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Niagara companies move—ever so gracefully—to attract 
a reticent public to the one artistic medium that has it all
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Mary Jo Mullins, 
artistic director and co-founder, 

Niagara Dance Company 

Photography by The Brain Farm 
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While other live offerings such as staged theatre or music concerts 
can typically rely on generous attendance to buoy their existence, 
dance events are usually attended by a much smaller following and 
are often hindered, to some extent, by a bit of a public relations 
quandary. It is inherently tricky to promote and market a medium 
that is, simultaneously, an experience perceptibly basic and universal 
in its fundamentals but generally misperceived as being difficult to 
make a connection with, believed by most to be bordering on the cusp 
of “unfamiliar and inexplicable.” This is especially true in the sphere 
of contemporary dance, where people may presumptively anticipate 
a tough time wrapping their arms around a bold, creative endeavour.

Responsive action first requires a common awareness, and for 
this art form, awareness has always been hard fought. Yet with a 
shared desire to bring the enriching experience of dance into a larger 
framework, there is committed determination to gain the support 

dance rightfully deserves in any vibrant community and to see it 
successfully integrated as part of a social fabric that equally demands 
its presence.  

Fortunately, accessibility is no longer a valid reason in the Niagara 
Region to overlook the realm of dance. With the Sullivan Mahoney 
Courthouse Theatre the scene for a recent performance of Merge, 
the latest unifying association between the Niagara Dance Company 
and a visiting collective, the presentation is just one of numerous 
upcoming shows to highlight contemporary dance locally. 

This particular grouping includes the piece Nightgarden by David 
Earle, the acclaimed Toronto-based dancer, choreographer and Order 
of Canada recipient, as well as the premiere of Elizabeth Chitty’s 
commissioned work Dissolve, a provocative and “communicative” 
effort of spontaneous content, where dancers only move when the 
audience initiates them by calling a cellphone they each hold. 

At its deepest sense, dance is an 
act of pure expression. Few mediums can perfectly hinge and intertwine the candid embodiment 
of the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual. Dance does this. 

So why is it challenging to engage people with its presentation? The cause of this enduring 
opportunity might be found in one more necessary component of the whole: the social element. 

Ballet BC: Encore  
February 2, 2013 at 7:30 pm A triple bill of diverse works by 
international choreographers. The production also includes Maggie Forgeron, 
a St. Catharines native. Forgeron has danced with the company for six 
seasons and most recently danced in the Opening Ceremonies of the 2010 
Vancouver Olympic Winter Games and in a collaborative solo project with 
Margie Gillis called Moon on White Crow.  

Ballet Jörgen Canada presents Swan Lake 
April 7, 2013 at 2:30 pm Composed between 1875-76, Swan Lake 
tells the tragic love story of Odette and Siegfried. “Their story animates this 
powerful ballet tour de force, which was featured prominently in the Oscar 
winning film, Black Swan.” There is a community participation component 
to Swan Lake that engages local aspiring dancers to be part of the cast. 

BroCk University Centre For the Arts 
All performances at the David S. Howes Theatre. 

For tickets: arts.brocku.ca or call box office at 905-688-5550 x3257

34 NIAGARA MAGAZINE   Winter 2012

NM6 27-45PG.indd   34 11/30/12   11:45:36 PM

creo




NIAGARA MAGAZINE   Winter 2012 35   Winter 2012 • niagaramag.ca

The turnout at this first of three weekend shows is of modest size, in 
part owing to the theatre’s maximum capacity of about 100 seats, but 
it’s an issue soon solved by the opening of St. Catharines’ Downtown 
Performing Arts Centre. Nonetheless, as artistic director and co-
founder in 2006 of the only professional, contemporary-focused 
company in Niagara, Mary Jo Mullins recognizes the divide some 
can feel to the world of dance. The primary objective when creating 
her Niagara Dance Company was to increase public awareness and 
facilitate greater access to the art form. 

Beginning as a jazz dancer from the age of ten, Mullins originally 
encountered this contemporary style while studying dance at the 
University of Waterloo, an initial experience that proved to be 
profound and life altering. Her training eventually led her to The 
School of the Toronto Dance Theatre where possibilities opened up 
to pursue the artistic career she loves, sharing her enthusiasm for the 
form of dance she felt an immediate connection with, and a longing 
to demystify it for others.  

Her invaluable knowledge and instruction is at the heart of 
a mentorship program the company provides to dance artist 
apprentices like Jena Slingerland, who grew up in Niagara-on-the-
Lake, took ballet dance studies at Niagara District during high school, 
then went further to pursue it as her profession at Ryerson University 

with special emphasis on contemporary modern dance. “Dance is not 
only a career for me, it’s a passion. It has taught me so much about 
who I am, as well as discipline, drive and confidence. Being able to 
push physically and emotionally to places I've never been before 
is something I never would have found without dance in my life,” 
Slingerland believes. 

She also feels lucky to continue her journey within steps of her 
hometown, knowing that the area is revealing a genuine dedication 
to the performing arts by “bringing amazing, world-renowned dance 
companies here” to admire. Lately, Brock University’s Centre for the 
Arts is not only faithful in staging the best in dance, it’s also welcoming 
our finest and brightest back to the region. Niagara natives turned 
professional dancers are multiplying, and two are currently touring 
among the country’s most applause-worthy troupes. Featured guest 
tap dancer with Ballet Creole: Soulful Messiah, David Cox (formerly of 
STOMP), will return front and centre at The Centre in December, and 
this February, Maggie Forgeron of Ballet BC will make a homecoming 
stop for Encore. 

Given abundant talent to draw upon, in many ways, the shared 
experience of dance is enjoying a renaissance of recognition. 
Current television shows such as So You Think You Can 

Dance? and Dancing with the Stars are immensely popular and put 

Seeds in Time January 18, 2013 at 1 pm; January 19 & 20 at 2 pm 
Returning for a third season is the popular informal presentation series 
featuring various dance artists and their work in development. 
World to Come  June 7 & 8 at 8 pm& June 9 at 2 pm A main stage 
presentation of contemporary dance works by Mary Jo Mullins, Graham 
McKelvie, Patricia Beatty, Terrill Maguire and Tom Brouillette. 

Classes Beginner/intermediate – Graham-based technique
Spring Session – for upcoming dates sign up for newsletter at 
niagaradancecompany.com 
Open to anyone with a serious interest in learning and/or developing their 
technical artistic abilities through the practice of Graham-based technique. 
Classes held in the Rehearsal Hall at Sullivan Mahoney Courthouse Theatre.

niAgArA DAnCe CompAny
All performances at the Sullivan Mahoney Courthouse Theatre 

 For information or tickets: Niagara Dance Company 905-684-6255 or the Centre for the Arts-Brock University Box Office at 905-688-5550 x3257.

This page: Mary Jo Mullins 
Opposite page: Maggie Forgeron, 
Photo by Michael Slobodian
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the art form in front of millions of viewers weekly. And though any attention is perhaps 
advantageous, there is still a daunting disconnect: reality programming seldom translates 
into actuality with big ticket sales.

Centre for the Arts sales and marketing manager Sara Palmieri notes the mandate 
of the Niagara venue is to consistently host a broad and intriguing 
professional dance repertoire throughout each performance season. 
Sustaining the art form is essential, she adds, and it’s the chance to 
showcase a mix of celebrated national and international companies 
known for their “creative innovation, awe-inspiring physicality and 
choreographic genius,” confident that the circle of interest will continue 
to grow by presenting a varied program to the public.   

Encouraging this mindset, Niagara Dance Company and the Centre 
for the Arts are focusing on a “holistic” or comprehensive approach as 
a way to expand the art form. By providing various access points for the 
community to become involved—including open and master classes 
and artist workshops, educational resources, study guides and outreach 
for students in grades K-12, and utilizing the informative power of 
social media—the aim is to help cultivate opportunities for learning 
and participation in dance at every level, outside the conventional 
performance setting.

Although myriad people will say they shy away from dance 
presentations because they are fearful of not understanding it or its 
context, Palmieri says, “In many cases there is nothing to ‘get’ except 
to enjoy the physicality of the dancers, or the music, or maybe even 
the lighting; it’s simply enjoying the moment. We think that dance 
is the most accessible art form because it offers a forum for many 
interpretations and discussions.  It’s not an ‘I liked it’ or ‘I hated it’ kind 
of art form; dance suggests countless possibilities and its language is 
common to all.” 

What dance can communicate is primarily informed by each 
observer, and that individual significance could be anything or everything. It is entirely 
acceptable to either revel in its ability to invigorate the spirit and enhance the soul, or to 
merely appreciate the authenticity it presents. After all, that diversity may account for the 
real beauty of dance; it doesn’t need to be, it just is. Now, go out and embrace it.  NM

Considered the mother of modern dance Martha Graham transformed 
the art of dance with her own techniques

Reaching back, contemporary dance takes its cues from Martha 
Graham, who has been regarded as the visionary that really brought 
dance into the twentieth century. She’s often lauded with other 
modern cultural marvels, having of comparable importance as 
Frank Lloyd Wright’s contribution to architecture, or Picasso to the 
visual arts. 

It’s difficult to even imagine the abyss that existed prior to Graham 
revolutionizing the field of dance starting from the early 1920s, as 
so much emerging since is directly related to her influence. Classical 

ballet was the form most commonly accepted in traditional 
performance at the time, but 

Graham’s contemporary 
dance philosophy 

was an entity completely different from this, one that prompted 
an instinctive, almost primal, grounded style of movement while 
promoting “expressive intention,” or a root source reason for its 
conception and development. She effectively combined a distinct 
vocabulary, progressive techniques, and fresh, dynamic choreography 
to convey a type of raw physicality and truthful emotion not witnessed 
before. 

The foundations of the Graham-technique are now known the 
world over. “Where ballet is about using the arms and legs, often being 
up high and in the air, this form is about using the torso, based on 
and around main technical principles—contraction, release, high-lift, 
spiral, all combined with the breath,” explains Mary Jo Mullin, artistic 
director and co-founder of Niagara Dance Company. “The purpose 
of that is the core emotional elements of the human condition are 
from the torso, and there is so much more you can express from the 
core—life, love, death—all by committing your movement from that 
core place, out;” as well as uniting this with the use of weight, falling 
and rising, shifting in and around space.  

And a little known detail, fitness pioneer Joseph Pilates and 
Graham exchanged inspiration during their professional 

association in New York City, drawing similarities and evolving 
variations in training and exercise methods from the dance 
community, and vice versa. Both realized the affinity that 

quality of movement and its smooth control emanating from a 
strong core was vital to a higher level of body conditioning and 

performance. 

thE Visionary

Above: Swan Lake–Centre for the Arts  
Photo by Cylla von Tiedemann
Below: Fuentes–Niagara Dance Company  
Photo by The Brain Farm
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