
TU Dance presents

2023 Winter Showcase
CULTIVATE + The School - Level 4/5

The Southern Theater
Minneapolis, MN

December 8-10, 2023



TU DANCE

Founder & Artistic Director: Toni Pierce-Sands
Executive Director: Abdo Sayegh Rodríguez

Artistic Associate: Laurel Keen

Production Manager/Lighting Designer: Alice Endo

ABOUT TU DANCE

TU Dance is known for its diverse artistic performances tackling important questions around gender,
race, social justice, history, human resilience and more. Founded in 2004, TU Dance has received dozens
of accolades and awards while touring nationwide. Under the artistic direction of Toni Pierce-Sands, TU
Dance continues to be a leading dance company in the Twin Cities. Through celebrated performances of

the professional company and accessible dance education at TU Dance Center, TU Dance provides
opportunities for everyone to experience the connective power of dance.

The School at TU Dance Center was formed in 2011, realizing the vision for an educational program
committed to access and excellence. The School shares TU Dance Center with the professional

company and CULTIVATE, A Trainee Program, providing unparalleled opportunities for students of all
ages to learn from working dancers, seasoned faculty, and distinguished guest artists who are frequently
in residence with the company. The School is organized in three divisions: the Children & Teen Program
introduces the joy of creative movement and beginning dance technique; the Pre-Professional Program
trains aspiring dancers up to age 23 who are considering dance careers; and the Adult/Open Program
welcomes everyone to join individual classes in a range of techniques including ballet, modern and

African dance.

The School at TU Dance Center has proudly served nearly 4,000 students through programming
at TU Dance Center and partner schools, and has provided $734,000 in scholarships

through the TU Dance Access Fund and various grants.

In 2022, TU Dance launched a trainee program entitled CUL·TI·VATE designed as a bridge for dancers
with advanced training between their educational perspective and envisioning

themselves in the professional field.

For more information go to www.tudance.org.

TU DANCE
EXCELLENCE | BELONGING | CREATIVITY | TRANSFORMATION

http://www.tudance.org.


PROGRAM

[IN] Transition [INCOMPLETE]
Choreographed & Danced by Samantha Meryhew

Music: The 1975

Trek 1: Trailhead
CULTIVATE + Level 4/5

Choreographed by Laurel Keen

Indira Abdullah, Gabrielle Abram, Cailyn Harris, Jillian Kramschuster, Ezra Mehta,
Samantha Meryhew, Heaven Sha’Rae, Cam Wang

In(Divided)ual
Level 4/5

Choreographed by Davente Gilreath
Music: Ruler Rebel

Indira Abdullah, Cailyn Harris, Ezra Mehta, Cam Wang

Confidently Lost
Choreographed & Danced by Heaven Sha’Rae

Music: pluggonthatrack with poetry by Heaven Sha’Rae



Trek 2: Climb
CULTIVATE

Choreographed by Laurel Keen

Gabrielle Abram, Jillian Kramschuster, Samantha Meryhew, Heaven Sha’Rae

Meditation on Self and Sound
Choreographed & Danced by Jillian Kramschuster
Music: Spirit of Mother Earth; Dreaming Sound

Songbird
Level 4/5

Choreographed by Gabrielle Abram
Music: Barbatuques; André 300

Indira Abdullah, Cailyn Harris, Ezra Mehta, Cam Wang

Cerebral Invitation
Choreographed & Danced by Gabrielle Abram

Music: Barbatuques

- INTERMISSION -
(15 minutes)

A Voyage in 4
CULTIVATE

Choreographed by Christopher Ralph
Music: Eskmo, Brendan Angelides, Kira Kira; Cristobal Tapia De Veer;

Andrey Dergatchev; Richie Hawtin, Plastikman, Chilly Gonzales
Costumes by Stephanie Karr Smith

Gabrielle Abram, Jillian Kramschuster, Samantha Meryhew, Heaven Sha’Rae

Trek 3: Summit
Level 4/5

Choreographed by Laurel Keen

Indira Abdullah, Cailyn Harris, Ezra Mehta, Cam Wang

Beguile
Choreographed & Danced by Olivia Geffre

Music: Take Care

- BRIEF PAUSE -



Anthem for You and I
CULTIVATE

Choreographed by Anna Pinault
Music: The Wesseltoft Schwarz Duo; Altered Natives

Gabrielle Abram, Jillian Kramschuster, Samantha Meryhew, Heaven Sha’Rae

Trek 4: Homeward
CULTIVATE + Level 4/5

Choreographed by Laurel Keen

Indira Abdullah, Gabrielle Abram, Cailyn Harris, Jillian Kramschuster,
Ezra Mehta, Samantha Meryhew, Heaven Sha’Rae, Cam Wang

*Unless noted above, costumes were sourced from the TU Dance costume archives and looks were
created in collaboration between choreographers and Toni Pierce-Sands

______________________________



Toni Pierce-Sands (Founder & Artistic Director) Prior to co-founding TU Dance, Minnesota
native Toni Pierce-Sands performed with Minnesota Dance Theatre, Tanz Forum in
Germany, Rick Odums in Paris, and Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, where she was a
featured soloist in such signature pieces as Revelations, Cry and Rainbow Round My
Shoulder. Her command of the Horton Technique has led to teaching posts throughout
the United States and Europe. Toni directs programming and teaches classes at TU Dance
Center in Saint Paul. She was a full-time core faculty member at the University of

Minnesota for twenty years and also served as Director of University Dance Theatre. Toni has been
featured in COSMOPOLITAN Germany and GQ publications, the American Express Alvin Ailey
commercial and the Lester Horton Technique instructional DVD series. She has written columns for
Dance Studio Life magazine on a variety of pedagogical approaches for modern dance. Toni was
awarded a 2004 McKnight Artist Fellowship in Dance, named the Sage Awards’ “2011 Outstanding
Dance Educator” and recognized with a 2013 Links Emerald Service Award for service in the arts. She
was named as a 2015 USA Fellow, receiving the Knight Fellowship in Dance together with TU Dance
co-founder Uri Sands. Toni was selected as a mentor for the 2018 Dance/USA Institute for Leadership
Training and as a panelist for the 2018 Dance Miami Choreographers’ Program. She is currently a visiting
artist at the Theater and Dance department at Macalester College and serves on the University of
Minnesota’s Northrop Advisory Board.

Laurel Keen (Artistic Associate) grew up in Minneapolis studying at Minnesota Dance
Theatre. She also received training from School of American Ballet, Dance Aspen and
Pacific Northwest Ballet School (PNBS). She stayed on at PNBS as a professional division
student and was able to perform and tour several Balanchine works with the company.
Returning to Minnesota Dance Theatre as a company member, she performed works by
Antony Tudor, Dwight Rhoden, Loyce Houlton and Wynn Fricke. She then spent nearly a
decade as a company member of Alonzo King's LINES Ballet in San Francisco, during

which she received a Princess Grace Award and an Isadora Duncan Award. It was also during her time
with LINES that she was able to tour extensively nationally and internationally. She returned to the Twin
Cities in 2011 and taught at several dance schools in the area while earning her degree as a physical
therapist assistant from St. Catherine University, working at Reynolds Rehab Physical Therapy and
Orthology Physical Therapy. She was the Director of the school at TU Dance Center, and currently has
been appointed as TU Dance’s Artistic Associate.

Gabrielle Abram (Choreographer) Gabrielle Abram, better known As “Gabby TheBaddie”
is a Gary, Indiana native, and a 2020 Momentum New Dance Works Fellow. Abram is a
self-taught, multi-lingual Hip Hop artist and has received training in Ballet, Modern, West
African, and Jazz at The Perpich Center for Arts and Education, and TU Dance Center.
Gabrielle is a core company member of STRONGmovement, directed by Darrius Strong,
and Atlantis13 Dance Collective, directed by Peace Madimutsa and Johnathan Van Arman.
In 2018 Abram co-produced Listen., at The Lab Theater--a collective of 9 choreographers

sharing Pan-African perspectives and personal stories of black identity. In November of 2021, Abram
made her choreographic debut with “Release” set on The Threads Dance Project as A Tapestries 5.0
Choreographer. Gabrielle along with business partner Rayna Howard created BGC Productions; a Film
and Media Production company dedicated to creating, collaborating, and producing art that elevates
and inspires black and POC artists. Abram continues to produce, dance, and create work in the Twin
Cities.



Davente GIlreath (Choreographer) was born and raised in Minnesota. He began his dance
training there at the Perpich Center for Arts Education where he was exposed to various
forms and styles of dance including modern, ballet, jazz, African, and contact improvisation.
Gilreath then furthered his career and studies in dance at the University of Minnesota where
he received his BFA in Dance studying from professors such as Ananya Chatterjea, Erin
Thompson, and Toni Pierce‐Sands. During the pursuit of his degree, he was also able to
perform and create work with local Minnesota‐based companies such as Contempo
Physical Dance and Threads Dance Project. Gilreath Joined Garth Fagan Dance in 2014 and

during his 8 years with the company he was promoted to senior company member and appointed the
Director of the Garth Fagan Dance Student Ensemble. He also taught Intermediate/Advanced Fagan
Technique for the Garth Fagan Dance School and for the Garth Fagan Summer Movement Institute.
Gilreath is now a dance instructor at The University of Minnesota

Anna Pinault (Choreographer) Raised in Minnesota, Anna worked as a dance artist and
educator in New York City for nearly a decade. In 2022, she landed back in the Twin Cities
once again to pursue the next season of her creative work. Anna’s most recent work
includes Ashwini Ramaswamy’s Invisible Cities, TU Dance Company’s The Three Women
Project, and projects with Joe Chvala’s Flying Foot Forum, Rovaco Dance Company, and
the Des Moines Metro Opera. Her work as an educator has included Dance Theatre of
Harlem, The Neighborhood Playhouse, Daya Yoga Studio, the NYC Public School System,

Zenon Dance School, Hothouse Minneapolis, and the TU Dance Center, among others. Anna also
practices Thai Bodywork, and is studying for her MS in Human Movement Science. Her passion for
bodily education spills into both her teaching and artistic work. Her current choreographic creations
explore the creation of imagery and architecture by transposing rhythm and other musical languages
onto the body. Her powerful energy is unique in its ability to quickly morph from style to style, all while
maintaining a supple articulation and water-like quality. Website: www.annapinault.com Instagram:
@anna_pinault

Christopher Ralph (Choreographer) was born and raised in Long Island, N.Y. He began
his dance training at Holy Trinity High School, where he was accepted into the
theater/dance program led by Cathy Murphy and James Whore. While training at school
he simultaneously attended classes at Broadway dance center and Steps on Broadway
with teachers such as Dorrit Koppel, Frank Hatchett and Shelia Barker. In 2005 he
attended SUNY Purchase College to complete his B.F.A. in dance. Christopher has
performed with choreographers and companies such as Gregory Dolbashian (The Dash

Ensemble), Loni Landon dance projects, Aszure Barton and Artists, Janis Brenner, Doug Varone, The
Metropolitan Opera, Rebecca Lazier, Patrick Corbin, Netta Yerushalmy, Jenn Freeman and Sonya Tayeh.
Christopher worked with the recording artist FKA Twigs on a video project. And will be seen in the
upcoming Hulu series Up Here. He currently teaches contemporary and Heels classes at Peridance
Capezio Center in New York City. Also has taught and created works for New York University, Princeton
university and The Hartt school of dance.

Alice Endo (Production Manager & Lighting Designer) is an artist and technician working in the Twin
Cities theater and dance communities. She is most often a lighting designer, though she also stage
manages, designs and builds scenery, and works in a variety of other technical capacities. She has
worked with groups including Threads Dance Project, Theater Mu, Artistry Theater, Exposed Brick
Theatre, Stages Theatre Company, and Theater Latté Da. She is grateful to be taking part in her first
production with TU Dance.

http://www.annapinault.com/


Stephanie Karr Smith (Costume Designer) is a former professional dancer with Minnesota Dance Theater
and Ballet of the Dolls. She is a recipient of the McKnight Dancer Achievement Award in 1999. Soon
after she started costume collaborations, construction and design for the Dolls, Avada, Glamorama,
James Sewell Ballet and now happy to collaborate with Toni Pierce-Sands for TU Dance.

CULTIVATE, A TRAINEE PROGRAM

Inspired by the next generation of dance artists, CUL·TI·VATE is a program designed as a bridge for
dancers with advanced training between their educational perspective and envisioning themselves in the

professional field. Through classes, workshops, choreographic processes, mentorship, community
engagement, teaching, performance and more, dancers will connect and share experiences as a

collective as well as expressing and gaining momentum towards their individual interests and goals
beyond their time in the program. CUL·TI·VATE will embrace and support each dancer while fostering

their unique artistic path centered in TU Dance’s values of excellence, belonging, creativity and
transformation.

Special support for CULTIVATE, A Trainee Program has been provided by
the Bob and Kathie Goodale Legacy Fund.



Teaching Artists and Workshop Facilitators

Adji Cissoko, Demetia Hopkins, Maryann Johnson, Laurel Keen, Toni Pierce-Sands,
Anna Pinault, Christopher Ralph, Abdo Sayegh Rodriguez, Dr. Carol Marie Webster, PhD

Accompanists

Maria Benson, Marya Hart, Umar Williams

Trainees

Gabrielle Abram, better known As “Gabby TheBaddie” is a Gary, Indiana native, and
a 2020 Momentum New Dance Works Fellow. Abram is a self-taught, multi-lingual Hip
Hop artist and has received training in Ballet, Modern, West African, and Jazz at The
Perpich Center for Arts and Education, and TU Dance Center. Gabrielle is a core
company member of STRONGmovement, directed by Darrius Strong, and Atlantis13
Dance Collective, directed by Peace Madimutsa and Johnathan Van Arman. In 2018
Abram co-produced Listen., at The Lab Theater--a collective of 9 choreographers

sharing Pan-African perspectives and personal stories of black identity. In November of 2021, Abram
made her choreographic debut with “Release” set on The Threads Dance Project as A Tapestries 5.0
Choreographer. Gabrielle along with business partner Rayna Howard created BGC Productions; a Film
and Media Production company dedicated to creating, collaborating, and producing art that elevates
and inspires black and POC artists. Abram continues to produce, dance, and create work in the Twin
Cities.

Olivia Geffre is a dancer and choreographer based in the twin cities. She began her
training by attending classes at many different dance studios, eventually diving
deeper into the art of dance when she attended the Saint Paul Conservatory for
Performing Artists. In the summer of 2022, she became a certified yoga teacher,
furthering her kinesthetic knowledge and fascination with movement. She is currently
teaching dance at Emerge Performing Arts, hoping to inspire the next generation to
see the beauty and importance of art. She recently performed in Migration Stories by

danceprojectsbyME at the Southern Theater. She is now a CULTIVATE trainee with TU Dance. She is
exploring shifting focus from the appearance of movement to the sensation of movement, along with the
use of the breath throughout movement.

Jillian Kramschuster is from Kansas City, MO and recently moved to the Twin Cities to
be a part of CULTIVATE this season. She graduated last May from the University of
Missouri-Kansas City where she obtained her BFA in Dance Performance and
Choreography. During school she performed in Parallel Lives by Gary Abbott and
Madonna Anno Domini by Nicole Clark-Springer as well as pieces choreographed by
Micheal Blake, Tobin James, Deanna Heitt, and Ronn Tice. Outside of school she was
a part of Tristian Griffin Dance Company’s Mosaic as well as Comedy of Darkness with

Alexis Borth performed at the Charlotte Street Foundation. She also danced with Kansas City Friends of
Alvin Ailey in Setting the Stage with Tyrone Aiken and TheDynamitExperience with Latra Wilson and
Winston Brown in their film/dance festival Bridges. In addition to dancing she has also taught dance
classes in KC and was a group leader for Ailey Camp this past summer. This is her first year with
CULTIVATE and she is excited about the journey and discovery ahead.



Samantha Meryhew, a Saint Paul native, began her dance journey In 2011, where she
started her training towards her professional career as part of the first generation of
The School at TU Dance Center. After Graduating in 2019 from the University of
Minnesota, Twin Cities, with a Bachelor of Art in Dance and Art, Samantha joined TU
Dance as an Apprentice. She danced with the company in renowned works such as
Night Creature, choreographed by Alvin Ailey, which was re-estaged by Ronni Favors
for TU Dance. She has also been a guest artist with Shapiro & Smith Dance

performing in their production of Bolero in the Spring of 2017 and 2018, and later joined the company in
2021 performing in the works Ferdougandal, Moonlight, and Burning Air. In the spring of 2022, she
returned to TU Dance as a dancer in Sensible Existence, choreographed by Marcus Jarrell Willis. She
also has performed in works by Garth Fagan, Brian Brooks, and Kjara Staric Wurst. She is proficient in
classical and contemporary ballet, modern, and African dance. Noted often as a hard worker and a quick
learner, she strives to delve deep into the physicality and emotional nuances of the movement presented
to her.

Heaven Sha’Rae, a Minnesota/Twin Cities native, has been consumed with her love for
dance since the early age of 2. Sha’Rae started dancing as a praise dancer at her
family’s church, River of Life, in St. Paul, Minnesota. She then started a life of
competition dance in 2011 at Art Of Dance studio. Sha’Rae grew as a dancer there for
about 4 years then transitioned to TU Dance in 2015. Sha’Rae grew through TU
Dance’s Pre-Professional Program until the middle of 2019 when she decided to
dedicate time to explore all of her artistic abilities. Sha’Rae then started a modeling

and spoken word career and gained a dance mentor, Erin Brown, who brought Sha’Rae into Southwest
High School in 2022 to set her first professional piece on dancers as well as some workshop classes. This
experience resulted in Sha’Rae being admitted into Southwest’s Dance Hall of Fame in the beginning of
2023.

THE SCHOOL AT TU DANCE CENTER

Teaching Artists

Gabby Abram, Sa’Nah Britt, Melissa Clark, Tamiko French, Davente Gilreath,
Suzette Gilreath, Hassan Ingraham, Mia Johnson, Laurel Keen, Daonna Lewis,

Samantha Meryhew, MerSadies McCoy, Toni Pierce-Sands,
Laura Pratt, Abdo Sayegh-Rodriquez, Umar Williams

Guest Teaching Artists

Breana Moore, Anna Pinault, Christopher Ralph, Peggy Seipp-Roy

Accompanists

Maria Benson, Marya Hart, Eric Jensen, Karl Jones, Pat Lyles, Umar Williams

Level 4/5 Students

Indira Abdullah, Cailyn Harris, Ezra Mehta, Cam Wang



SPECIAL THANKS

Gratitude to our guest artists for their generous work with the trainees and students and their continued
support and inspiration for this next generation of dancers.

Special thanks to all the TU Dance Center teaching artists and accompanists for
their invaluable work in teaching and mentoring our dancers and students.

Thank you to volunteers for their countless hours of support and to the Southern Theater staff.

DANCE TRANSFORMS LIVES
(click the text above to watch the video)

https://vimeo.com/507132234


TU DANCE BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Andrew Troup (Chair), Neeraj Mehta (Vice Chair), Joseph Zachmann (Secretary), Rafina Larsen (Treasurer),
Colette Hawkins, Sara McGrane, Toni Pierce-Sands (Founding Member & Ex-Officio), Abdo Sayegh
Rodríguez (Ex-Officio)

TU DANCE STAFF
Founder & Artistic Director: Toni Pierce-Sands
Executive Director: Abdo Sayegh Rodríguez
Artistic Associate: Laurel Keen
Project Coordinator & Board Liaison: Maxine Yamazaki
Development & Marketing Coordinator: Kari Mosel
Administrative Associate: Mia Johnson
Administrative Associate: Andrew Lee
Community Engagement Coordinator & Creative Media Specialist: Canaan Mattson
Development Consultant: Don Sommers
Accounting: Neal Evert and Jessica Passaro; Carpenter, Evert & Associates
Medical Consultant: Dr. Brad R. Moser, MD
Physical Therapists: Maryann Johnson, PT
Facility Manager: Greger Svensson

ADVISORS TO THE ARTISTIC DIRECTOR
Judith Jamison, Ronald K. Brown, Arcell Cabuag, Gregory Dolbashian, Sharon Luckman, Silvia Waters

TU Dance is grateful to the following institutions and foundations for their invaluable support:

Elmer L. & Eleanor J. Andersen Foundation

This activity is made possible by the voters of Minnesota through a Minnesota State Arts Board
Operating Support grant, thanks to a legislative appropriation from the arts and cultural heritage fund.



We are very grateful for the generosity of individuals for their support of TU Dance. To view a list of our
donors please click here. For information on how you can support TU Dance, please visit
tudance.org/giving or contact Kari Mosel, Development Coordinator at 651-724-9708 or
kari.mosel@tudance.org. TU Dance is a non-profit organization participating in the Thrivent Choice
Dollars, PayPal Giving Fund and Amazon Smile programs.

Special thanks to the matching gifts programs of 3M Foundation Matching Program, Aetna Foundation,
Community Shares of Minnesota, ExxonMobil, Felhaber Larson Foundation, HRK Foundation, Matching
Grant Program Fund of The Minneapolis Foundation, Medtronic, Raytheon Technologies, Synchrony
Foundation, TIAA Serves, Thrivent Financial, Thomson Reuters, U.S. Bank, UnitedHealth - including
contributions from hundreds of employees at companies throughout Minnesota, United Technologies,
U.S. Bank Foundation and Wells Fargo, and to those individuals assigning funds through the Thrivent
Choice Dollars program.

IN-KIND & ADVISORY SUPPORT
Kyle Alexander, Leif Anderson, Chris Andersen, May K. Boyd, Michelle Horan, Maryann Johnson,
Sarah McGrane, Brad Moser, Bill Parker, Carol Patrikakos, James Peitzman, Lela Pierce, Kristy Pierce, Ruth
Saulsberry, Pramila Vasudevan, Dr. Carol Marie Webster, PhD.

TU Dance is a member of The International Association of Blacks in Dance (IABD) and Dance/USA.

TU Dance ▪ PO Box 40405, Saint Paul MN 55104 ▪ 612-605-1925 ▪ www.tudance.org
TU Dance Center ▪ 2121 University Avenue West, Saint Paul MN 55114

PHOTO CREDITS

All Movement/Performance Photos by Canaan Mattson
Toni Pierce-Sands by Michael Slobodian
Laurel Keen by Mark Buenaflor
Gabrielle Abram by Canaan Mattson
Davente Gilreath by Suzette Gilreath
Anna Pinault by Canaan Mattson
Christopher Ralph by Mike Esperanza
CULTIVATE Images by Canaan Mattson

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1n8O7hd9s1TaElQnDaDj4u8ONN5-BYvT_bAzBOJlMFHE/edit?usp=sharing
mailto:kari.mosel@tudance.org
http://www.tudance.org

