
Controlled Chaos Theory Wa Superheroes
not quite hold its own with the world reflect-
ed in the large metal discs hanging over the
dancers.

Eight dancers stand in a line at the front
of ttre darkish stage in "Prelude," danced to
music by Placebo. Crumpling against one
another's bodies and the floor and then
rising in d slow continuum of motion, they
look physically and spiritually maimed, an
impression reinforced by tle stylishly
bunched black rags they wear, designed by
Imitation of Christ. From these first mo-
ments Mr. Petronio establishes the simulta-
neous anarchy and control of "strange At-
tractors." :fher8 is clearly nothing arbi-
trary about this feckless-looking lineup.

When a man hurtles out onto the stage in
the first moments of the next section, one
understands that these cramped and needy-
looking specimens are superheroes, a de-

scription that also fits Mr. letronio's ex-
traordinary dancers. And he has given the
dancers choreography that pulls and pushes
them through space without robbing them of
their crucial individualism and authority.

The title "Strange Attractors" comes
from chaos theory and its probing of how
apparently random behavior can occur in a
world governed by deterministic laws. Pro-
gram notes define a strange attractor as "a
mov'ing and magnetic focal point in a seem-
ingly chaotic field." Mr. Peffonio has found
the perfect analogy for his own approach to
choreography.

The protean empty space between ranks
and ensembles of dancers seems the closest
thing to a focal point in the first section,
drawing and pushing out dancers as it shifts
about. They swoop across the stage, the
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DANCEREVIEW

By JENNIFER DUNNING

Stephen Petronio has long been one of the
brainiest and hippest of New York's mod-
ern-dance choreographers. The combina-
tion can be {atal, and Mr. Petronio has
sometimes succumbed to mere cheekiness
over the 15 years he has worked with his
own company. But his new "Strange Attrac-
tors," performed on Tuesday night at the
Joyce Theater, glows with maturity and a
surprising grandeur.

"strange Attractors" begins with a tangy,
slightly nightmarish prelude. It continues
with a first part that is lushly romantic like
its score by Michael Nyman and put togeth-
er with subtle, exquisite precision. The sec-
ond and last formal section peters out a
little, in part because the choreography can-

' samKrulwich/TheNflYork?ii

Stephen Petronio (standing, center) and his company at the Joyce.-
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men's'stop-on-a-dime precision con-
trasting pleasurably with t}te wom-
en's wonderful look of rangY awk-
wardness.

Embedded in the flow are solos
and several duets that are strong and
interesting enough to stand alone.
Another part of that flow is the waY
the dancers walk or stride purpose-
fully off the stage, an effect that
makes for a dramdtic but.integral
close to the first section.
. Mr. Petronio works witl a reduced
movement vocabulary ih the next
section, danced to gently pummeling
music by James Lavelle and Rich-
ard File. His dancers might be play-

ful boxers, feinting through intric-ate-
ly worked patterns.and staging. A
rnotif of a bowed head, haqds joined
at the end of curved, drooPing arms,
is introduced gradually and m-akQs

for an ending that is again dramati-
cally effective yet a seamless part of
the dance.

The dancers move here b<ineath
two discs whoSe surfaces contain
quite another reading of the froriA
below. Reflected lights travel- like
rivers through what aPPear do be
dark voids. Spots of color stlBgest
parameters for those voids, thro lgh
which dance tiny upsidedown pale-
colored human beings. Designed bY

the sculptor Anish Kapoor, the,sel lS
lushly seductive in a waY that tlle
dancing does not match and Proba.
bly was not intended to. Greedily,one
wishes that Mr. Petronio had figut''ed
out how to make them one-

"strange Attractors" was Per-
formed, with imPressive Physieal
commitinent and abandon, bY lt1i.
chael Badgef, Ana Gonzalez, Gihp
Grenek, Kristina Isabelle, Ashleith
Leite, Malcolm Low, Gabrielle Md-
lone and Jimena Paz, with Mr.'Fe.
tronio joining them. in "Prelude."
Ken,Tabachnick's lighting, simflta-
neously stark and rich, was choiesg:
raphy in itse,lf. The sleek costuqg
for the two long sectipns were de;
signed by Ghost.
inu $rog.a* will be relieiged

through Sunday afternoon at;.U&
foyce (tZf Eighth Avenue, at l9tli
Street, in Chelsea).

The Stephen Petronio Company in "strangb Attractors't at thd Joyce Theater.
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Choos theory forged into humon ort

breathtaking

REUIEW

Petronio's dance

ByOctattioRoca
CnnoNrcrr DlNce Cnrrrc

tephen'Petronio's "Strange
Attractors" is a major new
dance from one of the most

fascinating dancemakers before
the public today. The 2000 piece
had its Bay Area premiere Thurs-
day night at the Yerba Buena
Center for the Arts, and, on first
impression, it is as beautiful as it is
challenging,

The title is a scientific term
referring to the moving magnetic
focal points in a chaotic field of

particles. "Strange
Attractors," that is, is
about chaos. For all
its sculptural, ab-

stract formal beauty, it is about
coming togethei and. breaking
apart. In other words, about life.

Chaos theory a field of inquiry
in its own right, of{ers up rich
metaphors for creators outside sci-
ence. At the dull dusk of Greek
philosophy, Epicurus marveled at
the chaotic way in which atoms
strayed away {rom an orderly fall.
Centuries later Karl Marx, of all
people, devoted his doctoral disser-
tation to Epicurus and found in
the Greek s thought the spring-
board for his own curious theory
of atoms and persons.

|ean-Paul Sartre, near the end
of his life, tried to reconcile Marx-
ism and humanism by placing the
meaning of groups - no longer of
particles but of people - precisely
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in the fusion of intentions of
many .coming together as one.
Tom Stoppard, in his brilliant
play "Arcadia,'l was not the last to
use chaos theory as a way of out-
lining the exquisite symmetries o{
human relations.

Those relations, with their sub-
lime dialectics of attraction and
repulsion, are Stephen Petronio's
subject in' "Strange Attractors." In
a prelude and two acts, Petronio
develops his theme in pure move-
ment. It is a breathtaking specta-
cle.

An individual's radical depar-
ture from a.'group formation, a
couple's teasing nearness without
touching, an ensemble's constant
flux These images tell a human
tale with bittersweet precision.

A clump of dancers in the pre-
lude stand shoulder to shoulder as

the curtain goes up. They sway to
the druggy beat of Placebo and
David Bowie's "Without You I'm
Nothing," dimly lit but close to
the audience, their unity fragile
and a little scary. The curtain falls
on what seems like the verge of a
new order.

The first part proper, which
was seen here as a work in prog-
ress in 1999, is at once less formal
and more coherent. It is set to a
Michael Nyman suite that comes
off as particularly interesting pag-
es from the British composer's
sketchbook. The adagio string
writing suggests a ravishing 2Ist
century take on "A Lark A5cend:
ing," the faster sections create the
illusion of perpetual motion as

only Nyman can, and even the
silences gain meaning from the
surroundi.: tumult.

Dancers
unite and
part in
Stephen
Petronio's
newwork
"Strange
Attractors.'

And so with the dance. Here
and in the new second section,
which is set to a forgettable hip-
hop score by |ames Lavelle, the
choreography revels in chaos
even as it seems to proclaim that
some sort of order simply has to
exist.

Dancers ricochet in and out of
unexpected patterns. A combina-
tion of stretches, arabesques and
furns by a four-dancer unison un-
ravels as a string of everyday ges-
tures. Ken TabachniHs lighting
only adds to the mystery of the
choreography, as do the dancers'
inverted reflections in the convex
mirrors of Anish Kapoor's mini-
malist set. This is one strangely
attractive dance.

E-mail Octavio Roca af oroca@sf

chronicle.com.



Creative movement inspired by chaos
makes for one exciting piece of dance

Hot footing
By Richard Christiansen

ThreuNE Csrrr Cnrrrc

tephen Petronio states
that the choreography
for his "Strange Attrac-
tors'l was inspired by his
readings on the chaos

theory ofphysics.
Well, whatever works. His eve-

ning-length work, presented this
weekend at the Dance Center of
Columbia College, is a smart, in-
ventive, most exciting piece of
-dance.

Petronio, celebrating the 15th
anniversa4y of his company, is a
member of dance's hip crowd.
Costumes, in black and gray
comefrom the fashion collabora-
tives "Imitation of Christ" and
"Ghost." Music consists of sound
mix and original, rhythmic
scores by avant-garde composers
Michael Nyman, James Lavelle
and Richard File. ?wo large re-
flecting discs used as scenery in
the second act are by Anish Ka-
poo4 the sculptor whose giant sil-
very kidney bean is to be placed
in Millennium Park.

None ofthis sleek design would
matter if the dance patterns
themselves weren't interesting,
and Petronio, who appears brief-
ly with his eight company mem-
bers inthe work'sprelude, shows
here that he is clearly a creative
dance maker capable of sustain-
ing a well-structured, breathtak-
ingly breakneck work ofvLtuoso

Dance review

movement.
The prelude, with its liner of

dancers collapsing and reagsem-
biing in ever-changing shifts of
their bodies, provides a hint of
the swift flow of melding and
melting images to follow.

First in a solo, next in a duet
and then in a sextet that breaks
up into individual segments, the
first act sees the dancers swirling
and swimming through a series
of dazzling combinations. After a
brief intermission, necessary if
the dancers arej not to collapse
from their exertions, the surge
continues, ending at last in a se-
rene fade-out.

A Petronio trademark is the
arching, swooping kick into the
air, rather like a tai chi move-
ment. But. that doesn't begin to
suggest the impact of punching,
whirling, racing, diving and
leaping in the piece's galaxy of
solos and partnerships.

This is one hot choreographer
with one sensational company:
Michael Badger, Ana Gonzalez,
Gino Grenek, Kristina Isabelle,
Asleigh Leite, Gabrielle Malone,
Jimena Pas and Todd Williams-
.Stephen Petronio Comryny per-
forms at I p.m. Saturduy in the
Dance Center of Columbia Col-
lege, 1306 S. Michigan Aue. 312-
344-8300.

Stephen Petronio appears briefly with his eight company
members in "strange Attractors."

The Chicago Tribune
March 3,2001
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Medals, Please, for All These Dancers

PLU NGI NG TOWARD APOCALYPSE
BY DEBOBAH JOWITT

)l Stephen Petronio's marvelous dancers per-
form as if gearing up for an unknolr,able
apoca\pse. They have to be ttre strongest, the
most tireless, yet dodgy and fluld enough to slip
beilveen credces. In the Prelude to his.Sfran.qe
Attractors, last week at the Joyce, they're
shoulder to shoulder, melting into one another
in tender desperation. But squint your eyes,
and they' resemble volatile matter bubbling
around a central figure, Petronio. And in the
tlvo main sections of the dance, they're aimost
constantly hurtling about.

The title refers to a moving magnetic point
in a "seemingiy chaotic field.- In one reiterated
motii dancer:s form a line or lines stretching
arvay from us; from those lines, they burst out
singly, rhen in pairs, and return to repel
otheri. 'i'he impression throughout is one of
unpredictable contagion. Part I's dazzling
opetring solo for Michael Badger inkoduces the
s$le u,e'il see all evening multipiied by eight.
His busy feet punch out balletic steps; little
beats stud his springy, ground-covering pas-
sage. Yet his body is allvays canted, one limb
pulling against another, one arm hauling him
into a seesaw tilt, a leg swinging into a wide
circle. This dancingis both beautiirl and aw-k-
rvard, decisive yet buffeted by unsben forces.
It's a surprise when he defines a position. His'
gray silk pajamas (by Ghost) and Michael
Nyman's music-sweet, even saccharine at
times-seem to slide about him.

Part tl is more sever(:. The same pafterns
predominate. but the dancers wear tiny black

trunks and skimpy turtlenecks, and ti,r,o metal
discs by Anish Kapoor hang above them,
rellecting Ken Tabachnik's lights. The score by
IJNKLE belts out a strong backbeat. Now the
valiant performers bend their elbolvs and
punch the air, yet still recali Parl I's piunging
slipperiness and the Prelude's nuzzlings and
meltdowns. It enCs enigmaticaily: One man
and r.rne \4roman stand like Adam and Eve
discovering shame. throughout the piece,
Petronio's use of space is complex and thrilling.
Small events develop magically within or be-
hind larger ones. llowever, his typieally
remorseless pace leaves no room for dynamic
variation, for the dancers to grain the move-
ment, for us to breathe. U




