
 
 

Petronio promises 'speed, aggression' as his New York 

dance troupe comes to New Orleans 
 

By Chris Waddington 

March 01, 2012 

 

Feel free to judge Stephen Petronio by the company he keeps. Since founding his dance troupe in 

1984, the New York choreographer has collaborated with a host of heavy hitters, from musicians 

like Lou Reed, Yoko Ono and Rufus Wainwright, to international art stars such as Cindy 

Sherman and Anish Kapoor. 

This weekend, he brings his troupe 

of 11 dancers to the New Orleans 

Center for Creative Arts, making 

his local debut with works set to 

music by alt-rocker Nick Cave 

(“Underland”) and by performance 

diva Laurie Anderson (“City of 

Twist”). The three shows (Friday, 8 

p.m., and Saturday, 2 p.m. and 8 

p.m.) are part of the 2011-12 

season of the New Orleans Ballet 

Association. 
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“From the start, I’ve been interested in smashing art forms together. It’s a way of pushing myself 

as a choreographer — and it feels right to do it in New York, where I’m always surrounded by 

the creative work of other artists,” Petronio said. 

 

Manhattan-style energy permeates Petronio’s work. 

 

“As a choreographer, I have always been interested in speed, aggression and breaking barriers,” 

Petronio said. “That was the zeitgeist of the 1980s, especially in New York, where the wealth 

and hysteria of a fat time nurtured my taste for transgression.”  

 

Petronio hit controversial heights with his 1990 dance, “Middlesex Gorge,” in which corseted, 

bare-buttocked dancers unleashed slashing movements to a punk score. But even today, with 

work that draws more heavily on the skills and sensibility of ballet dancers, a New York 

edginess prevails. In “City of Twist,” for example, Petronio’s soloists depict archetypical urban 

http://connect.nola.com/user/cwadding/index.html
http://stephenpetronio.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NdW5vVOhSxM&feature=related


characters — a homeless guy in a box, a broken down stripper, a sailor — in an abstract narrative 

meant to convey the emotional impact of the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks. 

 

“I used to feel compelled to assault the audience with my ideas and anger,” he said. “For awhile I 

was the poster child for gay rights, then I reacted by becoming more abstract. But I’ve never lost 

my passion for communicating sensuality and sexuality through movement. That’s an aspect of 

life that most of the dance world used to treat in a patrician, cardboard way.”  

 

Petronio, 55, moved to New York in the 1970s, rented an apartment for $112 per month and 

plunged into the avant-garde scene. He had already danced with improv guru Steve Paxton, one 

of the most prominent innovators of the time. Soon he became the first male dancer in the 

company of Trisha Brown, the downtown doyenne who encouraged his first efforts as a 

choreographer. 

 

“With Paxton and Brown I had a chance to work with fully formed geniuses, to see that they 

were making it up in front of me — and that anything was possible if I showed up and worked 

24/7,” Petronio said. “I was wonderfully naive and stubborn and just assumed that I could do 

anything that I wanted.” 

 

It was a heady education for a New Jersey kid who came late to dance. Petronio never danced as 

a child, and he attended his first dance performance as a high school graduation gift — a cousin 

took him to see Rudolf Nureyev dance in “Sleeping Beauty.” 

 

“Nureyev seemed great and the ballet was beautiful, but I didn’t understand it and quickly forgot 

about it,” Petronio said. “I became a premed student in college, until I took a contact 

improvisation class. I thought it would help me relax — and, instead, it turned my world upside 

down. For the first time, I realized that I had a body full of hidden powers and I was determined 

to explore them.” 

 

Today, as a choreographer and company leader, Petronio urges that same kind of exploration for 

his dancers.  

 

“I take these highly trained technicians and force them to go beyond what feels right and looks 

pretty,” he said. “They can’t get by with repeating the things they do well. I don’t want them to 

perform. I want them to behave reflexively, to call up their instincts and gut reactions.” 
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