pioneering faculty in the arts. Tandy Beal, herself a highly accomplished
director, choreographer, and performer, conducted the interviews.” The two sessions
took place at Solomon’s home in Santa Cruz County. As director of Regional History, I
would like to thank Tandy Beal for her exquisite listening skills and for being a pleasure
to work with. I transcribed the interviews. Ruth Solomon and Tandy Beal both carefully
reviewed the transcript for accuracy and made a few editorial corrections, which are
reflected here.

Copies of this volume are on deposit in Special Collections and in the circulating
stacks at the UCSC Library, as well as on the library’s website. The Regional History
Project is supported administratively by Elisabeth Remak-Honnef, Head of Special
Collections and Archives, and University Librarian, Elizabeth Cowell.

—Irene Reti, Director, Regional History Project, University Library

University of California, Santa Cruz, October 1, 2014

! For more on Ruth Solomon’s publications and career see her website http:/ / artsites.ucsc.edu/faculty / solomon/

2 See http:/ /www.tandybeal.com/ Also see Wallace Baine, “The Teachers Who Built the Santa Cruz Dance
Community Come Together To Swap Stories in Prime Movers,” Santa Cruz Sentinel, January 23, 2013.
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Early Life

Tandy Beal: This is March 1, 2014 and I'm sitting with Ruth Solomon in her beautiful
home. And we want to start at the beginning, although I know we want to jump into a
whole lot of things. But if you wouldn’t mind talking about where you were born, when

you were born, what city, and what your family life was like.

Ruth Solomon: Okay. I was born and brought up in New York City, in Manhattan. And
my family was fairly well to do, I would say, middle class to well to do. I was in public
school. My brother was in private schools but I always went to public school. I was
guided by the principals and vice principals of those schools. They were very much

mentors for me and guided me into the arts.

So I wound up in the High School of Music and Art, which was called the Castle on the
Hill on 135" Street in New York, but now, of course, is part of the LaGuardia schools
and is part of the Lincoln Center Complex.’ That was not so when I went there. It was a
school of very select music people and art people—fine arts, design. We were cherry-

picked from every public school in New York. It was a really exciting environment. I

> “The High School of Music & Art was founded by Fiorello H. LaGuardia in 1936. As the mayor of New
York City he wanted to establish a public school in which students could hone their talents in music, art
and the performing arts. In 1948, a similar school, the School of Performing Arts, was created to harness
students’ talents in dance. The schools merged on paper in 1961 and were to be combined in one building.
However, this took many years and it was not until 1984 that they moved to a new building in Lincoln
Center. Prior to the building's completion in 1984, Music & Art (a/k/a "The Castle on the Hill") was
located on Convent Avenue and 135th Street in what has since become part of City College’s South
Campus.” Wikipedia, http:/ /en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fiorello_H._LaGuardia_High_School
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graduated from that high school in 1953. I was ahead of myself, so I had to wait a half a
year to go to college. Also, while I was in high school I was dancing. I danced from the

time I was seven.
Beal: And can you talk about what got you to dance at age seven?

Solomon: My mother. She took me on the bus up to the Master Institute of Arts, on
103™ Street and Riverside Drive. There I took ballet classes with Mikhail Mordkin, who
was [Anna] Pavlova’s partner. He had just come from Russia and opened the school

with his wife, Bronislava Nijinska.

Beal: Wow!

Solomon: So that’s where my training started, at the age of seven.
Beal: Was your mother a dancer?

Solomon: No. My mother was not anything close.

Beal: What did your parents do?

Solomon: My father was a bookmaker in New York City. He was a kind of Damon
Runyonesque figure, very, very well known all over Broadway. Everybody recognized
him. And I grew up in that environment, with many bodyguards and protectors that
followed him around. My mother was very genteel. She never came out of that mix. My
father actually graduated Columbia with a law degree, but could not make a living.
And he went into bookmaking. (laughs) I always kind of knew that. It was an accepted

fact and it didn’t seem to matter to anybody as long as we had food on the table. And he



“Everything was a Stage”: An Oral History with Ruth Solomon, Founding UCSC Professor of Arts and Dance | page 7

adored me more than anything, anything in his life. I never entered a department store
in my entire young life. Everything was bought wholesale from people who bet with
him. (laughs) I would get clothes instead of him being paid off. They would just pay off

in clothes for me.
Beal: And was this betting on anything, or was it horses?
Solomon: Oh, everything. Everything. Prize fights. Football. Everything and anything.

Beal: I grew up as an actor’s daughter, but it was totally normal. There was nothing
different. That was your childhood. That was it. But was there anything that strikes you

about your childhood that was unique?

Solomon: I thought this was normalcy. We always had people in the house, a lot of
people in the house. When one of those prizefights occurred, like the big Joe Louis prize
fights where everybody bet on it, we’d have our living room set up with a hundred
chairs. And everybody came to watch the prizefights because my father had one of the
first televisions, one of the first six televisions in the United States. It was one of these
where the tube is in it and then you lift the top and it's a mirror. So everybody would
come and watch a prizefight in the apartment on this enormous Motorola television—it

was a huge thing in order to encompass this big tube.

So we always had people. And I had to call everybody uncle. They were all uncles, no
matter who they were. (laughs) So I felt I had a very big family. It was different than

most children.
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Beal: It was your mother who guided you into the arts at a young age. Was that because

that’s the thing to do for young girls, or because she loved it?

Solomon: No, I don’t think either. I think it was just clear that I wanted to dance,
somehow. I don’t remember how that became clear to her. But finally, after a year or so
at the Mikhail Mordkin Ballet Institute, all I had to do was get on the Riverside bus
myself, at the age of eight, take it up to 103" Street, take my classes, go down to
Riverside Drive and take the bus back, at night. I did that for years and nothing ever
happened to me—New York was so safe at that time that it was perfectly all right for a
child to do that. I never thought twice about it and I was never frightened. No. It was

just beautiful.
Beal: And your home was in Manhattan?

Solomon: Manhattan. It was on 89" Street and Riverside Drive, so it wasn’t that far. It

was a bus ride and I had to get on the bus usually with the same driver.
Beal: Do you remember your first class in dance?

Solomon: The thing I remember was many classes in which my legs were not straight
enough or tight enough and Mordkin had a stick. It was a heavy dowel. It wasn’t just
like a twig. It was a heavy stick. And he used to whack me in the calves to tighten my
legs. I never showed my parents the black and blue marks. I would cover them up so I
could go back to class. I figured if they knew that I had been whacked a few times, it

might have been a problem.

Beal: But the whacking didn’t destroy your love for dance, which it could have easily.
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Solomon: No, no. I figured I wasn’t doing it right. Whatever it was, I wasn’t getting it.
So I needed to be whacked. Although I don’t think either of my parents ever raised a
hand to me in my entire life. I mean, that just wasn’t part of the culture, ever, ever, in

our family. So this was strange.

They thought I had flat feet, for some reason. My parents took me to a podiatrist, who
told them that I needed arches. He put steel shanks in my little shoes, and I would walk
around with these painful steel plates. Then I'd go to ballet class and I'd have this
enormous arch. And the big dancers, the real stars in the classes, they couldn’t
understand why I had these steel arch things in my shoes. They were so painful. The

only time I didn’t have to wear them was in dance class. So that was a relief.

Beal: Did you know then that you were going to become a dancer? Was that in your

heart? Or was it just what you did.

Solomon: It was just what I did. And then when I went to Music and Art, I really
thought I was going to be a visual artist. I was a good designer but I wasn't a fine artist,
and the school was filled with really amazing fine artists. I was more into the design
aspect. I designed fabrics; I designed costumes; I designed all kinds of things. But my
fine art work just wasn’t at the level of some of the others. We had to take all the fine
arts classes, of course, and it was really clear to me who the really good fine art students

were. But I was dancing all the time.

My dream was to go to Pembroke [College] (now Brown University) because it had an
affiliation with the Rhode Island School of Design. So I was going to go to one of the

best universities but I was going to be able to do my art. And at that point I was the



“Everything was a Stage”: An Oral History with Ruth Solomon, Founding UCSC Professor of Arts and Dance | page 10

second highest in my graduating class at Music and Art. I was valedictorian and the
second highest in the regional scores and everything. Everybody said there would be no
problem. I didn’t apply any place else. Well I didn’t get in. That was because in those
years there was a “Jewish quota” and they only took a very, very few—Ilike four—

Jewish people from all over the country. I didn’t make it. It was because of the quota.

Dancing in New York

So I had no college to go to. There I was, graduating from school. So I had a half a year,
because I graduated early, and I was dancing in New York. All this time I was getting
into show business. At the age of seventeen, I was already dancing in Broadway shows.
So my background was Broadway shows. But I was much more interested in concert
dance. I was doing the Broadway shows so that I could make money. And I was touring

all the time, as a seventeen and eighteen year old. I was on the road in show business.

Beal: And what were some of the shows that you were in?

Solomon: I was in The Music Man. I was in West Side Story, as the swing girl in West Side,
so I had to do a different part every night. I could remember movement better than
anybody. That was the only reason I got that job. Not because I was a better dancer, but

because I could really memorize movement quickly and keep it.

And a lot of fair shows—you know—there were fairs, and you got all kinds of work,
nightclub work. I did a lot of nightclub work. I toured with Sarah Vaughan and the

Crosby brothers, etc.—

Beal: Wow!
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Solomon: But I always felt, even though I was living at home, that I had to make my
own way. I always felt I had to somehow make my own money. I never wanted to ask
my parents for money. So at night I would work at [the jazz club] Birdland as a cigarette
girl. Things like that. Until five in the morning and then go to rehearsal, or audition, or

whatever. That was the way a lot of my youth was spent.
Beal: And your family was okay with that?

Solomon: Yeah. My father, I remember when I had the Birdland job, which was, for a
whole six months, one of the musicians, like Jimmy Smith—I made friends with all of
the musicians—would drive me home at night, in a big white Cadillac. I'd look up at
the twelfth floor—and there my father would be, at five in the morning, hanging out the

window, waiting for me. (laughs)
Beal: (laughs)

Solomon: So I'd quickly get out of the car and go up in the elevator. But you know, I
was young and I was very innocent in that environment. Nobody ever offered me
drugs. There was no drinking or anything. I was just very innocent, strange, plunked

down in a place where I just worked.

Beal: You said you were getting more interested in concert dance. What is the first

concert dance you saw? Because that was a rich time.

Solomon: Yes. I think I saw everybody. I saw Martha, of course, Martha Graham. I

think this is a little ahead, when the concert dance really came into my life.
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Bard College

That's when I went to college. Because I didn’t have anyplace to go to college, and my
mother found Bard for me. She was the motivator; in her quiet little way she made sure
that my brother and I went to good schools. My brother went to Colgate, and then to

Yale Law School and graduated summa cum laude. So we had to produce.

Beal: Had she gone to college?

Solomon: No.

Beal: Now, Bard College had a very strong dance reputation then.

Solomon: Yes, but [ went there as a drama major. I was a drama major. It was what I
wanted to do. I did not think I was going to be a dancer, even though I always danced.
And then, I found that I could do drama and dance at Bard. So I did a double major,

which was really hard at Bard in those days. It was excruciating.

Beal: Why was it hard?

Solomon: Because it was two full programs. So you had to do your theater and rehearse
all night, or you had to be in your dance classes. And the acting, of course, was very
involved with the literature and people like Theodore Hoffmann and Eric Bentley all
were there. You know, big names in theater were there, Larry Arrick, John Olin

Scrymgeour. They came through as professors.
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Jean Erdman

In dance, the thing that changed my life the most, besides Theodore Hoffmann—who
was the first influence—was the next influence that happened in my first year, Jean
Erdman came to teach on campus. She was hired and she was the dance program. There
was only one teacher and that’s who we took from, because at that time there were only
two hundred students at Bard, altogether, literature, sciences, music. It was two-

hundred total.

A group of us were dancing at Bard and Jean was forming her company in New York at
that time. She was leaving Martha [Graham], or she had left Martha. She was married to
Joseph Campbell and was forming what was called the Jean Erdman Dance Theater.
And she invited me to be a dancer in it. But you have to note that it was called dance
theater. It was not dance as a solo entity. She had left Martha, as Merce [Cunningham]
left Martha, to make their own way and have their own voice. And hers was very much

in theater, in dance theater, as we want to say now.

And that was my main influence: that dance did not have to be a pure movement form,
in which you didn’t speak, in which you didn’t sing, or you didn’t do anything else but
dance in silence. I was also in the theater, so this was a perfect mesh for me. The pieces
that Jean made, through my entire career with her, were dance theater pieces. We
spoke, we had text; or we didn’t have text, but we had sound. We had vocalization—
Whatever it was, it was never pure dance. And always there was a major composer who

worked with us. Of course, John Cage and Lou Harrison worked with us.

Beal: Morton Subotnick?
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Solomon: Morton was at NYU and I worked with him and Jean, because Jean took over
the department at NYU School of the Arts, and Morton Subotnick was there. John Cage
composed pieces for us, Teiji Ito, and Lou Harrison. That was where I met Lou
Harrison. He was in New York at that time and he came to the studio and he composed
one of the main pieces that I danced. I danced a major role in a trio that Jean made, and
ultimately I wound up dancing all three parts at different points of my career,
depending on whether I was more mature or less mature. Or whether my leg could go
higher, or I could jump higher. Whichever attribute I had at that moment was the role I
played. But that was Lou Harrison’s piece. It was called Daughters of the Lonesome Isle.

And it was a beautiful piece.

Beal: Did she form her company while you were still in school?
Solomon: Yes.

Beal: And then, when you graduated you were working with her.

Solomon: I was working with her. We also had field periods at Bard. The month of
January through most of February, when we were off from Bard. So we were in New
York, working. That was where I got a lot of my jobs. I would be doing Broadway
shows at night and rehearsing with Jean in the morning. That was the schedule. She’d

have rehearsals starting at nine and I'd be barely awake.
Beal: So how long did you stay working with her as a performer in her company?

Solomon: Until I came out here in 1970. I was with her a very, very long time. When I

went away to teach in other places, I always went back when she was doing concerts. So
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even if we were in Puerto Rico, I went back to New York and did a concert with her.

When we were in Hawaii, I went back to New York and did a concert with her.
New York University School of the Arts

And then, ultimately, John and I went to Bloomington, Indiana, so he could finish his
PhD, because he was an Indiana resident and it was relatively inexpensive for residents.
And then Ted Hoffmann called me and said, “I'm starting the School of the Arts, and
would you come and work with Jean?” Jean was going to be the head of the dance
program, design the dance program, and I was going to come and work in both theater

and dance, teach movement for actors and teach dance.

Beal: This was at NYU.

Solomon: NYU School of the Arts, which is now Tisch School of the Arts.

Beal: And what year was that?

Solomon: 1967. And that was the beginning of the School of the Arts.

Beal: That must have been a thrill. And at that time you didn’t have to have an MFA?

Solomon: Nothing. I had my BA, which is all I actually still have, at this point. None of
us worried about that kind of thing—Jean didn’t even graduate Sarah Lawrence
[College]. She married Joseph Campbell and left Sarah Lawrence. So she was my role
model. But also, because I was dancing, there was no idea of going back to school. I

couldn’t do that at that time.
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Beal: It must have been an astonishing feeling that you are starting a program at NYU
that’s going to be multi-arts, and it's coming out of the tradition that you believed in

and experienced.

Solomon: Yes. Well, everybody who was gathered there had the same vision. It was a
theater, arts, dance, design entity. So we worked with the designers; we worked with
the theater people. We choreographed their shows. We used the actors in our pieces. I
taught movement for actors for the four years I was there, and also taught the dancers.
So that was very much a part of what I wanted to do. And Jean actually started teaching
the movement for actors, in which I always assisted her. I learned everything from her

about that.

Beal: What do you think is the most important thing for actors to learn about

movement?
Solomon: How to move. (laughs)
Beal: (laughs)

Solomon: How to move and speak at the same time. It was also the thing that I wanted
musicians to do. It was finding the movement life of a character. That's what I really
taught, that you could generate a character from discovering their movement life. We
used Laban [Movement Analysis]. Irmgard Bartenieff taught for us also. We had only

the best people on our faculty.

Beal: And Nenette Charisse was there, right?
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Solomon: Nenette taught the ballet classes. She was my other right arm. And every day
I went up to ballet class with her, uptown. I'd leave the School of the Arts at noon, at
lunchtime, take the subway with Nenette, take ballet class, run back, and teach my

classes. And that was the way every day went.
Beal: And Gladys Bailin was there as well.

Solomon: Gladys and I became really good friends at that time. She was out of [Alwin]
Nikolais. Jean strongly believed that every single style of dance had to be taught, which
was totally unique at the time. At that time you either did Graham or you did
Cunningham. Or you were part of the Judson [Memorial] Church movement. But you
simply did not vary in your style. If you worked with Erick Hawkins, you worked and
lived and ate in that studio, and you never ventured out, or you'd be killed. Jean was

exactly the opposite.

And it was just so rewarding for all of the students we trained. Because we had the
Nikolais technique with Gladys. We had Laban Movement Analysis with Irmgard
Bartenieff and Forestine Pauley was also there. I remember one of the Judson people,
Yvonne Rainer, did a running and walking piece, based solely in pedestrian movement.
She taught for us for a while. Gus Solomons taught. We had Cunningham people; we
really had everybody who was anybody in the New York dance world teach for us.
Nobody was excluded. It just depended on the semester. If you went through the

program you were exposed to everything and everyone.
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Beal: So this was really a hothouse experiment. Because also, the dance programs
around the country weren’t really in existence. And to be at a seminal one that also was

integrating styles, as well as art forms—what a basis for you to develop in.

Solomon: That is the key to my foundation, I would say, various styles, so that you
never get bogged down in one style of movement. And we never denied a student who
took to one style, where they just couldn’t stand the Graham and had to do
Cunningham. That was never denied. That was okay. If you really couldn’t handle a
style because aesthetically it did not move you—we tried to be understanding to a

point.

Beal: Did you still have to take it, though?

Solomon: Yeah, you had to take it, but it wasn’t forced down your throat. We didn’t
say, “Oh, well, you're being bad because you're not willing to open your mind.” We
said, “It's fine. It’s just, take this too; take that too.” And eventually nobody really
isolated themselves very much. I don’t remember anybody—and you know how
students are. They love to glom onto a teacher. And so, they’d try—if it was Gladys:
“Oh, she’s the only thing that’s important to us.” And we tried to avoid that. So nobody

became a star in the program. Nobody was the big deal. We were all equal.

Beal: And was it a very collegial atmosphere as you designed this?

Solomon: I don’t remember any difficulty. I had one moment of difficulty, which will
never leave my memory. And that was when I was going up and down in the

elevator—I had choreographed a piece. It was about to be produced, we were almost
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open, and the design element wasn’t finished. The designer, Robert Rabinowitz, who
was the wonderful director of the design program, simply didn’t finish the lighting, or
the scenic design. And rehearsing the movement on the set was crucial because it was
ramps and it was slopes that had to move. It was a whole thing that had to be perfected.
I was choreographing on the flat stage surface, imagining what movement would be
like coming down a steep ramp. I remember the only moment of disagreement I had
was yelling at him in the elevator, “I need the set! Please do the set. I can’t go up there
and have them run around flat and think that on opening night they’re going to be
okay.” So that was the only moment I ever remember of having a bad time there. I can’t

think of a better place to work.

Meeting John Solomon

Beal: What great modeling of how everything works. So somewhere in here you two

must have met: John [Ruth’s husband] and Ruth, I realize.

Solomon: Yes, we met at Bard, which was 1954. John came in ’54. I was there in '53. We
met almost immediately upon his arrival and struck up a friendship and it just
developed from that point on. John was from Indiana, which was really strange to me.

But we managed and it’s been great ever since.

Beal to John: What was your field of study at that time?

John Solomon: I started out as a philosophy major and then I became a literature major.

By the time I was halfway through Bard, I was a lit major.

Beal: What a long relationship.
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Solomon: John was a lit major and we had big figures in literature at Bard. Saul Bellow
and Ralph Ellison were there, Keith Botsford, William Humphrey, who wrote Home
from the Hill; Andrews Wanning, the big Shakespearean scholar. Jack Ludwig, all very

big literary names at the time. Tony Hecht, the very big poet.

Beal: So you were in a very rich milieu together, both in college together and then being

in New York at this astonishing, seminal time.

Solomon: Well, from college we got married. Not right away. It was four years after

college that we got married. I was 24.

John Solomon: I was in New York too. I went to Columbia from Bard. Ruth was off
dancing. We had a little kind of hiatus and then in 1960 we got back together and we

got married.

Ruth Solomon: Yes. And then we went on a honeymoon in Europe to just wander, with
no money, nothing. And John was called into the army about two months after we got
there. So then he wound up teaching English as a second language in Puerto Rico. So
we went there. Then he got a job a couple of years later at the University of Hawaii, so

we went from island to island, all the time, with me going back and forth to New York.
Teaching Dance in Puerto Rico and Hawaii

Beal: And were you involved in dance in Puerto Rico and Hawaii as well?

Solomon: Yes.

Beal: And what were those experiences?
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Solomon: I started the dance program on all the bases in Puerto Rico. I taught children.
I taught wives. I taught anybody who would come to class. It was just a ridiculous
bunch of business. I went from base to base. My class would be on Saturday morning
here and Sunday morning there. I just taught and I didn’t mind teaching little children,
although I knew nothing about it, and that was the hardest. I admire anybody who can

teach children. It’s the hardest thing in the world.

And then, when we were in Hawaii, that's where I started the dance program, at the

East-West Center in Hawaii. I also taught at Punahou.
Beal: And could you describe Punahou?

Solomon: Punahou is a very upscale high school in Honolulu where all the rich kids go.
And they had dance, of all things. So I was hired to teach dance. The East-West Center
was just being developed. I kept trying to convince the powers that be that they needed
a dance program. Luckily, Carl Wolz came out there right at that time. And Carl danced

with me.

I formed a company, actually, in Hawaii, a real dance company. And we did
performances and Carl danced in my pieces, and Carl started choreographing. He was a
wonderful choreographer. Of course, I danced in his pieces. He was the scholar because
he was studying Chinese, he was studying Japanese, and he was the key for me to the
East-West Center. So between the two of us we got the dance program going in the
East-West Center, which was Asian dance. And then I did the modern part at the

University of Hawaii.
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Beal: Where did Betty Jones and Fritz [Ludin] fit in?

Solomon: They were not at the university when we were there. They were in a private
studio. They were very well known as private teachers and very well respected, but

they didn’t have anything to do with the university.

Beal: And then Jean Erdman came out, as well, right? Did you bring her out?

Solomon: Jean was born and brought up in Hawaii. Her family owned land there. So
she would go back there quite often. She would come and of course teach for me, and
be a guest artist, and we’d do pieces together there. She and Joseph Campbell bought

their own place in Honolulu, on Oahu. They kept going back and forth all the time.

Joseph Campbell

But all the time that I was at NYU, and that was when we were long out of school, after
John and I were married, and had traveled and were back in New York, Jean and Joe
[Campbell] were both of our mentors, in a way. We had dinner with them almost every
other night, and Joe would espouse these philosophical theories and mystical religious
seminars over dinner every night. He never made you feel stupid. You could ask a
question. He had this enormous capacity to make you feel important enough to tell his
stories to. That was like a gift from God. That time was so precious, because not only
was I doing all the teaching and theater at NYU and working with Jean, there was also

Joe, who would come in and critique the pieces. And that was deadly.

Beal: And why was it deadly?



“Everything was a Stage”: An Oral History with Ruth Solomon, Founding UCSC Professor of Arts and Dance | page 23

Solomon: Oh, we’d have been rehearsing a new work Jean had choreographed, for
maybe 6 months. And we’d know Joe was coming that night. This was performance, in
the studio. He’d just sit there watching, no expression, nothing. He’d go home with Jean
and apparently hash over the thing. We’d never hear anything. And the next day Jean
would come in and say, “Well, this has to go and this has to go, and that’s not working,
so we need to re-choreograph.” Sometimes Joe would be there when this terrible
moment would happen because she’d be so devastated. She was sure everything was
perfect. And his expression was, “Well, my dear, you have to murder your darlings,”

Meaning cut this and cut that. Usually her favorite parts.

Beal: A great man and a man of great insight, but was it also artistic? Was he right

when he gave those critiques?

Solomon: Always. Oh, yes. He knew what didn’t sell. And he knew, if somebody
wasn’t dancing well, he said to Jean, “She should not be in the company and you can’t

use her.”

Beal: Wow.

Solomon: Jean was just so kind that she couldn’t ever do that. So she’d give them a job,
you know, “Please run the studio. Please do something, but you can’t dance in the

piece.” But that was what went on. It was a crucible of creation and killing.

Beal: Well, how extraordinary, to be in the milieu of one the world’s greatest thinkers,

and such a broad thinker, as well as such a yeasty, artistic milieu.
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Solomon: Yes. It was interesting. One phenomenon with Joe was that John had to do his
qualifying exams. We had left Indiana so that I could take the job at NYU School of the

Arts. But he needed to do his qualifying exams, so he needed an auditor.

John Solomon: I was teaching in New York and I couldn’t go back to Bloomington to
do the exams, so they allowed me to do it by mail, with somebody to oversee me,

whatever that title was, and Joe was that person for me.

Ruth Solomon: So Joe oversaw his qualifying exams. Every morning John would go to
their apartment, sit down, and do his exams. Joe would be in the other room writing.
And then at the end of the day, they would get together for some Irish whiskey. Joe was

big on Irish whiskey. (laughs)

And they’d have their drinks. And then the next day, same thing. And this went on—

for the better part of a week.

And the funny thing was, Indiana University had to approve your auditor. And so they

wrote, “Well, please give the credentials of your auditor/advisor.” What did Joe say?
He said, “Just have them look me up in Who's Who?”

Beal: Wow. So how long was this period of time that you were in New York, with this

richness? I mean, you grew up in New York—

Solomon: Yeah. But that period of time that we're talking about was four years.
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Coming to UC Santa Cruz

Beal: So with this kind of richness of artistic life, what made you leave New York—how

did you get here [to Santa Cruz]?
Solomon: That’s so funny. (laughs) Not easily. John hated New York.

He was ready to leave. And just at that very moment, Jean Erdman was one of many
people who were consulted as to who should start a dance program at the University of
California, Santa Cruz. “Ruth Solomon,” she said. So Jim Hall, who was the first
provost of College Five, as it was then called, came to New York to interview me. And
our interview took place in a restaurant called The Villa D’este, or something like that,
and it had fountains in it that changed colors of water. I remember shooting fountains,
and we're sitting there, and I'm being interviewed for this job. I had never done an
interview in my life, quite honestly. I had just somehow always gotten jobs and I didn’t
know how to interview, and especially an interview for a university. I was at the
University of Hawaii, I just got hired. I was at Puerto Rico, I never did an interview. So I
had no idea. I just went there and I did my thing, whatever it was. He must have liked

me enough, I guess, but maybe of the fountains more than anything—
Beal: (laughs) Why do you say that?

Solomon: He selected the restaurant. And based on that interview and my credentials
they brought me out to UCSC for an interview. John did not come. I came back and I
said, “It's the most beautiful place.” But at that time I had applied for a position at

Westbeth, where all the artists were to be ensconced. It was to be an artists’ enclave.
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Beal: Westbeth is in New York City, right?

Solomon: Yes. Westbeth is in New York. And a number of dance artists were going to
be there, visual artists, theater people. Everybody was going to be in this huge building
which had been the Ma Bell building down on the west side of New York, right by the
Hudson. So I was up for a place in there. And I was out here for the interview. Don’t

you think I get selected in both places!

Beal: And Westbeth—that was a living place or are you talking about some kind of an

artistic enclave?

Solomon: Both. Living and studio space. We just didn’t know what to do. This was a
big dilemma because I really wanted to choreograph. In Westbeth I would be given a
studio, plus a place for my two children and John to live. And I was going to be in this

artists’ enclave. What could be better?

Well, I went to see the studio at Westbeth. It had two pillars in it, big round pillars in
the middle of the studio. I kept saying, oh, God, all my choreography is going to be
done around these pillars. And even my teaching classes in this studio was going to be
bizarre, because I couldn’t do across the floor or anything. Anyway, that was part of it.
And then, of course, there was this gorgeous studio on the top floor that Merce
[Cunningham] got. Merce was up on the top floor with all the windows and everything
and I was on the ninth floor. I think that building was sixteen floors, if I recall. And I

was on the ninth floor, there wasn’t a lot of light, and it had pillars.
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I came out to Santa Cruz. There weren’t any pillars. (laughs) There wasn’t anything.
There weren’t any studios. But it was beautiful. I knew John very much wanted to leave
New York. It was also time for our kids to change schools. And my whole salary was
going to Walden School, a private kindergarten in New York. It cost at that time
something like $37,000 a year for Rowan to go, which was my NYU salary. The whole
salary went for his kindergarten class. We were looking at that for the next twelve
years. I couldn’t imagine how as a dancer I would make money, even with John
teaching in the college or a university. We could never make enough money to put two
kids in private school in New York. Mardi, our daughter, was in public school but she
was about to graduate the sixth grade. So the move was really a total consideration of

practicality and also the enticement of starting a new program.

Beal: What was the vision that was either presented to you, or that you could see, in

those early days when UC Santa Cruz was still kind of a twinkle in the eye?
Starting a Dance Program at UC Santa Cruz

Solomon: When I met Dean McHenry it was clear I could do anything to make a
program. He wanted a dance program. And Jim Hall wanted a dance program. But Jim
Hall didn’t know anything about dance. Neither did Dean McHenry. They didn’t know
that you need a dance studio. They didn’t know that you need dance students. They
didn’t know that you need at least a couple of faculty to do a program. I was willing to
start it and do it all myself until we got going. But there was no idea here what that

meant.

Beal: Why do you think they wanted a dance program then?
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Solomon: I have no clue. Absolutely no clue. There was Althea Short, who was teaching
at the Field House, a wonderful teacher from Humphrey-Weidman School of Dance.
And Theater Arts wanted to have dance as part of their identity, because there was a
Theater Arts Board of Studies. They were all English. It was Michael Warren, who was
in literature, the provost of Stevenson, Glenn Willson,* who was very English [he
ultimately went back to England], and Audrey Stanley.” So we had three English
people. I'm trying to think if there was anybody else on the board that interviewed me
at the time. I think Joanna Harris was teaching some classes for the board, some
movement classes, history classes. Joanna was very much out of a Cunningham

background.

They put out this position search, and they were clear that they did not want to hire
Althea because she was teaching at the Field House. It was total snobbery: you can’t be
teaching P.E. and be teaching for Theater Arts. So they weren’t going to hire her. Joanna
lived in Berkeley. I think she wanted the job but she was clearly not a strong technique

teacher at that time. So they brought me out. And ultimately I got hired.

Beal: So was it College Five who brought you, or theater arts?

*See Randall Jarrell, Interviewer and Editor, F.M. Glenn Willson: Early UCSC History and the Founding of
Stevenson College (Regional History Project, UCSC, 1989). http:/ /library.ucsc.edu/ reg-hist/willson

> See the forthcoming oral histories with Michael Warren and Audrey Stanley.
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Solomon: Both. Your appointment had to be a dual appointment. So I had to be
approved by College Five. All of their faculty had to vote, and the provost, and I had to
be approved by the Theater Arts Board. At that time you did not have a single

appointment. You did not just belong to a board of studies.
Beal: What was the value of that?

Solomon: Oh, it was wonderful because you were a part of a college that was a
conglomerate of all fields. So our best friends became the social scientists, and the
literature people, and the scientists. We were all ensconced in College Five. The faculty
who were in academic residence there represented virtually all of the boards of study
on campus, the theory being that the students of the college should have an advisor

close at hand no matter what their major.

Beal: In your experience, did that resonate throughout the years, or did they start to

erode the relationship of the [colleges and boards]?

Ruth Solomon: Oh, it clearly eroded. It took quite a long time because Dean McHenry
was there as chancellor and that was his vision. It was based on the Cambridge-Oxford,
English system, and that’s what every college structure was. Stevenson had the same.
They had a mesh of all programs, as did Cowell. Then the fourth college was