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Dennis Boxell was born in 1940
and grew up in Minneapolis,
Minnesota. He was first introduced to the music and dance of
the South Slavs at the age of fifteen. He learned the dances of
the Croatian and Serbian immigrants with the encouragement
of Lillian Kutkowsky of the St. Paul International Institute.
While in Minneapolis, Dennis met Dick Crum, noted Balkan
folklore researcher, who was then the choreographer of the
Duquesne University Tamburitzans and who inspired Dennis
to begin to develop a professional interest in Balkan dance.
His first love was Balkan Dance, and after being exposed to it,
he lived in Yugoslav communities in and around St. Paul,
Minnesota, absorbing their songs and dances and learning
about their foods and folklore.

In 1960 and 1961, he was in Europe acting as an inter-
preter of Czech language for the United States Army Security
Agency. In 1960, while on a 30-day leave in West Germany,
he traveled with National Ensemble of Jugoslavia Kolo iz Beo-
grada. The group director, Desa Djordjevic, gave him a pri-
vate tutor who worked with him every day on the dances he
wanted to learn and bring back to the United States. This pro-
vided an excellent way of observing the dances and learning
the correct styling of Yugoslav dances.

In London, he understudied with a Bulgarian dance
group and added a wealth of original Bulgarian material.
There, he studied Phillip Thorton's Yugoslav Dance Club and
Danny Lumbley's Bulgarian Dance Group. In London he
learned his "original five dances" that were to launch him on
his teaching career. Those dances, familiar to folk dancers in
the United States are Bavno Oro, Belo Lence (Vranjanka, aka
Iz Banju Ide), Ravno Oro, Sitno Zensko and Tresenica. Dennis
lived in the world of dance, music, and folklore ever since.

In 1961, Dennis formed a performing group in South St.
Paul, Minnesota. The members of the group were the children
of Slavic immigrants, mostly Serbians. He finished his fresh-
man year at the University of Minnesota and traveled west to
study Slavic languages at the University of California in
Berkeley (UCB). Enroute to California, at the annual folk
dance festival in the small town of Richland, Washington (the
hometown of Dick Oates), Dennis was "discovered" by John
Filcich, creater of the San Francisco (California) Kolo Festival
and the owner of the largest Balkan folk dance record and
music store in the Unoted States. John brought Dennis to the
Kolo Festival in November, 1962, where, to great acclaim,
Dennis presented his "original five dances."

His success at the Kolo Festival brought him to the atten-
tion of the Stockton Folk Dance Camp, where he taught each
of the next five years. His popularity led him to be the first

Balkan dance teacher to teach an extended national tour, on
which he taught not only his "original five dances," but also
Sopsko Horo. Dennis taught at many other camps, including
Holiday Camp in Southern California in 1963. Dennis traveled
to the Balkans for more exposure to the arts and culture which
had fascinated him for so many years. He visited and studied
with eminent folklorists such as Kiril Dzenev and Raina
Katsarova of Bulgaria; Ivan Ivancan of Croatia; Nana Stefa-
naki of Lykeion Athens in Greece; Pece Atanasovski and Va-
sil Hadjimanov of Macedonia; and Milica Illijin and Do-
brivoje Putnik of Serbia, who made it possible for him to
travel to remote regions, collecting and recording more than
150 dances and their accompanying music he was later to in-
troduce to the folkdance world. He also picked up a working
knowledge of the Serbo-Croatian and Bulgarian languages.

Since 1963, Dennis made many trips to remote areas of
the Balkans, including the villages of Zvan, Gorno Orizari,
Dra£evo, the plateau of Mariovo ad the Resen area in Yugo-
slav Macedonia, the villages of Petrovo, Opan, Gorno Oria-
hovo in Thrace; Dragoevo, Gigen in North Bulgaria, Luzani,
Dalj, NjemCi, Gundinc'i in Slavonia; Pinosavka, Mr£ajevci,
Neresnica and Vukovica in Serbia; and in Greece, Agia Varara
on Crete. Promahi and Orma near Edessa and the village of
Bouf in the Fiorina area; and Naoussa, Meliki, Goumenissa
and Vamvakofyto in Greek Macedonia. In 1965, from these
research trips, he produced seven LP albums and 42 single 45s
and since 1998, over 30 CDs and cassettes. Many of these
recordings have become standards in schools, clubs and col-
leges throughout the world.

Dennis founded and was artistic director of the ac-
claimed Koleda, perhaps the best traditional Balkan music and
dance ensemble ever formed in this country and which num-
bers among its alumni Jonathon Frye, Alex Eppler, Don La-
Course, Mark Morris, Marcus Holt Moskoff, Yves Moreau
and Mary Sherheart. Since 1985, his award-winning ensemble,
Akrites, a Seattle based group, has won praise from critics and
audiences alike for their stunning and exciting presentation of
authentic Greek folk dance. His group, the lonians, based in
Anaheim, California, won the coveted "Sweepstakes Award"
in competition against sixty other Greek performing groups
from the West Coast.

He was resident choreographer for the Vela Luka En-
semble of Anacortes, Washington, and guest choreographer
for Radost and Ostali Muzikasi in Seattle, Washington, Brig-
ham Young Dancers in Provo, Utah, Ethnic Dance Theater in
Minneapolis, Minnesota, AMAN Folk Ensemble of Los Ange-
les, California and Zrinski Frankopan (a Croatian group) of
Chicago, Illinois. In 1972, he choreographed "Faust" for the
Seattle Opera. He toured the United States and Canada many
times, teaching Balkan dance at literally hundreds of colleges
and community groups.

Acting as an impresario, he introduced to the nation such
popular teachers as Atanas Kolarovski, Yves Moreau, Jaap
Leegwater and Slobodan Slovic.

He was engaged as Dance Director for the Assumption
Serbian Church in Fair Oaks, California (near Sacramento).
Every few months, he traveled to teach master classes in the
Los Angeles, California, area, where he was choreographer/
consultant for the Macedonian community in Whittier. In San
Pedro, he directed the Yugoslav performing group, Pletenica.
He also served as a research advisor for the Greek dance
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groups at the Annuncation Greek Church in Sacramento, Cali-
fornia.

In 1990, he released two new cassettes of village dance
music, "Dances of Greek Macedonia" and "Dances of Greek
Thrace" as a part of his efforts to rekindle enthusiasm for the
basic village dances of the Balkan countries. In 2004 and
2005, he introduced a number of new Balkan Dance CD's and
DVD's.

He remained active as a teacher at camps and seminars
throughout the United States and Canada and was frequently
asked to choreograph new works for other dance companies.

Dennis died from complications of pneumonia on Thurs-
day, September 9, 2010.


