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DINING: Fratelli's for lunch at Botanic Garden.PAGE18 
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CURRENTS. 
Ballet Memphis presents 
final chapter of 'River Project' 
PAGE4 
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CO'VER STORY: BALLET MEMPHIS 

Top: Ballet Memphis danc
ers John Deming (left) and 
Alexis Hedge rehearse "Fly
way" one of the pieces in this 
year's "River Project: Moving 
Currents." 

Ballet Memphis dancers 
Kendall Britt (left), Jared 
Bru nson, Crystal Brothers 
(center) and John Deming 
rehearse. 
PHOTOS BY JIM WEBER/THE COMMERCIAL 
APPEAL 
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BALLET MEMPHIS, 
'RIVER PROJECT: MOVING 
CURRENTS' 
Saturday through Oct. 26 at Playhouse on 
the Square, 66 S. Cooper. 
Showtimes: 8 p.m. Friday and Saturdays, 
2 p.m. Sundays. 
Pre-show talk with choreographers at 
12:30 p.m. Sunday at Playhouse on the 
Square Cate. · 
Tickets: $10, $22, $43, $72; group rates 
available. 
Info: 901-737-7322 and balletmemphis.org. 

The Junior River Project features 
the Ballet Memphis Junior Company 
performing seven original river-themed 
works. 
Showtimes are 7 p.m. Oct. 22 and 23. 
Tickets: $10 reserved; $5 general 
admission. balletmemphis.org/tickets. 

Ballet Memphis dancers Anwen David (left), Jared Brunson and Alexis Hedge 
rehearse "Flyway," one of the pieces in this year's "River Project: Moving Cur
rents" wliich starts Saturday night at Playhouse on the Square. 

Final chapter reflects on river and region 
By Jon W. Sparks 
Special to The Commercial Appeal 

F
or years now, Dorothy Gunther Pugh ·has contemplated 
the extraordinary power of the Mississippi River. 

"It almost slices the country in half," says Pugh, Bal
let Memphis' artistic director. "It could be a conduit or 

a barrier for all manner of things: flora, fauna, people. It's an 
inspiration, something to work across." 

This weekend begins the third and final installment of the 
dance company's River Project series, an ArtsMemphis-fund
ed endeavor that Pugh has nurtured since 2012. Each year, 
three choreographers have been assigned an aspect of 01' Man 
River that they shape into movement. Each year, the results 
have been remarkable, earning critical acclaim and launching 
some of the works on to national and international tours. 

-. .. ~--------------~---------~--~~ 



"Our art form isn't nec
essarily what other peo
ple are doing in the field," 
Pugh says. "I've always 
felt our region was very 
rich culturally and some
thing not ju~t to be proud 
oflocally. There are other 
people in the world who 
also think our region is 
rich, and for those who· 
don't, wouldn't we like to 
show them it is? I thought 
of the Mississippi River 
as a good metaphor." 

River Project chapters 
consider topics that are 

' diverse and often unpre
dictable. Last year, Julie 
Marie Niekrasz choreo
graphed a fascinating 
look at St. Louis with ref
erences to Sacagawea and 
the city's World's Fair of 
1904. The same program 
had a witty look at mush
rooms by Julia Adam. 
And Petr Zahradnicek 
choreographed a trib
ute to hurdler George 
Coleman Poage, born in 
Hannibal, Missouri, and 
the first African-Ameri
can to win a medal in the 

Olympics. There are his
tory, culture, nature and 
humanity all in the mi:JI;. 

This year's "River 
Project: Moving Cur
rents" takes on the spiri
tual, the natural and the 
commercial. 

Zahradnicek is back 
·again with a piece titled 
"Day and Night in FedEx 
City," which he describes 
as inspired by "the 'ballet' 
of packag_es I saw when I 
visited the FedEx hub in 
Memphis during a night 
sort." There are package 
sorters, machines, pilots 
and crews that keep the 
movement going. 

"The FedEx piece 
didn't start off as a River 
Project," -Pugh says. "It 
was used in a fundrais
ing event, and few saw 
it, but I thought we need 
more people to see it. If 
you have to pick the larg
est sort of entity that tra
verses Memphis and riv
ers and skies, would there 
be anything that has the 
reach that FedEx does?" 

Steven McMahon, 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 23 

Ballet Memphis choreographer Steve McMahon (left), 
art director Dorothy Gunther Pugh and ballet mistress 
Tamara Hoffmann watch as dancers rehearse. 

artistic associate at Bal
let Memphis who choreo
graphed the spectacular 
"Peter Pan" production 
last April, is doing "Fly
way" for River Project. 
Every year, Pugh watches 
as yellow-crowned night 
herons travel from Costa 
Rica and, for part of the 
year, make their home 
in Midtown. She shared 
this with McMahon, who 

decided to reimagine the 
flight of birds along the 
migratory thoroughfare. 

The "Flyway" piece 
includes a collaboration 
with Erin Harmon, as
sociate professor and 
chairwoman of the De
partment of Art & Art 
History at Rhodes Col
lege. Her collage work, 
shown recently at Mem
phis Brooks Museum of 

Art, caught Pugh's atten
tion for its theatricality, 
and Harmon was asked to 
design pieces to accom
pany McMahon's chore
ography. 

The third work in 
"River Project" this year 
is "The Darting Eyes" by 
Matthew Neenan, who, 
like McMahon, had a 
piece in the first River 
Project two years ago. 

Neenan was inspired 
by images of river bap
tisms, with their physical 
and spiritual aspects. The 
genesis of the piece, Pugh 
says, came from talking 
about where boats take 
us on the river. "Casinos 
are on the river now," 
she says. "We talked 
about taking a chance on 
life and what it means to 
gamble. Matthew looked 
at the baptism photos, 
and that's about taking 
chances on life, maybe a 
way of giving you armor 
as you face life. It's like 
rivers and gospel songs 
that lead you to heaven 
and a better existence." 

Oct. 28 - Nov. 2 

+ 
For Pugh, the River 

Project -series is about 
the general and the spe
cific. "We dance about 
what we know, and we 
try to learn more about 
things," she says. The 
river inspires art be
cause to understand its 
power is to know that it's 
far more than a physical 
force. It is massive and 
tiny, shapes cultures and 
individuals; it's gentle 
and brutish. And it mat
ters to everyone. 

"Something that has 
always concerned me 
is who we accord the 
making of taste and art 
to," Pugh says. "Flyover 
country is not given the 
attention, yet the center 
of the nation has and will 
continue to count for 
something. Just because 
we're not the wealthiest 
children on the block 
doesn't mean we don't 
have a wealth of feeling . n 
and our own voices to o 
contribute. I don't like us ~ 

~ being overshadowed or 
ignored." 
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TICKETS: call 901.525.3000, v isit The Orpheum Box Office, The Booksellers at Laurelwood, or www.orpheum-memphis.com 
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