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Cooper Neely is busy. Between extended classes with visiting choreographers and rehearsals for 

his latest dance production, the University of Texas senior hardly has time to breathe these days. 

And before he knows it, after one quick semester, the outstanding star of the UT Dance 

department will be picking up and moving to San Francisco to study with the renowned SF 

Conservatory of Dance. 

 

But what may surprise you most about Neely is the fact that he never received any formal 

training prior to coming to UT. In fact, when he arrived in Austin in 2008 from his hometown of 

Throckmorton, TX (pop. 900), he had no idea that majoring in Dance was a real thing at the 

university. 

 

"My father is a geologist, and I always wanted to be a scientist, too," Neely says during a quick 

interview between rehearsals and class. "My parents always said you should come to college 

open to the possibilities, and that's what I did. I was undeclared at first and took a lot of classes 

in a lot of different areas. I probably have about 40 unusable credits at this point." 

 

One of those classes that did prove useful toward graduation was a Fundamentals of Acting class 

with then-graduate student Jenny Connell. After seeing Neely's mastery over his own body, she 

suggested he audition for a movement-based play in the department, which led to him studying 

ballet at Ballet Austin and auditioning for the major at UT. 

 

Three and a half years later, Neely is taking on the challenge of some of the toughest roles in the 

department's latest production, Catalyst, which runs this weekend at the B. Iden Payne Theatre in 

Winship Hall. 
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http://austin.culturemap.com/newsdetail/03-21-12-11-52-shrewd-productions-world-premiere-of-ithe-dragon-playi-goes-where-dragons-wait/?preview=1
http://texasperformingarts.org/event/catalyst


Catalyst features new works by two UT Dance professors, Yacov Sharir and David Justin, along 

with a commissioned piece by Dance TheatreX's Charles O. Anderson and a very special 

performance of Minus 16, a new piece choreographed by Omar Naharin of the internationally 

renowned Batsheva Dance Company. UT is the first university in the country to be granted 

permission to perform it in its entirety. 

 

"This is the first time that I'm aware of that we've had such a renowned piece performed by our 

company," says Neely. "If you don't see it now, you probably will never be able to. Maybe in 

New York if Allen Ailey does it again. But I just cannot emphasize the magnitude of what this 

show means for us." 

 

At the same time, Neely and his peers soon learned that great work requires a new level of 

dedication and effort. "This show is the most unbelievable amount of work," he says. "Definitely 

more work and more fun than any other show I've ever done. There are times when I finish the 

show and I can't walk, it's that exhausting." 

 

Part of the challenge, even for a prodigy like Neely, is the creative new approach to 

choreography taken by the Batsheva Dance Company. 

 

"They've developed their own dance language called Gaga," Neely explains. "It's not just a 

technique, it's a movement language that allows them to approach dance in a whole new way. 

But it also requires that the piece be done precisely the way it was made in order to maintain its 

integrity." 

 

Neely admits that it has only recently dawned on him what an honor it is to be performing in this 

show, not to mention what it means for UT Dance as a whole. "I believe this is the next step 

toward really creating a powerful department that attracts more new work like this and new 

talent from around the nation in the future. That's definitely something I want to see for the 

school." 

 

As for Neely, his time at UT is nearly at an end, and the future beckons. "I still have a lot to learn 

about dance after only doing this for three and a half years," he says. "After San Francisco, I'll be 

in a position to see what the world has to offer, to see if dancing can be my career. I put all my 

eggs in this basket, so I may as well find out what comes of it." 

 

He cites among his dream dance companies to one day work for: the all-male ballet troupe Les 

Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo, the experimental Cedar Lake Contemporary Ballet, 

Norwegian modern troupe Carte Blanche, and, now that he speaks their language, Batsheva 

Dance Company, where his teacher, Sharir, was once a member. 

 

"I don't necessarily like planning too far in advance, as you can tell from when I first came [to 

UT]," he smiles. "But I do hope that seven years from now, I'll be dancing full time. What I do 

know is that, whatever I'm doing, I'll still be dancing every day." 
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