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BEYOND CARPET CLEANING
CARPET | AIR DUCT | TILE & GROUT | HARDWOOD | UPHOLSTERY

Residential only; cannot be used for water restoration services. Must present promo code at time of service. Valid at participating locations only.
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10% OFF
on Carpet, tile/grout
and upholstery

Residential only, must meet minimum charge.
Completed by 3/31/2018. Promo Code SPRING

There’s Spring Cleaning...
And Then There’s

Professional Spring Cleaning.

L
ike to play with analogies? Well, here is one
that is apt. How is contemporary dance like a
fine heritage tomato?

Go on, guess again.
The answer, in this case, is that the ‘genet-

ics’ are passed down. The essence, the emotional ‘fla-
vor’ flows through generations. In the case of the fruit, it
is in the color, the form, but also in the burst of recog-
nition of a beloved taste, of coming home. With dance,
as it travels through bodies and is interpreted by
searching minds, this essence is carried by training and
a central philosophy that brings new revelations, but in
a vernacular that at a profound level we all understand
— that perhaps we all need.

On Feb. 27 and 28, Tallahassee will have the opportu-
nity to see how ‘heritage’ and ‘lineage’ play out when the
New York-based Martha Graham Company presents
the world-premiere of a new work by FSU Assistant
Professor, Gwen Welliver.

DNA of dance 

Gwen Welliver’s, "What a Horse!," 2015, premiered at La MaMa, in New York City. JINYOUL LIM.

Nancy Smith Fichter at her home on Feb. 9. Fichter has been
pivotal part of the FSU Dance department for years, the dance
building is named in her honor. Early in her career she worked
with the Martha Graham Ballet, which will perform for
Opening Nights on Tuesday and Wednesday. JOE

RONDONE/DEMOCRAT

Nancy Smith Fichter
passes along the

language of movement 
Marina Brown
Special to Tallahassee Democrat
USA TODAY NETWORK - FLORIDA

See FICHTER, Page 7D

S
tepping into the studio with award-winning
choreographer and dancer Gwen Welliver,
one can hear verbal prompts to “line, fold, ro-
tate,” or “line, fold, chunk,” or even “line, fold,
creature.” As a professor at Florida State Uni-

versity’s School of Dance, students shape themselves
around these improvisational structures. For Welliver,
these ideas are at the core of her pedagogy and choreog-
raphies, bearing traces of her many post-modern and
contemporary dance lineages. 

One movement might contain a heavier feeling in the
torso — remnants of her 10 years dancing with Doug Va-
rone and Dancers—whereas a sweep of the leg or arm
with a “pendular” momentum might reveal her seven
years as rehearsal director for the late Trisha Brown’s
repertory. Welliver considers her time with these nota-
ble figureheads to be apprenticeships of sorts because 

If you go
What: Martha Graham
Dance Company 

When: 7:30 pm, Tues-
day, Feb. 27, and
Wednesday, Feb. 28 

Where: Nancy Smith
Fichter Dance Theatre,
130 Collegiate Loop 

Cost: $25, $55 

Contact: For more
information, call 850-
644-6500 or visit
https://opening-
nights.fsu.edu/. 

Gwen Welliver’s "Beasts and Plots," 2013, premiered at New York Live Arts, in New York City.
IAN DOUGLAS

FSU choreographer
creates variation for
Graham dancers 
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

See GRAHAM, Page 7D
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Didyoubuyahome in LeonCounty in 2017?
Homestead Exemption can save you up to

$811 on your property taxes!

Homestead Exemption filing deadline
MARCH 1, 2018

For more information and filing locations contact the Leon County Property Appraiser
(850) 606-6200 | www.leonpa.org

Akin Akinyemi, R.A.
Property Appraiser

In a jointly commissioned project by
the Graham group and Opening Nights,
Welliver’s new work will be “a response”
to one of choreographer Graham’s most
famous works, Lamentation. Nearly a
dozen internationally-known choreog-
raphers tapped by Graham’s company,
have already offered up what Welliver
calls “their array of voices” to the Lam-
entation “prompt,” each using their own
choice of music and their own unique
vocabulary.

Rather like a professor who sees his
student’s new thought based on his old
idea, or a parent’s love of music surfac-
ing in his prodigy’s tiny fingers, the op-
portunity to see Martha Graham’s com-
pany as well as “newly born” choreogra-
phy is both a nod to the past and a full-
fledged statement of the present.

Today, there are still those among us
who know firsthand of Martha Gra-
ham’s 92-year-old disruption of the
dance world that came to be called
“modern dance” —and with its arrival,
shattering the century-old rules of clas-
sical ballet. One of them is Professor
Emerita Nancy Smith Fichter, who still
feels the thrill of ground-breaking
transgressions when she sees new

works created by the likes of Welliver.
Fichter has even “transgressed” some
herself as the first Chair of the Depart-
ment of Dance at Florida State Univer-
sity.

Today at 87, Fichter positively glows.
With a dazzling smile, her trademark
cropped snowy hair, and intelligent eyes
that pick up everything, her conversa-
tion ranges from forms of dance, her
personal mentorship by Graham’s close
musical collaborator, and casual literary
allusions to Dumas, fils and Proust.

In her soft Florida drawl, Fichter
chronicles the history of modern dance
from her own first exposure at a summer
camp through the current Post-Modern
and Post Post Modern experimenta-
tions. “For me, watching those early
movements, not always pretty ones… it
felt familiar the first time I saw them. It
was a vernacular that I immediately un-
derstood.”

And as a young college student, Fich-
ter wanted more. Even though she en-
rolled at Florida State on her way to
earning a Bachelor’s in English that over
the years would become a Master’s, her
heart has surrendered to dance. “Giving
in” some years later, Fichter would
eventually earn her Ph.D. in Dance and
Related Arts. But it wasn’t just a cerebral
infatuation.

“During my college days, every sum-
mer I traveled to New York or Connecti-

cut where Graham held classes,” she
says. “Martha Graham, though she
looked so formidable on stage, was ac-
tually a very tiny woman. But her pres-
ence, even in class, was immense. She
spoke softly, expected everything, and if
you didn’t produce it, her look could be
devastating.”

It was during those years of the ‘50s
when Graham was collaborating with
Stravinsky and Copeland, that Fichter
herself was taken under the wing of
Louis Horst, Graham’s musical director.
“Movement isn’t the only thing,” she
says. “Understanding music and its own
patterns is vital.”

Over the years, FSU’s dance classes
had remained under the aegis of the De-
partment of Physical Education, a kind
of “pretty cousin” to the athletes. But
now, having returned from a stint as
Professor of Dance at Sam Houston Uni-
versity, things were about to change for
Fichter. “I was asked to create a true De-
partment of Dance that would be part of
the School of Music, whose Chair en-
couraged her to make the new Depart-
ment, “the best dance program in the
country.” Her academic credentials
were stellar and her history as a disciple
of Martha Graham made Fichter the
perfect choice.

From 1968 until 1997 Nancy Smith
Fichter not only taught classes and cho-
reographed her own modern works, but

led what would become the School of
Dance with a catholic embrace of move-
ment. Suzanne Farrell, from the New
York City Ballet would become a profes-
sor, as would Anjali Austin of the Dance
Theatre of Harlem, Dan Wagoner of the
Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham
and Paul Taylor companies, and Jawole
Zollaar, founder and Artistic Director of
Urban Bush Women, among other illus-
trious creators from the worlds of both
ballet and modern dance. 

Even after retiring, for 15 years Fich-
ter continued to teach and direct dance
works at FSU. She established the Lil-
lian E. Smith Foundation that provided
a rural retreat for artists of every per-
suasion. And the Nancy Smith Fichter
Dance Theatre in Montgomery Hall has
been named to honor her contributions. 

Like Martha Graham herself whose
“matriarchy” has influenced Fichter’s
generation, so has it flowed on to that of
Gwen Welliver, “more eloquent,” says
Fichter, “more complex, with a greater
vocabulary.” Though Martha Graham’s
distinct technique may metamorphose
into that of others, it is likely her sensi-
bilities may seep up and out of the new-
est iterations of contemporary dance,
fueled by bright, young rule-breakers
speaking in their own dialects, but in a
language all will understand. 

Fichter
Continued from Page 1D

their influences materialize during un-
expected moments. 

Embarking on her MFA research at
Bennington College in 2007 launched a
decade of dense dance-making, which
now includes a commission by the Mar-
tha Graham Dance Company that will
premiere as part of Opening Nights in
the Nancy Smith Fichter Dance Theatre.
The studio remains her creative labora-
tory however where she works through
ideas alongside both students and col-
laborators. 

“It starts without totally knowing or
having any image or story in mind ex-
cept for a series of exercises that I often
start with to generate material,” ex-
plains Welliver, who allows exciting de-
velopments from previous prompts to
inspire her. “We’ll often start with sim-
ple physical tasks like making lines in
the body, folds in the body, rotations in
the skeleton. I might not be interested in
anything for a long time, but then some-
thing will show up and I keep it as a
chunk of material and continue build-
ing.” 

Like a sculptor of time and space,
Welliver’s explorations eventually whit-
tle down until a dance emerges. She
notes that working with the same group
of dance artists for the past 10 years has
created an accumulated history that al-
lows her to progress, embellish and play
with these simple, instructive scores.
This continual experimentation has
made her career a lifelong investigation. 

“I feel like I walk into environments
that are very different from my training
and very carefully observe what’s hap-
pening there and see how my ideas can
fit quietly with their ideas and coexist,”
says Welliver. 

As a young student, Welliver was
stimulated by scientific modes of
thought, gravitating towards “a non-
narrative, abstract sensibility.” Her
early training with Hellmut Gottschild
in Philadelphia provided her with a nar-
rative, theatrical approach to move-
ment, and challenged her aesthetic
preferences. 

“He worked with rhythm, voice, and
very dramatic images,” recalls Welliver.
“There was something about touch and
finding sensation in the palms of the
hands, the bottoms of the feet, and in
the back of the neck. It was training a
more animal sense of my body that I
couldn’t fully understand at the time as I
was young, but I watched him and was

so fascinated that it stayed with me and
came back in later years.” 

After viewing an exhibition of Kazmir
Malevich, an early 20th-century Rus-
sian artist, at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art in New York City, she was sent on
a trajectory into the visual arts. Malev-
ich’s geometric artwork contained a
“mysterious spatial component” that
intrigued Welliver as a choreographer,
and she began dreaming up ways that
“line” could influence her own articula-
tions in dance. 

Situated in NYC she was given a mul-
titude of opportunities to explore these
intersections between dance and visual
arts, and Welliver began making her
own nonfigurative sketches, both cho-
reographing and drawing concepts of
line. In fact, it was seeing sketches by vi-
sual artist Carlos Dyer and set designer
Arch Lauterer that first drew her into
Martha Graham’s wide catalog of work. 

“There are archives of Martha Gra-
ham’s work at Bennington College, and I
really spent time with the photographs
and videos while I was there,” says Wel-
liver. “Lauterer would do abstract draw-
ings while watching Graham’s perfor-
mances and Dyer would make drawings
of her. Both have been my main pull to

her company and exposed me to her
works.”

One of those pieces was “Lamenta-
tion,” a critically acclaimed solo made
by Graham in 1930 that remains one of

her longstanding contributions to early
modern dance and is still performed in
the company’s repertory today. The
company’s Lamentation Variations pro-
ject continues to commission promi-
nent choreographers such as Aszure
Barton, Yvonne Rainer, and Kyle Abra-
ham, asking them to produce their own
choreographic interpretation of the so-
lo. 

When asked to create her own varia-
tion, Welliver was invigorated by the
challenge. The creative process allots
only 10 hours to work with the company
to make a work four minutes in length,
simple costumes, minimal set design,
and music in the public domain. For the
latter, she turned to colleague Dan
Smith and his assistant Logan Castro,
who recorded countertenor and MFA
student Kyle Christensen as well as the
string players of the Eppes Quartet to
produce an original track from Henry
Purcell’s aria, “What Power Art Thou.” 

“I’m really excited about having an
original recording from these incredible
artists and I was happy to get more of
FSU involved,” says Welliver, whose
variation can be seen on Feb. 27 and 28
as part of the Martha Graham Compa-
ny’s performance for Opening Nights. 

Onstage the entire time, a solo figure
emotes through shapes and is framed
by a formal, restrained duet, describes
Welliver. As the piece progresses, one of
the duet dancers emerges from her
rhythmic patterns and its through her
material that the audience experiences
the idea of lamentation. Working from
Graham’s original prompts about grief,
Welliver is curious to see how the audi-
ence experiences her movements as the
dancers subtly change from abstract to
narrative images. 

“I believe in communication in the
form of the human body,” states Welliv-
er. “I can’t imagine not communicating
with my body and I’m constantly in-
trigued by what our bodies and other
people’s bodies are telling us.”

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org). 

Graham
Continued from Page 1D

This is a rehearsal shot of the Graham dancers preparing to run Lamentation
Variation at the Martha Graham Studio Theater in the west village in New York
City. GWEN WELLIVER

Award-winning choreographer and
dancer Gwen Welliver, JOHN HENNESSY

“I believe in

communication in the

form of the human body.”
Gwen Wellver
Choreographer and dancer
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