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tephen Petronio
set Shila Tirabassi spinning in a circle,
releasing her only when she stopped
abruptly and shot her back leg out in
arabesque. “Perfect,” he said, moving away
as she turned on the diagonal, allowing
space for Amanda Wells to leap forward in
a series of explosive jetés, “Good, good,”
he cheered.

His other dancers practiced moves on
the sidelines at the Joyee SoHo studio in
Manhartan, They had been perfarming
steadily for months, and, back in December,
had returned from a six-week tour of
England. “Thart’s it,” he called out as the
women finished the vigorous sequence in a
sweat. “It's beaunful.”

He had just begun
choreographing /
Divink the Air Before
Me, the evening-length
dance that will mark his
April season at the
Jovee Theater. This
vear his company’s 25th
anmiversary provides an
opportunity to look
back over his carcer as
well as look forward.

Linda Shelton,
executive director of

Petronio in 1986

the Jovee, warched Petronio develop, start-
ing in the 1980s. She saw him at various
downtown venues in one-night perform-
ances, Now he has an annual weeklong
engagement at her theater. “Stephen is one
of the few chorcographers with a distine-
tive style,” she says, *1 love the furious
pace, his seemingly inexhausnble store of
idiosyncranie steps, and wildly invenuve
juxtapositions of movement. There's no
one like him. People ask w ho is the next
Meree Cunningham or the next Paul
Taylor. It's Stephen.”

Petronio had no idea he would come
this far. “1n the early vears,” he says, “1
tricked myself into staying by having a
company temporarily. It was so much fun
in the studio,” he said, but he couldn’t
make ends meet financially. *1 constantly
told myself that 1 would stop after the next
dance—until 1 finally just relaxed into the
rhvthm of that dichotomy.”
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Jackie Kennedy Onassis, and Andy Warhol

To celebrate his
anniversary, Petronio,
who 15 53, decided to
expand his troupe o 12
and to choreograph
something new rather
than offer a retrospective
of his works. He was

inspired by extreme and %
unpredictable weather o e
create [ Drink the Air o
Before Me,which has plenty =

of swirling and spiraling R'.%
movement to evoke tornadoes R
and hurricanes—not surprising |
from an artist known for his ﬁ
fierce, vigorous, quicksilver cho —
reography. He commissioned hip m

young composer Nico Muhly 1o Q\-
write an original score for acoustic
instruments, ¢lectronics, and voice

to be performed live by his
chamber ensemble and the

Young People’s Chorus of New
York {_:il’._l.. He asked visual arnst
Cindy Sherman wo design an ¢lab-
orate costume for him and long-
time collaborator Ken Tabachnick

{who also happens 1o be general
manager of New York City Ballet)
to ereate the lighting,

“My job is to make things that are
just bevond my grasp from last vear,”
savs Petronio, who looks almost as
voung as his dancers in his loose
pants and sleeveless T-shirt. “I's nice
to dream big.”

He takes risks whenever possible,
demonstrating a talent for successfully col-
laborating with big names like Laune
Anderson, Lou Reed, Rufus Wainwright,
and Antony Hegarty and visual artists like
Sherman and Anish Kapoor. “I've always
been interested in pop culture, photography,
film, and the visual arts,” he says. “Those
things formed me. 1 didn’t have access 1o
dance historv. My tools have been more
filmic and photographic.” Perhaps for this
reason, he attracts a decidedly glamorous
audience; in the 1980s Rudolf Nureyey,

artended his performances at The Joyee.
A few days after the rehearsal, at the

cozy farmhouse in upstate New York that
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Barrington Hinds,

Shila Tirabassi,

Michael Badger,

and Amanda Wells

in costumes by

——S Tony Cohen.
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he shares with his husband, Jean-Marc
|'|.‘l.|._'|-i, I"l.'*.rilI'I-EI.\ |.||.'.\|.'Ti|:1|.'l.| ]II.I'W ]'Il.' r';.'” ir'I[H
dance accidentally at Hampshire College
in Amherst, Massachusetts, a liberal arts
school he chose as an arts-starved teenag-
er growing up in Nutley, New Jersey. In
his sophomore year, a friend suggested he
try a contact improvisation class, an expe-
rience he compares to being hit with a
thunderbolt, From that point on, dance
took over his life. He spent the next two
years learning as much as possible from
the revolutionary co-founder of contact
improvisation, Steve Paxton.

Afterg
Mew York, where he discovered Trisha

raduating, Petronio headed ro

Brown, who was already a major figure in
the downtown dance scene. Unail then,
she had not included male dancers as per-
manent members in her company. But in
1979, arrracted to his silky, muscular style,
she invited him to join her group, where
he happil
surprisingly, his two major influences,

v staved for seven vears, Mot

Paxton and Brown, also shared an athnity
for one another and often performed

ther. From the beginning, he wanted

LOg
to choreograph as much as to dance, and

Brown encouraged him in thar direcuon.
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Looking back on his dances from the
early to mid "80s, he first menuons the
hilarious and surreal Adrift (With
Clifford Arnell), with a nerdy uitle char-
acter who wore a suit and glasses and
moved in a jerky, Chaplinesque way. In
#3 he portrayed a cabaret performer, bas-
ing the movements on photographs of
well-known singers like Judy Garland. It
was a precursor of all the rivenung solos

that were to come. Broken Man from

2002 stands out as one of the most affect-

ing in the way he embodies a completely
devastated and confused human being,
tryving to no avail to become whole.

“Things were tough at the begin

Elena Demyanenko
and Amanda Wells
in Lareigne (2004}

‘ ""i

ning," Petronio says. “It was a question

of begging, borrowing, and holding
things together with tape unul [ became
comfortable asking for financial support.
When | moved from wanting to satisfy
myself 1o engaging others as a way of life,
it became much easier to seek support.”
As he presented these works at the
Danspace Project and Dance Theater
Workshop, he bey

gan to get a name for
himself in downtown dance.

At the same time, the ATDS crisis
was looming, Though he participated in
the activist group ACT UP, he believed
he should do more in the studio for the
cause. Our of this conviction came some
of his most |I|:_:|":|_'. sexual and provoca-
tive works.

“1 started malking movement that
came from the pelvis, embracing the
reproductive parts of the body,” Petronio

PTCSSIVE

u . 1
says. It was flung forward, ag

and slashing.” No work exemplifies this
period so clearly as the thrilling and
shocking Mrddlesex Gorge from 1990,
which he refers to as “my sexual
anthem.” With the dancers dressed in

corsets, their buttocks bare, and a menac

Jonathan Jaffe and Elena
emyanen

o in Bloom



ing score by the punk band Wire, ¢
picce caused an uproar in the media.
During these vears, he was danng
another angry young man, the English
dancer/choreographer Mich; el Clark.
They performed in each other's works,
~|||11|.1||1||.'- :IILI'R!'L. and chor L'U'.i".‘.‘.‘:h el 2

violent and brutal dance to Stravinsky's
The Rite Jr.‘.'\f':"'_ r |.1.1;n;:[h<_"f. Bur as the

*90s wore on, Petromo returned to more
formal cnl!1|‘-mi11un and patiern :1‘.J|-'.il1;_',.
The most memorable L'x.n'ﬂph' the beau-
tiful Lareigne, is based partly on a tripler.
Instead of concentrating on the move-
ment of the torso he made it more about
locomotion and moving through space.
Like most Americans, Petronio was
horrified by September 11 and wanted to
choreograph a piece that wou Id caprire

the impact of that terrible experience on

: et :
Yorkers. He began developing van

ous character studies and assigning them

to his dancers. When the highly dramatic

_'|' ‘I.r |il._.,]:.|' "-"-'l[E'l [1'|'|.|.\i.|. I,"'.. ] .1'.|:|l.'

Anderson, had its premiere at the Jayee
in October 2002, audiences saw a whole
new side to him: He was still a genius at
structure |'||.|.| L|||.]||.I'| -I-'I‘H-"' COny L':"\- rh'—' Ty

nons of a dreadful nme

Since then he has tollowed an almost

double path, one year choreographing
primarily with architectural space in

mind, and the next concerning himself

with emotion. An example of the latter 15
the moving Bloom, w hich 1s _1.1';1|.r1p~1r1in‘.
by a children’s choir singing poems by
Walt Whitman and Emily Dickinson.

Last year, he made a funny and erotic

dance called Beanty and the Brut, where
a female dancer enacts the lyrics of a song
about the mixed emotions of a French-
woman being seduced by an awkward
American on a beach.

Mo one shows more enthusiasm for
Perronio™s work than his dancers.
‘Stephen’s committed to pure, exhilarar
".1:11:.

ing movement,” says Gino Grenek,

he allows vour individualism to emerge.
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Wells SAYs, "“We \.'."Cl,'lll.lrl.' the connective
tissue, the transitions from one move-
ment to the next. The question becomes,
Where does this movement iniate from?
It is a highly intellectual process of
rL|1||.'|:||_|:_':'|~:1;_', where .'||| ll-x' Movement 1s
lerived from. And it's an immense physi
cal challenge to keep things light, clear,
and efficient.” The objective, says

[rabassi, 15 ®

to get our energy to touch
the audience 1in some wav.”

All of Petronio’s dancers have ballet
training, and a few have performed with
major ballet companies. Petronio has also
choreo; :?"un{ tor companics such as the
Ballett Frankfurt, Lyon Opera Ballet, and

Scottish Baller. *

‘T love the

acility and

'|".|:1II.{._| nics of baller dancers, " he

i1|

nce my work, they have to ||.1 0

of the rigidity of the spine, Once they do,

g LD S0C the combinanon of

IES €XC1

their fluidity and my movement.”

Badger,
Petronio,
Wells

Petronio’s devotion to the art is
absolute, and he has great fun working at
it. He does, of course, want other E:"li'I;.',IH
for his company: a permanent dance
|-|-:.;'|'|-,_, more l'u,'-.'|\|\[<_'.'lr '."-'III'II'\..,..'II':I.l |!r1|'.1||
henefits. He also wants to have a summer

dance retreat and festival in the country.

Right now, things are good. But one

senses that he could master bad times as

well. “This coming period in my life is
about continuing my daily practice, deep-
ening my creative process, and teaching
my language with a modicum of stability.”
Then he

choreography,

adds, |-.-1-_-r.-'|n__: to his approach to

||. I.li.' ENEg

problem is divinely satisfving.”

the .

Vilerie Gladstone worites alk
for The Mew York Times, Boston G |L*l1|.
and other publications She co-a
A Young Dancer: The Lif
Student.
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