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Petronio’s latest work inspired

by Dante s ‘Inferno’

BILL FARK
STAFF WRITER

Modern dance has come a
long way since Isadora Duncan
first deserted classical ballet for
her own brand of movement, and
it is still evolving. Stephen Petro-
nio, who performs with his com-
pany Saturday at UC San Diego,
is among those who hurries the
form along.

“I always go headfirst,” Petro-
nio said in a telephone conversa-
tion from backstage in San Fran-
cisco. “I started late in dance,
and I had so much catching up to
do that P’ve never slowed down.”

Petronio credits the late
Rudolf Nureyev with giving him
the courage to dance.

“T had never thought about it
as a career;” he said. “I went to

dance classes when I was growing  all, incl Erich

COMPANY

When: 8 p.m. Saturday
Where: Mandeville Auditori-
um, UCSD campus, La Jolla
Village Drive at North Torrey
Pines Road, La Jolla
Tickets: $20; $18, seniors;
$16, students
information: (619) 534-
6467

up in New York and New Jersey
and at Hampshire College. I got
serious after I saw Nureyev.

“I started studying with Steve
Paxton, a former Merce Cunning-
ham dancer, who knew all the
modern techniques,” he said. “Lots
of dancers learn Graham or Cun-
ningham, or Limon. I learned them
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had been married to Graham but
split off on his own.

Petronio is modest about his
own talent as a dancer.

“I wasn’t very good, but I had
a good eye for movement and
staging,” he said.

Others disagree. Trisha Brown
chose him as the first male
dancer in her company. Seeking
a larger canvas for his choreogra-
phy, Petronio formed the present
company in 1984.

“I look for dancers who are
willing to work beyond the usual
— those with brilliant technique,
who share my philosophy,” he
said. “They’re eager to look both
ways and enjoy the challenge. My
method works; dancers stay with
me a long time.”

The greatest challenge Petron-
io has offered his dancers to date
is “Not Garden,” a new work the
company will dance in La Jolla.

“It’s almost finished,” he said,
adding that the performance in
San Diego is not a preview per-
formance. “We’ve been dancing
it here, and after San Diego, in
Santa Cruz and Santa Barbara.

“I started thinking about it af-
ter reading Dante’s ‘Inferno,’ but
it’s not a narrative piece. No up-
dated ‘Inferno,’ just a reflection
on the end of the year, and the
end of the millennium, a journey
through the landscape of the
20th century.”

Petronio has created the work
in two sections. The first part
opens with his solo, performed to
an intense techno-percussive
score by Stuart Jones.

“We go from a spiritual place
to highly technical,” he said. “I
use the traditional elements —
earth, water, air, fire — in a con-
temporary frame. Who were the
worst offenders against these?
Who were the most onerous char-
acters in the century? We live in
a time that’s unsettled, much like
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