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APPARENTLY, DANCE SUCKS

BY JONATHON MORGAN

The Yellow Tape Construction Company exisis at the infersection
of theatre and dance (among other things). ACoT recently asked
YTCC's Co-Artistic Director, Jonathon Morgan, about his dedica-
lion to dance from a thealre direclor’s perspective. Heres fis
response:

QOutside of NYC, it's the neglected step-child of nearly every
performance community — under-attended, under-funded, and
— often times — under rehearsed. Go see a dance show, and
you're likely to find smallish audiences of highly educated intel-
lectual superiors making “mmm” sounds as they politely applaud
some half-ass attempt at twirling about — meanwhile, the rest of us
nod off, stare at the exit, and try to pretend that the performance
isn't slowly ripping apart our every joy, one uninspired jumpy thing
atatime.

“I'm leaving!” You declare — interrupting the asinine spectacle
before you. “And I'm never seeing another dance show as long as
[ live—"

But wait. Don't say that. Not when we're on the brink of a
revolution.

In Austin, like most mid-sized arts cities, the dance scene
has a few major players — Ballet Austin, Deborah Hay, Kathy Dunn
Hamrick and Sally Jacques immediately come to mind. All have
received national, if not international attention (Ballet Austin’s
Stephen Mills recently choreographed a piece for the Hong Kong
Ballet; Deborah Hay was recently awarded a Bessie — the dance
equivalent of an Oscar), and all produce well-attended, well-
funded performances to big time critical acclaim. However, the
story here is not the big names, but instead the incredibly prolific,
highly volatile, incredibly exciting work of the fringe dance com-
munity. Following in the footsteps of Austin’s much fawned over
independent music, film and theatre scenes, the once disparate
and disorganized dance culture is coming together to present
a more unified, increasingly professional brand of progressive
performance.

The revolution starts with the fringe scene’s central figure: EI-
len Bartel — Artistic Director of Spank Dance and co-founder of the
Austin Independent Choreographers group (AIC). Throughout her
ten years in Austin, Bartel has worked to create opportunities for
this once loosely affiliated band of artists to work together under
one voice — combining talent and resources to collectively reach
a significantly larger audience then they could have as individuals
(take this month's Hot September Flurries, for example). By creat-
ing a collective — a solid, definable, tangible dance scene — Bartel
and others like her aim to make Austin the kind of city that artists
flock to rather then leave from.

And, as result of her hard work, here they come — standing
poised with a new creative vision, armed with big city experience,
and ready to break this sucker wide open.

Let's take, for example, Amanda Butterfield. Amanda honed
her chops in Brooklyn's trendy Williamsburg neighborhood — carv-
ing a niche for herself in NYC's overcrowded downtown dance
scene both with innovative choreography, and by building Studio
Air. Now in Austin, she’s got big plans to energize the perfor-
mance community with her exciting, athletic, highly original style
of contemporary movement.

“It's been amazing so far”, says Amanda. “I've been able to
find some incredibly talented, dedicated performers — even better
then I'd had access to in New York.”

She’s using these performers to create We Are Normal,

Cha Cha Chaaa, her first full length piece since coming to town,
premiering this October at Clear Spring Studio. An excerpt of the
piece will appear in Hot September Flurries. As you can imagine,
she'’s pumped.

“What a fantastic way to get your work in front of the public!
Ellen and AIC have worked incredibly hard to create a springboard
for emerging choreographers — it'll be a great way for me to test
the work on its feet, get feedback, and make it even better when
we present the full version in October.”

Part of the reason Amanda’s work is so engaging, is her
unigue approach to including acting technigue in her rehearsal
process. As Co-Artistic Director of the Yellow Tape Construction

Company — a performance company co-headed by a theatre
director, she has full-time access to an acting coach for her per-
formers. By all accounts, it's a well-utilized tool in her arsenal.

“At least in my experience, the facus in modern dance train-
ing was never on how you were communicating with the audi-
ence, but more on how you were getting the movement exactly
right. While this is obviously valuable, by doing acting worlk, |
feel like my dancers create performances that are much more
emationally full — it's something everyone can relate to, whether or
not you're usually a dance fan.”

YELLOW TAPE CONSTEUCTION COMPANY
WE ARE NORMAL, CHA CHA CHAAA

But Amanda isn't the only Austin-based fringe chorecgrapher
making waves. Allison Orr’s Forkliftdanceworks — creating “dance
for the masses” — has been hugely successful in their first five
years, making work with Elvis impersonators, Fireman — and, yes,
even forklifts. Zenobia Taylor and the Getalong Gang (another
NYC transplant), are also fast at work creating work in between
“the armies of The Theatre and The Dance”. Megan Knolz (of
Thermogensis) and Wunderlust Dance Theatre are doing excep-
tional work in putting dance on film (both of whom can be seen
at Hot September Flurries). American Repertory Ensemble, while
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FREE NIGHT OF THEATER

What started out as a little test — a sample — a nugget of performance outreach in
three American cities — has blossomed into a national phenomenon: FREE THEATER.

In 2003, the idea was born. Faced with the response from
non-theater-goers that seeing plays “costs too much” and “takes
too much time”, the national service organization for nonprofit
theatre, Theatre Communications Group (TCG), began discussing
how the national performance community could work together
to get people out to theater in spite of these barriers. They chose
one night to set competition aside, and come together to realize a
magnificent idea on an enormous scale.

In these three pilot cities, the idea was to open the doors to every
theater in town — to let the audience in for free to any theater
where they hadn't previously been patrons.

Will it work? Will anyone come? Will they come back? Is
it insane to give away an entire night of ticket sales on an arts
company budget? We performance-makers pondered these and
many other questions as we debated the pros and cons of this
incredibly bold initiative. Then we thought — what the hell - let's

What if, they
asked, if all across
the US, we just
threw open the
doors of our theaters
to all, for free. All on
the same night

Cut to 2005.
They wanted three
cities that would

One year later, the results are in, and it’s an overwhelming,
resounding success. 8,000 people attended 150 performances,
80% attended a theater they'd never been to before, 987% said
they’d come back for Free Night 2006, and a whopping 38%

of new patrons returned after their Free Night experience to
purchase tickets for another performance.

give it a shot.
One year later,
the results are
in, and it's an
overwhelming,
resounding
success. 8,000
people attended
150 perfor-
mances, 80%

represent different
parts of the country and that would have a wide variety of theaters
with high standard of theatrical quality to pilot the project. “And,”
added Ben Cameron, Executive Director of TCG, “we knew we
needed cities with strong local service organizations to partner
with us.”

They looked at over thirty organizations in thirty cities to start.
They picked Austin Circle of Theaters, The Theatre Alliance of
Greater Philadelphia, and Theatre Bay Area (San Francisco) to
attempt to give the public a taste of what they hadn't had before.

attended a the-
ater they'd never been to before, 98% said they'd come back
for Free Night 2006, and a whopping 38% of new patrons
returned after their Free Night experience
to purchase tickets for another performance.

The initiative has grown to include fifteen theater markets
including Atlanta, Austin, Boston, Cleveland, Los Angeles, Phila-
delphia, Sacramento, San Francisco, Seattle, Washington, DC;
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