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Choreographer Mark Morris, shown here with dancers Penny 
Hutchinson and Erin Matthiessen, Is bright, talented, original 
and off the wall. He's in residence at the American Dance 
Festival brewing a work likely to be 'like nothing else In dance.' 

By KARF.N FISHER 
St•lf Wr,t•r 

DURHAl\l - Talent and tenacity. 
That ·s what it takes to be a young 
choreographer at the American Dance 
Festival. says ADF Associate Director 
Stephanie Reinhart. And that ·s what 
l\lark Morris has got. Arlene Croce of 
The New Yorker says. '"The il!ark 
Morris L'xpcrience is lih--c nothing else 
in dance .. Talent. While other d~nccrs 
moonlightt'd as waiters and hash­
slingcrs. ill orris, 2i. has been li"ing on 
his dancing and choreography since he 
was 19. Tenacity. • 

Morris is one of three young chQi:,c:_­
ographers commissioned to do a (.'!)}: 

laborative work with a young 
composer_ for the American Dance 
Festival. He an~ Herschel Garft'in. 2G. 
are working on a. 20-minutc J){'rfor­
mance to he· prt'sented at n pm. 
Tuesday and Wcenesday in Hri·nolds 

, Theater at Duke University. 
' - The festival. -Morris says. is '"defi­

nitely one ol the few places that 
produces- untested new work. You 
know, like for us lo collaborate is very 
risky. I know Herschel's music's 
great. I think my dances are great. I 
trust us enough that we"II come up 
with somethinr .. 

How? "We ,>,~.i: beer and talk."' 
Morris says. l~cgi1ing. ··we listen and 
watch each other·s work. we·rc work­
ing parallel. hut it ·snot that I make up 
a step and then he makes up a note. 
We're covering a concept that blan­
kets the whole piece. So we talk mostly 
about just ideas ... 

The Young Choreographers and 
Composers in Residence program 
started as a workshop in 1978. l\ls. 
Reinhart says. It was a process-Orient­
ed program, to give young choreogra­
phers and composers a chance to 
explore music and dance, but not to 
produce a finished product. Three 
years ago. the program was rede­
signed to work with higher-level art­
ists. 

Under the new program the ADF 
commissions a work that will be 
performed as part of the festival's 
season. Mark Morris was chosen 
because of his talent and potential, 
Ms. Reinhart says. "There were al­
ready indications that he has made 
contributions to the field." 

Morris. who has never collaborated 
with a composer before, chose Garfein 
by listening to tapes of his music. "l 
didn't meet him until I got here and I 
am very pleased with how it's been 
working out because we have a lot of 
lnterests in common." 
• Garfein, of Boston. Mass., says he 
appreciates Morris' knowledge of mu­
sic. "Mark is very musical. He really 
understands music, unlike a lot of 
choreographers. He can look at a 
score and understand what it means," 
Garlein says. "I can depend on his 
rQUSicality." 

• Morris explains, "I have certain 
rhythmic keys that I'm using within 
the piece that he's also writing on, but 
they won't necessarily happen at the 
same time. We're working on a lot of 
the same principles. He comes up with 
some, I come up with some, but it 
doesn't mean that they're going to 

match up the way they would conven­
tionally." 

Garfein and Morris work well to­
gether. but they don 'I match up 
conventionally either. Garfein 1s 
clean-cut, preppy, dresses in khaki 
shorts and white T-shirt. Studied al 
Yale, the New England Conservatory, 
M.I.T. Morris is off-the-wall. smokes 

Indonesian clove cigarettes. wears his 
curly dark locks in a small ponytail. 
Left high school a year early. ran 
around Europe, studied dance in Ma­
drid. 

But Morris also drinks Budweiser, 
calls his dance jobs "gigs" and wears 
plain red gym shorts. He has com­
posed dances to South Indian religious 
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original. c11crgctic. unpretentious. ath­
letic. tender. parodic. androgynous, 
nippant, physical. energetic, dynam­
ic, precocious. spellbinding. 

l\lorris says it's "just dancing."" 
He says his style is based on a lot of 

things. including the modern dance of 
Doris Humphrey and principles of 

, . ~-·-·some ethnic dances. ··11·s· definit~ly 
•.. ; • ··contemporary. I mean, il"s hapJ)<'mng 

music, Brahms and country-western. 
He's created dances by the rules and 
broken all of them. Mark l\lorris is not 
predictable. 

"I've been accused of eclecticism. 
but there are worse things."' Morris 
says. Writers for The New Yorker. 
The New York Times and New York 
magazine have called his dances 

• right now. J"m making it up. I don·t 
• fall it any particular school of thought 
.that way. I call it a lot or them ... 

Morris got his start in dance at age 
9. in flamenco. Jose Grcco·s Spanish 
company played his hometown. Seat­
tle. He wanted to do what they were 
doing. 
•• From flamenco he went to folk 
dancing for fun. He got his first job at 
14, with a semi-professional Seattle 
company that did Balkan dance. He 
also began studying ballet. 

.. I left high school a year early 
because I hated it. and I was daticing 
all the lime."' he says. ··So I spent IO 
months in Europe, lirst of all just 
traveling around like people do when 
they go to Europe and they're teenag­
ers. And then, the second five months, 
I studied in Madrid. to try to decide if I 
actually wanted to live there, because 
I don ·1 believe in Spanish dancers that 
come back to the States. I decided that 
<staying) was out or the question, just 
because Franco was still there and it 
was a mess." 

He came back, spent a year training 
in Seattle. then moved to New York in 
1976 at age 19. ··1 got a job a couple of 
weeks later. I was surprised." 

The job was with th~ Eliot Feld 
Ballet.. From there, he went on to 
dance with ·the Lar Lubovitch Dance 
Company, the Hannah Kahn Dance 
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Morris ,kxperienCe is 'lik~e no 1thing else in dance' 
.. ,,Continued fr°"' page IE 

• Company, the Lau,ra De Danc­
••

1
"ers and Musicians nd did 

1 
•·,free-lance work with~--·~-- p~ 

•, ~sin and Twyla Tharp. 
He started prese . g his own 

work in 1980. His fi,rst concert was 
. at the Cunningham Studio in New 

•-: 'York. "I'd bee~f'making up work 
·:',.-Cor a long time,·just choreograph­
~••ing, just to do'it. I always wanteq. 
-·

0 to make up dances. But thi$ was 
, the first ti.me I actually presente4 

in concert ..... just my work." 
~ . Since then, be bas been pro­
·, .. ducoo and suppcn1ed as the•Mark 
r,;~Morri.s Dance Group by t>ance 
•·~ Theatre W?rkshop in New York. 

The group mcludes dancers Mor­
, ns, Penny Hutchinson, 30, Erin 
, ,Matthiessen, 34, and Guillermo 
. ::.. (Dee Dee) Resto, 30; • • 
,, • Morril, sits on the edge. of a 

"straight-backed chair in a steamy 
rehearsal room at Dt1ke. He 

;. wraps a white towel behind his 
• 'neck like an athlete, acrOS$ his 

chin like a bandit, over his head 
like a shepherd.· He smiles con­
stantly, makes the dancers laugh. 
Only his tired, red-rimmed, blue 
eyes betray that he is working. 

"Easily. Up Dee Dee. Oh, uh 
oh! Up, down, swim, swim. Don't 
straighten 'your arms - ever. All 
together now. This is my favorite 
part. Good. Yeah. Watch out! 
Soften your chests. Side, over, 
under. Side, under, over. 

"One more time. That's it. 
Sharper Dee Dee. See Erin, you're 
waiting extra. Just keep going -
I'll fix it. That's it. Good timing. 
Take a br-eak." 

Ms. Hutchinson, Matthiessen 
and Resto relax, move toward the 
door and the water fountain. 
Morris follows them, his feet 
leaving small puddles of sweat on 
the hard wood floor. 
• ·,. I do solo works and I do group 
works that I'm not in. Lately I'm 
putting them a little closer togeth­
er," Morris says. "I just did a 
duet with Dee Dee. That was the 
first time I've really choreo­
graphed myself into something 
with someone else. And I'm going 1 
to be in this piece_.'' 

The dancers return to the floor. 
He works with Ms. Hutchinson, 

_ then Resto, then Matthiessen, . 
then all three together. 

"This dance is nothing but 
rules, . very,.., very strict rules," 
Morris explains. "Penny, the only 
woman, can~ only circles in her 
movement, curves. Dee Dee only 
uses tUtdercurves. Instead of cir­
cles, he does curves on a diagonal. 
And Erin only uses straight lines. 
My _part,. wbicli c;loesn't exist yet, 
is all diagoq_als. Also when we 
travel, we can.only travelin those 
~ays. l just JPade up so many 
rules on thi$,\tbat l c~ only make 
up a dance with what's left." 
. Morris said . that he did not 

really take iJito account that he_ 
was working ,with one woman and 
three men, except perhaps that 
Ms. Hutchinson's pattern is circu­
lar and Matthiessen's is straight. 
But then Resto's is curved, too. 
Instead, he based the dancers' 
patterns on their individual styles. 

"I don't know," Morris says. 
"It's like so many choreogra­
phers, I mean especially from 
'lnaybe 20 years ago, 15, 10 years 
ago, do work that is so, it's like 
boy-gitl sitcom kind of situations, 
and I don't like that. You know, I 
resented havin·g to dance that 
way, having to pretend I was a 
cavalier, which I'm not. So this is 
my chance to do something about 
that. It doesn't mean that every­
thing has to be a gay political 
~meq_t. It just means that my 
w6rk is definitely colored by 
that." 

After rehearsal, Morris walks 
across Duke's East Campus back 
to the dorm toom that h; i101ne for 

a month. Two single mattresses 
on the floor, a desk, some shelves. 
He pulls a bedspread off one of the 
mattresses, strips behind it and 
wraps it around his waist anp legs 
like a dhoti. He pops open ~t~er 
Budweiser and lights a clove 
cigarette. 

"I've always had dance-related 
jobs," Morris says. "You know, 
I've taught a lot, and I choreo­
graph commissions or I dance 
with companies or I guess the 
farthest thing away was modeling 
for art classes. Bl).t this is the first 
time I have been to a point where I 
can just live off my own work." 

. _ He.was paid $4,000 for his month 
at the ADF. About $2,000 went to 
travel expenses for him and his 
dancers. That leaves $100 a week 
salary for each of them . 

After the festival, he will tie up 
some loose ends in New York, 
then do five weeks at Jacob's 
Pillow Dance Festival, similar to 
ADF, in Massachusetts. Ms. 
Hutchinson will travel to Jacob's 
Pillow with him, to assist and 
teach. After that, it's home to • 
Seattle for a month, then back to -
New York to do the Brooklyn: 
Ac~demy of Music Next Wave' 
Series. . 

"You wouldn't want your chil­
dren to grow up to be choreogra­
phers - or you wouldn't want to 
marry a choreographer, because 
they travel all the time. And I get 
totally obsessed," Morris says, 

but adds, "I mean, I'm doing what 
I want. It's allowzd me a great 
deal of freedom." 

Morris ohly recently moved 
from·New York back to Seattle. 
He works with d mcers in both 
places. "I don't wont to be in New 
York," he says. ''I hate it. It's 
filthy. I hate the djmate. I don't 
like the way yo have to live 
there. Cumbersome. It' compli­
cated. (In Seattle) I have a little 
house and a cat arid a yard that I 
have to mow. I just feel like my 
life is less - well, it's more 
specialized by wh;,:t I do, but it's 
less specialized in the way that I 
have to live. I can have neighbors / 
·and stuff. In New York, you don't 
have neighbors." • I 
• Ms. Hutchinson and Matthies- ' 
sen also live in Seattle; Resto 
lives in New York All three say 
they'd rather work with Morris 
than anyone else. 

There ar~ a lot o: young, talent-' 
ed choreographer:1, Matthiessenl 
says, but· Morris ~·s "the mos~ 
knowledgeable c oreographeti 
that I know at his 1 vel right now f 

Mark is someone who i.s really 
sincere about what he . .flt~s - and 
honest." 

Ms. Hutchinson, who has 
worked with Morris 12 years, 
agrees.- "He's sel)Sible, down to 
earth," she says. "He doesn't just 
get out in an artistic void too. 
much. He knows· what's sort of 
important, and be doesn't _waste 
time with things that aren't im­
portant. I think he's very talented. 
·1 think he understands structure 
and people very well," • 

Resto adds, "I love the man. I 
love.his work. I like getting drunk 

with him. He's the best." 
(Works by the Young Choreog­

raphers and Composers in Resi­
dence' will be performed at 8 p.m. 
Tuesday and Wednesday in Reyn­
olds Theater, Bryan University 

_ Cent~, Duke University. The 
• <lance concert includes work by 
.Mark Morris, choreographer, ' 
with Herschel Garfein, composer; 
Pooh Kaye, choreographer, with 
'Michael Kosch, • composer and 
stephanie Skura, choreographer, 
with Frank McCarty, composer. 
Tickets are $8.50.) 


