Ethnic Dance Festival showcases fancy footwork
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How's this for diversity? The movement cultures of nine countries furnished a couple of hours of abundant illumination and knockout entertainment during the first program of the San Francisco Ethnic Dance Festival on Saturday afternoon at the Palace of Fine Arts Theatre.

This year's celebration, the 32nd annual bash, features no fewer than 600 performers from 37 Bay Area companies, often performing at a professional level. No wonder the festival is envied by both ethnic and dance communities everywhere in America.

Among the more heartening features of this program was the participation of children; three numbers centered on youngsters. They never disappointed and one, Chandra Ayu Davies, 8, simply dazzled in the Balinese classical dance Condong. 

Dressed in a gleaming approximation of a temple outfit, Davies' gave a refined performance, with lateral movements of the head, flutey hand gestures, quivering shoulders and gentle dips to the floor, that proved inspiring. The bent knee, resting on the standing leg, a familiar image in Balinese court and temple dance, seemed to define the art form.

Live music needed

Davies performed to a recording of a gamelan orchestra, which brings us to a problem at this year's festival, the increasing use of canned music (the economy, of course). These movement forms evolved in tandem with music, and the absence of live players somehow diminishes any company's efforts. 

Among the discoveries was the Parangal Dance Company's fervent facsimile of a religious ritual from the Philippine islands of Palawan and Mindanao. Erik Espartinez Solano's choreography begins with an introspective women's candle ceremony, which yields to a more boisterous section for men with banners. Sheaves of grain reinforce the piece's function as a fertility rite. 

One trend in recent festivals has been the increasing participation of Korean artists, who have much to tell us; Saturday, the 11 members of Ongdance Company offered the premiere of "The Last Empress," a mini-narrative of stark, formal beauty. The costuming and wigs are elaborate, and the movement is rigorous, exquisitely patterned and shrouded in mystery.

Companies seen in earlier festivals put in welcome reappearances. San Jose's Abhinaya Dance Company, one of the community's finest exponent of the South Indian dance form, bharatanatyam, reveled in subtle symmetries, arms curling in space, flattened feet brushing the stage, ankle bells offering a counterpoint to the recorded Carnatic music. Mythali Kumar, who founded Abhinaya 30 years ago, was this year's winner of the festival's prestigious Malonga Casquelord Lifetime Achievement Award.

Female influence
Familiar, too, were the members of Theatre Flamenco of San Francisco, prospering under the direction of Carola Zertuche. She joined with Kerensa DeMars, Stephanie Narvaez and the sensationally dapper Juan Siddi for an alegrias that raised the temperature in the room, thanks to the monumentally arched backs and staccato footwork.
The program opened with 22 girls from CPAA Performing Group donning fantastic feathered headdresses and leaping and tumbling their way across the stage. 

Young women dominated the afternoon's finale by Oakland's Fua Dia Congo, dancing to a commissioned score by the Cultural Heritage Choir.

The suite, which melds Central African strains, abounded in earthy percussive encounters with the floor and vigorous torso action. I've never seen the company look better.

San Francisco Ethnic Dance Festival: Through June 27. Palace of Fine Arts Theatre, 3301 Lyon, San Francisco. $22-$44. (415) 392-4400. http:///www.cityboxoffice.com.

E-mail Allan Ulrich at datebookletters@sfchronicle.com.
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