
Writing the Book on Buddy Bradley 

Near the end of her illuminating book on choreographer Buddy Bradley, Maureen Footer 

discusses Bradley’s work on Cecil Landau’s revue “Sauce Tartare.” The year is 1948 and the 

London production includes a young Audrey Hepburn, “who had just had her dreams of a ballet 

career dashed by Marie Rambert,” and had come to Bradley for coaching. Footer writes: 

“Bradley, with his keen eye for that indefinable something that transfixed a house, quickly placed 

her in the cast of “Sauce Tartare,” where she sparkled in its mixed metaphors and send ups, 

poking fun with Joan Heal at Westerners adopting Eastern spirituality in “Boogie Woogie Yogi” 

then turning her playful malice on Broadway with the “Oklahokum” sketch.”  
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She then notes that the success of this revue spawned a sequel where Hepburn was more 

featured, which then in short order led to a title role on Broadway and then Roman Holiday.  

But what is truly astonishing is that discovering, teaching, and boosting Hepburn is really the 

least eventful anecdote in a volume full of stories like these. Bradley, who was previously 

unknown to me before reading this book, catapulted so many of his students into stardom, while 

also bringing vernacular dance and his own signature style to theater and films and 

choreographers we are more familiar with, like Frederick Ashton and George Balanchine. In Feel 

the Floor: Restoring the Life and Legacy of Jazz Choreographer Buddy Bradley, published by 

Beacon Press and in bookstores now, Footer charts Bradley’s life and career, claiming his rightful 

place in dance history.  

https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/804547/feel-the-floor-by-maureen-footer/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/804547/feel-the-floor-by-maureen-footer/


“Even in the highest levels of dance, the history had just disappeared,” Footer, who has also 

written books about Christian Dior and George Stacey, told me. The book, fueled by Footer’s 

investigative feat, draws the portrait of a talented but reserved artist who was not necessarily 

seeking the limelight but certainly earned it. Tracing his path from the Deep South to Harlem and 

then London, this history also unpacks the racism and sociopolitical conditions that left his 

immense contributions to dance and musical theater largely uncredited in New York.  

Footer and I connected via Zoom in early May for a wide-ranging conversation about the 

rigorous research process that unearthed a fuller portrait of this nearly forgotten tap and jazz 

icon.  On May 21, Footer will also be in conversation with Margo Jefferson at the 92Y, in person 

and streaming. 

  

This interview has been edited and condensed for clarity. 

  

In the introduction you talk about overcoming your doubts as to whether this was a history 

appropriate for you to write. Let’s be sure to circle back to that. But when you overcame 

your doubts, where did you start research? 

I started in the natural places, the Jerome Robbins Dance Division of the New York Public 

Library, the Library of Congress, and the V & A [Victoria and Albert Museum], all of which have 

outstanding archives of dance. But there was very little—literally not a folder at the New York 

Public Library. There were a couple of sketches for costume designs, a couple of programs, but 

not much at the V & A. What did exist at the Library of Congress was a write up by a graduate 

student about Buddy Bradley that had quite a bit of erroneous information. It was the best she 

could obtain at the time, but it made me realize how elusive this man was.  

So having struck out with those three first stops, I went to genealogical records. I knew his name, 

which was not his given name at birth. He dropped the name of his family's enslaver, but he also 

had to change it because there was somebody else with the same name working in the 

entertainment world in Broadway in the 1920s. Whether I was looking at ship manifests or 

marriage records, I had to go through all these different iterations of the name.  

Then the next stop was going into newspapers. There wasn't much when you googled Buddy 

Bradley in the New York entertainment press, because the problem was that he was uncredited 

here. Well, partly that he was uncredited, but partly—people forget this— is that nobody 

considered what he was doing, jazz dance and theatrical dance, high art. While he was starting 

his dance studio on Broadway in 1926, Martha Graham was starting a company. But Graham, 

because it was concert dance, and because Martha was so imposing as a personality, got so much 

attention. What Bradley was doing—that just wasn't where the critics’ gaze was at. So that was a 

little bit of a challenge.  
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It seems like you had better luck with the British press.  

And the African American press: the Amsterdam News, the Chicago Defender, and 

the Pittsburgh Courier. They followed Bradley considerably. He was news. He was doing 

something noteworthy, and they realized it. He was a success story. When his career starts to 

flourish, he's living on Sugar Hill; he’s no longer in an obscure little boarding house on Seventh 

Avenue. It also started to give me a timeline of the shows he worked on. The first thing you do 

with a biography is try to get the timeline in place, particularly if you don't have archives. So that 

helped get his New York chapter, which went from about 1920 to 1931, before he relocates to 

London.  

From there, you can go get the shows. You can see the programs. You can see the reviews, what 

they're saying about the dance, if they do at all. Sometimes what the African American press was 

telling me about who made the dances and what the program was telling me were two different 

things. I realized he basically covered for Busby Berkeley on a major Rodgers and Hart show. 

This was a repeating theme.  

London was another thing, but I repeated the same process. In the British newspaper archives 

and the British Library, and you find mentions of Bradley. There he was a celebrity. He was 

doing something unique. They wanted it. They were so implicated in the slave trade, but they 

didn't have the same social history of Africans on their soil. They didn't have the same sort of 

hesitancy to embrace Bradley. Within a year, every play that had dancing on it was influenced by 

what he was doing. Between Variety and Billboard and The Stage in London, so much of my 

material came from those sources. Again, this delving into the timeline, names of shows, reviews 

of shows, and collaborators. A lot of the programs are collected at the Westminster archive.  



 

What about film footage? 

The British Film Institute had virtually everything, so I could actually see the choreography. But 

the most exciting thing from his theater work is that he worked for Noël Coward, and Coward 

had this gadget fetish. He had a handheld camera in 1931, and he filmed excerpts of this show, 

and Buddy's choreography. You can see how it's evolving, how he's bringing in new influences, 

how he's experimenting, how he's moving forward. It was so exciting and little known. For me, it 

was like the Rosetta Stone because the film shows Bradley taking Frederick Ashton and putting 

it into jazz, whereas Ashton is also taking jazz and putting it in his ballets. It really showed so 

much right after Bradley and Ashton worked together—that was probably an ‘aha’ moment. 

  

You also spoke with the few dancers of that era who are still alive. 

He did work as late as the 1950s and ’60s and I was able to find dancers going back to the ’40s. 

Their stories told me so much about technique and process, but also about Bradley as an 

individual. Those interviews were hard to find, and they weren't all conveniently in central 

London, they were all out in towns where people retire. Finally, I was able to find the star from 

his last show in New York in 1967, Dr. Glory Van Scott. She helped me shape the context of 

Bradley’s final years in New York.  











 

 


