For Armchair Travelers, the World, Intertwined

By ALASTAIR MACAULAY

SAN FRANCISCO — Go to dance and see world culture. Midway through, the San Francisco Ethnic Dance Festival has addressed the 100th anniversary of the Mexican Revolution, shamanism in Korea, the Indian goddess Parvathi, an initiation ceremony in the voodoo tradition, a bridal preparation in the Northern Philippines, and the Hawaiian deity Hi’iaka’s preparation for battles with dragons and demons. I refer to just the second of the festival’s four weekend programs: a glorious achievement.

No, not all that history, mythology and religion were evident onstage to the untutored eye. What was unmissable, however, was the diversity of dance itself. This program also included items from Central Asia (the Uighurs of Turpan, China), India (Bollywood) and Transylvania (Hungary). The performers are all based in the Bay Area and not all of them are doing dances attached to their own ethnicities. At the end, after all the troupes returned to the stage, further melting-pot images occurred. The female specialist in Central Asian dance harmoniously began a circle dance with the female Korean specialist. Meanwhile Bollywood child performers threaded their way through women performing Mexican folklórico styles. Here is one of the finest of all American dreams: a setting where cultures can celebrate their own traditions while honoring and applauding others.

What I love is that the festival makes me feel so utterly a student, indeed, a novice. How many of us have ever seen Uighur dances before? This one — celebrating “The Dance of the Grapes” — was the program’s greatest revelation. It had just two performers, the musician Abbos Kosimov and the dancer Tara Catherine Pandeya. He, over white shirt and trousers, wore a long pale-gold jacket with tassels and embroidery, and white boots with toes curling upward, and he played first one drum (shaped like a flat bowl), then another, then three at once, with virtuoso rhythms. When the audience caught a regular beat and clapped along, he steadily accelerated and then teasingly fell silent. As soon as the audience stopped, he rounded things off with a terrific climax. 
When Ms. Pandeya entered, wearing a yellow skirt and pantaloons and gold-colored shoes, she at once made the dance a matter of close musical responsiveness. First she matched his drum pulse with fast-traveling footwork, like a long trill. Next she built up virtuosity. She took alternate turns to right and left, fell swiftly to the floor in a sudden and spectacular backbend, and then, kneeling, began to brilliantly coordinate head (moving side to side) and hands. Every part of her body turned into dance display. She bent sideways as easily as backwards. In one passage, turning her back to the audience, she let her shoulders rapidly rise and fall, all in time with the drum.

Not all the troupes used live music. Every one that did showed how great a difference it makes. I was happy to watch the cycle of Transylvanian folk dances shown by the Eszterlanc Hungarian Folk Ensemble. Better, however, was the music, with two female singers (the female dancers sometimes chanted too), two fiddlers, and one double-bass, frequently in harmonies I would never have associated with Hungary, or even Europe. 
Different drummers made crucial contributions to the Rara Tou Limen company (Haitian voodoo), Likha-Pilipino Folk Ensemble (performing two dances from the Kalinga tribe of Northern Luzon, Philippines), and Halau ’o Keikiali’i (Hawaiian). (The Hawaiian performance was also carried by an especially strong male singer, a baritone chanting with constant rhythmic vitality.)

The voodoo initiation, principally for women, often featured powerful waves traveling up and down the dancers’ spines. Footwork and a ritual that could be followed like a story were also of note, but it was the way those women were convulsed by simultaneous convex and concave bends of the body that stays keenest in the memory.

The Philippine ceremony was a nicely picturesque exhibition of sexism. All the women balanced earthenware pots on their heads and then piled them on the head of one kneeling prospective bride. The bride then had to rise and dance, with this pagoda almost her own height on her head. 
Meanwhile her bridegroom raised his head to crow, like a cockerel, without once offering to help her. Yet these women, dressed in flesh-colored outfits that made them look approximately bare-breasted, danced lusciously. More movement was happening in hips than in feet or legs. And the Hawaiian women, though more fully attired (in calf-length crinolines with bare shoulders and arms) than the men (in loincloths), took the bulk of the dancing, moving in exciting formations that addressed gestures in multiple directions and offered sharply focused lower-body steps.

The Bollywood contribution of the Mona Sampath Dance Company was radiantly enthusiastic, high in energy, appealing. Some of the dancers are accomplished technicians, but the overall choreography is relatively conventional. Despite taped music, the eight Kathakali dancers of Natyalaya were engrossing both as stylists and in the constant spatial and thematic evolution of their Indian dances. Hearan Chung, telling the part-comic tale of a Korean shaman (but marred also by taped music), made only a vague impression, despite wearing a wonderfully technicolor dreamcoat.

No fewer than six Mexican folklórico companies collaborated to commemorate the bicentennial of Mexico and the centenary of the revolution. But the folklórico idiom, which often reverted to adorable waltzes and rumbas, is a poor one for conveying serious political content. It was remarkable, when groups aimed their theatrical rifles earnestly at the audience, to see just how much more persuasive the women were at this than the men.

The San Francisco Ethnic Dance Festival continues through June 27, Palace of Fine Arts, worldartswest.org.
