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To Many Bodies:
A Dance Is Born

By SUSIE LINFIELD

HIS IS A STORY WITH A BEGIN-
ning and a middle, but no end — yet.

It began last August, when Ste-
phen Petronio, the 36-year-old
¢ founder and director of the Stephen
Petronio Company, conceived of ‘‘Half
Wrong Plus Laytext,” a 30-minute piece that
would combine parts of a previously staged
work called “Wrong Wrong”’ with fresh chor-
eography. The middle passage, so to speak,
materialized this spring, when Mr. Petronio
holed up in two SoHo dance studios with his
six dancers for four hours a day, five days
per week, choreographing, rehearsing and
refining the new work. The end will unfold
Wednesday night when ‘‘Half Wrong Plus
Laytext”” — choreography finished, costumes
sewn, musical score and lighting design com-
pleted — has its premiere at the Kitchen, in
the Chelsea section of Manhattan, as part of
the company’s two-week engagement there.

To fully understand everything about
“Half Wrong Plus Laytext,” one would have
to live with Mr. Petronio, eat with him, know
what music he’s listening to and what books
he’s reading — know, that is}‘ all the aspects

‘Going from an
intellectualideato a
kinestheticideais a
delicious process,’
Stephen Petronio
says of developing a
new work.

of daily life that influence an artist, con-
sciously or not. While not quite such a de-
tailed exercise, what follows is an intermit-
tent diary of Mr. Petronio’s activities as he
created ‘“Half Wrong Plus Laytext.”.

March 15,1992
Ruled by Ideas

; Stephen Petronio’s work has been de-
scribed by critics as full of “savage exhilara-
tion,. physical bravado, amazing feats of off-

material he is calling “Laytext.” And just
what is “laytext’”’? Well, think latex, think
rubber, think condoms, think safe sex, think
AIDS.

“Because of working with the Stravinsky,”
Mr. Petronio says, ‘‘I've been reading a lot,
looking at the 20th century, at the birth of
modernism. And now, at the end of the centu-
ry, there’s this huge epidemic and censorship
and the right fighting the left. I see ‘The Rite
of Spring’ as the beginning of modernism.
Now ‘laytext’ — that’s the current moment,
the sexual politics at the end of the 20th
century.” The new work, he adds, will deal
with all these themes.

Mr. Petronio goes on to explain that his
choreography is far more influenced by liter-
ature than by music. “I tend to respond
really well to the written word in terms of
getting something Kinetic going,” he says.
“Going from an intellectual idea to a Kines-
thetic idea is a delicious process for me.”

Stephen Petronio grew up in Nutley, N. J.,
part of ‘‘a middle-class Italian family with-
out any art in the house. So dancing was sort
of a big accident. I started dancing really late
— at 18.

“Before college,”” he continues, ““my cousin
took me to see Nureyev in ‘The Sleeping
Beauty,” and I thought, ‘That’s sexy.” And
while in college 1 saw the choreographer
Steve Paxton. So here were these two power-
ful men: One was the classical ideal, the
other a post-modern hippie. I was incredibly
attracted to both, and I've been trying to put
them together for the past 15 years.”

In 1979, Mr. Petronio joined the Trisha
Brown Company. Five years later, he formed
his own: “I just knew that I had something to

say. I didn’t perceive of myself as a dancer — -

that wasn’t my goal. Ideas were my goal.
Each movement comes from an idea.”
Which brings the conversation back to the
ideas behind his new work. ‘“For me,”’ Mr.
Petronio says, *“ ‘The Rite of Spring’ is about
the innocent state of the world at the time of
the birth of modernism. Nineteen-ninety-two
is a very different story. You can’t be naked
and pure and open in that way now. There’s a
different kind of openness you have to look
for, until someone finds a cure for AIDS.” He
adds, “My work is hard — it’s fast and looks
very violent. But a lot of the violence is about
claiming strength. It’s really about power:
who has power over me, who I have power
over, what I choose to do with my body.
Those are the political issues of this decade.”
Mr. Petronio says he plans to have ‘‘Half
Wrong Plus Laytext’” open with a three-
minute solo performed by a naked woman
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 Stephen Petronio’s work has been de-
scribed by critics as full of ““savage exhilara-

ey tion, physical bravado, amazing feats of off-
Vo e lfl%er wildness,” “kamikaze ecstasy’’ (what-

ever that is) and <husge, heat-generating ex-
pressive force.”

Mr. Petronio is a striking-lookingmnan with
a; shaven head offset by a gold hi that
pierces the top of his right ear. * rong
Wrong,” he explains, was a piece he and Mr.
Clark choreographed last year to Stravin-
sky’s “‘Rite of Spring”’; the two worked sepa-
rately and then fused their choreogi‘aphy to
create a single work. For the new piece, Mr.
Petronio plans to-extract and rework “his”
part of ‘““Wrong Wrong” afid~eembine it with

¢ Susie Linfield, an editor at McCall’s, e

quently writes about the arts.

. minute solo med by a naked woman
dancing to the prelude o € Rite of
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attracted to both, and I've been trying to put
them together for the past 15 years.”

In 1979, Mr. Petronio joined the Trisha
Brown Company. Five years later, he formed
his own: “I just knew that I had something to
say. I didn’t perceive of myself as a dancer —
that wasn’t my goal. Ideas were my goal.
Each movement comes from an idea.”

Which brings the conversation back to the
ideas behind his new work. “For me,”’ Mr.
Petronio says, *“ ‘The Rite of Spring’ is about
the innocent state of the world at the time of
the birth of modernism. Nineteen-ninety-two
is a very different story. You can’t be naked
and pure and open in that way now. There’s a
different kind of openness you have to look
for, until someone finds a cure for AIDS.” He
adds, “My work is hard — it’s fast and looks
very violent. But a lot of the violence is about
claiming strength. It’s really about power:
who has power over me, who I have power
over, what [ choose to do with my body.
Those are the political issues of this decade.”

Mr. Petronio says he plans to have ‘“Half
Wrong Plus Laytext” open with a three-
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Spring’* and that he may overlay the Stravin-
sky 'Q:sic with other ‘“texts,” including
songs by Madonna. But the choreographer
warns that by the time rehearsals begin in
mid-April he may have thrown out all these
ideas and be onto something else altogether:

Apkil 14
A Killer O}BQOIO

Mr. Petronio and hi 3’“ — four .
women and two men — are rehearsiite-the
new piece. Mr. Petronio is working on-a=5i
with Gerald Casel, who joined the troupe
July. The other dancers are stretching, sit-
ting around talking or teaching one another

Mr. Petronio then begins to choreog
series of backward jumps, placing hi
, on his abdomen as he executes them.
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Casel fallows along, then does the ¢
- himself “You’re being a little too
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“Don’t throw your head so much.’
“Think casual and generous. There,
beautiful.”
and so it goes for the next 45 minu
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'Stephen Petronio rehearses Mia Lawrence in his “Half Wrong Plus Laytext,” to have its premiere Wednesday.

various steps. Everybody is wearing sweat
pants and T-shirts. They dance in bare feet.

Mr. Casel’s solo is a strenuous series of
almost nonstop jumps and turns. Mr. Pe-
tronio is both creating new steps and taking
Mr. Casel through the parts the dancer al-
ready knows. Sometimes he talks Mr. Casel
through the steps; often, he demonstrates
them himself, both to show Mr. Casel what he
wants and to figure out if something is physi-
cally possible. “This jump should be ..."" —
and Mr. Petronio moves out onto the floor,
performing a jump in which one leg is
straight, the other bent at an 80-degree angle
— “your foot should be high on this knee.”
Mr. Casel tries it. Mr. Petronio watches from
the front. It’s better, but not quite right. He
joins Mr. Casel again, instructing the dancer
to lift his bent leg higher and demonstrating
what he means. Mr. Casel watches and tries
it again. “That’s it!” Mr. Petronio cries.

Petronio demonstrates segment A, which Mr.
Casel then mimics, and then segment B,
which Mr. Casel also executes, and then
choreographer and dancer put A and B to-
gether and move on to C.

Like a couturier who can see that a perfect-
looking seam isn’t, Mr. Petronio notices the
smallest detail. An arm is slightly too high, a
leg too low, the head tilted wrong. Sometimes
it’s the emotion that’s missing: ‘‘It should be
really mean, really angry,” Mr. Petronio
says after one set of jumping turns. “If you
have to bash it, that’s all right.”” Sometimes
there’s a technical snag: “‘I know what the
problem is: Can you prepare the turn in
fourth position?”’ Sometimes Mr. Petronio
asks the dancer’s opinion. ‘‘Can you get this
arm up?”’ the choreographer inquires, to
which Mr. Casel replies, “It feels weird.”
“Well, think of it as an extension of your leg
line,” Mr. Petronio suggests. Weird or not,

crouching down into a convoluted position.
“Not really,”” she says. They compromise. ?
Again, Mr. Petronio surveys, suggests, tin-fi
kers. “You have to finish that action before .., ¢
going on to the next thing,” he says. And,ona, ._ .
difficult lunge, “I think here, if you use your _
arms first it will help you. No? Try your legs. . ...,
first. Yes! That’s nice.” One time, he has Ms. . ...,
Hilton bend down on one knee, her other leg. . ..
extending straight out, one hand resting on
the floor for balance. ‘“Can you turn your
knee? Can you arch?’’ he asks. He gets on the
floor, tries it himself, groans. ‘“Oh, God, it’s , .
hard,” he admits. But he doesn’t take it out.
Later, Mr. Petronio explains, ‘I try to put
my dancers in ridiculously impossible situa- . .
tions so they have to solve them unnaturally.
Because we’ve seen so much natural coordi- |
nation. We all know about that. And also, _.
watching the dancers solve something sets *
up tension, conflict — it makes good dance.”.
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Stephen Petronio rehearses Mia Lawrence in his

various steps. Everybody is wearing sweat
pants and T-shirts. They dance in bare feet.
Mr. Casel’s solo is a strenuous series of
almost nonstop jumps and turns. Mr. Pe-
tronio is both Creating new steps and taking
Mr. Casel through the parts the dancer al-
ready knows. Sometimes he talks Mr. Casel
through the steps; often, he demonstrates
them himself, both to show Mr. Casel what he
wants and to figure out if something'is physi-
cally possible. ‘“This jump should be .., " —
and Mr. Petronio moves out onto the floor,
performing a jump in which one leg is
straight, the other bent at an 80-degree angle
— “your foot should be high on this knee.”
Mr. Casel tries it. Mr. Petronio watches from
the front. It’s better, but not quite right. He
joins Mr. Casel again, instructing the dancer
to lift his bent leg higher and demonstrating
what he means. Mr. Casel watches and tries
it again. “That’s it!” Mr. Petronio cries.
~ They’reready to-move on. :
Mr. Petronio has Mr. Casel run the solo
through from the top. Afterwards, like a
brilliant psychoanalyst, he dissects what he
sees as the trouble spots. ““A high leap is a
mistake on the entrance,” he suggests. ‘““And
try to keep your pelvis back as you jump.”

Mr. Petronio then begins to choreograph a
series of backward jumps, placing his hand

, 0n his abdomen as he executes them. “It’s as
if somecne’s pushing you there,” he says. Mr.
Casel fallows along, then does the step by
- himself “vou’re being a little too violent
' with yeur arm,” Mr. Petronio says, adding,
“Don’t throw your head so much.” And:
“Think casual and generous. There, that’s

E Mbeautifyl.”
jSit- Mand so it goes for the next 45 minutes, an
her  eaborate game of Simon Says in which Mr.

Petronio demonstrates segment A, which Mr.
Casel then mimics, and then segment B,
which Mr. Casel also executes, and then
choreographer and dancer put A and B to-
gether and move on to C.

Like a couturier who can see that a perfect-
looking seam isn’t, Mr. Petronio notices the
smallest detail. An arm is slightly too high, a
leg too low, the head tilted wrong. Sometimes
it’s the emotion that'’s missing: ““It should be
really mean, really angry,” Mr. Petronio
says after one set of jumping turns. ““If you
have to bash it, that’s all right.”” Sometimes
there’s a technical snag: “I know what the
problem is: Can You prepare the turn in
fourth position?”’ Sometimes Mr. Petronio
asks the dancer’s opinion. ““Can you get this
arm up?” the choreographer inquires, to
which Mr. Casel replies, “It feels weird.”
“Well, think of it as an extension of your leg
line,”” Mr. Petronio suggests. Weird or not,
the raised arm stays in.

Mr. Casel’s solo will eventually run for just
OVer one minute. “It’s really a killer,” Mr.
Petronio says later, “one big jump after
another, one lack of transition after an-
other.” After running it through one more

time, Mr. Casel collapses on the floor, pant- -

ing. ““I really think you have to do this every
day, 'cause it’s not going to get any easier,”
the choreographer advises the young dancer.

Mr. Petronio begins working with Rebecca
Hilton, one of his strongest dancers; she will
perform the nude, opening- solo. ““‘She knows
what’s happened over the century, so this is a
sad piece,” Mr. Petronio tells a visitor. Her
solo — full of .,graceful lunges, outstretched
arms, mimed tears, slow leg extensions — is
far less athletic than Mr. Casel’s. ““Can you
put your foot here?” Mr. Petronio asks,

“Half Wrong Plus Laytext,’
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"to have its premiere Wednesday.

crouching down into a convoluted position.
“Not really,” she says. They compromise. Gl
Again, Mr. Petronio surveys, suggests, tin- ;
kers. “You have to finish that action before . .
going on to the next thing,” he says. And,ona,
difficult lunge, “I think here, if you use your _ .
arms first it will help you. No? Try your legs S
first. Yes! That’s nice.” One time, he has Ms.
Hilton bend down on one knee, her other leg.
extending straight out, one hand resting on
the floor for balance. “Can you turn your
knee? Can you arch?’’ he asks. He gets on the
floor, tries it himself, groans. “Oh, God, it’s e
hard,” he admits. But he doesn’t take it out. =
Later, Mr. Petronio explains, “I try to put" =
my dancers in ridiculously impossible situa- ‘, s
tions so they have to solve them unnaturally. =
Because we’ve seen so much natural coordi- -
nation. We all know about that. And also, f,;
watching the dancers solve something sets :f""
up tension, conflict — it makes good dance.”
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Trying to Provoke ..

Mr. Petronio and Mr. Casel

an arm movement. One option is to have Mr, <%
Casel’s arm follow the force of his body as he'™” “07
turns; the other is to have the arm slap into
the dancer’s eye during the turn. Mr. Pe-
tronio pronounces the first version ‘‘predict- .+
able” and the second “‘shocking,”
cides to go with the latter. Later, he explains: Bl
“I think it’s important to shake people up -~
visually. A lot of choreographers like to res

are analyzing’"'“ "

¢

M
assure you by illustrating the music. But J.q7

just don’t think that’s my job: 1 think it’s istiv
important to provoke people, tease them, not ;: ;-
Continued on Next Page
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Rebecca Hilton, front, with Ms. Lawrence, Ellis Wood and Kristen Borg rehearsing the “women’s floor work.”

meet their expectations.”

Much of Mr: Petronio’s work consists of
combinations of base phrases and variations.
Base phrases are segments of movement
that usually last about two minutes. Varia-
tions play -off of the base phrases: each
dancer choreographs his or her own, and Mr.
Petronio picks the parts of each variation
that he likes.

“I want to see the variations in different

groupings this afternoon,” Mr. Petronio an-
nounces. ‘“‘Let’s have a look.”

There are — unfortunately — almost end-
less combinations. Mr. Petronio experiments
with different sets of dancers. Some dance
their ‘variations, some the base phrases;
some go back and forth between the two. He

tries having them dance in unison and having

solution will hit. Generally when 1 make a
piece, I make a ton of material. But that’s
just movement. It’s the composition that will
make it a dance.”

Watching Mr. Petronio, the thought occurs
that, no matter how open-minded a choreog-
rapher may be; no dance company is — or
perhaps can be — truly democratic. Mr.
Petronio respects his dancers and encour-
ages them to suggest solutions to technical

- problems, but he is the final arbiter of every

detail, no matter how small. At one point,
working on another solo with Becky Hilton,
he asks her to perform a rather awkward-
looking lunging step. Like a model forced to
wear an unbecoming dress, she protests:
“They’ll think I have bad technique.” “No
they won’t,” Mr. Petronio insists. “They’ve
seen my stuff before. The step is beautiful.
You're such a good dancer, you should — ”
“Fall over?”’ she asks. ‘“Well,”” Mr. Petronio

— but Mr. Flomin doesn’t seem to get it. They
try the sequence again and again. “Ori, she’s
running away from you!’’ Mr. Petronio says.
‘“Try to get her! Make it real!” “Well, if it
was real, I'd let her go,” Mr. Flomin replies.

Choreography is a concrete art: You have
to see a dance to know if it works. Mr:
Petronio has been rehearsing a trio consist-
ing of Ms. Borg, Mr. Flomin and Mr. Casel —
again, experimenting with base phrases,
variations, timing and spatial patterns.

“I love the trio,” he says. Nevertheless, he
decides that he wants to add two new dancers
repeating a base phrase. Mia Lawrence and

is Wood enter and begin dancing in unison

. to the trio. “Hold it,”” Mr. Petronio says.

“Something’s happening.” But he’s not sure
if it’s the right thing. ‘““‘Just come in on the
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Much of Mr: Petronio’s work consists of
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ok Want to see the

groupings this afternoon,” Mr. Petronio an-

hounces. ““Let’s have a look.”’

There are — unfortunately — almost end-
less combinations,

nd having

Then, suddenly: “I know what has to hap-
pen — Gerald, can you do the phrase in the
middle? And Kristen and Ori, can you switch
from Variation to base whenever you want?”’
Mr. Petronio watchies for a few minutes.
“That’s got a lot of potential,” he says, some-
what relieved. He later explains to his visitor,
“I thought this would be a lot easier. I like all
the variations as solos, but .. .. I'm hoping a

E :

variations in different

‘He tries .

Rebecca Hilton, fron t, with Ms. Lawrence, Elljs Wood and Kristen Borg rehearsing th

solution will hit, Generally when | make a
piece, I make a ton of material. But that’s
just movement. It’s the Composition that will
make it a dance.”

Watching Mr. Petronio, the thought occurs
that, no matter how open-minded a choreog-
rapher may be, no dance company is — or
perhaps can be — truly democratic. Mr.
Petronio respects his dancers and encour-
ages them to suggest solutions to technical
problems, but he s the final arbiter of every
detail, no matter how small. At one point,
working on another solo with Becky Hilton,
he asks her to perform a rather awkward-
looking lunging step. Like a model forced to
wear an unbecoming dress, she protests:
“They’ll think I have bad technique.” “Ng
they won’t,” Mr. Petronio insists. “They’ve
Seen my stuff before. The step is
You're such a good dancer, you should — »
“Fall over?” she asks. “Well,” Mr. Petronio

replies, “if you weren’t that good, .vou could.

n't take these risks.” End of argument.

!

April 16
Jumps and Turns

Mr. Petronio is rehearsing a duet between
Kristen Borg and Ori Flomin. It seems more
dissonant than romantic — a fast series of
whiplash jumps and turns, It ends, though,
rather traditionally, with Ms. Borg running
offstage and Mr. Flomin following her, arms
outstretched — although in this case, his
hands are curved like claws.

“I need tension in your hands,” Mr. pe.
tronio says, demonstrating. He wants Mr.
Flomin to express anguish, yearning, passion

if it’s the right thing,
. backwa e

e “women’s floor work.”

— but Mr. Flomin doesn’t seem to getit. They
try the sequence again and again, “Ori, she’s
running away from you!” Mr. Petronio says.
“Try to get her! Make it real!” “Well, if jt
was real, I'd let her 80,” Mr. Flomin replies.

Choreography is a concrete art: You have
o see a dance to know if it works. Mr.,
Petronio has been rehearsing a trig consist-
ing of Ms. Borg, Mr. Flomin
again, experimenting with base phrases,
variations, timing and spatial patterns.

“I love the trio,” he says. Nevertheless, he
decides that he wants to add two new dancers
répeating a base phrase. Mia Lawrence and

is Wood enter and begin dancing in unison
to the trio. “Hold it,” Mr. Petronio says.
“Something’s happening.” But he’s not sure
“Just come in on the

Ml 0 L0 | ’
women. And then, “Try it again?’’ And again
and again. “I'm not sure I like this,”” Mr.

Petronio finally says. He decides/to cut out
Ms. Lawrence and Ms, Wood — “Sorry girls”
— and go back to the trio, back to where he
was an hour ago.

But the trio isn’t working either: “God, 1
never expected a trio to be So boring,” Mr.
Petronio complains. And’ then something
happens, something good. He asks the men to
lie down on the floor and, almost by chance,
Mr. Casel sits up — but sits up by €xecuting a
series of graceful spine ripples — and Mr.
Petronio seizes on the movement. He asks
both men to repeatit. “I can’t believe You can
both do this!” he exclaims. “Ah, it’s beauti-
ful!”’ Now that he has a workable movement,
he builds on jt — ] need one more thing from
you guys. When you get on your hands, hop

3
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hearsing the “women’s floor work.”
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— but Mr. Flomin doesn’t seem to get it. They
try the sequence again and again. “‘Ori, she’s
running away from you!”’ Mr. Petronio says.
“Try to get her! Make it real!” “Well, if it
was real, I'd let her go,”” Mr. Flomin replies.

‘Choreography is a concrete art: You have
to see a dance to know if it works. Mr.
Petronio has been rehearsing a trio consist-
ing of Ms. Borg, Mr. Flomin and Mr. Casel —
again, experimenting with base phrases,
variations, timing and spatial patterns.

““I love the trio,” he says. Nevertheless, he
decides that he wants to add two new dancers
repeating a base phrase. Mia Lawrence and
Ellis Wood enter and begin dancing in unison

. to the trio. “Hold it,”” Mr. Petronio says.

““Something’s happening.”” But he’s not sure
if it’s the rlght thing. “Just come in on the
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forward.” They try it, and the choreographer
looks pleased.

Later, Mr. Petronio tells his visitor that
despite the technical problems and the slow
pace of the work, ‘I hope I’'m being informed,
consciously and unconsciously, by all that
stuff I've been thinking about.”

Earlier, Mia Lawrence, who has danced
with the company for five years, was asked if
Mr. Petronio has discussed ‘“all that stuff”’
with her. “Not really,” she said. It doesn’t
bother her, though: ‘I think there’s a real
danger in articulating too much -too soon,
because you can lose something that’s non-
verbal in the phrase It’s movement im-
agery, energy.’

Kristen Borg, ‘who has danced w1th Mr.
Petronio since 1984, also hasn’t heard much
about the work’s intellectual underpinnings.
“Ideas? It’s not really important for me to
ask those questions,” she says.

April 20
Finally, the Music

Although Mr. Petronio has choreographed
parts of ‘‘Half Wrong Plus Laytext” to “The
Rite of Spring,” he conducts most of his
rehearsals without music. He is, obviously,
far removed from those classical choreogra-
phers who seek a symbiotic relation between
music and choreography. ‘“The music always
comes last for me,” he says. “If you choreo-
graph to the music, all you can do is visualize
the music. That’s the earmark of a good
traditional- choreographer — and I'm not
that, nor do I aspire to that.”

Most dancers, especially ballet dancers,
will tell you that repeating a piece’s steps,
combined with  its music, will produce a

muscle memory’’ — a quasi-conscious ab-
sorption of the choreography into their bod-
ies and brains; subsequently, hearing the
music will provoke an almost Pavlovian re-
sponse and immediately remind them of the
steps. (Darci Kistler of the New York City

Ballet said last year, ‘I haven’t done ‘Mozar-
tiana’ in three years, but in 20 minutes it’s all
back — you just listen to the music.”’)

When asked how, in the absence of musical
landmarks, he remembers the changes Mr.
Petronio keeps making in his solo, Gerald
Casel says, “You just have to do it over and
over. Usually there’s a logic to why he’s
repeating something or taking something
out, so it makes sense to your body, too.
Basically, each of Stephen’s movements has
its own rhythm. Without music, it becomes
more true. The movement speaks for itself —
it’s not ruled by an outside meter.”

- Ms. Borg and Mr. Flomin are working on
the duet again. Mr. Flomin still doesn’t have
his exit down right. ““You just want to go for
her,”” Mr. Petronio almost pleads. ‘“Let your
body follow your brain.”” Finally, in despera-
tion, he refers to a narrative character:
“Think of yourself as a cartoon villain,” he
suggests. Mr. Flomin tries it and looks hope-
fully at Mr. Petronio. ‘“You look more like
Snoopy,”’ Mr. Petronio says.

There is one segment that the company
p.ractices almost every day. It is referred to
simply as “‘the women'’s floor work’’ because

it is performed completely on the floor — that :
is, the women dance lying down or sitting up,

but thev never stand

earth’s rejuvenation. At a previous rehearsal
Mr. Petronio had said of the women’s floor
work, “I've been thinking about sacrifice for
love, and how irrelevant that is in the 20th-
century. You don’t have to die for love —
even in this epidemic — in fact, quite thet
contrary. I’d like to make a much more sex-
positive statement than ‘Rite of Spring.” ”

April 23 |
First Run-Through

Mr. Petronio is choreographing a solo for
Mia Lawrence. He demonstrates each step
individually, then she copies him. She can do
everything he can do, only better.

Sometimes a step works on its own, but not
when _combined’ with its predecessor. ‘‘How’;
does this feel?”” Mr. Petronio asks, as he
jumps straight up and executes a change-
ment, crisscrossing his feet while in midair.
“I haven’t dane it in context,”” she says. She
dances a few previous steps and then tries:
the jump. Impossible. “0.K., forget it,”” Mru

. Petronio says. And sometimes Ms. Lawrence’

does something by accident — such as take a

“I think it’s important
to shake people up
visually. A lot of
choreographers like
to reassure you.’ |

step backward after a turning jump to regain
her balance — that Mr. Petronio incorpo-
rates into the piece.

He asks Ms. Lawrence to run through the
solo with music. Unlike Becky Hilton’s, it is
more typically Petronian: angular, harsh,
athletic. Ms. Lawrence doesn’t move through.
space so much as attack it. Her arms and
legs are like scissors or knives. She is serious.
and concentrated, and smiles only when she
makes a mistake.

For the first time, Mr. Petronio asks to see*

- arun-through of the whole piece — or at least.

as much as is ready. There is Ms. Hilton’s
opening solo, which melds into the trio, which-
fuses into a six-person segment, which is
followed by the Borg/Flomin duet. Each
piece looks stronger, better, different when'
placed in the context of the others. Previous-
ly isolated fragments have suddenly become
part of a coherent whole.

April 25
A Life of Its Own

Mr. Petronio has 12 rehearsal days before
The Kitchen opening. When asked how much
of the piece he considers done, he says, “The
first 15 minutes are complete. For the second
half, the phrases are made, but they’re not
composed. I'm much less finished with this
niece two weeks hefore the nerfarmance’’
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— but Mr. Flomin doesn’t seem to get it. They
try the sequence again and again. “Ori, she’s
running away from you!”’ Mr. Petronio says.
“Try to get her! Make it real!” “Well, if it
was'real, I'd let her go,” Mr. Flomin replies.

Choreography is a concrete art: You have
to see a dance to know if it works. Mr.
Petronio has been rehearsing a trio consist-
ing of Ms. Borg, Mr. Flomin and Mr. Casel —
again, experimenting with base phrases,
variations, timing and spatial patterns.

“I love the trio,”” he says. Nevertheless, he
decides that he wants to add two new dancers
repeating a base phrase. Mia Lawrence and
Eﬁis Wood enter and begin dancing in unison

: to the trio. ““Hold it,” Mr. Petronio says.

““Something’s happening.” But he’s not sure
if it’s the right thing. “Just come in on the

_backwards stuff,” he suggests to the twonew . Put they never stand.. . |
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women. And then, “Try it again?”’ And again

. and again. “I'm not sure 1 like this,” Mr.

Petronio finally says. He decides to-cut out
Ms. Lawrence and Ms. Wood — “Sorry girls”
— and go back to the trio, back to where he
was an hour ago.

But the trio isn’t working either: “God, I
never expected a trio to be so boring,” Mr.
Petronio complains. And then something
happens, something good. He asks the men to
lie down on the floor and, almost by chance,
Mr. Casel sits up — but sits up by executing a
series of graceful spine ripples — and Mr.
Petronio seizes on the movement. He asks
both men to repeat it. ‘I can’t believe you can
both do this!”’ he exclaims. “‘Ah, it’s beauti-
ful!’’ Now that he has a workable movement,
he builds on it — I need one more thing from
you guys. When you get on your hands, hop

ask [hose questions,  she says.

April 20 |
Finally, the Music

Although Mr. Petronio has choreographed
parts of “‘Half Wrong Plus Laytext” to “The
Rite of Spring,” he conducts most of his
rehearsals without music. He is, obviously,
far removed from those classical choreogra-
phers who seek a symbiotic relation between
music and choreography. ‘“The music always
comes last for me,” he says. “If you choreo-
graph to the music, all you can do is visualize
the music. That’s the earmark of a good
traditional- choreographer — and I'm not
that, nor do I aspire to that.”

Most dancers, especially ballet dancers,
will tell you that repeating a piece’s steps,
combined with its music, will produce a
“muscle memory”’ — a quasi-conscious ab-

~sorption of the choreography into their bod-

ies and brains; subsequently, hearing the
music will provoke an almost Pavlovian re-
sponse and immediately remind them of the
steps. (Darci Kistler of the New York City
Ballet said last year, “I haven’t done ‘Mozar-
tiana’ in three years, but in 20 minutes it’s all
back — you just listen to the music.’”)

When asked how, in the absence of musical
landmarks, he remembers the changes Mr.
Petronio keeps making in his solo, Gerald
Casel says, “You just have to do it over and
over. Usually there’s a logic to why he’s
repeating something or taking something
out, so it makes sense to your body, too.
Basically, each of Stephen’s movements has
its own rhythm. Without music, it becomes
more true. The movement speaks for itself —
it’s not ruled by an outside meter.”

Ms. Borg and Mr. Flomin are working on
the duet again. Mr. Flomin still doesn’t have
his exit down right. “You just want to go for
her,”” Mr. Petronio almost pleads. ‘“‘Let your
body follow your brain.” Finally, in despera-
tion, he refers to a narrative character:
“Think of yourself as a cartoon villain,”” he
suggests. Mr. Flomin tries it and looks hope-
fully at Mr. Petronio. “You look more like
Snoopy,” Mr. Petronio says.

There is one segment that the company
practices almost every day. It is referred to
simply as “‘the women’s floor work’’ because
itis performed completely on the floor — that

is, the women dance lying down or sitting up,
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Parts of this dance are extremely sensual:
At one point, the women, perched on their
hands and knees, arch their backs like cats:
at another, while facing the audience, they
slowly extend their legs and spread them far
apart — all quite fitting for a piece that
purports to comment on the century that
introduced psychoanalysis and popularized
sexual liberation. But there’s another, an-
guished aspect to the floor dance: its long,
painful balances on heads, necks and shoul-
ders; its quick contractions; its clenched,
inward-turned feet. And these movements,
too, reflect Mr. Petronio’s attitudes toward
our century: the century of Auschwitz, the A-
bomb and AIDS.

The narrative of “‘The Rite of Spring”’ tells
of a virgin whose sacrifice leads to the
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when combined with its predecessor. “How;
does this feel?” Mr. Petronio asks, as he
jumps straight up and executes a change-
ment, crisscrossing his feet while in midair.
“I haven’t done it in context,” she says. She
dances a few previous steps and then tries
the jump. Impossible. “O.K., forget it,”’ Mru

. Petronio says. And sometimes Ms. Lawrence’

does something by accident — such as take a

e

‘1 think it’s important
to shake people up
visually. A lot of
choreographers like
toreassureyou.”

step backward after a turning jump to regain
her balance — that Mr. Petronio incorpo-’
rates into the piece. : :

He asks Ms. Lawrence to run through the
solo with music. Unlike Becky Hilton’s, it is
more typically Petronian: angular, harsh,
athletic. Ms. Lawrence doesn’t move through.
Space so much as attack it. Her arms and
legs are like scissors or knives. She is serious.
and concentrated, and smiles only when she'
makes a mistake.

For the first time, Mr. Petronio asks to see'
a run-through of the whole piece — or at least
as much as is ready. There is Ms. Hilton’s
opening solo, which melds into the trio, which"
fuses into a six-person segment, which is
followed by the Borg/Flomin duet. Each
piece looks stronger, better, different when:
placed in the context of the others. Previous-
ly isolated fragments have suddenly become
part of a coherent whole.

April 25 :
A Life of Its Own

Mr. Petronio has 12 rehearsal days before
The Kitchen opening. When asked how much
of the piece he considers done, he says, “The
first 15 minutes are complete. For the second
half, the phrases are made, but they’re not
composed. I'm much less finis th this
than I've ever been before. But I'm very
impressed with how unpanicked I am. Last
year I was terrified.”

How crucial is it that the audience B o, e
the ideas behind the piece? “It’s very impor=
tant that the idea of the women’s floor danceé
be about open sexuality. And I think that’s’
physicalized: the sexuality is in your face.
But some of the other ideas are important’
just to me — what I want the audience to seé!
is how the idea has styled my body, not to
understand the idea itself.”

How closely does the piece now correspond
to what Mr. Petronio envisioned in March?'
“Well,” he says, “no matter how much you
plan, the piece always turns out drastically’
different. But that’s the beauty of it: It has its!
own life. And the piece isn’t finished until you
see it. That’s when it’s done — when the

audience goes home and thinks aboutW"\
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