Great Performances switches gears with playful 'Prophets of Funk'
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David Dorfman Dance has been lauded more than once for keeping audience members on the edge of their seats. This time around, however, as the kickoff to the 2010-11 Great Performances at Vanderbilt series, the 25-year-old New York-based contemporary company fully expects viewers won't be able to sit still. They relive the 1973 magic of Sly and the Family Stone in Prophets of Funk -- Dance to the Music on Sept. 24.

It's the first full public performance of the piece, more a chance to "find music we can all dance to together" than a bio dance of the group that was the first major American rock band to be integrated in both race and gender, Dorfman says. A longtime fan of the music -- back to his own days as a "white Jewish kid from the suburbs who wanted so bad to have more soul" -- Dorfman created the work with trippy period costumes, high-energy movement and video footage made to look like archival film.

"It's been an interesting challenge, how much we are the band, how much we are ourselves, how many issues we bring out and how much we just want to dance to the music," the celebrated choreographer says.

He considers the work the third in a trilogy of provocative evening-length productions including Disavowal, which examined the life of abolitionist John Brown, and underground, about activism, terrorism and the 1960s group the Weathermen. Sly and his band were a prophetic group in terms of racial issues and hope, he says, but they also simply created great music.

"I hope it becomes a positive, jittery experience for people in their seats," he says. "We have a credo that we do not make a wall between the stage and the audience. It's not about, 'We can do this and you can't, because we're great.' That's the antithesis of what I want to do. I want to create a real connection."

Bridgette Kohnhorst, Great Performances director, got a taste of that connection while seeing a preview of the work in New York.

"It was super fun, with bell bottoms, afros and chunky heels," she says. And then it became a free-for-all, with company members grabbing the hands of audience members and inviting them to participate. So taken was Kohnhorst that she invited Dorfman to present his work in Nashville, opening the coming lineup with "something that will make people feel good" rather than a heavy theatrical piece. Overall, she says, the 2010-11 season is slightly more focused on entertaining and being accessible than pushing too many envelopes. That's in part due to celebrations of a different sort: the bicentennial of Mexico this year, as well as the 40th anniversary of Trisha Brown Dance Company. TBDC appears on the Great Performances roster next spring, and Mexico is honored with the Grammy Award-winning Mariachi Los Camperos de Nati Cano this fall.

"We've established that we can go to the outer edges," Kohnhorst says. "But I think we're a little more inclusive this year of Nashville, and how the city has grown."

The 2010 lineup includes:

* David Dorfman Dance Company, 8 p.m. Sept. 24 in Vanderbilt University's Langford Auditorium.

* The Punch Brothers featuring Chris Thile (formerly of Nickel Creek) offers country classical chamber music at 8 p.m. Oct. 9 in Vanderbilt's Ingram Hall.

* Mariachi Los Camperos de Nati Cano brings Dia de los Muertos at 7:30 p.m. Nov. 3 in Langford Auditorium.

* The award-winning 2b Theatre performs Invisible Atom -- which tells the story of fortune and misfortune via economics, classical physics and everything in between -- at noon and 7:30 p.m. Feb. 25, 2011, in the Vanderbilt Student Life Center Ballroom.

* Tango Buenos Aires presents Fire and Passion with live music under renowned band leader Osvaldo Requena at 7:30 p.m. March 17, 2011, in Langford Auditorium.

* The legendary Afro Cuban All Stars orchestra returns to Great Performances after a seven-year hiatus at 8 p.m. April 1, 2011, in Langford Auditorium.

* The iconic Trisha Brown Dance Company presents Pygmalion, a long-held story of love and magic, at 8 p.m. Friday, April 8, 2011, in Langford Auditorium.

IF YOU GO

What: Great Performances at Vanderbilt opens its 36th season with David Dorfman Dance's Prophets of Funk -- Dance to the Music

Where: Vanderbilt University's Langford Auditorium, Garland Avenue at 22nd Avenue South

When: 8 p.m. Sept. 24

Tickets: $29-$37; $17 for Vanderbilt faculty/staff; $10 for children and all area students with valid ID; and $5 for Vanderbilt students through Ticketmaster locations, www.ticketmaster.com, the Sarratt box office or

1-800-745-3000.

Details: www.vanderbilt.edu/greatperformances, 322-2471 or www.daviddorfmandance.org.

Learn the moves

A master class is available 5:30-7 p.m. Sept. 23 in Memorial Gymnasium's Studio C. It's free to

students of the Vanderbilt Dance program and

$10 for all others. Details: www.vanderbilt.edu/dance
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Abstract (Document Summary)
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