Doing Important Fun ~
A Conversation with Rima Dael,
CDSS Executive Director
CDSS’s new Executive Director, Rima Dael (pronounced reema dial) has a passion and deep respect for
traditional dance and music as art, inspiration and connection. We spoke for two hours on April 11, 2012. (A
shorter version of this interview was published in the CDSS News, Summer 2012.)
~ Caroline Batson, CDSS News Editor

And then after Greenwich, we moved to Indonesia. A
lot of our time was also spent nearby in Singapore,
so I feel like I lived in Singapore as much as I
lived in Indonesia. It was sad to hear there was an
earthquake this morning in Indonesia, a large 8.6,
but no tsunami so that’s good. After Indonesia we
went back to the Philippines for a little bit, back to
Manila, and then we were in Thailand for a while,
and then back to the Philippines again for a little bit.
The reason why we’d go back to the Philippines was
for visa purposes. Then we were in Hong Kong, and
Hong Kong was our longest stay, where I lived for
eight years, from fifth grade to my sophomore year
in high school, then my junior and senior years were
spent at Choate Rosemary Hall [in Connecticut], and
then college at Mount Holyoke. The reason why we
were in Hong Kong the longest is China had opened
up much more at that point [and] we turned down
assignments because it’d be nice to stay in one place
for a good chunk of time, especially in the junior high
and high school years. But then having said that, I
outgrew Hong Kong really quickly and was ready to
go to boarding school [for] many reasons: 1) parents
divorced, 2) most of my colleagues and friends had
horrible reintegration issues coming back to the
States, and a lot of them said “Go to boarding school
and get the cultural issues, the reentry culture shock,
out of the way before you go to college ʾcause being
a first year student in college and then dealing with
culture shock is a lot to deal with.” So having gotten
that out in high school definitely prepared me for
college, to just be like a normal college kid.

CB: You were born in Manila, in the Philippines, but
lived in other places for your father’s work. Where
else did you live?
RIMA: So, born in the Philippines, then we moved
to Greenwich, CT. Part of kindergarten was in the
Philippines and then also in Greenwich. And very
important to note that my six-year-old birthday party
was in McDonald’s, as all American six-year-olds
had it at that time, but the funny part about that
birthday party was we still had traditional Filipino
games, in McDonald’s, so it was a traditional Filipino
birthday party in McDonald’s. That was the time too,
when you did birthday parties, Ronald McDonald
would show up, and it was the first McDonald’s in
Greenwich, across the street from Burger King, so
[laughter], much rivalry there.
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CB: That was smart to do that.
RIMA: I really had wanted to go to boarding school
because at one point in my life I wanted to run away,
not join the circus, but become communist so I could
join the Bolshoi Ballet. Anna Pavlova was a huge
heroine of mine, Anna Pavlova and Annie Oakley in
the same time frame [laughter]---there’s the Anna
connection because Anna Rima is my first name--so with wanting to run off to the Bolshoi Ballet was
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the basketballs, playing outside, and the girls, I
don’t know what we did, maybe we played Chinese
jump rope or something. Then you don the gloves,
the doors opened, you lined up and said hello to
the adult chaperones who were there as well as to
Joan Campbell who was the dance teacher---she
also was my ballet teacher so when I switched over
from ballet to cotillion, I stopped going to a couple of
ballet lessons, and that’s another story for another
day. [Laughter] She and her husband would teach us
English country dance as part of [cotillion], and also
the swing, the foxtrot, the waltz, the two-step, and all
the other ballroom dancing…

wanting to run off to a Russian boarding school for
ballet. That never happened.
CB: You just didn’t have that party affiliation, huh?
RIMA: Well, a lot of it was having grown up in Hong
Kong too, and China being right next door you really
got to see what a communist country looks like, so
that diminished. I chose Choate specifically because it
had a phenomenal arts program. We had a wonderful
arts facility that I.M. Pei had designed. Jaime Lee
Curtis, Michael Douglas, Paul Giamatti, these were
all Choaties that had come before me, and we had ties
and connections to Edward Albee also, and Lerner
and Loew. There was a big theatre program and a
big dance program. That was a reason [I went], that
and basketball. I played basketball too, and what was
interesting, in public school you can do both, right?
You can do arts and you can do sports ʾcause there’s
time to do both. Private school, you have to choose,
because there’re only so many activities you’re
allowed to do in conjunction with study hall. I was
not a jock in my junior and senior years, although
I had many friends who were jocks who were like,
“Why aren’t you playing basketball anymore?” “Well,
it’s the same time as rehearsal!” [Laughter] You could
only choose one.

CB: The social dances.
RIMA: …the social dances that we did, and the
interesting part of it too was, in ballet, we did a lot of
folk dance training because it was the Royal Academy
of Dance curriculum, so English country dance came
up in ballet too because of all the folk dancing that’s
part of the curriculum.
CB: And the Russians are trained in folk dance too…
RIMA: …so there’re different kinds of folk dancing
from different European communities as well as the
English country dances. But then English country
dancing, given that I was very much also involved in
theatre at the time and taking acting classes, there’s
the Fezziwig scene in “A Christmas Carol” that comes
up every year because there’s always a Christmas
pageant that’s done in the English tradition, and
if it’s not the Fezziwig scene then it’s “Peter Pan”
and the English country dancing comes in where
the fairies and the Lost Boys do something else.
[Laughter] There’s always room for that.

CB: And you were in Hong Kong when you first
bumped into English country dance?
RIMA: Absolutely! Because of cotillion.
CB: Because of cotillion. You told me that story the
other day. Tell it again.
RIMA: Cotillion was a big part of what the Hong
Kong International School kids did, and you started
when you were in fifth or sixth grade so it was like
a middle school/junior high thing. High school kids
were too cool [laughter] for cotillion at that point,
although there were a couple [of] freshmen and
sophomores that still did cotillion, but they had
been doing it for so long we’re like “Why are you still
here? Let the younger kids win some of the trophies.”
Part of cotillion was teaching you the social graces
of being able to interact at the dining room table as
well as interacting socially with each other. Girls
wore dresses and skirts, white gloves---gloves: very
important, and clean white gloves; you’d get demerits
if they weren’t clean.

CB: I know you told me that your mother was a
Philippine folk dancer; am I remembering that
correctly?
RIMA: Yes, my mom was part of the Bayanihan Dance
Company, both my godmother and my mother. My
godmother, who lives in Stamford (CT), is still very
connected to the alumni who are stateside-based for
the Bayanihan dance troupe. I’m very much looking
forward to going to NEFFA to see the kids do the
Filipino folk dances, to introduce them to my daughter.
[Also] my mom learned Hawaiian and Tahitian and
taught both for a while.

CB: Did the boys have to wear gloves as well?

CB: Was there dance and music and song in your
home?

RIMA: No, the boys did not have to wear gloves, but
they had to wear coat and tie, even in the summer
they had to wear coat and tie, but they were allowed
Bermuda shorts. It was really funny because at the
beginning of cotillion, before the doors opened, you
would have all the boys with their skateboards and
interview with RIMA DAEL, April 2012 		

RIMA: All the time. Yes.
CB: And was that primarily from your mom, or was
your dad involved with that too?
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CB: You had a very eclectic music background.

RIMA: Oh no, my dad. My mom’s side of the family
is Filipino and Spanish descent, and so there’s a lot
of Spanish influence in terms of music and dance,
and Filipino folk dancing and cooking, and my mom
did the dancing stuff. Now, my dad is Filipino from
American descent and sees himself more American
in many ways. We have good Presbyterian traditions.
[Laughter] There’s a lot of church influence also
when it comes to music that was in the house, but
then...I don’t know, there was just always music. Also
there was no television or radio that was accessible
in English language in a lot of places that we went
to, so the through-line in a lot of the countries were
the classical arts, meaning ballet for my sister and I
because you could take a ballet class in any language
and if you know what you’re doing, it’s all the same
kind of language anyway. We had records that we
would bring with us to different countries and that
was what entertainment was, whether it was my
sister and I literally dancing around the living room
to whatever the music [was], and…what was the
music in our house? Everything from…I don’t know…
musical theatre was really big, we had John Denver
records a lot in the house, and I’m trying to think
what else. We had a lot of children’s music---we had
the Willy Wonka soundtrack and the Hans Christian
Anderson movie with Danny Kaye, but when we were
in Indonesia, specifically, there was nothing, so our
next door neighbors who were Peace Corps volunteers
had a Betamax that had one Disney Betamax tape
that we watched every day after school.

RIMA: Eclectic is probably the best thing to say. I had
some phenomenal music teachers, really, really good
music teachers, and the arts curriculum in each of the
international schools that I went to was phenomenal,
I mean really, really great, being exposed to classical
music and jazz and folk music and different kinds of
folk music traditions, from a global perspective, as
well as different American folk music traditions too.
And PE---I was telling Nils [Fredland] this the other
day, when I was asking him about American squares,
and I said, “Well, just so you know, [I was] a kid who
grew up overseas, [and learned] how to do American
squares in Thailand and in Hong Kong.” They were
a big part of PE and, in Thailand and in Hong Kong
especially, we had our square dancing curriculum,
and it was a big deal. We learned how to square
dance and then we had a big square dance at the end
of learning the different squares. In PE in Hong Kong
we also had a swimming curriculum because we had
a swimming pool, not many schools had that, so we
had a very robust [program]. Dance was part of PE in
each of the schools that I went to, and I think that’s
very forward thinking.
CB: You got your undergraduate degree in theatre
arts and anthropology at Mount Holyoke, and I’m
intrigued with the combination of those two fields.
What made you combine them?
RIMA: You know, I used to say that I study people
and cultures academically during the day and I
inhabited people and cultures on stage at night.
Because that’s really what it was---my academic
focus was around cultural anthropology, with a huge
interest in a kind of urban anthropology, like how
cultures came in contact with one another in urban
environments and in cities, having grown up in many
cities and having seen that for myself. But everything
“after” school, out of class time, was in the theatre.
Mount Holyoke, at that point, had a summer theatre
attached to it. Being an international student with
an international student visa, I could only work in
fields over the summer to earn money if [the work]
was attached to my academic pursuits. Working at
the summer theatre totally rocked! [Laughter] It was
allowable with my visa and my ability to make money
and that was my first foray into arts administration,
that’s how they intersected.

CB: And what was that?
RIMA: It was a compilation of Donald Duck and
Mickey Mouse, the same Betamax, think about that,
the same tape, we’d watch that. No, I remember, we
had a couple [of records], John Denver, “A Chorus
Line,” “Hans Christian Andersen,” the “Sesame
Street” soundtrack. Then everything else was
traditional folk traditions of the countries we visited.
I was exposed to a lot of Indonesian music and the
Muslim traditions. The big thing I became very into
when we were in Indonesia were the shadow puppets,
and then the folk music that accompanied that. Same
thing when we were in Bangkok, getting very much
involved with the Thai classical music tradition and
the classical dance. I was a Girl Scout in Thailand
although we followed more of the British Girl Guide
version. We did a lot of camping and partnerships
with our Thai Girl Guide compatriots, so I learned a
lot from them about folk music. When we got to Hong
Kong we had Walkmans, everybody had portable
music. My first claim to fame was I sent my first fan
letter to Olivia Newton-John and to Rick Springfield,
from the Hong Kong Fan Club Chapter. [Laughter]
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Mount Holyoke has an incredible anthropology
department and there are people from all over
the Five Colleges [area] that go to their classes
specifically. My advisor in anthropology was a
lighting designer who became an anthropologist, so
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there was intersection there, and John Howard, who
was on the faculty of the Theatre Department where
he taught lighting design and technical theatre for
many years, was a HUGE contra dance fan. I mean
that was the second thing you found out about him,
and he’s been very involved with the Fiddlers Green
contra dance community [in Amherst]---he’s in one
of the YouTube videos---so an early intersection with
CDSS was from my college days.

art, music and dance--the power that they have to
bring people and communities together.” Would you
speak a little bit more of that, and how you have been
transformed or seen others transformed by the arts?
RIMA: So it starts on a very personal level that I was
born flat-foot and pigeon-toed, and I wore correctional
shoes. Do I remember those shoes? Not really, but
I do remember my mom saying “The reason we put
you in ballet right away was literally to straighten
you out.” [Laughter] It was medical reasons, and
that’s one aspect of how the arts have transformed
me personally. My mom can tell you about me falling
over, bumping into trees, you know, having to wear
the horrible black oxford shoes to
straighten my feet out, but dance
did that naturally because of the
alignment that ballet teaches you.
For better or for worse, right? So,
yes, I went from being pigeon-toed
to walking like a duck for a while.
[Laughter] That’s kind of where it
starts.

CB: We just keep coming up against these “small
world” examples.
RIMA: Absolutely!
CB: So after you finished at
Mount Holyoke, you were an arts
administrator for a time and then
you got your master’s in nonprofit
management at the New School in
New York. Why nonprofit management
in particular?

RIMA: I had a great mentor who was
pushing me to go to graduate school,
But I do think…you know, my
but asked what I wanted to get out
daughter’s six, and watching the
of it. Did I want a degree that was
transformation for her, when she all
practicum-based or more academically
of a sudden is now an early reader,
focused? And I knew I wanted to go
and then connecting that to be able to
back to the field. That’s why the New
write words to the pictures, and then
School. Each of their classes had a
write words to tunes that are coming
field component to it, so nonprofit
up in her head is just phenomenal,
management was---I’m trying to figure
and that’s transformative, in and of
out how to say this well so I sound
itself, because you can literally see
smart [laughter]---I really wanted to
the “aha” moments come to her as
go to Yale. Yale had a great MBA/
she’s going through that processMFA program in stage management
Rima Dael, CDSS Executive Director, --that’s wonderful to watch. And
and arts administration, but having
Governing Board meeting, April 2012; I think, having grown up in so
photo: Linda Lieberman
worked in the arts field for so long,
many countries, there is definitely
and around, specifically, fundraising,
a through-line of what connects
what I noticed was everyone, all the
different communities together, and that is always
funders, were pushing arts organizations to partner
for me been most evident in the artistic sensibilities.
with human service organizations, and with this
whole notion of what is the relevance of arts to
In Thailand, we couldn’t speak Thai well enough
the greater community and how can arts become
to really communicate with our Thai Girl Guide
more inclusive. And looking at that whole notion of
folks, but it was a festival through music and song
inclusivity and doing so many more partnerships
that bonded us together. We became really great
with just the nonprofit sector in general, I thought I
friends after that. It didn’t matter if we couldn’t
should get a general degree in the nonprofit sector.
communicate other than showing each other pictures
That’s why nonprofit management, because so much
or how to do a project or “here’s how the dance goes,”
of my background to date was in the arts. Does that
and literally taking someone by the hand, what we
makes sense?
do here. In all of the countries that I’ve been to, how
you bring people together has always been through
CB: Yes, it does. You told us during the job interview
song, how people get welcomed into communities and
that, and I’m going to quote you here: you’re
villages has always been through song.
“extremely passionate about the arts, and arts and
education, because of the transformative power of
I remember, ohmigod this is so funny, in Hong Kong,
interview with RIMA DAEL, April 2012 		
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we had…well, spring break here what most kids do,
right, they usually go to Walt Disney World for their
junior high trip or they go to DC for their big spring
trip; well, when you’re in Hong Kong, for your big
spring trip, we called it “Interim,” you go to different
countries because that was what was next door to
you, literally next door to you. So there was a trip we
went to, Mongolia, and how do you get welcomed in
Mongolia? Well, through dance and song. When we
were in junior high we took our trip to Beijing and
we visited one of the schools where the kids sang us a
song, then we did the impromptu version of “We Are
the World” which is funny on many levels [laughter]--so off-key we were, but that’s what a whole bunch
of seventh grade American school kids do. And yes,
I say “American,” but if you looked at our class we
had kids also literally from all over the world---that’s
what makes it so funny---we had kids from Atlanta,
we had kids from the Philippines, we had kids who
were Chinese-American from Fresno, we had kids
who were Pakistani and Indian. Two of my friends
were from Denmark and Sweden, and being blondehaired with blue eyes really sticks out when you’re in
China, and where we were all the kids asked “Can we
touch her hair?” because it’s really shocking blonde,
almost white hair, and my friends’ shocking blue eyes
definitely set them apart in that atmosphere. I think
through music and dance and song, it’s our cultural
through-line that exists in all communities, and it’s
how we capture the oral traditions and the history.

communities and countries that I’ve lived [in], and
that’s why I feel so passionately and so strongly
about, especially in the US, where you have an
amalgam of different cultures. There is so much good
that can come out of reconnecting one another and
different communities and on an intergenerational
level through the arts. Having grown up and
participated in different communities and cultures
through the arts, I’ve seen what it’s done for me
personally, and that the arts really don’t have to
be something that you pay for, and it’s not that it’s
reserved for an elite aesthetic. That’s why I’m really
passionate about the work that we do here at CDSS
because it focuses on the participatory nature of a
communal art that doesn’t have to be demonstrated
to you---you can literally take someone’s hand and
jump right in.
CB: I think it’s the taking of hands that’s so
incredibly important.
RIMA: Absolutely, and I think there’s a desire for
families to find something they can do together that
doesn’t require advanced skill sets, that you can
participate in something immediately. There’s a
certain sense of immediacy in terms of the art forms
that we also represent. Not all of them, because I
cannot swordlock to save my life.
CB: When you were talking, I had this image of
“welcome wagons.” I don’t know if they still do that.
Wouldn’t it be lovely if someone, like a welcome
wagon, went to a new house [or] where someone had
just moved into the neighborhood, and sang them a
song or invited them to come to a community dance?
Wouldn’t that be a great thing?

CB: And I think, maybe, it’s how you present yourself
in a nonthreatening way. It’s the opposite of military
approaches of a country.
RIMA: Absolutely. So each of the countries I’ve lived
in it’s always been you take someone by the hand and
you show them how to dance. It doesn’t matter if you
don’t know how to do it. That’s not the expectation.
The expectation is you take someone by the hand
and you join the circle. There’s always a circle dance
in every single community. There is always a circle
dance, there are always handclapping games, there
are always games that they teach the kids first, so
when you’re new to a community you are put with
the kids and you learn the kids’ games, and there are
rituals associated with how you learn those things.
It’s funny: how do you learn the games that you learn
on the playground?

RIMA: Yes, and they do still have welcome wagons
in different parts of the world, but you know, in the
different countries we moved in, there were groups of
moms or expats that would welcome my mom or our
family into the mix. Yes, the arts were the throughline in each of the places that I lived in because it
didn’t rely on communicating, necessarily, in the
native tongue right away.
CB: You could just do it.
RIMA: Exactly, you could just do it. A ballet class in
each of those countries was the same, and it was nice
that that was that way.

CB: You just learn them from each other.

CB: Was that, in part, because the common language
[of ballet] is French---plié, arabesque?

RIMA: You just learn them from each other, exactly.
There’s no textbook that shows you how to do
Miss Mary Mack. I love the fact that my daughter
comes home and she says “Mom, I learned a new
one!” [Laughter] But that exists in each of these
interview with RIMA DAEL, April 2012 		

RIMA: Absolutely. Even if you couldn’t speak it, you
could figure it out, because it was the same art form--
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-“The Nutcracker” is the “The Nutcracker” [laughter]
no matter what ballet company it is, it’s the same
story. And it’s interesting also that the Cinderella
folk tale exists in each of the countries, with their
own local flavor. The Filipino version of Cinderella is
way scarier, but that’s for another day as well.

CB: You mean like Frank Sinatra Rat Pack?
RIMA: Absolutely. [Laughter] James Taylor and
Harry Connick Jr. are two loves of his. James Taylor
is, for our family, I think, a big draw in terms of
music, we have a lot of James Taylor stuff. But this
is why Brandon doesn’t play: he really wanted to
play the saxophone, so was given a saxophone to
play in the middle school band. No one gave him a
neck strap, so that’s why he never pursued it---it’s
hard, when you’re a little kid to carry a saxophone--but he did play the viola for a brief period of time.
My mother-in-law taught Brandon to play the piano;
once the numbers went away and he actually had to
read the music and not the numbers anymore, he was
flummoxed.

CB: I look forward to that. You live down the road
in Amherst---I love that we had a national search
for a director and we hired someone who lives right
down the road [laughter], I just think that’s terrific.
You live with your husband Brandon and with your
daughter who is six, and you’ve taken Karana to
some dances, and she’ll be going to NEFFA with you
next week, and you told us a story about her that at
her first contra dance she was asked which dance
she liked best, and she said “All of them!” I have this
image of her coming in and just dancing around the
house.

CB: Discouraged?
RIMA: Discouraged. But Brandon is a huge patron of
the arts and you can interview him and ask him how
he fell in love with seeing me in a play. So there’s
that nice piece to it.

RIMA: Yes, absolutely, and she will break out into
her own version of contra or Irish step dancing at the
bus stop. So if you ever come by [there] and see her in
the front, that’s what she’s doing.

CB: And he’s going with you to NEFFA?

CB: Do you sing, either yourself or as a family
activity?

RIMA: I don’t know if he can go with me. The next
couple of weeks are also his big weeks---he’s on three
nonprofit boards and I think Saturday might be
another meeting of his for his nonprofit stuff.

RIMA: Karana has organized the three of us into
varying kinds of bands and impromptu family
concerts on occasion, but usually we’re relegated to
the audience and she sings. I sang in a choir and
did conservatory for musical theatre shortly after
Mount Holyoke, and I did see myself at one point in
my life pounding the pavement in New York to do
musical theatre and to do the actress thing, and I
still have friends that do that, some friends who have
gone on to do very well for themselves in that. I’m
horrible at reading music and I can get a little pitchy
sometimes because my ear isn’t great. My mother-inlaw is a true alto and reads music very well and has
a wonderful ear and harmonizes beautifully, and I
want that talent. I don’t have that talent.

CB: So you guys are patrons of the arts, and do you
do any other dance, music or song which is not what
we do here at CDSS?
RIMA: Eighties music, girl bands from the ʾ80s, I
guess.
CB: Do you play a musical instrument?
RIMA: No, I don’t. I can read enough music to kind
of figure out how to get through a keyboard. The
keyboard my daughter has is the keyboard that
I schlepped around NYC going from audition to
audition, so now that it has taken on its new form
as Karana’s toy is just hysterical. But I haven’t
participated in the arts enough. For a long time I
was on the board for the UMass Fine Arts Center,
so I did a lot of stuff with them. Karana [and I] do a
lot of creative stuff together, we go to the Eric Carle
Museum [of Picture Book Art] a lot and we do visual
arts stuff together.

CB: And your sister-in-law is a musician, right?
RIMA: My sister-in-law is a musician too, French
horn; she’s an Instructor of Horn and Music Theory
at Southern Illinois University Carbondale. She has
also very eclectic tastes and they’ve done a lot of early
music and Gregorian chants, but then they’ve done
a lot of new age jazz stuff as well. Her music group,
Neoteric, plays experimental classical music.

CB: In their studio?

CB: And does Brandon play an instrument or sing?

RIMA: In their studio. We have an art desk at home
which my daughter [gesturing to the wall], you can
see this is her artwork, and not bad for a six year

RIMA: Brandon does not. Brandon would love to have
been a Rat Pack member.
interview with RIMA DAEL, April 2012 		
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old. I’m a creative person; she is clearly an artist.
She will sit and draw for hours, and she has a sense
of proportion and artistic sense. She’s going through
a profile period; she’ll draw people in profile, and
animals in profile. I can’t wrap my head around
how she sees the world that way, you know, which
is awesome. I’ve been known to participate in a
couple of arts-type activities at Bay Path [College]
when called upon to do skits for faculty and stuff, or
sing on demand for faculty stuff, but yes, I think it’s
something that I can, now that I’ve dusted off my
dance shoes a little more, to participate here, I have
different friends who have coaxed me to maybe do
a couple of readings with them for reader’s theatre
which I might do.

RIMA: And you know what I think it is? Sorry, this
is so circular. But I think the other reason why
I’m really passionate about this whole notion of
participation and the transformation of these arts
is because, not only does it connect us with each
other in a communal sense, but it gives us a really
important sense of who we are. And that’s why, as a
mom, I love seeing that in my daughter, in her being
able to participate artistically and creatively in these
endeavors, because it gives her a greater sense of who
she is without me telling her who she is. There’s an
exploratory nature and a confidence that comes out of
her.
I think that’s also what we see in the kids that have
grown up at camp at Pinewoods and at Timber Ridge
and at Ogontz. [The camps are] one of the few safe
places left where you can let kids roam, and then
through directed activity and the participatory nature
and the communal sense, these kids have a very, very
clear understanding of who they are.

I love children’s theatre, just as I love children’s
literature, and Tom McCabe, who’s the artistic
director of Paint Box [Theatre], is a friend and he was
a director from Mount Holyoke summer theatre days,
so we’re patrons of the Paint Box and I get involved
with helping them to do some stuff as well.

CB: They’re very confident.

CB: I’ve not been to any of their productions yet.

RIMA: Yes!

RIMA: It’s fun to watch. You know what I love about
their work? It’s very similar to what we do; again, it’s
participatory. They have the audience read the stage
directions [which] are projected onto the screen and
so the audience literally participates in the doing of
the theatre. I love that, and again this whole notion
of getting people to participate in what we do, and
to interact with the art is, I think, just fun, and it’s
important fun.

CB: Parents, you want your kids to be confident?
Have them dance and sing and play music. Really.
RIMA: Yes, absolutely.
CB: You’ve volunteered for several regional
organizations in the last few years---Motherwoman,
UMass Fine Arts Center, Hampden County
Emergency Food Shelter Program, and Western MA
Funders Forum---and you’ve said how passionate
you are in helping nonprofits remain vital to
their communities, and we’ve been talking about
communities. Are there any particular lessons that
you’ve learned from working, from volunteering
within the community, that you think you’re going to
be applying and teaching us and others?

CB: I like that---“important fun.”
RIMA: It is!
CB: It is. That’s absolutely the truth.
RIMA: Americans for the Arts has some really
wonderful stats on why it’s important fun, especially
for adults, because it continues to make us smarter,
like interacting with different art forms, pushing at
the mental boundaries---it keeps us on our toes.

RIMA: Well, I think from teaching and from
volunteering and doing work in the nonprofit sector,
one of the things that is a striking statistic, and I
was just talking about this with my class on Monday
night, the nonprofit economy as a whole contributes
about nine to ten percent to the nation’s gross
domestic product. We’re the only sector where we
actually have volunteers manage the work that we
do. So if you think about that---the basic services,
quality of life, education, health, arts---we’re relying
on our neighbors to provide these services for our
communities across the nation. And that’s what is
unique and, because we’re relying on volunteers and
how complicated organizations that do this work are

CB: I think so too, synapses or whatever it is in our
heads going off.
RIMA: We keep them working.
CB: And there’s something so wonderfully
intimate about working on the stage with another
actor or with another musician, whether you’re
communicating with the conductor or the audience or
another actor.

interview with RIMA DAEL, April 2012 		

7

		

		

www.cdss.org

becoming, volunteers also need to be professional
themselves. And it’s the meeting of the professional
volunteer with a professionalized staff that have to
work in concert (no pun intended) to do good work,
to make sure that the work that they do meets the
needs of their community so that they still are vital
and needed, but then they’re also sustainable. So all
that said---what that breaks down into, what those
experiences bring in terms of my work with our staff
and our board---is making sure that the board knows,
in a very clear sense, what their role is and how to be
good board members, how to be good stewards of the
money that we, the staff and the board, raise together
for our membership and our community at large,
and for our staff to be connected with a network of
other arts administrators and nonprofit professionals
so you can ensure that each of the staff members
develop themselves professionally. Each person needs
their own little posse of support, and that’s what
I want to bring in terms of my local connections--that while we are a national organization, we are
grounded within the Western Mass community---so I
want to make sure that whether it’s you or Robin or
Pat or Steve or Bob---all of us, all of the staff---have
a good group of people that we can connect with on
a local level who can help us do our work better. I’m
really big on not reinventing the wheel.

RIMA: Hmm. First of all I think we need to recognize,
we [CDSS], the umbrella organization, need to better
recognize that there’s so much good work already
happening, and the big opportunity there is to better
connect the good work that is happening in other
parts of our organization…
CB: Do you mean regional connections?
RIMA: Yes, regional connections. For example, the
Toronto and Buffalo (NY) folks are already connected
there, but let’s connect the Buffalo and Toronto folks
with the folks in Seattle and in California with better
best-practice sharing. And we have tons of dance
gypsies. [Laughter]
CB: Yeah, we have a bunch of them.
RIMA: There’s been the desire of how can we then
leverage our dance gypsies to be our connectors,
our ambassadors, as they dance and connect with
these different dances, but also what can we provide
to them to let them know when they go to Toronto,
here’s what’s going on, when they go to the Bay Area,
this is what’s going on, when they come to Greenfield,
this is what’s going on. So I think [we have] the
opportunity to work better with our affiliates, to
spread the word better, and in a more efficient way.
I think some of that already happens, but I think we
need to do more of it or systematically do it more.

CB: Yeah, it’s a time saver if we don’t have to do that.
RIMA: Not only for a time saver but there are
smarter people out there and our job is to be able to
access the expertise that exists to bring it back to
massage it for our needs and for our constituents.
And so that’s really what I want to bring into this.

I also think there’s a better opportunity for our
affiliates to communicate back to us a lot of the good
work that’s being done, so that we can share it with
everyone in general. And think about how we can
work with our affiliates to do that, whether it’s after
“Puttin’ on the Dance” [conference in 2011]---did
we publicize all the good work and good effort that
happened there as best as we could? Did we share
enough of that learning with the people who couldn’t
come? I definitely see the use of videos and web-based
kind of reporting as maybe a way to better connect
with our affiliates. Like how cool would it be if we
could standardize a way that we can regionalize the
report-in so every quarter we get a report from all
corners of the country---just snippets of videos of all
the different dances, or all the different conferences,
or all the different resident artists’ experiences, and
training your experiences and teaching experiences
to share, and that’s just stuff that goes up on the
website. What a wonderful tapestry then we get to
weave with all of these experiences because there’s so
much joy to share, I think. Right?

And I think we’re the best-kept secret in
Easthampton. [Laughter] For those who are in the
know, they know who we are, but I think what I’d
like to do is to make us known for those who aren’t in
the know, and that’s where I’d like to leverage a lot
of my personal contacts and one of the reasons why
I want to have the open house so we bring people in
who know me and know my work, but connect them
to our work now. We do a lot of amazing stuff.
CB: [Touching on] volunteers makes me think of the
groups, both the affiliated groups, groups that are
members of CDSS, and groups who aren’t members,
[who] do all kinds of important work out there,
throughout the country and in Canada and abroad.
You understand how traditional dance and music
groups play a part in their communities. What do you
think their strengths and opportunities are to make a
difference in their towns?
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RIMA: How could you not want to watch something
that makes you smile?

How do we better situate ourselves with the K-12
environment which is very different from the higher
ed environment. What’s also very interesting to
me is we have a lot of academics involved with us.
What does that mean? Is that something we want
to explore? Do we want to have a certain kind of an
academic focus to some of our capacity-building? Like
how do you develop relationships with the higher ed
institutions in your area, something to that effect.

CB: Yeah, I’ve been thinking for a couple of years,
one of the things I really want to see on the website
for our hundredth anniversary is live streaming of
events…
RIMA: Yes!!
CB: …say, if everybody’s doing the same dance
throughout the country on the same day. You know,
videos of that and audios and live streaming. It would
just be glorious---you’d have thousands, maybe up
towards a million people doing the same dance, or
just enjoying the dance and the music and playing
and singing.

CB: It sounds like one of the opportunities that CDSS
and all the groups that sponsor dances and music
and song have, one of the opportunities and one of
the challenges, is more communication. Not only
having conversations and talking [about] what are
your needs and how can we all better support this,
but informational---“This is what we’re doing”---and
that’s something we can start to improve, getting
better and better at that fairly quickly.

RIMA: So maybe one of our cool centennial ideas is to
get the big jumbo-trons in Times Square…

RIMA: And I think, you know, one way to do that
is, just as you and I have talked about having a
video series, we can also have quarterly webchats,
modeling “meet-the-executive-director” and “here’s a
short agenda of what I can report on and what we’re
doing.” The big thing that my daughter’s local school
does every couple months is to have tea with the
vice principal or coffee with the principal. It could
be something that we do virtually or something that
we figure out how to schedule or publicize with my
travels across the country, saying “meet Rima in the
lobby of whatever Howard Johnson’s is… [Laughter]

CB: Yeah? [Laughter]
RIMA: We get that in London [laughter] and we get
that in Times Square to happen at the same time.
That was one of my ideas that I actually pitched in
my interview, the idea that the ball dropped---you
know we have Las Vegas, California and Times
Square, simultaneous webcasts of it. Why can’t we do
that with just different dancers?
CB: I think it would be glorious.
RIMA: You know every June, I don’t know if it’s
international or just national, there’s a Dance Day. I
would love to be able to leverage those days with our
affiliates to celebrate dance. I think that’s another
opportunity. I also would love to hear from our
affiliates what else their needs are and what they see
as their opportunities that we can help them achieve.
I also think there is a lot---not in year one definitely--but something for us to think about is our/their
capacity-building needs that we want to be able to
provide to our affiliates beyond what we already do
for them, with fiscal sponsorship and with insurance.
We have curriculum, we have conferences and teachthe-trainer, but are there things around fundraising,
board governance, membership association,
organizational capacity type---“stuff,” that’s the
technical word [laughter], an umbrella word for
everything from webinars or trainings or resources.
Do we bring to one of our next conferences an arts
administrator/fundraiser to talk about fundraising
for the arts or fundraising for our particular kind
of art form? Because the folk arts are much more
grassroots-oriented than a lot of the classical art
forms that are out there so what does that mean?
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CB: …“under the big clock at noontime.” This may
already exist, but it would be fun to have a LinkedIn
kind of group for local dance and music organizations.
Wouldn’t that be fun?
RIMA: I think that would be phenomenal. What I’d
love to do is post polls and questions---fun things
like that also engender community. A lot of what
I’ve found as best-practice for teaching online and
building virtual communities is something silly---my
students hate this while they’re doing it, but that’s
one of the things that they remember---I make them
do a classmate quiz. There are silly questions, like
“Did everyone go to prom?,” “Who here can’t live
without coffee?,” “Cats or dog lovers?” “Would you
prefer to go to Universal Studios or Disney World? Or
are you anti-both? Anti-theme park?” I think for us
how that would translate is “share fond memories.”
Let’s celebrate as we go toward the centennial, a
“first moment” log of dancing, first memories or
favorite moments. There’s got to be some great stories
of marriage proposals or funniest reasons to compose
a song [laughter] or piece of music, or funniest title
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for tunes, or there could be funniest moments for
contra dances at funerals. So much of the art forms
we represent are literally integrated with lifestyle
choices that our members represent, and with that
there are life moments, for marriages, from first kiss
to love. I’m sure we can ask some of our campers
[about] first kiss moments [laughter], which would
probably be very funny to collect those oral stories--no pun intended there either. [Laughter]

CB: It’s one of our most important tools, a good
database.
RIMA: Absolutely, a good database, some good
financial management practices, partnerships, good
governance, and the board really embracing their role
in a fiduciary way as well as an advisory way where
they’re advocates for us, and that we have a healthy
relationship with them, and that we as a staff have
good structures and policies in place to do our work,
so there’s a clear chain of command, and all of that--good organizational development stuff. That’s what
I’ll be focusing on internally in the next three-year
time frame, and it all starts with a good database.
[Laughter]

I’d love to be able to celebrate the mundane through
music and song and dance. A lot of how our art forms
came to be was in celebration of the mundane and the
rituals that went along with marking life in general.
And so this goes back to why I did anthropology and
theatre. [Laughter]

CB: And good communication.

CB: It does, it ties right back to it.

RIMA: Yes, and really good fundraising, and I think
there’s a lot of work that needs to be done around
clarifying who we are and how we want to position
ourselves as an organization, and then from that
there will be increased fundraising as we make a
better case for ourselves to our funders and with our
partners, and then we communicate that with our
membership. It all becomes rather cyclical.

If we had Martians monitoring us, they probably
wouldn’t know very much about what we do, or
about traditional music, it’s almost invisible. We’re
so involved with it: “Well, of course, everyone should
do it,” but it seems there’s resistance [to community
dancing and singing] from many people, and this
presents a special challenge to CDSS in how we
present what we do. Would you talk about that?

CB: You’ve been director part time since early
March and full time for a couple of weeks now, and
have spoken with several CDSS members, and with
some board members, and with friends of CDSS.
Has anything surprised you about CDSS and its
community?

RIMA: One of the skills sets and focus that I
bring to this job is to ensure that we have a solid
infrastructure. When you’re buying a house, you talk
to your realtor and your realtor says “This house has
good bones.” I want our organization to have good
bones and the reason why that’s really important
is that’s how we’re going to be around for the next
hundred years. So, separate from our artistic mission
and vision, from a financial management point, I
want to make sure that we run our organization
well. There’re a lot of opportunities to better our
fundraising, and then also look at earned income
through gifts, store, but beyond that looking at do
we want to sell our curriculum and share some of
that, and publish teacher resources and make that
available on a wider, national level. So where the
artistic and financial parts meet is looking then at
who our partners are and how to leverage partners
outside of our immediate community to do the work
well. We have a really dedicated board and already
have good bones as an organization, but I do think we
need to figure out what that means in the twenty-first
century vs. twentieth century. As we come up to our
centennial what I want to look at is---I’ve shared this
with the membership---“the joys of finding the new
database” [laughter], mundane sounding as that is.
That’s not part of an artistic vision, but it strikes to
the heart of what we need to do to make sure we can
survive.
interview with RIMA DAEL, April 2012 		

RIMA: Hmmm.
CB: I mean, you did a lot of research about us before
you applied.
RIMA: I did. I spoke to a lot of people and did a lot of
research. Like I said---it’s funny---all of these people,
all this stuff is on the periphery of my life already.
[pause for thinking] You know, I wasn’t surprised,
but I was glad to be validated that everyone is very
passionate about their involvement and the work
that they do, and everyone has their heart in the
right place when they want to do good work for us.
And that’s a wonderful place to come into as a new
executive director because then it makes all the other
icky stuff of doing the work or making the tough
decisions okay. Does that make sense?
CB: Yes, it does.
RIMA: And so while some of the work has been tough
work, coming in with a steep learning curve to get
ready for the annual meeting, the questions like “Are
you still having fun?”---well, yes. [Laughter]. People
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say, “Well, you seem to be doing a lot of hard work,”
and I’m like “Well, yeah, but it’s hard work for a fine
cause.” [Laughter] And how wonderful it is to have
very knowledgeable staff involved to help me figure
out who are the people on the wall. [Laughter] You’ll
have to explain that.

by some really great people. And I will say this, a long
response to your simple [question] what surprised me
the most, I’m probably not surprised but grateful that
we have such a wonderful business manager in Bob
[Blondin]. Phenomenal. As an executive director, you
always want to have a good right hand. Bob not only
is the best right hand that we could have found for
this organization, but we find humor in some of the
same things, which is always good. [I’m] grateful that
we have him to help us build the organization and
create sustainability in moving forward. Also having
him doing a lot of the internal work financially frees
me up to work on fundraising and on the centennial.

CB: I’ll put in a note: she’s talking about the
photographs [of early leaders of CDSS] on the office
wall.
RIMA: It’s fun to come into a situation where
everyone cares deeply. I haven’t been surprised yet
so can you ask me that after the annual meeting?
[Laughter]

CB: And he gets our jokes.

CB: We’ll ask you that question quarterly.

RIMA: And he gets our jokes! It really is a pleasure
to be able to go to work and like the environment that
you work in, like the people that you work with, care
very passionately about the mission, and have the
challenge to plan towards celebrating our centennial
and ensuring our vitality, moving beyond to the next
hundred years. Because, I think, we are the keepers
of a lot of history, tradition and legacy that we want
to make sure that if we can’t do it, we’ll find partners
who can do it, with us or for us. And not necessarily
for us, but for all---what I mean by “us” is the royal
us, all of us as a nation---we want to ensure the
continuation of the traditions, but also connect with
the metamorphosis of how these traditions are now
coming in. You know, Afro-pop contra, or the different
versions of contra that exist…

RIMA: I should probably say I am a little surprised,
but then not really, that you guys figured out that
Death by Chocolate cake was a good fit.
CB: Well, it’s our favorite cake so you’re a natural
match for us.
RIMA: I have to say on the whole chocolate thing,
when I share that with people who don’t know
the organization or any of you at all, they’re like
“Ohmigod, they figured you out, and you’ve only been
there how long?” I answered this in the interview,
right? The question about: “How will you get to know
all of us?” “Well, with food! To meet together and eat
together.” My students think that’s a riot because, as
I’ve shared with you, at the beginning of each of the
semesters where I teach, we have a signup sheet of
who’s going to be responsible to bring in snacks and
then we do a big potluck at the end of my classes.
That comes from Maslow’s triangle---address the
students’ [or staff’s] needs first: make sure they’re
secure, that the basic needs are met, because once
you gain trust through palate [laughter], then the
sharing comes.

CB: …all the crossover music…
RIMA: …exactly, and there’s space for that too.
CB: Do you know about techno contra?
RIMA: Yes, and techno contra as well, absolutely. I
see us as keeper of a continuum and a catalyst for
convening on talking about this continuum, and we
are also the ones to celebrate all of this that we do.
And again, a circle metaphor…

And I think also that staff rituals are very important
for us so I’ve been very purposeful of recognizing
that and looking to see how we create certain rituals.
That’s why I’m looking to figure out when we can
bring in the chair massages. [Laughter] And yes, [the
cost] will be donated. [Laughter] It’s been fun for me
as an executive director to figure out the intersection
of arts and management and how to create new
rituals for us, work on symbolism, looking at/thinking
about our branding that way.

CB: What do you say to people when they say, “Oh,
I don’t dance,” “No, I couldn’t sit in with the band; I
played fiddle in grade school, but I don’t do it now.”
What advice do you give to them to help them take
that step, to be brave and step out on the dance floor
or pick up that fiddle again? How do we get other
people involved?
RIMA: We just need to invite them to come.

But I think I’m really lucky. I have a good board, a
brand new board president, while brand new to his
term as president, he’s not a newbie, so I’m supported
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CB: Well, that seems simple enough, doesn’t it? How
can they resist it once they’re there, huh?
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RIMA: We’re not ones to be wallflowers, but we’ve
got to get them in, come to a dance, and if they don’t
want to participate the first time, that’s fine, but you
know someone will come, and give them a hand and
say “Will you join us?” My students on Monday night
[ask] “Have you been practicing?,” and I’m like, “Well,
thank you for asking, but all of our dances are called,
it’s not like you have to know all the steps, all of our
dances are called.” Now the footwear question is a
whole ʾnother issue. [Laughter.] But all you have to
do is come.

friend dragged me in.
RIMA: I think Brandon’s, my husband’s, story is
probably also very typical because there are spouses
and partners of those are passionately into this, and
Brandon came in and joined in his first contra and
did a few dances, but for him, what gave him the
most joy was watching our daughter participate and
literally just have fun. And so there are parents and/
or partners and spouses that come because their
loved one cares about this, but they derive pleasure
watching their partner have fun or their child have
fun. There’s room on different levels for people
to come to this. Also the family camp has become
an activity that’s much more on the rise again for
families that are looking for intergenerational fun
that you don’t have to be skilled to do, that they can
do together as a family. Just like bowling. [Laughter]

CB: And the community brings you along.
RIMA: Right. And speaks for itself when you get
there, and that’s why I think communication and
outreach, for us, becomes critical, and is really
paramount to who we want to continue to be. It’s the
biggest area of growth, in terms of membership and
participation---“Come. Just check it out, make the
time to come.” Because if we can get them there, I
think a lot of the other stuff will do the rest. I had a
lovely conversation with [CDSS Youth Intern] Mary
Wesley about this, and I said, “Well, you know, there
are those kids who got the lecture on the drive up
to camp that the iPods must be put away.” Right?
And they got the lecture: “You have to be good to
your grandparents, and respectful, because I know
you wanted to do something else, but this is really
important to us as a family, so you’re coming.” We
know that those kids are there because the parents
or grandparents or whoever gave them the lecture
on the car ride over. [The kids] participate in other
things so it’s not like they’re being invited to [contra
dance] all the time. We can make room [because]
when you go to a family dance, it’s a whole different
mindset, it’s a whole different kind of engagement
when you get there, it’s a whole different feel to the
point where when my daughter and I were stuck
singing the first three lines of a lullaby that Brendan
Taaffe taught us, I had to email him so we could get
the last lines of the lullaby. And I think if we can
make the case to those who don’t know us well to
make time to just come and join us... We’ve heard
those stories of people coming to the dance the first
time, and…

CB: Special shoes are required there too.
RIMA: Exactly. [Laughter]
CB: Is there anything else you want to say right now?
RIMA: I’m having fun, I like being here. I think this
is a good bit all the way around thus far, and I’m
really excited, I’m excited to see where we can take
ourselves. [My friend] Lisa, the consultant who came
in, [said] “How cool is it that as a consultant, and
you as a new ED, have staff that are really excited
and thrilled to do good work?” And I’m like, “I know!”
That’s what I want to let the membership to know,
and let our friends know, that this is just a really fun
and exciting place to be right now, and it’s important
fun.” Do you know what I mean?
CB: Yeah, we do important fun.
RIMA: We do important fun. It’s important work and
it’s fun work, that’s why it’s important fun. Is this job
hard? Absolutely, but it’s fun!
CB: I think that’s why some of us have been here
for so long---we do important work and we have fun
doing it.

CB: …then they’re celebrating their first year of
doing it.

RIMA: And how cool is it when I was sharing our
board agenda with my class, I said, “Check it out.
Look, we have ten minutes where we get to dance
right after lunch. How many board meetings have you
gone to? There’s no dancing at board meetings. Our
board meetings have dancing.” We’re very cool that
way.

RIMA: What’s your story again?

CB: Part of our uniqueness.

CB: …people protesting “I can’t dance”…
RIMA: And then…

CB: It’s probably the most common story, I think…a
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RIMA: Absolutely, and we have that ten minute
break to do dancing, but it’s the board and staff
participating as artists and musicians together. We
ask people to come, to bring their dancing shoes,
and that’s unique for our organization as an arts
organization, because not many arts organization can
say, like the Alvin Ailey Company is not going to say
to their board, “Okay…” [Laughter]
CB: “Everybody to the barre, let’s do some warmups.”
[Laughter]
RIMA: “Ten minutes dancing! With the board and the
staff together!” [Laughter]
CB: ”Second position…plié.” Not many boards would
do that.
RIMA: Right! So I think it really puts us in a very
important place in the arts because we really embody
what we mean when we say participatory and
community…
CB: …and fun.
RIMA: ...and important fun.
END

interview with RIMA DAEL, April 2012 		

13

		

		

www.cdss.org

