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At About 3 p.m. on FridAy, mAy 24, 1968, 
Bruce Tucker finished his job for the day 
as an egg sorter at a plant in downtown 
Richmond. 

He walked to meet some friends 
behind a gas station at 2200 Venable St. 
where they chatted and passed around a 
bottle of wine.

As a thunderstorm began rolling in, 
Tucker, 54, suddenly fell off a wall where 
he had been sitting and struck his head. 
Upset, his friends called an ambulance 
that rushed him to the Medical College of 
Virginia, now part of Virginia Common-
wealth University.

Tucker was in trouble. Emergency 
room staff noted that he had a seri-
ous brain injury. They made perfunctory 
efforts to find his family, but somehow 
failed to dig into his pocket and discover 
the card of his brother, a cobbler named 
William Tucker, who owned a business 
not far away. After about a day and a half, 
Bruce Tucker was dead. 

But ambitious surgeons had a plan for 
him. During this time in the 1960s, MCV 
was caught up in a global status grab of 
doctors transplanting organs. So they 
went ahead and cut out this Black man’s 
heart and placed it into the body of a 

needy patient, a white corporate execu-
tive from Orange County –  a first trans-
plant for MCV. 

All the while, Tucker’s brother Wil-
liam was frantically calling the hospital 
and other sources to locate him. MCV 
had already begun touting its medical 
triumph through standout articles in 
the Associated Press and the Richmond 
Times-Dispatch that left off the name of 
the organ donor.

This is the story that begins the engross-
ing new book, “The Organ Thieves: the 
Shocking Story of the First Heart Transplant 
in the Segregated South” by Chip Jones, an 

Telltale Heart
“The Organ Thieves” 

explores the 
troubling story of the 
first heart transplant 

at MCV in the late 
1960s – when a 

Black man’s heart 
was put into a white 
businessman without 

the consent of the 
donor’s family. 
by Peter Galuszka
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Author Chip 
Jones, a former 

Richmond 
Times-Dispatch 

reporter, has 
written three 

other books.
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author and journalist who reveals many 
important details of the little known and 
horrific scandal that the medical school is 
still apologizing for today. 

Jones worked as a reporter for the 
Richmond Times-Dispatch and was 
part of a Roanoke Times reporting team 
named a Pulitzer Prize finalist in 1990 for 
work on the Pittston coal strike in south-
west Virginia.

As a high school student in the 1960s, 
Jones had been fascinated with Chris-
tiaan Barnard, the world-famous South 
African surgeon who performed the first 
human heart transplant in 1967, and who 
had studied at MCV a year earlier. 

Years later, Jones would work in com-
munications with the Richmond Acad-
emy of Medicine, and his interest was 
renewed. Having started researching 
the university’s archives, he was puzzled 
when files did not reveal the name of the 
donor of the school’s first heart trans-
plant. He contacted the medical school 
and was told “it was against regulations to 
reveal his name,” Jones tells Style Weekly.

The Times-Dispatch eventually did 
reveal Bruce Tucker’s name but the story 
did not get much attention. Tucker’s 
family members sued the school for not 
informing them about the transplant. 
They hired L. Douglas Wilder, a 37-year-
old lawyer who later became a pioneer-
ing politician and the state’s first African 
American governor.

While writing the book, Jones found 
that Wilder, who lost the case, was 
reluctant to talk with him, as was Tuck-
er’s family. 

But eventually, Wilder came around. 
Jones was off and running.

 

A History of Grave Robbing
Organ snatching was a hot business in 

Europe and the United States in the late 
18th and early 19th centuries.

Adding fascinating background to 
his story, Jones’ deeply reported, highly 
readable book reviews the history of 
robbing graves and snatching bodies so 
aspiring physicians would have speci-
mens to dissect. 

Those activities were euphemistically 
dubbed “resurrections.” Robbers were 
“resurrectionists” who were assigned 
their jobs by brokers called “demonstra-
tors” who were often students or profes-
sors at medical schools.

Burial spots were status symbols and 
the rich usually got choice lots that were 
near churches. The farther from the 
church, the better chance for robbery. 
Some of the best opportunities were pro-
vided at cemeteries for people of African 
descent. 

Jones notes that in Richmond and 
other places, Black families referred to the 

“night doctors” who worked ghoulishly in 
cemeteries at midnight. There were fears 
that sick Black patients somehow van-
ished when they were put in an infirmary.

Professor Shawn Utsey, the chairman 
of the VCU department of African Ameri-
can studies, says that a big issue was 
convenience: Richmond was a domestic 
center of slave trading before the Civil 
War, so there were plenty of bodies avail-
able. Burial grounds were often on public 
land and not enclosed.

Utsey’s research led to his 2011 docu-
mentary film titled, “Until the Well Runs 
Dry: Medicine and the Exploitation of 
Black Bodies.” Some readers may remem-
ber the human remains found during the 
mid-1990s in an underground well on 
the medical campus, which came at the 
expense of Blacks, often slaves, used for 
experimentation and research. During 
filming, Utsey heard rumblings about the 
Tucker case but didn’t discover the truth 
for some time, he says. 

Resurrections provided a status sym-
bol among medical schools. These deeds 
were transmitted in secret language to 
medical professors at universities such 
as Harvard and Columbia. Jones notes it 
extended into medical schools in Rich-
mond and Charlottesville as students or 
professors sought fresh bodies.

The author writes that they often found 

The Times-Dispatch put MCV’s first heart transplant operation on the front page of its May 26, 1968, issue.

Dr. Richard Lower, shown in 1977, was recruited to MCV from Stanford University.
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they were being had by “criminal elements” who stole 
at will and defied promises to be exclusive cadaver pro-
viders to each medical school. MCV got its start in 1838 
as the medical department of Hampden-Sydney College 
and “soon got into a competition with the University of 
Virginia over which could steal the most Black bodies,” 
Jones told Style.

When the public found out what was going on there 
were riots against grave robbery in cities where there 
were medical schools. Among those schools was Yale 
University. In Richmond, the grave robbing practice 
ended years later – but only after the Richmond Planet, 
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The pioneering heart surgery was performed at VCU’s venerable West Hospital.

an African American newspaper, lobbied against it.
Although it was prominent in the “resurrection” 

business, Richmond’s medical school did not have the 
panache of more prestigious institutes in the Northeast, 
mid-Atlantic and Far West.

About 20 years before the Civil War, the city had 
started to grow quickly with factories, an ironworks and 
the second largest slave market in the country after New 
Orleans. As more wealth flowed into the city, the first 
medical school was built in 1844. It was an ornate struc-
ture known as the Egyptian building. The department at 
Hampden Sydney changed its name to the Medical Col-

lege of Virginia in 1854.
In the ensuing years, MCV wasn’t known as a research 

school. Its chief purpose was to produce general practi-
tioners and doctors of all trades who could bring new 
professionalism to medicine. Before then, barbers often 
moonlighted as medical doctors. 

Like many other schools, MCV’s faculty was made up 
of doctors who had outside practices and acted much 
like adjunct professors. The best research was often 
done at schools out of state with full-time professors.

Hard Partying Docs
In the mid-20th century, a wave of medical research 

breakthroughs won global attention. Hidden heart dis-
ease issues got more panache when President Dwight 
Eisenhower didn’t hide his ailment after nearly dying of 
a heart attack while playing golf in 1955.  But MCV was 
behind the curve on this pivot in research.

In his book, Jones ably explains what happened in the 
chapter, “Breaking the Heart Barrier,” a play on the title 
of Richmond-born Tom Wolfe’s popular book and movie 
titled “The Right Stuff” about glamorous pilots and astro-
nauts, he says. 

One way to generate fresh buzz as research hot spots, 
medical schools found, was to move into transplanting 
organs, skin or limbs. Doing so had been tried for cen-
turies but recent successes made it sophisticated and 
stylish. And if a medical school didn’t have homegrown 
talent, it could import some.

That’s what MCV did in 1955. School Dean John Trus-
low had graduated from Harvard Medical School and 
asked an old colleague to identify an upcoming research 
star. The answer was easy: Dr. David Hume, 38, was part 
of the medical team that won a Nobel Prize for trans-
planting a kidney from one twin to another at Peter Bent 
Brigham Hospital, a teaching hospital at Harvard.

Hume had the right stuff. He was internationally 
known as a transplant expert and since “they were 
somewhat limited by their own modest budget” they 
wanted someone “who was affordable,” Jones writes.

Rules on patients’ rights weren’t that advanced 
and it was common for Hume’s assistants to rush just-
removed organs from patients for transplants up stairs 
or in elevators. This cowboy approach was intended to 
raise MCV’s reputation. Both MCV and the University of 
Virginia medical schools had been “stuck at half mast,” 
Jones writes.

Hume was a wild man in other ways. He was famous 
for raucous staff parties at his suburban farm and spots 
such as the Valentine museum where some of Hume’s 
rat pack got so drunk they vomited on the floor. The 
museum permanently banned the MCV surgical staff. 
Hume, Jones says, “built up an extraordinary success 
with transplants but he also stepped on a lot of Rich-
mond toes and Richmond sensibilities.”

Hume’s alter ego would arrive a decade later.
Another transplant whiz, Richard Lower was recruited 

from Stanford University, where he developed innovations 
such as leaving part of the heart’s upper chambers in the 
donor to shorten the surgery. Compared to Hume, Lower 
“was much more cerebral and reluctant,” notes Jones.  

MCV’s star had been rising so quickly that Barnard, 
who would perform the first heart transplant, spent time 
studying at the school, drawn there by Lower’s reputation.

It was Lower who performed the transplant with 
Bruce Tucker’s heart.
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 A Formal Apology
For months, Richard G. Klett, 54, had 

been warning friends and family that he 
wouldn’t have long to live. The white cor-
porate executive from Orange, Virginia, 
had serious, chronic heart problems and 
had been in an out of the University of Vir-
ginia Hospital. He was considered a good 
candidate for a heart transplant.

Late in the evening on May 24, 1968, 
things were not going well for Bruce 
Tucker, either. His fall had caused bleed-
ing and a contusion. Lower had been in 
touch with MCV’s cardiology team about 
Tucker, Jones writes.

About 3 a.m., the MCV staff called the 
Richmond police who had twice driven 
by Tucker’s home address but came up 
empty. No one found his brother’s busi-
ness card in his pocket. The next day, 
Tucker’s health continued to worsen. 

At 2:30 p.m., William Tucker was in his 
shoe repair shop when he got a call from 
MCV, telling him to drop by. He would go, 
but was delayed by customers in his shop.

A little more than an hour later, Bruce 
Tucker was pronounced dead. About that 
time, his brother called MCV and was told 
by an unhelpful receptionist that Bruce 
was in the “recovery room.” 

At 4:30 p.m., he called and was told 
that Bruce was at St. Philip Hospital, an 
all-Black segregated hospital nearby. Wil-
liam went there but could not find him.

 Finally, he learned his brother would 
be having an autopsy and that he could 

have the body later and he should make 
funeral arrangements. Shocked by the 
news, he was bewildered that he didn’t 
even know what his brother’s ailment 
had been. It would be some time before 
he was told they had cut out his brother’s 
heart for a transplant without Bruce’s or 
his family’s knowledge and consent.

Klett lasted only seven days with 
Bruce’s heart before dying.

Shortly after, the Tucker family 
contacted Douglas Wilder, who is 
key to “Organ Thieves” book. Jones 
told Style that Wilder was reluctant to 
participate in the project but relented 
and gave Jones a trove of documents that 
helped the author fashion a proposal for 
a publisher.

At the time, Wilder dug into the case 
and came up with enough to file a law-
suit seeking $1 million with William as 
the plaintiff. If that sum sounds paltry, 
it got worse: A judge lowered available 
compensation to only $100,000, saying 
that they had missed a deadline for filing 
court papers.

According to Jones, there was an out-
pouring of sympathy for MCV. Times-Dis-
patch science reporter Beverly Orndorff 
revealed Bruce’s name in print and then 
was ostracized by the MCV surgical staff, 
Jones says. 

“They were very unhappy that I had 
done that,” Ordnorff  tells Style. “They felt 
that my story glorified [Tucker] because I 
had spoken with his boss and learned he 

was a good worker.”
Orndorff explains that the Tucker trial 

had national implications because it 
helped to better define medical death. “Is 
it when the brain stops, or the cessation 
of the heart?” 

During the trial, the powerful medical 
community, including visitors from Har-
vard, closed ranks in favor of the brain 
being the determining factor.

Medical ethicists Robert M. Veatch 
and Lainie F. Ross note in the book that 
the case “leaves many questions unan-
swered including issues related to the 
lack of consent for procuring organs.” 

Orndorff doesn’t believe that first heart 
transplant really hurt VCU’s reputation 
because it has developed such a strong 
international record for transplants.

The MCV Foundation, however, does 
include an apology on its website explain-
ing the first heart transplant:

“The foundation acknowledges with 
regret the lack of consent from Bruce 
Tucker’s next of kin before his heart was 
used in the first transplant performed at 
MCV. The reality of this incident com-
plicates the legacy of a medical break-
through and underscores a collective 
and ongoing imperative for all of us at 
VCU Health on the MCV Campus to listen 
to an accept criticism and to learn from 
our past as we work to honor the dignity 
of all whom we serve.”

Jones says that what happened to 
Tucker was “abominable.” New regula-
tions, procedures and laws should pre-
vent it from happening again. But the 
legacy of abusing and underserving the 
African American community is deeply 
rooted, he notes. 

In 1951, Johns Hopkins University 
Hospital in Baltimore harvested Hen-
rietta Lacks’ cervical cells before she 

died of cancer, and then grew them in 
a lab for researchers. Billions were sold 
without her permission. That story was 
the basis of an excellent 2010 book by 
Rebecca Skloot (“The Immortal Life of 
Henrietta Lacks”) that compares well to 
Jones’ work.

Utsey says that he doesn’t believe 
the Tucker story will hurt VCU “because 
they are telling the same story in a dif-
ferent way. The best approach is for 
the school to own up to what it did and 
make things right.” 

He was pleased to learn of the MCV 
Foundation’s website apology, but he 
says more must be done since the African 
American community has contributed so 
much to the success of medical science.

That may seem ironic since there is so 
much evidence that Blacks are still badly 
underserved on health matters. Jones 
points out that Black Americans are cur-
rently facing COVID-19 infection rates that 
are three times the normal average. S

Hard-partying Dr. David Hume (far right) and his staff led MCV’s research 
renaissance.

Douglas Wilder, then a young lawyer, 
filed suit against MCV on behalf of 
Tucker’s family. 
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VCU celebrates its success with this marker but offers an apology on its website 
for not informing Bruce Tucker’s family.
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Casinos on page 6

L
ast week, the Pamunkey Indian 
Tribe announced plans to pur-
chase four parcels in the Man-
chester neighborhood and Jef-
ferson Davis Highway corridor 

on which it plans to develop a casino and 
resort starting as early as next.

The proposed $350 million destination 
spot would include a four-diamond, 275-
room hotel tower, a spa, steak and sea-
food houses and a parking garage accom-
modating 1,000 spaces. “Not only does 
this help fulfill the government’s intent to 
use gaming to help us secure our future, 
but it will also be a great economic boost 
to the City of Richmond and its citizens,” 
says Pamunkey Chief Robert Gray. 

The project mimics a larger-scale 
resort and casino project in Norfolk 

Game On
If the Pamunkey 

tribe goes the 
federal route to 

open its Richmond 
and Norfolk 
casinos, the 

properties would 
be tax-exempt. 

by Sarah King

announced by the tribe last year, and it 
would create 1,000 construction jobs in 
addition to the 1,500 full-time positions 
needed to staff the Richmond venue.

Gaming is not currently legal in Vir-
ginia, but the tribe has 
flexibility and options 
other developers don’t. 
The Virginia General 
Assembly last year 
passed a bill that would 
allow commercial gam-
ing, but the measure 
requires re-enactment by 
the legislature this year. The tribe will not 
know until March whether it will pursue 
the commercial gaming route should it be 
legalized in Virginia.

 “As a federally recognized tribe, they 

also have the inherent right to do gaming, 
so if the state does not authorize commer-
cial gaming, the state route may include 
the requirement of a referendum [at the 
local level], which would put it on the 

ballot as early as November,” 
says Jay Smith, a spokesman 
for the tribe.

The tribe has only recently 
begun talks with City Council 
and the city’s economic devel-
opment department, Smith 
notes, adding that the proper-
ties were purchased privately 

— three parcels totaling 36 acres in Ellen 
Robertson’s 6th District in Manchester 
and another 13 acres on Jefferson Davis 
Highway, currently a vacant strip mall in 
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The Pamunkey Indian 
Tribe provided this 
conceptual rendering 
of the resort and 
casino proposed along 
Ingram Avenue near 
Commerce Road.
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Casinos from page 5
Reva Trammell’s 8th District. The latter 
location would be used as a training facil-
ity for the 1,500 employees the casino and 
resort would require. 

Once operational, the latter facility 
would be converted into “something the 
community needs,” Smith says, such as a 
grocery store or health clinic.

“This will change the skyline of Rich-
mond’s South Side,” Smith says. “No longer 
do all the exciting new projects have to be 
north of the river — this is something that 
will show that growth and development 
can happen on the South Side, too.”

Another distinguishing factor, Smith 
says, is the lack of any incentives from 
the city in exchange for a multimillion-
dollar investment and thousands of job 
opportunities.

“The tribe, different than a typical 
developer, is interested in doing gaming 
not for the sake of gaming, but it allows 
them to help improve the lives of their 
tribe and other disadvantaged commu-
nities,” Smith explains. “Unlike a lot of 
developments, we’re not asking for any 
incentives, tax breaks, anything like that 
— and if it goes the commercial route, 
where it’s not tribal land, then we would 
simply pay regular taxes like any other 
property owner.”

In other words: if the tribe pursues the 
federal route for opening the Richmond 
and Norfolk resorts, the properties would 
be tax-exempt, much like the large swaths 
of downtown that don’t pay taxes due to 
state-owned or nonprofit tax exemptions.

Smith is quick to clarify that the tribe 
isn’t necessarily the one pushing the leg-
islature to pass gaming. There are other 
players such as Hard Rock or MGM, 
which want the legislature to approve the 
measure to pursue plans in Bristol or Dan-
ville, where the Pamunkey would not be 
competing because their ancestral lands 
fall primarily along the Tidewater region 
— east of Richmond to the coast, up to 
the Potomac River and down to the North 
Carolina border.

“We have the flexibility,” Smith says. 
“Our anticipation is we’re going to 
bring millions of visitors to this every 
year that will have an economic impact 
in Richmond.”

He notes that if the tribe chooses to 
pursue the federal route, it will still have to 
contract with the local government for ser-
vices to remain operational on an annual 
basis despite not having to pay property 
tax. Regardless of how development pro-
ceeds, the tribe would not begin submit-
ting engineering plans or building permits 
to the city until at least 2021, Smith says.

While the Pamunkey have been native 
to Virginia for 10,000 years, the tribe only 
gained federal recognition in 2016, which 

it had been seeking since 1982.
“They are anxious to get started [on 

development] because their people need 
this opportunity — they can’t afford to 
wait,” Smith says. “It’s gaming for the sake 
of economic development and improving 
their lives and other disadvantaged com-
munities in the process which is why they 

picked this location off Jefferson Davis 
Highway.”

Since gaining federal recognition in 
2016, the tribe has been aided by grants 
and federal programs. So far, the tribe 
has used those resources for housing and 
shore retention projects, but ultimately 
doesn’t want to be dependent on the gov-

ernment for members’ livelihoods.
“Federal programs or federal grants 

can dry up or go away and they want 
to be independent,” Smith says. “And 
the government — that’s why they gave 
this opportunity to do gaming to tribes 
— they want them to be self-sufficient 
as well.” S

A 
sea of red marked the Bell Tower 
in Capitol Square as teachers, 
advocates, parents and students 
from across the state rallied 
for adequate state funding for 

education at the General Assembly.
More than 1,000 supporters attended 

the Fund Our Future rally held by the 
Virginia Education Association, an orga-
nization of more than 40,000 teachers 
and school support professionals across 
the state. Currently, Virginia ranks 40th 
in state spending per pupil, 32nd in 
teacher pay and 47th among all states 
in teacher pay measured against similar 
professions, according to the 2020 report 
of the Joint Legislative Audit and Review 
Commission.

Richmond Public Schools Superintendent 
Jason Kamras cancelled school for the 
Monday rally after more than 700 teach-

Funding the Future
Teachers and other 
school supporters 
rally for increased 
state funding.
by Sarah King

ers — roughly a third of the workforce 
— requested off work for the lobby day.

“We are proud that so many of our 
educators will be turning out to advo-
cate for RPS and all of Virginia’s public 
schools,” Kamras wrote in a statement 
ahead of the event. “Unfortunately, 
however, it is simply not possible to 
secure enough substitutes for this many 
classrooms. As a result, non-
participating teachers would 
face unreasonable class sizes 
that would make meaningful 
instruction nearly impos-
sible and potentially create 
significant safety concerns.”

Also at the rally showing 
support was Mayor Levar 
Stoney, who sported a red 
tie in solidarity with the cause.

“Localities have been leading the way 
for over a decade now and all we’re asking 
for is the commonwealth to pay the true 
cost of public education,” Stoney says.

The true cost of education is more 
than adequate pay for teachers, which 
according to the Economic Policy Insti-
tute is 31% less in Virginia for college 
graduates than their peers, ranking the 
state third-worst in the nation.

The total cost of education exceeds 
what the state Board of Education out-

lined in the Standards of Quality index, 
which Gov. Ralph Northam’s proposed 
budget does not fully fund. Additional 
costs layer atop that, too, for necessities 
such as broadband, facilities and main-
tenance that fall on localities to fund.

“The true cost, the total cost — that’s 
what we’re here for and I stand in soli-
darity with all the teachers and parents 

and children,” Stoney says. 
“All we’re asking for is for the 
state to pay their fair share.” In 
a Monday news release, the 
city administration noted it 
will continue to allocate 57.76 
percent of both current and 
delinquent real estate taxes, 
the amount allocated in fiscal 
year 2020, to education. 

“It is my top priority to ensure that 
Richmond Public Schools are the big-
gest beneficiary of the transformational 
project we’ve proposed in Navy Hill,” 
Stoney said. “That’s why I committed 50 
percent of the approximately $1 billion 
in incremental revenues this project will 
create for RPS. ... That is why I propose 
we hold RPS’ funding harmless by 
budgeting for RPS based on the same 
formula City Council adopted in 2019, 
inclusive of properties in the increment 
financing area.” S

Teachers from 
across Virginia 
gather for the Fund 
Our Future Rally at 
the state Capitol. 
Virginia ranks 40th 
in state spending 
per pupil.  
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are getting a chance to practice their 
own choreography. 

“I like challenges,” she says. “In some 
ways it’s been excruciating to try to pro-
gram these shows, but in other ways it’s 
kind of fun.”

Winslett says the Richmond Ballet’s 
mission is “to awaken and uplift the 
human spirit,” and she can’t think of a 
better time for that. 

“I think basically what artists do is 
take what is in front 
of you, whatever 
you have, and make 
something out of it,” 
she says. “The way 
I’m looking at this 
whole COVID-19 
thing is, we have no 
idea how it will end. 

We have to figure out what ballet and 
dance looks like in this time.” 

Dogtown Dance Theater, the local 
nonprofit that is mostly centered on com-
munity dance classes and performances 
at its studios in Manchester, reopened its 
doors in August. Executive director Jess 
Burgess also serves on the presenters 
council for Dance USA, the national gov-
erning body for the dance sport. 

“All the stuff we normally plan for fall 
we hopefully will push into spring and 
summer of 2021,” she says of Dogtown’s 
regular schedule, “which is a lot of what 
I’m hearing from different organizations 

Dancers Cody 
Beaton and 
Trevor Davis 
perform in 
Richmond 
Ballet’s “Alone, 
Beside Me” by 
Ma Cong. 

SA
RA

H
 F

ER
G

U
SO

N

Richmond is unusual in the world of dance. 
Home to the Richmond Ballet, the State Bal-

let of Virginia has its own downtown building 
and studio on Canal Street, rare among profes-
sional organizations around the country. And 

this means everything during the time of coronavirus. 
The company is one of the very few professional bal-

let organizations preparing a fall season. Founding Artistic 
Director Stoner Winslett says she was “super-excited and 
thrilled” to open its live performance Studio Series a few 
weeks ago. 

“It could not have gone any better,” she says of the first 
performance in the Studio Theatre space that normally 
holds 250 people but with socially distanced, single seat-
ing now holds roughly between 50 and 63. The company is 
following the governor’s health restrictions, the Centers for 
Disease Control and also has a three-person medical task 
force of its own local doctors. 

The ballet has two more Studio Series – Oct. 13 - 15 
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Pandemic 
Pirouette
Dance community pivots 
with online streaming and 
social distancing.  
by Brent Baldwin

and Nov. 10 - 22 – but did have to reschedule a world 
premiere to next May and also canceled its December 
production of “The Nutcracker,” a major undertaking 
that requires hundreds of dancers and crew. It will be the 
first time Richmonders will not have that annual holiday 
tradition since 1980. 

Winslett explains that, because the Richmond Ballet 
is so far ahead of most dance companies in putting on 
performances, already other companies are reaching 
out for advice. “We’re doing 16 shows of this in front of 
a smaller number of people,” she says. “And we are very, 
very sad about canceling ‘The Nutcracker.’ We couldn’t 
figure out a safe way to do it. … I like to think of it as a 
little rest this year.”

To sustain the 16 shows and ensure the safety of the 
artists, the company has been divided into two inde-
pendent pods, Winslett says. Company class is held 
onstage with one pod, the other pod is downstairs in a 
studio space that receives a Zoom feed of the instruction. 
Each pod learns the same repertory, different ways. 

Because the shows have been reduced to one-hour, 
without intermissions, Winslett says it’s been challeng-
ing programming with seven to eight dancers going 
straight through with costume changes. The ballet is 
also limited in terms of what it can do with duets and 
partnering, based on current health guidelines. Win-
slett says one advantage is that several local dancers 

Dogtown Dance Theatre has been holding free 
community classes online and in person, socially 
distanced. 

state of the arts
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Se
pt

em
be

r 
30

, 2
0

20
   

st
y

le
 w

ee
k

ly

12

state of the arts
around the country.”

Dogtown went from more than 60 
classes this time last year to around seven 
classes a week and nothing on the calen-
dar in terms of performances, she says. 

The organization has a diverse income 
base primarily built around money from 
classes and performances, but it’s also 
always relied on charitable income: grants, 
foundations and donors. Burgess says it’s 
currently in a stable place thanks to Pay-
check Protection and Economic Injury 
Disaster loans and some big grants, includ-
ing the National Endowment for the Arts 
providing a $50,000 coronavirus grant. 

“We’re very lucky. … That’s why I 
haven’t felt any enormous pressure. We 
can come at this in a really thoughtful 
way,” she explains. “We are very commu-
nity-oriented, so the last thing we want to 
do is put anyone in harm’s way.”

Currently it is offering a couple free 
community classes in person and online 
that have been attended by around 20 
people, socially distanced by 10 feet. 
“Teaching classes in masks is definitely 
not the best thing I’ve ever done,” Burgess 
says, laughing. 

She says the next couple years will 
likely involve a hybrid model of online 
classes and limited in-person events and 
classes.  “We haven’t had any bad experi-
ences, we’ve put in a lot of safety precau-
tions based on what CDC and Dance USA 
has put together.”

Since March, the Latin Ballet of Virginia 
has canceled its live activities but is con-
tinuing to serve schools, civic programs 
and workers in local businesses virtually 
at least until January, according to founder 
and artistic director Ana Ines King. 

It is encouraging dancers to continue 
training and studying at home, while 
instituting a video collaboration among 
young choreographers around the world.

“However, our revenue is way down 
because schools, most of the present-
ers and parks are paying half the regu-
lar fees,” King says via email. “The plus 
between all present challenges is that 
by virtual dance/culture learning we are 
reaching audiences from other states and 
countries as well.”

The Latin Ballet applied for all the aid 
that has been offered, she says, receiving 
a $50,000 grant from the National Endow-
ment for the Arts. It has two live events 
with limited audience and social distanc-
ing that will also be offered online: “Dia 
De Los Muertos” with the Richmond Sym-
phony at the Carpenter Theatre on Oct. 
31, and “Enigmas” at Piedmont College 
theater in Demorest, Georgia, on Nov. 7. 

Dance from page 11

Missing 
Melodies

Live venues and 
musicians hold 
on for dear life.

by Brent Baldwin

There’s no award given for arts 
field hit hardest by the pandemic. 

But if there were such a mon-
strosity, live music venues and 
musicians would certainly be in 

the running for a top prize.  Due to their 
reliance on crowds, they were among the 
first to close and likely will be among the 
last to reopen. 

With high overhead, nine out of 10 

independent music venue owners say 
they are at serious risk of closing by year’s 
end without federal funding, according to 
a recent survey of the National Independ-
ent Venue Association, a 2,800-member 
advocacy group formed during the pan-
demic to seek federal aid. 

Meanwhile Richmond’s plethora of 
working musicians has few places to play 
and no crowds – meaning reduced income 
for folks reliant on part-time wages. 

Two bipartisan proposals that venue 
owners and musicians are watching include 
the Restart Act and the Save Our Stages Act, 
which would authorize the Small Business 
Administration to make grants eligible to 
live venue operators, producers, promoters 
and talent representatives.  

“We did meet with Virginia Congress-
man [Donald] McEachin and he signed on 
as a co-sponsor for the Restart Act after the 
meeting,” says Jessica Gordon, promoter 
and co-owner of Broadberry Entertain-
ment Group, which books several local 
venues. “Everyone is still basically just 
waiting to see if anything passes though.”

Gordon points out that other coun-
tries have passed sweeping bills to help 
music and the arts as a whole: “But other 
countries appreciate the arts a lot more 
than we do.”

Most local concerts have been resched-
uled for the spring or the fall 2021. Not 
much will happen indoors this fall. The 
National concert venue is owned by a 
multibillion-dollar company, AEG Live, so 
it has a better chance than most for mak-
ing it through the downturn. Smaller local 
venues aren’t so lucky. 

Lucas Fritz, owner of the Broadberry 
and Camel concert venues, says he’s been 
re-imagining uses of those spaces outside 
of traditional concerts, including closed-
to-the-public video shoots or recording 
and practice opportunities for bands. 

“It’s still just as difficult as it was in 
April, albeit now everyone is trying to get 
creative,” he says. “It’s pretty unclear at 
what point traditional indoor concerts are 
going to return. So letting our resources 
sit just seems silly.”

In Your Ear Studios has been doing 
a lot of live streaming as part of its 
#shockoesessionlive, including a recent 
gospel performance by the Legendary 
Ingramettes that honored evangelist Mag-
gie Ingram. A local production and man-
agement company, Spacebomb Group, 
passed on questions about changes dur-
ing the downturn, though it appears to be 
staying busy with various recording pro-
jects, recently promoting music by come-
dian Tim Heidecker. 

Among the successful music adapta-


