
 

 

 

 

 

 

"IN THE SPOTLIGHT AND READY FOR HER CLOSE UP" 

By Dr. Joyce Wilson Harley. 

 

The West Orange Arts Council shines  its arts SPOTLIGHT  on West Orange 

resident, actress, and dancer extraordinaire Jennifer Jones whose talent, grace, 

beauty and high stepping, high kicking performances shattered the "No Blacks 

Allowed" glass ceiling of the world famous Radio City Music Hall Rockettes. 

 

Ms. Jones auditioned at an open call in 1987 and immediately made the cut. It 

was the first time in the 62 year history of the group that a Black woman was 

chosen to share the honor of being called a Rockette. 

 

The organization's long-standing history of racial discrimination was 

underscored by a 1925 rule against hiring Black dancers set by Russell Markert, founder and principal 

choreographer of the Rockettes. 

 

Markert even forbid his dancers from suntanning because he 

didn't want them "to look like a colored girl" even if they met his 

height and weight requirements and could complete "20 high 

level kicks while retaining proper posture". 

 

After Markert's departure the policy continued and was defended 

by a subsequent director and choreographer, Violet Holmes, who 

infamously said " One or two Black girls in the line would 

definitely distract. You would lose the look of precision which is 

the hallmark of the Rockette". 

 

Well, Jennifer Jones proved how foolish and wrong their 

sensibilities were.  With Art as the great equalizer, Ms. Jones 

made her debut on January 31, 1988 during the Superbowl XXII halftime show.  The crowd went wild and 

Jennifer Jones made history. 

 

Thousands of Black and Brown girls were awakened to the wondrous possibility of having a successful career 

in dance and  performing their artistry on stages around the world.  Ms. Jones went on to win a Tony Award in 

2001 as part of the ensemble company in the revival of the Broadway Musical "42nd Street". 

 

She was further honored in 2016 by The Harlem School of the Arts, led by South Orange visual artist Eric 

Pryor, with a world premiere tribute to her dance achievements entitled “The Harlem City Music Hall Dance 

Spectacular".  And in August, 2018 she  was named an O Magazine Insider by "O, The Oprah Magazine"! 

 

West Orange performing artist, Jennifer Jones is in our Spotlight and Ready for Her Close Up because art 

matters and she was in the  vanguard of paving the way for our next generation of Black trailblazing dance 

artists. 
 


