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the piano, and changed the 
name of the work from "Informal 
Mix" to "Piano Movers:· In this 
version, the dancers push the 
piano on stage where it serves as 
their "home base" throughout the 
25-minute piece. At one point, the 
piano is moved to center stage and 
back by the dancers; at another 
time, a dancer is thrown from one 
person to another, "just like chil­
dren at recess;· says Brown, add­
ing that they found it a challenge 
to see just how well they could 
adapt to the changes Gordon kept 
introducing. 

From the outset, Arthur Mitch­
ell, one of Dance Theatre's found­
ers, remained in the background, 
confident of the end result, based 
on his years of familiarity with 
Gordon's works. Now 51 years old, 
Mitchell is a man with some im­
pressive "firsts" to his name. He 
was the first black man to become 
a principal dancer with aU. S. 
ballet company-the New York 
City Ballet. The late George Bal­
anchine choreographed the Agon 
pas de deux especially for Mitch­
ell. Sixteen years ago, when it was 
a widely held view that blacks 
were more suited to modern dance 
than to classical ballet, Mitchell­
along with the late Karel Shook­
founded Dance Theatre of 
Harlem, the world's first perma­
nently established black ballet 
company. 

An articulate man, Mitchell 
speaks particularly elo­

quently on the subject of the Na­
tional Choreography Project. He 
says its goals are similar to those 
he has been striving for with his 
company ever since its inception. 
Although the troupe is classically 
trained, Mitchell says it is called 
"Dance Theatre" instead of "Bal­
let Theatre" because within the 
classical framework Mitchell has 
always tried to work in other 
styles. "Without crossover, there 
is little room for new ideas to 
evolve and grow in today's dance 
world;' he says. "When you always 
do things the same way, they get 
to be mediocre. It 's only by taking 
seemingly disparate styles and 
putting them together that you 
lead to something really creative:' 

Mitchell is convinced the proj-

ect is also benefiting audiences. 
"It's opening people's eyes;' he 
says, "by showing them a variety 
of styles. Gordon will get visibil­
ity with a broader public from 
having done 'Piano Movers' for 
Dance Theatre of Harlem. People 
who may not normally have gone 
to see him may be turned on by 
the work and go to see Gordon's 
own company perform:· 

Were there any risks to 
Dance Theatre in entering 

into this collaboration? "There's a 
risk in any new work;' says Mitch­
ell. "The minute you play it safe, 
you become ordinary. It's those 
who take the risk and accept it, 
whether it fails or succeeds, who 
progress:· For Mitchell, one of the 
impressive characteristics of the 
project is that it provides the fi­
nancial underpinnings to both 
choreographers and the dance 
companies to try something new, 
to innovate and to accept the risks 
involved. 

NEA's Nigel Redden endorses 
this observation. He points out 
that in today's environment, be­
fore a company can stage a new 
production it must deal with the 
high costs of such things as re­
hearsal time, choreographer's fee, 
lights and costumes. Without a 
program such as the National 
Choreography Project, it is diffi­
cult to give dance artists much­
needed research and development 
time, experimental time and, 
even. time to fail. 

In May, the project's adminis­
trators announced its second-year 
grants. At the conclusion of the 
program's second year, its spon­
sors will examine the results and 
determine whether to continue 
the project. 

For David Gordon and Arthur 
Mitchell, though, the National 
Choreography Project has enabled 
them to bring to fruition a collab­
oration they first discussed years 
ago when they both served on a 
dance panel at the National 
Endowment for the Arts. And 
Gordon's "Piano Movers;' which 
might otherwise have amounted 
to no more than an idea, now has 
its place in DTH's repertoire. Says 
Mitchell, "We will tour this around 
the world . .. it will be used:' • 

For both Gordon and the dancers, the collab­
oration was a valuable learning experience. 
While Gordon explored what he could do 
within traditional ballet conventions, the 
classically trained dancers learned modern 
dance techniques. Left, Gordon is pictured 
with Dance Theatre of Harlem s founding 
director, Arthur Mitchell. 


