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Bradley Shelver has a lot going on since becoming the Artistic Director of Steps Repertory Ensemble last 
October. He continues to perform with the Metropolitan Opera Ballet as a soloist, even as he gears up for 
the REVERBdance Festival that begins on March 21st and the Steps Repertory Ensemble’s season that 
happens June 18-20 at the Ailey Citigroup Theater (where, it’s rumored, prestigious guests will be joining 
the ensemble). Never mind his various teaching obligations at Steps on Broadway, La Guardia High 
School for the Performing Arts and the Alvin Ailey School. 

When I meet with Shelver in a crowded overheated small office above the Steps studio on Broadways and 
74th  Street, he is calm, grounded – and obviously busy. He immediately begins talking and doesn’t stop 
for 45 minutes. First up is the REVERBdance festival, an emerging choreographers’ showcase in its 
9th year. He’s one of 4 curators that judges 90 companies and selects 16 companies to perform, as well as a 
$1,000 REVERB Choreographic Award for an individual choreographer and a Steps on Broadway Award 
for one month of unlimited classes at Steps for a dancer displaying outstanding artistic merit. 



The Steps Repertory Ensemble will perform a piece at the REVERBdance festival; indeed, he says, he’s set 
them up for a rather physically demanding season. Immediately after REVERB, they buckle down for 
their own company performances in June. 

 

When I ask him what inspires him, he without thinking says, “My dancers, where they are artistically and 
technically and where they will artistically and technically in 6-9 months time.” For the repertoire, he’s 
selected physically demanding pieces for the upcoming season for the Steps Repertory Ensemble. For his 
audiences, he wants them to engage, to feel, even to have a cathartic experience, and an authentic one, as 
he knows that for his audience to feel something, his dancers need to feel something, and for his dancers 
to feel something, he needs to feel something. He says, “In a world where everything is driven by a status 
update, I think people are hungry for connection, and for having experiences that have them feel 
emotions, then ask themselves, what does it mean for me to feel all this? What do I learn from it? And do I 
know myself better afterward? I think the arts truly give us the opportunity for catharsis. ” 

Which means, in just 7 ½ hours of rehearsal time a week, he demands a lot of his dancers; to work hard, 
to feel pain and exhaustion, to feel like they have bared their soul. 

He’s still in his first year in his position as Artistic Director of the Ensemble, and it seems as good a time 
as any to take on an ambitious and heady program that involves four pieces; two choreographed by 
Shelver, along with William Forsthye’s Limb’s Theorem and Elisa Monte’s Pigs and Fishes. 
Forsythe’s Limb’s Theorem explores chaos and order, as does Monte’s Pigs and Fishes, a piece inspired by 
the saying, “If one can control the pigs and the fishes, you can control everything.”  Monte’s piece serves 
as a good vehicle  for creating catharsis in his dancers, as it’s a workout, full of running, scrambling, even 
violent energy. It’s a piece that, Shelver says, can make you feel like you’ve emptied your entire self into, 
or danced as if your life depends on it. 



Shelver’s piece 3114 BCE too explores the pendulum swing between order and chaos, as he examines the 
narrative of humanity, from animalistic urges, the irrational urges of inner children to communities that 
emerge to nurture each other. 

While Limb’s Theorem is a ballet, and Steps Repertory Ensemble is predominantly a contemporary 
company, the dancers obviously know ballet and dance en pointe, but they have yet to perform en pointe, 
so Shelver has decided it’s time to have them expand their skillset. He does love the heritage of the 
organization, but he loves pushing it in new directions. He also enjoys trying to foresee where the art 
world is going from a dance perspective. Forsythe, in Shelver’s view, “has done as much for this 
generation of ballet as Balanchine did for the last one.” As Forsythe explored new ways of generating 
movement and extending ballet’s possibilities, and as Shelver has a deep interest in marrying the still 
relevant with the potentially relevant, Limb’s Theorem, rarely performed, is an apt fit. 

In Shelver’s second piece, She and Him, he examines relationships – not the difficult kind full of sadness 
or longing, but the intimacy that emerges in longer term relationships when each person knows the 
relationship is a good fit, and neither partner has to prove themselves, so what comes instead of drama, is 
thoughtful, intellectual and engaging connections. The piece, done in four segments of pas de deux to 
music by Bach, Beethoven, Chopin, and Scarletti with the women in dresses while the men wear formal 
tight black pants, Shelver says, suggests that we could be nuanced in our intimacy and darker sides, if we 
were willing to talk about it. Indeed, between him and his dancers, he hopes to leave us all seeing the 
possibility in our own vulnerability. 

When I ask him how does he manage it all? Or just keep track of all it? He shrugs and says, “I just do. I 
almost prefer it that way, to throw myself in and work my out, and that may come from coming to New 
York from South Africa when I was 18 to dance with Alvin Ailey while figuring out how to live in New York 
and buy groceries and take care of myself. But I think it’s okay to confront and make our selves 
uncomfortable – our audiences too – if it helps to sort ourselves out and give us something new.” 

 

See Bradley Shelver’s work at the REVERBdance Festival at the Baruch Performing Arts Center at 55 
Lexington Ave, NYC, March 21-23 and see Steps Repertory Ensemble on June 18-20 at the Ailey Citigroup 
Theater.	  


