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THE PROGRAM

Thursday Evening, March 22, 2018, at 7:30
Friday Evening, March 23, 2018, at 7:30

Saturday Afternoon, March 24, 2018, at 1:30
Saturday Evening, March 24, 2018, at 7:30

MEDLEY OF AZERBAIJANI MUSIC: BAYATI SHIRAZ
see note on next page

Kamila Nabiyeva, mugham vocals
Miralam Miralamov, mugham vocals

rauf Islamov, kamancheh
Zaki Valiyev, tar

LAYLA AND MAJNUN 
Music by uzeyir hajibeyli (1885–1948), 

arranged by alim Qasimov, Johnny Gandelsman, and Colin Jacobsen
Sung in Azerbaijani with English supertitles

Choreography and Direction by Mark Morris
Scenic and Costume Design by howard hodgkin

Lighting Design by James F. Ingalls
Set realized by Johan henckens

Costumes realized by Maile okamura 

CasT
Layla: Fargana Qasimova, mugham vocals

Majnun: alim Qasimov, mugham vocals
rauf Islamov, kamancheh; Zaki Valiyev, tar; Kojiro umezaki, shakuhachi;

Jin Yang, pipa; Joseph Gramley, percussion; Georgy Valtchev, violin; 
Xiaofan Liu, violin; Mario Gotoh, viola; Karen ouzounian, cello; shawn Conley, bass

Act I   Love and Separation

sam Black, Lesley Garrison, Lauren Grant, sarah haarmann, Brian Lawson,
aaron Loux, Laurel Lynch, Nicole sabella, Billy smith, Noah Vinson

Act II   The Parents’ Disapproval

Layla’s parents: Lauren Grant, Noah Vinson
Majnun’s parents: sarah haarmann, Billy smith

Mica Bernas, sam Black, Lesley Garrison, Brian Lawson, Dallas McMurray, Brandon randolph

Act III   Sorrow and Despair

Mica Bernas, Domingo estrada, Jr., Lesley Garrison, Lauren Grant, sarah haarmann,
Brian Lawson, Dallas McMurray, Nicole sabella, Billy smith, Noah Vinson

Layla: Mica Bernas Majnun: Dallas McMurray

Layla: Nicole sabella Majnun: Domingo estrada, Jr.

Layla: Laurel Lynch Majnun: aaron Loux
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Act Iv   Layla’s Unwanted Wedding

Layla: Lesley Garrison        Majnun: sam Black
The husband: Durell r. Comedy

Layla’s parents: Lauren Grant, Noah Vinson

Domingo estrada, Jr., sarah haarmann, aaron Loux, Laurel Lynch, 
Nicole sabella, Billy smith

Act v   The Lovers’ Demise

Layla: Mica Bernas, Nicole sabella, Laurel Lynch, Lesley Garrison
Majnun: Dallas McMurray, Domingo estrada, Jr., aaron Loux, sam Black

Layla’s parents: Lauren Grant, Noah Vinson
Majnun’s parents: sarah haarmann, Billy smith

Medley of Azerbaijani Music: Bayati Shiraz 

all pieces in this medley are based on the melodic patterns of Bayati shiraz, which is one of
the major mughams of azerbaijani music. The composition proceeds from the melancholic
and sad music expressions toward upbeat and playful closing piece; such development is
highly typical for azerbaijani traditional music. The medley opens with the famous azerbaijani
folk song “I have watered the street,” which is about the girl who is waiting for her beloved
and wishing that they never be separated. The second part of this composition features the
actual mugham Bayati shiraz where both singers and instrumentalists demonstrate their
ability to improvise. The song “You have been apart from me” is a closing part of the medley.
alibaba Mammadov (b. 1929), an azerbaijani mugham singer, composed this song following
all the rules and stylistic features of the traditional songs known as tasnifs. Tasnif is a
romance-like lyrical song that is usually performed within mugham composition. This medley,
therefore, features three vocal genres of traditional music of azerbaijan, such as mugham,
and folk song and tasnif. 

Layla and Majnun is a Mark Morris Dance Group/Cal performances, uC Berkeley, California, production in asso-
ciation with The John F. Kennedy Center for the performing arts, Washington, D.C.; harris Theater for Music
and Dance, Chicago, Illinois; hopkins Center for the arts, Dartmouth College, hanover, New hampshire;
Krannert Center for the performing arts, College of Fine + applied arts, university of Illinois at urbana-
Champaign; Lincoln Center for the performing arts, New York, New York; Meany Center for the performing arts,
seattle, Washington; Melbourne Festival, Victoria, australia; sadler’s Wells, London, england; and university
Musical society of the university of Michigan, ann arbor.

Layla and Majnun is made possible, in part, through the MMDG New Works Fund with support from the Friends
of MMDG, Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic art, the howard Gilman Foundation, ellsworth Kelly Foundation,
elizabeth Liebman, a special grant from The henry Luce Foundation, parC Foundation,  poss Family
Foundation, the National endowment for the arts, and Trust for Mutual understanding.

Funding has also been provided by the New england Foundation for the arts’ National Dance project, with lead
funding from the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation and The andrew W. Mellon Foundation, with additional sup-
port from the National endowment for the arts. 

This program is approximately one hour with no intermission.

03-22 Mark Morris.qxp_2-1 KC ABT  3/14/18  9:49 AM  Page 3



PROGRAM NOTES

The Idealization of Love

by Wali ahmadi

Department of Near eastern studies, university of California, Berkeley 

From my early youth I have been intrigued by the love story of Majnun and Layla (or Laili, in
most persian renderings), two young lovers from Bedouin arabia. I remember very well that,
during long, cold winter nights in Kabul in the 1970s, my mother would tell us the remarkable
story of these two lovers, their intense, splendid romance, and their endless plights leading
to their heartrending deaths. It was then that I learned of an epic Indian movie based on the
story that purportedly brought the audience to tears. 

Years later as a student of literature, I read the persian romance of Laili and Majnun by
Nezami Ganjawi (1140–1209 Ce) and then came across several reworkings of this amazing
romance. The story clearly draws from brief, disjointed oral anecdotes reported in earlier
arabic sources. It was Nezami who superbly worked through the scant materials in his pos-
session, developed a more complex plot, intensified the characterization, and composed a
much more multilayered story in the masnawi (rhyming couplet) form to be incorporated,
along with four other long narratives, into his monumental quintet (Khamsa). 

In brief Qays ibn al-Mulawwah of the Banu ‘amir tribe falls in love with his classmate Layla
bint sa‘d. as the two grow older, the intensity of their love increases. although Layla, too, is
truly smitten by love, it is Qays who publicly and unreservedly pronounces his obsessive
passion in elegiac lyrics, thus earning the epithet Majnun (literally, “possessed” or “mad”).
Majnun’s incessant poetic expression of Layla’s beauty and his astonishingly outrageous
public conduct alarm Layla’s parents. Concerned about their daughter’s reputation as well
as the honor and standing of the tribe, her parents ensure that the lovers are kept apart.
When Qays’s father asks for Layla’s hand in marriage to his beloved (but universally seen as
deranged) son, Layla’s family flatly refuses the proposal, a response that seems harsh but,
in the light of Majnun’s scandalous conduct, not necessarily unreasonable. as Majnun con-
tinues wandering aimlessly through the desert, bonding with wild beasts, living an ascetic
life, and composing verses about his obsession with Layla, his father lures him into visiting
the holiest of Muslim sites, the Ka‘ba, in the hope of curing him of his obsessive love. There,
Majnun pleads to allah to make him “a hundred-fold” more “possessed” in his love for Layla. 

In the meantime, Layla’s father gives her in marriage, against her will, to an affluent, but shal-
low, man named Ibn salam. The marriage never consummates as Layla insists on preserving
her chastity. she remains faithful to her true love, Majnun, until Ibn salam dies of rejection,
disillusionment, and grief. 

a number of times Majnun is offered the chance to visit his beloved, to speak with her in
person. Towards the end of the story, when Layla, through the intermediation of a young,
faithful devotee of Majnun, appears to him, he still refuses to have physical (or sexual) con-
tact with her. Majnun strives to realize “perfect love” in Layla, a love that transcends sensual
contact with the beloved, a love that is free from selfish intentions, lust, and earthly desires.
precisely for this reason, many commentators have interpreted Nezami’s Laili and Majnun as
a sufi (Islamic mystical) allegorical narrative, where the lover seeks ultimate union with, as
well as annihilation in, the Beloved (i.e. the Divine or the Truth). Majnun’s harsh life in the
desert, then, has been compared to the ascetic life of Muslim mystics who rejected earthly
pleasures and renounced worldly affinities. accordingly, his excessive devotion to Layla rep-
resents his unique and steadfast devotion to Ideal Love, the Divine—which explains why, in
spite of his incessant yearning for his beloved Layla, he is incapable of physical intimacy with
her. It is with the idealized image of the beloved—in the person of Layla—that Majnun is
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infatuated. When Layla falls mortally ill and passes away, Majnun, too, loses his one and only
purpose in life, his sole means towards the realization of True Love. When he learns about
the death of his beloved, he at once seeks her gravesite. Weeping and moaning, he presses
himself against her gravestone and breathes his final gasps, and dies. The lovers ultimately
unite, but only in death. 

Nezami’s romance of Laili and Majnun is a multilayered, complex text, which makes it open
to contrasting, and perhaps contradictory, readings. While a sufi (mystical) reading of it is
plausible, one can justifiably read it as a conventional, yet immensely rich and enthralling,
love story. Despite the abundance of mystical motifs and metaphors, the profane dimen-
sions of the poem cannot be overlooked. 

Nezami’s unparalleled narrative proved considerably influential during the subsequent cen-
turies. While allusions and references to Layla and Majnun can be readily found in divans
(collections) of poets before Nezami’s time, his version led several noted poets, in a host of
languages, to compose original texts modeled after Nezami’s work. In persian alone, one
should mention amir Khusraw Dehlawi’s masterpiece Majnun and Laili (completed c. 1299)
and ‘abd al-rahman Jami’s Laili and Majnun (composed c. 1485). other notable renderings
of the story are by Maktabi shirazi, hatefi, and, more notably, Fuzuli. The latter became con-
siderably influential in ottoman Turkey. The romance of Layla and Majnun has been made
into several popular films and movies in hindi, Turkish, arabic, and persian. 

Wali Ahmadi is an associate professor of Persian literature at the University of California,
Berkeley. His publications include Modern persian Literature in afghanistan: anomalous
Visions of history and Form (2008) and Converging Zones: persian Literary Tradition and the
Writing of history (2012). He is currently working on the cultural politics of modern Persian
poetics and aesthetics. 

MUSIC NOTES

Into the Divine

The Music of Layla and Majnun 

by aida huseynova

Indiana university Jacobs school of Music 

at the age of 23 the composer uzeyir hajibeyli (1885–1948) put azerbaijan—and himself—
on the map of music history with his Leyli and Majnun. This opera was the first piece of com-
posed music created in azerbaijan, premiering in 1908 in Baku (then part of the russian
empire, now the capital of the republic of azerbaijan). azerbaijanis have revered their first
national composer and his work ever since. For decades, every season at the azerbaijan
state opera and Ballet Theater has opened with Leyli and Majnun. each azerbaijani singer
appreciates the honor and responsibility of participating in these productions, and audiences
throughout the country enjoy broadcasts of the performances. 

Nearly a century after the Baku premiere, hajibeyli’s opera found a new life half a world away
thanks to the silkroad ensemble under the artistic direction of Yo-Yo Ma. In 2007 the group
created a chamber arrangement of hajibeyli’s work that was entitled Layla and Majnun, fol-
lowing the pronunciation of the heroine’s name in arabic culture, in which this ancient legend
had originated. From 2007–2009 the arrangement was a highlight of the ensemble’s reper-
toire, delighting large audiences around the world. 
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The rich multicultural potential of hajibeyli’s opera perfectly resonates with silkroad, the cul-
tural organization Yo-Yo Ma founded to house the silkroad ensemble. silkroad envisions
music as a global phenomenon, with musical forms, genres, and styles serving as bridges
across time and between cultures. azerbaijani opera offers many possibilities for such musi-
cal and cultural synthesis. In Leyli and Majnun, hajibeyli combined Western opera with two
artistic treasures of Central asia and the Middle east: the story of Layla and Majnun and the
genre of mugham. 

The ill-fated lovers Layla and Majnun are often compared to romeo and Juliet, although their
story in oral tradition predates shakespeare’s play by more than 1,000 years. Layla and
Majnun have been celebrated in tales by Turks, arabs, persians, Indians, pakistanis, and
afghans. Known in many poetic renditions, their story also has inspired works of visual art,
literature, cinema, and music. It is not accidental that hajibeyli chose the poetic setting of
the azerbaijani poet and philosopher Muhammad Fuzuli (1483–1556). Written in the
azerbaijani language, Fuzuli’s work is one of the most famous versions of this ancient legend. 

Musical interpretations of the legend of Layla and Majnun appear in diverse genres and
national traditions, attesting to the tale’s enduring popularity. hajibeyli’s opera—the first
piece of composed music to set this ancient story—was based on mugham, the quintes-
sential genre of traditional azerbaijani music. Mugham is a branch of the large maqam tra-
dition cultivated in the Middle east and Central asia. an improvised modal music, mugham
historically has been performed by a mugham trio that consists of a singer playing gaval
(frame drum) and two instrumentalists playing tar (lute) and kamancheh (spike fiddle).
Mugham remains a precious part of the traditional music heritage of azerbaijan. since the
early 20th century mugham also has become the main source of creative inspiration and
experimentation for azerbaijani composers. In 1977 azerbaijani mugham was one of the 27
musical selections put in Voyagers I and II. sent beyond our solar system, these american
spacecraft carried this music as a testament to the emotional life of human beings. In 2003
uNesCo recognized azerbaijani mugham as a Masterpiece of the oral and Intangible
heritage of humanity. 

Throughout its long history the mugham genre has attracted many outstanding performers
in azerbaijan. among them is alim Qasimov, who occupies a unique and honorable place in
azerbaijan’s national music history. Qasimov is revered as a National Treasure of azerbaijan,
and he also has enjoyed substantial acclaim abroad. In 1999 Qasimov won the International
IMC-uNesCo Music prize—a highly respected award that previously had been bestowed
on Dmitri shostakovich, Leonard Bernstein, olivier Messiaen, Daniel Barenboim, Munir
Bashir, and ravi shankar, among others. Qasimov possesses an in-depth knowledge of
mugham. at the same time he is renowned for his innovative approach to tradition and his
openness to experimentation. This is why it is no surprise that Qasimov initiated the idea of
a new embodiment of hajibeyli’s old “mugham opera.” 

Qasimov shared his vision with members of the silkroad ensemble and received a positive
response. he was intimately familiar with hajibeyli’s Leyli and Majnun, as he had been
involved in its productions in the azerbaijan state opera and Ballet Theater in the 1980s. For
his silkroad work, Qasimov selected the portions of hajibeyli’s score that focus on Majnun’s
solo and duet scenes with Layla, the heroine, whose role was performed by Fargana
Qasimova, Qasimov’s daughter and student, now a highly reputed mugham singer on her
own. Qasimov also included choral and ensemble episodes, along with instrumental inter-
ludes. Based on these selections, silkroad ensemble members Johnny Gandelsman and
Colin Jacobsen, both violinists, created a score. 
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In the interpretation of the silkroad ensemble, the story of Layla and Majnun is presented in
a condensed version: the three-and-a-half-hour-long opera is compressed into an hour-long
chamber piece. hajibeyli’s five acts are rearranged into six parts. These changes have resulted
in a reordering and even an omission of many operatic episodes. ultimately the silkroad
ensemble’s alterations highlight the story’s time-honored messages. The legend of Layla
and Majnun has a strong sufi component, with the love between a man and a woman being
seen as a reflection of love for God. The death resulting from separation from one’s beloved
is a supreme fulfillment, as it takes the individual into the divine. In hajibeyli’s opera, this idea
was conveyed through the chorus “Night of separation,” which opens and concludes the
work. These episodes can be compared to the Chorus in Greek tragedies, which comments
on events before they occur in the narrative. reconstituting the Chorus as a cello solo, both
at the beginning and at the end of the piece, is one of the new arrangement’s most insightful
interpretations: the lonely melody of the cello sounds as the voice of eternity. 

The new arrangement of hajibeyli’s opera has created a different balance between Western
and eastern traits. In hajibeyli’s opera these two components mostly are kept separate: the
symphony orchestra plays all episodes of composed music and remains silent during the
mughams. only the tar and kamancheh accompany singers during mugham episodes. In
the new version, however, the role of the ensemble—with tar and kamancheh included—is
crucial throughout the entire piece, and both the improvised and written parts of the com-
position are firmly integrated. 

Layla and Majnun is a constantly changing and developing project. every performance is
unique, and it is impossible to take a snapshot of this work. Yo-Yo Ma called this a “part of
the thrill” and described the project as “perhaps the finest example of group intelligence at
work” (The New York Times, March 1, 2009). a reviewer of a performance by the silkroad
ensemble noted, “Layla and Majnun was the apex of the program. Classical music making
rarely achieves this combination of spontaneity and superb craftsmanship” (The Washington
Post, March 14, 2009). 

Indeed this composition is a result of collective effort and is imbued with the spirit of impro-
visation. hajibeyli was aware of the large cultural span of his project, in terms of its musical
and literary contents. however hajibeyli limited the cultural, aesthetic, and stylistic scope of
the opera to the context of his native culture. In so doing he reflected the social and cultural
expectations of early 20th-century azerbaijan as well as his own professional experience (or
rather, its absence, as Leyli and Majnun was hajibeyli’s first work). The silkroad ensemble
has expanded the cultural reach of azerbaijani opera deep into the Middle east and Central
asia. No less importantly, they have increased the Western elements in hajibeyli’s score, cre-
ating a work of global east-West significance. The new musical arrangement of Layla and
Majnun is a respectful and highly artistic transformation of hajibeyli’s “mugham” opera, now
shaped by creative energies coming from diverse cultural, stylistic, and temporal sources. 

Aida Huseynova has a Ph.D. in musicology and teaches at the Indiana University Jacobs
School of Music. Her publications include Music of azerbaijan: From Mugham to opera
(Indiana University Press, 2016). Huseynova also serves as a research advisor for Silkroad
under the artistic direction of Jeffrey Beecher, Nicholas Cords, and Shane Shanahan. Her
numerous awards include an Andrew W. Mellon Foundation grant (2016) and a Fulbright
scholarship (2007–2008). 
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Layla and Majnun
Libretto by uzeyir hajibeyli (based on the poem by Muhammad Fuzuli)
Translation by aida huseynova and Isabelle hunter 

1. LoVe aND separaTIoN

Majnun:
My soul is on fire because we are apart
I want to join my beloved
My heart is heavy because I am alone
I want to see my beloved
I feel like a nightingale that cries in pain,
trapped in a cage
I want a flower garden.

Layla:
My heart has been breaking since I was overcome by love
What kind of sorrow is this?
I do not have the strength to describe the sorrow in my heart
I cannot bear being apart from you

Majnun:
seeing your face—as lovely as the sun—has made me weak
I cannot be still  
My only wish is to perish in the world of love
I thank God that my wish is granted
I have no more desire

Layla:
My true love knows my heart is breaking
he knows what sadness lives in my heart
There is no need for me to explain my grief
he knows every sliver of sorrow in my heart

Majnun: Yes, I know

Layla: Yes, he knows

Majnun: Yes, I know

Layla and Majnun:
Your movements tantalize me
Your smile—like a flower—makes me weep
Your sweet scent renders me motionless
Your tousled hair drives me mad

2. The pareNTs’ DIsapproVaL

Both:
You fell in love, desperately in love
and your love is mixed with sadness and grief
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Majnun:
Father and Mother—my soul, my spirit
Father and Mother—my heart
how could I know that falling in love with Layla
would turn out this way?
What could I say, what could I do?
I cannot control this love
I’m powerless—I have no strength
I can only worship this one idol
until the very end of my life

Layla:
Mother, Father—it’s not my fault that I went to school
I’ve never done anything to disobey you
I swear this was not my intention
I just wanted to be a carefree schoolgirl
Don’t say any more
have mercy and stop tormenting me

Majnun:
Father, Mother, my love will drive me mad.

3. sorroW aND DespaIr

Majnun:
Dear God, let me be at peace with my troubles
Let me feel the despair of my love
have mercy on me in my grief
Let me feel even more despair for my love

Layla:
Your eyes are closed, your heart is broken
Your mind tortured, and your legs are bound   
You are burning from head to toe
and your heart smolders

Majnun:
I yearn to feel this sorrow as long as I live
I need this sorrow because this sorrow needs me
I will not surrender
I will not be called unfaithful

Layla:
I am as faithful as you are
Maybe even more so
You are on fire only at night
While I am on fire night and day

Both:
Like Fuzuli, I am inspired. please, God, let me be.
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4. LaYLa’s uNWaNTeD WeDDING

Majnun:
Why are you in the garden with a stranger
enjoying yourself, bestowing favors on him?
how could you break your word?
Did you forget about our vows? how cruel!

Layla:
No, no, my soul mate, please listen to me
If this were up to me I would never want anyone but you
Fate has dealt me a cruel blow
I don’t know how this happened

Majnun:
What did I do to make you turn away from me?
how could you choose a stranger to share your grief and happiness?
Is this what you call love?
You are cruel! You broke our vows!

Layla:
God, what torture! What agony!
I was burning with love for you. Now I know the torture of being apart.

Majnun:
so this is your loyalty, Layla?
Can someone who is unfaithful be loved?

5. The LoVers’ DeMIse

Layla:
The wheel of fate has not turned the way I wanted
It has not cured the pain of separation
My beloved gave me so much pain
My heart is filled with suffering that has no remedy
My beloved promised to love me forever,
But he forgot about his vows and about our love.

Majnun:
True love means sacrificing one’s life for his beloved
a soul that has not been given to a beloved is a wasted soul
Lovers want to be together
But separation brings them joy forever.
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Mark Morris was born on
august 29, 1956, in seattle,
Washington, where he stud-
ied with Verla Flowers and
perry Brunson. In the early
years of his career, he per-
formed with the companies
of Lar Lubovitch, hannah

Kahn, Laura Dean, eliot Feld, and the Koleda
Balkan Dance ensemble. he formed the Mark
Morris Dance Group (MMDG) in 1980, and
has since created more than 150 works for
the company. From 1988 to 1991 he was
director of dance at Brussels’ Théâtre royal
de la Monnaie, the national opera house of
Belgium. In 1990 he founded the White oak
Dance project with Mikhail Baryshnikov.

Much in demand as a ballet choreographer,
Morris has created 22 ballets since 1986
and his work has been performed by com-
panies worldwide including san Francisco
Ballet, american Ballet Theatre, Ballet du
Grand Théâtre de Genève, and the royal
New Zealand Ballet. Noted for his musicality,
Morris has been described as “undeviating
in his devotion to music” (The New Yorker).
he began conducting performances for
MMDG in 2006 and has since conducted at
Tanglewood Music Center, Lincoln Center,
and BaM (Brooklyn academy of Music). he
served as music director for the 2013 ojai
Music Festival. he also works extensively in
opera, directing and choreographing pro-
ductions for the Metropolitan opera, New
York City opera, english National opera,
and The royal opera, Covent Garden,
among others. 

he was named a fellow of the Macarthur
Foundation in 1991 and has received 11
honorary doctorates to date. he has taught
at the university of Washington, princeton
university, and Tanglewood Music Center.
he is a member of the american academy
of arts and sciences and the american
philosophical society, and has served as an
advisory board member for the rolex Mentor
and protégé arts Initiative. Morris has received
the samuel h. scripps/american Dance
Festival award for Lifetime achieve ment, the
Leonard Bernstein Lifetime achievement
award for the elevation of Music in society,

the Benjamin Franklin Laureate prize for
Creativity, the International society for the
performing arts’ Distinguished artist award,
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 Mr. and Mrs. Cornelius
Vanderbilt Whitney hall of Fame at the
National Museum of Dance in saratoga
springs, New York. Morris opened the Mark
Morris Dance Center in Brooklyn, New York,
in 2001 to provide a home for his company,
rehearsal space for the dance community,
outreach programs for children and seniors,
and a school offering dance classes to stu-
dents of all ages and abilities. 

The Mark Morris Dance Group (MMDG)
was formed in 1980 and gave its first perfor-
mance that year in New York City. The com-
pany’s touring schedule steadily expanded
to include cities in the united states and
around the world, and in 1986 it made its
first national television program for the pBs
series Dance in America. In 1988 MMDG
was invited to become the national dance
company of Belgium, and spent three years
in residence at the Théâtre royal de la
Monnaie in Brussels. The Dance Group
returned to the united states in 1991 as one
of the world’s leading dance companies.
Based in Brooklyn, New York, MMDG main-
tains strong ties to presenters in several
cities around the world, most notably to its
West Coast home, Cal performances in
Berkeley, California, and its Midwest home,
the Krannert Center for the performing arts
at the university of Illinois at urbana-
Champaign. MMDG also appears regularly
in New York, Boston, seattle, and Fairfax. In
New York the company has performed at
New York City Center’s Fall for Dance
Festival, regularly performs at Lincoln Center
for the performing arts’s Mostly Mozart and
White Light Festivals, and collaborates yearly
with BaM on performances and master
classes. From the company’s many London
seasons it has received two Laurence olivier
awards and a Critics’ Circle Dance award
for Best Foreign Dance Company. reflecting
Morris’s commitment to live music, the
Dance Group has featured live musicians in
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every performance since the formation of
the MMDG Music ensemble in 1996.
MMDG regularly collaborates with renowned
musicians including cellist Yo-Yo Ma, pianist
emanuel ax, mezzo-soprano stephanie
Blythe, and jazz trio The Bad plus, as well as
leading orchestras and opera companies
including the Metropolitan opera, english
National opera, and the London symphony
orchestra. MMDG frequently works with
distinguished artists and designers including
painters robert Bordo and the late howard
hodgkin, set designers adrianne Lobel and
allen Moyer, costume designers Martin
pakledinaz and Isaac Mizrahi, and many
others. MMDG’s film and television projects
include Dido and Aeneas, The Hard Nut,
Falling Down Stairs, two documentaries for
the u.K.’s South Bank Show, and pBs’s
Live from Lincoln Center. In 2015 Morris’s
signature work L’Allegro, il Penseroso ed il
Moderato had its national television pre-
miere on pBs’s Great Performances. While
on tour the Dance Group partners with
local cultural institutions and community
organizations to present arts and humani-
ties-based activities for people of all ages
and abilities.

The Silkroad Ensemble was founded
by  cellist Yo-Yo Ma in 1998 to create
music  that engages difference. silkroad
artists represent dozens of artistic traditions
and  countries, from spain and Japan to
syria and the united states.

The Grammy award–winning ensemble is a
musical collective that appears  in many
configurations and settings, from intimate
groups of two and three in museum galleries
to rousing complements of 18 in concert
halls, public squares, and amphitheaters.
silkroad musicians are also teachers, pro-
ducers, and advocates. off the stage they
lead professional development and musi-
cian training workshops,  create residency
programs in schools, museums, and com-
munities of all sizes, and experiment with
new media and genres to share silkroad’s
model  of radical cultural  collaboration and
spark passion-driven learning. Learn more
at silkroad.org.

Howard Hodgkin (Set and
Costume Design) was born
in London in 1932 and
evacuated during the war
to the united states, where
he lived on Long Island
from 1940 to 1943. he
studied at the Camberwell

school of art and the Bath academy of art,
Corsham. In 1984 he represented Britain at
the Venice Biennale and won the Turner
prize the following year. he was knighted in
1992 and made a Companion of honour in
2003. an exhibition of his Paintings 1975–
1995, organized by the Modern art Museum
of Fort Worth, opened in 1995 at the
Metropolitan Museum of art in New York
and toured to museums in Fort Worth and
Düsseldorf, and to London’s hayward
Gallery. a retrospective opened at the Irish
Museum of Modern art, Dublin, in spring
2006. It traveled to London’s Tate Britain
and then to the Museo Nacional Centro de
arte reina sofía in Madrid. hodgkin first
worked in the theater in 1981, when he
designed the set and costumes for richard
alston’s Night Music with the Ballet rambert.
They later collaborated on Pulcinella, which
was filmed by the BBC and released on
DVD. For the Mark Morris Dance Group,
hodgkin designed the sets for Rhymes with
Silver (1997), Kolam (2002), and Mozart
Dances (2006). he is represented by
Gagosian Gallery and has shown with them
in New York, Los angeles, paris, rome, and
London. he was passionate about India and
Indian art for most of his life. Toronto’s aga
Khan Museum exhibited hodgkin’s own
paintings Inspired by India along with Indian
miniatures from his collection in 2015. After
All, an exhibition of prints, opened the alan
Cristea Gallery in pall Mall, London in
october 2016.  hodgkin died March 9,
2017, in London, england.

James F. Ingalls (Lighting
Design) has designed sev-
eral pieces for Mark Morris
including Orfeo ed Euridice
(Metropolitan opera);  King
Arthur  (english National
opera); Sylvia,  Sandpaper
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Ballet, Maelstrom, and Pacific (san Francisco
Ballet); Platée  (royal opera house, Covent
Garden, and New York City opera); and
Mozart Dances, Romeo and Juliet: On
Motifs of Shakespeare, L’Allegro, il Penseroso
ed il Moderato, and Dido and Aeneas
(MMDG). recent designs for dance
include The Nutcracker (pacific Northwest
Ballet/seattle); Twyla Tharp’s 50th anniversary
Tour (us and NY state Theatre); The
Sleeping Beauty, choreographed by alexei
ratmansky (Teatro alla scala Ballet and
aBT);  Celts, choreographed by Lila York
(Boston Ballet); and Sea Lark and Death and
the Maiden (paul Taylor Dance Company).
recent theater work includes  Desdemona,
directed by peter sellars (uCLa/Cap,
Melbourne and sydney Festivals),  Druid
Shakespeare, directed by Garry hynes
(Galway, Irish tour, and Lincoln Center
Festival). he often collaborates with Melanie
rios Glaser and The Wooden Floor dancers
in santa ana, California.

Maile Okamura (Costume
Realization) studied primar-
ily with Lynda Yourth at the
american Ballet school in
san Diego, California. she
was a member of Boston
Ballet II and Ballet arizona
before moving to New

York to study modern dance. okamura
performed with MMDG from 1998–2015.
she has also had the pleasure of working
with choreographers Neta pulvermacher,
Zvi Gotheiner, Gerald Casel, and John
heginbotham, with whom she frequently
collaborates as dancer and costume de -
signer. okamura has designed costumes for
three Mark Morris works to date—Words
and A Forest for MMDG and The Letter V for
houston Ballet. 

Johan Henckens (Set Realization) be -
came the  director of technical production
of the Mark Morris Dance Group in 1989,
during the company’s three-year residency
at the Koninklijke Muntschouwburg in
Brussels, Belgium.

Johnny Gandelsman (Mu -
sical Arrangement) is the
son of a musical family
from Moscow, by way of
Israel, whose musical voice
reflects the artistic collabo-
rations he has been a part
of since moving to the

united states in 1995. Through his work
with such artists as Yo-Yo Ma, Bono,
osvaldo Golijov, David Byrne, Bela Fleck,
Kayhan Kalhor, suzanne Vega, James
Levine, Mark Morris, alim Qasimov and
Fargana Qasimova, Nigel Kennedy, and
Martin hayes, Gandelsman has been able to
integrate a wide range of creative sensibili-
ties into his own point of view. Combining
his classical training with a desire to reach
beyond the boundaries of the concert hall,
and a voracious interest in the music of our
times, he developed a unique style amongst
today's violinists, one that according to
the Boston Globe, possesses “balletic light-
ness of touch and a sense of whimsy and
imagination.”  a passionate advocate for
new music, Gandelsman has premiered
dozens of works written for Brooklyn rider
and silkroad ensemble. In 2012–2013 he
premiered works by Lev “Ljova” Zhurbin,
Dmitri Yanov-Yanovsky, Vijay Iyer, Bela
Fleck, Daniel Cords, rubin Kodheli, Dana
Lyn, Gabriel Kahane, Colin Jacobsen, shara
Worden, John Zorn, Christina Courtin,
ethan Iverson, padma Newsome, Gregory
saunier, evan Ziporyn, Bill Frisell, and Nik
Bartsch, as well as a violin concerto by
Gonzalo Grau, commissioned for Gandelsman
by Community Music Works.  

Colin Jacobsen (Musical
Arrangement) is “one of the
most interesting figures on
the classical music scene”
(The Washington Post). a
founding member of two
game-changing, audience-
expanding ensembles—the

string quartet Brooklyn rider and orchestra
The Knights—he is also a touring member of
Yo-Yo Ma’s venerated silkroad ensemble
and an avery Fisher Career Grant–winning
violinist. Jacobsen’s work as a composer
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developed as a natural outgrowth of his
chamber and orchestral collaborations.
Jointly inspired by encounters with leading
exponents of non-western traditions and by
his own classical heritage, his most recent
compositions for Brooklyn rider include
Three Miniatures—“vivacious, deftly drawn
sketches” (New York Times)—which were
written for the reopening of the Metropolitan
Museum of art’s Islamic art galleries.
Jacobsen collaborated with Iran’s siamak
aghaei to write a persian folk-inflected com-
position, Ascending Bird, which he per-
formed as soloist with the YouTube symphony
orchestra at the sydney opera house in a
concert that was streamed live by millions of
viewers worldwide. his work for dance and
theater includes Chalk and Soot, a collabo-
ration with Dance heginbotham, and music
for Compagnia de’ Colombari’s theatrical pro-
duction of Walt Whitman’s Song of Myself.

Alim Qasimov (Mugham
Vocals, Musical Arrange -
ment) is a prominent
mugham singer named a
“living national treasure” of
azerbaijan. he has been
passionate about mugham
since his early childhood,

but did not pursue a career in music until the
age of 19, after various jobs as an agricul-
tural worker and driver. Qasimov studied at
the asaf Zeynalli Music College (1978–1982)
and the azerbaijan university of arts
(1982–1989). his teacher was well-known
mugham singer aghakhan abdullayev.
Qasimov perceives and presents mugham
not only as an ancient art and a part of
azerbaijan’s musical and cultural heritage,
but also as a constantly developing tradition.
his performing style is unique, combining
deep knowledge of centuries-old rules of
mugham with challenging innovations, will-
ingly juxtaposing mugham with other music
styles, such as jazz and contemporary
composition. Qasimov was awarded the
International IMC-uNesCo Music prize in
1999 in recognition of his musical contribu-
tions to world peace. past winners of this
prize include Yehudi Menuhin, ravi shankar,
olivier Messiaen, and Daniel Barenboim.

Qasimov’s numerous awards also include the
title of the people’s artist of azerbaijan, the
highest artistic rank in the country. on his 50th
birthday in 2007, the president of azerbaijan
awarded Qasimov the Medal of Glory.

Fargana Qasimova
(Mugham Vocals), alim
Qasimov’s daughter and
protégée, is an accom-
plished mugham singer.
her father has been the
major influence in her life
and career. Qasimova grew

up with sounds of mugham and verses from
the classical poetry of azerbaijan and from
the age of four, often performed along with
her father at home and first joined him on
tour at the age of 16. she studied mugham
at the azerbaijan National Conservatory
(1996–2000) and performs frequently with
Qasimov both in azerbaijan and internation-
ally, and has earned recognition as a master
of mugham. In 1999 Love’s Deep Ocean, a
CD featuring Qasimov and Qasimova, was
released by Network Medien in Frankfurt,
Germany. In 2002 at the Women’s Voices
Festival in Belgium, Qasimova made her first
appearance as a soloist. 

Colin Fowler (MMDG Mu -
sic Director) began his musi-
cal study at the age of five
in Kansas City and went on
to study at the prestigious
Interlochen arts academy.
he continued his educa-
tion at The Juilliard school,

where he received his bachelor of music in
2003 and his master of music in 2005. While
at Juilliard, he studied piano with abbey
simon, organ with Gerre hancock and paul
Jacobs, harpsichord with Lionel party, and
conducting with James depriest and Judith
Clurman. a versatile musician and conduc-
tor, Fowler works in many areas of the music
scene in New York City. he is a veteran of
numerous Broadway shows, most recently
performing in the Tony award–winning musi-
cal Jersey Boys. a seasoned church musi-
cian, Fowler is currently the organist at
Marble Collegiate Church on Fifth avenue
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and leads services and concerts at park
avenue synagogue, where he has served as
music director since 2012. as a classical
soloist and collaborative artist, he has per-
formed and recorded with many world
renowned musicians and ensembles, includ-
ing Deborah Voigt and the Los angeles
philharmonic. he began to collaborate with
the Mark Morris Dance Group in 2005 and
has since then performed more than 40
pieces with the company on almost every
keyboard instrument possible, including the
harmonium and toy piano, and has con-
ducted performances of Mozart Dances,
Acis and Galatea, and The Hard Nut. hailed
by The New York Times as “invaluable” and
“central to Morris’s music,” he was appointed
music director in 2013.

Mica Bernas, originally
from Manila, philippines,
received her training at the
Cultural Center of the phili -
ppines Dance school. she
later joined Ballet philippines
as a member of the corps
de ballet, performing as a

soloist from 2001–2006. since moving to
New York in 2006, Bernas has worked with
Marta renzi Dance, armitage Gone Dance,
Gallim Dance, Barkin/selissen project, and
Carolyn Dorfman Dance (2007–2013). she
was a guest artist with the Limón Dance
Company, performing at the 2013 Bienal
Internacional de Danza de Cali in Bogotá,
Colombia; Lincoln Center’s David h. Koch
Theater; and at The Joyce Theater for the
company’s 70th anniversary in 2015. Bernas
also teaches at the Limón Institute and has
been on the faculty for BIMa at Brandeis
university since 2011. she joined MMDG as
an apprentice in January 2017 and became a
full time company member in august 2017.

Sam Black is originally
from Berkeley, California,
where he began studying
tap at the age of nine with
Katie Maltsberger. he re -
ceived his B.F.a. in dance
from suNY purchase, and

currently teaches MMDG master classes
and Dance for pD. he first appeared with
MMDG in 2005 and became a company
member in 2007.

Durell R. Comedy, a
native of prince Georges
County, Maryland, began
dancing at the age of six
with spirit Wings Dance
Company. he graduated
from the visual and per-
forming arts program of

suitland high school in 2004 and magna
cum laude from George Mason university,
receiving his B.F.a. in dance performance in
2008. since then he has worked and per-
formed with The Metropolitan opera, Troy
powell, and Kyle abraham, among others.
Comedy was a member of the Limón Dance
Company from 2009–2015, performing
principal and soloist roles. he has also
appeared as a soloist dancer in Baltimore
opera Company’s Aida and worked with
Washington National opera from 2013–
2014 as a principal dancer and dance cap-
tain. he was a former fellowship student at
the ailey school and a 2014 adjunct faculty
member at George Mason university’s
school of Dance. Comedy joined MMDG as
an apprentice in 2015 and became a com-
pany member in 2016. 

Shawn Conley (Bass) was
born in honolulu and won
a position with the honolulu
symphony while in high
school, going on to earn
degrees in music perfor-
mance from rice univer -
sity. Conley won the 2009

Inter national society of Bassists Jazz
Competition, was a semi-finalist in the
Thelonious Monk Jazz Competition, and
received a Wagoner Fellowship. he has
performed with sting, peter Gabriel, Yo-Yo
Ma, and emanuel ax, among many others.
he teaches at the hawaii Contrabass
Festival and regularly performs with The hot
Club of Detroit, The NoW ensemble, and
The Knights.
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Rita Donahue was born
and raised in Fairfax, Virginia,
and attended George Mason
university. she graduated
magna cum laude in 2002,
receiving a B.a. in english
and a B.F.a. in dance.
Donahue danced with bopi's

black sheep/dances by kraigpatterson and
joined MMDG in 2003.

Domingo Estrada, Jr., a
native of Victoria, Texas,
studied martial arts and
earned his black belt in
1994. he danced ballet
folklorico through his church
for 11 years. estrada earned
his B.F.a. in ballet and

modern dance from Texas Christian university
and had the honor of working with the late
Fernando Bujones. During his undergradu-
ate studies, he attended the american
Dance Festival where he had the privilege of
performing Skylight, a classic work by
choreographer Laura Dean. he debuted
with MMDG in 2007 and became a company
member in 2009. 

Lesley Garrison grew up
in swansea, Illinois, and
received her early dance
training at the Center of
Creative arts in st. Louis,
Missouri, and Interlochen
arts academy in Interlochen,
Michigan.  she studied at

the rotterdamse Dansacademie in The
Netherlands and holds a B.F.a. from
purchase College. she first performed with
MMDG in 2007 and became a company
member in 2011.  Garrison teaches at The
school at the Mark Morris Dance Center
and for MMDG’s Dance for pD program. 

Joesph Gramley (Percus -
sion) is a multi-instrumentalist
and composer. The oregon
native was silkroad’s asso-
ciate artistic director. During
more than 16 years with
silkroad, he has collaborated

with renowned musicians from India, Iran,
China, Japan, Korea, and Central asia. he
has performed internationally as a soloist and
with major symphony orchestras. his first
solo record American Deconstruction, a ren-
dition of five milestone works in the modern
multi-percussion canon, was released in
2000 and reissued in 2006. a second solo
recording Global Percussion was released in
2005. Gramley is associate professor of
music and director of percussion studies at
his undergraduate alma mater, the
university of Michigan. prior to his teaching
career, he performed extensively in New
York with chamber groups and symphony
orchestras and has directed the summer
seminar at Juilliard for 16 years. Now he fre-
quently tours with The Knights as well as
with organist Clive Driskill-smith in the duo
organized rhythm. Their CD Beaming
Music appeared in 2008.

Lauren Grant, honored
with a New York Dance
and performance “Bessie”
award for her career with
the Mark Morris Dance
Group, has danced with
MMDG since 1996, appear-
ing in more than 60 of

Morris’s works. she stages Morris’s repertory
on his company, at universities and conser-
vatories, and teaches ballet and modern
technique for the Dance Group, The school
at the Mark Morris Dance Center, Jessica
Lang Dance Company, Liz Gerring Dance
Company, Ballet preljocaj, and at schools
and universities around the globe. her writ-
ing has been published in the journals
Dance Education in Practice and Ballet
Review, and in Dance Magazine and
InfiniteBody. she also serves as a panelist
for the New York state Council on the arts.
Grant holds a B.F.a. in dance from NYu’s
Tisch school of the arts and is currently pur-
suing her M.F.a. in dance at Montclair state
university where she is also an adjunct pro-
fessor and a member of the National honor
society for graduate and professional stu-
dents. she is a recipient of the prestigious
american association of university Women
Career Development Grant, the sono osato
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scholarship for Graduate studies, and the
Caroline Newhouse Grant—all in support of
her academic pursuits. 

Mario Gotoh (Viola) is a
Grammy award–winning
musician who has distin-
guished herself as an innova-
tive violinist with a remarkably
versatile performance style
in all genres of music. Gotoh
has been invited to per-

form worldwide at The White house, The
elbphilharmonie, Dresden Musikfestspiele,
Kölner philharmonie, Madison square Garden,
het Loo palace, National Centre for the
performing arts, National Theater and Concert
hall in Taipei, aix-en-provence Festival, ravinia
Festival, Tanglewood Music Center, Banff
Centre for the arts, aspen Festival and
school, Boston early Music Festival, seoul
International Computer Music Festival,
Carnegie hall, The Metropolitan Museum of
art, Museum of Modern art, Beacon
Theatre, The Town hall, united palace, and
Caramoor Center for Music and the arts.
she is a member of The Knights, performs
with Yo-Yo Ma and the silkroad ensemble,
and will perform in William Kentridge’s
upcoming The Head & The Load at the Tate
Modern, ruhr Festival Germany, and park
avenue armory. Gotoh is the original and
current violinist-violist in the Broadway hit
and soundtrack Hamilton: An American
Musical. she has also performed on The
Grammys, Saturday Night Live, Late Show
with Stephen Colbert, Late Show with
David Letterman, The Today Show, CBS
This Morning, and performs and records
regularly with stars including stevie Wonder,
roger Waters, Katy perry, adele, sting,
sufjan stevens, Jim James, Brian Wilson,
Twenty-one pilots, perfume Genius, Nico
Muhly, Bryce Dessner, and Joshua redman.
Gotoh holds two doctorates in violin and
viola performance from stony Brook
university and is a passionate teacher.
mariogotoh.com

Rauf Islamov (Kamancheh)
was born in Baku, azerbai -
jan, and studied kamancheh
at the asaf Zeynalli Music
College, the azerbaijan
National Conservatory, and
received his master’s from
the azerbaijan state art

university. he has toured widely with the
alim Qasimov ensemble.

Sarah Haarmann grew up
in Macungie, pennsylvania,
and received training at the
Lehigh Valley Charter high
school for the performing
arts under the direction of
Kimberly Maniscalco. she
graduated magna cum laude

with a B.F.a. in dance from Marymount
Manhattan College in 2012. haarmann has
had the pleasure of performing with pam
Tanowitz Dance, Jessica Lang Dance, Dylan
Crossman Dans(ce), pat Catterson, Denisa
Musilova, and Bill Young. she joined MMDG
as an apprentice in January 2017 and
became a full-time company member in
august 2017.

Brian Lawson began his
dance training in Toronto at
Canadian Children’s Dance
Theatre. There he worked
with choreographers such
as David earle, Carol
anderson, and Michael
Trent. Lawson spent a year

studying at the rotterdamse Dansacademie
in The Netherlands and graduated summa
cum laude in 2010 from purchase College,
where he was also granted the president’s
award for his contributions to the dance
program. Lawson has had the pleasure of
performing with pam Tanowitz Dance, Dance
heginbotham, and Nelly van Bommel’s NØa
Dance, among others. he joined MMDG as
an apprentice in 2011 and became a com-
pany member in 2013.
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Xiaofan Liu (Violin) has
established himself as one
of the most sought-after
and exciting young musi-
cians. praised by the Berlin
philharmonic string Quartet
as a “tasteful young musi-
cian,” Liu is the recipient

of  the Jules C. reiner Violin prize from
Boston symphony orchestra, and has per-
formed under the baton of world renowned
conductors including Maestro Christoph von
Dohnányi, Charles Dutoit, and andris Nelsons,
among others. as an avid chamber musi-
cian and soloist, Liu has appeared in numer-
ous venues such as seiji ozawa hall and
Koussevitzky Music shed in Lenox, Carnegie
hall stern auditorium in New York, National
Concert hall and opera house in Taiwan,
Disney Concert hall in Los angeles, Jordan
hall in Boston, and the Kennedy Center in
Washington, D.C., where he was invited in
2015 to perform alongside Yo-Yo Ma, in cel-
ebration of Maestro seiji ozawa’s lifetime
achievements. he began his violin studies at
the Central Conservatory in Beijing before
moving to California to attend Idyllwild arts
academy when he was 14. Liu received his
bachelor’s degree from New england Con -
servatory, where he was the last student of
late Japanese pedagogue Masuko ushioda.
Currently Liu is pursuing his master of music
degree at the New england Conservatory
under the tutelage of Boston symphony
orchestra concertmaster Malcolm Lowe.

Aaron Loux grew up in
seattle, Washington, and
began dancing at the
Creative Dance Center as a
member of Kaleidoscope,
a youth modern dance
company. he began his
classical training at the

Cornish College preparatory Dance program
and received his B.F.a. from The Juilliard
school in 2009. he danced at The Metropolitan
opera and with arc Dance Company before
joining MMDG in 2010. 

Laurel Lynch began her
dance training at petaluma
school of Ballet in California.
she moved to New York to
attend The Juilliard school
where she performed works
by robert Battle, Margie
Gillis, José Limón, and ohad

Naharin. after graduation Lynch danced for
Dušan Týnek Dance Theatre, sue Bernhard
Danceworks, and pat Catterson. Lynch
joined MMDG as an apprentice in 2006 and
became a company member in 2007. 

Kamila Nabiyeva (Mugham
Vocals, Understudy) was
born in 1997 in the
Khanagah village in the
Ismayilli district of azerbaijan.
In 2004 Nabiyeva became
a winner at the Children’s
Mugham Competition held

by the Kainat Group. she studied at the
Baku humanitarian College and in 2014
joined the azerbaijan state university of art
and Culture. she studies with the famous
female mugham performer of azerbaijan,
Gulyanag Mammadova. In 2011 she was
awarded at the Mugham Competition held
by the azerbaijan state Television company
and the heydar aliyev Foundation, and fre-
quently appears as a soloist on azerbaijani
National Television. Nabiyeva has success-
fully introduced azerbaijani mugham to the
audiences in austria, Italy, Netherlands,
Norway, Macedonia, russia, sweden, ukraine,
the united states, and many other countries. 

Dallas McMurray, from el
Cerrito, California, began
dancing at age four, study-
ing jazz, tap, and acrobat-
ics with Katie Maltsberger
and ballet with Yukiko
sakakura. he received a
B.F.a. in dance from the

California Institute of the arts. McMurray
performed with the Limón Dance Company
in addition to works by Jiří Kylián, alonzo
King, robert Moses, and Colin Connor.
McMurray performed with MMDG as an
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apprentice in 2006 and became a company
member in 2007.

Miralam Miralamov
(Mugham Vocals, Under -
study) was born in 1988 in
the shamakhi district of
azerbaijan. he studied in
the asaf Zeynalli Music
College in Baku, azerbaijan,
and in 2012 joined the

azerbaijan National Conservatory where he
is a member of the graduate program.
Miralamov studied with the outstanding
masters of azerbaijani mugham, such as
alim Qasimov and Zabit Nabizade. In 2011
he was awarded first place at the Mugham
Competition held by the azerbaijan state
Television company and the heydar aliyev
Foundation. In 2013 Miralamov became the
winner at the National Mugham Competition
and International Mugham Competition, and
frequently appears as a soloist on azerbaijan
National Television. Miralamov has successfully
introduced azerbaijani mugham to the audi-
ences in Canada, Georgia, Germany, Italy,
Norway, romania, russia, sweden, ukraine,
the united states, and many other countries. 

Karen Ouzounian (Cello)
has been described as
“radiant” and “expressive”
(The New York Times) and
“nothing less than gor-
geous” (Memphis Com -
mercial Appeal). ouzounian
approaches music-making

with a deeply communicative and passion-
ate spirit. she is a founding member of the
aizuri Quartet, and is currently the string
quartet-in-residence at the Curtis Institute of
Music, Caramoor Center for Music and the
arts, and the Barnes Foundation in
philadelphia. her commitment to adventur-
ous repertoire and the collaborative process
has led to her membership in the Grammy–
nominated, self-conducted chamber orches-
tra a Far Cry, and the critically acclaimed
new music collective counter) induction.
additionally she has performed with such
ensembles as The Knights, Trio Cavatina,
IrIs orchestra, and as guest principal of the

st. paul Chamber orchestra and Chamber
orchestra of philadelphia.

Brandon Randolph began
his training with the school
of Carolina Ballet Theater in
Greenville, south Carolina,
under the direction of hernan
Justo. at age 14 he was
accepted into the south
Carolina Governor’s school

for the arts and humanities, where he stud-
ied with stanislav Issaev and Bobby Barnett.
randolph received his B.F.a. in dance from
purchase College in 2012. There he had
the opportunity to perform with Dance
heginbotham as well as repertory by
stephen petronio, Lar Lubovitch, paul
Taylor, and George Balanchine. randolph
began working with MMDG in 2013 and
became a company member in 2014.

Nicole Sabella is originally
from Clearwater, Florida,
where she studied at the
academy of Ballet arts and
the pinellas County Center
for the arts at Gibbs high
school under suzanne B.
pomerantzeff. In 2009 she

graduated from the university of the arts in
philadelphia, pennsylvania, earning her
B.F.a. in modern dance performance and
the outstanding performance in Modern
Dance award. she was a performer with
Zane Booker’s smoke, Lilies, and Jade arts
Initiative. sabella first performed with MMDG
in 2013 and became a company member
in 2015.

Christina Sahaida grew
up in pittsburgh, pennsyl -
vania, and began her early
dance training at the pitts -
burgh Ballet Theatre school.
In 2012 she graduated with
honors from Butler university,
receiving a B.F.a. in dance

performance. she has worked with Ballet
Quad Cities, Texture Contemporary Ballet,
and most recently the Big Muddy Dance
Company in st. Louis, Missouri. sahaida
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joined the Mark Morris Dance Group as an
apprentice in July 2017. 

Billy Smith grew up in
Fredericksburg, Virginia, and
attended George Mason
university under a full aca-
demic and dance talent
scholarship. he graduated
magna cum laude in 2007
and received achievement

awards in performance, choreography, and
academic endeavors. While at George
Mason he performed the works of Mark
Morris, paul Taylor, Lar Lubovitch, Doug
Varone, Daniel ezralow, Larry Keigwin,
susan Marshall, and susan shields. smith’s
own piece 3-Way Stop was selected to
open the 2006 american College Dance
Festival Gala at ohio state university and his
original choreography for a production of
Bye Bye Birdie garnered much critical
praise. an actor as well, smith’s regional
theater credits include Tulsa in Gypsy,
Mistoffelees in CATS, and Dream Curly in
Oklahoma! smith danced with parsons
Dance from 2007–2010. he joined MMDG
as a company member in 2010.

Kojiro Umezaki
(Shakuhachi) is a Japanese-
Danish performer and com-
poser originally from Tokyo.
he is renowned as a virtu-
oso of the shakuhachi, but
his work also encompasses
traditional and technology-

based music mediated by various forms of
electronics. his recent commissioned works
and producer credits include those for
Brooklyn rider, Joseph Gramley, huun huur
Tu, and the silkroad ensemble. umezaki is
currently associate professor of music at the
university of California, Irvine, where he is a
core faculty member of the Integrated
Composition, Improvisation, and Technology
(ICIT) group.

Zaki valiyev (Tar) was
born in Ganja, azerbaijan.
he studied at the Ganja
Music College and received
a bachelor’s degree at the
azerbaijan National Conser -
vatory. he is a member of
the alim Qasimov ensemble,

with whom he has toured extensively.

Georgy valtchev (Violin)
has appeared as soloist,
recitalist, and chamber
musician throughout the
united states, europe, and
asia. originally from plovdiv,
Bulgaria, he came to the
united states in 1992 as a

scholarship student of Dorothy Delay and
Masao Kawasaki at The Juilliard school,
where he ultimately earned his bachelor’s
and master’s degrees. he has been heard
as soloist with orchestras in Bangor, Baton
rouge, Boston, Chicago, Dallas, Miami,
New York, New Jersey, in his native
Bulgaria, and throughout Japan. since 2011
Valtchev has been a guest concertmaster of
the London philharmonic orchestra. as a
chamber musician he has appeared in New
York’s Carnegie hall, alice Tully hall, 92nd
street Y, the Kennedy Center in Washington,
D.C., Chicago's Cultural Center, the royal
Carre Theatre in amsterdam, the Barbican
Centre in London, and the Guangzhou
opera house in China. he has been fea-
tured in international music festivals such as
Mostly Mozart at Lincoln Center, Beethoven
Festival at Bard College, sofia Music Weeks,
Varna summer and appolonia in Bulgaria,
and Bastad Chamber Music Festival in
sweden. Valtchev is a founding member of
Bulgarian Concert evenings in New York.

Noah vinson is originally
from springfield, Illinois,
and received his B.a. in
dance from Columbia Col -
lege Chicago. he was
named a Dance Magazine
Dancer on the rise in 2009
and assisted Mark Morris in

the creation of his most recent work for
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houston Ballet The Letter V, which pre-
miered in May 2015. he began dancing with
MMDG in 2002 and became a company
member in 2004.

Jin Yang (Pipa) was born
in Datong, in northern
China’s shanxi province.
she began studying pipa at
nine.  In 1995 she was
admitted to the Central
Conservatory of Music in
Beijing, and received her

B.a. and M.a. degrees. Before relocating to
the u.s., she served as a pipa instructor at

the Wuhan Conservatory of Music in Wuhan,
hubei province, China. Yang has received
many awards including  first prize in the
Tianhua Cup National Youth Traditional Music
Competition in 1997, and the silver award
of  Chinese Golden Bell award for music.
she has performed in mainland China, hong
Kong, Taiwan, France, the united states,
Britain, Japan, and the philippines. In 2010
she was the only mainland Chinese pipa
performer selected (by Wu Man) to partici-
pate in a workshop led by the Kronos
Quartet and Wu Man at Carnegie hall. Yang
served as visiting scholar at Kent state
university in 2013–2014.
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For more information contact:
MarK MorrIs DaNCe Group

3 Lafayette avenue
Brooklyn, NY 11217-1415

(718) 624-8400
www.mmdg.org

Facebook: markmorrisdancegroup
Twitter: @markmorrisdance

Instagram: @markmorrisdance
snapchat: markmorrisdance

Tumblr: mmdgontheroad
YouTube: Mark Morris Dance Group

sign up for inside news from the Mark Morris Dance Group. 
Go to mmdg.org/join-email-list or text “MMDG” to 555888.
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