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Csárdás Dance Company Continues – Upcoming Performances!
Managing Director of the Csárdás Dance Company, Toni Gras, announces that the Csárdás Dance Company 
will continue providing the joy of Hungarian dance to Cleveland, Ohio and beyond!  When Executive Director, 
Richard Graber, relocated to Houston, Texas this summer, many wondered if the dance company he founded 
eleven years ago would continue.  It has always been Richard’s wish that the dance company continue should 
he ever leave.  Toni Gras, who served as Board President for four years for the dance company, has taken on the 
role of Managing Director this summer and has dedicated her time to ensuring that the Csárdás Dance Company 
continues operations as a professional dance company.  Currently, the Csárdás Youth Ensemble is the main 
operating faction of the non-profit dance company.

Former Csárdas Dance Company dancers, Stuart Meyer and Nicole Cafera, will serve as interim dance 
instructors. In addition, occasional workshops with guest choreographers will be conducted where new dancers 
are invited to learn Hungarian dance steps, as well as the current dancers learning new techniques and styles.  
Richard Graber has announced that he will be facilitating as a guest choreographer.  Workshops and classes 
take place at the International Culture Center located on West 130th Street in Hinckley.  Those interested in the 
workshops should contact Toni Gras at 216-533-4194 or info@csardasdance.com.

The youth ensemble performed this past August at the Ohio State Fair as part of the Multicultural Day 
celebration in Columbus. In addition, the ensemble was honored to receive a recognition certificate from the 
Governor of Ohio.  On Saturday, September 3 they performed at the “Taste of Cleveland” event at Tower City 
Amphitheatre.  The youth ensemble is also scheduled to perform at Severance Hall in a Family Concert Series 
on Saturday, November 12, 2005. For information contact Severance Hall at (216) 231-7300.  Local schools 
have also booked the youth ensemble for “Informances,” informative performances, which not only showcase 
dances of the Hungarian people, but also provide an educational aspect to learning the Hungarian culture 
integrated with slides, language, costumes, and customs.

Csárdás Dance Company operates a web site at www.csardasdance.com and is updated frequently.  Recent 
photos from performances can be seen by clicking the link at the bottom of the Photo Gallery page.  Csárdás 
also still publishes a quarterly electronic newsletter, “In Step”, and occasional “Communique” bulletins to keep 
the e-mail community up-to-date with happenings of the dance company.  To be added to the Csárdás e-mail 
listing, visit the web site and add your e-mail address to the “Join Our E-Mail List” box on the Home page.

New costumes were added to the Csárdás repertoire this season which gives the youth ensemble a variety of 
authentic Hungarian costumes, all representing distinct areas of Hungary.  The dances the youth ensemble 
performs are all authentic village-style dances, which, Richard Graber and Artistic director, Christopher Smith, 
researched in Hungary and Transylvania.

For booking information please contact Toni Gras at 216-533-4194 or info@csardasdance.com
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Richard Graber stunned the dance community three weeks ago when he sent out an e-mail announcing that he had 
resigned as director of Csardas Dance Company, closed the Movement Arts Center, or MAC, in Medina and relocated to 
the Houston area, where he is working in a high school marching band program. 

“It was a very difficult decision. It’s bittersweet,” he said. “I dedicated 12 years to Csardas. I learned a lot. But it was 
difficult to have an ethnic professional resident company in Cleveland. Everybody in the arts community is struggling. I’m 
leaving for better opportunities.” 

In the e-mail, he also cited strong personal reasons. 

The Cleveland-born son of Hungarian immigrants, Graber, 36, founded Csardas immediately after graduating from Ohio 
State University with a bachelor of fine arts degree in dance. 

Having worked with Zivili, the professional ethnic company in Columbus, he had a clear plan for building a Cleveland 
ensemble that would perform new choreography based on Hungarian traditions. 

With support from the Ohio Arts Council, he established the company as a nonprofit organization, recruited dancers from 
the region, brought in guest choreographers from Hungary and commissioned handmade costumes from skilled artisans 
in Hungarian villages. 

During his tenure, Csardas performed throughout Northeast Ohio, developed a successful outreach program and made 
three tours to Budapest. Three years ago, Graber opened the MAC as a home for Csardas and a school with a varied 
curriculum of dance, fitness and movement classes. 

Fund raising was problematic, however, and Graber also had trouble finding and keeping qualified dancers. 

“There is not a big talent pool in Cleveland,” he said. “The question for the dance community is: How do we get dancers to 
stay here?” 

Last year, he disbanded the 12-member adult company but maintained the Csardas Youth Ensemble, a group of eight 
girls, ages 8 to 16. 

Though discouraged by the lack of financial support, Graber was delighted with the talent of the youth ensemble, pleased 
at the quick growth of the MAC and happy with the dedication of area high school kids who worked with him in after-
school color guard programs headed by Csardas artistic director Christopher Smith. 

When Smith landed a part-time job as color guard teacher at Pearland High School near Houston, he invited Graber to 
join him as a staff member. The offer was irresistible. 

“The opportunities in education and the arts are better in Houston,” Graber said. “It’s a bigger city with lots of live music 
and live dance every night of the week. There’s lots of money in Houston, and people like to spend it. 

“Cleveland is a sports town. It’s tragic to have lost the ballet. The dance community has got a hard time ahead of it.” 

Since purchasing a home in Pearland this summer and moving there with his three golden retrievers, Graber has begun 
getting acquainted with the Houston arts community. Because of lower back problems, he no longer performs athletic, 
boot-slapping Hungarian dances. But he takes an interest in social and ballroom dancing, and he has an impressive 
resume as an arts administrator. 

He has already been welcomed to town by the administrative staff at Houston Ballet, the artistic director of Ad Deum 
Dance Company and the former director of a local Hungarian dance troupe. He has also discovered fellow Hungarian 
speakers who respond to his license plate, CSARDAS, and he is using his language skills to help promote Csardas: 
Tango of the East, the Budapest ensemble that will tour North America this fall. 



One of his greatest disappointments in Cleveland was the lack of financial support from the Hungarian community. “It’s a 
huge community, 80,000 to 100,000 people,” he said. “But I couldn’t rely on them. They saw Csardas as competition to 
recreational dance groups.” 

When Graber was a teen, he began dancing with a recreational company, the Hungarian Scout Folk Ensemble. Like 
other ethnic troupes, it was founded to preserve the heritage of the home country and to perform at church festivals and 
community events. 

When Csardas made its professional debut at Cuyahoga Community College’s Western Campus, it attracted an overflow 
crowd. Although audience members were pleased with the performance, they were disappointed that the $12 ticket price 
did not include dinner. 

Over the years, only a handful of individuals from the Hungarian community made donations to Csardas, Graber said, and 
local foundations were also reluctant to support an ethnic troupe. 

“They thought if they funded us, they might have to give money to the Slovak, Polish and Ukrainian companies, too,” 
Graber said. 

Nonetheless, Csardas won grants from the Ohio Arts Council, received contributions from local businesses and earned 
income from performances and outreach programs. Last season, it operated on a budget of about $100,000. 

So far, no new directors have been named to succeed Graber and Smith. But the Csardas Youth Ensemble will continue 
under the management of board President Toni Gras. Two former adult company members will help with rehearsals, and 
Graber will fly in periodically to choreograph new works. 

The MAC, which Graber owns, is up for sale or lease. Karen Gabay and Raymond Rodriguez, co-artistic directors of 
Pointe of Departure, considered taking over the school. But they decided the location was too far from Cleveland. 

Some of the studio’s equipment has been purchased by Verb Ballets and Crossroads Dance Center in Hinckley. The 
company’s $40,000 costume collection is in storage at the Drake Center in Medina. 

“I was setting very exciting new pieces to Hungarian music with a techno beat for my young kids,” Graber said. “They are 
wonderful kids. The costumes will be altered for them as they learn the dances. I will help long distance. Maybe there will 
be an adult company again.” 
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