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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 Jovee SoHo studio in
Manhattan. They had been performing
steadily for months, and, back in December,
had returned from a six-week tour of
England. "That's it,” he called out as the
women finished the vigorous sequence in a
sweat. “It's beavnful.”

He had just begun
choreographing /
Drink the Asr Before
Me, the evening-length
dance thar will mark his
April season ar the
Jovee Theater. This
year his company’s 25th
anniversary provides an
opporunity o look
back over his career as
well as look forward.

Linda Shelton,
executive director of
the Joyce, watched Petronio develop, start-
ing in the 1980s. She saw him at various

Petronio in 19846

downtown venues in one-night perform-
ances, Now he has an annual weeklong
engagement at her theater, “Stephen is one
of the few choreographers with a distine-
tive style,” she savs. "1 love the furious
pace, his seemingly inexhaustible store of
idiosyneratic steps, and wildly inventive
juxtapositions of movement. There's no
one like him. People ask who is the next
Merce Cunningham or the next Paul
Taylor. It’s Stephen.”

Petronio had no idea he would come
this far. “In the ¢arly years,” 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, “I constantly
told myself that [ would stop after the next
dance—unuil | finally just relaxed into the

rhythm of that dichotomy.”
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To celebrate his
anniversary, Petronio,
who is 53, decided 1o
expand his troupe to 12
and to choreograph
something new rather
than offer a retrospective
of his works. He was
inspired by extreme and
unpredictable weather to
create [ Drink the A
Before Me,which has plenty
of swirling and spiraling
movement to evoke tornadoes
and hurricanes—not surprising
from an artist known for his
fierce, vigorous, quicksilver cho-
reography. He commissioned hip
voung composer Nico Muhly to
write an original scare for acoustic
[|1$'..]‘u]T'H,'!'|[:»., {.‘]L‘I,:II'[T['IiL'b., ﬂl'l\'.i VOICT
to be performed live by his g
chamber ensemble and the o
Young People's Chorus of New o)
York City. He asked visual artist o
Cindy Sherman to design an elab- =

orate costume for him and long- —
nme collaborator Ken Tabachnick o
(who also happens to be general T
manager of New York City Baller) {%

to create the lighting.
“My job is 1o make things that are

just beyond my grasp from last year,” L%'
says Petronio, who looks almost as L
young as his dancers in his loose '6-'
pamts and sleeveless T-shirt. “It’s nice -
)

to dream big.”

He takes risks whenever possible,
demonstrating a talent for successfully col-
laborating with big names like Laurie
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. [ didn't have access to
dance history. My tools have been more
filmic and photographic.” Perhaps for this
reason, he attracts a decidedly glamorous
audience; in the 1980s Rudolf Nureyey,
Jackie Kennedy Onassis, and Andy Warhol
artended his performances at The Joyce,

A few days after the rehearsal, az the
cozy farmhouse in upstate New York that






he shares with his hushand, Jean-Mare
Flack, Petromo descnbed how he fell into
dance accdentally at Hampshere College
in Amherss, Massachuserts, a liberal arts
schood he chose an an arts-starved teenag-
er growing up in MNutley, New Jersey. In
his sophomore vear, a friend suggested he
IFY & CORLACT improvisation class, an expe
rience he compares to being hig with
thranderboi. From that point on, dance
roak aver has life. He spens the next twao
vears learming as much as possible from
thic revolutbonary co-founder of contact
improvisiton, Steve Paxton,

Afrer gradusting, Perromia headed 1o
Mew York, where be doscovered Trisha
Brown, who was already & major figure in
the downtewn danee scene. Uneil then,
abig had not mcluded male dancers as per-
manent memibers in her company. But i
1979, arrraceed vo his nikky, muoascular stvle,
ihe invited him to join her group, where
he happily staved bor seven yoars. Mot
surprisangly, s tatn major influences,
Maxton and Brown, also shared an affiniry
for one another and often performed
¥ wanbed
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Beown encouraged him in that direction
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Looking back on his dances from the
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hilariows and surreal At (Wirk
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with a nerdy nitle char-
dCTET W |'l\.l WORE 8 FLIET J:'II.I |_':l:|'\;.l_'l-\. Ak
mioved in a jerky, Chiplinesque way. In
#3 he portraved a cabaret periormer, bas-

ing the movements on photograpl
well-kaown sgers like Judy Garland, I

Wils & precursor of all che VETing falos

- ‘! ] .
thar were to come. Broken Man from
2002 srands out a5 one of the most affect-
ing in the way he embodies 4 complerely
devastared and confused human being,
il to become whaole,
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“Things were tough a1 the begin-

Elena Demiyanarko
and Amanda Walls
ity Liraigre {3006
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of begging, bormowing, and holding
thirgs together with tape untl | becanie

comiorable asgmg tor hnancial suppo

When | moved from wanting to sansfy
mivsell 1o engaging others as a way of life.
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A he presented these works ag the
l:'.'.l'.-'|'-1;c Profeci and Dance Thes

Workshop, he began 1o get a name for
himself 1n downtown dance.

At the same time, the AIDS crisis
was loaming. Though he FlJrlia.ip.'m'd in
the activist group ACT UP, he belisved
|'||.' L b II||'i do IROERE i6 :i|-_- -||_|‘.:|_ tor '..'l_'
cause, Ot of this convictron came wome
of hit moit haghly sexual and provoca-
[IVE W ||r'r.~_

*1 szarted making movement that
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reproductive parts of the body,”™ Petroni
sayva. It was fung forward, aggressive
and slashing.” No work exemplifies this
persod #o clearly as the thrlling and
shocking Middlesex Gorge from 1993,
which he sefers 1o a5 “my sexual
snthem.® With the dancers dressed in

corsets, their buttocks bare, and 2 menac
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