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            I dedicate this book with love and gratitude to Nancy for every bit of success. My unusual vocation, the company, our school, a Dance Center, and any hint of humanity I may possess I owe to her.

            Her limitless kindness, trust, and generosity benefit us all.

            No bow I could take would be deep enough to honor her adequately.

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

         

         There is an obsession with process that I don’t share. I want the surprise: I don’t need to know how the magic trick works. If the audience has already watched the magician practice sawing a woman in half, it’s not going to be overly impressed when he does it again during the show, unless he’s suddenly doing it lengthwise.

         I am not interested in works in progress. Finish it, then I’ll buy a ticket. Art isn’t reality TV or a director’s cut with three unexpurgated hours of bloopers. I don’t want to catch people with their pants down. I don’t want to know the awful secrets that happened backstage. I only want to see, in conjuring terms, the prestige.

         
             

         

         THIS IS HOW IT WORKS. You decide what you want to do: play the piano or sing. You practice alone, learn how to do it well alone, get good at it. Then you play for an audience: “Here’s something I prepared earlier.” And you do it as well as you can.

         And then it’s over.

         When the curtain goes up, the audience sees something it’s never seen before and, particularly with dance, something it’ll never see again. I don’t show a piece until I’m ready to pinch it off, and sometimes that isn’t until the very last minute.

         I was once choreographing for a ballet company in a many-windowed studio. A window to the outside world is one thing, but a window through which people can observe is another. You feel like you’re in some kind of a Louis Quatorze petting zoo, an attraction for the aristocracy—board members accustomed to the access, the kind of people who call the dancers “boys” and “girls.” It’s creepy. I’m notorious for covering these windows, because if someone’s watching, it’s automatically a performance it shouldn’t have to be—the dancers need to feel safe to explore—and rehearsals can be boring, a dull process about which none of the participants, least of all me, should feel self-conscious. I may work on eight bars for a week or eighteen bars for five minutes. I might keep some of it or none of it. I might joke around, and somehow only that bit stays, purely because it was funny. These aren’t interesting secrets.

         My rehearsals are closed.

         
             

         

         THIS IS A MEMOIR, not a cookbook—I can’t tell you the recipe exactly—but here’s what I can tell you about my process.

         I always start with a piece of music that I love, or at least admire, and can bear to listen to hundreds of times. It’s very rare that this is music that was specifically composed to be danced to—a lot of that isn’t very interesting—and I gravitate toward music on a scale I can take on tour, because I won’t use recorded music. I work with living musicians. I listen to the music and study the score in depth so that when rehearsals begin, I arrive with some ideas, perhaps a key movement (that I’ll then develop as I make up the dance) or a rule or constraint that I’ll impose upon my choreography, something to kick-start me. But I never work alone in the studio. I make up everything in the room with and on the dancers.

         My dances are worked out in advance, practiced relentlessly. They aspire to the highest level of accomplishment and excellence. I believe that each piece should have a structure answerable only to itself; the language I create for a particular dance has to resolve itself in that dance. It’s a complete thought. There will be no sequel.

         A question I am often asked is “Do you choreograph every move or is everything entirely improvised?” as though those are the only two possibilities and mutually exclusive. Well, it’s neither one nor the other—though more the former—but the point is that everybody is improvising all the time they’re performing, no matter what they’re playing, however fiendish the Bach toccata, and regardless of the fact that they know exactly what they’re doing. In rehearsal, I might say, “I want this to look like the ocean: Go!” or “Something that reminds me of skeletons!” It’s not only “right, left, right, kick,” though there’s plenty of that. It’s not only dictatorial; it’s participatory (and I’m the boss). Improvisation doesn’t equal freedom; it usually equals chaos. If improvisation is so liberating, why does it always look exactly the same? As indistinct as the rinse water for an artist’s brush.

         And don’t forget the contribution of the designers—décor, lighting, costumes. I give them the music I’m planning to confront; they listen to it and come up with their own ideas. The final say may be mine, but I’m no lighting designer. I work with people I trust.

         The dancers contribute by dancing, not by improvising. Very few actors are playwrights; very few opera singers are composers. They’re different jobs. Though dancing and choreography are related, relatively few dancers are interested in the composition of a dance. I found myself interested from the very beginning. And the dancers I choose for my company have to be interested too. Not just so they’ll hear music the same way I do; they have to know everything that’s going on, what everybody else is doing, so they grasp the architecture of the dance, in the same way that I wish each player in a string quartet had all four parts in front of him.

         The management of emotion is an essential part of any performer’s bag of tricks. I was once bumped from a plane in Tokyo and forced to spend the night in a hotel in a mall on the outskirts of the city, where an electronics shop had a display of a thousand TVs. On every one was the same image: a geisha crying into a handkerchief. I watched transfixed for a long while. I couldn’t believe how touching it was. The camera pulled out from the close-up, and I realized that the crying geisha was in fact a puppet, a chunk of wood manipulated by a seventy-five-year-old man (and his two assistants). I have never forgotten it—Bunraku, a form of Japanese puppetry that dates back to the beginning of the seventeenth century. It was the expertise of that puppet master granting a soul to an inanimate object that had so profoundly moved me, not the fact that I had witnessed a human experiencing deep emotion. That is how art works.

         When it comes to emotion, mastery—and not indulgence—is everything. I once said in an interview, “I’m not interested in self-expression but in expressiveness.” Geoffrey Hill, the great English poet, later said that this “put perfectly what [he’d] been trying to say gropingly and inadequately for years. The idea that you write to express yourself seems to me revolting. The idea that you write to glorify or to make glorious the art of expressiveness seems to me spot on.” I never want to see someone pour it all out. I want to see only what they let me see. 

         
             

         

         LIVE PERFORMANCE HAS FASCINATED me ever since, at the age of four, I stood amazed on the curb as a band marched by at the Seattle Seafair parade. The startling physical fact, the vibration, of the bass drum hitting me in the stomach was a revelation. Loud, but not just loud. It was present, inside me. I was the resonator. And it felt like I was being told something important, something essential that I didn’t yet understand.

         It was the same thing that Janet Baker told me years later at Carnegie Hall. As she stood in recital, in ravishing voice, singing song after song in languages I didn’t understand, I knew her only essential message could be translated as “I love you, I love you, I love each one of you individually.” All present felt she was speaking to, and making eye contact with, them only. That is the bravery and honesty of getting out in front of people and performing, the fact and mystery of live performance.

         As a teenager I would go on Sundays to compline, the last evening service before bed, at St. Mark’s Cathedral in Seattle, the “music church.” This experience, still available, is one of the greatest Seattle has to offer. It was the first time I ever heard countertenors, the first time I heard plainchant. Sitting in the back in the dark, high on pot, bathing in the glorious music, alone—with others. That was the crucial thing: crowded, jammed up beside one another, and yet utterly private. Alone with my own thoughts and feelings, and the music we all shared.

         And I recognized an inherent contradiction in that live performance: others felt alone too. There was a commonality in feeling alone; Bach felt alone. And I became more myself, and I felt less alone.

         
             

         

         THE LIVE ASPECT OF PERFORMANCE is what appeals: the dancers, the musicians, the audience—all living beings in the same room. People might say they’ve watched a dance on YouTube, and they have. But they haven’t. It isn’t live. All the technological advances in the world—the 3-D glasses, the virtual reality, whatever comes next—aren’t going to help that. We already live in 3-D.

         When a performance is over, it’s over. It can’t be done that way again and it can’t be preserved. And with regard to dance, no notation system can perfectly preserve the moves. It’s the dancers who teach other dancers—the oral tradition. You’ll never have that same meal again. “I cooked all day long to make the food I served you this evening, and you finished it in a second!” I love that feeling. Gone forever. Maybe the Etch A Sketch is the most appropriate device for recording dance. You write it down, shake it, and it’s gone forever, a love letter in the sand.

         
             

         

         I DON’T LIKE TO GIVE TALKS before a show. I don’t need program notes to prove I did the homework, what I read, what it all means. William Forsythe, a master choreographer and a great guy, makes up a dance and writes ten pages of program notes about Schopenhauer, telos, and other Greek rhetorical terms. That works for him. Jiří Kylián, the director of Nederlands Dans Theater, is another example: page after page of program notes about the underpinning theory, how he came to that conclusion, and what it therefore all means. (Actually, he came to a rehearsal of mine at Les Grands Ballets Canadiens and commented, “You’re so brave to do something that simple.” I’d say that was an insult.) Of course, Maurice Béjart, the choreographer I replaced as the director of dance at the Théâtre Royal de la Monnaie in Brussels, wrote the longest program notes ever. The show would be a pastiche of recorded music—some Piaf songs, a Piazzola tango, and then one movement of Beethoven’s Ninth—and he’d write about its relevance to dance history and contemporary society. My reaction to the verbiage is always “And how was the dance?”

         The dance is all I want people to see. If it’s not in the dance, it’s not there. If the audience doesn’t see it, it doesn’t matter. No one wants to be told what he or she is meant to understand. Art shouldn’t need translation. If the artist has to explain things, then he or she may be working in the wrong form. I’m happy to talk about everything, and I will, but I won’t explain in advance.

         The truth may be simpler than people want to hear, and sometimes I feel cornered, as though I have to defend myself and my work. For example, I don’t ever want to say more about the music than the fact that I like it, that I am able to listen to it many times and have it remain interesting. I realize that’s not very helpful, but the irony is that it’s an unhelpful truth. People seriously ask, “What is it about the story of Romeo and Juliet that brought you to it?” A question like that isn’t asked because anyone thinks it’s terribly interesting; it’s asked because it’s acceptably bland. I’m a “difficult artist.” People don’t want to set me off. All that particular question really amounts to is “Will you start talking, please?” The question is really “Why did you choose this over that?” I made a judgment, the same as “I go to the restaurant where I like the food better.”

         “So many people have choreographed this. Why again?”

         Because I like it.

         “What do you want the audience to get?”

         Home safely.

         At a press conference when I took that job in Belgium, on being asked my philosophy of dance, I answered, “I make it up and you watch it.” It was looked upon as a snub or a provocation, but it’s how I feel. It’s the truth, though it’s perceived as an evasion. You try not to lie, but you have to lie: both. I’m not the President of Dance itself, or a dance critic, or a musicologist; I’m me. I’m not making art to promote anything, to sell an idea, or to get something done. I’m not an accomplisher. I’m an artist. There aren’t many of us. Every painter I know is crazy, never leaves his house, and doesn’t want anybody to see his work; I know composers who can’t leave their rooms or their computers, have regular nervous breakdowns, and are three years late with every commission.

         I do at least function.

         I’m sixty-two, in case I haven’t mentioned that yet, and I am done dancing: my dancing days are gone. I make up dances, and I don’t really have to do anything except satisfy that need. Though I still work constantly, I have time to look back, to see where I fit in, if I ever did. I sleep more nowadays, I waste more time, but I don’t panic about learning the things that I have to do next, because I’m comfortable doing what I do.

         My place is now in the studio. There isn’t even a lot for me to do when I’m on tour with my company, unless I’m conducting. I teach class; I watch rehearsals, fix things, and give notes—not my favorite thing to do, because I don’t like to get in the way or bother the dancers with too many notes—but I’m there because it’s good for publicity and I love watching a good show.

         I take a bow.

         
             

         

         AND YOU’RE READING THIS: my memoir. I now find myself less reluctant to share secrets, happier to let people in on what goes into making up a dance, the workings of my company, my choreographic imagination, and the way these are all aspects of who I am.

         Perhaps this relaxation is due to my age, perhaps simply to the urge to set it down right. But if you’re going to read about me, you might as well read me. 
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               Dressed for a Verla Flowers recital, aged ten, in a costume made by my mother. (Courtesy of Verla Flowers)

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

             One

            Verla Flowers Dance Arts

         

         I asked for dancing lessons when I was nine.

         My mother—I called her Maxine—used to take me to see various touring companies at the Seattle Opera House, a series called Sol Hurok Presents. On one of these outings, we saw the great flamenco dancer José Greco, a gorgeous New Yorker with a big nose and a big basket. Flamenco excited me—it was sexy, virtuosic, stylized, and very alone—and, perhaps inspired by my mother’s love for all things Spanish, my immediate reaction was “I want to do that!” My sister Marianne, nine years older, may also have been influential. She’d had some ballet lessons, doing jazz numbers to boogie-woogie, and was just starting pointe classes (which was also when she stopped). But that technique caught my eye. After one of her classes, I crammed my feet into Tupperware juice glasses so I could imitate her by walking on pointe in the front room. My sister thought I was going to die.

         So my mother, seeing I was serious, opened the phone book and found a teacher, Verla Flowers, who taught Spanish dancing. Verla—always just Verla—was from the old school, the Depression era. She’d danced on the vaudeville circuit and studied with famous people, including Matteo, the American-born choreographer, a master of Spanish dance (who only recently died at ninety-two). There’s a Verla Flowers in every single town in America, but her school wasn’t just “Dolly Dinkle,” the term embarrassed dancers use for their hometown dance school, a phrase I’ve never liked. Verla was well connected in Seattle, with friends who ran Cornish College of the Arts, the preeminent performing arts establishment.
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               Verla Flowers in her vaudeville days.

            

         

         Verla had an amazing beehive that was loopy and tall—it wasn’t one big puff—bold, big, and auburn. Her hair was done fresh once a week, and you could tell what day of the week it was by how far it had collapsed. She wore comfortable muumuus—this was a long time ago—and had different shoes for every dance: black character shoes for Spanish class and big silver tap shoes with jingles. She’d taught herself a lot of the classic repertoire on the piano. Her daughter taught also, and there was a devoted husband, Ted, who did odd jobs and drove people around.

         She seemed old to me because I was young (she was fifty-two when we met, older than my mother), and we were friendly in that intergenerational way. Though flamboyant, she was old-fashioned, big on manners like a strict mother who makes her children wear neckties to church. Above all else, however, she needed to keep her students, so she couldn’t afford to be one of those vicious ninety-year-old classical ballet teachers from Russia, the kind you can’t ever get rid of. There aren’t a lot of the crazy ones left anyway, because you can’t touch the students anymore, let alone hit them with your walking stick.

         She taught all over Seattle in satellite studios, church halls, and so on, but her own studio—Verla Flowers Dance Arts, where she taught hula, tap, and “toe dancing” (as people used to call dancing on pointe)—was north of the zoo in the Greenwood area. At my very first lesson, a private lesson, we learned a well-known flamenco solo form called a farruca, traditionally performed only by men, a dance of intense footwork and quick steps. I learned a couple of phrases a week. I still know most of them, and thirty-five years later, some of that very first dance made it into my own dance Four Saints in Three Acts, to music by Virgil Thomson.

         Verla’s Spanish dancing lessons, every Saturday for an hour and a half, were so exhilarating, so much fun, that I couldn’t stop practicing on my own time. I’d do a move forever until I got it down. Immediately, I was a full-on committed perfectionist, purely because I was doing something I really liked. Verla saw something in me right away and quickly picked me out. I was new, I was eager, and I was a boy. Basically it was pretty much free—and it often is if you’re a young male, because there’s a paucity of dancing boys, partly because you’re required to wear tights and therefore everyone thinks you’re a sissy. And I was a sissy, but I was bolder than everyone else. I was also gifted, a quick study, good rhythmically, and smart, and she soon tricked me into taking ballet classes to keep me interested and busy. There was also some kind of arrangement with my mother for making and sewing costumes, the barter system in action. And as soon as I was old enough to know more than the other students, Verla had me teaching. She didn’t teach ballet herself; she had other young ballet dancers for that. And if there was a ballet number in the recital, I’d get the only boy’s part.

         The fact is, Verla saw in me a prodigy, someone worthy of her extra attention and time. While my mother was working, I spent all day at the studio; I’d help Verla teach, take classes myself, or simply wrangle the younger kids. At the end of the day she’d take me to the greasy spoon around the corner for a grilled cheese or a patty melt. Somebody told me there was always a secret bottle of vodka in her desk. I never saw her take so much as a sip.

         
             

         

         THERE HAD BEEN earlier performances.

         In kindergarten, we did a production of The Three Billy Goats Gruff—my first performing experience. I was a Billy Goat, but I did something naughty and found myself relegated to Troll under the Bridge (which I would now consider a better part). This was the first in a litany of humiliating theatrical demotions.

         In another show, a journey quest, I played the part of a wise old owl. Someone asked me, “Are you my mommy?” My line was “No. Please go over there and ask them!” But instead I improvised a joke: “Scram, Scrambled Eggs!” I got in terrible trouble and ended up recast as a rock. Not until the third or fourth grade did I manage to keep a part: the unnamed narrator, the victim, in The Pit and the Pendulum.

         So I started putting on entertainments of my own, improvising scenes and doing shows in the living room or the backyard. I cast all the neighbor kids and forced my parents to watch. I was very bossy: that was me. 

         My sisters remember a big hit when I was about ten, at Franklin High, the school down the street where my father taught and that I was later to attend, for some kind of international dinner—these were the days of pancake breakfasts and spaghetti feeds at which they’d fix different foods and present some examples of “international” entertainment. I was quite good at Russian dance by then, and I think Dad, who’d been with the family to see me dance and play balalaika at the local Russian center, suggested that his son represent Russia. Grandma and Maxine sewed me a costume with balloon pants, and I kicked my legs very high, to my parents’ pride.
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               Dressed for a Russian number with the Seattle Russian Balalaika Orchestra, 1967. (Courtesy of Maureen Morris)

            

         

         BY THE AGE OF TEN I must have had the requisite ballet chops, because Verla drove me down to Portland, Oregon, to audition for a bit part with the Bolshoi Ballet, the legendary Russian company that often visited America. During their tour, the Bolshoi would come to a town and audition local children, a good public relations idea to this day. The particular piece I was auditioning for, Rehearsal, starts at the barre in the studio with little kids, progresses through training, and, as if in time-lapse, ends with the adult professionals from the company. The real draw would have been Swan Lake; Rehearsal would have been part of a repertory show.

         It was a big trip away from home, and I was in Verla’s charge, which my mother wouldn’t have worried about for a moment, even though it was my first time out of town without family. We shared a room—Verla was strict with lights-out and said her prayers, which I didn’t like—and she took me to the audition. I got the gig; we rehearsed for a week and then performed.

         I’ve since met dancers all over the world of every age who were in Rehearsal. Richard Colton, a great dancer with Twyla Tharp, did exactly the same part somewhere else in the world via precisely the same audition process. And it was a very big deal for me at that age—a professional performance, probably two or three shows—simultaneously thrilling and terrifying. Everyone was speaking Russian, giants wearing weird clothes, makeup, and perfume that couldn’t mask the smell of sweat. Some of them must have been famous, but I don’t remember their names. The performing was magic (one of my roles in Rehearsal was pretend sprinkling with a watering can, which is how they kept a wooden floor from being too slippery in the old days before rosin), but I don’t remember much about it, and I don’t remember the music at all. My family drove down.

         A year or so later, Verla took me to another audition—the cutoff was fifteen and I was underage, by far the youngest—with the result that I was chosen by José Greco, the José Greco, my original inspiration, to go on his own two-week workshop in, of all places and names, French Lick, Indiana, a strange derelict resort at a hot spring where they’d rented a scary old hotel for cheap. My mother and I flew: my first time on a plane.

         French Lick, which didn’t observe daylight savings, was hot and humid like I imagined the South to be, with mosquitoes and fascinating fireflies. I have no idea what José Greco was doing in French Lick, but it certainly wasn’t for the money. He was simply trying to get people interested in his kind of dance on the basis that you don’t know what you hate until you’ve tasted it. He wasn’t performing a cliché of flamenco passed down to him. José was the original from which the cliché derives.

         It was dancing all day—I studied flamenco, ballet, and jota with the older kids—and I was in heaven. Everyone around me spoke Spanish, though it wasn’t required of me, and there was a wonderful ballet master who taught classical comportment. My mother probably watched some rehearsals and read a lot. My memory of the other kids is hazy, but I made one friend, a girl of fourteen. She played the accordion and wrote me letters afterward, always signing off with “Accordionly yours.” I remember begging my mother to buy me finger cymbals on the pretense that I needed them for a particular kind of Morisco dance, a zambra. It was a lie; I just wanted the cymbals.

         I left French Lick exhilarated. I’d been fully challenged. And I’d started to get crushes on boys there, so that was part of the exhilaration. And I went back home, and back to Verla’s. I was eleven, and dancing was already all that mattered, at the expense of almost everything else, even my own well-being.

         Nothing hurts when you’re a teenager, and if it does, you recover fast. It doesn’t matter whether you’re dancing on a hard floor or outside. It’s only later, when dancing starts to feel bone-shatteringly difficult, that you get the Princess and the Pea Syndrome. There was, however, a serious early problem, supposedly career ending, from which only chemical intervention saved me. When I was twelve, I was trying too hard without understanding quite how things work, and I developed incredible Achilles tendonitis from overuse and underarticulation, from abusing my body by dancing too much. In ballet training, and in fact in all dance training, the tendency, when learning something new, is toward endless repetition, and the accompanying mentality is “if it hurts, it’s good for you.”

         The nurse told me straight: “You should do something other than dancing; you don’t have the Achilles tendon for it.” The doctor gave me cortisone shots directly into the tendon. The problem with cortisone is that though it cures whatever ails you immediately, you then have to use ever-greater quantities to get the same result (as with heroin), so it’s very damaging. Nowadays a doctor probably wouldn’t prescribe it for a twelve-year-old. Luckily for me, no one thought twice about it back then.

         By the time I was fourteen, Verla was encouraging me to choreograph when I really had no right to. She wouldn’t even ask what I was going to do; she’d just give me a place on the recital, and I’d make up whatever dance I wanted. These recitals happened annually—three hours long—with two hundred six-year-olds, a few of them peeing on the stage, older students (who were even worse), and then the better ones to finish the show. She’d allow me about fifteen minutes, for which she’d give me carte blanche, not to mention the time to rehearse with people I was taking class with.

         Verla was my sponsor, and later she sweetly referred to me as the son she’d never had. I never lost touch with her, and she saw all my early dances. One of her daughters took over, and to this day whenever I perform in Seattle, Dance Arts alumni show up: “Remember us from Verla’s?” They’re sixty-plus now. Go figure.

         My own school in Brooklyn, the School at the Mark Morris Dance Center, is meant to be like Verla Flowers Dance Arts, a dancing school rather than a conservatory. We teach you to dance from the ground up. 

         
             

         

         SEATTLE HAD VERY DISTINCT neighborhoods back then, but Mount Baker, where we lived—south of downtown, past the baseball stadium, before the airport—had a little bit of everything. This was before “multicultural,” and our neighborhood was constantly changing, though slowly becoming predominantly African American. My best friend (from second grade) was Peter Tudor, whose parents were Barbadian, strict Episcopalians. His father, Winfield, with his beautiful lilting accent, was a countertenor in that glorious compline choir at St. Mark’s.

         In the seventies, there was a huge influx of Thai, Cambodians, and Lao, refugees from the Golden Triangle, and the signs in the grocery stores became much more exotic. I remember my mother standing at the bus stop, like the Queen Mother, the white lady with a purse, with five or six young Hmong women on the ground around her with their incredible needlepoint and their hats, babies tied to their backs, as though Mount Baker were a village in the Mekong delta. One particular apartment complex had been derelict for years—home only to junkie squatters—until these families moved in. They turned the blackberry patch into a terraced garden where they grew their own vegetables. We’d comment on the beautiful poppies. Then the news broke that they’d been busted for growing opium. The grandmothers sat outside with their long-stemmed pipes, smoking, right by my sweet mother’s house.

         There were Catholic kids (the girls had pierced ears; nobody else did at that time), a lot of Japanese GI war brides, and a more affluent Jewish community on Mercer Island. These little places had been trolley stops with their own identities; now they’re all part of a larger homogenized Seattle. Columbia City—now slightly chic, with its own jazz club—was the location of the library, where I was taken for story time on Saturdays, and the funeral home, where I’d wait outside in the car with my next-door neighbor, Nona Weatherford, while her father, Jim, the undertaker, popped inside and did something with a cadaver. Mrs. Weatherford died horribly young of a burst aneurysm; I saw her carried out of the house screaming.

         My grandma shopped at what is now the delightful bustling tourist-filled attraction of Pike Place Market. Back then it was a dangerous, intense no-man’s-land, full of fishermen, drunk grifters, and scary hobos. Nonetheless, that’s where my tiny grandmother Mabel took me to buy clams and oysters to fry. She knew everyone down there. Occasionally we’d go to the thriving Chinatown to a particular chicken butcher. Unlike a lot of kids nowadays, I knew quite early on that chicken was an animal.

         
             

         

         MY PARENTS, BILL AND MAXINE, coincidentally both from Montana, had met in Denver; they both worked for the military. Dad was always a teacher, then of navigation, and he’d been in Europe for the war, noncombat, an eyewitness to history at the first General Assembly of the United Nations in London on January 10, 1946. Maxine had excellent clerical skills and was a secretary and court recorder.

         They moved to Seattle, the destination of choice for every Montanan who wants to get away from their hick ranch town. It was either there, Minneapolis, or North Dakota, but Seattle was the big getaway, and they got away. Maxine moved with her parents via Spokane, where they ran a soda fountain. She used to talk about driving from Montana to Seattle, a round-trip we made every summer to see her brother, my fabulous uncle Jim, who lived in Great Falls, which could at least lay claim to being an actual city. 

         They moved into our family home in 1950—two years after the birth of my oldest sister, Marianne, and two years before Maureen. I wasn’t to arrive for another seven years, born into a whole neighborhood of girls of my sisters’ ages; I was such a local highlight that my own sisters had to get in line to hold me. Marianne, who always seemed of a previous generation, a beautiful Breck girl, wasn’t a huge presence in my youth. She moved out as soon as she could, at eighteen, when I was nine, went to the University of Washington, got an apartment, married young, and then moved into the house where she lived for years. That left Maureen, five years my senior, and me living with my parents.
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               With my sisters, 1958. (Courtesy of Maureen Morris)

            

         

         Marianne, Maureen, and Mark Morris. The alliteration must have appealed to my parents; perhaps it was my mother Maxine’s idea; her mother, after all, was Mabel. And I was nearly called Meredith Morris, a very good man’s name, particularly if you’re Welsh, which was my father’s heritage. (All Welshmen think they’re good singers, as did he—but he wasn’t. He was, however, a loud and enthusiastic singer, traits I inherited.)

         In the early eighties, in one of my workshops before I had my own company, I met a woman, Rachel Murray, who later danced with me for a while. She said she’d just seen a psychic; at the time Seattle was nothing but lesbian psychics. The psychic had told her she was going to meet someone with the initials MM who would go on to become a great choreographer and dance artist, surpassing even LL (meaning, she assumed, the choreographer Lar Lubovitch, one of my first employers when I later moved to New York City). Very Nostradamus. Can NN be far behind?

         
             

         

         I KNEW NO OTHER HOUSE growing up. Always wallpapered, a grayish-green lattice with big squares; always carpeted. The fireplace had built-in bookshelves, and the décor was true to the period: tall bottles filled with colored water. Maxine had a flair for something Spanishy, which is no doubt the reason she took me to the flamenco concert that changed my life. There was a dining and living room, with room dividers, and a large kitchen with a back door where an actual milkman left actual milk.

         My first memory is sitting on the living room carpet, as only children can, feet on the outside and knees touching, and peeing my pants when I was old enough to know better. I felt myself warming; then I walked upstairs in that way that means you have to go, or just went, to the bathroom. Upstairs, there were three bedrooms: my parents’ at the front, Marianne’s, then the room I shared with Maureen, where we had bunk beds. She’d lift up the top mattress and pour water on my face when I least expected it. As soon as Marianne left, Maureen took her room and I had my own bedroom until I moved out.

         Another early memory is watching my mother make the beds in my parents’ bedroom—twin beds, of course. It was the first time I’d seen the exposed fattened mattress and beneath it the fake satin cover on the box spring, so beautiful and floral that I imagined it must have belonged to Marilyn Monroe. I didn’t precisely know who Marilyn Monroe was, though I knew who shared the same initials, but I did know that she was both famous and beautiful. Given that the mattress was the most sophisticated thing in the world, it was only logical that Marilyn Monroe had lived in our house at some point.

         Nothing much else about that house—a standard 1930s bungalow amid many others—was either beautiful or sophisticated, except the bathroom, a relatively large one for such a house, complete with bathtub, vanity (as we always called it), and a porcelain sink. A previous owner, perhaps Monroe herself, had customized it, exponentially increasing its glamour factor with the addition of a bidet. I had no idea what it was for, but that bidet was the fountainhead of my lifelong obsession with water features. I’d fill it, dye the water blue, make fountains, and decorate it all with floating camellias as though it were the set for that magnificent Busby Berkeley number “By a Waterfall” from Footlight Parade, waiting for cameras to bring it to life. At the time, I couldn’t imagine any other use for it, though I did once discover feminine items, syringes and so forth, in the closet. The bidet had to be disconnected when it started leaking.

         My favorite room, however, was next door, the smallest room, a toilet with a little window and nothing else. It was exotic (French poodle wall paper in black, white, and pink), beautiful (naturally), and, above all, private. Once I graffitied on the wall in ink. I thought it was grown-up, cursive handwriting, but it was hieroglyphic nonsense. My mother left it there until the next change of wallpaper, either to torment me or because its mysterious beauty intrigued her.

         When I was in trouble, I’d punish the cat—I was the youngest child, but Tom was even lower on the totem pole (and Maureen used to put me in my place by saying, “You’re the part of the totem pole that’s underground”)—by locking him in that little room and turning off the lights. I thought it would be worse for him in darkness (as it would have been for me), not realizing he’d just go to sleep, thinking, “Thank God the kid has left me alone.” Horrible. 

         
             

         

         THE BACKYARD HAD A RECTANGLE of cement we called a patio (it was rumored to have been a fishpond, of which there was now no sign) and a lattice arbor that sprouted enormous wisteria and out-of-control bamboo. In Seattle, everything grew over. If you didn’t cut it back, it took over the world. Beyond the patio was an alley, impenetrably brambly with wild blackberries. Maxine’s favorite book was Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret Garden, and she was always making secret gardens behind the house. She was a rock gardener and a rose gardener—there were always flowers, which was a big deal—and it was her obsession to have a little tea garden with a pond and pagoda. And mine too. I’ve always had an eye on the East, and it started early on. Japanese influence was everywhere in Seattle, particularly in the gardens. I fantasized about living in the beautiful Japanese tea garden at the Seattle arboretum in my very own pagoda among the mosses, ferns, and koi.

         Maxine always had, from the time they were popular until the day she died, a pair of plastic pink flamingoes loitering in the front yard. Her love for them was sincere, though she later conceded they’d become kitsch. My grandma Mabel, on the other hand, favored a dramatic tableau of three little bunnies and a rabbit. She even stooped to trolls. Lawn ornaments are so thrilling to a child.

         I spent a great deal of time with my mother’s parents, my darling grandparents, Bill and Mabel Crittenden, who lived nearby. Though they weren’t on the very outskirts of town, it was woodsy, something of a magic forest where they lived what seemed to me a rancher-style existence: squirrels and chipmunks, a potting shed, all rock-gardened in the old-fashioned way, wild with roses and raspberry bushes. They were old, and I’d help out cooking and gardening.

         Bill was funny, a real card. He kept the lower plate of his dentures in his pocket and had us kids reach in and get them out, for the pleasure of hearing us scream. One of his other tricks was to disguise himself as a lady, pay a call on a friend, and try to fool them: those were different times. Their house was an Aladdin’s cave of old-fashioned practical jokes and comedy props: a fake mangled swollen purple hand stuck in the door, a cast-iron set of teeth that was actually a bottle opener, an old trolley bell from one of the long gone Seattle streetcars. He’d once been a bit of a song and dance man too, not to mention a radio personality (“Chicken Bill”) combining his natural goofiness with his love for and knowledge of chickens, taking questions on air. But that was in Montana in the 1930s; by the ’60s, he was a little cranky and worn out. Diabetic, he got an infection in his toe but was too embarrassed to admit it, and by the time he was taken to the hospital, they had to amputate his leg just above the knee. That was the start of his decline. He used to get me to water the knee joint of his replacement plastic leg through a funnel, which he thought was a total riot.
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               My family dressed for my grandparents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary, our house, 1965. (Courtesy of Maureen Morris)

            

         

         Mabel, who was everybody’s favorite grandma (she had twelve grandchildren), worked at Frederick & Nelson, a branch of Marshall Field’s, in the factory dipping chocolates (Frango mints, a Marshall Field’s classic), so she hated chocolate. She took the bus to work from the bottom of the hill. Bill would drive their Corvair down the hill once a day to drop her off and once again to pick her up.

         When he died, she moved in with us. She was very shy, but we encouraged her to go to a senior center to socialize, and she ended up dating—I remember someone telling her that a particular gentleman was “gay,” a word she’d never heard before—and she started wearing pants and a chic wig. When she died, she didn’t want her age in the obituary, because she was dating a sixty-five-year-old. She was eighty-five.

         She’d been long dead when I found out her story. I was in the bathtub at home, my mother was coming and going, and Maureen was at the vanity (not uncommon) when she told me. Mabel had accidentally shot and killed her brother, Friendly, the golden boy of the family. They were on a picnic, shooting bottles off a fence, because that’s what you did if you lived on a ranch and there was nobody around, and she fired at a bottle just as Friendly was setting it up. She killed him. She lay in bed in silence for two weeks, more or less comatose, and hardly talked or left her room for a couple of years—what we’d now refer to as PTSD. Finally, her family sent her to Spokane to become an au pair, primarily to get her out of the house, but also because local people were mean to her. And that’s where Bill and Mabel met and married, and, after running the soda fountain, they moved to Seattle.

         Nobody ever spoke of the shooting. Maureen had found out only after my grandfather had a stroke. She was sitting with him in the hospital as he chatted with my great-uncle Earl, who was visiting from Packwood, Washington. “Mabel was never the same after that,” Bill said casually, and it all came out. 

         
             

         

         MY FATHER WAS VERY SWEET and kind: a doll. He occasionally wanted to play devil’s advocate, and Maureen remembers him yelling at me once, but though he blew up occasionally, he wasn’t abusive in any way. In his youth, he’d been on the debate team, and as he got older that spirit manifested itself as he became a little more argumentative, but he never struck or hit anything; in fact, there was no real discipline or punishment at all. When I was driving my mother crazy, on the other hand, she’d put her arms on my shoulders and rattle me and I’d laugh. He’d always been hard of hearing—his hearing aids whistled—so he couldn’t tell how loud he was talking, which was particularly embarrassing at the movies. We’d go late, miss the start, then stay the whole way through the credits, as you did, until you’d seen it all. In the rapt silence of the theater, he’d lean over to me and shout, “WHAT DID HE SAY?”

         Dad was also a musician; he’d had a dance band in high school and marched in the Rose Parade playing the trumpet. In college, he’d go around with his sister-in-law Eunice armed only with ukuleles. He was quite gregarious and a little nervous—he jiggled in church—and always lovingly supportive, even of things he didn’t fully understand (though he did understand my dancing: we were a family of performers). My mother was glamorous—with her dark wavy hair, she reminded Maureen of Loretta Young—and even though she was quieter, she was very funny; my father was more bewildered. He wasn’t particularly good with money and never made much either.

         Dad was the youngest of six brothers and a sister, and he seemed from another age. He never left the house without a hat, a tie, and either what he called a “topcoat” or the much more casual wool Pendleton jacket (appropriate attire for a picnic). His shirts were pressed on cardboard at the cleaners in the old style. He was rather conservative, and felt guilty about not being sufficiently religious, which would periodically lead him to drag us to the Presbyterian church. His family wasn’t much fun, his brothers were bossy, and he’d been the tender blossom. I even had thoughts about my father perhaps being gay on the basis that he was sensitive, smart, and musical (all those euphemisms) and that he had a bowling buddy I never liked called Bruce, who lived alone nearby.

         My father’s ambitions on my behalf were that I learn to type, play the piano, and fix a car, but most of all that I go to college; having “something to fall back on” was extremely important to his generation. Of course I give that same advice to my dancers; it makes perfect sense. The irony is that I never had anything to fall back on, and never even went to college (though I can read). Yet I now have twelve honorary doctorates of which I am very proud—and I don’t think I’d have a single one of those if I’d actually gone to college. In fact, I was very fortunate not to have something to fall back on, because there were times when a more prudent man might have fallen back on it. But it’s still what I tell my dancers, as though I were my father.

         He worked at a piano store during the summer but, as far as I could tell, never sold anything to anyone. They’d loan him an organ—a feature of our living room—so he could master it at home in order then to demonstrate it to customers at the store. He played from charts, and though by no means a great technician, he could fake his way through the Great American Songbook. He later taught me to sight-read, though I could only ever do it well enough to accompany Maureen, who had a beautiful soprano. My father and I played together, but I didn’t like his repertoire—“Always,” “Autumn Leaves,” or (for my grandparents’ fiftieth wedding anniversary) “I Love You Truly,” vamped on the Wurlitzer with lots of vibrato. His relaxation was to play the organ, complete with sound effects: he pulled out all the stops. 

         He wasn’t one of those dads who had his own chair. Home from work, he’d read the paper (he didn’t read for pleasure) and fall asleep on the sofa in his shirtsleeves and slacks, and we’d have dinner at six. My mother was a standard postwar cook, frozen and canned food. We ate as a family every night, then watched TV. My mother read all the time. She stopped reading later, when she was a widow, because she couldn’t put books down: she’d never get anything done, even though there wasn’t that much to do. There were books everywhere: On the Beach by Nevil Shute, Hawaii by James A. Michener. My father had a free teacher’s subscription to Reader’s Digest, and we had a shelf full of the Encyclopaedia Britannica like you had to. There was always a copy of a West Coast lifestyle magazine called Sunset lying around with beautiful photography and recipes for chili.

         Dad taught—English and typing—at Franklin High, though his job changed to managing what were then called “potential dropouts” (juvenile delinquents or what we’d now call at-risk students). He’d employ them as handymen outside of school. There was always some cute older teenage guy mowing the lawn without his shirt on … very sexy, of course.

         Later there was an incident—I never knew the full story—some sort of altercation during a demonstration in which a bunch of kids ran riot and locked the principal up. One kid slapped my dad’s face in front of the class, as I know it, broke his glasses, and knocked out his hearing aid. He was profoundly demoralized by the incident, and found himself taken out of the firing line and moved downtown to an office job, responsible for special needs kids.

         He never had an alcoholic drink ever, a complete teetotaler. I remember a whispering fight between him and my mother after Marianne’s wedding, for which I lit and extinguished the candles at the gloomy Presbyterian church a few blocks away. There was champagne at the reception—and I heard my father bristling with anger, referring to the bride herself: “Did you see her guzzling that crap?” That was his exact line, hissed through gritted teeth.

         My mom didn’t drink either. She’d occasionally, later in life and only at our urging, have a little glass of rosé, the tiniest sip, and say, “My knees are getting weak!”

         
             

         

         TWO THINGS I BELIEVED as a little kid: First, that the car automatically turned into any donut shop by the side of the road. “Oh no!” my father would say. “I can’t stop it! We have to have a donie!” Second, that my mother risked her life for me once a week. When we went to church, the reward was McDonald’s on the way home. “Let me taste your french fries,” she’d say, “to see if they’re poisoned.” I’d watch, thinking, “Dear God, what has she done? What if they are? My mother would give her life to save mine!”

         Only after her life-or-death taste test was I allowed a fry. 
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               Jr. High performance poster, Seattle, 1982.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Two

            Jr. High

         

         School, as opposed to dancing school, was a story of diminishing enjoyment.

         One of the tests to see if you were ready for first grade was whether you could walk to school by yourself. Nowadays that would only be evidence of parental neglect, yet we happily walked those several blocks unmurdered every day, then home for lunch, then back again to John Muir Elementary, a big old brick schoolhouse that smelled of chalk and furniture polish.

         Mrs. Graves, my third-grade teacher, was tiny, strict, and Chinese American and wore sensible witchy shoes. You had to stay after school for five minutes if you dropped your pencil, and of course the desk was on an incline, and the pencil rolled. She once forbade the use of the colors pink and red together. On another occasion, she announced, “Jupiter is the largest planet in the world.” I pointed out the flaw in this remark. That was my downfall.

         I mostly liked grade school, but I don’t know how much attention I was paying, given all the extracurricular dancing. I had one particular friend, a girl called Donna Miller, with an absent GI father and a very reserved traditional Japanese mother who took me to the Bon Odori Festival, just a short bus ride away at the Seattle Buddhist temple, where we’d gone in advance to learn the dances. Every dancer had a fan, and we ate shaved ice with bean paste: fully Japanese. I was dancing everywhere I could.

         Donna loved origami, and her mother was an expert in bankei—related to ikebana (flower arranging) and bonsai (miniature plants)—a hobby in which I was briefly very interested. It’s a crazy subset of Japanese culture in which you make miniature scenes with living things, involving a tray with a canvas frame above it and water underneath, and a kind of mud-peat soil in which you sculpt miniature islands and mountains. You can’t actually grow things, but the soil is just damp enough that moss, placed upon it, stays alive. Then you might decorate your scene with little bridges, boats, or figures (all on sale at your local Japanese emporium), and design, say, a coastline with blue sand for the seas and white sand where it breaks. I loved these beautiful tableaux, but it was clear you had to devote your life to bankei, and this was a commitment I couldn’t make. Donna and I fell out for some petty reason, and she started the I Hate Mark Morris Club. She actually bribed people with candy to join, to sign the petition.

         I certainly wasn’t much into sports either. I fenced for a few years, solely because there was a woman who exchanged her daughter’s dancing lessons at Verla’s for fencing lessons. I fenced foil only, pre-buzzer, but I stopped because, though I loved it, I didn’t want to develop one giant lobster arm. (The choreography I did for Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet, on Motifs of Shakespeare many years later is full of those moves.) My father used to take me to see his students play basketball. I didn’t like the sport, though I did like the boys, the noise, and the bleachers. Once a year we went to see the Harlem Globetrotters at the arena. That was my sports experience—comedy basketball. Mind you, now that I think of it, the Harlem Globetrotters weren’t too dissimilar to Sol Hurok bringing vernacular dance around America. That’s it for sports, though I will say that I was exceptional at hopscotch, which, although it isn’t yet an Olympic sport, isn’t thought as sissy now as it was then.
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               Fencing class at Verla Flowers’s studio, Seattle, 1968. (Courtesy of Maureen Morris)

            

         

         We had Spanish language lessons on TV for fifteen minutes a week—“¡Buenos días, Señor Ybarra!” We were all supposed to respond together, but I wasn’t talking fucking Spanish to a TV! And there were a couple of hours of music for everybody. We were taught the Autoharp—“Roll On, Columbia” by Woody Guthrie—and we sang rounds and harmonies. There was always a talent show, and there is nothing better than a talent show. When I opened our dance center in Brooklyn, I wanted a monthly talent show: seven-year-olds telling knock-knock jokes. What beats that? 

         There was culture galore, and the school took it upon itself to educate us in that way. The first opera I ever saw, on a school trip, was La Périchole by Offenbach at the Seattle Opera. The star Edie Adams, a popular singer in the 1960s, famous for Muriel cigar ads, wasn’t even a legit opera singer. I loved it. And it wasn’t only José Greco I saw with my mother. She also took me to see the whole world of dance—a kathakali company from India, Moiseyev Russian Folk Dance Company, and Bayanihan, the Philippine National Folk Dance Company. My father used to take me to the musical events, including recitals of the great Vladimir Horowitz (who, as a scary, shriveled-up old man, came on to me many years later in a Manhattan restaurant).

         
             

         

         OUR ANNUAL VACATION was to visit our incredible uncle Jim Crittenden, my mother’s brother, in Great Falls, Montana. He was flamboyant, married, and fabulous. It was where I learned how to put on a show.

         My father, being a teacher, had three months off every summer; my mother worked sporadically, depending; and every year we made the road trip. Both sides of the family had relatives in Montana, mostly in Helena (where we’d see my father’s many brothers, one of whom was a John Bircher). One uncle lived in nearby Tacoma, another (Chuck, a crazy born-again Christian who used Hawaiian Punch concentrate as salad dressing on his iceberg lettuce) lived in Seattle, but everyone else was in Montana—all the Morrises and the Munzenriders (Maxine’s sister, Eva, a Crittenden like her and Uncle Jim, had married a Munzenrider). The Morris cousins were more my parents’ age, but the Catholic Munzenriders (who were fun, particularly compared to the Presbyterian Morrises) were our contemporaries.

         In the olden days, it was a two-day drive to Montana with a stop somewhere in eastern Washington at one of those motels with matching  cabins. As cars improved, we did it in one long day over Snoqualmie Pass, five of us. I’d sit in either the middle or the back of the station wagon, and we’d sing the whole way: “The Church in the Wildwood,” “Don’t Fence Me In,” and “The Merry-Go-Round Broke Down,” during which my father would misbehave on the horn at the relevant moments, not to mention “K-K-K-Katy,” a stammering novelty song that would today be regarded as a hate crime against the disfluent. I always wanted us to stop and loiter at every point of interest and roadside attraction along the way, but we never did. Just as you get into Montana, there’s the Continental Divide, and I imagined that a drop of water would split in two at that exact place and go to either the Pacific or the Atlantic, a fifty-fifty chance. Another roadside attraction usually denied me was Frontier Town, supposedly a full ghost town with boardwalk. Years later, when my company was on tour one January, in ten feet of snow, I got to walk around the buildings, automated trains, and wagon wheels. At that time of year, it really was a terrifying ghost town.
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               Uncle Jim and my father (right) on the banks of the Blue Danube, 1944. (Courtesy of Mark Morris)

            

         

         Uncle Jim, who had been an ambulance driver in the war in Europe, where he’d met up with my dad, was corpulent, not to say fat. He was married to an English lady, a beautiful ginger war bride from Sheffield. Audrey, or Old Aud, as he called her, had terrible back problems and was always frail, having endured numerous surgeries after a fall from a horse years before. She was normally found reclining on a divan in their split-level ranch house, her English accent (of which my mother used to make fun, “I’m going to take a bahth in a minute and a hahlf”) exaggerated from years in America. I don’t know whether they managed sex, but they did have one child, my lovely cousin Caroline, who looked a lot like the beautiful Doris Day and was close friends with Marianne. Audrey was messed up, poor thing, a semi-invalid constantly in pain, yet she died only recently, outliving her husband by decades.

         Jim was the Western states distributor for Miller High Life, “the Champagne of Bottle Beer,” and a very dreamy entrepreneur. A lot of his ventures failed, and he and Audrey pretended they had money when they didn’t, but he somehow always had enough for the latest model of Cadillac, in which he’d drive with his little dogs on his shoulder. He and his wife always had a pair of little white toy poodles that Audrey would dye to match her hair (say, champagne). And they had the exact same Margaret Keane prints that I have in my front room in Manhattan today, not to mention a fiberglass dish fountain with a plastic lotus in it and other waterworks, rekindling my love affair with water features, post-bidet. Being effectively housebound, Aunt Audrey would reupholster the furniture every few months. You’d arrive and everything would be leopard, then the next visit, green corduroy, and the next year totally gold and white. And we’d go for other holidays: Christmas was a thrilling winter wonderland of a million blue and red lights.

         Jim was a complete showman, but it wasn’t only the poodles, the upholstery, and the car. He was flamboyant even in his choice of cigarette—Nat Sherman Fantasias, the brightly colored ones with the gold tips. He had a great sense of humor and was, most memorably, a cinematic pioneer, an auteur of elaborate homemade movies starring all the cousins. These were full-costume dramas, with titles rather than dialogue, like old silent movies but in color, with special effects, musical numbers, and a voice-over, sometimes primitive stop-motion animation. We lip-synched to songs.

         One movie, Safari to Irafas (it may not have escaped your attention that Irafas is “safari” backward), began with sand blowing off a piece of paper to reveal the title credit: very Desert Song. My sister Marianne was the beautiful Arabian princess and my sexy cousin Pinky her dashing lover. There was the Riff clan and the Raff clan, and at age seven I was one or the other. In one scene, we, boys in Arab outfits (and I still have mine), tortured my cousin Caroline, a French Foreign Legionnaire in pith helmet and safari shorts, tied by her arms to stakes in the “desert.” There I was, slicing her wrists with a wooden scimitar as the director applied fake blood. There were love songs and a big fight on the beach. It was deadly serious.

         Being one of the youngest, I wasn’t in all of them. There was a great western (one of many), supposedly set in the town of Skunk’s Misery, for which they went on location somewhere far away in Montana. Maureen was shot in the forehead, and one of my cousins, aged twelve or thirteen, was hanged in the movie; my mother hated the shot of the swinging feet. That movie was called, brilliantly, The Day Skunk’s Misery Smelled. Another title was El Toro Guano: only the adults got that one. There was a jungle-themed movie (actually shot outside Seattle in the forest, where we tied bananas to rhododendron bushes) for which Audrey rallied to play the beautiful (white) queen with a snake coiled around her and a big diamond ring; we cut off her finger to steal it. Maureen played an ape (for which she wore a fur coat backward, a gorilla mask, and her ponytail down to her ass). You can only imagine how good these movies were. On the video versions I have, the sound is slightly out of sync, which makes them even better. You see a gunshot and a second or two later … bang! 

         We, the kids, were more or less feral for the summers, and this extended beyond the movies. I was gay but we didn’t talk about it; we just acted on it. Even before that, back in Seattle, Steve Munzenrider and I, cousins, had shared a bed. He’d seen Rosemary’s Baby, I hadn’t, and, late at night, he told me how you could see the profile of Satan with a gigantic erection (which you can’t). Well, you know where that led. In Montana, we slept in the same room, he’d tell a scary story, and we’d jerk off. He tutored me in fellatio. I was thirteen, and he was fifteen, and I remember having gay semi-sex and then going outside and looking at the Apollo 11 spacecraft. You could actually see it, and we were looking for it, because they knew the stars in Big Sky Country. I’ve always associated the exploration of space with sex. A small step for me, a giant leap for mankind.

         Steve, handsome, dark-skinned, and usually mustachioed, became a musician, teacher, and puppeteer, and went to live for a while in Alexandria, Egypt, where he ran an international school for children’s early education. He died of AIDS, from which he first went blind, about twenty years ago.

         Once he drove with Uncle Jim to Canada in the big Cadillac only to be stopped at immigration. Of course they were! Not only did Steve have a bong with him, because he was a hippie, but my uncle smoked the gayest gold-tipped cigarettes. Jim had every symptom of being a fabulous queer, and maybe he was; we don’t know. He was lonely and his wife was impossible. Where did the talent and urge to make those movies come from?

         
             

         

         JUNIOR HIGH—A BUS RIDE AWAY—was a 1960s modern school called Asa Mercer, after the man who founded the University of Washington. (His big idea was the Mercer Girls, the mail-order brides imported  to boost the female population of Seattle.) I hated everything about that school, and I used to leave the grounds. I was a pain in the ass and I got into a lot of trouble. In eighth grade, a bunch of us stood as one and walked out of a class to go to a demonstration against the Vietnam War. It started to be thrilling to be a revolutionary.

         The cartoonist Lynda Barry and I were very close friends. She remembers one day in the corridor when a couple of guys were calling me a fag: “Hey, are you a guy or a girl?” As she tells it, she was nervous, but I didn’t even break stride. “Follow me to the bathroom,” I said over my shoulder, “and see which door I go into!” Lynda also came to a Bastille Day party I threw with a French theme; I’d just started taking over the home cuisine, and I successfully made crepes with chicken cream sauce for thirty people, almost dying in the attempt. She’s quoted as saying someone came as Chef Boyardee, but he’s Italian, not French. I do remember someone coming as the Eiffel Tower, and someone else as Marie Antoinette, a bloody stump; we were fun and hip, pretend bohemians. I wore old men’s overcoats and a different rhinestone brooch, shoplifted from the Goodwill store, every day. Later in our respective high schools, we were both coincidentally voted the “weirdest” (that on top of our earlier joint win in ninth grade for “loudest laugh”).

         I summed up my feelings about Mercer in a very autobiographical dance called Jr. High, which we premiered in 1982 in the early days of the Mark Morris Dance Group at On the Boards, the Seattle dance and performance arts venue. It was set to music by the underappreciated genius Conlon Nancarrow from Studies for Player Piano. Nancarrow, who composed exclusively on modified player pianos, had only relatively recently been rediscovered (and died soon after that rediscovery), but he’d been writing a long time, counting composers Lou Harrison and John Cage among his friends. He volunteered to fight against Franco during the Spanish Civil War, and lived in Mexico City half his life, a citizen since 1956. He stayed there until he died, and if you wanted to hear his music, you basically had to go to Mexico City and have him play it for you. Many of his pieces are Spanish inflected.

         We costumed the dance in the humiliating gym uniform we were required to wear at Mercer—white T-shirt, shorts, and shoes. At school, we had to write our names legibly on our white T-shirts with a felt pen, so for Jr. High, I insisted that our costumes were marked “M. Morris” and “C. Henry” (my friend Chad, who was in the show), our actual names. I hated gym class more than anything else in the world and skipped it, with dancing as my excuse, as often as I could. I hated the entire scene: I hated running; I hated climbing ropes. There was a creepy, handsome young gym teacher who took pleasure in humiliating us. He’d take roll call, for which we sat on the floor with our arms around our knees. When we said, “Here!” we were supposed to snap our jockstraps to prove that we were wearing them. Snap! Snap! Snap! down the line. He’d taunt us, “You’re wearing jockstraps, though some of you could get away with a Band-Aid!” Nightmarish, degrading, and kind of funny. My dance Jr. High even smelled of the gym: the only time I’ve ever used Odorama. In the blackout before that piece, I sprayed the stage with Right Guard deodorant, so it had the vile smell of the locker room, a smell I detest. I don’t know whether the audience could precisely identify it, but they certainly smelled it.

         There was also a “sissy test” in Jr. High. I’ve heard there are regional variations, but here’s how I remember it from Mercer: First, the boy taking the test—in this case, me—was told to look at one of his heels, the idea being that straight boys look at their heel to the front, as if they’re looking to see if they stepped in dog shit, and sissies look over their shoulder to the back; next it was “carry your books”—straight boys carry them under their arms to the side like an ape, whereas sissies clutch them to their breast; then, look at your nails—butch  boys make a soft fist, fingernails facing up and toward them, whereas sissies do it with their hand straight out, wrist flexed, fingers up, like a lovely lady. One movement of the dance included me taking that test.

         I was subjected to that sissy test many times, not to mention other old favorites like “Why are you hitting yourself?” Of course I sympathize with and support the contemporary anti-bully movement, but in my own case, if there hadn’t been bullies, how would I have known I was a sissy? Thank you! I’d been wondering what I was going to do with my life! Another humiliating memory in Jr. High had me examining my chest to see whether I was growing breasts. It was tragic, at least to me, but I wasn’t surprised when people laughed.

         There was more Nancarrow in Etudes Modernes, a dance for four women, which I did a year after Jr. High to some of the composer’s Spanish pieces, weird, swanny flamenco. Nancarrow’s music, far from being merely mathematical (although some of his best pieces are), also contains a great deal of ragtime and early twentieth-century influence, blues and frenzied honky-tonk; it’s just strange and disguised. I was very influenced by The Lawrence Welk Show, which I watched with my family. We all loved it (except during that brief compulsory period as an older teen when I found it corny and embarrassing). In order to force my family to watch me dance, I’d improvise between them and the TV set, so my parents had to peer around me just to get a glimpse of the dancers, Bobby Burgess and Cissy King. I worshipped the honky-tonk pianist on that show, Jo Ann Castle, who played straight to the camera. Those Nancarrow pieces sounded like her on amphetamines.

         We finally did those two Nancarrow dances together, interleaving Jr. High and Etudes Modernes, male and female. I added a final part, the Zombie Dance, that could be done with any number of people in rhythmic unison. It’s a thankless, uncomfortable, robotic dance, a canon at the ratio of one to one, done in a straight line to funny and horrible machine music. You can’t copy anybody because you can’t see anybody, except in your peripheral vision; you simply have to know it.

         Those pieces together were my autobiography of queer humiliation, martyrdom, and triumph at Mercer. I was never ashamed of being a sissy, and I wore the bullying as a badge of honor. It may have hurt my little feelings, but I was defiant. I knew what was going on and I knew who I was, so I took care of myself by being funny. Nevertheless, every solo I made up in the first part of my career was a humiliation dance in one way or another.

         As far as Mercer was concerned, I was simply too much.

         
             

         

         I’D BEEN GIVEN A BOOK called A Doctor Talks to 9-to-12-Year-Olds (“you will see changes in your body”). Ironically, by the time I read it, I’d already been having sex for a while: hand jobs on a sleepover with a cousin, of course, but also blow jobs in the park with strangers. I wasn’t trolling, but I was cute, open, and into it. In fact, once I started having sex, I started having sex all the time with whomever I ran into, and by fourteen, I was having sex regularly. I wasn’t exactly hanging around bus stations, but I sought it out. My attitude was quite casual. By today’s standards, almost everyone I had sex with should be in prison, because I was underage and they were mostly adults. But I loved it. It was my idea.

         The first time I ever had anal sex was with a full adult who probably shouldn’t have. It hurt, I didn’t like it, and I had to go to the doctor a few days later. He asked if anything traumatic had happened, and I said no, which was the truth. The doctor thought it might be colitis, but it was gonorrhea. He didn’t tell my parents; I have no idea why. But thank God he didn’t.

         My father’s best and only sex advice to me ever was “Keep it in your pants.” That was it. He once said to me, as I was on my way out with friends, “You’re not going out dressed like that—you look like a homo.” He was right, and I guess he knew, but I certainly wouldn’t tell him. At that precise moment, I happened to be wearing a gospel choir robe, bell-bottoms, and platform shoes. I had long hair and I was high. My mother would never have said anything like that to me. Besides, she already knew, and therefore it wasn’t something worth saying.

         My sister Maureen is gay too. She was never as obviously lesbian as I was gay, and I don’t know if she’s ever used the word “lesbian,” but she was a full-on radical lesbian feminist. I was careful not to use the word “lady” in front of her, let alone “bitch.” She had boyfriends (though the last nominal boyfriend, this beautiful young Thai guy, may have been transitional in more ways than one) until finally she brought home a girlfriend, Ruth, who then became a boyfriend, Rudy. When Ruth transitioned into Rudy, our grandmother was living with us, right through the reassignment period, and called him Ruth throughout, even when he had a beard and a baritone. Grandma would call out, “Would you like another Coke, Ruth dear?” And “Ruth” would answer in this deep, gravelly voice, “Sure, Grandma!”

         
             

         

         AT HOME, we had a modest, semiportable record player with attached speakers in the dining room, along with an interesting collection of LPs, including Al Hirt, the trumpeter, and Spanish-flavored stuff that Uncle Jim used to send—the 101 Strings Orchestra’s album The Soul of Spain, for example, which he’d use as the exotic soundtrack for his home movies.

         I had to use a nickel to increase the weight on the needle so the worn-out copy of Stars for a Summer Night, a record that was very influential on my burgeoning musical tastes, wouldn’t skip. It was dressed up as a pops concert with a mix of orchestral and vocal music—“22 brilliant performers in a sparkling program designed for summer listening”—featuring everyone from Leonard Bernstein to Ray Conniff, whose version of “Summertime” I didn’t like at all. But certain tracks have stayed with me forever. For example, the Columbia Symphony Orchestra’s March from The Love for Three Oranges by Prokofiev. That, to me, was classical music, and perhaps even my first taste of it. And the famous “Russian Sailors’ Dance” from The Red Poppy—it’s a late nineteenth-century Russian opera by Glière, but I wouldn’t have known that, because the cover didn’t care to name the composers, just the performers. That collection had everything: “Greensleeves,” “Clair de lune,” “Londonderry Air,” “Liebestraum”—not to mention the New York Philharmonic, conducted by Bernstein, playing “Hoe-Down” from Rodeo by Copland. Stars for a Summer Night is the reason why I like the music I like. It was the foundation of my interest in classical music, a sampler of everything that formed me. And on eBay right now, there are sixteen of those from ninety-seven cents.

         A few years later, I heard Switched-On Bach, Wendy (then known as Walter) Carlos’s groundbreaking 1968 debut, Bach reimagined for Moog synthesizer. So I bought the follow-up, The Well-Tempered Synthesizer. The jacket alone is wonderful, an actual group photo of Bach, Monteverdi, Scarlatti, and Handel themselves! I can precisely date my interest in baroque opera to this version of Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo, here called Orfeo Suite. I knew a little opera by then, but I’d never even heard of Monteverdi. It was scintillating, even in this synthesized interpretation.

         But an even bigger surprise than the LP itself—and a surprise that changed my musical outlook—was the accompanying bonus single, The Wild Sounds of New Music, disguised as a 45 but meant to be played at 33⅓. It was simply the record company cross-promoting its modern catalog, but to me it was the whole point, a priceless object. Columbia had selected the most radical avant-garde music of the time, not synthesized Carlos versions but the real thing, excerpted so they fit on a single: Terry Riley’s A Rainbow in Curved Air, Harry Partch’s Castor and Pollux, Luciano Berio, Steve Reich, and Conlon Nancarrow (and also Lasry-Baschet, the Baschet brothers, whose music was awful then and remains awful to this day, despite the fact that they invented an inflatable guitar). Even the liner notes to the single are priceless: “Are you getting bored … with Jimi Hendrix, maybe a little put off by Jim Morrison? Jaws tired of ‘bubble gum music’? Want to broaden your horizons without getting trapped in that square symphony and opera stuff?” Columbia Masterworks wasn’t pulling any punches, and I’d never heard anything like it. In me, they hit their mark, because I then bought every single one of the actual LPs excerpted. It wasn’t only that I’d never heard anything like it. It was thrilling music, and I couldn’t believe my ears.

         The Steve Reich piece, Violin Phase, freaked me out; you might even call it irritating if you weren’t listening properly. I liked the Terry Riley piece, but at the time A Rainbow in Curved Air was perhaps a little too pop for me, the sound of psychedelic rock; it seemed a little too easy, which is precisely what I didn’t like about pop music. (I soon discovered that Riley’s In C, written a few years earlier and perhaps the greatest piece of the twentieth century, was much more appealing.) The Harry Partch, however, made the deepest impression, and this was certainly the first time I had heard him. The sound of his music, played on homemade instruments—gongs and plucked strings—made perfect sense to me. It wasn’t just because it was exotic; it was also because the modes sounded so attractive. Within a year or two of hearing The Wild Sounds of New Music, I’d be choreographing Partch’s Barstow at dance camp, the Summer Dance Laboratory in Port Townsend, Washington.

         Officially, however, the first dance I ever made up was Boxcar Boogie (piece by piece)—a terrible title; I was young—in 1971, the music for which were those exact edits of those exact tracks, the dance a pastiche of the little dances I made up to them. It was for a Verla Flowers recital, which took place at the Playhouse, the Seattle Repertory Theatre’s home base. I used not just Castor and Pollux, but Violin Phase, some of the Conlon Nancarrow, and even the Lasry-Baschet.

         This music was all extremely complicated, and there were no scores available, so in order to choreograph it, I just listened to it over and over again. That’s what I did with all music anyway; still do, with the same yellow legal pad and precisely the same kind of pencil at the ready. (I’m a little crazy that way.) I’d listen, break it down myself, and notate it. Here’s how: I’d put on the record and, first, record phrase changes, then sub-beats within them, and then exactly how many counts per section until it modulated or repeated, at least until something happened that I might actually recognize. After it was finally broken down, I could decode it much more easily. I was already involved with some unusual music through my dancing and could identify compound rhythms pretty readily. It was a crazy amount of effort, but it worked.

         We weren’t a tutored musical family, but we were a family that made a lot of music. I might not have shared my father’s taste in repertoire, but left to my own devices when my parents were elsewhere, I’d head straight for the organ and improvise for endless hours. I used to use a cassette player to record myself, overdubbing to multiple tracks. I’d try to layer stuff—make a part and play along with it and rerecord it—but the original decayed and the quality got worse and worse and worse.

         I got so I could fake my way through some of the two-part inventions of Bach on the piano, reading it slowly, then memorizing it. There was a songbook for solo voice and piano through the ages given to us by an old uncle, from which I learned “Come, and trip it as ye go / On the light fantastic toe” from L’Allegro, il penseroso ed il moderato (music by Handel, words by Milton), certainly my first exposure to that masterpiece, which I played in time-stopping slow motion with Maureen singing. (It’s the origin of the lovely phrase “trip the light fantastic,” which was in a Christmas dance of Verla’s that the little kids did, called Mister Dancing Santa Claus: “He trips the light fantastic as he makes his merry rounds / He started taking dancing just to see if he could lose a few pounds!”)

         I was singing a lot too. (Maxine had taken all three of us in to be “tested,” in the way people did in those days, to discover that we all had perfect pitch, about which she was very proud. It may not have been true, but she was happy to be told.) I was first a soprano, then an alto, in the choir at church when we were occasionally forced to go. I was also singing a lot of folk music outside school. By fifteen, I’d been singing with the chorus of a dance group called Koleda, which sang mostly Croatian, Serbian, and Appalachian music, full out, and also their all-male Macedonian choir. I loved madrigals, though the madrigal group at school, active when Maureen was there, was by then defunct.

         I proudly bought myself a seventy-five-dollar piano from someone desperate to get rid of one. I had it forever. My friend Page Smith was (and is) a great cellist, and I was a very bad pianist, so I accompanied her on both very simple music and things that were way over my head, like Fauré and Hindemith. I didn’t have her musical education, and I learned a lot about music from her. To this day, she and I can still whistle those two-part inventions of Bach.

         The entire crew back then, gathering variously to sing and practice drinking wine, was my next-door neighbor Nona, Maureen, Page, Chad, and me. Chad was actually close to ten years older—a big deal when you’re fourteen—and a very beautiful gay hippie with waist-length hair. I thought he was a genius: a very good guitarist and songwriter on the coffeehouse circuit, and a multi-instrumentalist who played the dulcimer and various stringed Balkan instruments, the long-necked tamboura and tamburica. Chad and I were never more than very good friends—he had a boyfriend/roommate whom he called Large Richard, a joke I only got later—but he knew what I liked. When I was fifteen, he handed me Snow White by Donald Barthelme.

         The scene might be in the university district, late at night, in one of Chad’s many houses, a glass jug of white or pink wine on the table, terrible pre-box Cribari “premium altar wine,” and a pizza box on the floor. He’d be playing the dulcimer, perhaps the guitar, or an out-of-tune piano; Maureen, Page, Nona, and I singing shape note hymns, simple madrigals, or the Carter Family, or sight-singing from a hymnal.

         Years later, Chad had a hit with a musical that played in Seattle for years, a hit in Tokyo, called Angry Housewives, about mothers forming a punk rock band, to their children’s embarrassment. The big song was “Eat Your F*& king Cornflakes.” I didn’t even know he had served in Vietnam until many years later, when we went to a Vietnamese restaurant and he spoke to the waitress in Vietnamese. He’d been a translator; he’d never once mentioned it, and we were close. (The draft disappeared right when I would have been eligible.) He’s now a visual artist, composer, and playwright with the Denver Children’s Theatre, still ten years older than I am.

         
             

         

         BY NOW I’D STARTED WRITING my own music because why not? I knew just enough to start. I wrote a piece for two flutes and two clarinets, and when we went to play it, I found that the clarinets were a step and a half down, because I didn’t understand the concept of a B-flat clarinet. It was a very pretty canon for those four voices, despite the fact that two of them were a tone and a half off—it was a total accident, but it sounded better that way.

         I strung up pots and pans for percussion, and I prepared a piano Cage-style (a necessity, really, because the piano had some really bad notes) with screws and paper and erasers to make it as exotic and weird as possible. I suppose I was a kind of by-mistake experimentalist, an avant-gardiste as a composer without fully understanding that any of it was avant-garde (beyond the fact that I’d heard that single). For example, I’d simultaneously play multiple piano rolls at the store where my father worked. I made that up. I had no idea that Charles Ives had done precisely the same thing years before. The only thing I ever choreographed that I wrote myself was Mourning without Clouds, another bad title, for seven-piece chamber orchestra, keyboard music instrumentalized. It was very primitive, and not on purpose.

         I didn’t take any piano lessons until later. Even then, it took an act of church charity: they gave me a little scholarship. But by then my bad self-taught technique was ingrained and I couldn’t relearn it.

         Besides, I was dancing full-time. It was too late.
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