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Dean Speer
“For boys and men in ballet today, the helicopter has landed.”

Dean Speer is the founding director of the Chehalis (Washing-
ton) Ballet Center and former artistic director of the Chat-
tanooga Ballet. His choreography has been filmed for national 
television, and he has conducted many workshops for teachers.

Seattle Ballet Ensemble, Jennifer Carroll, Dean Speer, and 
Shelagh Regan. Photo by James Brian Gaffikin.
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Sometimes my family has the unfortunate habit of getting shipwrecked, 
as was the case for my great-great-grandfather, Isaac Newton Van Hagan, 
who in 1857, according to the family Bible, was “Lost at Sea on Central 
America.” His daughter, California (Callie) Van Hagan Bogue, last saw 
him sitting on a door of the boat, floating off, with the rest of the men, 
while the women and children were in the lifeboats. Happily for me, she 
survived to become my great-grandmother.
 Her daughter drilled into us grandchildren the tenacity and will to not 
limit ourselves in any way. She wanted to ensure that we could and would 
follow our dreams and passions, as she had herself been thwarted, first 
from pursuit of an operatic singing career and then as an artist painter, 
due to the mores of her time.
 I was challenged by the dance and sought to master this most difficult 
of art forms. Teaching already was a passion, and an opportunity pre-
sented itself early in my career.
 Yet my first attempt to “float my boat” with a dance studio hit shoals as 
my very first studio venture failed utterly. We didn’t have one student. Not 
one! A colleague and I had spent months preparing a studio space that we 
were convinced would naturally attract dancers by virtue of having what 
was going to be the best dance floor in Seattle.
 Louise Durkee and I crawled around, meticulously picking sewing 
needles out of the cracks in a space that had been a sleeping-bag factory. 
We then cleaned, sanded, varnished, buffed, and finished it before build-
ing dressing rooms. As the finishing touch, we hung posters of Paris Op-
era Ballet dancers that I had brought back from Paris, where I had been a 
student.
 We just knew dancers would flock to such a neat place to dance. Great 
plan, yes? Wrong. What we didn’t realize was that we needed to be in a 
neighborhood where more people lived. Our studio was in the Pioneer 
Square area of Seattle. Lots of businesses, but few residents and certainly 
no children. Not to mention virtually no parking. And certainly not as 
popular and chic as it is today. Probably it didn’t help that there was not a 
lot of effective advertising.
 One of the nuggets for me was that I resolved to learn as much as pos-
sible about managing a studio and about teaching and that I would try to 
pass this information along to colleagues and friends.
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Years earlier, sitting cross-legged in my gym shorts and sneakers, I never 
thought that my first day of PE would provide the epiphany that I might 
actually be a mover. While watching my classmates struggle to climb a 
wall fitted with holes that went up the side, it suddenly occurred to me 
how to get efficiently up and down using the pegs provided. If they would 
only swing back and forth, releasing one peg and using their own weight 
and momentum to put the peg up to the next level, then they could as-
cend easily.
 This proved to be true when it was my turn. I felt how to do this swing 
in my body, timing it with the release and placing of the pegs—and up 
and down I went, much to the amazement of my classmates.
 This experience taught me that I had an affinity for movement and that 
I could fairly easily analyze and then reproduce movement. All of this is 
applicable to ballet.
 What really inspired and challenged me to take up the ballet mantle 
was my Russian and folk dance teacher, who arranged a semi-private class 
with Mark Morris when he was only 16 and I was 17. Instead of giving us a 
character class, he put us through a vigorous ballet class. I ended up being 
so sore that for the next three days I had to be driven to school.
 I felt greatly challenged to master this dance form, so I began to seri-
ously take ballet lessons, first at a neighborhood studio and then from 
Gwenn Barker, who really helped my technique. By serendipity, I added 
on modern, including the Graham technique, when I showed up at a 
scholarship audition that I thought was for ballet but was for a modern-
dance school instead. It was all quite foreign to me to be asked to “make 
round shapes changing to face alternate corners, using our natural breath 
phrasing for the rhythm.” Probably no one was more surprised than I 
when I was awarded the scholarship, which altered my dance life and 
direction.
 I thought I might be pretty hot stuff—until Rosella Hightower gave her 
first class for my group at her Centre de Danse International in Cannes. 
Her épaulement was exquisite, at once complex and simple. This was my 
inkling that I had yet a lot to learn. And how exacting in Jose Ferran’s 
Men’s Class—everything had to be just so. How Arlette Castinier wanted 
the pliés in jumps to go—just the opposite of how we had been doing 
them!
 I learned so much from my performing experiences, which were first 
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with a Regional Dance America company, the Bellevue Civic Ballet, and 
subsequently in a couple of modern dance companies, Repertory Dancers 
Northwest and ATMA (American Theatrical Motion Art) and then the 
Seattle Ballet Ensemble.
 The first owner/director of the rural dance studio who hired me to 
teach fled in the dark of night after her last recital with the end-of-the-
year recital receipts and tuition for the coming summer in her cash box. 
She and her kids absconded on bicycles to California. Not only that, she 
had left a massive debt behind, including a loan from one of the adult 
ballet students.
 Undeterred, the student who loaned the money and others asked me 
to continue the studio, and this is how the Chehalis Ballet Center (now 
doing business as Southwest Washington Dance Center) was born. We 
incorporated, scheduled classes and teachers, and opened for business in 
the fall of 1982.
 It was a very exciting time with lots of challenges, but we believed 
strongly in what we were doing. This is what made going to teach each 
time special and rewarding. It certainly wasn’t the money; it was a labor 
of love. The riches were in the work accomplished, in the differences we 
saw and hoped it made.
 As I knew teaching was to be my true métier, I devoured everything re-
lated to ballet technique, training, and teaching, including teacher train-
ing, seminars, workshops, meetings of teachers, lessons, classes, books, 
articles, and exchanges among colleagues. I also felt it was important to be 
in shape enough to demonstrate as much as I could, particularly for those 
students who needed a visual model and who were not familiar with the 
steps and movements. So one summer, when teaching was to become my 
focus that fall, I worked to whip myself into shape as much as I could, and 
I found that not having the pressure of needing to get into a performance 
level allowed me to “relax” and to push myself and my technique beyond 
what I thought possible.
 As a teacher, when I wanted to experiment with something technical—
perhaps a new way of doing things—a step or a new combination—I usu-
ally tested it out on myself first before inflicting it on my students. This is 
still my style today, working out the outline of classes or of specific com-
binations in advance of a week’s teaching or of a particular approach.
 When boys and men do show up for dance, nobody is more thrilled 
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than I. Growing up, I thought I was about half of the entire male ballet 
population of Washington state, although I didn’t really mind being the 
only male in class.
 So when guys just started spontaneously showing up for class at the 
rural Arlington (Washington) studio where I was teaching, of course 
they were welcomed into the advanced ballet class. (Tossing guys into 
advanced ballet class was a tactic that the chair of the Dance Department, 
Karen Irvin, used to deploy to good effect at Cornish College.)
 My favorite drop-in was a member of the Love Israel commune. Truth 
turned up one day, saying his goal was to be an actor and that he knew ac-
tors needed movement training, so he wanted to take ballet. Truth knew 
many of these young women in ballet from high school, so I’m sure it 
seemed logical to him to attend their class, too. He actually did well, not 
so much because he had innate talent but because he was so good-natured 
and good-humored that messing up or not being quite able to do some-
thing didn’t bother him. And the girls loved it. We even were able to put 
Truth into the end-of-the-year recital.
 Today, many dance schools have boys in their classes, and a few have 
quite a lot, with some offering “boys-only” classes.
 By my own feeble calculations, I’ve taught, substituted, filled in, ad-
judicated, given master classes, or coached at what seems like just about 
every studio in the greater Puget Sound region of Seattle and of Wash-
ington state—and beyond. The physical plants these represent range from 
Pacific Northwest Ballet’s made-to-order complex to a studio in Olympia 
that used to be someone’s attic.
 On famous Lookout Mountain, Tennessee, our branch studio was a 
church social hall, and one of my jobs—as artistic director of Chatta-
nooga Ballet’s school and company—was to set up the ballet barre each 
week before class, using folding chairs. On the next mountain north, our 
Signal Mountain branch studio was a stage. Headquarters in Chattanooga 
was the studio underneath the football stadium bleachers. It was actually 
the reception room for alumni, so during Homecoming and other big 
football events, we’d have to vacate.
 Talent and degree of training also have their range. Talent pops up 
in some of the most unlikely places. One of the best studios I’ve come 
across is in the central Washington town of Ellensburg, home of its fa-
mous rodeo. No cowboys, but some very lovely and well-trained young 
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