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Tuesday, Jan. 15 in Lake Placid.
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THE GOVERNMENT HAD shut him down. Slammed 
the door in his face, honestly, all but ripping up the nascent 
choreographer’s application for funding. Osnel Delgado’s 
physical artistry was well-known throughout Cuba by 
this point — a rising star in the country’s first profes-
sional modern dance company, the state-supported Danza 
Contemporanea. This was fine. His father had danced with 
the troupe for 15 years. Now, the son had picked up the 
mantle. A family tradition. Nice and neat, a perfectly pack-
aged storyline. Just the way the government liked it. 
 Yet to break from that narrative to craft an alternate 
ending? Unthinkable. The Danza Contemporanea had been 
good enough for Delgado’s father. It would be good enough 
for him, too. Creating a new modern dance ensemble under 
his own banner was out of the question. And so the young 
man received his marching orders, delivered with all of the 
subtlety of a parent using soap to wash out the mouth of a 
truculent 8-year-old who uttered blasphemous words.
 But what was this? Defiance? “No,” screamed the people 
around Delgado, the people who had lived long enough to 
know better. A Cuban had never created a successful dance 
company without government support. Surely, the dancer 
was not serious about attempting such a thing. It would be a 
terrible misstep, the wise ones told him. A real mal paso.
 If only he could simply be grateful. Hadn’t he learned 

his lesson the first time he tried to defy his destiny? Both of 
his parents were dancers, so the child decided that he would 
do anything but dance. But he was intrigued enough by the 
movement-generated wonders conjured by his mother and 
father that he privately decided to follow in their footsteps 
— sort of. So, he found a pursuit that was kind of like dance 
but far enough away so he wouldn’t wind up becoming a 
carbon copy of mom and dad: gymnastics. 
 And lo and behold, the boy was good. Movements 
flowed from him like a fountain, fluid beyond belief. 
Visions of Olympic glory danced in his head. But then 
the curse arrived. At the age of 10, he started to grow. By 
the time he was finished growing, he was far too tall to 
pull off the magnificent routines that he loved. His own 
body had betrayed him. Know your place, kid. 
 That place was in the studio. Cuba’s National Dance 
School took one look at him, the gymnast’s flexibility with 
that dancer’s pedigree and that internal throbbing rhythm 
that can’t be taught and threw open their portals to him. At 
the age of 11, he was doing exactly what he had pledged 
never to do: training to be just like his parents.
 At least entering the dance school saved him from 
having to study in a boarding school far from his hometown. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 4
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And at least the kid proved to be every bit as adept on 
the dance floor as he had been on the gymnastics appara-
tuses. Movement was movement, and Delgado knew how 
to move. And like any person from whom movement flows 
like a torrent, he soon grew restless. 
 That was when the troubles began. Being one of the top 
dancers in his class wasn’t nearly enough. A single body 
can move only so much. The more he moved, the more he 
thought. The more he thought, the more he shared his ideas 
with his National Dance School classmates. The more he 
shared his ideas, the more intrigued they became. Soon, 
he was fashioning short sequences for his friends and then 
entire routines. Soon, he was a choreographer. 
 A choreographer. Now that was something new. 
Cuba boasted legions of gifted dancers — standouts in 
both the classical and modern spheres. Fidel Castro’s 
regime supported their development, dolling out forklifts 
of money to ensure that dance thrived under his rule. In 
1959, the same year that he forced Fulgencio Batista out of 
office, Castro raided the national treasury to save the Ballet 
Nacional de Cuba from insolvency. Danza Contemporanea 

was born that year, too. Dance, therefore, became a symbol 
of the island’s revolutionary culture.    
 But to a significant extent, it was dance on Castro’s 
terms. Expression flourished, as long as it was expres-
sion that the leader blessed. Danza Contemporanea paid 
homage to the modern techniques pioneered by Martha 
Graham, but in its own choreography, the company was 
more subdued than most North American modern dance 
troupes. Dance could be beautiful, but it could not be 
subversive. So, Danza Contemporanea peppered perfor-
mances with idioms borrowed from ballet and folk 
dancing, and the government felt safe. 
 And Delgado wanted — no, needed — something more. 
The routines that he made up for his classmates pushed 
beyond those limits, daring to tread in the land of the decadent. 
“Stop,” cried the sensible people. The future was rosy. Danza 
Contemporanea came prowling around the National Dance 
School and picked Delgado out of the crowd, earmarking him 
for their company as soon as his graduation day arrived. Like 
father, like son. The precious storyline was complete. 
 He knew that he had a good thing going. “It was the 

greatest deal of learning to work with several national and 
international choreographers,” he remembers, “and having 
the opportunity of extensively touring and performing in 
Cuba and abroad.” But even amid success, the restlessness 
sizzled. “It was the need of expanding and sharing my inner 
self through my movement vocabulary,” he declares. During 
his tenure with Danza Contemporanea, he states, the desire to 
pursue a career as a choreographer swelled into a certainty. 
 Finally, after eight years of performing in Danza 
Contemporanea’s global spotlights, all of that pent-up vigor 
exploded into action. Proudly, he walked out of the compa-
ny’s doors and announced that he would not be coming back. 
For the next two years, he roamed as a freelance choreogra-
pher, working with any group of dancers who would let him 
turn them into a kinetic workshop, trying out ideas that no 
one in Cuba had ever before put onto the stage.     
 It was a peripatetic lifestyle, one that came without 
much in the way of financial rewards. He was searching, 
but he couldn’t even define what he was looking for. The 
only element that he was really able to define was the fuel. 
“The necessity of finding or creating a space that would 
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grant me the possibility of consolidating 
my choreographic ambitions,” he explains 
of what sustained him through this quest. 
“It is always somehow uncertain to aban-
don secure territories. But I was determined 
to follow my instinct and commitments, 
despite the chances of failing.” 
 Finally, he arrived — not at a destina-
tion, but to a conclusion. Fulfillment, he 
decided, would come only through working 
for the lone person on the planet who held 
complete fidelity to his dreams, nebulous 
though they were. He would need to form the 
thing himself, mold it from the roughest clay 
and bake it and glaze it until it shone with the 
luster that only he knew how to define. If his 
visions were to dance, he would need to first 
help them rise from a crawl. 
 That was what brought him, hat in 
hand, to the government — asking them 
to do what they had done for Danza 
Contemporanea and the Ballet Nacional. 
But this was no longer 1959. The money 
didn’t seem as free and easy as it once had, 
and Delgado’s plan didn’t exactly bowl 
over the statesmen who reviewed it. And 
that was when he started talking crazy, 
saying he would pursue the dream anyway, 
put his foot in the biggest bear trap of all 
time. A mal paso, to be sure. 
 Except something ridiculous happened. 
Two other dancers signed on the dotted 
line to go on this journey with Delgado, no 
matter how far-fetched it seemed. And then 
gigs started to crop up throughout Cuba 
— small venues at first, then larger halls 
as more dancers joined the party. And then 
in 2014, just two years after the company’s 
birth, an invitation arrived from the Joyce 
Theater in New York City for the troupe 
to make its United States debut. And then 
the stellar reviews poured in. And then the 
dancers returned to the island flying high.
 And then one gate after another started to 

open wide. The Joyce Theater 
sponsored the new company 
on a tour of 25 performances 
in 15 cities located in 12 
states. Esteemed choreogra-
phers like Trey McIntyre and 
Ronald K. Brown designed 
original works for them. 
Economic reforms from the 
new governmental structures 
made it easier to operate a 
small business in Cuba than it 
had been during Fidel’s reign. 
Invitations to present new 
works at home and abroad 
steadily increased. 
 Of course, the fairy-tale 
ending is far from complete, 
a reality that Delgado readily 
acknowledges. Democracy is 
messy, and life with the only 
fully independent modern 
dance group in Cuba isn’t 
always glamorous. “All of 
the members of the company, 
for instance, assume several 
responsibilities,” Delgado 
points out, “from cleaning the 
floor of the studio to handling 
administrative tasks.” Still, 
even this challenge has borne 
benefits. “It leads to a sense 
of belonging,” the chore-

ographer explains, “that affects the entire 
existence of the ensemble.”
 That ensemble now has swelled to 17 
dancers, a number with which Delgado 
seems satisfied. Yet, he seems even more 
pleased with the process that brought the 
company’s current membership together. 
“We don’t audition,” he states. “We select 
the dancers, or they select us in vari-
ous ways. But competition is never part 
of dealing with the selection process.” A 
dancer with versatility and dedication, he 
adds, means more to him than a performer 
who presents merely with raw talent. 
 The restlessness continues, of course. 
Even amid this unprecedented success, 
Delgado eyes the future more than the past. 
He wants his company’s dancers to choreo-
graph their own original pieces. He wants 
to spotlight more Cuban choreographers. 
He wants the troupe to someday purchase 
a venue of their own in Cuba, a place that 
will serve as a choreographic lab and an 
international dance center. 
 And anyone who wants to bet against 
Delgado would be well-advised to glance at 
his dance company’s name before they do. 
Malpaso — misstep — the term thrown at 
him from so many corners when he flung 
himself into this venture — adorns every 
piece of branding in this dream come true. 
A constant reminder, perhaps, that the only 
misstep is the step not taken or the step not 
taken with enough passion and will to push 
it into being. A daily lesson in declaring 
independence, stepping forward in a world 
that should no longer dare to hold him back.          

The Malpaso Dance Company will perform 
on Jan. 15 at 7 p.m. in the Lake Placid 
Center for the Arts located at 17 Algonquin 
Drive. For tickets and more information, call 
518-523-2512 or visit lakeplacidarts.org.
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