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Dear Educators, 
 
This study guide is designed to prepare you and your students for the performance of the Mark 
Morris Dance Group at the Annenberg Performing Arts Center. 
 
The Dance Group will perform Pacific and Grand Duo, two dances from the company’s program 
“Dances to American Music”. These two works are choregraphed by Artistic Director Mark 
Morris to the music of American composer and long-time collaborator, Lou Harrison.   
 
The full program includes two additional dances also set to music by American composers —
Three Preludes, choreographed to music by George Gershwin, and Mosaic & United to music by 
Henry Cowell.  All dances on the program are choregraphed by Mark Morris. 
 
This study guide will provide a framework for integrating pre-performance activities into the 
classroom curriculum to help pique the students’ curiosity and interest in this beautiful artform. 
Please enjoy the images as well as the videos with your students prior to the show!  Also, 
included are post-performance activities that will allow students to reflect on their experience 
at the theater. 
 
We hope you enjoy the show! 

      
Sarah Marcus, Director of Education  

 
Polka from Grand Duo, photo by Katsuyoshi Tanaka 
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Learning Objectives: 

• Students will learn basic vocabulary and characteristics about modern dance 

• Students will learn about Mark Morris and what distinguishes him as an innovative 
choreographer 

• Students will be able to recognize basic dance elements within the performance  

• Students will understand appropriate theater etiquette 
 

About the Artform: Modern Dance 

Dance is defined as: “To move rhythmically usually to music, using prescribed or improvised 
steps and gestures.”  There are many styles of dance and ways to move the body.  The dance 
form performed by the Mark Morris Dance Group is called MODERN dance. 
 

What is Modern Dance? 
Modern dance developed in the 20th century primarily in the United States and Germany.  
Along with modern art, it was a rebellious response to the traditional style of classical ballet.  
The earliest modern dance innovators pushed the boundaries and limitations previously set by 
traditional schools of dance.  American pioneers include Isadora Duncan, Loie Fuller, and Ruth 
St. Denis. 
 
Mark Morris creates original dances much as the pioneers of modern dance once did.  His 
company, the Mark Morris Dance Group, is an ensemble that only performs dances that her 
creates. Many modern dance companies perform dances by several choreographers.  Dance 
companies that perform dances by choreographers’ other than their founders are called 
repertory companies. 

 

Who is Mark Morris? CHOREOGRAPHER 

 
Mark Morris has been hailed as the “the most successful and influential 
choreographer alive, and indisputably the most musical.” (New York Times). 
In addition to creating over 150 works for the Mark Morris Dance Group, he 
conducts orchestras, directs opera, and choreographs for ballet companies 
worldwide.  Morris’ work is acclaimed for its ingenuity, musicality, wit, and 
humanity. Named a Fellow of the MacArthur Foundation in 1991, he has 
received eleven honorary doctorates to date and a multitude of awards, 
including the Samuel H. Scripps/American Dance Festival Award for Lifetime 

Achievement, the Leonard Bernstein Lifetime Achievement Award for the Elevation of Music in 
Society, the Benjamin Franklin Laureate Prize for Creativity, the Cal Performances Award of 
Distinction in the Performing Arts, the Orchestra of St. Luke’s Gift of Music Award, and the 2016 
Doris Duke Artist Award. In 2015, Morris was inducted into the Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney 
hall of Fame National Museum of Dance in Saratoga Springs, New York. 
 
Formed in 1980, Mark Morris’ internationally-renowned Mark Morris Dance Group (MMDG) 
has received “highest praise for their technical aplomb, their musicality, and their sheer human 
authenticity.” (Bloomberg News). Live music and community engagement are vital components 
of the Dance Group. It has toured with its own musicians, the MMDG Music Ensemble, since 
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1996, and regularly collaborates with orchestras and opera companies around the world. 
MMDG’s film and television projects include Dido and Aeneas, The Hard Nut, Falling Down 
Stairs, the U.K.’s South Bank Show, and Live from Lincoln Center. In 2015 Morris’ signature work 
L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il Moderato premiered on PBS’ Great Performances. The Mark Morris 
Dance Center was opened in 2001 in Brooklyn, NY to provide a home for the Dance Group, 
rehearsal space for the dance community, programs for local children and seniors, and dance 
classes for students of all ages and abilities.  
 

Who is Lou Harrison? COMPOSER 
 

More than sixty years ago composer, environmentalist, and gay icon Lou 
Harrison (1917 – 2003) quietly began his own musical revolution. With superb 
craftsmanship, he combined a reverence for world cultures, a passionate belief 
in social equity and a love of melody and beauty in all its forms, to create his 
own world of music. 
 
In over 300 compositions for western, eastern, and custom-made instruments, 

Lou Harrison wrote for symphony orchestras, ballets, small chamber ensembles and soloists. He 
was a musical innovator, and a visionary in the truest sense, tirelessly knocking on the door of 
possibility. Conductor Michael Tilson Thomas acknowledged Harrison’s mastery by 
commissioning him to compose Parade for M.T.T., the first piece of music Tilson Thomas 
conducted as Music Director of the San Francisco Symphony. Performers such as Keith Jarrett, 
Yo-Yo Ma, the Mark Morris Dance Group, and Dennis Russell Davies also premiered Harrison’s 
music. 
 
Beyond his myriad musical accomplishments, Harrison’s outspoken, lifelong involvement in 
political activism—ranging from pre-Stonewall gay rights and early civil rights, to pacifism and 
countless environmental causes—garnered him icon status in many communities. He was 
recognized with countless awards including membership in the American Academy of Arts and 
Letters, Humanitarian of the Year by the American Humanist Association, the Michael Callen 
Medal of Achievement from the Gay/Lesbian American Music Awards (GLAMA), and Musical 
America’s 2002 Composer of the Year. 
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About GRAND DUO: 

 
The music Grand Duo for piano and violin is composed of five movements, but Mark Morris only 
used four of the movements for his dance: Prelude, Stampede, A Round, Polka.  The last section, 
Polka, was choreographed first and premiered as a stand-alone dance in 1992.  This dance is an 
ENSEMBLE dance which means there is no SOLO dancing and the company dances in large or 
small groups throughout. 
 
 

 
Grand Duo, photo by Stephanie Berger 
 
 
Learn More about GRAND DUO.  
 

View more photos and video clips on the Mark Morris Dance Group website 
 

http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Grand-Duo?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Grand-Duo?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Grand-Duo?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
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About PACIFIC: 

 

Pacific is in four sections set to two movements of music from Harrison’s Trio for Violin, Cello, 

and Piano. Unlike Grand Duo, Mr. Morris does not have all the dancers dance in each section.  

He uses small groups for each section: the first section is a TRIO of men, then the second a 

QUARTET of women, the third a male/female DUET and the last a group dance—or an 

ENSEMBLE.  

Pacific, photos by Hilary Schwab 
 
 
 
 
 

Learn More about PACIFIC.  
 

View more photos and video clips on the Mark Morris Dance Group website 
 

http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Pacific?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Pacific?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Pacific?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Pacific?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Pacific?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide
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Classroom Activities: (choose an activity) 

• #1: Explore your BODY and SPACE 
o Bodies are the instrument that dancers use to express a story, a mood, or simply 

to create SHAPE.  Have students create a frozen shape with their bodies.  
Encourage students to explore LEVELS- low, medium, and high.   

o Dancers can dance alone; called a SOLO or together; called ENSEMBLE and/or in 
UNISON: doing the same movement at the same time.  Have select students 
show their shape to the group, then choose a shape that students can do 
together.   

o Dancers will move in SPACE on the STAGE.  Have students form a circle and move 
in their shapes at the same time.  You will see that onstage in Grand Duo. 

• #2: View photos or videos of different styles of dance (Ballet, Modern, Swing) 
o Please see the following links for pictures that illustrate these three styles: 

▪ SWING 
▪ BALLET 
▪ MODERN 

o Discuss the aesthetic differences between the three styles. Some guiding 
questions could include- describing the different kinds of movement, costumes, 
and/or settings is featured in each section of dance. 
 

• #3: For older students: facilitate a discussion or writing assignment that addresses the 
role dance plays in their lives: Example prompts include: 1: Describe a style of dance 
that you enjoy doing and explain why? 2: Describe the role dance plays in your culture 
(American or other); 3: Write a review of a dance performance you have seen recently—
include what your interpretation was of the artistic choices and what questions you 
would ask the choreographer about their intention. 

 
 
 

Vocabulary Words: 

Audience 

Ballet 

Body 

Choreographer 

Composer 

Duet 

Ensemble 

Levels 

Modern Dance 

Quartet 

Repertory 

Shape 

Solo 

Space  

Stage 

Trio 

Unison 

Pre-Performance Discussion: 

Explain to students that they will be making a special trip. They will be going to a theater to see 
one of the world’s most renowned dance companies, the Mark Morris Dance Group. The 
theater is a special place for people to experience magical, beautiful, and new ideas. However, 
to fully appreciate the performance, respectful behavior is necessary. 
 
 

https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=https%3A%2F%2Frosalindparr.files.wordpress.com%2F2014%2F08%2Ftumblr_m7618ew9wt1rvfx3po1_500.jpg&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.goto.com%2Fsearch%2Fimages%3Fq%3Dswing%2Bdance&docid=b71UJJp0OoWaaM&tbnid=nzljqmh2xKFRRM%3A&vet=10ahUKEwjPzpST4oTWAhXsA8AKHYjzD1UQMwj5ASgLMAs..i&w=500&h=596&bih=638&biw=1366&q=swing%20dance&ved=0ahUKEwjPzpST4oTWAhXsA8AKHYjzD1UQMwj5ASgLMAs&iact=mrc&uact=8
https://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.albawaba.com%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2Fim%2Fballet-egypt.jpg&imgrefurl=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theodysseyonline.com%2Fballet-bulletin-body-facing-and-directions&docid=n8sQT441dzN3gM&tbnid=JobtSydEkcR8TM%3A&vet=10ahUKEwiZoLOz4oTWAhWlBcAKHRN-D2AQMwj8ASggMCA..i&w=1024&h=680&bih=638&biw=1366&q=ballet&ved=0ahUKEwiZoLOz4oTWAhWlBcAKHRN-D2AQMwj8ASggMCA&iact=mrc&uact=8
http://markmorrisdancegroup.org/the-dance-group/works/MMDG-Rep/Grand-Duo
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The following discussion regarding appropriate audience behavior might be helpful in preparing 
students for the performance: 

• How many of you have been to a theater? 
• How many of you have been to a dance performance? 
• What was the performance and where was it? 
• How did people behave during the performance? 
• What is the difference between a live performance and a filmed event (like on tv or a 

movie)? 
• Is going to the theater like going to a movie? Why or why not? 
• How many of you have performed something yourselves? 

 
 
Theater Etiquette: 

• Be prepared and arrive early 
• Be aware and remain quiet 
• Show appreciation by applauding 
• Participate by responding to the action onstage; if something is funny, you can laugh 

 

Post-Performance Discussion: 

This discussion will give students the chance to reflect upon their experience at the 
performance and to articulate their responses and interpretations. The discussion will allow 
students to note how ideas and characters can be expressed through dance and music. 
 
Lead the class in a reflection on their experience at the performance.  
These questions can also be used as prompts for students to think about during the 
performance in addition to as a guide for post-performance discussion: 

• How do the dancers use their bodies and facial expressions to set the mood without 
words? 

• What was the music like? How did it help to convey the mood? 
• How do the costumes help explain the story? 
• What was your favorite part of the performance? Why? 
• Did any parts of the dance surprise you? Why? 
• How would you describe what you saw to a friend? 

 
 

### 
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Contact: Sarah Marcus, Director of Education, 718.624.8400, sarah@mmdg.org 

hhttp://markmorrisdancegroup.org/?utm_source=annenberg&utm_medium=studyguide

