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N 1984, choreographer David Gordon made
a piece called “My Folks,” set to klezmer mu-
sic.
Klezmer is the kind of instrumental en-
semble, most often composed of clarinet. ac-
cordion and bass, that played at Jewish celebra-
tions in pre-Holocaust Eastern Europe.

“It was a great mistake,” Gordon says of that
piece. “By the title I meant, you know, my folk
dance. But evervone assumed it was about me.
And I did not wish to be known as ‘the Jewish artist
David Gordon'.

“But I have tosay when it came time to stand in
the middle of a roomful of actors and pronounce the
(Yiddish) words, I realized that I know this stuff.
It’sin my blood. It's where I come from.”

He says this with a bit of rueful wonder, sitting
in a small room at American Conservatory The-
ater'’s offices, during a break in rehearsal for

At ACT, David Gordon

stages I.B. Singer’s stories

“Shlemiel the First.”

“Shlemiel,” a klezmer musical based on stories
of Isaac Bashevis Singer, will open ACT's season
Wednesday. Gordon directed the premiere at
American Repertory Theater in Cambridge,
Mass., in 1994. He is restaging it for ACT with
most of the original cast, augmented by ACT ac-
tors, including singer Maureen McVerry.

Gordon is much better known as a choreogra-
pher, with more than 30 years of dance experience
under his feet, than he is as a stage director. Yetin
talking about his work on “Shlemiel,” it seems as
though his life has followed a straight linear path
to, first, the theater, and second, to some kind of
reconciliation with his Jewish roots.

Though he started out with the Grand Union
and Judson Church movements of the '60s, which
sought to free dance from the chains of storytelling
and production values, Gordon was never a dance
purist nor an ascetic performer in plain black
clothes, dancing to the sounds of silence on a bare
wood floor.

As far back as his earliest work in New York, he
says, words and images played a part. “Assoon as I
started doing, I started telling,” he says.

[See GORDON, C-7)

With “Shiumiel the
First,” choreogra-
phes David Gordon
retwinud to his

toots and created
a Wezmer musical.
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Evolution
of an artist

In “Random Breakfast” (1963)
Gordon “came out in drag and
spoke in a made-up Spanishesque
language.” As he is a bear of a man
with thick hair and a heavy mus-
tache, his female impersonation
must have been quite something.

In “Trying Times” (1982) he
was put on trial for “not sticking to
my post” — the avant-garde free-
fire zone of contemporary dance.
“Framework” (1983) introduced
the audience to “a beleaguered cou-
ple named David and Valda,”
played by Gordon and his wife,
dancer Valda Setterfield.

“I valued abstraction in other
artists’ work,” he says. “I just never
seemed to be able to do it.” As
Gordon’s reputation grew, he be-
gan to have fun with the mixture of
dance and story. “Murder” (1986),
for American Ballet Theater, sati-
rizes the classic English locked-
room mystery, in a wry, cool narra-
tive and pantomime. He says he
created it because Mikhail Barysh-
nikov (who played the butler —
guess who did it?) always wanted
to talk on stage.

His work for his own Pick Up
Company — named in honor of
pick-up companies everywhere —
was more like traditional modern
dance. But in “The Mysteries &
What's So Funny?,” which played
in San Francisco in 1992, autobiog-
raphy began to intrude. Gordon, as
himself, interacted with the spirit
of Marcel Duchamp.

Obie-winning playwright

And then his son, Ain, an Obie
Award-winning playwright, decid-
ed to teach his father how to use a
word processor. Almost as a prac-
tice text, they started writing about
the Gordon family. This turned in-
to a play called “The Family Busi-
ness.”

“It was a family we knew,” says
Gordon. Historically, the family
business was plumbing. But ini De-
cember 1995, David and Ain Gor-
don launched a new kind of family
business when the stage play, in
which they portrayed father and
son, premiered at the Mark Taper
Forum in Los Angeles. :

“I had no great interest in Juda-
ism,” Gordon says. “My family was
superstitious rather than religious,
although we did keep two sets of
dishes.” (This is one of the require-
ments of a kosher home.) “We
went to synagogue once a year,
when they blow the horn and you
can eat again.” (Yom Kippur.) “I
married a Christian Englishwom-
an who became Jewish -to marry
me 80 my grandmother could at-
tend the wedding without having a
heart attack.” :

But Judaism continued to
emerge as a subject as Gordon’s

work evolved. Robert Brustein, di-

rector of ART, had given Gordon
the chance to use “The Mysteries
& What’s So Funny?” as a work-
shop. The two men became friends,
and Brustein could see Gordon’s
work, precariously balanced be-
tween dance and theater, in the

A village of idiots

It was also just at the point that
Brustein had decided to try again
with “Shlemiel the First.” He
asked Gordon first for advice on
the script, then to direct it. ART
first produced “Shlemiel” in 1974,
with a script by Singer. It is based
on his stories about the Polish
ghetto of Chelm, a village of idiots.

(According to Yiddish folklore, an-
angel was given a bag of fools to
distribute throughout the world
and accidentally dropped the entire
sack on Chelm.) Shlemiel, which
means fool, is the idiot savant
among them.

It was not a success, being more
a work of the page than the stage,
but Brustein loved the stories and
did not forget the idea of making a
better theater piece from them.
When he heard a concert by the
New England Conservatory’s klez-
mer band, led by Hankus Netsky,
he asked the conductor to write
music for “Shlemiel.” He also en-
listed Arnold Weinstein, a Colum- °
bia University professor of English
literature, to write lyrics.
- Gordon’s own family goes back
to the world of Singer’s stories. His
grandmother, who was Russian,
married a man who “from his
name seemed to be Austrian. My

father’s parents were Mittel Euro-

pean, Polish or Slavic or some-
thing. "

So, this little Polish village of
Chelm is familiar territory.

"It’s not so much that I've got-
ten more interested in being Jew-
ish,” Gordon says. "It’s that I’ve
been given an opportunity to deal
with material I recognize. "
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