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Early Days of Dance 
in the East Bay - Part I :

The Partheneia
By Tonya Staros & Jeanine Castello-Lin

April 2012 marks the centenary of  the first Partheneia, a spectacle prepared and enacted by the women of  the University of  California, 
Berkeley, from 1912 to 1931. The Partheneias typically consisted of  open-air mass performances, involving as many as 1,000 female students. 
Borrowing its name from Greek classical culture (parthenos means “virgin” in Greek), and referring to the rite of  passage from maidenhood 
to womanhood, this festive “masque,” as it was initially called, integrated pantomime, dance, music, and recitation.
 
Unusual as it appears to us today, this hybrid spectacle was a child of  its time. In terms of  its scale and its al fresco aspect, Partheneia most 
resembled a pageant. According to historian David Glassberg, the United States between the years of  1910 and 1917 experienced “a 
pageantry craze.” More often than not, these pageants would employ a huge cast, take place outdoors, and be devoted to historical or 
local themes.1 

The Partheneias’ echo of  the Greek world—in their pageants’ central motif, its costumes, and its characters—reflects the Hellenic influence 
in the American performing arts and culture of  the time. The so-called “living statues”— performances popular among middle-class 
and upper-class women in the 1890s—though similar to the 19th century tableaux vivant, were modeled exclusively on the Greek classical 
sculpture. As one dance historian evocatively described: “Women in cornstarch-powdered hair, wearing gauzy Greek gowns and cheesecloth 
underskirts, melted seamlessly from one statue pose to the next.”3 Though primarily involving women of  means, these Hellenic “living 
statues” were also seen as a pastime that would cultivate the less-fortunate classes. One exponent enthusiastically asserted: “I have seen a 
plain, uncouth girl transformed by a month’s daily drill.” 

The idea for an all-female pageant at Berkeley originated in 1912, with Lucy Sprague, professor of  English and Dean of  Women at Cal. 
Dean Sprague was a graduate of  Radcliffe College, where she may have encountered similar all-female masques. According to historian 
David Glassberg, as early as the 1890’s East Coast women’s colleges began staging large-scale performances inspired by Elizabethan 
masques. In light of  this background, it is not surprising that, in 1911, at a weekly tea at her home on Ridge Road, Dean Sprague 
suggested that the undergraduate women create their own dramatic performance. In her autobiography, she explains her motivation for 
inaugurating a mass performance by women at Berkeley: 

As a group, the women contributed nothing to University life.... they were tolerated in a man’s college. I wanted them 
to create something that was peculiarly their own, something that would give them standing in their own eyes and in the 
eyes of  the community.4 

        
Following up on Lucy Sprague’s suggestion, the Associated Women’s Students (AWS) solicited submissions for the spectacle, stating, 
“Beauty should be the primary aim of  the performance.”5 In the end, a play called The Partheneia, “a rhythmic, dramatic masque of  great 
historic women,” penned by Anna Rearden,6 was chosen from among some twenty submissions.  

A Thing of Dust. 1923. University Archives.
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                        What was it?

 Karl Reeh found this item at a garage sale and generously donated it to the Berkeley 
Historical Society.  It is black with yellow lettering and has two screw holes at the top.
             Make your guess. Give up? Turn to the back page.

Berkeley’s Rose Garden Celebrates
 its 75th Anniversary

Built with WPA funds and labor, Berkeley’s beloved 
Rose Garden is celebrating its 75th anniversary in 
2012. Pictured above is Dr. C. Vernon Covell, Founder 
of the Rose Garden. 
BHS photo, taken 1938.
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Celebrating Berkeley Elected Women—Past, Present & Future

Picture Caption: March 28, 1912 heralded an historic first action for the women of California: This was the first time in their 
lives they could vote!  L to R: Elizabeth Gerberding, Mary Sperry, and Nellie Eyester pose for the camera. SF voter registrar 
Zemansky appointed women to fill one half the number of precinct positions. 

On the afternoon April 18, Berkeley celebrates its Elected Women—Past, Present & Future at Berkeley City 
College, 2050 Center Street, Berkeley CA 94707.  This is the final event of  the Berkeley Historical Society’s exhibit 
“Berkeley Women Vote:  Celebrating California’s Suffrage 1911-2011”.

Everyone is invited to join an afternoon of  panel discussions, a film and informal closing reception from 12:15 
to 6 pm in the Atrium and Auditorium of  Berkeley City College.  The event is free, open to all, and wheelchair 
accessible.

Berkeley City College students will join as participants and audience members. Attendees will be able to ask 
questions and meet the past and present elected women for informal conversations at the closing reception.

The schedule of  events includes:

12:15-1:15  A new film by Martha Wheelock, “California Women Win the Vote”  

1:30 pm  Welcome by Berkeley Community College President Betty Inclan

1:45-3:30 pm  “Occupy the Voting Booth,” a panel discussion on how to increase voter registration among young 
people and under-represented groups. Speakers will include Jennifer Waggoner, President of  the League of  Women 
Voters of  California, talking about effective outreach through electronic media and more, Gloria Taylor, Co-
President of  the American Association of  University Women California, speaking about their training and outreach 
program for young women 18-25 – “It’s My Vote – My Voice Will Be Heard”. Alameda County Deputy Registrar 
of  Voters Cynthia Cornejo will open the program by speaking about voting patterns in Alameda County. Students 
from BCC’s Civic Engagement Club will speak about how they plan to persuade students to register and vote using 
the “hook” of  an election parcel tax proposal that would increase funding for community colleges.

3:45-5:15 pm Berkeley Assembly Member Nancy Skinner and Berkeley City Council Member Linda Maio will 
speak as part of  the panel Elected Women: Getting Elected/Doing the Job/Advice to Future Candidates. Other 
past and present members of  the school board and city council, including current BUSD director Karen Hemphill, 
and past City Council Member Andrea Washburn, have confirmed or expect to confirm.
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Berkeley Farms is California’s oldest, continuous milk 
processor. Founded in 1910 by French immigrant 
John Sabatte at 58th and Adeline Streets and named 
the South Berkeley Creamery, the creamery evolved 
from a single horse and buggy route originally based 
at Alcatraz and Adeline Streets in South Berkeley in 
1908.

Today Berkeley Farms celebrates its 102nd 
anniversary. Over the years, Berkeley Farms has 
transitioned from a mainly home delivery operation 
to a milk company serving the institutional and 
grocery trades throughout much of  California.

Probably no other Bay Area consumer product 
has continually brought the “Berkeley” name into 
the homes of  millions of  Bay Area consumers 
throughout the years. Its advertising slogan—“Farms 
in Berkeley? Mooooo!”—has become iconic, and 
San Francisco columnist Herb Caen once remarked 
that it was “the most successful and longest running 
advertising slogan in Bay Area history.”

The metropolitan Bay Area was once a hub of  
milk processors. Sixty years ago, 38 milk processors 
existed in the East Bay. Only 2 local milk processors 
survive today: Safeway (Lucerne) in San Leandro 
and Berkeley Farms in Hayward. In San Francisco 
at least 18 milk processors existed. None exist today.

The Berkeley Farms 220,000 square foot facility in 
Hayward, which in 1998 replaced the dairy’s 51 year 
old Emeryville plant, continues to fulfill the original 
public commitment by Berkeley Farms to maintain a 
local milk plant in the metropolitan Bay Area rather 
than relocate to the Central Valley.

By Gary M. Sabatte  
            ________________________

Berkeley Farms founder John Sabatte stands with his milk-
route drivers in front of the South Berkelely Creamery,1934.

The “butterfly float” was the Berkeley Farms entry in this early 
1950’s Berkeley “Festival of Lights” parade. The annual parade 
occured on Friday night before UC’s first home football game.

Mary Sabatte (right), founder John Sabatte’s wife, helps in the 
milk processing room at the South Berkeley Creamery, 1913.

HAPPY BIRTHDAY, BERKELEY FARMS !
by Gary M. Sabette

Ed Note: At one time Berkeley had at least half  
a adozen dairies. Heards of  cows were grazed in 
Strawberry Cankyon while the dairies had offices, 
processing,sales and delivery in the city.. Beerkeley 
was inthe forefront of  milk purity laws and regkula-
tions.
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The Evolution of Berkeley’s Downtown Park

Washington Square-Constitution Park-Provo Park-Civic Center Park 
Martin Luther King Junior Park

By John G. Aronovici

Site shown on 1892 Berkeley map.View from (old) City Hall c. 1930’s

Site as seen on 1920’s Sanborn Insurance map.

USGS bench mark still 
located in MLK Park.

Many cities are proud of  their civic centers. It took Berkeley 62 
years to finally start construction of  a civic center park and three 
bond attempts for the citizens of  Berkeley to approve a bond 
issue to buy the property. Passing from the Spanish land grant to 
Shattuck’s large downtown holdings, to subdivisions and many 
owners, Berkeley’s center grew in beauty over six decades and is still 
evolving.

1914—Architects Lewis Hobart and Charles Cheney proposed a 
design in 1914 showing a new Berkeley High School, new police 
station, new fire station, and new public library, all surrounding a 
beautiful civic center park. The design was never developed, as the 
city did not own the property and there was no money available at 
that time. A bond measure was proposed to raise $175,000 needed 

for purchasing the civic center block. Noting that property values 
were incfeasing apidly in Berkeley, a commentator in the Berkeley 
City Club Bulletin revealed that the city earlier had refused to buy 
some Thousand Oaks property for $100,000 that by 1914, was 
valued at one million dollars. The bond issue failed, with West 
Berkeley strongly opposed.  There were 19,100 registered voters 
and 8,792 votes were cast: 3,675 were in favor, and 4,578 were 
against.
1926–A civic center special tax (10 cents) for three years was 
passed, and the city began purchasing individual small lots in 
the civic center during the 1930s. No land was taken by eminent 
domain.

1930’s-The city’s first playground, located behind (old) City Hall, 
was moved to the park area in the 1930s, when the city purchased 
some of  the property and the Hall of  Justice was built.
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            Civic center & city hall under construction.Photo from diriagible in 1908.

Berkeley Gazette head-
lines after bond issue 
passes in 1940.

Park construction in the1940’s. Park area in the late 1930;s. Note the play-
ground & tennis courts.  Photo courtesy of 
Berkeley Architectural Heritage Association.
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Bonds sold in 1940 to raise 
$125,000 for the park.

Berkeley’s Christmas Tree in the park.
Planted by Carrie Hoyt.

Jr.Traffic Patrol  Boys 
  paradel late 1940’s

MLK Park from old city hall, 
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Peace Wall

Skateboard area Occupy, 2011-12.

Riley Zunter at the Tiny-Tot playground

1940--Just recovering from the great depression and war looming 
on the horizon, Berkeley residents and the leaders of  both political 
parties all supported the bond issue for $125,000. It was passed on 
May 7, 1940. $100,000 for land purchases and 25,000 for park 
development.
At the city council meeting December 1940 the prior naming of  
the park of  Washington Square was rescinded and Vice-mayor 
Carrie Hoyt moved  the “plaza” not be used because Bishop 
Berkeley had no Latin connection. So they agreed to use “Civic 
Center Park.”

Sept. 3, 1940- The City had bought all the property needed for 
the park. The next step was demolition of  remaining buildings. 
The Ridgeway apartments required heavy battering rams. The 
apartment had walls 18 inches thick. The material was dumped at 
the aquatic park and yacht harbor.

1940-At the city council meeting November 18, 1940 Mr. Henry 
Gutterson, chair of  the Civic Center Committee presented  the 
construction plans which was accepted by the council.

May 1942. WPA labor helped completed clearing the land and 
pored the concrete for the fountain but was  WPA labor was not 
available after that.

1940s - The fountain set in a flagstone terrace was based on the 
“Fountain of  Western Waters” at the Treasure Island Exposition. 
Berkeley bought that fountain’s plumbing for the Berkeley 
fountain.

1942 the Park work was completed and the park dedicated Memo-
rial Day 1942 amid WW II. The first tree was planted by Carrie 
Hoyt, then Mayor of  Berkeley. It is now Berkeley’s Christmas tree.

1948 - The tiny tots playground was opened to the public.

1983 the park was renamed MLK Jr. Park from the prior designa-
tion of  Provo Park which got the name during the years of  the 
anti-Vietnam was movement.

1983 – The park was renamed for Martin Luther King, Jr. along 
with the adjacent civic center building. This replaced the informal 
name “Provo Park” which local activists had attached to the space 
in the 1960s, honoring a Dutch counterculture movement.

1997 – MLK, Jr. Civic Center Park was designated as a City of  
Berkeley Landmark. The park, including the central fountain and 
other features, is also on the National Register of  Historic Places 
as part of  a Civic Center Historic District. Plans were made to 
renovate the fountain, but were not funded.

1997-MLK civic park was designated as a Berkeley City Landmark 
andthe Fountain and Park are listed on the California Register 
of  Historic places with the fountain on the National Register of  
Historic Places. The fountain has never been renovated. 

1999-An environmental study of  the park at that time was made 
by Donaldson Associates with a final report in 2001 and recom-
mendations for improving the park. A few of  their recommenda-
tions were follow up.2002 – Lee Sprague from the Ottawa Indian 
Tribe proposed to replace the fountain with a new fountain based 
on a traditional “Turtle Island” design honoring native peoples.  
A compromise design was approved and turtles fabricated. They 
have not yet been placed in the  fountain.

2011  The Occupy movement camp out in the park brought much 
attention to Berkeley but caused park damage with is still being 
repaired. Above photos by John Aronovici
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 In the words of  Rearden: 

The main theme is our aufklarung from childhood to a true womanhood ministered to by the spirits of  Nature and the 
Past, of  noble ambitions and of  high ideals, ‘til at the last, girt with the symbols of  nobility and of  the fullness and 
richness of  Life, we pass forth to the world, our torches kindled at the altar in whose clear flame the salt of  our lost 
childhood mingles with the essence of  all the spirits who raised our eyes.7 

In the next issue of  Exactly Opposite, look for Part II of  this article which will cover Isadora Duncan dance at the 
Temple of  Wings, other local dance studios, as well as the modern dance pioneers,  connected to the Bay Area, such 
as Mary Wigman, Hanya Holm, and Jose Limon. Also, please visit the upcoming exhibit, “Early Days of  Dance in the 
East Bay,” opening on Sunday, April 29, 2012, at the Berkeley  Historical Society annual meeting.  

 

Joan of Arc.The Partheneia. 1912. University Archives.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 10

The Partheneia 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

The cast consisted chiefly of  the so-called Spirits (the hallmark of  masques), with the 
protagonist as the Spirit of  Maidenhood, and other principal characters as the Spirits of  
Nature (that of  Fog, Sea, Earth, Rain, Water, Flower, Leaf, etc.) and the Spirits of  the Past 
(women heroines, such as Antigone, Una, St. Elizabeth, Beatrice, Joan of  Arc, Lady Jane 
Grey), and the Spirits of  High Ideals (Nobility, Joy-in-Life, Service). 

With the subtitle, “Masque of  Maidenhood,” the first Partheneia was performed under the 
Le Conte live oaks on campus, with the participation of  more than a thousand young 
women, performing before crowds which came from as far away as San Francisco.8 Lucy 
Sprague reflected on the significance of this first Partheneia:

The Partheneia meant a great deal more to me than just a successful show. It meant a big co-operative undertaking, 
planned and executed by more than twelve hundred women students—the first they had ever conceived of. It meant 
bringing the kindling influence of  art and a search for source materials into the sterile academic atmosphere of  these 
girls’ college life. It meant the release and exhilaration of  self-expression…to many shy and lost people.9

    
The second Partheneia, performed in April 1913, was entitled “The Awakening of  Every Maid” and was composed by Evelyn Agnes 
Steel. It was populated by characters personifying human desires (Pride of  Life, True Knowledge, Glittering Wealth, Radiant Fame, 
etc.) and emotions (Deep Joy, Love, Blessedness, Hope). Other participants enacted various spirits, medieval knights, and children. The 
latter were portrayed as the epitome of  happiness itself: “There is a sudden burst of  joyous, bubbling melody, and down the slope troop 
laughing gleeful children to dance and skip and frolic merrily.”10A decade into their production, the Partheneias still elicited enthusiastic 
reaction from its audiences. The April 8, 1922, edition of  the Berkeley Daily Gazette reported on the performance that “delighted 
crowds:”

The costumes were Grecian in design. After all, it is the dancing choruses that make the Partheneia the thing of  beauty 
and joy forever. Most notable of  the group was the sun god chorus. These dancers clad in orange and yellow costumes 
executed dances in the form of  Greek athletic events…. Then there were the Bacchantes, in brilliant purple and blue 
costumes, led by Anita Avila as Bacchus. The god Pan, Mary Rixford, called the tree nymphs in brown and green 
costumes to dance before Marpessa. The Morning Hours, the Dreams, the Naiads, and the Nereids, all beautifully 
costumes, danced to show what Phoebus had to offer Marpessa.

Have  you signed  up  for the
SPRING WALKING TOURS?
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1  See David Glassberg, American Historical Pageantry: The Uses of  Tradition in the Early Twentieth century. Chapel Hill, 
     The University of  North Carolina Press, 1990.
2  Percy Mackaye (1875-1956), son of  theater innovator Steele Mackaye, and an important proponent of  civic-minded theater,  
      he saw pageantry a means of  democratizing art, dance, and theatrical performances. 
3   See Ann Daly, Done Into Dance: Isadora Duncam in America, Wesleyan University Press, Middletown, Connecticut, 1995, p.124
4   See  Wesley Clair Mitchell, Lucy Sprague Mitchell, Two Lives, Simon & Schuster, New Yor,: 1953. p.196.
5  The Associated Women’s Student organization in their publication addressed to the women student body announced  that,
              “The success of  the spring out-door dances of  the Associated Women Students has led to the following plan, which had
               been endorsed by the Associated Women Students. The AWS propose to omit several of  their annual festivals, and have
               decided that each April all the women students will unite to give one beautiful out-of-door performance.”  The AWS 
               announcement for the “Competition Open to Women Student ” did not specify the theme of  the performance, except that it 
               should aspire to Beauty: “Beauty should be the primary aim of  the performance.”
6  Nan Rearden was “the daughter of  a most high-minded California man of  letters, Judge Timothy H. Rearden, who …spent
               his last years in serene meditation over a work on Sappho that was to be rich with his wide-ranging scholarship.” 
        From material on Partheneia, Box 1, Bancroft Library
7 Material on Partheneia, Box 1, script of  the 1912 Partheneia, Bancroft Library.
8 Mitchell, p.197.
9 Mitchell, p.196.
10 Material on Partheneia, Box 1, script of  the 1913 Partheneia, Bancroft Library.

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9

We welcome your suggestions 
and  ideas for future history walks, 

exhibits and newsletter articles.

BHS Gives Book with Local Suffrage Story 
to Berkeley Elementary Schools
The Berkeley Woman Vote Centennial Celebration Committee, 
led by Phyllis Gale of  The Berkeley Historical Society, gave each 
of  the city’s elementary schools 11        a charming new book 
about a little girl who campaigned with Susan B. Anthony for 
a woman’s right to vote.  The story is based on the historical 
participation of  Bessie Keith Pond, niece of  Mary McHenry 
Keith, in the 1896 suffrage campaign in Berkeley.

Marching with Aunt Susan: Susan B. Anthony and the Fight 
for Women’s Suffrage, written by Claire Rudolf  Murphy and 
illustrated by Stacey Schuett. The story relies heavily on the 
author’s research in the Keith-McHenry-Pond Family Papers 
at the Bancroft Library and is richly illustrated not only with 
Schuett’s colorful drawings, but also with historical photographs 
and newspaper clippings on the end papers. End notes provide 
historical background and lists of  further resources for young 
people.

“ It’s so extraodinary to have a children’s book about a child’s 
view of  the suffrage movment—and to have one about a 
Berkeley child is unique—we thought every Berkeley student 
should have a chance to read it,” Phyllis Gale pointed out in her 
remarks to the President and Directors of  the Berkeley Schools 
at the start of  the January 25 Board meeting in the City Council 
Chambers. 

Superintendent of  Schools William Huyett accepted the books 
from Phyllis Gale, John Aronovici and  Sarah Miyazaki in the 
photographs. Visible behind them are Board President John T. 
Selawsky, Leah Wilson, Vice President, Beatriz Leyva-Cutler, 
Clerk, Karen Hemphill and Maddy Roberts, Student Director.  
Director Josh Daniels was present, but hidden behind Phyllis 
Gale.

Berkeley Historical Society members and friends who helped 
purchase the books presented to the schools were: Phil  & Phyllis 
Gale, Rebecca Edwards, Linda Rosen, Judy Kennedy, Mary 
Spivey, Therese Pipe, John Aronovici, Pat Kuhl, Tim Lundgren 
and John Aronovici.
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$ 25

The History Center now has a 1908 panoramic photo of 
central Berkeley taken from a dirigible. Measuring 18 
inches by 48 inches and printed on heavy paper, the pho-
to exhibits outstanding sharpness showing such features  
as the City Hall under construction and  absence of tall 
downtown buildings.

COPIES OF SPECIAL PANORAMA 
            PHOTO FOR SALE

                Program Committee Needs a Few Good Members and Good Ideas!
Do you enjoy the exhibits at the Berkeley History Center?  Do you find the talks informing and thoughtful?  In recent months, the BHS 
Program Committee has started to meet to develop exhibit concepts and other program activities.  In order to continue Berkeley Historical 
Society’s successful work, we are looking for volunteers and exhibit ideas.  Please send an email to Phyllis Gale at p2gale@gmail.com to 
let the Committee know if you will join us or if you have an exhibit idea.

--By Phyllis M. Housel Gale, Chair

            ---------------------------

                                                      The Berkeley Women Vote Exhibit Extension
March is Women’s History Month.  The Berkeley Women Vote Exhibit has been extended until April 20, 2012 to coincide with the 
Celebration of Elected Berkeley Women event on April 18, 2012.  If you haven’t visited the exhibit, this is the month to do it!

                                                             Exhibit News: 
 The Exhibit was recently visited by the Oakland/Piedmont Branch of the American Association of University Women and earlier by 
residents of Piedmont Gardens.  These private tours were great fun and educational for the attendees.  If you belong to an organization 
that would like a private tour, please let Phyllis Gale know by email at p2gale@gmail.com.  Many patrons viewed our second exhibit at 
the Berkeley Main Public Library during its stay of three months there.  The Library Exhibit had a second life at Oakland’s “100 Years of 
Empowered Women” celebration on March 3, 2012 honoring Women’s History Month.  We put the Library Exhibit on poster board and 
added a little Oakland history to make it relevant.  It was a great morning to celebrate women and their history!

We have redesigned our website and 
moved it to a new location. Check it out at:

\www.berkeleyhistoricalsociety.org
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What is it?
Linda Rosen found the answer in the 1926 Berkeley Daily Gazettes, issues August through 
November. It seems that in 1926 the Berkeley Traffic Safety Commission felt a pressing need 
to establish the Berkeley Courtesy Club. The Club promoted safe driving, proper arm signals 
(this was before electric turn signals), and courteous driving habits. Hollis R. Thompson 
published the Club’s Code of  Courtesy in the August 4, 1926, Gazette. He informed readers 
that“[t]he crux of  our movement is to encourage sane and courteous driving and to cut 
down accidents.” 

The Berkeley Courtesy Club worked with almost every organization, including the Berkeley 
Police Department, the Junior Traffic Police, Berkeley High School and other local schools, 
the University of  California, automobile groups, and women’s clubs. Speakers educated 
potential drivers in movie theaters where boy scouts demonstrated proper hand and arm 
signals. In October, Club member Maud M. Webb announced plans to make the Berkeley 
Courtesy Club a permanent institution.
 
Those who joined the Berkeley Courtesy Club and swore by the group’s code were given the 
above item. It was a license plate tag to be attached to the rear license plate. Karl joked that 
he wouldn’t dare put that sign on his car today.

Note: For those of  you who don’t remember, the hand signals were:

Left turn: arm straight out the window, parallel to the ground
Right turn: arm out the window, elbow bent so that your hand pointed up
Slowing down or stopping: arm out the window, elbow bent so that your hand pointed to the ground

What’s in your basement that should be in 
the Berkeley Historical Society archives?


