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Jane Oakes 

Mr. Fagan, how was it that you came to teach at SUNY Brockport” 

 

Garth Fagan 

The Dance Department had a program for teaching to the disadvantaged. And I was supposed to 

teach freshmen EOP [Educational Opportunity Program] students to dance and have graduate 

students and faculty observe teaching, because I've made quite a reputation working with 

students who are so disadvantaged.  It involved two classes one in the morning and the grad 

students who watch me teach them. And then one in the afternoon, the undergrad students would 

analyze what I did and what I didn't do. 

  If students challenged me I kept working.  We're not playing ball and that was quite 

difficult and interesting for grad students to see me work on one gentleman who challenged me.  
 

Jane Oakes 

So you came to teach.  Who was here?  

 

Garth Fagan 

Dick Bull was here at the time. I'd met him in New York and of course Rose Strasser, I'd met at 

conferences. I didn't really know her but she was had energy in the heart and the soul and the 

spirit of the heart. 

You have the Payton's also, Jim and Susanne.  There were people who were in oh dear, 

whatever the Dance Company was, at the time. 
 

Jane Oakes 

What kind of facilities did you have to work with when you first arrived at Brockport? 
 

Garth Fagan 

Very average facilities.  The gymnasium was a studio and it was one great studio.  And a studio 

which was named after Rose Strasser with good sprung floors, but not really spacious. Lots of 

enthusiasm. 
 

Jane Oakes 

What kind of programs did they have then. I understand there was a BA in dance.  
 

Garth Fagan 

I am the worst person to ask about that. I had my career to prove then as an artist. Second I didn't 

get into the nuts and bolts of what programs there were and how many graduates or 

undergraduate there were. I just zeroed in on the students. Janie needed this and that and I 

worked with them individually.  
 

Jane Oakes 

Could you tell me a little bit about working with Rose Strasser? What was she like?  

 



Garth Fagan 

A visionary.  Ideas were just always going on in Rose’s brain or it appeared that way.  Very 

straightforward. It was either yes or no, no awkward run around. 

I think everybody did adore her because she was so passionate about dance and about the 

department and about us moving forward to become internationally recognized for dance and 

very supportive and nurturing.  

On the other hand, whenever there were problems, she was there with a solution and open 

to new ideas like at the end of my summer …  Oh, I should have mentioned that I was just here 

for summer programs. And then at the end of the summer program when we did a performance. 

She was so warm and enthusiastic about her response. And I do believe that's why I was offered 

a job to come back - that concert performance. 

I couldn't have done it without Rose and the Department would not be here without Rose. 
 

Jane Oakes 

So you've been at SUNY Brockport for a number of years. And there's been a lot of changes at 

Brockport in that time. The nature of the Dance Department seems to have changed a little bit. 

Certainly there are more professional degree available to dancers. Why do you think that 

happened? Do you have any ideas about that? 
 

Garth Fagan 

Yeah, I think a sequence of very good administrators. Wonderful administrators. Saw the future. 

We're very interested in dance as liberal arts, education elements, not just professionals. 

We have to educate students. 

Everybody worked hard. Everybody worked extra hours.  Were always American 

standard and a real passionate enthusiasm for the students.  And Jim Payton did wonderful work 

with all sorts of students. 
 

Jane Oakes 

The facilities that have been used by the Dance Department has changed considerably.  
 

Garth Fagan 

There are wonderful sprung floors, which we always had strong footing with. There are state of 

the art changing rooms, areas to stack your books and whenever students run around campus.  

We're training dancers to go out in the world. But much a joy to teach. It's nice. 

 

Jane Oakes 

But there was there was a time when they were talking about closing Hartwell Hall wasn't there?   

 

Garth Fagan  

There was such an uproar from … 
 

Jane Oakes 

Why did the degrees change within the Dance Department? I'm thinking that you've mentioned 

that. Now there may be a more professional attitude training dancers to go out into the 

professional world. Do you have any insight as to how that changed from initially having dance 

as part of a liberal arts curriculum? 
 

Garth Fagan 



No, it's still a liberal arts degree. But the emphasis on professionalism came because there was 

my company for dancers to see in a professional world tour and for a while Jim's company. We 

realized that within the state within the dance culture, we needed to up the ante a little bit and get 

some better music, work with other departments in the Fine Arts.  

  I remember a lot of support from President Brown. I can't speak to the entire 

administration because there were some rough patches where some people wouldn't see Rose. 

But Brown was always there.  
 

Jane Oakes 

How about during President Van de Wetering’s presidency?  
 

Garth Fagan 

He also came to concerts, which is one way of inspiring students. 
 

Jane Oakes 

Was there any difference when we got to the Van de Wetering administration? Did you notice 

any difference in support or attitude? 
 

Garth Fagan 

I think there was more money around for the Arts at that time. But I think it was quite simple. 

But I never really got into those kind of political issues. I was too busy teaching choreography. 
 

Jane Oakes 

During the retrenchments of the early 1980s, during the Van de Wetering administration and the 

closing of the Music Department, the retrenchment of [c.50] faculty, was there ever any fear of 

losing the Dance Department as well? 

 

Garth Fagan 

I don't think fear would be the right word. But there was concern that this was a possibility. 

But since at the time My opinion from concert students 

and representation and state. 

The band's department was always doing something and always 

I don't think it was fear or not on my part, but there was concern about this.  

So it hasn't been difficult. Having a fine arts program without having a music department 

has been difficult. 

 

Jane Oakes 

What have been some of the more difficult aspects of being a creative artist yet having to work 

within a college system? 
 

Garth Fagan 

Very difficult because when I'm choreographing, I do not like the structure of any person. 

Whenever you go into a classroom if you intend to be a good teacher and I intend to be a great 

teacher, there are going to be distractions. When you're coming up with fabulous movements, 

that your company can do and then you're teaching students who cannot do the basic things - 

it can lower your standards. I bring my dancers to teach classes or demonstration classes for the 

students  



It was difficult. But I enjoy teaching, and I enjoy lifting the level of the students 

expectations. 
 

Jane Oakes 

Wendell Castle and Albert Paley and other nationally renowned artists that used to teach at 

Brockport have gone on to other teaching institutions. Was there ever a time that you considered 

moving on as well? How was that resolved? 
 

Garth Fagan 

Absolutely. I had offers from loads of them. And I just decided that I loved the Rochester area 

about the size of the city. It was sophisticated enough and things that matter to me education and 

medical attention and supermarket those kinds of things. And at the same time it was small 

enough where I could know my neighbors. I did not want to go back to New York City, I guess  

the lifestyle kept me here.   
 

Jane Oakes 

Has Brockport’s, proximity to Rochester, maybe even Buffalo, has that been an influence on the 

success of its arts program? Has there been support from Rochester? 

Yeah, fine arts at Brockport. I would think so because people have gone to concerts when 

Brockport was brought in. And when I was at the EEOC in downtown Rochester, the community 

came to take classes, people who weren't enrolled per se in Brockport. 

I mentioned Rochester but wanted to take dance classes they came and took classes 

So I guess, for myself, I have to have some kind of minor, major city near me.  
 

Jane Oakes 

Do you think that the nature of the dance program at Brockport has been an attracting factor to 

prospective students?  
 

Garth Fagan 

Attractor Factor? I definitely think so. 

We've even had students who have come from overseas. 
 

Jane Oakes 

It's been said that maybe the golden age for the Arts at Brockport has passed. Can you comment 

on that at all?  
 

Garth Fagan 

I'm horrified at that statement and saddened by it, however I do believe that there is an element 

of truth. 
 

Jane Oakes 

Do you think there's been a national trend toward maybe less Support for the Arts?  
 

Garth Fagan 

I think so. 

And it was always my belief that if more kids were exposed to the arts, in momentous moments 

of crisis or pain or terror, they would have someplace to go; for them to read or listen to music, 

whatever, it is distraction. I bless my parents for exposing me to the arts of the time, and it wasn't 

something I appreciated that because it meant I had to go to lunch hour concerts and sit very still 



and very quietly and listen to the men play and women sing. Then I found out that they were 

world class artists as I grew up, and I knew that, my God, but I had no choice. You're gonna sit 

there and they bribed me; I got a malted milk faster than ever. Bam, that was my reason for 

going.  

So it's good parenting and the arts have helped me through many crises, crises, and bad 

times. And I think we have to get this back because you have kids killing kids and six year olds 

and five year olds, it's just madness. And it's a variation of families. But it also is a major 

deterioration of the arts. Too much focus on material things, which pay off quite easily; that nice, 

big shiny car, suddenly becomes yesterday's car. 

  So I hope we're not going to accept the passing of the Golden Age as great or complete. 

But now we're gonna fight like hell to get a new golden age of the arts here because not just as an 

artist but society, desperately needs it. But anyway, we just cannot accept that, we have to fight, 

right? 
 

Jane Oakes 

Is there anything else you'd like to comment on your career at Brockport. 
 

Garth Fagan 

It's been most interesting and invigorating, I'm very proud of it. And we're proud of that claim I 

brought to Brockport. I'm proud of each individual student who shows up at one of my concerts 

around the world with two or three kids tagging along and a new husband or wife. And the light 

in their eyes when they say ‘that was my teacher’. 
 

Jane Oakes 

Thank you 
 


