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INTRODUCTION

With dance as the focus and race the parameter, this work is a personalized cultural
study, the third installment in my exploration/excavation of Africanist presences in
performance. When Michael Flamini approached me about writing a history of
“black” dance, 1 responded that, instead, I wanted to tell the story as a geography of
the body itself. My topic is hot: Race remains dangerous territory, and talking race
through the black dancing body is tricky. Nevertheless, I am not pointing the finger
or flinging accusations. I interrogate the black dancing body through personal expe-
rience, critical analysis of visual and print documentation, and through the eyes of
the 24 contemporary dance practitioners interviewed for this book.

About terminology: I chose to use the term “coon” in my title to make a racial
point, which I hope will be clear in the text. As a person of African lineage who
could conceivably have been subjected to that word, 1 gave myself the license to use
it, not to neutralize it but to undermine it for my special purposes. Like other
derogatory epithets, it is not a word that I use casually.

Over the years I have particularized and extended a popular term in contempo-
rary dance parlance, “the dancing body," to read “the black dancing body," here
used as title and throughout the text. The terms “thick,” “full,” “big,” and “natural”
are utilized separately or in tandem to describe black hair, rather than more com-
mon terms such as “frizzy,” “nappy,” and “kinky,” all of which emerged as pejora-
tives from the dominant culture. “Nappy,” like the other “n” word, has gained favor
with some elements in the black community in a move to redefine and transform a
negative into a positive. I choose, instead, to leave those terms behind as used-up
castoffs. (Thanks to my daughter and son-in-law for pointing this out to me.)

The term “Africanist” includes concepts, practices, attitudes, or forms that have
roots/origins in Africa and the African diaspora. Others who had used this term in-
clude linguist Joseph Holloway and writer Toni Morrison in her essays on literary
theory (see the bibliography). I use the term “Europeanist” as its counterpart, de-
noting concepts, practices, attitudes, or forms rooted in European and European-

American traditions.
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About the interviews: It was a gift for me to spend such intense, revelatory
time with some of the leaders of my dance world. Given the tenuousness of the
arts in general and dance in particular—where careers and the awarding of
grants are too often predicated on the politics of silence —those who agreed to be
interviewed were brave (many others refused). Some opined that my topic was
dangerous; others were upset by my segmented analysis of the black body,
which, like the African continent, has a history of literal or figurative dissection;
and, in spite of candor there was caution —more, I believe, than I would find in
other arts professions.

Because this text is neither a survey nor a statistical study, the interviews are
representative but not comprehensive. My aim is not to quantify or otherwise ar-
rive at scientific or encyclopedic conclusions. My focus is on cultural image. I at-
tempt to encompass qualitative latitudes by my choice of interviewees: blacks like
Ralph Lemon and Gus Solomons jr, who grew up in white, middle-class communi-
ties; blacks like Jawole Willa Jo Zollar with a black, middle-class background and
Rennie Harris in black, grass-roots culture; blacks like Marlies Yearby and Shelley
Washington who, as army brats, grew up in a variety of ethnic and class settings;
Latinos Meridn Soto and Fernando Bujones, with their particular multicultural
perspectives; and whites with dance backgrounds as varied as Doug Elkins’s (liv-
ing largely in black-Latino New York) and Trisha Brown’s and Monica Moseley’s
(raised in all-white communities in the Northwest). I interviewed people who
worked together (Se4n Curran and Bill T. Jones; Lemon, Moseley, and Meredith
Monk; Zane Booker, Ronald Brown, and Joan Myers Brown; Wendy Perron and
Trisha Brown) as well as people representing a range of genres (African, ballet,
tap, hip hop, modern-postmodern, Broadway, and, with Meredith Monk, a move-
ment-music-theater idiom) and generations (extending in age from early thirties to
early seventies). They represent choreographers, dancers, artistic directors, dance
writers, and an archival librarian. The unifying factor is that they were all dancers
at one time. There are other kinds of dance practitioners not represented: body
therapists, producers, presenters; nor did I extend the range to people in other dis-
ciplines. These are fertile areas for future work.

Occasionally interviewees expressed opinions that run counter to the book’s
basic premises. In a few cases I've added alternative comments; in others I let the
information stand, leaving it up to the reader to draw conclusions. It was not my
intention to put opinions on trial, but to provide a forum for expressing (daring)
views on a volatile topic. I appreciated the willingness to go this far. In other in-
stances the interview process stimulated the interviewee to think in new ways. In
using ellipses 1 have never altered content or the speaker’s meaning but tried

only to keep the narrative moving.
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I've always known that dancers and dance makers are some of the most in-
telligent, philosophical, and articulate people in society. These interviews con-
firm that belief.

About the photographs: Because of the topic I wanted to feature the subjects
in renderings that showed their dancing bodies. Approximate dates (decades)
have been supplied for photographs taken before the 1990s. Frequently dancers
are so totally “in” and “into” their body that focus (theirs, ours, the photogra-
pher’s) is deflected away from the face: Thus, in some reproductions facial fea-
tures are obscured, with the body assuming the expressive priority. In almost all
cases the photos used were chosen by the performers. Two shots are of non-
interviewee subjects and two people I interviewed did not submit photographs.
No depictions are included of dancers whose work is discussed but who weren’t
interviewed; their representations can be seen in other published works (listed in
the bibliography) and/or library collections, films, and videos.

About the biographies: All individuals interviewed are outstanding, award-
winning figures who perform, choreograph, and teach internationally and are active
forces in their field. Their credits are impressive (and include several MacArthur
fellowships). Details can be found on their websites and in dance encyclopedias.
What follows, then, are thumbnail biographies to help context their interviews:

ZANE BOOKER —b. 1968. Earliest dance classes at Philadelphia School of
Dance Arts. Performance credits include Philadanco (1982-86), the North Car-
olina Dance Theater (1987-88), Netherlands Dance Theater II (1989-91),
Netherlands Dance Theater (1991-95), Ballets Monte Carlo (1995-99), and
Baryshnikov’s White Oak Project (2002).

JOAN MYERS BROWN —b. 1931. Influences: Anthony Tudor (ballet train-
ing), Katherine Dunham (teaching philosophy). Founded Philadelphia School of
Dance Arts, 1960, and Philadanco (Philadelphia Dance Company), 1970.

RONALD BROWN —b. 1966. Influences: Mary Anthony, Jennifer Muller
(as student of, then company member with both). Formed his ensemble, Evi-
dence, 1985.

TRISHA BROWN —b. 1936. Studied with Ruth Beckford, Louis Horst,
Anna Halprin, Robert Dunn. Founding member, Judson Dance Theater and
Grand Union. Formed Trisha Brown Company, 1970.

BRENDA BUFALINO—b. 1937. Major influences: Sevilla Fort, Honi Coles,
Stanley Brown (danced with his jazz ensemble, mid-1950s). Founded the Amer-
ican Tap Dance Orchestra, 1986.

FERNANDO BUJONES —b. 1955. Studied at the School of Ballet Nacional
de Cuba and School of American Ballet. Performed with American Ballet
Theatre (1972-85). Artistic Director, Southern Ballet Theater (Orlando, FL.).
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SEAN CURRAN —b. 1961. Studied with Lawrence Rhodes, Stuart Hodes.
Performed with Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Company (1984-94) and in Stomp
(1994-99). Formed Sedn Curran Company, 1997.

CHUCK DAVIS—b. 1937. Dancer, Olatunji (1962-66) and Eleo Pomare
(1966-68) companies. Founded Chuck Davis Dance Company (1967-83) and
the annual Dance Africa Festival (beginning 1977). Founded African American
Dance Ensemble (1994).

DOUG ELKINS—b. 1960. Performed (early 1980s) with Magnificent
Force, New York Dance Express, Royal Rockers (hip hop ensembles). Founded
Doug Elkins Dance Company, 1987.

GARTH FAGAN—b. 1940 (Jamaica). Performed as a teenager with Ja-
maican National Dance Company. Influences: Pearl Primus, Lavinia Williams,
Martha Graham, José Limén. Formed Bucket Dance Theater (now Garth
Fagan Dance), 1970. Choreographed Broadway musical hit Zhe Lion King.

RENNIE HARRIS—b. 1964. Danced, choreographed, and taught hip hop
genres since he was fifteen. Performed with Philadelphia-based Scanner Boys
(1979-92). Formed Rennie Harris PureMovement, 1992.

FRANCESCA HARPER —b. 1969. Studied with Barbara Walczak and at the
Joffrey Ballet School, School of American Ballet, and Alvin Ailey School. Di-
rects the Francesca Harper Project. Freelance choreographer. Performance
credits include Dance Theatre of Harlem (1987-91), Frankfurt Ballet
(1991-98), Complexions (beginning 2002).

BILL T. JONES—b. 1952. Studied with Kei Takei, Lois Welk, Percival
Borde. Founded, with Welk and Arnie Zane, the American Dance Asylum (mid-
1970s—1981). Jones and Zane formed the Bill T. Jones/Arnie Zane Dance Com-
pany, 1982. Jones’s memoir, Last Night on Earth, was published 1995.

RALPH LEMON—b. 1952. Studied with Zena Rommett, Viola Farber,
Nancy Hauser. Founding member, Mixed Blood Theatre Company (Minneapo-
lis). Performed with Meredith Monk/The House, 1979-81. Founded the Ralph
Lemon Dance Company (1985-95). Wrote Geography (2000) and Zree (2003).

SUSANNE LINKE—b. 1944 (Germany). Studied with Mary Wigman
(1964-67) and at Folkwang Schule (1967-70). Director of Folkwang Tanzstu-
dio (1975-85). Co-directed Bremer Tanztheater (beginning 1994).

BEBE MILLER —b. 1950. Studied at Henry Street Settlement Playhouse as
a child with Alwin Nikolais and Murray Louis, and later with Louis, Phyllis
Lamhut, Nina Wiener (1976-82). Performed with Dana Reitz (1983). Founded
Bebe Miller Company (1985).

MEREDITH MONK —b. 1942. Composer, vocalist, mover in an innovative

movement-music-theater performance genre. Briefly associated with the Judson
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Dance Theater where she performed her solo /6 Mllimeter Earrings (1966).
Formed The House (1968) and Meredith Monk Vocal Ensemble (1978).

MONICA MOSELEY —b. 1942. Studied with Joyce Trisler, Joffrey Ballet,
Merce Cunningham. Founding member of Meredith Monk/The House
(1968-80, with occasional guest appearances thereafter). Associate Curator,
Dance Division, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

WENDY PERRON —b. 1947. Studied with Irine Fokine, American School
of Ballet, Martha Graham, Joffrey Ballet. Danced with Jeff Duncan, Rudy
Perez, Twyla Tharp’s Farm Club. Member, Trisha Brown Dance Company
(1975-78). Formed Wendy Perron Dance Company (1983-94). New York edi-
tor, Dance Magazine (beginning 2000).

GUS SOLOMONS JR—b. 1940. Studied at Martha Graham School
(1961-66). Dancer, Donald McKayle (1961-64), Martha Graham (1964-65),
and Merce Cunningham (1965-68) companies. Founded Solomons
Company/Dance (1972-97); co-founded PARADIGM (beginning 1998). Writes
for Dance Magazine and other publications.

MERIAN SOTO—b. 1954 (Puerto Rico). Studied Salsa (and other popular
forms) in Puerto Rico and New York. Apprenticed with Elaine Summers
(1978-85). Founded Pepatidn (multidisciplinary Latino arts ensemble) with vi-
sual artist Pepén Osorio (1983).

SHELLEY WASHINGTON —b. 1954. Studied with Helen McGehee, Walter
Nicks, Clay Taliaferro, Maggie Black. Danced with Martha Graham (1974-75),
Twyla Tharp (1975-2001), American Ballet Theatre (in association with Tharp,
1988-91). Stages Tharp ballets worldwide; teaches ashtanga yoga with David
Swenson.

MARLIES YEARBY —b. 1960. Mentors/teachers: choreographer Bobbie
Wynn, directors-writers Laurie Carlos and Robbie McCauley, Aaron Osborne.
Performed with Bobbie Wynn and Company (CA, 1979-85), Urban Bush
Women (1987-90). Formed Movin’ Spirits Dance Theater, 1989. Choreo-
graphed Rent, Broadway musical hit.

JAWOLE WILLA JO ZOLLAR—b. 1950. Studied as a child with Joseph
Stevenson in the Katherine Dunham tradition. Worked with Dianne McIntyre
(early 1980s). Established Urban Bush Women, 1984, a total-theater, dance-

drama—music ensemble .
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LOOKING BACK

On 12 September 1968 the renowned dance photographer Jack Mitchell took what
would become a historic photo. It originally appeared in the Sunday New York Zimes
on October 20 of the same year; it came to my attention when it was republished in
the December 2000 issue of Dance Magazine, in the Dancescape section. The photo
shows a group of the old giants, middle forces, and young lions of American concert
dance. Martha Graham, the doyenne, is seated in the center. She is encircled by
Merce Cunningham, Erick Hawkins, and Paul Taylor on her right; the young and
bony Yvonne Rainer diagonally behind her; Don Redlich and José Limén (who is
clasping Graham’s left hand) to her left; and the young, chubby-faced Twyla Tharp
diagonally in front of her. Anna Sokolow was the only invited choreographer who
didn’t show up. The composition is a solemn, lovely study and, indeed, it is histori-
cally significant. This august tribe was heralded as part of the first full season of
“modern dance” funded by one of the first big Ford Foundation grants. It’s a photo-
graph of firsts, and these folks look as though they knew they were making history.

But the question is, where is Alvin Ailey? Why was he absent from the photo
shoot? Perhaps he was on tour at the time, but his omission is striking in hindsight.
At the moment when the Civil Rights Movement was in full flower, and when the
New York concert dance community liked to think of itself as color-blind, Ailey was
the giant whose presence is sorely missed. He belonged there, in the mix. Besides
Martha Graham’s company, the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre was the most
popular American dance ensemble worldwide. I use this photo as my starting point
for a discussion of the black dancing body that has shaped itself by means of experi-
ence and, for everyone who knows, insinuated its presence even by its absence. The
black dancing body was the negative space around which the white dancing body
was configured. I include myself in that number. Let me explain.

I am considered tall —nearly 5 feet 8 inches. Without giving more measure-
ments, let’s just say that my torso takes up much less body space than my ]egs, with

my waist interestingly close to my armpits: “short-waisted” or “stilt-legged” were
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terms directed at me as a child. In proportion to my legs, my long arms look fine.
Slim hips —none, really —and a markedly arched spine that accounts for and ends
in distinct buttocks are other defining characteristics in this picture. Odd? Well,
even more extreme contours and variations of this frame can be seen not only in
fashion magazines but also on stages across the globe in the post-Balanchinian,
postmodern era of dance. But that part comes later. Let me begin in 1957.

As arelatively young dancer (formal studies did not begin until I was 15, but
I had always danced, always wanted to be a dancer), this body got me in trouble.
Shorter, rounder, less muscular, more conventionally proportioned “feminine”
dancers were chosen for starring roles in the high school musicals. When I was
18 and studying on scholarship at the legendary New Dance Group Studio in
midtown Manhattan, one of my teachers there, Donya Feuer (now a longtime
resident of Sweden, where she was a choreographer and filmmaker), offered me
a scholarship to come and study with her and her then-partner, Paul Sanasardo,
at their Chelsea studio. After a year of daily classes with them I was brought into
their dance company as a sort of supernumerary, along with three other long-
limbed dancers whose body types were nothing like Feuer’s nor her two leading
ladies (Chifra Holt and Milagro Llauger; all were approximately 5 feet 2 inches
tall). Certainly, questions of talent, training, and technique may have figured in
artistic decisions to exclude me from those star turns that I lusted after. But an
unspoken, deciding factor was this body that, in the 1950s and early 1960s, was
seen as an anomaly. Still —above and beyond the reality of my anatomical dimen-
sions —the first and final factor was race: I was a black dancing body housed in
chocolate-brown skin, with a full head of generously big, natural hair (at that
time manually straightened and pulled back into a bun), and a full African nose.

When I was in my early twenties and making the rounds in the Big Apple,
my friends and I made a point of auditioning for Broadway musicals for which
we knew that even the best African American dancers would not be hired. But
we were young, brash, aspiring dancers. In hindsight I realize our actions were
a response to the civil rights sit-ins that were going on across the nation. We still
submitted ourselves to these trials on a regular basis so that our black presence
couldn’t be total]y ignored. Years later, at the beginning of a new millennium,
most American musicals and dance companies were still either white or black. A
typical example was Swing/, a dance-based Broadway hit of 2000, that had a
token black in the cast: quite an irony, since swing originated in the African
American community in the 1920s and 1930s and was a black music (and
dance) form until white practitioners (like Benny Goodman and the Dorsey
Brothers) jumped on the bandwagon and disseminated the form to the white

mainstream audience. Reviewing the Berlin 1999 “Tanz Im August” (Dance in
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August) festival for Dance Magazine’s November 1999 issue, 1 observed a degree
of ethnic diversity within this selection of European dance companies that un-
derscores its absence in the United States. Ensembles based in Munich (Rui
Horta Stage Works), Prague (Déja Donné), and Brussels (Rosas) all included a
wider ethnic diversity than the concert dance ensembles in a city like Philadel-
phia, where I now reside. How can this situation be justified? Choreographers
and directors pull out the old argument that such politicized issues as affirma-
tive action and diversity would restrict their artistic freedom of choice. And,
yes, the dance world still likes to think of itself as beyond politics —as though
any human system of expression could exist outside that realm. (Steve Paxton,
one of the originators of a dance style known as contact improvisation, in the
Dance in America 1980 film, Beyond the Mainstream, talks about the contact im-
proviser’s state of mind as receptive, open, and —to use his word — “apolitical.”)

In 1962 I began to study with Mary Anthony, who was a major influence on
my early development as a dancer. Indeed, my time with her (through 1967) co-
incided with the Civil Rights era. I remember when she was offered a booking at
the Virginia Fine Arts Museum in Richmond. Such institutions were still segre-
gated at that time. Anthony made it a point to inform the presenters that she
would not perform unless she was allowed to have an integrated company. Soon
after, she invited me to dance with her ensemble. We played in Richmond and
may very well have been the first “integrated" group on that stage. I put the word
in quotes because I was the sole member of color in this small ensemble, and the
audience was still segregated. But Anthony’s voice had been heard, and her/our
point was made.

Still auditioning and still a neophyte dancer, I had an unsettling experience
with choreographer Pearl Lang. I responded to her cal], not for a featured role
but to work as a pick-up in a small chorus of four dancers. I was informed, after
auditioning, that I could not be used because my skin color would “destroy the
unity of the corps.” (In all fairness, Lang had used African American dancers in
cameo solo roles, including Loretta Abbott and Paula Kelly, who later had major
careers dancing with Alvin Ailey and in Hollywood, respectively.) Lang used my
complexion as the hook for her rejection, the same argument used by the Rock-
ettes for so many years. 1 guess if T could have “passed," it wouldn’t have mat-
tered. I discussed this incident in an essay I wrote in 1990. It struck me as ironic
and frustrating that dancers could live in fantasy worlds, be Wilis or princesses,
goddesses or witches, but black-skinned dancers in a dance based on a Greek-in-
spired theme would be detrimental to some principle of unity.

So there I was, early on in my career, aware of the barriers and boundaries that

the black dancing body represented to the white dance hierarchy. But even then 1
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saw ample evidence that those same qualities that were repulsed were also desired.
Why else would black forms of music and dance that took their shape, rhythm, and
accent—color, if you will —from black initiatives be the reigning soul and spirit in
American culture? Why else would Elvis Presley imitate, to the letter, the sound of
Big Mama Thornton, an African American rhythm and blues singer, to create his
early hit “Hound Dog” and then go on the £J Sullivan Show dancing (or, as the press
of the era would say, “gyrating his pelvis”) and singing as though he were the white
answer to Jackie Wilson? Why else would the revered George Balanchine have
used significant markers of African American dance in creating The Four Tempera-
ments (1946), Agon (1957), Jewels (1967), and a host of other modern ballet master-
pieces? And why would modern dancers turn to bare feet, use of the floor,
grounded energy, and articulation of the torso—elements that were Africanist in na-
ture —as basic components in their revolutionary movement strategy?

Why was it that the white world loved the culture but disdained its creators —
loved black dance but oppressed/repressed the black dancer, the black dancing
body?

The only answer I have found to this question is the ongoing power of
racism and its perpetual grip on world consciousness. The sobering reality is that
racism today is rearing its head in new and more complex ways at the same time
that theories of race are facing extinction at the hands of academic scholarship.
Cultural scholar Kwame Anthony Appiah “has called for an abandonment of the
very concept of race, arguing that it is a biologically meaningless term that con-
fuses socially constructed descent systems and prejudice with biological hered-
ity.”! There is enough variation within any ethnic group to make the theory
worthless. Likewise, there are enough examples of similarities across ethnic
groups to further debunk any racialized genetic theory. Why? Because there are
no “pure” types—no races, as such. Europeans, Africans, Asians—we are all
mixed bloods, mixed “races.”? Race is not a biological imperative but a social
construct convenient for purposes of classification and differentiation. The varia-
tions that gene theory is finding in humankind do not fall within the old racial di-
visions; clearly, we need to address peoples in terms of context, culture, and
attitudes, not race. We need to apply genetic theory from a different perspective,
to utilize it from a non-racialized starting point.

In spite of scientific findings, many people still buy into the old ways of think-
ing. But so goes the world: now over a century after Einstein’s groundbreaking dis-
coveries, we still perceive the world in Newtonian terms. On the one hand, some
African Americans, proud to be who they are and sick and tired of racism, ascribe
to the concept of race but revise the canon and use this label to affirm that black is

beautiful. For example, an African American doctoral candidate at Harvard states
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that she doesn’t buy the new thinking about race as a nonentity. She is black: Oth-
ers are not, and that means something positive, not negative. From her perspective,
as soon as blacks became ready to constructively utilize the idea of separate races,
white scholars decided that race was outdated. On the other hand, the New Yorker
dance critic (white), in a review of the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theatre,
praises the Ailey (black) dancers to high heaven after dismissing Ailey’s choreogra-
phy as second rate (which shows that, in some cases, it’s the black dancer who is
admired and the dance that is seen as not up to par). Near the end she first asserts,
“In my experience, black dancers, on average, are better than white dancers.”
Then she inserts the “nature or nurture” question as an afterthought. Both claims
give renewed credence and fresh energy to the old race theories. It seems signifi-
cant that the piece was run in the 27 December 1999-3 January 2000 issue of the
magazine, smack on the millennial threshold. Here we are, living in the twenty-
first century, talking about black dance and black dancers! What are we real]y
talking about? A prejudice? A stereotype? An ideal? A limitation? And if I speak
of black dance and a black dancing body, then is there also a white dancing body,
an Asian dancing body, and so on? How and what differentiates these separate
bodies? Who has the final word on what it is they do? Who is studying them?
Where? And to what end? How is the information being gathered? If we let go of
the concept of race, then where would we hang our racism?

Because of the persistence of global racism we are stuck with talking about a
social construct in jejeune biological terms. But that predicament is a righteous
indication of who we are and where we are as people on this planet at this point
in time, entrenched in the thrall of our own skewed constructs. We inherit the
language we deserve, and that language shapes our perceptions. As jazz music
scholar Sherrie Tucker says, “Racists need race to justify their racism, but non-
racists also need race to be able to analyze racism."5 In the end race, like gender,
is about power and where we are positioned in the hierarchy of a racialized soci-
ety. Biology and genes are really not the question, but act as a convenient, habit-
ridden path of explanation: Newton over Einstein, if you will. And in the end,
beyond our hierarchies and hegemonies, there is no “black race” or “white race,”
“black dance” or “white dance.” It’s simply that the habit of racism has rendered
us unable to put the fusion of American cultural creations into words from the
vocabulary at our disposal. Our traditions and cultures are so thoroughly mixed
(and have been for ages, beginning with the intimacy and depth of contact be-
tween blacks and whites during the centuries of American slavery) that our lan-
guage reflects old assumptions and categorical errors. Nevertheless, if one
speaks of “black dance,” that term predicates the existence of “white dance,” its
unacknowledged counterpart. Even the term “African dance,” although it is

more specific than “black dance,” is a misnomer. The Sabar dance styles of Sene-
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gal are as different from the Watusi dances of Rwanda or the Masai dances of
Kenya as a Greek folk dance is from Russian ballet. European forms are not ran-
domly grouped together in this way.

What I find amazing about this predicament is how the paradigm of the
black dancing body has shifted over the course of the twentieth century into
mainstream white acceptability. And this body —elusive, fantasized, imagined,
loved, hated—is my subject and object. Although the black dancer remains
Other, the black body has, through dance, sports, fashion, and everyday lifestyle,
become the last word in white desirability. Going back to my description of my
own body, those characteristics —long limbs, short torso, arched spine, notewor-
thy buttocks, narrow hips—scream out at us from print, video, and film media
and from stages and sports arenas across the globe. And just look how this rnyth-
ical quotient has changed the shape of the ballet body. As Arthur Mitchell —
founder and artistic director of the Dance Theater of Harlem —pointed out in the
28 December 1987 issue of the New Yorker, George Balanchine “described his
ideal ballerina as having a short torso, long arms, long legs, and a small head. If
that’s ideal, then we [black folk] are perfect.” No wonder the Harvard graduate
student wants to stake her claim! And so do I! Finally my awkward goose is the
graceful swan. The black body is no longer the black sheep. The black swan pre-
empts the white one! That is why this book is subtitled “From Coon to Cool”: al-
though its shape has changed with the times, this black body is basically the
same bundle of traits and variables that was looked upon as “coonish” a mere
century ago. Only, now, there’s a different spin on it. Cool.

Nevertheless, black bodies, like all bodies, come in many shapes, sizes, and
colors, not only the body “type” described above. That profile, like my own and
seen as typical, is really atereotypical and, like all stereotypes, draws its strength
from an ounce of fact buried in a ton of fable.

If, as claimed by Stephen Holmes, race is America’s “low-grade fever”—an
illness so constantly present that you lose awareness of it—then the following
blurb, televised on BBC World News on 9 March 2001, is all the more interest-
ing. It was a report regarding an Italian genetic researcher, a Professor Anti-
nori, and his American counterpart. To justify their work on human cloning
they said, “We don't intend to clone the Michael Jacksons or Michael Jordans
of the world.” 4 This was their way of assuring a review board that their experi-
ments were not designed to create a super “race.” So we have apparently ar-
rived at a point when black performing bodies may actually be the ideal, rather
than an anomaly; yet that low-grade fever—attraction/repulsion, love/hate —
rages on. It’s a malady of epidemic proportions, and blacks and browns are as
likely to catch it as whites—to internalize its premises and buy into its negative

stereotypes.
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At the modern/postmodern crossroads, when the times were mightily a-
changin’, the composer/musician Ornette Coleman was carrying out in sound his
own revolutionary civil rights activism. He released an album called Zomorrow 1s
the Question!, followed by one titled The Shape of Jazz to Come. Like its musical
counterparts, the black dancing body signaled the stamp and shape of minstrelsy,
vaudeville, jazz, pop, rock-funk-soul, of nineteenth-century entertainments and
twentieth-century modernism and postmodernism. Now—in the new millen-
nium, with tomorrow still the question, and African American—based hip hop
culture and black bodies a glamorized global phenomenon~can we bet on that

body to sustain its role as the shape of things to come?

THE VOYAGE AHEAD

When Monica Moseley —assistant curator for the Oral History Archives of the
New York Public Library for the Performing Arts Dance Division and one of the
dance field practitioners interviewed for this book —interviewed me for the
archives, she characterized me as a translator between black and white communi-
ties and between the worlds of performance and academia. This book is the latest
effort in my border-crossing pursuit to shed light on the role of African Americans
in shaping American consciousness/culture and to investigate the role of racism in
this equation. It is the final entry in the trilogy that began with Digging the Africanist
Presence in American Performance: Dance and Other Contexts (Greenwood, 1996) and
continued with Waltzing in the Dark: African American Vaudeville and Race Politics in the
Swing Era (St. Martin’s Press, 2000). The titles give some indication of the territory
covered in those works. Now I aim to present a nonlinear, unorthodox “history” of
this elusive, paradoxical black dancing body (always present, but always on the
move, always shifting, but still the same) as geography, rather than chronology.
Geography as a metaphor for the sites, states, routes, and milestones of the black
dancing body. The body as both body politic and individual signature.

We have created constructs that subliminally or consciously reflect the fal-
lacy of race and drive our actions and reactions along racialized pathways. Black
dance is one of these constructs. Taking this line of thinking a step further, the
black dancing body exists as a social construct, not a scientific fact. However,
this phantom body, just like the phantom concept of a black or white race, has
been effective in shaking and moving, shaping and reshaping, American (and
now global) cultural production for centuries. It has been courted and scorned —
an object of criticism and ridicule as well as a subject of praise and envy.

This work is a cartogram of American history as told through the black
dancing body, a map that predicates black history and dance history —two mar-
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ginalized stories—as central to the formation of American cultural history. Like
all maps this one is a social construct created by one individual whose values,
needs, and criteria represent a particular culture and politic at a particular time.
Just as the map of Africa was changed in the twentieth century to represent
more accurately its actual size in relation to Europe (maps from earlier centuries
depicted Europe as equal to or larger than Africa), so it is time for the remapping
of the black dancing body. Black bodies are as same or as different as any other
bodies: What changes is our perception.

As Ralph Ellison long ago pointed out in his masterpiece lnvwible Man, the
black American is both highly visible and invisibilized, ensnared in a complex
dance with the white world at large —a dance of wit, will, body, and soul —that can
be deadly if the wrong move is made. Although the "steps" have changed consider-
ably since Ellison’s time, the underlying rules are the same. Metaphorically, blacks
are compelled to “dance” correctly or risk annihilation. This double bind of being
seen and unseen, each position fraught with danger, is the crux of the American
contradiction regarding its black populace. Out of its convolutions arises the love-
hate relationship that characterizes black-white interactions, part of which is the
appropriation of black culture (music, dance, lifestyles) by the white world.

My geography-history travels back and forth in time from minstrelsy to
present-day practices. Although 1 conducted 24 interviews with contemporary
practitioners to complete this work, the book is not a compendium of conversa-
tions but, rather, my description, analysis, and reflections on the black dancing
body, with material from the interviews supporting every chapter. Furthermore,
it is neither a comprehensive overview nor a statistical, quantitative, or compara-
tive study. It is “the story of human beings (not abstract forces’) making
choices . . . and coping with the consequences.” In the forthcoming chapters 1
survey this black body and map its most contested parts (feet, buttocks, skin,
hair) in order to revise and reconstitute its history. In the final chapter I try to get
a hold on the ineffable by interrogating soul and spirit as parts of the body, or
embodied attributes. Taking to heart the Bauhaus adage, “form follows func-
tion,” I have allowed chapters to be shaped by (my perspectives on) the subject
matter. I hope this work will help bring dance and performance to prominence in
the current discourse on cultural studies and identity politics. These relatively
new interdisciplinary areas of study do not shy away from the tough issues and
place the interrogation of race, gender, and class at their center.

Using race as a marker for dance endeavour has been interpreted as a defen-
sive stance. One person interviewed for the present work made clear that he felt
“troubled” by the direction of my questions. Some people may feel that even

though race is an issue at large, it doesn’t really exist any longer in the dance
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world, where “we” have made a “safe haven” from such politicized issues: “Why
bring up old stereotypes and pains of the past? And maybe blacks aren’t as im-
portant to dance as she makes them out to be. In addition, she’s black, she’s bi-
ased; she’s polemical.”

The Buddhist saying, “the only way out is through,” is a beacon guiding me
through this endangered territory. I aim to refute habit-ridden cultural biases
and contribute to the incipient canon on American cultural formation and per-
formance history. I hope to deconstruct racial mythology and stereotypes in
order to break through those assumptions and prescriptions that we all grew up
with, blacks, browns, and whites alike. Asians and Latinos have their own colo-
nial and post-colonial crosses to bear; yet all peoples subjected to Europeanist in-
fluences grew up with comparable myths surrounding black inferiority and
white superiority. I speak in this book of a black/white axis of difference because
that is the line across which all peoples of color must choose sides: are you light
enough to pass for white? Are you a white Latino? As an Asian, can you assimi-
late and become white? If you are of mixed ethnicity (well, aren’t we all?), will
you list yourself as white or black? As an antidote to the centuries-old presump-
tion of white supremacy, a wonderfully vital, new field of study has opened up in
academia —whiteness studies. In camaraderie with African American studies and
led by scholars like Ruth Frankenberg, Noel Ignatiev, and George Lipsitz, this
area of expertise asks us to examine basic assumptions about whiteness—its
power and privilege, its assumed beauty and refinement. The rightness of white-
ness, so to speak. Whiteness studies adds fuel to my fire and reinforces my per-

ception that the only way out is through.

For those readers who are not in the dance field or have never studied at a dance
studio it may be helpful, in light of the forthcoming chapters, to understand the
workings of the dance technique class. This institution is the integer that is most
fundamental and basic to the field. Professional dancers of all ethnicities and
dance genres (hip hop and African dance included) continue to take class for the
duration of their performing careers —even those who themselves are teachers or
choreographers. The way dance instruction and practice are handled in the
dance class remains pretty much the same as it always was. Although there is al-
ways the possibility for some variation (for example, the teacher or coach may
move through the space or direct a section of the class from behind the dancers’
backs, instead of facing them), the following outline is the usual modus operandi:

A teacher, coach, or choreographer sits, stands, or moves in front of the indi-

vidual dancer or group of dancers (“front” is, by custom and tradition, wherever
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the authority figure is positioned). The class or individual learns movement from
the leader and performs it for her. The performer and/or her performance (of a
particular phrase, step, routine, or exercise) is sometimes praised, sometimes
corrected, or both, but in the end the issue is how to get it right. The object is to
correct one’s body and one’s performance to the aesthetic value that the leader
knows but that you, as student or dance company member, aspire to and must be
taught. Structurally inherent in this relationship is the inferiority of the dancer,
in the sense that the approval of the authority and one’s willingness to acquiesce
to the authority are essential to success. The natural body may be praised for
having “good” feet, energy, jump, turnout, sense of rhythm, or whatever else fits
the leader’s aesthetic preference; but, still, it must be brought under control,
must conform to an ideal. Sometimes the ideal is embodied in the leader’s prized
students (or favored members of the ensemble) who may be placed at the front
of the class or rehearsal space and used as models to demonstrate movements.

Although this description may sound harsh, the process works. Either it
weeds out those who can’t put up with it or it strengthens, develops, and creates
dancers by practice, repetition, and pointed criticism. On the one hand, there is
the wonderful Chemistry between mentor and muse that allows creative seeds to
bear fruit. On the other hand, there is the possibility of abuse, either physical or
mental, and sometimes both. Dancers suffer physical injuries as they reach for
the ideal, and mental anguish if and as they are advised that they aren’t there yet
(or, worse, will never “get it”). Figuratively speaking, dancers as a group are a
subjugated “race” —destabilized as a matter of course, as a prerequisite inherent
to the field. Unlike music, visual art, or scripted theater where process and prod-
uct are completed by utilizing the implements of the medium (musical instru-
ment, canvas and equipment, or scripted words), for the dancer the body itself is
the medium, with no intervention or go-between separating the artist from the
art, the dancer from the dance. It is the actual body that must be styled.

It may be this most intimate, inseparable relationship between process and
product that accounts for dancers’ obsession with their bodies, the (often
scathing) criticism coming from some of their mentors (this fact was echoed in
accounts from most of the dancers), and the struggle to reach a potentia]ly unat-
tainable ideal —since striving is an integral part of keeping one’s career alive. It is
this exquisite, intimate tyranny to which one accedes in becoming a dancer. Al-
though this “tyranny of the ideal” is not as strong in African-based dance forms
(traditional African, tap, or hip hop) where a more generous ideological range
may be operative, nevertheless, the dancers’ job is to aim for the ideal set by the
leader. It is a battle with the body to make it something other than what it is. If

this is true for all dancers, then what is it that sets black dancers apart?
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BLACK WHITE DANGE DANGERS

WHAT IT IS

1 find it curiows about the my[/ao[o_qy that we've grown up with, the tdea of
the black body versus the white body and, yeah, there is a difference . . . be-
tween being black and being white, and I wonder how much of that has to do

with the moving. . .. Physical experience s extremely political, and I've
veen this culturally. . .. Even to vay black dance, there is a choice being

made there in reference to something else.
—Ralph Lemon

A black dance ts any dance that a person who s black happens to make. . . .
There was a time when I never wanted to be called a black company or a
black choreographer. ... I've spent a life trying to not look at it that
way. ... The whole premise of your book, dissecting the black body, s a
troubling one. I remember being with Bernice Reagon Johnson in Party and
1 wad invited to do something with Max Roach and somebody was talking
about taking photos of her head, and she said, “No, no, no: Don’t photo-
graph parts of me.” You know? Don’t take parts of me.

—Bill T. Jones

Because of my own historical understanding of the dance, on some level all
of it is black dance because you know, when you look at the history of ballet,
(ts rhythmo were drawn from Africa, and when you look at the history of
modern [dance], ity very evident that folks of color, pal‘[iculzzr/y the
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African diaspora, very much influenced what that form is. So for me, on
some level, all of it ts interconnected and mixed up just as much as the
blood io.

—Marlies Yearby

What is black dance? This issue has been the subject of controversy and unease in
the American concert dance world since the 1960s and has resurfaced every decade
or so since then. In 2000, it again came to the forefront, spearheaded by a new ini-
tiative in the form of an annual project presented by the 651 Arts Center in Brook-
lyn, New York, titled “Black Dance: Tradition and Transformation.” This time
around the term “black dance” was taken up as a badge of honor by a new genera-
tion of African diasporan dancers and choreographers (that is, artists of African de-
scent working in communities across the globe) who may have been unaware of the
historical pitfalls of categorization or have decided to repossess a term of limitation
by redefining it (as is the case with the use of the “n” word by young people of
African lineage). This adoption of the term measures the degree of separation be-
tween blacks and whites, blacks and blacks, old-timers and newcomers.

The history and ideology surrounding the term are unique and stand apart
from a similar usage in music. Apparently, the phrase was not coined by the
black community or choreographers of African descent but was a means of dis-
tinguishing them from the white concert dance mainstream, as dance writer Zita
Allen explains in her signature essay, “The Great American Black Dance Mys-
tery,” written in 1980. It is a media phrase developed most probably by white
dance writers of the 1960s who, for the first time, recognized distinct strains of
development amongst the African American concert dance choreographers who
came to prominence after the rise of Alvin Ailey, including Rod Rodgers, Eleo
Pomare, and Dianne McIntyre. But this recognition of particular styles during a
specific era does not mean that black people had only just begun to choreograph.
Rather, it means that the white mainstream press had only just begun to notice.
Because of civil rights advances in other sectors of society and the desegregation
of centralized dance venues, these writers suddenly became aware of choreogra-
phy created by black practitioners. Therein lies the main contention around the
term for African American dance practitioners: It is not their name for their
work. Furthermore, it begs the question: Is separate equal? African American
scholars and practitioners alike disparaged the terminology as pigeonholing.

At the other end of the spectrum and in accord with the zeitgeist, African
American musicians of the 1960s chose to hold up their banner of “black music”
as an affirmation of cultural nationalism. According to Sherrie Tucker, this senti-

ment continues today: “Even among academics who do race theory it is, and has
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been, more often certain white academics that I see wanting to stop using the
term ‘black music’ and more often certain African American academics who have
argued that it is too dangerous to stop using that term, due to histories of appro-
priation and erasure of cultural history.”! The dance world equivalent of Tucker’s
description was the movement that saw the advent of black American companies
(like the Chuck Davis Company and the Dinizulu Dance Ensemble) working in
traditional West African dance vocabularies sometimes directly in conjunction
with continental Africans (like Babatunde Olatunji). “African dance” was the
name these artists chose to define and describe their work —not “black dance.”
Most concert dancers of the era shunned the “black dance” moniker, seeing that
it limited the ways and places in which they were funded, produced, and pre-
sented. These artists were on a trajectory with black orchestral musicians or
opera artists; their protest was to demand recognition through integration.
Artists like Bill T. Jones and Garth Fagan are still of the same mind, as shown in
their comments in this chapter.

Se4n Curran defined black dance as “dance that is made by, performed by a
black person, or a white person doing a black person’s dancing or choreography. 1
think I did black dance when I did Bill’s [Bill T. Jones’s] dance. It’s not just about
who’s making it, if they’re black, or who’s doing it, if they're black. I think it goes
deeper than that. ... I think Twyla [Tharp] has made black dance.” Maurine
Knighton, executive director of 651 Arts, defines black dance simply as “contem-
porary dance created or danced by people of African descent.” It is important for
presenters like Knighton to have a working definition since grants, commissions,
and performances are negotiated on the strength of targeted names and aims.

This section examines the constellation of issues, ideas, aims and assump-
tions around the terms “black dance” and, to a lesser extent, “white dance.”
Again, I do not believe there is such a phenomenon as black or white dance —or
even a black or white dancing body. They are cultural milestones, not racial markers.
However, as a person of my times, | cannot ignore or escape these terms. My
strategy for going beyond them is to move through them. Furthermore, 1 recog-
nize, with love and gratitude, the vast riches that peoples of African descent have
brought to American dance, culture, and life. The black dancing body (a fiction
based on reality, a fact based upon illusion) has infiltrated and informed the
shapes and changes of the American dancing body. Until racism and white-skin
privilege are no longer an everyday issue in American life, I believe that there is
good reason to use a terminology of difference (black dance; black dancing
body) that allows us to honor these contributions.

In part nine of Ken Burns’s superb television series on jazz music (unfortu-

nately, the documentary pretty much neglected jazz dance as well as women in-
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strumentalists), Wynton Marsalis characterized jazz as “existence music: It does-
n'’t take you out of the world; it puts you in the world. It makes you deal with it.”
Likewise, the black dancing body is the existential body. At its most mundane
level it is perceived as the working, field hand body, the muscles that laid the rail-
road, bore the children, endured physical hardship. In its enslavement history
this body experienced extreme forms of torture to which no animal, wild or do-
mesticated, was subjected. Yet, it prevailed. The perpetrators, both fearful of and
fascinated by the black body, were locked in the love-hate syndrome that charac-
terizes oppression. It is also the body that is perceived as most extraordinary: the
highest jumping, most rhythmically complex, improvisationally creative, longest
enduring —and with the smoothest, wrinkle-resistant skin! By dint of its worldli-
ness it can take us to otherworldly realms. That is why traditional African reli-
gions are danced religions: It makes good sense that we use our ordinary
physical bodies as a means to transport us to extraordinary flights of the spirit. In
order to understand what the term “black dance” might mean, we need to brieﬂy
trace it back to the reality to which it refers —namely, its African roots.

Contrary to conclusions reached by outsider critics, most forms of tradi-
tional African dance are neither linear nor narrative. More likely it is the sung or
spoken word that carries a story line. Like the ordinary/extraordinary of the
black dancing body, traditional African dance utilizes the ordinary imagery of
home and community (whether mortar, pestle, scythe, animal imagery, or moral
tenets of good and evil) to reach for the extraordinary —those ineffable flights
that can be expressed only in the medium of the dancing body and are not neces-
sarily translatable into words or the verbal telling of a story. The real story in
African dance is the manifestation and presence of the dancing body. It doesn’t
mean something else: It is what it is!

Bare feet in solid contact with the earth; the ground as a medium to caress,
stomp, or to make contact with the whole body (whether with serpentine, suppli-
catory, or somersaulting movements); a grounded, “get-down” quality to the
movement characterized by body asymmetry (knees bent, torso slightly pitched
forward so that, in its quintessence, the dancing body looks like Yale art histo-
rian Robert Farris Thompson’s concept of “African art in motion”); an overall
polyphonic feel to the dance/dancing body (encompassing a democratic equality
of body parts, with the center of energy, focus, and gravity shifting through dif-
ferent body parts —polycentric; as well as different body parts moving to two or
more meters or rhythms —polymetric and polyrhythmic); articulation of the sep-
arate units of the torso (pelvis, chest, rib cage, buttocks); and a primary value
placed on both individual and group improvisation: All these are elements drawn

from the Africanist aesthetic and perspective.
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The traditional and classical Europeanist aesthetic perspective for the danc-
ing body is dominated and ruled by the erect spine. Verticality is a prime value,
with the torso held erect, knees straight, body in vertical alignment; a diatonic
feel to the dance, with a primary rhythm dominating and resolving the dancer
and the dance. The torso is held still (and sometimes purposefully rigid), the
limbs moving away from and returning to the vertical center, with a privileging
of energy and gestures that reach upward and outward.

These differences in aesthetic languages account for a good deal of the mis-
understanding that exists, to this day, between peoples of African and European
lineage. They point to deep-structure differences in cultural and social mores: “In
the classical Europeanist view, the movement exists to produce the (finished)
work; in the Africanist view, the work exists to produce the movement. As as-
sessed by Africanist aesthetic criteria, the Europeanist dancing body is rigid,
aloof, cold, and one-dimensional. By Europeanist standards, the Africanist danc-
ing body is vulgar, comic, uncontrolled, undisciplined, and, most of all, promis-
cuous.”? However, these differences are not so marked, once we leave behind the
traditional, classical African and European forms and look at the products of
contemporary dance. In the dances created in the United States and Europe b_y
blacks and whites during the previous century, these aesthetic strains are no
longer separate but are, as Marlies Yearby points out, “interconnected and mixed
up just as much as the blood is.” A New York Times Sunday Arts and Leisure arti-
cle by Christopher Reardon during Black History Month 2001 boldly set forth
the same idea in its title, “What Is ‘Black Dance’? A Cultural Melting Pot.”

If black dance is a cultural melting pot, then so is white dance: It's a two-way
street. But “black dance” is the only term we hear about. Once identified by main-
stream critics, it had to be categorized. Many African American choreographers
regarded this label as a constrictive lens that made so-called black dance the des-
ignated alien or outsider that was obliged to contrast with and measure up to the
unnamed, “normal” standard —white dance. And this is why, to this day, a crop of
vintage African American choreographers detest this term. Therein lies one pitfall
of institutionalized racism: the belief that whites, white endeavors, and white in-
stitutions are the norm and that white American culture is not, in itself, an ethnic
category. What this perspective does is to circumscribe variations from the norm
as Other, under rubrics like black dance. Once the category has been established,
there is little room for free movement and self-definition. Years ago Alvin Ailey
asked, “Is a work I do to Bach black just because I do it? ... I don’t think Blues
Suite [1958] is a black dance. . . . Four bars of it will be black, but what about the
Cecchetti arms, all in the same phrase? I want very much not to be pegged."?’
Here are some reactions from interviewees when asked what the phrase

“black dance” actually means:
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Monica Moseley: “It becomes a kind of intellectualization for me —presen-
ters’ language. . . . One of the things that comes up is the presentations that have
been done at BAM [the Brooklyn Academy of Music] and 651 Arts, where they
have kind of packaged the performances to attract audiences based on that. And
it’s a strength and it’s also a limitation.”

Joan Myers Brown: “That term, black dance, I think it comes from the
media more so than the field. . . . [Some major presenters] still only present one
black company and then that is the flavor of the month. And I always say that
Philadanco [the Philadelphia Dance Company, founded by Brown in 1970] is
the afterthought: after you can’t get Ailey and after you can’t get the Dance The-
ater of Harlem, and then after you can't get the flavor of the month, you say, 'Oh,
but there’s Philadanco.” Keeps us working, but still we're the afterthought.”

And, according to Marlies Yearby: “More as a choreographer have 1 experi-
enced what it is to be black in terms of how we get presented. There’s that kind of
dynamic that . .. [implies] ‘we already have our black,” or ‘we have our slots, and
our slots are filled.” They don't say it that way, but that’s what it amounts to . . . basi-
cally that’s what the codified ]anguage means: what money exists out there for us.”

Besides the voices that address the black dance issue from the standpoint of
funding and presenting, others focus on the philosophical questions behind the
terminology. From his perspective as a ballet-trained African American male
who danced in Europe for most of the 1990s, Zane Booker has this to say: “If
you change the music and the color of the people, is it still black dance? Are we
talking about just the way the movement is done? And maybe the answer is yes
or maybe the answer is no. I am sure that jazz and hip hop and the like are defi-
nite forms. But I think that we become so defensive about it because it has been
separated from everything else. . . . Whereas if we had called it ‘postmodern con-
temporary'—l don'’t know, made up some term —it could have been more accept-
able and palatable. But because we always get singled out and then shoved over
to the side and put in a box we don’t want to accept the term.”

Garth Fagan is forceful about the limitations and selective discrimination in-
herent in the use of the term “black dance”: “I get in trouble because I don't use it
because it limits. And whose definition is this? And are you talking about African
dance? Are you talking about Caribbean dance . . . New Orleans jazz? You know,
what are you talking about? [Is it that] . .. the choreographer happens to be a
person of color, or happens to be an African American, or happens to be an Asian,
or whatever? But the first thing is that they are a choreographer who happens to
do that [namely, to choreograph]. Because in the white world, I don’t hear those
distinctions. . .. When I use my cultural background, which is Caribbean and
African, and when I get rid of the African adornment and the straw and the fab-

ric—which is nothing wrong with that, I love that—but when I choose to just
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take the movement and blend it into the modern ballet vocabulary, then people
can’t see it [as the category that is labeled and recognized as black dance], and
they get upset. But if it were another culture [that is, white culture] done that
way, it would be wonderful, hello and hosannas, you know.”

Such ideas are present and strong not only in the dance world but also in the
realm of visual arts. What Holland Cotter points out in a review of a 2001 exhi-
bition of African, Oceanic, and ancient American art at New York’s Metropoli-
tan Museum of Art is relevant here: “There is no small art and there are no small
cultures; there are only constrictive or expansive lenses to see them through."4

The terminology/nomenclature issues arise again and again. Language shapes
our perceptions. Innocent-sounding terminology can have the effect of a slur, an ep-
ithet, a major insult, or an aesthetic limitation. In “To Have and Have Not,” an arti-
cle in American Theatre about the need for artists to empower themselves, arts
advocate and activist Jaan Whitehead warns: “The relationship of language to iden-
tity is one of our least appreciated issues. Language is always more powerful than it
seems in everyday life. It expresses our view of ourselves, but it also constitutes that
view. We can only talk about ourselves in the language we have available. If that
language is rich, it illuminates us. But if it is narrow or restricted, it represses and
conceals us. If we do not have language that describes what we believe ourselves to
be or what we want to be, we risk being defined in someone else’s terms.”®

With the body as the medium and the (tyranny of the) ideal dancing body as
the message, dancers are particularly vulnerable. Black dancers—or, more
clearly, dancers of African and African diasporan lineage —and dancers like
Doug Elkins, who openly embrace Africanist dance forms, face the added jeop-
ardy of a language that basically states that one form is normative and others in-
ferior and/or auxiliary. Things may have changed since his undergraduate days
in the dance department at the State University of New York at Purchase; how-
ever, here’s what Elkins recalls about the general attitude of the dance faculty in
the early 1980s toward his dance preferences:

“When were talking about white [dance] identity, it used to be presented
like ‘This is right. The other things are interesting games and experiments, but if
you really want to dance, they are apparitions, they are bastardizations of the
real thing.”. .. I remember constantly being told by the ballet teachers, ‘“This is
ballet. This has a four hundred year history. It is right.”. . . Mel Wong was my
mentor and a person for me to talk with: ‘They’re telling me I should stop break
dancing so I can focus on becoming a real dancer.” And he said, ‘you are a real
dancer. ... Don'’t let someone fool you by thinking that they're going to make
you real.” That was helpful. There’s an Yvonne Rainer quote, and I'm paraphras-
ing it: One of the hardest things to learn to ignore is other people’s explanations

of who we are.”
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Marlies Yearby sums it up neatly: “I'm ready for the language to be
changed —it’s sort of like that ‘downtown’ and ‘uptown’ dance —I'm ready for all
of this language to just go away and be changed, because we're never going to
deal with the real historical content of how the music is the way it is, how the
dance is the way it is. We're going to constantly feel like we have to edit our-
selves and not vision ourselves in the way that we completely are. . . . And at the
roots of all of what is considered American art sits our voice, so completely
strong. So, how do we claim our place in that if we're still trying to make it ‘black
dance’ and ‘white dance’?”

(In dance jargon, “uptown dance” designates formal, traditional modern
dance and is frequently the code signifying black dance. “Downtown dance” —
also known as postmodern dance —is the loose, less structured, experimental
form(s) that emerged from downtown Manhattan venues like Judson Church [in
its 1960s heyday as a venue for alternative dance]; it is the code for white dance.
These terms parallel the use of “rock and roll” to mean “white” black music, if you

will, and “soul,” or “rhythm and blues,” to designate “black” black music.)

APPROPRIATION AND EXCHANGE

There are some b-boys [dancers who perform to the break beats created
by hip hop DJs; break dancers] who find the shit I do, its not “true
achool,” and I understand. It become something else. Ity become part
of vomething that has shaped me. I don’t have a claim to being “ghetto
original,” but I have a loving respect, and not just for the thing itself, be-
cauve the thing itself is made up of the people. You know, you can collect
African art, but, “well, I don’t know any black people, I just collect
African art.”

— Doug Elking

My ignorance was such that I grew up thinking jazz [dance] was a
white form. I mean, I thought jazz was something that you saw on TV.
It wao the June Taylor dancers or whatever. It was like shoulders and
hips and cute looks and stuff like that. And even when I was studying
with Matt Mattox I didn’t know it was a form that came from black
culture, or that Katherine Dunbam had anything to do with jazz . ..
and I always thought of jazz as very slick —you know, Juliet Prowse on
TV or spangled costumes and all of that. So I didn’t know until maybe
15 or 20 years ago.

— Wendy Perron
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Doug Elkins and Wendy Perron are talking about the way black cultural proper-
ties wend their way into white realms. What differentiates appropriation (or, less
politely, rip-off) from exchange? As I have said in earlier books and articles, I
believe that it’s a question of who's got the power, be it the power of the purse or
the power of persuasion. Because white-skin privilege confers a degree of power
upon the most well-intentioned of its carriers, a benign act of cultural borrowing
can have the effect of a calculated theft. On the one hand, we can look at the ir-
refutable fusion of cultures and peoples —black, white, and brown; Native Amer-
ican, European, African, Asian—in the United States and say that it’s irrelevant
to talk about appropriation: Everything is up for grabs, and everybody does it,
on all sides. On the other hand, given that racism and white-skin privilege make
the playing field a grossly uneven ground, it is important to acknowledge and ex-
amine the issue, should we ever hope to get through it and transcend it.

Without belaboring this question, some explanation is in order. First of all, it
is clear that cultural exchange is a two-way street, with many side roads and al-
leyways shooting off from the central avenues that house the keys to the cultures.
To understand this complex process more clearly, I've begun to think about it in
the following way:

APPROPRIATION leads to APPROXIMATION leads to ASSIMILATION. This
applies not only to performance, but to other sectors of society as well. What it
means is that manners, behaviors, styles, trends, phrases, motifs—[/‘opea—from a
given cultural realm are appropriated by another culture but are obliged to go
through a transformation in the process. They must be made to approximate a
look and texture, feel and shape, that will meet with the aesthetic approval of the
appropriating culture before they can be assimilated. This is a natural process.
Cultural arenas manage to keep themselves alive and well by frequent injections
of new blood from Other cultural arenas. However, those outsider injections
must measure up to the reigning aesthetic in the host culture in order to be rec-
ognized as “one of us”; they must tally with the host comfort zone, if even at its
outer limits.

Whether it is Alvin Ailey or George Balanchine, the model applies. Thus,
when a Balanchine ballet like 7he Four Temperaments utilizes Africanist dance
characteristics —kicking, rather than placing the leg extensions; allowing the
pelvis to be pulled off center; flexing the hands and feet; letting the energy deter-
mine the form, rather than the traditional ballet convention of letting form, and
the vertically aligned spine, dictate the outlay of energy—it doesn’t come out
looking like an African dance but like European ballet with a “jazz” accent. And
when Alvin Ailey fuses ballet, modern dance, and African American social dance

characteristics, we don'’t think that this is the New York City Ballet performing
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Revelations. That's why Doug Elkins says that his b-boy style may be character-
ized as “not ‘true school.” He has melded it with his own “school” as a Jewish-
Chinese, Brooklyn-bred American male who has lived and trained equally in
so-called white and black milieus. That is also why dancer-writer Wendy Perron
could have lived through a significant portion of her adult life without realizing
the black roots of jazz: the version she encountered, as a person moving in white
circles, had been finessed and distilled to a form that could be assimilated into the
white aesthetic because it approximated what was already there. In other words,
the “new-unknown” is obliged to take on characteristics of the “familiar-and-
known” in order for assimilation to occur. Many of us would characterize this
process as a watering down of the appropriated culture’s aesthetic.

For example, the original African American swing music developed by
the likes of Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington ended up as the music
played by the Dorsey brothers and Lawrence Welk; and the Lindy Hop, as
developed in African American ballrooms by dancers like Norma Miller, Leon
James, and Frank Manning in the swing era (1930s-1940s), became the Jit-
terbug, a social dance of white American teenagers. On the black side of the
equation, the assumption by the dominant, white culture has been (through
custom and tradition) that, in order to gain legitimacy, black forms (and black
folks, in all walks of life) need to take on white characteristics. Thus, it is not
looked upon as appropriation that Alvin Ailey melds African American forms
with ballet and modern dance, or that Arthur Mitchell founds a company of
black dancers performing white-based ballet: The more the culture that is re-
garded as inferior/auxiliary takes on the characteristics of the dominant cul-
ture, the more the dominant culture takes this move as proof of its superiority.
It is right, it is the normative standard, and all others should measure up to it
and buy into it. It is in this context that the term “black dance” takes on a par-
ticularly demeaning connotation.

When asked what images came to the mind’s eye when I used the term “white
dance,” several interviewees named Trisha Brown, the renowned postmodern
dancer-choreographer, as the object of their gaze. But a dancing body like
Brown’s could not have come about without the influence of a jazz (read, black)
aesthetic working on her, albeit subliminally. Her first dance teacher, Marion
Hageage (with whom she studied from 1946 to 1954 in Aberdeen, Washington,
where she was raised) was a jazzy type who “played the piano, drank coffee,
smoked cigarettes, then would get up and dance across the small studio ﬂoor, and
I would follow, learning the moves.” These “moves” were Broadway-type jazz
routines finessed to a white, small-town acceptability, as described by my appro-

priation-approximation-assimilation model. Brown also learned the Jitterbug and
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studied Dunham technique with Ruth Beckford (African American) while major-
ing in dance at Mills College. (This movement vocabulary, developed by and
named after anthropologist, choreographer, and dancer Katherine Dunham, is a
fusion of African, modern, and ballet; both Dunham and Ailey were masters of
fusing Africanist and Europeanist genres to come up with something altogether
fresh and new.) Nevertheless, Brown freely and forthrightly admits that it was
only recently that she became aware of black influences as a major force in her
artistic development. In a February 2000 Dance Magazine article, written to pre-
cede the premiere of her work Rapture to Leon James (an homage to the late, great
Lindy Hop artist), she commented to reporter Elizabeth Kendall “that all the so-
cial dance in America comes from Africa, and therefore, that her own dancing has
been African all along.”® On the following page, in a very telling quote that closes
the article, Brown declared, “We're all African-American when we're doing this,”
a very deep bow to the extent of her indebtedness to this heritage. So what is a
white dancing body or a black dancing body, given a statement like this?

Elkins echoes Brown’s sentiments, taking in an even bigger bite of black cul-
ture: “I remember when I was watching Spike Lee’s Crooklyn a few years ago and
going ‘I know this.” I recognized parts of this, things like watching Sou! Zracn and
everyone wanting to be [a basketball legend like] Walt Frazier or Earl ‘The
Pearl’ Monroe —like a small subtext of cool.” Yes: black culture brought to the
white avant-garde “a small subtext of cool,” a phrase that bears repetition.

Meredith Monk adds an interesting contribution to the discourse: “At a cer-
tain point I felt that I couldn’t go to ballet class anymore because I needed to
spend the same energy really exploring my own vocabulary. I had done that
when I was in school, at Sarah Lawrence, but I felt that if I was going to take
ballet class every day, then that was the energy of the day. At a certain point, I
started exploring more the internal articulations of my body. And I felt that that
came from that social dance thing, of really exploring the internal, little, tiny gra-
dations and little, tiny articulations of the body. And then suddenly all kinds of
revelations started happening about how you really needed to have a ‘released’
body . .. [that] that linear kind of idea of the body would get in the way of those
little articulations. 1 think that that was very inspired by black [social]
dancing. . .. So I think once you experience that, you can’t really go back to just
form and shape anymore.”

What is important in Monk’s development is the fact that she was able to expe-
rience the world of African American social dancing at a time (the 1960s and 1970s)
when blacks and whites freely socialized in downtown Manhattan. During that pe-
riod, New York City’s Greenwich Village and, more important, the Lower East Side
(part of which was later given the more fashionable “East Village” moniker) were
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convergence centers for a covey of radical people and movements that rubbed
shoulders (and other parts) with one another: hippies; free-form jazz innovators like
Albert Ayler, Archie Shepp, and Ornette Coleman; poets like LeRoi Jones (who, at
the early end of this spectrum, was married to Hettie Jones, a Jewish woman, and
had not yet transformed into the charismatic Imamu Amiri Baraka); visual artists,
black and white; Civil Rights organizers, black and white, some of whom would
later become martyrs or university professors; African nationalists who helped all of
us understand that black is beautiful and taught us West African (largely Yoruban
and Asante) music and dance forms; and a slew of modern and postmodern
dancers, black and white, including people like Meredith Monk, Deborah Hay,
Gus Solomons jr, Judy Dearing, Elaine Shipman, Barbara Ensley, Yvonne Rainer,
and Dianne Mclntyre, amongst many others. Parties that began “round midnight”
and lasted until dawn were commonplace and were marked as much by free form,
improvisational dancing as they were by the boundary-blurring social drugs that
were so popular at the time. Unlike the white middle-class kids in America’s heart-
land who lived in segregated enclaves and learned the Jitterbug (or, later, the Twist,
Frug, and Monkey) through television and white imitations, Meredith Monk and
this avant-garde crowd met, moved with and learned from the black dancing bodies
whose culture had spawned these dances. An in-the-flesh experience goes a long
way in solidifying a muscle memory.

Exchange is at one end of the spectrum; appropriation is at the other end.
Here is what Se4dn Curran, Irish American, says about a common practice in
contemporary dance studios and, by extension, in other walks of contempo-
rary life:

“It’s sort of trendy to be in hip hop class or to learn how to break dance or to
be in an African class. And I think it’s great—you know, spread the word —but
I've taught at studios where after my class it’s an African class, and there are peo-
ple there treating it like an aerobics class. And to me all dance is more sacred
than that. And there’s something icky about—or inauthentic, I don’t know—
white women in do-rags and sarongs. I don’t know how else to describe it, but
it's a need, a want, a desire, to be the Other. I'm guilty of it, too. You know, I'll go
into my snap-queen thing and try that, or I sing along to the radio and try to
sound like Destiny’s Child or Peabo Bryson.”

(Turban-like head wraps are commonly worn by females in various African
cultures and have been adopted by African Americans. “Do-rag” refers to a head
wrap intended to maintain one’s hairdo. In many African dance classes, even
those held in ethnically mixed dance studios, a sarong-like “lapa” or wrap skirt is
traditionally worn by the women.)

Curran’s description is true not only in the United States but also in Europe

and around the globe. It is lack American culture that in many ways distin-
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guishes American culture from European culture. White Americans differ from
white Europeans by having easier access. So it was refreshing to speak with con-
temporary dancers who could openly address their indebtedness to black
dance —whatever the term means —and the cultures from which it arises.

Brenda Bufalino graphically depicts the “need, want, desire” described by
Curran. She was raised in a white suburb of Boston and attended dance classes
since she was a toddler, but she never studied with a black teacher until she went
to Boston as a teenager:

“It was such a dramatic difference when I went to Stanley Brown'’s [classes]
and I saw a contraction. I almost fainted from ecstasy! I will never forget that
moment as long as I live. . . . [In his classes I learned] this wonderful animal-like
quality because of the gestures of the dance and what the gestures called for that
I continue to use in my work to this day. And I definitely do associate it with
black dance.... Not European.... When I saw that, I didn’t see it separate
from my white body. I saw it as something that held promise for me in my white
body. So it wasn't this separate thing. It was as soon as I saw it, there was more
of a symbiosis of ‘Oh! That’s also me!””

A “contraction” is an Africanist means of articulating the torso by simultane-
ously rotating the pelvis and/or rib cage backward, rounding the spine, and fold-
ing — contracting —the abdominals; it is also the movement principle that, with
an altered aesthetic emphasis, constitutes the major force in the modern dance
technique of Martha Graham. It is interesting that Bufalino associates Brown'’s
dance style with an “animal-like quality.” The Africanist, articulated torso and
bent-kneed, get~d0wn postures draw attention to the pelvis, abdominals, breasts,
and buttocks, which, by Europeanist custom and tradition (if not stereotyping),
suggest our animal nature. The verticality of Europeanist ballet and folk dance
suggests moral uprightness and a moving away from animal nature toward a
more ethereal imperative.

A little later in her career Bufalino was surprised to find commonalities be-
tween what she was doing in an Afro-Cuban dance setting and what was choreo-
graphed in a neo-classical ballet:

“When I was with the Bobby Clark Dancers [an integrated dance company,
led by an African American and based in Boston] in the early fifties, I did Afro-
Cuban [dance styles] on point. . .. And when I saw The Firebird, 1 said, T1l be a
son of a gun: a contraction!’” So, watching the bodies go, watching us all
perhaps . . . having more of our body parts become more available to us through
the African influence, I think it has just influenced all of the dance, [just] as the
white abstraction and line have influenced black movements and black compa-
nies. . .. | just kept seeing the gradual integration of more accessibility of body

parts in the dancing, even from [Martha] Graham.”
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When I commented that Graham could not have utilized a European
model for her signature contraction, Bufalino responded: “No, no: she did not.
And conversely, Bill T. Jones would not have gotten those lines, the drama of
those lines, from Africa.” In talking about “having more of our body parts be-
come more available to us through the African influence,” Bufalino echoes
Monk’s sentiments about exploring subtle gradations and articulations of the
body through African American social dance. She was careful to contextualize
my comment on Graham with her response about Jones, cautioning me to re-
member that all exchange is not appropriation and that cultural borrowing is a
two-way street.

Bill T. Jones extends this train of thought: “just like I say that there’s some
sort of a machine out there that turns out hundreds of singers of every race who
sound like Aretha Franklin. It has to do with exposure, repeated exposure. It has
become ‘the inflections, the colorations.” I dare say the ‘mannerisms’ of black
dance are fed into children at a very early age through the medium of television
and the movies. So I don’t know if the words [black dance, white dance] mean
the same thing to a generation right now.”

Indeed, black cultural sources infuse white forms, and white cultural arti-
facts have been assimilated and transformed by black culture to meet its own
needs and priorities. Just look at how, after their enforced conversion, black
peoples’ prerogatives changed the face, shape and rhythm of Christianity; and
then those changes were reabsorbed by white Christians in a recursive cultural
pattern that produced charismatic white speakers like Billy Graham and his ilk,
as well as Pentecostal forms of white worship—and myriads of Aretha
Franklins! We know that black and white cultures have interfaced ever since
we met on these shores centuries ago. We also know that the past century wit-
nessed fusions, exchanges, appropriations, and recursions at a level as acceler-
ated as the century itself. Elkins, Curran, and Bufalino lucidly affirm that what
they saw black bodies doing represented something that they recognized as
themselves. So what are the forces that perpetuate a black/white dichotomy?
What about the bodies?

BODIES

1 think ity a cop-out to say that our bodies aren’t made for anything. It
Just a cop-out. And 1 think the culture of the whole [/J[/z_q comed [/Jroug/a:
who you are, what you ve experienced, and how much you want it.

— Zane Booker
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The kids today . . . their technical skills are proficient, s0 they're able to
do whatever it s that they have to do becauve they know how to do it, and
it lon’t about the body, I think ity about the training.

—Joan Myers Brown

1I'm sure the new generation of black dancers admire their own looks, be-
cauve they know they function well.

— Gus Solomons jr

Whatever the constellation of traits, habits, preferences, and variables that make
up the black dancing body, it is clear that white dance culture has been fascinated
by this construct. In general, the black dancing body has been scrutinized by the
dominant culture through the lens and theory of difference. Naturally, the point
of origin of any theory largely determines its outcome: differences in the dancing
body of an oppressed people were occasionally valued but frequently scrutinized
for signs of inferiority. In the white world, dancing bodies were measured against
white ideals that ran counter to the aesthetic criteria of “inferior” Africanist cul-
tures, even though the dances performed by white dancing bodies were either
solely or partly based on Africanist elements. Thus, social and ballroom styles,
Broadway and cabaret forms, as well as concert dance forms (modern dance and
ballet) dealt with blackness in the “appropriation-approximation-assimilation”
manner already described. The result was that, in the 1900s and 1910s, Vernon
and Irene Castle “corrected” popular African American animal dances of the era
(Turkey Trot, Possum Trot, Fox Trot) to white aesthetic criteria.

Social dance schools, including the legendary Arthur and Katherine Murray
academies, and white Broadway and Hollywood choreographers performed similar
corrective surgery on the popular African American dances of the swing era and be-
yond. As an adolescent in the 1950s I recall watching the Murrays’ weekly televi-
sion show. With not a body of color in sight, this middle-aged couple taught the
socially sanctioned, white way to do the latest dances. Models like this made a kid
like me feel that black dancing was dirty and white dancing was dull. Still, I wanted
to dance. I dreamed of being both correct and sensual. My models were Bambi
Lynn and Rod Alexander (the dance team from TV’s Your Show of Shows): squeaky
clean but, at least, romantic; and Hollywood’s cool but always sexy Cyd Charisse.

Recently, with the advent of body therapies, the dance world has found a
language and means of dealing with difference in the dancing body. What these
therapies (such as Alexander, Pilates, Klein, Trager, and other techniques) have

revealed is that the issue to be faced is not inferior or superior anatomies, but
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alignment, cultural movement choices, and habits. One can align the buttocks,
rather than stick it out; and work the feet to point, rather than articulating them
in a get-down, earthy, flexible position. In other words, the question is not about
biological difference but, rather, “Can you work it?” The black dancing body has
proven that, given equal opportunity, it can “work it,” whether the “it” is ballet or
booty dancing. With social and political obstacles removed, it can do any so-
called white form, and, inversely, white dancing bodies, if acculturated and
schooled in a black way, can execute so-called black forms. As Zane Booker in-
sinuates in his quote above, it is only bias, ethnocentricity, or racism that blinds
us to these facts.

Many of the people I talked to echo these opinions. Yet, in the same breath,
a few also express the paradox: namely, that there is and there isn’t a black danc-
ing body, or that white and black bodies are and are not the same. I attribute the
differentiation to cultural factors —familial, social, communal and aesthetic val-
ues, preferences, proclivities, and habits (physical and mental) absorbed in utero
and reinforced thereafter during each period of development from infancy
through childhood, adolescence, and maturity. Nobody disputed this contention,
although they addressed the fact that differences were apparent.

According to Gus Solomons jr, “The important differences between black
and white bodies [are] from the waist down: the leg, the proportions of the leg,
the overly long shin, that very functional calcaneous [heel] which makes the gas-
trocs [calf muscles] work more efficiently, and that’s why they [the calves] don't
have to be big, you know, and that’s why we [black people] have that jump.
They're the very thing [the long, slim shin and calf muscles] that visually . . . [I]
don’t like —well, that’s me, because I'm neurotic!”

Following the conversation with Solomons, I came upon exceptions to his
claim. At a Brooklyn flea market, from a dealer in vintage magazines, 1 pur-
chased the November 1944 issue of Strength and Health (“Published Monthly by
the Strength and Health Publishing Company ... York, Penna”). The cover
photograph shows an example of the ideal (white) male physique of the World
War II era. The model is identified as a co-owner of and instructor at a California
gym. His lower legs —gracefully developed calves and elongated, slim shins—
match Solomons’s description of a supposedly characteristic black body trait. A
more up-to-date example that comes immediately to mind is the long, skinny
shins of Matt Geiger, a white, former 76ers basketball player. For every trait that
we connect with a particular ethnic group, there is enough variation from the
norm inside the group and examples of the norm outside the group to make us
reconsider our assumptions. Whether black, white, or brown, when one is tall,

lanky, and slender one is likely to have long, slender shins.
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Garth Fagan qualified his comments by asserting that the very qualities at-
tributed to black bodies are in fact cultural proclivities that can be acquired by

whites:

I see the black dancing bodies —and this might be cultural, not genetic —
they’re more in touch with their backs, especially their lower backs, for
undulations for doing your contraction from the back, as opposed to just
isolating your upper body for contraction in a white dancing body. And
again, [ underline that a white dancing body can do that if trained . . . and quick,
rhythmic, dynamic shifts, a liking for that; and a kind of volume or mass
in movement, which harkens back ancestrally to primal-earth-stomping
ways. I see broader shoulders, narrower hips, more gluteus maximus in
the back [translation: more buttocks], more heel on the foot, a more
earthy way of moving and a sense of passion in the movement. And that
goes even for ballet, you know. And with the white dancing ones again, I
see the four square rhythms, constant four square rhythms, but that goes
back to the early folk dancing, you know —and the erect back, the iso-
lated head and neck. When I tell my dancers, you know, “Just relax the
head, let it carry its weight, I want to see the weightedness of it,” they're
trained not to do that. And again I underscore, these are generalities. I know too
many peap/e of etther race who break the dlereotypes and p[zm to do it. [Emphases

mine. |

Fagan’s observations, particularly his final point, are significant: By and
large, we move the way we choose to move; we learn, practice, train in, and ab-
sorb what we like. (And, to quote Brenda Bufalino, “it is the movement that pro-
nounces the shape.”) The perception that blacks have “more heel” is a tricky one
that is partially based on the assumption that blacks, in general, have less lateral
arch in the foot, causing the heel to protrude; and more directly based on skin
color differentiation between soles of feet (and palms of hands) and the rest of
the black body. Thus, the whiteness of the black heel stands out in contrast to the
ankle and ]eg. Some things, including heels, palms, and perspiration, are simply
more visible on black bodies than on white.

On the other hand, ballerina Francesca Harper addresses the ounce of truth
in the stereotype of the African American dancing body: “I don’t think white
bodies are as muscular as blacks, and I say that proudly. It is still wild to see how
amazed they are at how our bodies are so defined and strong. ... And I think
that it’s harder for black women. ... You have a double-edged sword: to be a

strong woman is not necessarily what people want all the time.”



Bodies “defined and strong.” Francesca Harper. Photo by Richard Termine.
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Solomons slightly shifts Harper’s paradigm, addressing strength in terms of

energy:

Joan Acocella [dance critic for the New Yorker] said it: “They dance like
their lives depended on it,” and that’s really true.” It’s a kind of hyper
energy. Black bodies tend to be put together strongly—you know, the
connections are good and strong. For instance, 1 often compare the dif-
ference between Balanchine’s women in Zhe Four Temperaments, coming
in [Solomons refers to the female quartet in the ballet’s “Melancholic”
variation]. . . . Those legs were just not connected at the hip whatso-
ever, and they just went up. When I saw DTH [Dance Theater of
Harlem] do it, those legs had power behind them! You know, it was re-
ally different. They went just as high, but they weren’t loose. So when
black dancers move, my image is that the_y take advantage of those
strong connections in their bodies so they can be reckless in a way that

white dancers can'’t be.

Choreographer-dancer Hellmut Gottschild (my husband) insists that this
difference is due to “the ballet ideal of effortlessness ... not the difference of
musculature.” He contends that the differences Solomons points out should be
attributed to “white ballet-trained dancers,” not simply “white dancers.”® How-
ever, the DTH dancers that Solomons alludes to are superbly trained in ballet’s
ideals and techniques, and that is where Solomons saw difference. What is the
difference? Is it in the dancers or in the culturally conditioned eye(s) of the per-
ceiver(s)? Is it a question of different styles, ballet or otherwise?

Pursuing Solomons’s line of thought, I asked whether this energy varied or
changed in terms of different dance techniques. He responded: “Does it? Let’s
see. . .. The first black man in Trisha’s [Trisha Brown’s] company . . . his danc-
ing seemed much more presentational than the rest of the dancers in the com-
pany. And there was nothing he could do about it. He was doing the movement
all the way it was supposed to be done —just right—but it looked more powerful.
I thought In a way that he looked out of place, because he wasn’t Complete]y liq-
uid. Or maybe they were tea, and he was black coffee.”

As we continued our conversation, Solomons’s comments further illustrated
the fact that, in spite of difference, black and white dancing bodies are equal in
potential. Perhaps the paradox~and the lesson to be learned —is that "equal"
does not mean “same,” a realization that suggests we might consider revising our
aesthetic canons (or, at least, making them less rigid) so as to honor that insight.

Here follows a portion of our dialogue:
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GS: I think, in general, dancers —the homogeneity of dancers is increas-
ing so that if there aren’t political reasons for separating races the
availability of all colors of dancers is there to do all styles: For in-
stance, in Europe, where black dancers get to do all those things. 1
must say, to their credit, [New York] City Ballet has, what, three
black women?

BDG: But if, as you say, bodies are becoming more universal or the
same, then what about what you mentioned a little earlier, about
this black energy?

GS: That's still different. I think it has a lot to do with context because,
for instance, I saw ABT [American Ballet Theater] do a Ulysses
Dove work a few years ago. He had those women dancing just like
Ailey’s people; he gave them the imagery that made them fiery. 1
was astonished. 1 mean, people like Julie Kent and Susan Jaffee
were just slashing their legs! They were lookin” good!

BDG: It can be trained, then?

GS: Absolutely, absolutely.

Brenda Bufalino addresses some changes in the black dancing body that are
eradicating the differences and offers more evidence that, through training, body
shapes can change to conform to a given aesthetic code: “You Certainl_y see bone
now with Arthur Mitchell’s company [the Dance Theater of Harlem]. ... I also
think you see what you would call more of a white body on blacks now who
aren’t doing ethnic dance. I mean, 1 think that i &s the movement that pronounceds the
dhape, you know, so that’s a very big part of it. I mean, in ballet you tuck [the
pelvis and buttocks] under. In Afro-Cuban you pull [the same area] out. Even on
Broadway, I can remember how I really didn’t like [Bob] Fosse, shame on me,
because he started putting the pelvis to the front all the time: I didn't like it.”
(Emphasis mine.)

Joan Myers Brown'’s thoughts reinforce the comments made by Solomons
and Bufalino, suggesting that dancers’ bodies are shaped by training, not biological
imperatives: “The training for dancers has improved so that black dancers are
being trained equally as well as white dancers in this generation. Early on, the
training that most of us got was in black schools, and that was limited. So I think
the comparison to, maybe, the 1950s and 1940s is different from what the compar-
ison is now, because of the training. Maybe [back then] we didn’t know how to do
fouetté turns [a particularly challenging ballet turn that is a mark of showmanship
and is performed in place with as many as 32 repetitions by the most accomplished

ballet dancers]. We saw it and we emulated it, but we weren't taught how to do it.”
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One could draw the wrong conclusion from these statements and assume
that the black dancing body is the black sheep, the poor cousin, in need of loans
from the rich, white relative. This is not the case, nor was that the spirit in which
Solomons, Bufalino, and Myers Brown offered their comments. Portions of
nearly every interview drove home the fact that cultural exchange is a two-way
street, with cultural enrichment standing at every corner. Similar to Meredith
Monk’s comments on her experiences gained from black social dance, Se4n Cur-
ran touched on the challenges offered to the white dancer moving in black mi-
lieus: “For Bill [T. Jones], his abilities are so far-ranging, it’s almost like his
movement vocabulary is just so full that there’s more capabilities, and I think in a
way it has to do maybe with the black dancing body. There is —in terms of joints,
like shoulder joints and hip joints—there’s more movement possibility. The
whole idea of “back space” —something Ron Brown is really playing with —is an
African thing. My body, I don’t know if it’s the white body, it just doesn’t do that.
And also a looseness, a freedom. I think it had to do with a lower sense of center
[in black dancers].”

Idealized shape and size, so significant in Europeanist forms of concert
dance, black or white, take a back seat in traditional Africanist forms such as
African dance and hip hop. According to Chuck Davis: “In traditional dance,
size is the last thing you worry about. If you can dance, then you can dance. And
coming from the tradition, those of us who travel back and forth to Africa know
that, in the compound when the drums begin, the person jumping out in the cen-
ter of the floor does not look down and say, 'Oh, am | skinny enough to be out
there today? Do I have a dancer’s body?’” No! There is a rhythm, and I have to
interpret it, and I am interpreting it according to my ethnic heritage, and here 1
go. Welcome to the real world!”

Ron Brown reiterates Davis’s observations, from both performer and audi-
ence perspectives: ‘I think there is still a kind of marvel at people [dancing] who
are ‘people size,” like normal bodies. There’s still this ‘oh, wow!”—this fascina-
tion.” Brown recalls meeting someone who wanted to take a master class that he
was teaching during a residency but was afraid because she thought she was too
big. “And I said, ‘Oh, no! You're not too big! You'd be surprised —even in my
classes in New York, people are all different sizes.” So there’s a happiness about
it, that we can do it—people your grandmother’s size can dance. . . . From black
people I hear how nice it is to see people of all sizes on stage. White people don't
really mention that about my work specifically. I think white people probably
just see that exotica that we're talking about.” (Critics of all persuasions have
raved about Brown'’s transformation and fusion of the Senegalese Sabar dance

style into a postmodern concert dance form.)
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“Welcome to the real world!” Chuck Davis (1970s). Private collection —Chuck Davis’s

African American Dance Ensemble, Inc.
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This section concludes with an extended anecdote related by Brenda Bu-
falino at the very end of her interview, augmented by a thought-provoking re-
flection from Bill T. Jones. The two statements complement each other and
eloquently address what needs to be said about bodies and cultures, black and

white:

Bufalino: Well you know, from my experience, we are such creatures of
our environment, and our environment is what shapes us. I went to
Africa, to Togo, in 1978, with my mother because she went very often.
Her husband was in the Peace Corps. And he and she made many
friends there. . . . And there was never a funeral. I kept saying, “I want
to see a dance," but nobody died.

So then they gave me a funeral.! This whole village came out to cel-
ebrate my death. . . . I guess they didn’t think I looked like I was going
to get married, e} they decided I was closer to death, and they gave me
a funeral! So I'll never forget dancing at my funeral on the beach, and
here I had done all this work with Sevilla [Fort], and I was still doing
that kind of dancing even then, you know . .. what they call “modern
primitive,” and they kept coming over and saying, “We recommend
you,” or “We give you a one hundred percent!”

They were so shocked to see me do that stuff, and we were all on
the sand. And I thought I was going to die, but I wouldn’t stop. ... I
must have danced for hours, but I was so impressed about how my
body took the shape of the environment I was in: the pull of the gravity,
this sense of the moisture —the whole environment. That’s what creates
these body types, and that’s what creates the movement in that it also
helped to form the body type. You are responding to gravity, ultimately.
Or resisting it. . . . It's not only the body type. And then the body type is
created by the generations of gestures. It absolutely fascinates me. So,
from feeling it in my own body, I felt like I understood something, in a

much deeper and more powerful way, of all the years | have trained, of

1. Life passages—births, deaths, weddings —are prime times for extended ceremonies in
many traditional African cultures, involving music, dance, poetry, and song. Most African
cultural traditions are not rigid but fluid aesthetic concepts that embrace improvisation
and spontaneity as first principles. Even rituals are flexible in form and content. Humor
and irony are also valued, so the idea of a funeral for a living Other would be an extension
of a worldview that venerates ancestors and regards life before birth, on earth, and after

death as a continuum.
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what “the black body” was about. And it was a great honor for me to
understand that. And something in my history, genetically or even by
response to gravity, had something to do with that “simpatico.”

Jones: See, I find that there is an impulse in my dancing that is to
find the heroic shape or the grand path, which I would call “white
dance.” And then along the way it is diverted and there are rivulets of
this current, this shimmying, this lasciviousness, this undulation or this
warrior dance that is what I call the “black dance.” What is the edifice?
The edifice I always think is a mental construct or an idea, and I would
say that is the white dance, which I have learned to make my dance. My
edifice is a white edifice. And then inside of it is populated with—how
to say it in the least sentimental way? —black spirits. And they are
sometimes male and sometimes female: how the hips are used, how the

arms are used.

In a nutshell, body “type” is not fixed and static, but fluid and mutable.

How much are attitude, spirit, soul, and other ineffable attributes of character
and energy significant in shaping and defining dance and, for our purposes, the
black dancing body? Gus Solomons jr arrives at important and revealing obser-
vations about an attitude —one of risk and daring, emotionally and/or physi-

cally —that seems to him a definitive characteristic of black dance and dancers,

ATTITUDES, RECEPTIVITY

and even black audiences. Here is a portion of our dialogue:

GS: I've watched black audiences watching black performances, and
missing the turns is less important than having gone for them, to
the audience. It’s not the accomplishments; it’s the magnitude of the
attempt that impresses them. In fact, if you fall off it they’re much
more likely to think you did a better job because you went for it.

BDG: Now, would that be the same with the dominant culture?

GS: Not at all. The white dominant culture sees the perfection in every
accomplishment: You'd better not fall off that turn! As a matter of
fact someone fell last night [Solomons had attended a performance
by the American Ballet Theatre]. She was doing a flip over [her
partner’s] back, and she just went splat! I mean, there was no way
to save her. She jumped back up and went on, but the whole audi-

ence went”‘gasp!” And then, when the lights went out on the sec-
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tion, there was this silence, too. Then the audience . .. [applauded
as if to say], “It’s all right, it’s okay, we love what you did.”

BDG: Well, doesn’t that sound like the black audience?

GS: No: That was an accident, that was sympathy; that wasn’t admira-
tion, you see? In other words, it wasn’t because she went for it and
didn’t [make it], it was because . . . it wasn't her fault; it was out of
her control. It’s about control, [which] is a big issue in white cul-
ture, and that’s what you see, in spades, in a ballet company. People
have infinite control over what they do. The more control they ex-
ercise, the more the performance is esteemed. A dancer does five
turns; you think, now four, okay, four is good: He did five. But if he
went for five and fell off, you wouldn’t say [applauding], “Oh, he
went for five but he didn’t make it.” You'd say, “Oops.”

In some sense, we can say that dance of all kinds is about the literal and/or
metaphorical play and balance between freedom and control, improvisation and
set sequences, technique and inspiration, tension and release. Solomons'’s obser-
vations highlight a basic difference between Europeanist and Africanist perspec-
tives with regard to these paired opposites. The place in the body where they are
most clearly located and easily observed is in the torso. The vertically aligned
torso is the center of the Europeanist ballet body and stands in contrast to the ar-
ticulated Africanist torso, where chest, ribs, belly, pelvis, buttocks can move in-
dependently, each sometimes “dancing to a different drum” in the kind of
specificity of articulation addressed by Meredith Monk and Brenda Bufalino.
Generically speaking, the Europeanist dancing body ideal is the icon of control
and order; the Africanist of improvisation and release. Every dance form main-
tains its integrity by negotiating both sides of these paired opposites; different
quantities in each equation (freedom/control, improvisation/set sequencing, and
so on) are the shifts in balance that distinguish one dance form from another.

Extending this paradigm, we see that the dominant body attitudes repre-
sented in a given dance form not only designate it as a specific form but also in-
fluence and have an impact upon audience attitudes. Accordingly the ballet
audience, attuned and habituated to view control as a prime value, applaud its
display and are embarrassed when it isn’t fulfilled (as in the Solomons example).
The dance audience (black and white) at a performance of an Africanist dance
form (by Rennie Harris, Chuck Davis, or even the fusion style of Alvin Ailey) is
acclimatized to the “go for broke,” and “give your all” aesthetic that is such a
strong cultural value in African and African diasporan communities. So their ex-

pectations and reactions change accordingly. Again, the example of traditional
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white Christianity —a “book” religion, where the liturgy is fixed in the literature,
and people remain in their seats —represents a level of control that sets the tone
for a particular kind of audience response; likewise, with black-styled Christian-
ity, free-form sermons and singing result in a concomitant level of free-form, par-
ticipatory congregational response. In the traditional Europeanist purview this
assumed lack of control is seen as indecent, low-class, and primitive. Control is a
defining quality of being “civilized.”

When an interethnic dance company performs, issues may arise that stem
from the cultural confusion of the audience whose set patterns of response may
be boggled by the mix. Garth Fagan had white dancers performing an African
dance in his first dance company, back in the 1970s. He was criticized “from
both sides, you know. From the black side, for the reasons like ‘we’re giving
away our culture,” and all of that stuff; and more so from the white side, because
‘they just don’t blend in, and those beautiful black brothers and then this white
skin—it’s just distracting.” . . . But I had them doing African dance because they
could do it!” Then again, issues can arise from inside the integrated ensemble.
After all, a dance company lives together like a family and must negotiate a mu-
tually acceptable comfort zone for the overall health of the group. According to

Joan Myers Brown,

Sometimes people are uncomfortable dancing with people who are not
like them. . .. I'm thinking about the people who form the [dance] com-
panies, and they feel that other people may be uncomfortable having
more black folk than they now have: I mean, [the mentality that says]
“one is okay.” . .. Even in my group, which is the reverse, it takes a cer-
tain type of white person to be able to come in my company and not only
dance well but be a part of the family . .. to live with them on a daily
basis. . .. And I don’t know if this is true or not, but I find that most of

the black dancers who go into white companies, they start being white.

As Fagan and Myers Brown point out, the race issues that pervade our soci-
ety are reflected in our cultural institutions. Indeed, engaging in a discourse
about race and racism in dance could pose a professional risk for working chore-
ographers and dancers, as may be evidenced by the practitioners who declined to
be interviewed for this book. Yet, for most people I interviewed and in spite of its
racial problems, the dance world seems to offer a “safe haven” from the racism
encountered in daily life. As they revealed in their separate interviews (here
quoted together), Shelley Washington and Wendy Perron found this profession
more accepting of their body types than the world at large:
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Washington: See, strangely enough, in all of my early dance experi-
ences, dance didn’t have the racial issues for me. . . . Those were people
I trusted. I trusted my teachers. If I had issues it wouldn’t be about my
race. It was school. It was walking down the street. There was no sin-
gling out—not in dance. Looking for an apartment, yeah.

Perron: I felt lucky in terms of my body. And I auditioned for Juil-
liard while I was in high school, and there were so many girls whose
bodies they didn’t like that they didn’t accept, you know.... Vicky
Shick and Risa Jaroslow both became professional dancers, and they
were both rejected by Juilliard. . . . Vicky was told she was too volup-
tuous. So I was tall and thin and had pretty good proportions and was
accepted. In the dance world I felt more comfortable with my body than
I did in the high school world, in the dating world.

Washington: I've just been going back and looking at old pictures
and when I was fourteen and away at Interlocken Arts Academy I'd
be in a picture posing with all the other girls, and I'd be the only black
girl in point shoes in the photo, and I would notice that I was like a
stick, and everybody else was already growing hips and waists and
stuff and I was always that drop of water, they used to say: straight—
shoulders, chest, waist, hips, thighs—all one long line [all of which
were appreciated and praised by her dance teachers]. ... And I went
to a school where I was the only dancer in my whole school, and all
my friends were getting breasts and filling out and starting to wear
bras, and I didn’t. And I had very muscular calves, and the boys were
teasing me and coming behind me and pulling my knee socks down
and saying “Shelley The Man.”

Perron: Maybe I'm naive, but I think in our field there’s not that

much prejudice as there is in other fields.

Marlies Yearby holds a similar point of view: “My experience as myself as a
black person and what that meant was more amplified outside of the dance space
than inside it.”

These perspectives are one way of interpreting the data through the lens of
individual experience and specific background. Each of us, in this most intimate
of professions, has her own spin on “what it is,” or what defines our dancing bod-
ies and our dance communities. The tale that Chuck Davis, Garth Fagan, or
Joan Myers Brown has to tell is very different from Perron’s, while that of Shel-
ley Washington, Ralph Lemon, or Gus Solomons jr (African Americans who

grew up in white communities and danced in white companies) runs along lines



40 THE BLACK DANCING BODY

similar to Perron’s. Many who turned to dance did not fit in with their social set
during the terribl_y cruel years we call adolescence. Yet others became leaders be-
cause of their dance prowess. Race was a contributing factor in these dance lives,
whether it was outright or subtle, whether the dancers realized it or denied it, ac-
cepted it or just didn’t know.

Having explored some of the landscape of black and white dance and
dancers, we now have some compass settings to help guide us deeper into the ge-

ography of the black dancing body.
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THE PHYSICAL TERRAIN

THE SEAT OF SENSUALITY

Meridn Soto: I think I wanted to be black. I wav really attracted to black-
ness —1I wanted to be black. . . . There was a sense of just loving blackness.

BDG: Why?

Meridn Soto: Black (s beautiful.

White gaze, black gaze; female gaze, male gaze; rich or poor gaze: black is ugly or
black is beautiful. Each of us makes our world: Who we are, how we feel, react, and
think shapes our reality, our preferences, and our criteria. We make reality —not the
other way around. For centuries whites have seen the black body as a sexualized ter-
rain—not because black people are sexually different from whites, innately or bio-
logically, but because that is how whites chose to perceive blacks. Be it seductive or
repulsive (or both, as was the case with the rash of “Hottentot Venuses” who were
paraded around Europe in the early nineteenth century and exploited as sexual ob-
jects), the black body has served as the screen upon which white fears and fantasies
have been projected. It is the Self-versus-Other syndrome of colonialist discourse at
work. Attract. Repel. Attract. Repel. Underneath white critique of the black body
lurks sexual innuendo and physical danger. The geography of these desires and ha-
treds has been charted as one dimension of the long history of violence against black
people: slavery, lynchings, chain gangs, rape, and more. The flip side of the coin re-

veals the exotic-erotic syndrome. The black body is loved for its blackness, above
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and beyond its accomplishments. Shelley Washington gives a prime example that
returns us to the black dancing body:

We did a piece a few years ago. I can’t remember where it was, it might
have been Germany. . . . We did the Sinatra [Songs], and they didn’t like
it because it was too sweet. . .. They love the Fugue, and Keith Young
and I did the first duet, and we were black, and we didn’t get booed, and
everybody else got booed. Stuff like that I remember. And I remember
things like taking a bow in Paris and maybe, I don’t know how it goes,
but we would come out and take bows individually. And I had very little
to do, and I got the most applause. . .. You know, people saying things
like “Oh, the French love the black woman. So exotic.” If anything I re-
member that, and being in Finland and just having people follow you
around and go “Ahhh.” Or when I was in Saigon with Martha [Graham]
in 1974-75, buses, people would just stop, really, the roads would just
screech and stop if T walked down the street. People would come out of

the shops, and they weren’t even shy [about ogling me].

Washington’s recollections of being treated as a black body object centered
on isolated incidents while touring abroad. Dancing in the States and in the com-
pany of other Americans, she felt in her element. Although he felt that he had
more opportunities as a lead dancer in Europe than stateside, Zane Booker expe-
rienced the exotic-erotic as an expatriate in the Netherlands. He talks about his
experiences as a black male dancing with the Netherlands Dance Theater under
the artistic direction of choreographer Jirf Kylidn. At first, Booker was haunted
by the fear that he was cast in particular roles because he was black rather than
for reasons of talent. After a couple of years in the company, he broached the
topic with Kylidn, who “said he didn’t think it was a problem to use a person for
their ‘natural costume.” That’s the way he put it. . .. And a lot of company mem-
bers don't really help in those types of situations, because they harp on it as well,
like ‘oh, that’s the black role’. .. out of jealousy and out of them seeing some-
thing that was real about it, too.”

The idea that skin —black skin —can be a costume is an extension of the idea
that white skin is the norm and other skins are deviations. For some white peo-
ple, having a tan is the equivalent of putting on a costume. Petra Kugel, a Ger-
man dancer/colleague with whom I discussed this work, revealed that when she
is tanned she feels dressed, even when she is nude. This sentiment is echoed by

choreographer Hellmut Gottschild. In a monologue from a performance work of

his titled Zongue Smell Color (1999) he states:
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“A little later [in his childhood, in Germany], I encountered pictures of
black bodies in travel books and magazines. They usually came adorned with
drums, spears, and bare breasts. . . . However . . . their blackness made them dis-
tant, Other. My eye experienced it [black skin] as a kind of neutralizing coat-
ing . .. as if not naked at all. White women’s bodies, on the other hand, felt so
bare in their whiteness, as if robbed of a protective cover —really, really naked.”

Perhaps this is one reason why Europeans sunbathe nude on public
beaches: they actually sense their acquired dark skin as a costume, as did Kylidn
of Booker’s natural color. Through the lens of our cultural conditioning we
choose how we see the black (or white) body. What may be an innocent cause on
the part of a white person may reach its black object as a deadly effect. It is also
significant that the dark-skinned black male dancer may be more easily accept-
able in the white dance company than a black female of comparable hue.

Ralph Lemon addresses a similar condition when describing his position in
the first dance company with which he performed (in Minneapolis, his native
city): “Perhaps I was exoticized because I was male and I was black, and I did
have what they described as a good body. So, you know, it was a very easy, priv-
ileged situation for me.” One can utilize to one’s advantage the double-edged
sword of the erotic-exotic, but it can also leave the black dancer even more desta-
bilized than most other dancers: Do I really “have it,” or is it just a matter of
color? Still, this condition may be preferable over the one I described earlier,
with Pearl Lang excluding me because of skin color.

Complexion is not the only zone of black body geography to be exoticized.
Monica Moseley mentioned another obvious site: “When West African compa-
nies started coming to Paris and to New York, the women who had their breasts
[bared] were a featured reason for why people were interested in going, and
there was a kind of leering thing about that. And yet I also think about
Josephine Baker, who didn't at all mind showing her breasts, and one of the real
pleasures about seeing her films for me is to see how much pleasure she took in
her body and how beautiful it was.”

However, Baker’s career begged the exploitation-or-advantage question.
Surely, Baker made circumstantial advantage of her unique beauty and manifested
a sense of self-possession and aplomb that was part of her special charm: She was
her own woman, even though she was someone else’s creation. But, just as cer-
tainly, she was a prime example of black body exploitation. Her unique, even spec-
tacular dancing and singing talent were secondary to the display of her lusted-after
black body. Her breasts and buttocks were eulogized, mythologized, exoticized.
The body was the drawing card, and she was the embodiment of “the primitive

trope” (the constellation of ideas, images, and associations that constructed black
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peoples as savage). In addition, she was extremely insecure about her naturally
brown complexion and used skin-lightening makeup throughout her career.!

By emphasizing the black body as sexualized, the black intellect could, ac-
cordingly, be demoted in the white imagination. That is, whites left the body to
blacks and kept the (thinking) head as their exclusive terrain. I surmise that one
of the white underlying fears, in this case, was the incipient sense that bodies are
not ignorant —that black bodies were, indeed, thinking bodies that could express
a world of views in the turn of a shoulder, could parody and demean their white
detractors with the switch of a hip. Black bodies weren’t dumb; they were exten-
sions of black minds—intelligent minds—in a physical landscape where the
Cartesian mind/body split refused to take hold. Black bodies were mind/bodies,
full of intelligence, humor, and cutting commentary. Such a body didn’t respect
traditional (white) boundaries, could be dangerous, needed to be contained by
ridicule, if not the whip. Susan Cook, professor of music and women'’s studies at
the University of Wisconsin (Madison), came up with a wonderful phrase to de-
scribe this white fear: enculturated somatophobia. In other words, fear of the body
that is entrenched and reinforced through cultural mores and institutions.
Yvonne Daniel, professor of dance and anthropology at Smith College, has writ-
ten about the wisdom and intelligence found in the danced religions of the
African diaspora, which she calls embodied knowledge. Using their initiatives, one
can describe the conflict between the traditions of white and black dancing bod-
les as the clash between enculturated somatophobia and embodied knowledge.

Blacks live in both worlds—black and white. Zane Booker worries about
whether he is in a world-class dance company because of his talent or his color;
Shelley Washington remembers times when Europeans cheered her complexion,
not necessarily her dancing. But there is solace to be found in the world of core
black culture that still holds on (for identity; for dear life) to its own aesthetic crite-
ria. Representing this side, choreographers Chuck Davis and Ron Brown spread
the message to blacks and whites that big is no less beautiful than skinny. On the
other side, if they hope to make good in white dance milieus, black dancers are
obliged to adhere to a white dancing body norm. Thus, Brenda Bufalino can speak
of “more bone” in African American dancers. Slimming down is essential in all but
a few havens of the international concert dance community. Anorexia, though
somewhat silenced, is still a big issue. As one dancer said to me, “How can they
consider Jennifer Lopez big?!” (Lopez came on the scene as a dancer.)

In the traditional black world, black bodies are comfortable “as is,” ac-
cording to Joan Myers Brown: “I think that being uncomfortable with your
body is something that we learned here in this country. . . . But I think, again,

we love our bodies because we are comfortable with them.” Bill T. Jones and
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Garth Fagan echo Brown’s assertions. “There is an eroticism and sensuality in
dance,” Jones said, “and I think that it’s a redeeming life-force. Now, is that
black dance? I dare say when I see great African dancers, it is effortlessly inte-
grated into what they do.” In that worldview, size can be an asset. Responding
to my question about what black people (not necessarily dancers) say to other
black people about black bodies, Fagan quipped, “In my friends and acquain-
tances, it'’s complimentary, always ‘girl, look at that booty: whew!” ... Its cele-
bratory and . . . self-affirming. And the other side of the coin is ‘If you're going
to go through that door, you truly need to lose some weight.' You know, just
talking straight.”

Trisha Brown addressed this sense of ease: “I see a richness and a warmth
and a sexuality in the black body that I gravitate towards. . . . [For instance, see-
ing Dance Brazil] being in their body from head to foot, and right side up and
upside down with fierce exactness and, you know, the organic process so well
understood. I'm avoiding saying ‘animal.” I'm not going to say it! And just a real
love of dancing, a love of your body, and it’s just so palpable and so delicious.”

It is a noteworthy point that Brown wanted to say “animal” but also wanted
to avoid saying it so as to not confuse her use of the word with pejorative usages
that attempt to demean the black dancing body or suggest that blacks are “closer
to nature” by such a reference. It should be obvious from her account that what
she describes as the black dancing body is the thinking, intelligent, deeply intu-
itive body, the quintessence of the human “animal,” so to speak. But racism and
social Darwinism have attached sticky, negative connotations to this reverse an-
thropomorphism. There is almost no way to avoid that stickiness except by
avoiding the comparison.

Trisha Brown also recalled her stint as a dance major at Mills College in Cal-
ifornia in the 1950s. A forceful conditioning experience during this time was ex-
erted by her African American roommate who, though not a dance major, joined
Brown in “entertain[ing] our classmates with ‘cool,” madcap dancing, usually
after lunch and before next class.” Brown stated that this roommate was “a tonic
against academia,” suggesting that, even though this young black woman was
not majoring in dance, she possessed a somatic intelligence and comfort level that
resonated with Brown and her peers and challenged the mind/body separation of
the academy.

Ease and comfort with one’s sensuality and sexuality are key attributes of
black body geography and culture. Doug Elkins addressed the means by which
he was educated and initiated into this zone by hanging out with African Ameri-
can youth and dancing in a fashion that encompassed sexuality in an organic,

non-threatening way: “Here’s an example; dancing with friends who are black,
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hanging out at their house, and learning to social dance. Like if you look at
Crooklyn [the Spike Lee film] again, and you watch the kids dancing, watching
Soul Train, playing basketball, and somebody has a sister or somebody to make
you dance with: ‘Show him how. ... It’s like that.... No, no, no: get loose!
Come on!’—So being encouraged, being laughed at and encouraged too.”t

From across the Atlantic the same message is echoed by Susanne Linke,
who worked with choreographer Pina Bausch before becoming a freelance
dancer and choreographer. Linke talked about the first black person in Bausch’s
company of German expressionist dancers and the exhilarating effect of his pres-
ence. In her own halting English, she captivatingly recalled the influence of his

embodied knowledge on her somatic (re)education:

Carlos Orta, who came in 1970 to the Folkwang School was, for me, the
first connection, a closer meeting with a black person.... He comes
from Venezuela. . . . He is completely mixed. It is not Africa black. But,
still, at that time . . . we would say “Neger.” [That] is not an insult, but,
wow, that is very exotic, and he is a wonderful dancer. . .. He was ab-
solutely i the dance movement; whatever he did was so strong and so
musical, and so we went a lot on a party with him [that is, out social
dancing at parties]. He could improvise so well. From him, we learned a
lot: how to improvise; how to move the hips; the Venezuelan, the
Caribbean movement; the hips and the pleasure. ... For many of us at
the time of this company, Carlos Orta was very important. Even for Pina

Bausch. He brought something of the natural connection to the body.

Linke’s comments are important. White dance practitioners have used the
black dancing body as the territory for accessing the inherent and potential
sensuality of their own dancing bodies. This syndrome has occurred across
decades and dance genres, ranging from white artists like minstrelsy’s Thomas
“Daddy” Rice and Dan Emmett; the swing era’s Fred Astaire and Eleanor
Powell; American ballet’s George Balanchine and Agnes de Mille; Broadway’s
Bob Fosse and Michael Bennett; hip hop’s Doug Elkins and Bill Shannon; con-

temporary tap experts Lynn Dally and Brenda Bufalino; European concert

i. Elkins’s description of learning to dance in the protected environment of home, sibling,
family, and friends actually illustrates an ancient ritual of adolescence that has historical
precedents. Across eras and cultures, and whether it’s the Waltz, the Yankadi (a dance
from Sierra Leone), or the Freak, dance can serve as a socially sanctioned way of teaching

the etiquette of courtship.
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dancers Susanne Linke and Pina Bausch; to the likes of postmodernists
Meredith Monk and Trisha Brown —to name an exemplary pair from sundry
eras and st_yles.

One of the most prevalent and pernicious myths attached to the black danc-
ing body is that the movement is not learned but inborn. This misconception is
assumed as fact both inside and beyond the dance world. Without doubt, Carlos
Orta’s body ease owed more to nurture than to nature. It behooves us to question

what 1s “natural.”

TRAVELOGUE IMPRESSIONS

Based on the premise that there’s a world of culturally relevant information to
be found in our spontaneous reactions and subjective responses, this section
presents the dancers’ replies to questions that called for their uncensored feed-
back. They were encouraged to leave reasoning aside and let associations flow.
Both interviewer and interviewee had come to an understanding that this line
of questioning is dangerous (but not reckless) and challenging (but not con-
frontative), and we entered into a realm of trust in the process and its outcome.
Implicit was an understanding that “no judgment, no blame” was my modus
operandi, and that the politics of race is not a dead issue. These candid, insight-
ful, sometimes provocative responses represent a range of eras, styles, ages,
ethnicities, and perspectives. Urged to access images arising from memory,
fantasy, dreams, mythologies, stereotypes (although stereotypes will be dealt
with separately in the following section) the dancers responded to four related
questions: first, what images come to the mind’s eye when the term “black
dance” is said; next, slightly shifting the paradigm, what images arise when the
term “black dancing body” is said. The final two questions pose the same task
with regard to white dance and the white dancing body. Responses are
grouped in three subcategories.

Why enter the realm of impressions and associations? The way to break the
code is to examine it. The way to understand the image is to acknowledge it. The
only way out is through. There is an intimate connection between these some-
what subconscious images and the conscious, daily tropes that we know so well:
We play out in real life a sublimated, state-of-the-art, politically correct version
of those inner workings and cultural assumptions. We make reality.

Like a travelogue, this section chronicles “entries” by voyagers traversing
black and white topographies, with commentary from me when I felt explanation
was warranted. Although the comments are stacked together, all come from one-

on-one interviews.
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Black Dance/Black Dancing Bodies
People/Workds/Genres

Brenda Bufalino: “Being in Africa, seeing dancing, the first dancing I saw and
felt so incredibly attracted to, which was the Afro-Cuban primitive. ... I see a
certain caricature of Juba. Elegance came to my mind, but I think of that be-
cause that is a very strong attraction for me all the way back to John Bubbles, as
with Fred Astaire. . . . I remember seeing Arthur Mitchell . . . and he wasn’t par-
ticularly brilliant. . . . But it was just ‘wow’! Now, I don’t know if it was my state
of mind at that particular time or whether that was [because] he kind of domi-
nated the stage."

Sean Curran: “I'm thinking of Trisha Brown now really connected to a black-
ness, especially in sort of the more recent work —that freedom. She owes some-
thing to that; I think she readily admits it, too. Twyla [Tharp] too. I'm thinking of
other favorites.... DTH [Dance Theater of Harlem] and them doing white
dance in a way but doing it their black way. And I think of that Creole Guwelle and
that Stephanie woman [Stephanie Dabney] in Firebird. It's funny, I see more when
I see black than I do when I see white. . . . Elegant—that’s another thing, I think,
when I think of black dance: the elegance of the Nicholas Brothers.”

Ron Brown: “Pearl Primus; Alvin Ailey; Talley Beatty; Philadanco. . . . Bebe
Miller —1 told her that once! Loretta Abbott. I'm looking at their hips. Alastair
Butler —his face and the size of him, the ‘no nonsense’ something about his body.
I'm kind of seeing this rhythm; I'm seeing faces smiling, shoulders bare.”

Meridn Soto: “My first thought was Katherine Dunham. Then I see Bomba
and Plena [Afro-Latino traditional forms of music and dance, indigenous to Puerto
Rico, Soto’s birthplace]. I see Bill T. Jones and Donald Byrd, and Bebe Miller. I
see Reggie Wilson and his spirituality. Jawole Willa Jo Zollar. Then I'm back to
Nigeria. Kariamu [Asante]. Now I'm in Cuba, with all the Santerfa dancers and
the beautiful dark bodies. There was this woman when I was there [Cuba],
Rosario C4rdenas, who does very way-out work. She did a performance, and there
was a black woman who has the most beautiful, sculptural body I've ever seen,
who danced stark naked, with sweat just streaming down her constantly. . . . It was
so hot, I don’t know how they could dance. It was like 104 degrees. She kept
sweating and dancing in the nude —so that’s a black dancing image.”

Doug Elkins: “The Nicholas Brothers, the Sou/ 7rain dance line, things just
pop up. I just saw an image of Shorty George Snowden. A range of
dynamics. . . . Speed. . .. And I just had a picture of Earl ‘Snake Hips’ Tucker.”

Wendy Perron: “Well, I was just thinking of Donny [Donald] McKayle’s
Gameo. . . . 1 think of Ailey. Revelations. 1 don’t think of Gus Solomons. . . . [I think
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of] Rod Rodgers [and] dance companies going back to the 60s or 70s where
there were mostly blacks in the company.”

Francesca Harper: “I see bare feet. I see [Katherine] Dunham. I see white:
Cry—Judith Jamison with her skirts. I see white skirts and these beautiful
brown feet . . . top hats . . . tap shoes and tuxedos. I see a minstrel. . . . I also see
the Nicholas Brothers... on the stairs jumping down in the splits. ... Bill
Robinson . . . and [Savion] Glover and that lovely piece he did with the Shirley
Temple doll [in Glover’s Broadway hit, Bring in Da Notse, Bring in Da Funk]. . .. 1
see Josephine Baker and this beautiful naked dancing body. What else do I see?
These really beautiful, statuesque men like Geoffrey Holder . . . and bodies danc-
ing Dougla [a work that Holder choreographed for Dance Theater of Harlem
that illustrates the fusion of African diasporan cultures and celebrates the black

dancing body].

Qualities

Bebe Miller: “There’s that muscularity thing, but also a particular fierceness —
technical, but more of a force behind them that is defining, that is sort of prov-
ing itself.”

Gus Solomons jr: “It implies to me emotion, rather than motion, as the pri-
mary [means of] expression. ... I just had a picture of African women, with
rounded forms.”

Doug Elkins: “A very open, free pelvis. Again a center is something that one
does not hold, but that one moves in and through. Strangely enough, to quote
[Merce] Cunningham, there is more than one center. There is not a center, there
is a choice of centers contextually, and I think about that in black dance. Some of
the games I like in it are the paradoxes of it. . . . Wit. I think wit is an aesthetic.
Whether in voguing, which is black Latino, gay, African American —the thing of
‘throwing shade,” the thing of ‘dissing’ someone. . . . That would be another thing
in the aesthetic of black: the sense of play. And that appeals to me. The trickster
character, whether for me it’s the Monkey King or Br'er Rabbit, and then when
one is given a difficult task, one will invent; one will use one’s imagination to find
a way through, in, out, over. 7

Susanne Linke: “Long legs. I see the beauty of the harmony. It’s a harmony.
Elasticity. Arms. For me it is not the shape, it 1s the energy. This is important.
And the white dance is more shape.”

Meredith Monk: “A fluid spine. I see very very complicated shapes. And I
see passion. And I see no bones. That’s what Blondell’s [Blondell Cummings]

dancing was like —where are the bones?! And Carolyn Adams was also like that.
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At Sarah Lawrence she’d go up in the air and then she’d come down, but how
she got there —she’d just hover, and then she’d land, and it would be like a
feather, and it was as if she didn’t have any bones. Everything was just so fluid
that you didn’t feel like there was any skeleton. Like a mystery. There’s a loose
thing about the black body in movement that I think of right away . . . very fluid
spine, very fluid joints, very complex, particularly very complicated in the torso
and pelvis. All of this, these inner diagonals, and so much articulation within the
torso—all this stuff going on. Kind of a release —not held. A kind of freedom.
Ecstasy. See, that’s something that’s very inspiring. Transformation I think is
something that is very top on the list. And that comes from the ancient belief of
taking in a spirit and then becoming that spirit. Embodying it. . . .

“A lot of stretching and tension. Sort of, again that kind of stretching beyond
yourself : the kind of thing of not working within the axis, but working to get be-
yond and larger than one is. . .. So it’s pushed a little bit. . .. And bright light.
And big. Very big. Not always so subtle. I think that’s part of a whole sensibility.
It’s different. It’s very extroverted. As opposed to, say, Asian dance, which is
very subtle.”

Zane Booker: “Beauty. I love the black body. I think black bodies are beau-
tiful. There are so many [variations]. I see clear definition of muscles; I see
brown bums; I see deep chocolates; I see ]ight cocoa; I see extension; I see power.
Long arms. Gazelles. Cougars and lions. Mostly I think I see power.”

Shelley Washington: “It’s the simplest thing. I see beautiful bodies. I see glis-
tening. | see shine. I see sweat. I see white teeth. I see long arms and hands. I see
arched backs. I see communication with other people. I see lots of bodies. I hear
music. . . . | see fabric moving. I see bodies touching. I feel rhythm. I sometimes
see exorcism or Whatever, you know, stuff that comes out. Free fal], or free form.
I see lips. I see smiles. I see all sizes and shapes. I see no particular form of dance.
Somehow in my head there’s Jitterbug, and there’s people in church, and there’s
classic, and there’s everything from chain gang, dancing and moving. . . . It’s just
a flurry.”

Bill T. Jones: “Round upper arms —definitely arms. Firm, muscled, and 1
suspect female. A line of the spine that has a deep curve and pronounced but-
tocks. Head thrown back, and mouth open. ... I'm not sure if I begin to feed the
tmage or (f the image ts being revealed. [Emphasis mine.] Because I do see a particu-
lar type of black woman dancing. And she’s barefoot, and the dance is never slow
and legato, and it’s always energetic and verging on violent, but more about an
ecstasy and pounding the floor.”

[1t is noteworthy that Jones’s quintessential image is the black female body.

In the final chapter I discuss Ailey’s Cry, which assigns a similar transcendence to
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the female dancing body as in Jones’s description. Both Jones and Ailey had a
special bond with their mothers. Cry is emblematic of the high status of woman
as mother, mate, and carrier of the culture in Africanist traditions. It also illus-
trates a gender and sexual equality in certain sectors of the dance field that al-
lows interchangeable character attributes —power, ferocity, and anger, as well as
tenderness and vulnerability —in males and females, as reflected in Francesca
Harper’s observation.]

Harper: “I see muscles, I see strong bodies, you know: women as well as men.”

Brenda Bufalino: “I guess I always think of tremendous strength for the
black body, really overpowering the stage with a strength.”

Ralph Lemon: “Muscles. Not cold. Not cool, which I think is an interesting
terminology for black people. I don’t know if I've ever known a cool black per-
son. Smooth. ... There’s a subtlety, I think, to it.... I've experienced this in
watching black bodies move, but a lot of it is mythology also, you know. And 1
have to say that because, you know, /'m not sure where these perceptions really come
Sfrom. It coded. [Emphasis mine.] Bent bodies. . . . Africans, you know, they dance
from a very different place, so the bodies aren’t straight.”

Se4n Curran: “Not just how African American people move, but the African
American experience and survivors. A musicality and a profound understanding
of complex rhythms and stuff that is desirable and you get a hunger for. . . . Ar-
ticulate, automatic, fluent, free, sexual (that I think has been imposed a bit). Feet
that don’t stretch (I have the same kind of feet . ..). Sweat, I love seeing—you
see sweat on black skin better than [on] white. An ability to channel negative
emotions. A love of dancing. That comes back to the automatic-ness: It’s not
work —freedom, you know, a flow, a spirit. I think of the whiteness of the soles of
the feet, and the darkness or the blackness of the tops. The pa]ms too. It’s not a
fetish thing, but I always sort of loved looking at the black dancer’s bare feet.”

Bebe Miller: “Body striving. Not living easily in the skin. Narrative. More

. . »
conservative. Less experlmenta].

Contexts

Chuck Davis: “I see dealing with traditions and images definitely associated with
the African and African American aesthetic. I see the Nubians of East Africa
dancing with all the different patterns they use. And, in that area, they are black.
They are so black they have a purplish tint to their skin.”
Francesca Harper: “I had the powerful image of dancing for your supper.”
Wendy Perron: “Plantation dances: the black dancing body and maybe some

sort of sense of desperation."
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Rennie Harris: “Block party. That’s all. Block party. Clubs. Actually, before
the clubs, the dances, the disco, social dance. Going to the dance.”
Bebe Miller: “Black dance is somehow seen as a way of articulating the poli-

tics of a situation as opposed to the aesthetics of a sensibility.”

White Dance/White Dancing Bodies
People/Works/Genres

Bebe Miller: “Merce Cunningham. Trisha Brown. Formalisms that are more
taken for granted. Conservative is not the right word, but the more established
companies, rather than either the black or white nittier-grittier people who are
my contemporaries.”

Ron Brown: “I think of Steve Petronio, Trisha Brown, Paul Taylor, ballet,
David Dorfman. . . . Something interesting: I was just about to say David Rous-
seve. That’s funny. It’s just the aesthetic of the movement.”

[Both Bebe Miller’s and Ron Brown’s comments are interesting in illustrat-
ing how ethnic categories have burst their borders in the postmodern, post-
Cunningham era. Trisha Brown and Merce Cunningham, erstwhile radical
mavericks of concert dance, are now among the dance establishment’s recog-
nized pioneers of experimental dance. As of 2003 he is in his eighties; she is in
her sixties. Miller and Ron Brown, no longer mavericks, are hitting their stride.
Their dance community differs so keenly from Trisha Brown’s and Cunning-
ham’s that the black-white fusion choreography of African American David
Rousseve can be identified by Ron Brown as white; and, conversely, Miller can
claim that her dance milieu is inhabited by people who do not represent any es-
tablished dance worlds, black or white.]

Meridn Soto: “More ballet. . . . I feel like I'm surrounded by white dance.
It’s interesting, I didn’t say Alvin Ailey for the black dance. White dance, oh my:
I just think of Trisha. She seems so totally white to me.”

[The comments regarding Trisha Brown and whiteness are notable. In the
previous section Sedn Curran gave the nod to both Trisha Brown’s and Twyla
Tharp’s Africanist heritage. I see Brown’s dancing body as a “reverse oreo” —
white outside, black within—not by intention or deception, but by accultura-
tion. Africanist components in her development have been “invisibilized” (the
term I use to mean the subtle ways that Africanist resonances are subsumed,
submerged, and suppressed in our culture). Most of us, black, white, and
brown, have not been acculturated to “see” or “read” these forces, so they go

largely unrecognized in white forms and performers, whether it is Trisha



THE PHYSICAL TERRAIN ol

Brown or American ballet. In Digging the Africanist Presence in American Perfor-
mance, | explored invisibilized Africanisms in supposedly white culture.]

Zane Booker: “I see beauty, length . . . you have the 180 degree turnout . . .
Sylvie Guillem’s body, I would look at it and say that is physical perfection.”

Wendy Perron: “Baroque dance. 1 don’t know why, but that stuff seems
whiter to me than ballet. Whereas I've done ballet, so I don’t think of ballet as
white dance. Swan Lake—1 mean with just that phrase, white dancing body, I'd
sooner see that than I would see Martha Graham. Because to me, that’s not a
white dancing body; that’s an individual artist. But I would see women.”

[It is interesting that Perron resists identifying herself with such a category
as white dance and even resists having to put ballet in that category. Accultura-
tion makes the term seem uncomfortable, abnormal, restrictive. Her reaction to
the term may help some readers understand the African American reaction to its
opposite, black dance. It is also notable that she sees women for the white danc-
ing body while Jones, for quite different reasons, sees women for the black danc-
ing body image.]

Brenda Bufalino: “Well, I guess the thing that comes [to mind] is Irish and
Scotch dancing where the body 1s somehow superﬂuous. Even more than ballet,
I think of the ethnic dances of certain regions. ... I think [also] of the ballet
body. The typical ballet body before Arthur Mitchell.”

Qualities

Se4n Curran: “Upright. I was thinking of round arms, port de bras. For some
reason, “proper,” stuck in the head a bit, something that is built and made and
constructed rather than is free or flows, something imposed in a way. I think
of virtuosity. I'm thinking of tricks, double air turns to the knee, and multiple
pirouettes [a basic ballet turn on one leg], and high legs —the Rockettes —how
we value that. How a whiteness values precision and unison. Broadway
dancers. I feel less of a freedom than when I think of a black person dancing.
Shoes. I'm thinking again of the feet. (I guess I have a foot thing!) Dancing in
shoes as opposed to bare feet. I see people in costumes, and I don’t when I see
black people dancing—it’s more about the movement. I'm seeing clothed
white people in my mind’s eye. Makeup. You know, the African American
people didn’t necessarily wear the makeup that the white people did in Bill
and Arnie’s company.”

Shelley Washington: “It’s almost not so much what I see; it's what I don't
see. [ don’t see sweat. . . . | see conformity. I see lines. I see perfection. I see rows.

I see pink. I see shoes.”
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[Washington’s comment regarding sweat offers an interesting correspon-
dence with Curran’s earlier statement about being able to see sweat more readily
on black skin. Traditionally sweat has been associated with sex, athleticism, and
hard manual labor, if not lack of grace and inferior status. Both Curran and
Washington seem to elevate it to a position of honor.]

Susanne Linke: “Intellectual . . . porcelain . .. more formal. And regulated.
Maybe they have nice feet. Nice arms. The torso is maybe not so strong.”

Doug Elkins: “Upright. Very upright. The spine pretty much stayed in one
place like it was on a tray and being brought to you.”

Ralph Lemon: “Vertical. I want to say frail. They're not frail.... A body
perhaps more about the skeleton . .. just in the sense of perceiving that body
and . . . there’s something . . . transparent. You know, I want to say thin, but it’s
more than that. It's not just a thinner physicality.”

Brenda Bufalino: “I see more of a turnout. I just see more bone.”

[Bufalino’s and Lemon'’s reflections can be contrasted with Meredith Monk’s
earlier comment about the black dancing body as having no skeleton, no bones, all
fluidity. ]

Meredith Monk: “Mental constructs. Rules. And expectation of certain bod-
ies: looks. I think in white dance, too, I see a lot of stretching beyond, not really
dealing with the axis, kind of like not dealing with the globe that’s just around
the body, but dealing with points beyond it [which was also part of Monk’s ear-
lier comments on so-called black dance]. This yearning thing . .. I think white
dance has a lot to do with denying gravity and black dance, to me, very much
uses gravity. . . . And awkwardness. Musically awkward. . . . Bluntness would be
the way that I'd express that the rhythms are not happening in a kind of internal
counterpoint. . . . And you know, the white body, a more tightness and stiffness
naturally. But I'm not saying that one is better than the other.” [Emphasis mine.]

[Monk’s final sentence applies to her personal perspective, as well as to my
own and those of the other people interviewed. These imagined characteristics
and attributes are offered as unqualiﬁed, unranked perceptions, not as value
judgments.]

Joan Myers Brown: “Running in a circle, breathing deep, huffing and puff-
ing. Most of the time [it's] when I see things that [make me feel like saying],
‘This is so white,” that has no relevance to me, to the audience. It seems self-
centered and involved internally, but it doesn’t seem to be for us as observers, it
seems to be more for the participants. And it’s very hard for me to sometimes as-
similate what it’s about.”

[Although Myers Brown’s statement may strike the reader as harsh, this image

of the “downtown, experimental" postmodern white dancer is one that frequently
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surfaces when “uptown" modern dancers, black or white, talk amongst themselves.
Myers Brown is honest in making it clear that this is her personal response, based
on how she receives certain performances. The issue is one of technique and aes-
thetic preference. The postmodern style of dance Myers Brown bemoans is based
on New Age body therapies generically known as “release technique,” which devel-
oped in opposition to the pulled-up verticality of traditional —or “uptown”—
modern dance and ballet, black and white. Release techniques as applied to per-
formance stand in contrast to—and sometimes defiance of —traditional virtuoso
techniques and sometimes emphasize the experience and process of dancing over and
above the dance product, which accounts for Myers Brown’s statement about self-
centeredness. The inception of this new attitude can be traced back to the beginning
of the postmodern dance movement, centered at Greenwich Vlllage's Judson
Church in the 1960s.The comments that follow and conclude this subsection echo
Myers Brown'’s thoughts in greater or lesser degrees.]

Ron Brown: “Ballet shoes. Baryshnikov. People skipping in Paul Taylor’s
choreography. Skirts. I guess it’s this flipping feeling, the release floor work, you
know: putting your hand on the floor and hopping over, the kind of sequential
follow-through in the movement.”

Zane Booker: “I guess the first thing I would think of is something classical.
And then I would think of the downtown scene, which is not strictly white any-
more, but I guess from my history it was usually white dancers who participated
in that field. We used to always call it ‘stop, drop, and breathe.” So that term
comes up.”

Gus Solomons jr: “The first thing that came to mind was ABT [the Ameri-
can Ballet Theatre], which I just saw last night, and the second thing is “down-
town.” People in shirts that fall off one shoulder and sweatpants falling to the
ground and not being able to get up. “Release dancers,” that whole ethos, that

whole non-presentational performance thing. That’s “white dance.”

Contexts
Francesca Harper: “I see long tutus, long hair—long, shiny hair . .. gloves, long
gloves ... court dances . . . couples n long gowns. It's very funny: I realize that it

doesn't associate with me as deeply [as black dance and dancers]. I fish more, re-
ally, to get images. . . . | see paintings of naked bodies sitting with grapes . . . chif-
fon dresses . . . dancing, with someone who is playing a lyre, in medieval festivals.

Gus Solomons jr: “[1 see] the white dancing bodies downtown, in the post-
modern release genre, that are,  want to say, stubby. And that’s just a generaliza-

tion. This goes along with the image that hit me first in the head: short hair—out
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of the way, maintenance-free. Very low-maintenance bodies that are concerned
with motion. It’s really energy again, it’s another kind of energy. . .. The black
dancer to me is explosive energy, and the white energy is sustained, like stamina,
the ability to do contact improv all day long.

[Contact improvisation is a basic tenet and building block of downtown
dance styles. Contactors invent/improvise movement by supporting each other’s
weight in a vocabulary of rolling, suspending, lurching, balancing, and falling.

[1t is noteworthy that the images of white dance and white dancing bodies
were not as readily forthcoming as those for black dance and dancers and, fur-
ther, that the idea of context was the least accessible of the three subdivisions in
both black and white categories. To repeat, the paucity of white images stems
from the fact that white is the norm, and normal defies categorization. The black
dancing body comes along with the context of a contested history; the white
dancing body is the figure of a ballerina, or a downtown postmodern dancer,

alone in the studio.]

STEREOTYPES

Ob, I wanted calves. I still do. I still work on that damn machine think-
ing, “0.K., I'm going to change my genes. If I do this enough times I will
change my genetics, and I will have Erik Brubnl legs”: thaty what I
wanted. . . . Finally, as of about 1997, I thought, “O.K., I believe it now, I
have a really spectacular body for the stage.” But until then I wanted to
look like somebody elve. I wanted to look like a white ballet dancer.

—Guv Solomony jr

.o therey the dual consciousness. You're ostill trying to prove that you
can do thus other thing: “I'm wanting the approval becauvse I know how
you're looking at me.”

—Ron Brown

1 think a lot of it is upbringing. We grew up in this starched worlo.

— Trisha Brown

The difference between this section and the travelogue section approximates
the distance that separates aesthetic preference from institutionalized racism.
To begin thinking about this section I looked up the word “stereotype” in a dic-
tionary, a thesaurus, and a synonym finder. What the definitions have in com-

mon is the reductive nature of the term. Perhaps in particularized contexts,
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standardization could be interpreted as aiming for the universal, but these def-
initions clearly point to a person or thing that simply conforms to a generic
mold. A universal is inclusive; a stereotype, exclusive (that is, the stereotyped
person or thing is set apart, excluded). An ideal is a culturally specific, vener-
ated generalization. In setting the “type,” the individuality of an artist—a per-
forming artist and, specifically, a dancing-body artist—is forfeited. Whether
it'’s an “attract” or “repel” stereotype —say, black buttocks as gorgeous or out-
rageous —the effect is the same, in the sense that the individual is subsumed in
the generalization. “Stereotype” is a word that usually carries negative conno-
tations, so the idea of a positive stereotype is an oxymoron.

The stereotyping of people of African lineage runs uncannily parallel to that
of Jewish people. Nowadays it may be hard to believe that in the 1930s basket-
ball was regarded as a Jewish sport. In Jon Entine’s Zaboo— Why Black Athletes
Dominate Sports and Why We Are Afraid to Talk About It, we learn that the captain of
the original New York Celtics and four of St. John University’s “wonder five”
were Jewish. Back then, when the “new” genetic science made “Eugene” a
choice given name, it was a “fact” that Jews were genetically superior to whites
in balance, speed, and acuity of eyesight. One sportswriter embellished these
racial “attributes” with more familiar ones, citing the Jews’ “scheming mind” and
“flashy trickiness.” So why didn’t Jewish athletes continue to dominate sports?
Did their genes change? No. Environmental factors changed and mainstream
perspectives changed. As white-skin privilege was accorded to Jews, Jewish-
ness mattered less. American anti-Semitism began a long-overdue retreat after
World War II as Jews were allowed to assimilate into white culture. Sports had
served as a rung on the ladder of upward mobility. It is important to point out
that, at earlier times in American and European history, Jews, Italians, Irish,
and even Germans were not always considered white (a fact that is detailed in
the Szwed, Ignatiev, and Malcomson entries listed in the bibliography). Once
African Americans were allowed to play on integrated sports teams and Jews
moved up the socioeconomic ladder, blacks replaced Jews as the genetic heroes
of American sports. This information is particularly interesting, since today’s
more popular stereotype of Jewish men is all head, all intellect, and no body.
Their bodies did not change: just our perceptions.

Entine’s book is a scientifically weak and flawed attempt to prove that, un-
like Jews or any other group before them, African Americans are genetically
superior in sports. Ignoring environmental evidence, he attributes to genetic
differences elements that seem clearly to be environmentally influenced. Also
not taken into account is the competitive nature of sports, which magnifies, by

hundredths of seconds, the smallest measurable physical differences. With race
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a shifting landscape of cultural stereotypes (rather than a scientific measure of
proof), it is untenable to discuss racial superiorities or inferiorities, black, white,
or brown, at this time. More reliable data is supplied in the new literature that
deals with race as a non-entity, such as Paul Gilroy’s Against Race: Imagining Po-
litical Culture Beyond the Color Line (the British title was more exact: Race, Identity
and Nationalism at the End of the Colour Line) and the works by the authors men-
tioned above.

African Americans have also been stereotyped as genetically best suited
for certain types of dance that exhibit what is supposedly our innate sense of
rhythm, but innately ill-equipped for other “white” dance forms. As was the
case with sports and with professional, academic, white-collar, and blue-collar
jobs —that is, the full spectrum of professional and vocational possibilities be-
yond the most menial —so also is the world of concert dance opening up to
peoples of African lineage as they slowly chip away the barriers that had kept
them out. But to enter that world means to go through and beyond several at-
tract-repel, love-hate stereotypes that are grouped around specific body zones,
particularly the feet and the buttocks: the finessed feet that blacks supposedly
do not have, but need; and the bawdy buttocks that supposedly they have, but
do not need. The black buttocks are alternately loved and hated by both blacks
and whites. Bebe Miller gives a pithy rationale for why these two areas are
stereotyped, implying that, through stereotypical lenses, blacks want white
class, and whites crave black sexuality: “Oh, well, the feet: it’s like the height of
refinement. It’s ballet. It’s class, I think. And the butt is sexuality. They are tan-
gents to each other, and it’s striving.”

Stereotype threat is an important concept that is useful in this discussion. This
theory, developed by Claude Steele and his psychology research team at Stan-
ford University, goes to the heart of what is destructive about stereotypes: Too
often they obstruct individual achievement and act as self-fulfilling prophesies.
(Ironically, Steele is the twin brother of Shelby Steele, author of 7he Content of
Our Character—A New Vision of Race In America, a work that has become a conser-
vative bible and standard rebuttal to affirmative action—the antithesis of his
brother’s liberal theories.) According to a Malcolm Gladwell article in the New
Yorker about Steele’s research (aptly titled “The Art of Failure”): “When black
students are put into a situation where they are directly confronted with a stereo-
type about their group —in this case, one having to do with [a dearth of] intelli-
gence~the resulting pressure causes their performance to suffer. Steele and
others have found stereotype threat at work in any situation where groups are
depicted in negative ways.”? Thus, the article reports that women failed math

tests when they were told that their quantitative skills were being assessed, but
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performed as well as men when told, instead, that the same test was a research
tool. Similar results occurred when white male athletes trying to improve their
leaps were trained first by a white athletic instructor and then a black. The group
improved when taught by the white instructor but did poorly under the black
one. Why? Because they were responding to the stereotype that we all know —
that white men can’t jump (at least, in sports).

Why go on about stereotype threat, and why bother to examine stereotypes
at all? Because we live with them, we are all subject to them, and there is some-
thing to be learned from them. I believe we can use information gleaned from ex-
amining our stereotypes in a deconstructive, critical fashion. They tell us about
our construction of Self and our fear of Other. And, in the end, stereotypes are
internalized so that they form an intimate bond with personal responses such as
those detailed in the previous section. As Gladwell says, “We have to learn that
sometimes a poor performance reflects not the innate ability of the performer but
the complexion of the audience.”

Returning to the discussion of the black dancing body: Essie Marie Dorsey,
an African American dance legend in the Philadelphia elite black community of
the 1920s and 1930s, once told her student and disciple Marion Cuyjet that the
worst black (dance) school is better for a black child than the best white school
would be. (Cuyjet carried on Dorsey’s legacy at her own dance academy, the
Judimar School, and trained dancers like Judith Jamison, Artistic Director of
the Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, when Philadelphia dance schools were
still segregated. Desegregation came finally in the 1960s.) When Cuyjet related
this opinion to me while I interviewed her in 1986, I was taken aback. What had
Dorsey meant, and how could she hold such a view even back then? Didn’t she
realize that integration and diversity were the best solutions? Now it is clear to
me that long before the concept of stereotype threat was given a name and pedi~
gree, African Americans like Dorsey were aware of its dire consequences on
young minds and bodies. Joan Myers Brown, Dorsey’s aesthetic granddaughter
(Cuyjet was one of Brown’s mentors) harbors some of the same fears Dorsey
had: “I have a student who got a scholarship to Joffrey. I told her mother, ‘Don’t
send her there, send her to DTH [the Dance Theater of Harlem]. She’s been at
the Pennsylvania Ballet, and she needs to stop competing with white girls and
feel good about herself. Send her to DTH where she’ll be . .. comfortable and
she can grow. . . .” At DTH her training is going to be excellent, so that when she
goes into a white environment she won'’t feel she’s not good enough.”

This section is subdivided to represent, first, white stereotypes about black
bodies, followed by black body se]f-stereotypes. The stereotypes held by whites as

imagined by the dancers interviewed far outnumber black projections. These
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groupings indicate that—in spite of civil, social, political, cultural, intellectual,
and economic changes in the dance world and the world at large — contemporary
perceptions are not all that different from the ethnocentric assumptions that
reigned during the mid-nineteenth-century minstrel era. Airing them may help us
begin to see these old patterns for what they are and find a way to let go of them.

These stereotypes run the gamut of images and associations that, in some in-
stances and milieus, have solidified into established stances. Some were what the
dancers imagined they would hear —what they felt pulsing in the culture when
asked to act as a Channel; others had been overheard in comments or conversation
not directly involving the dancers; and others had actually been said to them.

My question was blunt: “When they are alone, what do you imagine white
people [black people] say about black [white] bodies? About black [white]
dancing bodies? Any distinctions?” The dancers interviewed were encouraged to

allow lore, mythology, and stereotypes a full airing.

White on Black

Rennie Harris: “They kind of stereotype our thighs and, on another level, the
warmup. | can always hear someone say, ‘Well, you're not made up for this,” or
“You don'’t really warm up,” or “You're too muscular to do this,” or “You need to do
this, do that.”... My sense is they think that it is very aggressive, the [black]
dancing bodies . . . aren’t made for modern dance or ballet. And the other [end of
the] spectrum —wishing the whole time that their bodies were like that. You
know what I mean? And a lot of that [stereotyping] coming from that [repressed
desire to be the Other]. And I think that’s why black culture is so appropriated
in that way. So they think of a very physical, aggressive, athletic [body], and not
necessarily made for [their kind of dancing].”

Brenda Bufalino: “Exaggerated. Lips are exaggerated. Hips are exagger-
ated. Long arms are exaggerated. Nose 1s exaggerated."

Ralph Lemon: “It’s an interesting story with Meredith, and I mention this in
Geography, the book I wrote. It was right after I left the Nancy Hauser Company.
I was in Recent Ruins [a Monk performance work], and someone commented to
Meredith . . . that I looked like an Ailey dancer. ... I didn’t look like an Ailey
dancer; I looked like a black dancer who was probably dancing with a certain
amount of ‘technique,” in this Monk genre which is more about a kind of pedes-
trian, ordinary, physical quality.”

Lemon’s movement approach was based on Hauser’s experience in German
expressionist modern dance, which originated in Germany with Rudolf Laban

and Mary Wigman, as practiced in the United States by Hanya Holm. In this case
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he was incorrectly characterized as Aileyesque simply because he was an African
American dancer whose medium was a defined modern dance technique that dif-
fered considerably from Monk’s quotidian movement style. Well into the 1970s
Ailey was, for many white dancegoers, the only frame of reference for judging
black dancers, and all too often they assessed black dancers not by the work they
were dancing but by the Ailey standard. Bill T. Jones recalled that in about 1971
people “were always telling you to go to Alvin Ailey,” although that was not the
kind of dance technique that Jones was practicing or seeking. On the other hand,
several dancers I interviewed stated that the white stereotype of the black dancer
is, as Ron Brown put it, “that the black dancing body does not have technique.
That it’s going to be limited. That you'll never have the facility, the turnout, the
feet; that the structure will not allow for this ideal technical specimen.”

Mention of the buttocks came up in almost every interview as a stereotyped
black body zone. Meridn Soto and Chuck Davis rattled off a hatful of additional
clichés.

Soto: “Their butts. Powerful muscles. Oh, God: smell. Something about
‘that person smells like a black person,’ whatever that is. ‘They sweat more, for
some reason.””

Davis: “The feet too big. The butt’s too big. They say they all got rhythm,
but they ain’t. Too loose: they don’t have that ballet strength.”. .. These are all
things I've heard.”

Weight and bulk are frequent sites of stereotypes, Ron Brown said. “I've
heard [white] people say, ‘Oh, your male dancers look like football players.’
Massive. Just big. Whereas a black young lady, she sent this email to the book-
ing manager saying, ‘I love the concert, and your men are fine specimens.” As
mentioned earlier by Garth Fagan, Ron Brown, and Joan Myers Brown, the
black world, inside and outside of dance, has generally been willing to embrace
big bodies.

Wendy Perron and Bill T. Jones cited myths around the African American
male chest. Perron: "Actually someone showed me a picture the other day and
said, ‘This young dancer’—he was a ballet dancer —‘has the Ailey chest.” But,
you know, there are a lot of different chests on the stage and as many different in
Ailey as there are in Paul Taylor or whatever.”

Jones: “What is that about the big chest of a black man? These plates, the
way that the chest is described, you know, the weight in the upper arms. Now,
all men have that, but there is something about the way that a black man carries
his chest, and coupled with the fact that black men have the use of their lower
body maybe in a way that white men don’t. None of these things are true any-

»

more, but...
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It is significant that Jones qualified his remarks by stating that these differ-
ences are no longer true. It points to the fact that the environment shifted in the
post—World War II eras. The kind of backbreaking physical work that produced
such chests (in white or black men, depending on who was relegated society’s
most menial tasks) is no longer commonplace except in areas such as the Delta,
Appalachia, and Amish settlements. Nowadays, exaggerated proportions are cul-
tivated in the artificial world of bodybuilding and weight lifting, which is cer-
tainly not dominated by black men.

Still, the myth of black musculature is alive and well. According to Gus
Solomons jr: “White men envy the definition of most black people’s muscles. At
least half the trainers at my gym are black men. They look gorgeous and people
want to look like that, so they run to those trainers. Black men’s bodies are very
much admired by white men and women. ... [But] I'm not sure what white
dancers would say visually about the way black dancers look. [They might say]
‘T wish I could jump like that.” That’s functionally, not visually. I'm sure they
envy the way the Ailey dancers can put it out, that projection, that presence, that
riskiness, that bravery. Physically, they may say, I'm glad my thighs aren’t that
muscular,’ those kind of things.”

Solomons’s comments neatly address the attract-repel nature of the stereo-
type: the black body envied and demeaned for virtually the same attributes.

Wendy Perron’s musings bring us back to an age-old argument: “I think re-
ally the stereotype is not about the body parts but about the sense of rhythm,
about a kind of dance sense that a lot of people think of as innate. And Katherine
Dunham would say, “No, it’s learned, too,” but you know, I don’t know what’s na-
ture and nurture.”

The “inborn-sense-of-rhythm” stereotype is so entrenched in the Euro-Amer-
ican imagination that it still holds sway in the most learned of settings. Perron was
not repeating her personal perspective but recounting the debate and voicing her
insecurity about even addressing it. An example like Doug Elkins’s explanation of
how he was taught by black adolescents to dance and feel rhythmic subtleties the
way they had been taught to do helps explain the “nurture” part of the debate:
Whites can be nurtured to dance black. The example of Molefi Asante —devel-
oper of the postmodern theory of Afrocentrism who was raised in core African
and African American culture but, according to close associates, cannot dance a
step and has little sense of rhythm (except for appreciating it in others) —helps
debunk the “nature” fallacy. And it is a fallacy: Not all blacks have rhythm. Like
other “either-or” arguments, the nature or nurture debate is a generalization, a
stereotype in and of itself, with so many exceptions that the rule demands revi-

sion. Perron’s continuation, as she tries to make sense of her confusion, is helpful:
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“My friend Harry [Sheppard] said to me, ‘I learned how to dance in my
mother’s arms.” Well, I learned how to dance in my mother’s basement! [Perron’s
mom taught modern dance in the basement of the family home.] But he learned
how to dance in his mother’s arms. And it was like, well, maybe it’s more part of
the culture. . . . It’s valued early on. Whereas in my family, we did it in the base-
ment. It was part of the professional thing and all that. But I could never dance
in front of my father and brothers. That was nothing that was valued. . .. Any-
way, when Harry said that, that’s what made me realize that this stereotype is
part of the culture. It’s part of what you do with babies and all of that stuff.”

In other words it’s nurture, from culture and family. In spite of substantial
evidence to the contrary, the “nature” fallacy lives on.

Meredith Monk: “Well, 1 think the lore has a lot to do with ‘all body, no
mind.” You know, kind of simpleminded, too—not sophisticated enough —the
work, not intellectual enough. ... Too exaggerated. ... Not refined enough.
Coarse, or something like that, yes? . . . Black people are too emotional.”

Bebe Miller: “In touch with spirituality. More animal. More in touch with
the bizarre. The good bizarre: they're not bizarre, but they are more in touch
with the altered state. Funky, and what all that might mean. Attitudinal perform-
ers. It’s kind of Josephine Baker but, you know, different: moved forward.”

Miller’s final comment acknow]edges that some things haven'’t changed very
much: we have different terminology and different frames of reference (for ex-
ample, we don'’t talk about hip hop dancers as “savage” or “primitive”), but much
remains the same. And the characterization of the black male dancing body as
animal —not in the highly intelligent, super sensitive way described earlier by
Trisha Brown, but in the pejorative way —is still alive.

Marlies Yearby: “Particularly with black men, I've noticed again that whole
sensation of power and animal in how they’re used.” Her observation was echoed
by Ron Brown in the following anecdote: “I remember —ooooh! —1 remember
doing a duet with a woman, and the choreographer came over to me, and she
said, “You need to grab her like an animal, like you want to rape her,” and I was
like, ‘What are you talking about?!” And I always got these parts where I was
running around trying to get someone. And I talked to my [dance] partner about
it: ‘Is it because I'm 20, or is it because I'm black?” My partner was white. And
she ended up thinking it was because I was 20. But it didn’t really feel that way.”

The animal equation, expressed or imagined, continues as a white construct
for framing black endeavor. Ron Brown was reacting to the naive, if not sensa-
tionalist, picture of sexuality imagined by the choreographer, a frame that played
upon race tropes about the “savage" black man’s lust for white women. No won-

der he questioned the casting.
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In a way that simultaneously exploited race and sexual orientation the media
worked the stereotypes to the hilt in their coverage of Bill T. Jones and Arnie
Zane. As Jones recalled: “When Arnie Zane and I were dancing together, they
would always preface all of the reviews with ‘Bill T. Jones is tall and black with
an animal quality of movement, and Arnie Zane is short and white with a pugna-
cious demeanor,” you know. Or, ‘the two of them are like oil and water on stage,
and Bill T. Jones is all unctuous and ingratiating desire and Zane seems to be
wound tight like a grenade,” or something like that. They were reading our per-
sonas, and they were attributing, unabashedly attributing it to race as well as—
well, what else would they attribute it to at that time? They didn’t know anything
about our personalities.”

But, of course, sexuality is part of the frame as well, with the media capi-
talizing on the play of black and white, male and male, and the physical con-
trasts and sexual energy around the attraction of opposites with, again, the
animal frame of reference projected on the black dancing body. Jones’s point
reinforces the idea that the stereotype erases individuality for the sake of gen-
eralization. The following anecdote by Se4n Curran, who danced with Jones,
says a mouthful about the power of the stereotype to actually cancel out—if
not annihilate —the individual: “In that documentary, I think it’s in the 7'// Make
Me a World [three-part video on African American arts made in 1999], I talk
about Bill making a phrase called ‘warming up in Dixie’ for Last Supper at Uncle
Tomy Cabin. ... He would say, No! You've got to do it more like a “darky”
dancing in the South.” Everyone could do that. Even Larry Goldhuber, 300-
pound Larry, so there was an idea that ‘Oh, this is how it’s done,” from seeing
minstrelsy or those black-and-white films and stuff. . . . And I remember think-
ing, ‘Isn’t it interesting that we all can do this, but we can’t do what Bill is ask-

"

ing in that other [more subtle, more sophisticated] way.”” What was also
cancelled out, sadly enough, is the uniquely individual ways of dancing of the
great African American minstrel men of the era, subsumed in the stereotype.
Curran continued to outline the black body stereotype: “It’s improper, it’s im-
polite, it’s vulgar, it’s too much —and that, for me, would be the biggest stereo-
type. And I think today it’s the snap queen, it’s the banshee, it’s the loud,
obnoxious girl: it's changed; there’s been transformation. ... Attitude. You
know, like a big attitude thing.”

Yet the more it has changed, the more it has remained the same. The issue of
attitude brings up the question of who is allowed to do what. The stance that is
classified as black attitude is a kind of arrogance or bravado that says many differ-
ent things. One of them roughly translates as, “Don’t anybody (white or black)

tell me how to act or what to do: I make my own rules!” With so many racialized
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restrictions imposed on the black body, dancing or otherwise, this disposition is a
more calculated and effective response than outsider opinion might presume. Just
in order to take classes, to gain the techniques that would put one in the right po-
sition to succeed at an audition, the black dancer frequently had (and still must
have) a mantle of defense. Garth Fagan is intimately acquainted with the need for
and emergence of “attitude” “I know the times when I took classes and people
looked down their noses at me before I [even] did a second-position plié. It wasn't
about what I could do: It was just ‘why are you here?!””

Ron Brown cites a case in which white-skin privilege allowed for a leniency
that is frequently disallowed for blacks: “I was in Arizona [at a dance concert],
and I don’t know what piece of classical music this was, and they're doing mod-
ern dance with their modern dance ballet costumes, and this guy comes out, and
he’s dancing to modern dance and then all of a sudden he starts break dancing to
this classical music, and the audience loves it. And I'm sitting there finding it cu-
rious, knowing that in anyone’s comp class [dance composition course: regular
fare for aspiring choreographers], if a black person had done anything like that,
it would not have gone over.”

How are the boundaries pointed out to the black choreographer, either di-
rectly or indirectly suggesting that she “stay in her place”? Garth Fagan ad-
dressed the same issue in chapter 1: “When 1 choose to just take the
[Afro-Caribbean] movement and blend it into the modern ballet vocabulary . . .
they get upset. But if it were another [a white] culture . . . it would be wonderful,

hello, and hosannas.”

Black on Black

How have entrenched views of black dancing bodies been internalized? African
Americans are living in two dominant spheres, black and white, and are obliged
to juggle identities and switch codes in order to succeed in these very different
worlds. In a documentary film about his life, linguistic philosopher and radical
theorist Noam Chomsky speaks of internalizing alien values and then convinc-
ing oneself that one is acting freely. He then made an equation: Propaganda is to
democracy as violence is to dictatorship. That is, democracy has a price on the
ticket. This comparison parallels the circumstance facing black dancers.
Africanist body aesthetics (bent knees, grounded feet, bodies pitched forward,
and so on) had to be subordinated to Other principles for black dancing bodies
to gain entry in the white dance world, be it Broadway, cabaret, or concert
work. Figuratively speaking, the social, cultural black dancing body had to be
violated —deconstructed and dismembered —in order to conform to democ-

racy’s propaganda. However, since Africans are also Americans, and what are
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considered white dance forms are rife with black dance tropes, one could easily
believe that one was acting freely by internalizing the “bad” stereotypes —that
is, the propaganda—about the black dancing body, and by looking upon that
body as needing fundamental correction. With a little chauvinistic brainwash-
ing, one could be convinced that a ballet standard of “good” feet or a Broadway
definition of jazz dance was neither white nor black —just American, and just
“good dancing.” Black stereotypes about black dancing bodies are, after all, in-
ternalizations of white stereotypes, and it is here that stereotype threat casts its
shadow, long and low. But as dance anthropologist Yvonne Daniel pointed out,
the other side of the coin is that black people “become bi-, tri-, or poly-lingual,”
adopting white standards as they move in the white world and returning to
Africanist criteria in diasporan situations. Social code switching is a sophisti-
cated defense mechanism and becomes a means of cultural survival.?

Although the dancers I spoke with characterized it as more accepting of
anatomical variations, the black world, inside and outside dance, is critical, cut-
ting, parodic, witty, and often cruel. We are all human, and no ethnic group is
angelic. On the one hand, Monica Moseley states “There has been less stereotyp-
ing of body types in black dance. There is more range about roundness and dif-
ferent kinds of proportions.” In the next breath, speaking about a level of
standardization that now infuses white concert dance, and the lack of latitude
about difference, she acknowledges the contradiction: “And yet, as I say that, I
think that the same kind of standardization has come into companies like the
Ailey company, where they are all tremendously sleek. . . . There is not a toler-
ance for different body shapes there, you know.”

Marlies Yearby echoes this reservation: “Dancers in general, I think, are al-
ways complaining about weight. But I notice around my black dancers that that
is always a discussion —their weight ... and the discussion of ‘yeah, but for
dance it’s not good to be big-figured or voluptuous.”

Chuck Davis: “The black classical dancers look with disdain upon the African
dancers, and vice versa. And the modern dancers are caught in the middle.”

Particularly for female dancers the buttocks is the “seat” of positive or nega-
tive commentary inside the African American community, depending upon the
dance genre. Bufalino’s tap world responds quite differently from Solomons’s
postmodern milieu, as is shown by their comments:

Brenda Bufalino: “For myself, black dancers or black people would say to
me, ‘Well, you've got buns, and that’s good.” Like not having any buns is a terri-
ble thing.”

Gus Solomons jr: “Unfortunately, I think black female dancers probably
envy white female dancers’ bodies. . . . ‘I wish my butt wasn’t so big, I wish my

feet pointed like that.”
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Doug Elkins introduced another level of stereotyping that is as lethal as the
physical: “A lot of [black] dancers have internalized it: ‘I'm physical, but I'm not
intelligent. . . . I hear a lot, sometimes, the talk of the emotional power, the cul-
tural connection, but not that—you talk about the intellectual genius of Balan-
chine, of Cunningham. ... There’s a John Henry thing: ‘I go to work.” That’s
even a black body stereotype —the John Henry idea. That’s what I mean— Su-
perman, Superfly, representing, representing for the whole culture [is] a heavy
burden.”

In his associative style Elkins is addressing two sobering issues. First, that
the black dancing body is seen as a headless, non-intellectual phenomenon; and
secondly, that that individual body must represent the black body politic by its
every move. To be perceived as an individual, not a stand-in for every black male
or female, and to be regarded as an intelligent artist, the black dancer must work
twice as hard as her white counterpart. Meridn Soto describes how she played
into this stereotype on immigrating to the United States from Puerto Rico. Soto’s
case is interesting, since she does not see herself as white nor describe herself as
black: “When I first went to the States . .. I always felt like I wasn’t as smart or
as good as the white people. Or the Americans, period, even the black people. 1
didn’t have the ideas, and I didn’t have the technique, and I didn’t have this, that,
and the other. I remember reading about Judson and seeing Judson and think-
ing, ‘God, they're so smart, they're e} great,' and on and on.”

To further examine self-stereotyping Soto comes out with a different spin
than Noam Chomsky’s. Does she manage to go beyond the stereotype? Here fol-

lows a portion of our interview:

MS: [Some of my works contained] a lot of this kind of exaggerated
sexuality. There was a piece called “You and 1” [7 y Y0], and it’s an
improv piece where the dancer faces the audience and the house
1ights come up on the audience so the dancer can make eye contact
with the audience. She does that, and then lets her body respond to
that, and retreats and does a dance. Then comes forward again, and
each time she comes forward she strips, so she ends up~but when
I performed it, when I was in my underwear, I would go into very
sensual things. I was a go-go dancer for a while, so a lot of it re-
ferred to that: the idea of owning my sensuality. It still becomes an
issue. Now I'm working with Salsa, and it’s very sensual, the work
that I do. ... I have a friend, Awilda Sterling, who’s a wonderful
Puerto Rican dancer/artist, also black Puerto Rican. She told me,

“I don't like that work,” and I said, “Why? How can you not like
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that work?” And she said, “because it reaffirms stereotypes of sexu-
ality in Puerto Ricans.”

BDG: That'’s interesting, because I was going to say that the images that
you just showed me [Soto had demonstrated movements], what
they seem to do is to refute stereotypes by golng so far that you
come out on the other side. It’s like when certain black people say
the “n” word in such a way that it’s totally re-empowered.

MS: I think in this Salsa work there 1s a little of that, but . . . I think that
the stereotypes, we also assume them. We kind of digest them, and
they become a little something else, but they're there.... Why
should I deny my ... celebration of my sensuality just because
there’s a stereotype out there about Latinos? I don’t care! I want to
make this dance about pleasure. . . .

BDG: The question always is how to negotiate the fiery territory of
racism which has set up these pictures of you that are foreign to
you but that you've grown up with.

MS: Yeah, except that I think stereotypes contain a history. They con-
tain a lot of stuff. In popular culture there’s this constant meeting
the stereotype and re-appropriating it, taking it away from the mar-
ket economy. . . .

BDG: —and re-owning, most definitely. In my opinion you can do some
of the stuff that you were talking about, but if Wendy Perron or Tr-
isha Brown did it, it would be totally unacceptable. The same thing,
with the same dancers, it would be unacceptable if it had been cho-
reographed by a white person. That’s what re-owning is about, that
there are certain things you can do with your culture or I can do
with my culture [for example, the subtitle of this book] that nobody
else is allowed to do . . . that no one is allowed to use the word “nig-

ger" unless they'r‘e black and the_y can ﬁgure out a way to use It.

The following quote from Shelley Washington takes us to a different level of
what the stereotype means and how it is played out. Unlike Soto, who grew up in
Puerto Rico and now has her own company of people of color based in New York
and Philadelphia, Washington spent her dancing career In an internationally fa-
mous dance company populated by whites, with choreography and leadership by

a white woman. Accordingly, Washington’s aims and needs were different:

I was the only black female dancer n Twyla's company and FOI" many

years Keith Young was in the company, a black man. But you know,
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things would happen, like I would go to the theater, and [ would hear
somebody say, in the tech rehearsal, “Put the spot on the black girl.”
And sometimes it would bother me ... and sometimes I would say,
“Excuse me, isn’t there any other way to describe me? The girl with
the curly hair, the girl in the red leotard?” Here was my thing, and
also even growing up: I wanted to succeed; I wanted to be good. o0
didn’t want people to say “the black girl who fell last night. ... Who
fell off the balance beam? The black girl.” Just so identifiable, and yet
I tried to turn that around and make it work for me. I remember my
mother being in the audience once, and my mother was not big on
tooting her horn or anything, I mean my mom was very quiet, very
proud but never said, “Oh, this is my daughter.” Someone in front of
her said “That black woman has the most beautiful arms, I love the
way she moves, la-la-la.” My mom tapped the woman on the shoulder
and said [proudly, if somewhat ironically], “Excuse me, that black
woman is my daughter.” And there you go, so it turned around and

worked the other way.

Bill T. Jones offered insightful commentary about what is to be gained by a
black person performing for a black audience. His comments show also how
clearly sexuality and race are linked frames in the discourse on the black dancing
body. Performing for one’s own can offer the possibility of going beyond the
white stereotype and a particular black one, which Jones calls “that kind of in-
fantile racial profiling that I was doing and that others were doing on me and 1
was doing on them; [it] was stuff that carried through into this dancing persona.
This kind of ‘I've got superiority, I've got an understanding of sex and freedom in
my body that you don’t have.” And that was possibly part of the posturing and
belligerence as well. You know, ‘you [white people] can’t be spontaneous and
show real emotion. I can do a real emotion right here.’ . . . I only wish that when
I was that young, that [ had had all-black audiences, so that I would have known
what not to fall back on. . .. Because it was always speaking to the Other. I was
the Other speaking to the Other, and yet I had learned how to impersonate so as
to pass in some way.”

And that is the issue with stereotyping, whether it is white on black, or black
on white. The object of the stereotype is falsely identified and is required, or
sometimes chooses, to pass for something other than who she is. Passing—
whether impersonating another personality or another ethnicity or using sexual-
ity as a “pass-port” —becomes important for the dancer who hopes to be invited

into certain ensembles or cast in certain roles.
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RACIALIZED CASTING

When I was 12 or 15 and I wao living in Michigan, I was the shadow
to Peter Pan. . .. The girl who was Peter Pan was the moost beautiful
girl, with the pretty hair, the cheerleader; the perfect blond, la-la-la. 1
wore all black; she wore all green. I did everything she did, behind bher.
We got to the performance, and Peter Pan forgot her steps. And the
shadow 9id not —did the whole thing . . . the shadow kept going. And it
wads then that my mother addressed the teacher and Aa[d “You k/ww, i
think that Shelley havs real talent, and she really loves what shei
doing here. Where do you recommend I send her?” And thats when 1
started going to the National Music Camp, and after that I went to
Interlocken Arts Academy for three years and id my schooling and
my dancing there. But I do remember being the shadow, which was sort
of tnteresting alvo because I was the only black in my dance school, the
only black in my town, and I was the shadow. . . . And you know what
else I was: I was also Pocabontas. Yes, I was the Indian. . .. I think
they’re funny [examples] because I am who I am because of those
things. I don’t take them as negative; I just think they're kind of

Sfunny.
— Shelley Washington

Although this memory from Shelley Washington is pre-professional, it helps to
set the tone for this section. There are stereotypes; there is biased casting; and,
then, there is the way in which the object of bias receives and processes these re-
alities. Washington’s assertion that she doesn’t dwell on the negative was reiter-
ated by several other dancers; yet, others expressed anger about the injustices.
The attitude of those black artists who have succeeded in white venues reflects a
strength of character and positive outlook that we generally associate with hero-
ism. Washington’s middle school experiences date back to the 1960s, a time when
racialized casting was a more blatant practice than the subtle variations that we
find today.

Joan Myers Brown began her career when these practices were standard:
“Most black dancers prior to the late 1960s were the exotics. Harold [Pierson]
was [usually cast as] this big black guy with this barrel chest and this booming
voice . . . so he was there. Harold . .. was with Bob Fosse before Ben Vereen.
Harold was Fosse’s ‘little black dancing boy.”... He was in the original Sweet
Charity. And even today in ballet companies, especially in European ballet com-

panies, it's always, for lack of a better term, it's always freaky stuff that they do,
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you know. It’s never —have you talked to Desmond [Richardson]? If he can’t be
Othello, they can’t use him. Well, he wants to be Romeo!”

Part of the game is to know when and how to make the stereot_yped casting
work in one’s favor. Apparently, it opened the doors to steady work for Pierson
in his chosen profession. The dance field is highly competitive, with the supply of
dancing bodies far exceeding the demand, regardless of the dance genre.
Dancers are not federal workers or tenured faculty members. Job security does-
n't exist. Even if the role one is cast in is a stereotype, a job is a job. And one job
may always turn out to be the stepping-stone to a better opportunity. The race
factor can be a plus, provided it doesn’t become a rut. As ballerina Francesca
Harper put it, “There have been times when someone will be doing a project
where they’'ll need ethnicities.”

Referring to a time that—we hope—is over and done with, Garth Fagan
proclaimed his commitments as a choreographer and artistic director: “As all
artists do in any art form, you bring to the art form what you know, what has
been your experience. You illuminate what are your desires. You erase what you
don’t want to see. Which is why, on my stage, you'll never see the pimp or the
whore. I just have no interest in that, because there are enough people doing it.
And I know that there are a very small percentage of us that are pimps and
whores.”

Gus Solomons jr detected more discrimination when auditioning for Broad-
way shows than in the modern dance world: “I noticed when I first came to New
York [1961] . . . I would audition for Broadway, and I never got the job, but I al-
ways got kept to the end. The choreographer wanted me, but the producer did-
n't—couldn’t mix the show.” He worked with concert dance groups by
invitation. Although, as men of color, black males had to be better than their
white counterparts to be hired, they had a certain edge in the dance market,
since males were and remain the privileged, sought-after minority in this female-
dominated field. Even so, the black male dancer faced unique challenges. Fagan
offers a biting perspective:

“I just know that I always had to work harder. I had to jump higher, turn
faster. . .. I don’t know why, because people who were c]ear]y less talented than
me —that a blind man could see —got the parts and got the jobs, you know, and |
had to really blow them out of the room to do it.. .. In college [Wayne State
University], it was rampant. But there was a shortage of male dancers, as there is
today. And I could boogie! . .. And there were always instructors who didn'’t see
that [way] —who were supportive and open-minded and open-eyed —but there
were the racist sons of bitches too. So I moved towards the ones who were sup-

portive and open. Pat Welling—what a brilliant teacher she was. White as snow,
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but she supported me, my first solo, and race never came into it, or not that [ was
aware of. And that’s all I can ask.”

Still, there are issues in the concert dance world that cannot be ignored. On
the one hand, 1 interpreted my personal experience with Pearl Lang as a not-so-
sublimated racial issue (why else would she cite the color of my skin as the ra-
tionale for not using me?); and Ron Brown interprets his experiences with white
female modern dance choreographers as racialized. On the other hand, Ralph
Lemon sees race —or the absence of racial diversity —as noteworthy but not nec-

essarily an issue:

I still love going to Cunningham’s dance company, and you know there
are no black bodies there. [Over the course of several decades Cun-
ningham has worked with, one at a time, black male dancers, including
Solomons and Ulysses Dove. Never has he hired a black female, and
the presence of black males in the troupe has been noteworthy for its in-
frequency.] So, you know, nothing against that. It’s just that, what does
that really say? It says a lot, and it’s very complicated. It doesn’t say one
thing, but it does say something, I think, that is very racially powerful
and, yes, for me, is ultimately a little disturbing. . . . I adore the work of
Steve Petronio, and there are no black dancers in his company. And for
me, when I dance the more pure traditional modern dance, when [ was
in a more modern dance genre, I had no black dancers—1 had one. That
was it. So, you know, it’s not about racism, it’s just about a sense of
class, perhaps. Not in the way of the haves and have~n0ts, but just~0r

not class but a kind of self-selected or self-induced segregation.

Lemon’s layered reflections bring up the issue of aesthetic preference and, as
he said, a different sense of class —aesthetic, rather than social. The problem and
issue is where preference leaves off and prejudice begins. When does a penchant
for a certain body color, size, shape, style help advance one’s creative ideas, and
when does it reflect narrow-mindedness? When Cunningham decided to use
Solomons and Dove, did it allow his aesthetic vista to expand to accommodate
their unique presence, or did these two extraordinary dancers (in what is always
an extraordinary dance ensemble: to be a Cunningham dancer is to be unique) fit
the picture of what the choreographer wanted at that particular time? Or both?
What Lemon characterizes as “class” may sirnply reflect the world one grew up
in. Solomons has already stated that he wanted to look like a white ballet dancer.
And we know that he grew up in a practically all-white neighborhood and at-

tended white academic and professional schools, as did Lemon, Bebe Miller, and
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Shelley Washington. These black artists cut their eyeteeth on white aesthetics. In
some sense, they already fit the picture, and color was less important than aes-
thetic class (just as Jewishness meant less when anti-Semitism’s hold on America
eased up after World War II).

In her own way, and from her Jewish New York background and vantage
point, Wendy Perron echoes both Solomons’s and Lemon’s perspectives: “I never
did a lot of auditioning. I can count the number of auditions I did on one hand. I
auditioned once for Pearl Lang. I didn’t get in. I auditioned once for a company
that they were doing at ADF [the American Dance Festival, a prestigious annual
summer institution], but I didn’t get in. Everything I've done, I've done through
non-audition. I didn’t audition for Trisha [Brown, with whom Perron danced
from 1975 to 1978]. We just sort of met, and that’s how we did it. In a way, 1
think things are more self-selecting. . . . If I had been black, would I have been
interested in Trisha at that time in the early 70s? I don’t know. And I never audi-
tioned for Alvin Ailey. . .. I think those interests get sort of segregated out even
before the auditioning happens, maybe.”

However, the Ailey company since the 1960s has aimed for ethnic diversity
as a basic premise in its mission. It is also significant that, in her interview, Bebe
Miller recalled that she wanted to dance with Trisha Brown in the 1970s, audi-
tioned for her company, and was eliminated with the first cut. Miller had already
been inside the downtown dance scene and its aesthetic criteria for some time.
The argument about self-selection can be one-sided. Who is ultimately doing the
selecting? Generally, it is up to the choreographer, director, or producer —not
the dancer, who awaits selection or rejection by other parties: That is simply the
way auditions work. The Bebe Miller audition scenario is a case in point. In
many ways what seems to be a “safe haven” actual]y conforms more to the rules
of the dominant culture than many in the field are willing to admit.

Still on the topic of the black male dancing body and racialized casting, the
ballet world has had more issues with blacks than either Broadway or the mod-
ern-postmodern concert stage. In his tenure with the Netherlands Dance The-
ater and the Ballets Monte Carlo, Zane Booker bore the brunt of this issue, first,
by being cast in roles that Joan Myers Brown characterizes as “the black boy,”
and, secondly, by being underutilized. Black males in white ballet companies are
seldom cast in leading roles in the classical repertory. As Booker so cogently put
it: “People’s ideas, their images of what they want to see on stage in certain roles,
overpower the casting process. . . . What's frustrating is that sometimes you want
to do something that is totally, totally within reach, but because they don’t see
you in it, because you're black, you just don'’t get it [the role]. You don’t get
it. . . . And that’s one of the things that I was thinking about the other day, where
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race comes in with classical ballet. If you have someone who looks the part and their
technique might be a little vhaky, theyll work with them and fix it and put them into (t.
Where if you don’t look the part or if you don’t fit into thetr perceplion of the partk, you never
get a chance. You never get a chance.” [Emphasis mine.]

This is such a potent statement. If the choreographer’s artistic vision sees
only blond Erik Bruhn look-alikes in the role of Romeo or Count Albrecht (the
hero of Guelle, a staple in the classical ballet repertory), then tough luck for the
talent and potential of a fine soloist like Zane Booker. I saw Booker perform with
Philadanco in 2001. This young man looked like a fine ballet soloist taking a
cameo turn with a modern dance company. His line, technique, and persona are
balletic and classical. He has trained in ballet since he was eight years old. Yet he
admits, “I never felt like I fitted into either world —a purely classical world or a
purely modern world. You say you see me with Philadanco, and you see me in a
classical company. Somebody [else] will see me in a classical company and say
that they see me more with the Ailey group. And that’s the honest truth. . . . Like
Sarabande —1 got put in a soloist role because I was black. Now today, I believe 1
have enough talent to have done that r‘ole, but then | really questioned myse]fbe—
cause | didn’t get put [in a lead role] in anything else from him.”

Sarabande was choreographed by Jirf Kylfan, who invited Booker to be a
member of his ensemble, the Netherlands Dance Theater, where Booker
worked with the junior company (1989-91) and the premier ensemble
(1991-95). Again, the Ailey reference reared its ubiquitous head as the only
home for the black dancer, regardless of the genre In which he is trained. And,
again, the dancer is at the mercy of the choreographer for how he is cast and
whether he dances or not. In all walks of life, but even more so in the arts, the
choreographer, director, or boss wants to work with people who agree with
him, cooperate with him, and share his vision. The dancer who balks at not get-
ting a role or, worse, brings up the taboo topic of race may risk losing his job.
How many white dancers are subject to the kinds of self-questioning and iden-
tity risks that black dancers are exposed to as a matter of course? Booker and
others like him do not follow in the footsteps of the playwright August Wilson,
who stirred up great controversy in the mid-1990s by declaring that blacks
should not be cast as Romeo, Ophelia, or Willy Loman, nor even desire to play
white roles, because color-blind casting disesteems their ethnic heritage. They
want to be cast in as many and as varied roles as whites. This does not mean
that to do so would reject their blackness; but what it could mean is that we all
could begin to understand our traditions—classical and contemporary, black
and white —as more generous, more engaging, and more embracing than the

racial limits we impose upon them.
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Joan Myers Brown bristles as the conversation turns to type casting. In
Standing at the Edge, We Dance, a video about Philadanco made by Carmella Vassor
in 2001, Myers Brown mentions that someone asked her, “What makes your
company different from Alvin Ailey?” Her response: “What makes my company
different from Eliot Feld or Paul Taylor?!” Again the dance world seems not so
much to democratically self-select but to dictatorially segregate by continuing to
categorize along racial lines.

Like Booker, but several decades earlier (1940s) Brown was trained in bal-
let in Philadelphia. Anthony Tudor, world-renowned choreographer and ballet
master, came on weekends from New York to teach Sunday classes at the Ballet
Guild. He refused to discriminate, which was the standard practice in Philadel-
phia dance schools at the time. So a number of talented African Americans stud-
ied with him. Myers Brown recalls a painful episode: “The forerunner of the
Pennsylvania Ballet was the Ballet Guild, and I was one of the first two blacks in
it. It was Geraldine White and myself. And we did La Sylphide, and that’s when
that comment was made —something like ‘the ballet would have been fine except
for the two flies in the buttermilk.”. . . It was in the paper or it was quoted, or it
was something, but it was a big joke at the guild next morning. I was 17 years
old. I don’t remember whether it was the Daily News or the Inguirer; or it had to be
the Bulletin or one of those papers because we were talking about the review. Mr.
Tudor was very offended. So that was my last escapade as a ballet dancer. ... 1
never fit in. I never did. I always felt that I was outside of everything.”

Booker, Myers Brown, and Francesca Harper all indicated that the ballet-
oriented black dancer faces even more of a challenge than others in finding a
dance home. In his interview Booker offered a final story that capped his frustra-
tions with casting. After dancing with the North Carolina Dance Theater for a
year, he gave notice to Salvatore Aiello, then the director (who has since passed
away). When Aiello asked what he hoped to do, the young dancer replied that he
wanted to go to New York to work with the American Ballet Theater or the New
York City Ballet. “And then he said . . . ‘I want you to stay because I have a bal-
let I want you to do the lead in next year, and it’s about a slave,” Booker re-
counted. “I was just so baffled and I couldn’t believe that what he was trying to
use to entice me to stay was a ballet about a slave!”

Harper, who danced with the Dance Theater of Harlem from 1988 to 1991
and with the Frankfurt Ballet (Germany) from 1991 to 1999, voiced many of
Booker’s frustrations and then concluded: “T am constantl_y trying to look past the
racial thing, but you can’t at a certain point. It’s like . . . they just don’t see you fit-
ting into the Flower Festival Town Scene, where they see Mary Jo, if you know

what I mean.” Picking up on her train of thought, we had the following exchange:



“A Dream Deferred.” Joan Myers Brown (1950s). Permission of artist.
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BDG: Who the hell “fits” into the Flower Festival Town Scene, any-
way? Who is living that life? It’s all fantasy, and that is what the-
ater is about.

FH: I know, right.

BDG: And we know that, once a black ballerina is put in the cast, audi-
ences adjust.

FH: It’s so true. Acting . .. you see at the Public Theater, when they
have Angela Bassett and Alec Baldwin playing Macbeth, and it is
fabulous. . . . But I find that it’s so funny. It's more [racism] here [in
the States]. I come back, and it makes me angrier here in America.
And I feel a little more oppressed, pushed down. I think I also was
really lucky to have worked for somebody [William Forsythe,
American-born artistic director of the Frankfurt Ballet] who was

very liberal and progressive.

Clearly, not all European experiences are free of racial bias, as shown by this

bizarre incident recounted by Doug Elkins:

I just came back [spring, 2001] from a project which ended up being
like a variety show, choreographing at the New Luxor Theater in Hol-
land, and I [was about to] cast. I said, “Should we get dancers, every-
one blond, the same height?” And they said, “No: this is about the
city — Rotterdam —and so a multiracial cast.” So I was really happy
about that. I cast it with dancers of different abilities and different
heights, shapes, some were from Surinam, some were North African.
But it became a problem when they [the producer and director] wanted
to do pure unison, and [they'd say], “She’s shortened the steps, she’s
Bolivian, her body looks wrong for the dances.” And [I'd respond],
“No, those are called breasts and hips, and they're supposed to be
there.” ... And what they ended up doing, which frustrated me, was
putting them all in blond wigs.

Brenda Bufalino’s story of passing for “colored” is a gem and points up the
irony and inanity of racialized casting. From 1955 to 1960 she performed as a
soloist in a Calypso act. At that time, she recalls, “I was just so angry at
whites . . . that any viewing of a white anything brought distaste to me.... I
dyed my hair black and —hey, I can pass for a lot of things, I can pass even for
Chinese! I've looked so many different ways in my life. You'll get a kick out of
this: I actually used to work the Black Debutante’s Cotillion Ball, and on 125th
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Street with Ray Barretto [renowned Latino percussionist and bandleader]. . . .
People were all doing Calypso then. ... There was no problem [in passing for
black]. It wasn’t like I walked in and said, T'm a Negro.” I just looked strange
enough to be anything.” Later, when she ran up against the problem of being a
female tap artist in a man’s world, she again played a modified passing game: “I
went into a man’s suit [in order to be] . . . looked at seriously,” she said.

Like Bufalino, Meridn Soto also introduced the subject of gender, relating
the story of a project in which she was involved: “I was part of the advisory
board of this national study on choreographers . .. it was in '91 or something.
The results were appalling. The best-paid choreographers in the States at that
time, and I think it continues to be, were white males. The worst-paid were Lati-
nas.” [Recent gender studies show that, in spite of their majority representation
in the dance field, women in general receive comparatively fewer grants and
commissions than their male counterparts.] Soto also addressed the casting issue
from the perspective of racial bias in funding:

“Another one of my battles a few years ago was with the New York Founda-
tion for the Arts. Year after year I would look at the fellowship recipients, and
there would be nine white people, one black person, no Latinos —something like
that. The ratios were really [unconscionable], and in a state like New York.” Al-
though Soto received regular funding from other organizations, including the
National Endowment for the Arts, she decided that if she were turned down
once more by NYFA, she’d appeal. She was turned down.

I said, “I've got to do this, someone’s got to do this.” I lifted up that dirty
carpet. Man, people were freaking out. Even the black people and the
Latinos on the artist advisory board were freaking out. Everybody got
freaked out, because I sent copies to a lot of people. I even got a letter
from NYFA where one of the officers there had gotten two of the peo-
ple of color on the artists’ board to sign off. I called one of them and I
said, “How dare you!” The beauty of it was that he promised me they
were going to take it up. They did a series of meetings with artists of
color and the community and the staff. I went to the first one. . . . There
were all these artists in different disciplines, all shades, all different cul-
tures, and they're saying, “Why don’t you have panels that are all peo-
ple of color? Because as peop]e of color we have to negotiate at least
two cultures, so we are much more prepared to judge a variety of
work.” Or somebody from New Mexico saying, “When I came here |
thought, with the demographics, that there would be all this [diversity]
thing, and look: Look at the percentages, it doesn’t read.” Truly, ] want



Fighting sexism in male apparel. Brenda Bufalino (1970s). Tom Caravaglia © 2002.
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to just say that at least now they've responded. I have to give them
credit for that.

Soto’s final two sentences are of utmost importance: concerted agitation
elicited a positive institutional response and a successful outcome. Change is
possible.

The politics of art is an incendiary issue, especially when questions of stereo-
typing and racialized casting are on the table. Whose frame of reference is to be
used to judge who is hired or what choreography is worthy of funding; and when
and how is it possible to question, contest, or reverse those decisions? Where
aesthetics leaves off and politics begins —or, better, how the two are bed partners
that influence and counterbalance each other —is an area that must be continu-

ally negotiated.



POSITION:
FERNANDO BUJONES AND
JAWOLE WILLA JO ZOLLAR

(INTERVIEW EXCERPTS)

On his birthday (9 March 2001) I interviewed ballet legend Fernando Bujones, il-
lustrious principal dancer with the American Ballet Theater (ABT) from 1972,
when he was 17, until 1985. A Cuban-American, Bujones’s performance style was
the quintessence of the heroic, radiant approach associated with Alicia Alonso and
her National Ballet of Cuba. He is currently artistic director of the Southern Ballet
Theatre (Orlando, Florida).

The interview with postmodern innovator Jawole Willa Jo Zollar was con-
ducted on 19 May 2001. Having danced since childhood in both Africanist and Eu-
ropeanist styles, Zollar founded the Urban Bush Women (UBW) performance
ensemble in 1984. The company has performed worldwide and organically links
professional concert performance with community activism, showing that all people
are dancers and that dance, by its nature, is political.

My excerpts are intended to give a feel for the general way things transpired in
the course of two sample interviews as well as the specific turns of conversation dic-
tated by the details of individual careers. As indicated by ellipses, I have done some
editing to compress my commentary and minimize the back-and-forth of these
hourlong-plus conversations.

Although Bujones’s opinions are his own, they are a gauge and mirror of the
ballet perspective/aesthetic in which he was nurtured. Just as Bujones represents
his milieu, so Zollar’s outlook is inflected by her standing as a driving female force

in the postmodern, post-colonialist, multicultural dance arena.

BUJONES

Dance in itself would not be so powerful, s0 enriched, if it wasn't for black dance.

BDG: Please talk about the presence of African American dancers in the American
Ballet Theater and whether you were aware of the “mandate” by its co-founder

and longtime director, Lucia Chase, not to use black dancers.
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A Cuban-inflected élan. Fernando Bujones (1970s). Martha Swope/Timepix.

FB: Yes. I knew about that. I felt that in the 70s the company still had a . . . cau-
tious way of using an Afro-American dancer. We had a dancer, Keith Lee,
who was with us~tall, handsome, and pretty strong. And he was used 1n
speciﬁc roles, like the Moors Pavane [a choreography by modern dancer José
Limén based on Shakespeare’s Othello] . . . or to do the barrel turns in Har-
ald Lander’s Etudes [the best-known ballet by this Danish-born international
choreographer] because of his athletic prowess . . . because of his strength,

because of his skin color too.

BDG: Any comments about Alvin Ailey’s works choreographed for ABT [7he
River, 1970, and Sea Change, 1972]?

FB: Ailey was very admired by ABT. 7he River was a huge success . . . and he did
the next work for us. . .. [Somehow] the search for more Ailey works kind
of dissolved. The artistic direction went into other choreographers and they
went more into . .. bringing back . .. beginning roots again [meaning the
“Americana” ballet styles of Eugene Loring, choreographer of Billy the Kid,
and Jerome Robbins].
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BDG: What was the overall feeling in ABT about blacks in the company?

FB: We didn’t have so many Afro-American dancers in the 70s. . . . We were like

a family. . . . There was no real racial problem. And Keith Lee, for example,
was very popular with the company, so I don’t think there was a problem
between us. If there was anything with the artistic direction . . . we couldn’t
feel it, they kept it very secluded. . . .

Lucia Chase was artistic director until 1979. ... I have a feeling that
Lucia in the '60s and '70s was a different Lucia from the '40s. In the "40s she
was . .. kind of [into] Americana, bringing the roots of the pilgrim —you
know, she’s a New Englander —the pioneer kind of spirit. Then later on she
was very open-minded into bringing a very international look to ABT. . . .

In the '60s we still saw the aura of Tony Lander, Erik Bruhn [light-
haired, pale-skinned Danes], and she [Chase] loved blond hair. . . . She was
always in love with Irina Baronova and Natalia Makarova later on. . .. One
of the things that she said to me when we first met was, “1 thought you were
blond!” —she had seen me perform in the School of American Ballet work-
shop performance —and 1 said, “No, and I hope that’s not a problem!” She
had this idea I was blond because . . . she loved this kind of blond look very
much! ... She later eased on that, but she always still had favorites that

were b]OI‘ld.

[Note: Bujones ts Cuban and decidedly brunet in skin and hair color, so Chave s slip seemas

all the more remarkable. One (s reminded of Zane Bookery comment about getting parts be-

cause one appears lo look a certain way.]

BDG: What images come to mind when I say the phrase “black dance”?

FB: Exotic. Exciting. Sensuous movements. Voluptuous. I think that some of the

most captivating, energetic dances come from Afro-American groups. I love
to see an Alvin Ailey performance. I love to see Peru Negro, in Peru, a
group that performs exciting folklore styles of dance. I really think that
dance in itself would not be so powerful, so enriched, if it wasn’t for black
dance. And I remember someone like Arthur Mitchell, just doing Slaughter
on Tenth Avenue [ballet choreographed by George Balanchine], what he did
with that piece in terms of charisma, charm, and energy! It was captivating.
I think that when Susanne Farrell and Arthur Mitchell did it, it was magic.
And if you change that cast, it didn’t work the same. It changes the whole
perspective of that ballet. And that’s what sometimes it [the presence of the
black dancing body] can do.

BDG: What specific body attributes did Mitchell bring to the role?
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FB: The looseness of his limbs. The flexibility was incredible. The smile. It was radi-

ant. The moment he smiled, you just fell in love with him because there was a
charm there that conveyed the interpretation of his role and conveyed the
naiveté and the exciting aspect of the work and also the sensuality of it. We
were excited to see him on the stage, and he was also beautiful looking physi-
cally when he did a piece like Agon, which was so abstract and so just physical
and there was, like, black and white [in the 1957 premier of the ballet, Balan-
chine cast Mitchell to partner white ballerina Diana Adams, a first in American

ballet]. . .. Long-limbed body. There was an elegance to his body.

BDG: Then, what images come to mind when I say “white dance”?

FB:

A certain elegance to a style.... In some cases, lyricism and purity. . ..
There’s an imperial quality to Cynthia Gregory’s dancing [former ABT prin-
cipal dancer].... I see a naiveté in Suzanne Farrell. ... In the case of
[Rudolf] Nureyev you could consider him white and Asiatic. ... And this
mix creates a very exotic [brew]. . .. Also, like black dance, powerful . . . be-
cause | see a connection there between white, Asiatic, and Afro. ... I don’t

see a break; I see a connection.

BDG: What images arise when I say “black dancing bodies” and “white dancing

FB:

bodies”?

I see curves. I see double-take moves and sharp, forceful moves. I see a
charm that comes across through those movements and also an inner
strength that just comes out. Very charismatic. On the white, I see very linear
movements. An elegance. A sort of lyrical, poetic: I see a white dancer, and I
see an arabesque [a basic ballet leg lift, with the raised leg extended to the
back high enough to make it parallel with the floor]. I see a black dancer, and

I see a forceful contraction movement that all of a sudden leaps in the air.

[Note: Bujoness reflections here align with those expressed by most others interviewed.

The black dancing body is defined by energy and movement; the white dancing body by

line and vhape.)

BDG: Do you perceive any changes for your generation, from earlier genera-

FB:

tions of dance practitioners, with regard to these black/white categories?

I think they [black dance and dancers] bring, and they have brought
through the ages, an inner strength which is mesmerizing, captivating. And
for as beautiful and as elegant as ballet has been for all these years and for
as beautiful an arabesque that we admire, we need that inner strength. We

need that looseness too. . . . I think it [ballet] has been enriched [by black
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influences], by all means. ... The looseness, primarily in the middle torso
and hips . . . is very much needed. Otherwise ballet would be too rigid. . . .
So I think the combination of the square or the rigidness that portrays lin-
ear dance and elegance ... [with the] looseness ... rounds out the com-

plete movement of dance.

BDG: Are you saying that black influences have made for a different kind of

FB:

choreography in twentieth-century ballets?
Absolutely. . . . And not only . . . for America, I think in Europe [as well].

BDG: How would you characterize your particular gift in ballet, owing to your

FB:

Latino training?

They [his teachers at the School of American Ballet] ... were caught on
something that I had that they felt was special, something that I brought
with me from Cuba. And that was posture, elegance. There was a cer-
tain ... way that we were taught to stand in fifth position [the basic,
turned-out, closed-legged starting position for many ballet phrases: legs ro-
tated outward from hips to toes, with one leg immediately in front of but
touching the other] that already we had to project that we were like a
poseable dancer. Having that kind of feeling already inside of me as a
young student captivated them. . . . It was part of my training, that we were

given a sense of importance.

BDG: What was the racial breakdown of your ballet classes in Havana, as a boy?

FB:

We were handpicked and chosen through an audition . . . of, let’s say, 100.
Twenty of us were chosen as an elite class, but we had a mixed crowd, skin

color and everything.

BDG: Let’s jump to stereotypes, myths: when they are alone together, what do

FB:

white people say about black [dancing] bodies—not your personal views,
but the fables, the “words in the air”?

I've heard that they say they have an incredible looseness to them . .. that
they can move their gluteus, their butts, better than anybody else; that the_y
just have an incredible sense of rhythm to music, a natural way of moving
that is just captivating. Sometimes I've heard that they are not the ideal bod-
ies for classicism, which I don’t quite agree with, because I think that in the
case, for example, of Arthur Mitchell . . . I think that if you have the right
proportions to be able to perform the classical roles, and you have the right

body and you have the right body lines to interpret a prince, why not? And,
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you know, one of the most exciting male dancers right now in the world is

Carlos Acosta. He’s Afro-Cuban.!

BDG: Has a black dancer ever had the edge over you for a role or commission?
FB: I don't think so, and if he would have been and he deserved it, I would have
been supportive of it, by all means . .. because ... I'm the kind of person

that totally, really supports talent where there is talent.

BDG: What do you perceive as the largest, most prevalent area of stereotyping
with regard to the black dancing body?

FB: Probably still the area that is the toughest to accept, all around, is seeing a
black dancer do a specific classical ballet that for years has had a tradition
of being performed by white dancers. . .. Like maybe Romeo and Juliet. 1t’s
not that it hasn’t happened . . . but it’s probably the kind of thing that is still
hard to accept—a black dancer doing Romeo or a Prince Siegfried [the
hero of Swan Lake], or maybe a Count Albrecht. People still, for whatever
reason, envision a Romeo and Juliet cast mainly with white dancers. And why
not a whole cast of blacks doing Romeo and Juliet? . . . 1 think that there’s still
a bit of stereotyping feeling out there. ... And ... there’s also still a bit of
technical limitations that exist. Not all the dancers, black or white, have the
technical means or facilities, the looks, to be able to technically or artisti-
cally dance or portray these demanding roles in the classics. . . . In the case,
for example, of a white dancer, not everybody has the right style or feeling
to be able to perform Coppélia [a comedy that is another staple in classical
ballet]. They may be too elegant for that role, or too tall. The same thing
can happen with an Afro-American dancer. Not everybody has the artistic
means or the technical means to interpret or dance these roles yet. But
those that do should be given the opportunity, and sometimes they are not

given enough opportunity.

BDG: Is there anything you'd like to add to wrap up the interview?
FB: One of my favorite T-shirts was one that [Maurice] Béjart [founder-
director of the Brussels-based ensemble Ballet of the 20th Century] used

to wear. . .. It says “Dance Is Universal” and then underneath it says

i. In her year-end assessment of dance for 2001, New York Times critic Anna Kisselgoff
characterized Acosta (and his partner, Tamara Rolo) as “symbols of perfection in Swan
Lake with the Royal Ballet [of London] in Boston.”
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something like “the planets are always revolving, aren’t we, too?” And 1
think dance is so global, universal, and constantly revolving. And we
cannot stereotype or limit ourselves from this revolving and growing as-
pect of dance. That’s what’s made dance a very exciting art form in this

past century.

I0LLAR

The diversity is g0 big in what we call black —and, really, what we call white.

BDG: Please talk about childhood body images, black or white, negative or pos-
itive, that shaped your development.

JWJZ: I don'’t really remember very many negative body images as a kid. I do
remember being teased because I was bowlegged. I developed breasts early,
so I think I was a little self-conscious about that . . . they were probably the
same size they are now. But, in terms of dance, I don’t remember having im-
ages of my body as negative until I went to college. . . . The fact that [ had a

butt—they [buttocks] were honored, were good values.

BDG: Any memorable media images?

JWJZ: The images were white: blond hair, you know. The villain was usually
dark haired. Even if you look at the Betty and Archie comic books — Betty
and Veronica—the good one was blond, the bad one brunette. . .. certainly
wasn't conscious of it as a kid, of what the greater thing that it might be say-
ing, but I know that I took it in. I always thought as a kid that I wanted to be
one extreme or the other. .. either very, very black —blue-black —or very
light. I didn’t like being brown, in between. [Zollar’s complexion is choco-

late brown.]

BDG: Why?

JWJZ: You would always hear the expression, “She’s so black, but she’s pretty,”
and I just thought it was such beauty in the people who were very black. And
then on the other side of it was the very light-skinned person, but I didn’t
want to be so light you didn’t know I was black.

BDG: How have size, shape, or color affected your choreography?
JWJZ: T'll start with size. What I became aware of is that because I am short
and muscular . . . I could move very fast, and so speed was something that

interested me. Speed, quick jumping, a quick athletic burst, which probably



Defying Stereotypes. Jawole Willa Jo Zollar. Photo by Cylla von Tiedemann.
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if I had a tall, very long back, that wouldn’t have been my movement inclina-
tion. . .. I think I used it to define the [UBW] aesthetic. I was interested in
moving . . . as fast as I could. And like bebop, it was like how much informa-
tion can I get in this short space of time, and the dancers would always say,
“It’s too fast” . .. and I'd always say, “I bet you Charlie Parker’s musicians
told him that, too. Just push for it.”

And what I like about a certain kind of speed is that the dancer also has
to let go of formal training because you can’t hold onto it once you get to a
certain kind of athletic speed, and that was a point often of resistance. . . . |
spend a lot of time with the dancers saying, “I don’t want to see your formal
training. I don’t want to see a certain kind of line. I want to see a raw physi-
cal movement that from the audience point of view, it looks like they [the au-
dience] could do it.” And I think that has sometimes translated to people as

the dancers didn’t have any technique.

BDG: ... when it’s just a different aesthetic.

JWJZ: It is another aesthetic. So it was often a point of stripping away what
you know. That’s a hard place for dancers. They spend all these years train-
ing, and then I'm saying, “No, I'm not interested.” But they needed the
training in order to have a certain kind of command of their bodies . .. So I
think that being aware that I was short and had a certain kind of physical
power really kind of defined the aesthetic.

BDG: How about shape and color?

JWJZ: I had always joked in college that when I graduated I was going to form
a group called Thunder Buns . . . because I just got so sick of hearing some-
body’s rear end was too big. . . . So certainly with other dancers [who hoped
to work with UBW] it wasn’t ever an issue for me. I wanted muscle tone. . . .
In terms of color I was aware that if the company ever became too 1ight, that
meant something to other people. And you know, one time [ looked up and
the company was four women who were light skinned. ... When I'm look-
ing at casting and auditioning I'm not thinking about those things, and I
don't like that I have to think about it. ... And now I look up and realize
that there are no light-skinned women. It’s the first time the company has
been all dark. . .. And surely somebody will say, “Oh, she doesn’t hire light-
skinned women,” just like people would say she doesn’t hire women with

straight hair, which has never been true. So you get all of these things.

BDG: These are some of the issues that inspired this book!
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JWJZ: Whether it is in your head or not, people are going to see it in that way
because race has meant so many things and people have cast [performers]
on those bases. So there is a history to that thinking . . . but it certainly is not

in my mind.

BDG: What images come to mind when I say “black dance”?

JWJZ: A rainbow. . . . I see a rainbow because I think black dance is really like
who we are in the society. We are absolutely everything and everyone and as
the black experience it means that you could be culturally white, raised in
the middle-class white suburbs, and that is your orientation, or it could
mean that you were raised in the inner city but you love classical music and
the opera. So to me, it absolutely is, it really is the full spectrum of, I would

say, the American experience.

BDG: And what about the term “white dance”?

JWJZ: I think the first thing that came up was Lucinda Childs and Merce Cun-
ningham. [Cunningham has created “abstract” dances on his New York-based
ensemble since 1952; Childs, one of his many students who moved abstraction
to a minimalist postmodern standard, was one of the original members of the
Judson Dance Theater of the 1960s.] Because it is, if I think of a white dance
aesthetic—and I won'’t say white dance, but a white cultural aesthetic—it’s
highly abstract. Emotion is not the driving force, or externalized emotion is not
the driving force behind what you experience as the audience. The hip move-
ment is fairly reserved, if there at all. It’s a fairly straight upper body, and it’s
very much an aesthetic of privilege, the privilege of not having to worry about

if the audience understands what you are doing or not.

BDG: Shifting the paradigm slightly, what images surface when I say “black
dancing bodies”?

JWJZ: Again I get a rainbow. Because I see all kinds of shapes and sizes. ... I
see women with butts, I see women with tall, model-like bodies. I see
breasts. | see dark skin, light skin, straight hair, no hair. . . . the diversity is

so big in what we call black —and, really, what we call white.

BDG: What about white dancing bodies?

JWJZ: In terms of white people, there is the same diversity as black people.
However, when I think of the white dancing body I think ballet has defined
that aesthetic, so I think of the Balanchine body, and 1 think of a flat butt
and no breasts—and that’s not really true of white people, but that’s what
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comes to my mind in terms of what the predominant idea is ... and also
what is thought of as having a good body for a dancer, which is the very
thin, no butt, with those hipbones [at the front of the pelvis] that just jut out.

BDG: What changes have developed for your generation, as compared to earlier
generations of dance practitioners, regarding these black/white categories?

JWJZ: Arthur Mitchell proved that black people could do ballet. I don'’t think
we have to prove that now, but I think that for earlier generations that had
to be proven. .. that a black body was capable of the kind of extreme
turnout that you use in ballet. . . . I don't think those things are issues [any-
more]. Or maybe . . . they are still issues, but . . . it's more “we know it, and
if you don’t understand it, well that’s your loss.” ... I think ... there was
never an answer to what white dance was. That question wasn’t even asked
in the earlier generation. . .. | guess 15 years ago, as | began asking the
question, it was a shock to people. . . . And I keep saying that I'm waiting for
a white dance festival to happen —where you sit on a panel and talk about

whiteness and what it means to be a white choreographer.

BDG: What current issues exist for blacks in ballet?
JWUJZ: There are lots of young black girls who go into ballet, and it’s hard for
them to stay there.

BDG: Are there differences for males and females?

JWJZ: Yes, absolutely. Because for black women ... if you're in a school,
everybody says Dance Theater of Harlem —go there. I mean, it’s great, but
there’s no other options. To a white dancer they’ll say, “Oh, have you looked
at this place and this place and this place?” But to a black dancer it’s the
Dance Theater of Harlem, and definitely more for females . . . because of the
shortage of men. . .. People are willing to become colorblind when it comes

to that shortage of good men dancers.

BDG: Any other areas of change between your generation and earlier generations?

JWJIZ: My mother was a dancer, and she wanted to do stuff like the Cotton
Club, but she was too dark. She always talked about being too dark. And
that was something that was always in my head: that she wasn't able to live
out her dream because of her skin color. She was one of those children who
grew up, and everybody said, “She’s dark, but she’s pretty.” So I was aware
of that, through wondering what would have opened up for my mother had
the color thing not been there.
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BDG: What was your earliest, first dance school experience involving black/white
dancing bodies?

JWJZ: The first dance school that I went to was the Conservatory of Music, in
Kansas City, Missouri [where Zollar grew up], that had a ballet program.
My mother called to see —she heard they had a new Russian teacher —she
called to see if they accepted black children, because this was in the '50s:
segregation. And the teacher being Russian was like, “Sure, of course.” . . .

We went, and she would say, “You look like a little monkey," or some-
thing like that —you know, she was talking to the whole class. But we as these
[black] children . .. are very aware that we are in this environment. First, the
strictness of the form, because she was very strict... I was maybe six. ...
And, in our minds we internalized it as “little black monkey.” Now, more than
likely she didn’t say that, but I think that’s how we heard it and how we expe-
rienced it, so we told my mother we didn’t want to go back there. . ..

So then she took us to a community dance school [run by] Joseph
Stevenson that was all black, in the heart of the black community. He had
studied with Katherine Dunham. ... He and his partner were ballroom
dancers. As well as staging revues, he would choreograph cotillions for the
black social clubs . .. and sometimes we were part of the entertainment for
those. So that’s where most of my training took place. . .. I don’t remember
anything about [ideal] body type, because it wasn't a technique. . . . It was
what people call traditional jazz dance. . . . That’s what I grew up doing. . . .
You put your individuality in your style; you had to develop a style. . .. And
so, if you were the big fat woman, you did the big fat woman dance, so it
wasn’t about a body type at all. ...

I remember feeling superior, even as a little kid. I remember saying to
someone [who studied at another children’s dance school] that they did that
white jazz . . . but we felt like we were doing [the real thing], and we weren't

trying to imitate white people. . . . And that aesthetic stayed with me.

BDG: What was your experience of black/white dancing bodies in college?

JWJZ: I first became aware that my butt was a problem [in college] because I
would have teachers who would say that it was too big. And I was hyper-
extended [that is, the lower back was over-arched], so I had teachers that
didn’t know how to talk about that. For them it was my butt rather than my
alignment. . .. This was the University of Missouri, Kansas City, early
'70s. ... The whole idea of [body] semantics was just really coming into

our ... vocabulary, so the teachers still didn’t know how to [change the
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frame of] reference, so we were still told to tuck [our buttocks] under. . . .
Pull up, tuck under, lock your knees: it was just a different way of approach-
ing teaching. . . . They didn’t know how to give me the language, so the way
they referenced it was my butt. So I became neurotic about my weight. Now

I weighed maybe 98 pounds, but I went on a diet to try to lose my butt.

[Note: See similar reflections by Meredith Monk in chapter 3.]

And the aesthetic . . . across the country, it wasn't just there . . . was very,

very thin. . .. I went to [graduate school at] Florida State in 75, and I went
on this 500-calorie-a-day diet. ... And I was running in the mornings. . ..
Fortunately I never went the route of anorexia or bulimia.... And at the

same time | was researching African dance for my MFA paper, and my focus
was on minstrelsy, which took me back to the plantation. . .. That's when I
started to become aware of [the fact] that, “I don’t have to buy into this.” And
that’s when I started talking about Thunder Buns and Company, and I
started getting very resentful every time somebody would make a remark
about my butt. ... Because what they were talking about was my hyper-
extended back and the lack of stretch in my lower spine and psoas [a set of
muscles used in flexing the hip] and the need to strengthen the abdominals,
but nobody knew how to talk about it in that form. . .. It has nothing to do
with the look of it, it has to do with the alignment, the physical alignment of
it, and I think that that [vocabulary] shift really made a lot of sense to me.

BDG: Now, please talk about black/white dancing bodies as issues have arisen in

your professional milieu.

JWUJZ: There is prejudice toward the very thin body . .. however, I think that

there is more diversity [nowadays]. . . . I remember Johanna Boyce and her
group, Cat Women . .. they were larger women, and [ think that Mark
Morris has a reputation for having dancers that are not bone thin ... and
even now we're seeing in the modeling and even in the actress thing, we're
seeing large women stepping forward, from Camryn Manheim [of the ABC-
TV series The Practice] to other large women. And maybe Oprah [Winfrey]

has accepted WhO she iS.

BDG: Moving to stereotypes, myths: What do white people say about black [danc-

ing] bodies —not your personal views, but the fables, the “word on the street”?

JWJZ: Well, there’s the stereotype of black people being able to jump higher.

And I do think that when you have a larger butt you have more power to
jump. . . . I think that when you have a combination of things —a larger butt,

powerful thighs and Achilles tendon, that’s a combination of elements that
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make you more able to jump, and I think that black people tend to have

those combinations more.

BDG: Then what about Mikhail Baryshinikov, Russian dancer and a fabulous
jumper?

JWJZ: With Baryshinikov, I would say look at his butt: It’s not flat, and he’s got
those powerful thighs!

BDG: Have you anything else to add regarding white stereotypes about black
bodies?

JWJZ: I'd be willing to guess that white people don’t talk about black people in
terms of their bodies as much as we think they do. My guess is it’s a different
kind of conversation, not about the black body but about aesthetics and
style. It’s much more subtle. Things like, “She should go to Ailey” ... not
that she doesn’t have the body [for performing with a major white com-
pany], but “Wow, she’s great, she should go to Ailey.”... I don’t think it
would even occur to them to send someone of my color to ABT.... My
technique wouldn’t matter . . . they would say “Dance Theater of Harlem.”

Pacific Northwest Ballet—it just wouldn’t occur [to them].

BDG: Have you any example of when you had the edge over a white dancer or
choreographer, for a role or commission?

JWJZ: No. I think that’s a myth. . . . I mean, look at how many black companies
there are [and how little work there is for us]. . . . like this year [2001] we
had not one booking for Black History Month and none last year, and next
year's very spotty for February.

BDG: Have you any example of when a white dancer or choreographer had the
edge over you?

JWJZ: I can't ever really prove that, but | certainly suspect that. . .. Is a main-
stream presenter going to have an all-black season? No. Are they going to
have one, maybe two, black companies? Probably. Do they think about . . .
the way it creates an advantage for the white companies? Is it malicious?
No. They’re just not going to have an all-black season. Could they have an
all-white season? Absolutely, but more than likely there will be one or two

“ IR » .
spec1al Interest’ companies.

BDG: What do you perceive as the largest, most prevalent area of stereotyping
with regard to the black dancing body in white culture?
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JWJZ: 1 think it has to do with what I would call the experimental dance. In
other words, if a white choreographer uses dancers that don’t have a cer-
tain technical facility . .. and it’s within the experimental milieu, I don’t
think there’s ever a thought that the dancers can’t [demonstrate profi-
ciency in technique]. . . . It’s thought of as an aesthetic choice. If as a black
choreographer you don’t use dancers from the Ailey model, and you use a
different model, it is absolutely always [assumed] that the dancers
can’t. ...l would say that is the big one.

[Note: Thea ts the vame opinion expressed by Garth Fagan in the “What It 1s” opening sec-

tion of chapter 1. If whites are experimental, it is deemed innovative by mainstream pundits.

Should blacks do the same, it is for lack of correct dance technique and training.)

BDG: What's the largest, most prevalent area of stereotyping with regard to the
black dancing body by black culture?

JWJZ: Ailey has been so wonderful and so successful that I think it has set up
one expectation of the dancer. And if you don'’t fit into that expectation . . . I
remember when [ first started black people would say, “She’s doing that
downtown experimental stuff.” ... I think it’s changing, [but] there was a
very narrow line for black dancers to walk in and if you were outside of that

line then you were into the white stuff.

BDG: Knowing that this work is about perception and reception of the black
dancing body, have you anything to add to wrap up the interview?

JWJZ: Well, 1 guess it’s wrong, but it’s a sort of stereotype that black people
didn’t have the type of feet that white people had, which of course isn’t true,
but I remember I was doing a concert with some colleagues from Florida
State University when they moved to New York. . . . After the performance
this young white woman came up to me and said, “I love your line,” and I
said, “Wait a minute: me?!” And she said, “Yeah, I loved your feet.. ..
Everybody else’s feet were all curved over, but yours were nice and

straight!”



LOCATION:
WHO'S THERE?

SUBJECT: CENSUS 2000—CHECK BLACK

By this time most of you should have already received your Census 2000 formo. There

are veveral ethnicities listed on the form. The black race needs to be counted. It is of the

utmoost importance. Just in case you are not sure which category you belong in, here

are a few helpful suggestions:

... If you can name all of the characters on the show, “Good Times,” check black;

If you are a white woman and only date black men', check black . . .

If you know what fat back and hog mawds are, check black . . .

If you can name three Al Green songy, check black . . .

If somebody in your family ts called Big Mama, check black . . .

If you eat greens more than three times a year; check black . . .

If you have more than two piercings in your ear or wear a nose ring, check black . . .

If you know how to do the Hucklebuck, Tootste Roll, or Electric Slide, check black . . .

If you have ever used the phrase “nah looka heyah,” “wachout there nab,” or “sho
nuff,” check black . . .

If you refer to anyone (family or friend) as Pookey or Boo, check black . . .

If your name ts or rhymes with Shanigua, check black . . .

If you understand ebonics or uve tt, check black . . .

If you have tape recorded music on your answering machine, check black. . . .

— Anonymous email circulated winter-spring 2000

“«

i.“...or black women” needs to be added. Even this witty exercise perpetuates the invisibiliza-
tion thrust upon gays and lesbians, as feminist sociologist Becky Thompson pointed out to me.
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I was one of many who received and forwarded this email at the beginning of the
new millennium. (Was it circulated only to people of color?) This hilarious send-
up actually serves as both a bonding device (some of the references, all of which
weren'’t quoted here, were very in-group) and an ironic statement about how diffi-
cult it is, in our day and age, to sort out who is or isn’t black. A particularly sar-
castic comment, “check black if you're white and date only blacks,” says a lot
about this blurring of identity. I can only guess the intentions of the author of this
message; for me, it points up the absurdity of race categories and the anachronis-
tic character of the Census. Still, race is always an issue of power, and “checking
black” is one of the few means for a historically oppressed people to have the
agency and power to mobilize against racism.

Like the sections that will follow, part I interrogated the black dancing
body and its relationship to racialized constructs. And what of the generic
“black” or “white” body? One summer morning as my husband and I sat in the
outpatient admissions office at Temple University Hospital, we passed the time
by “body watching” with a vengeance: As serious fun related to the work on this
book, we observed the buttocks of every passer-by. In this half-hour or so we
witnessed a world of Variety proceed before our eyes, represented in many eth-
nicities. Finally, we zeroed in on black women’s buttocks: big butt, small butt,
no butt, low butt, high butt—describing them as they sauntered or hurried by.
The variety within an ethnicity at a given moment in a given locale is profuse.
Scientists and other scholars have acknowledged this fact for generations, but
the public domain doesn’t get it or doesn’t want to get it. There is no black body
type, but lots and lots of variations and combinations—no average, no “mean.”
We simply cannot quantify or control human diversity by our constructs.
Blacks come in all sizes, shapes, and colors. The black (dancing) body is a
sociocultural concept, not a biological imperative, and the term “black dance” is
really a misnomer. As Jawole Willa Jo Zollar pointed out in her interview, we
could more appropriately speak of “black dance aesthetics.” The black dancing
body —be it black, white, or brown —is the body that is shaped by black culture,
by growing up listening to Al Green, doing the Electric Slide or the Freak in the
living room, dancing with sisters and cousins while grown-ups sit in armchairs
and on sofas, egging you on while protecting your space. It is as close to home
as maestro George Balanchine sending his ballerinas to study with Katherine
Dunham and asking Arthur Mitchell to show them how to do “old-fashioned
jazz"l; and as far afield as a Taliban soldier in Afghanistan asking a relief worker
to demonstrate rapping and confirm that there are people who are black living
in the United States. Black people’s culture, black people’s bodies, are every-

where —a constellation of attitudes-habits-predilections, the sum of which are
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reduced to the least common denominator by using the terms “black dance” and
“black dancing body.”

“Who's there?” is the opening line of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, spoken by
palace guard Bernardo, to which guard Francisco replies, “Nay, answer me:
stand, and unfold yourself.” Who is there when we name a person by her so-
called race or even ethnicity? Who and what do we see when one stands and un-
folds —reveals —oneself? In the 2000—2001 theater season director Peter Brook’s
production of this classic played in Seattle, Chicago, London, and New York.
Brook cast Adrian Lester, a young, dreadlocked Afro-British actor, in the lead.
In a symbolic way, Brook’s choice was an in-your-face response to the two open-
ing lines of the play, an updating that brought the immediacy of contemporary
life into a centuries-old text. Who is Hamlet, or Sundiata? Who is King Arthur,
or Hannibal? Who's there when we speak of black or white? Who's there, when
the black body has been interrogated, tried, and convicted on the basis of a white
aesthetic? Who's there, when Adrian Lester can play Hamlet but Zane Booker
cannot play Romeo?

At the equator of our race consciousness, who's there?
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MAPPING THE TERRITORIES
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A woman'’s face, dominated by a frightened, wide-eyed stare: Male hands reach out
and pry her lips away from her teeth so that she seems to sneer beneath her petriﬁed
gaze. She is naked. The doctor begins describing her, as he continues to manipulate
her body: “Rounded gums. [Clasping her jaw, turning her head from side to side:]
Slight Prognathism. [Measuring nose with small ruler:] Nostrils arched. Nasio-
labial space normal. [Simultaneously spreading her nostrils and flattening them
against her face:] Septum slightly flattened. [More manipulations of her body parts
continue, with accompanying comments:] Lower lip fleshy. Prognathous jaw typical
of non-Furopean races. Forehead narrow. Scalp low. Hair thick, oily, shiny. Ears
normal —lobes not fixed, slanted. Upper eyelids drooping. Skin swarthy. Hips natu-
rally large and flaccid. Soles of the feet flat—arch totally absent.”

This “examination” was not performed on a black body, but on a woman sus-
pected of being Semitic (defined in the film as Jewish, Armenian, or Arab) during
World War II. It is the opening scene from Joseph Losey’s chilling movie about
Nazi-occupied France, Mr. Kletn (1977), demonstrating that when we want to iden-
tify someone as Other, we go to the body. But it could have been Georges Cuvier
examining Sara Baartman, the so-called Hottentot Venus, in the Paris of 1820.
Whether Africans or Jews are the targets, the mythology runs along para]le] tracks
in the Aryan-colonialist imaginary. Nevertheless, there is no universally ideal body
type. Bodies are idealized for specific political, economic, and social purposes of in-
clusion/exclusion, for purposes of figuring out where the Self ends and the Other
begins. As far as dance is concerned, the high lateral arch in the feet that is valued in
ballet is, in its own way and in other aesthetic perspectives, ugly and inflexible. For
certain techniques (such as Bharata Natyam, a form of southern Indian dance) a
flat foot slapping the floor is the best carrier of the aesthetic. Likewise, all bodies
can be trained to fit a given dance ideal, provided that there is no medical dysfunc-
tion and the dancer begins early enough in childhood for the body to shape itself
around the demands of that particular technique. And that is what ballet, Bharata
Natyam, tap, and every other form of dance across the planet and across the eras
have set out to do: to train bodies to move in their preferred manner and in accord

with their aesthetic ideal.



LATITUDE Il 108

There is no inherent value in having highly arched feet or an unarched
spine: both, in the extreme, portend imminent anatomical problems (arthritis of
the feet; an inflexible upper back). Likewise, there is nothing inherently wrong
about unarched feet and an arched spine, although both, like their opposites, can
lead to muscular-skeletal problems (poor alignment; lower back pain). And let us
remember that there are “white people" with flat feet and swa_ybacks and “black
people" with military backs and arched feet.! Race theory based on body types
stands on shaky ground. On one hand, white dancers have developed the “posi-
tion Négroide” —namely, arched spine, buttocks stuck out—after training in
African dance and practicing that carriage as part of the package. This stance (so
named and utilized as part of the mime techniques taught to my husband during
his training at the Mary Wigman studio in 1950s Berlin) is unwittingly valued
and practiced by high-fashion models as a sexually alluring posture.

On the other hand, black dancers have developed ballet bodies. Surely, no
dancing body—black, brown, or white —is inherently unfit for any kind of
dance. Instead, cultural preferences by the established pundits of taste set and
shape the exclusive criteria that distinguish one culture’s values from another,
one dance form from another. It’s really more about what we like to Jee than
what the dancing body can be taught to do. And no dance form or technique is
based upon “the natural body,” whatever that might be. Each form carries its
own human-made (usually man-made) aesthetic criteria that represent a partic-
ular culture’s needs, aspirations, preferences, and dislikes in a particular era.
And each form, even those that we call classical or traditional, has changed over
time. Thus, the twentieth-century ballet body looked very little like its nine-
teenth-century counterpart. Visual renderings and written accounts of Marie
Taglioni or Fanny Elssler in the European ballet world of the 1830s—-1840s give
a different impression than what is communicated by ballerinas like Suzanne
Farrell or Darci Kistler, late-twentieth-century American ballerinas trained in
the Balanchine tradition, or even by mid-twentieth-century stars like the Bol-
shoi Ballet’s Maya Plisetskaya or the Royal Ballet's Margot Fonteyn. Even
more interesting changes can be seen in the Chinese style of ballet that held
sway during the Communist reign there. Twentieth-century dancing bodies re-
flected twentieth~century values. They became taller, longer limbed, and more
muscular, acrobatic, speedy, and technically sensational than their nineteenth-
century forerunners. We may still recognize it as the same aesthetic form in both
centuries, but the vhapes were different. Change in technical training and overall
lifestyle led to different body profiles. In the twenty-first century there will be a
central role for black and brown bodies in ballet: Classical forms either accom-

modate or perish.
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No one assumed that whites couldn’t perform traditionally black dances.
Black forms have held sway in defining white popular entertainment since the
nineteenth-century minstrel era and the twentieth-century Broadway and night-
club periods through millennial entertainments such as MTV and the live mega-
shows of pop recording artists. Stars like Madonna (who, early on, studied
dance at the Alvin Ailey American Dance Center) not only surrounded them-
selves with dancers of color, but also incorporated the latest black-derived dance
forms in their shows. This current trend parallels the white Virginia Minstrels of
the 1840s incorporating their versions of black plantation dances in their staged
routines. In the popular arena, black dances, separated from black bodies, be-
come the means of production for distilled white versions—modesty-modified
imitations —that meet an acceptable white standard before they can be inte-
grated into the white mainstream. (Again, the appropriation-approximation-
assimilation model at work.) It is the difference between a one-step performed
by Vernon and Irene Castle —the White, turn-of~the-century ballroom team
adored by high society, and the same dance done by its Turkey-Trotting origina-
tors in black America. Whites have the privilege of appropriating black cultural
goods and tailoring them to their culture-specific needs. Up until the 1960s this
change predicated modification of Africanist torso articulation (namely, isolating
and playing the body parts one against the other so that chest, rib cage, back,
belly, pelvis, and buttocks have the option of working independently or sepa-
rately). In the Protestant Christian underpinnings of mainstream white culture,
overt use of the separate parts of the torso reads as sexually suggestive. In black
diasporan culture, using the torso is not mainly or necessarily a sexual come-on,
but an aesthetic value based on whole-body dancing. This helps explain why
black children are encouraged to learn the latest fad dances. They are not being
trained by their elders to lead a life of promiscuity, but to carry on a tradition of
polycentric, polyrhythmic body fluency.

George Lipsitz in The Possessive Investment in Whiteness talks about a remark-
able retention phenomenon amongst plantation-era Africans: “Even when slaves
and free blacks found themselves dependent upon European or American tools
and artifacts, they put them to use in distinctly African fashion.”? Let us make a
figurative inversion of this theory and look upon the black dancing body parts —
particularly the buttocks-pelvic region—as a “tool” used in “distinctly African
fashion” in social and grass-roots dances. Problems arise when in the white arena
blacks are required to deploy that body in Europeanist fashion. In the subse-
quent paragraph Lipsitz states that many (white) Americans “still don’t want an
African hut in their country. They understand that the unity forged through the

possessive investment in whiteness depends upon the erasure —or at least the
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eclipse —of the African ... pasts.” Likewise, the unity of the Europeanist danc-
ing body ideal —verticality —needs to erase or, at least, subdue the Africanist
body. So inferiority is the tool. Africanist ways of moving body parts (feet, but-
tocks, belly) and Africanist characteristics (skin color, hair texture, facial fea-
tures) are deemed “bad.” But these features and attributes have shaped black
survival and black cultures, compelling black peoples to transform the bad into
“the baaaaad,” to revise the negative into a positive.

How hard black dancers have had to work to disprove the assumptions
about black bodies as unfit for “white” dance forms! With regard to what it can
or cannot do, the black dancing body has been victimized by “the soft bigotry of
low expectations” (to borrow one of the education slogans of President George
W. Bush) as well as by outright racism. And even now there are those inside and
outside the dance world who still pose the question: Are black bodies fit for bal-
let? Yet statements by experts, including the Merce Cunningham dance
archivist, David Vaughan, and revered Manhattan ballet coach Richard Thomas,
reinforce the main premises of this book. According to Vaughan, “Ballet tech-
nique has always accommodated itself to human bodies in all their variety.”
Thomas states, “Anybody can do ballet. It’s not a matter of how _you're built but
of whether you have a brain.” His comment is telling and puts the issue of the
dancing body into another realm by insinuating that it may be more important to
be a thinking body, an intelligent body, than a perfect body. As Shelley Washing-
ton said, “I've never seen anyone who had everything who was as good as some-
body who was missing something ... white or black.... The perfect body
doesn’t work. . .. You have to have something that you have to overcome . ..
something that you have to work on, something that makes you vulnerable.”
These statements remind us that dance is a process, not only a product, and that
a dancer evolves. Washington talks about the work she did to develop her lateral
arch in such a way that she looks rather astounding on point. She also addresses
the fact that, having taken up yoga at age 40, she has gained ﬂexibilit_y in her
limbs and spine that she never had as an active performer with the Twyla Tharp
ensemble. Had she studied yoga as a child her dancing body might have devel-
oped quite differently. Then, again, the fact that she didn’t —and waged a battle
against tight, narrow hips—may have had a lot to do with the extraordinary
dancer she turned out to be. I discovered yoga in my twenties, and for me, too, it
opened up a world of flexibility that I had been unable to achieve in my ballet
and modern dance training. With many contemporary dancers of various ethnic-
ities looking to yoga as an auxiliary movement technique (which, unfortunately,
is a reductive approach to this holistic practice), others who deemed themselves

inflexible may be in for rewarding surprises.
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The geography of the black dancing body: I began this section in the fall of
2001, not long after the September 11 attacks on New York’s World Trade Cen-
ter. The day that marked the second month after the tragedy was a Sunday as
well as Veterans day —a holiday that, this time around, was not simply an excuse
for another long weekend. Significantly and symbolically this was also the day
that the United States began bombing Afghanistan. The line from an old ballad
that declares autumn in New York is “often mingled with pain” kept flashing in
my mind. Practically the entire, fat, November 11 New York Times read like a me-
morial. One article resonates with the topic of this book. “New Yorkers Lose
Their Inner Rand McNally; Sept. 11 Rips Up Mental Maps That Guide City
Dwellers’” Lives,” by Kirk Johnson, contended that without the navigational
guide of the Twin Towers as their pilot, people in my home town were disori-
ented, their mental maps of security destroyed: “The human sense of order, pre-
dictability and stability is linked directly to the shape and texture of the physical
world, and particularly to the landmarks that define it and in turn, define us.”?
Indeed, external landmarks can be milestones, borders, boundaries, or beacons.
With familiar landmarks gone, that which was known becomes suspect, if not
feared, and disorientation may set in.

This landmark concept can be applied to what it means to be black in the
United States. For many African Americans, numerous urban and rural areas
across the nation have functioned as symbolic land mines posted with invisible
“No Trespassing” signs. Lying beyond topographical markers are the physiologi-
cal landmarks that have defined the black (dancing) bod_y as an embattled terri-
tory. Feet: black feet programmed to accommodate the enslaved black body that
was forced to work like a beast of burden; feet that were obliged to dance for
one’s supper or that dared steal away to freedom. Feet shackled to other feet,
having to negotiate a common rhythm for their shuffle steps so that the chains
didn'’t cut into the ankles as the “gang” lumbered forward. Skin color that made
one both visible and invisible, seen too much and noticed too little. Skin that, for
Bible-toting southern fundamentalists, was “the mark of Ham,” the darker Old
Testament brother who was destined to a life of trials and tribulations. (And
what better way to self-righteously justify slavery than to dehumanize the en-
slaved.) Hair that could get you in trouble: Oh, what a landmark it is! Unruly,
wiry hair; rough hair, tough hair; reviled, revolutionary hair undermined by
slave owners who could force an African to refer to his hair as “wool,” rather
than hair —their way of wiping him off the map of humankind. Some female
slave owners punished enslaved females by personally shaving their heads.® The
loss of this “natural” landmark equates with navigating minus one’s pilot. And

then there are the buttocks and the rampant sexual m_ythology accruing around
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this endangered site: the female buttocks —defiled by night against woman’s will,
defamed by day by the mockery of dominant culture females.

Sometimes, when there is nothing else to lean on, these physiological land-
marks act like geographical beacons that highlight and fix our sense of human
order, provided that we are strong enough to see them in a positive light and re-
sist the trap of self-hatred. Accordingly, in the Africanist worldview big butts,
arched spines, and feet making full contact with the ground are valued. In the
Europeanist perspective black bodies represent an Other order, both desired and
detested. This map of difference was the starting point for white minstrelsy. The
quest to apprehend and appropriate what was distinctive about blacks —and to
demystify the difference by labeling it inferior —focused on the black body.

Each chapter in part II opens with a memoir on my own dancing body. We
start at the bottom of the map —down there, at the feet, the demonized yet envied
black dancing feet—and work our way up through chapters on buttocks, skin,
and hair. Where do gender and sexuality fit into the picture? Everywhere —since
the fables that surround the black (dancing) body are landscaped in gendered
sexual tropes. “Feet” focuses on three male dancers in celebration and affirma-
tion of the righteousness of their glorious grounding, beginning with minstrelsy’s
William Henry Lane, better known as Master Juba. The buttocks chapter
zooms in on mythologies around the black female behind, beginning with the
Khoikhoi woman who was abducted and paraded around nineteenth-century
Europe as the Hottentot Venus. It moves on to a discussion of two women who
used the stereotype with wit and irony in order to transcend it. These choices do
not mean that black male rear ends or black female feet were let off the hook of
historical calumny or, alternately, were lacking in talent. Rather, they show that
black males and females each had their own crosses to bear, with ethnocentric is-
sues in daily life (such as the sexual attraction-repulsion around the black female
buttocks) replicated in the dance arena —illustrating my contention that dance is
a measure of society, not something apart from it. Furthermore, there have been
fabulous female dancing feet in every era and genre since the post-minstrel pe-
riod (1890s) when women were first introduced to the early vaudeville stage.
This is another invisibilized story that deserves its own telling. Pre—~World War I
talents like Ida Forsyne and swing era dancers like the Whitman Sisters and
Jeni Le Gon are the tip of this crop of unsung maestros. Contemporary perform-
ers like Ayodele Casel (who has worked with Savion Glover) and Germaine In-
gram (the Philadelphia-based muse, inspiration, and partner to master tapper
LaVaughan Robinson) continue the tradition.

Whether a ballerina or a “booty" dancer, you start with your feet on the

ground.
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FEET

My feet: Zolz;] and /mlzy, like my hands. S[/'tm_qe[y, my é{q loes were alzg/c& inward at birth —
maybe proto-dancer toes, since vo many of us wind up with bunions anyway. (It was my par-
ents’ choice not to have them broken and reset while I was a baby.) I have what is termed a high
inotep (that is, the lateral arch is situated closer to the ankle than the toes), which makes the
dancing foot look nicely pointed, even though I don’t have a high arch. My toes and ankles, like
all my joints, are very flexible: good for plasticity in movement, bad with regard to making me
prone to injury. (The downside of flexibility is lack of strength.) Early on I was made aware of
the stereotypes around black feet: Big, flat, and inarticulate were frequent descriptors. Growing
up 1 wao too black, too tall, and my feet were too big—and, ooooh, those crooked toes!

Dance saved me! At Mary Anthony s studio in lower Manbattan my body was valued for
(ts elongated, lyrical line, and my feet were used as exemplars. They were neither perfect nor
beautiful, but my use of them showed how ordinary feet could be put to excellent use. Anthony
potnted this out to a couple of (Jewish) friends of mine who were dancing with her at that time
(mid-1960s: back then I wads the only dancer of color in the ensemble). These feet were fast and
Sflexible. They 0id the job, after all. And me? I wav in the thrall of the white dancing body —an

oreo wanting to succeed as a white modern dancer in black skin.
[QNN)

1 know my feet, all about them. It like my feet are the drumy, and my shoes are the
aticks. . .. My left beel is . . . my bass drum. My right heel ts like the floor tom-tom. I can
get a anare out of my right toe, a whip sound, not putting it down on the floor hard, but
kind of whipping the floor with it. I get the sounds of a top tom-tom from the balls of my
Jeet. ... [1 get the hi-hat sound] with a slight toe lift, either foot. . .. And if I want cym-
baly, crash crash, thati landing flat, both feet, full strength on the floor.

—Savion Glover, My Life in Tap
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Feet are so important to dancers because they ground us, and we need to know
where we stand. They give us security and are our launching pad for fast and
furious or light and airborne movement. Whether black, brown, or white, on
Broadway, the ballet stage, or the street corner, dancers spend a lot of time
working —and working on —their feet.

Before Jews were considered white they, too, were characterized as people
with flat feet, “bad” feet. It is remarkable how, once white skin privilege is be-
stowed upon an ethnic group, the stigmas attached to their bodies are miracu-
lously erased. No one complains about the Jewish foot in the contemporary
dance world. So what has changed? The feet? The perception? The acceptance?
And why should this issue still be discussed with regard to black dancers? Al-
though subjected to calumny in comic routines, these black feet were admired in
minstrelsy and vaudeville for their speed and articulate clarity. Charles Dickens,
commenting on the dancing of Master Juba in 1840s London, stretches to find
the words to adequately express his enthusiasm for what he has seen.! The style
initiated by Juba would ultimately be refined and finessed into what we now call
tap dance, a form practiced as frequently and Wholeheartedly b_y whites as by
blacks; for, like all things American, no one ethnic group can keep exclusive
claim on a cultural skill for long. As Le Roc, a 20-something British R&B singer
put it: “White singers get more credit for being able to sing and dance black than
black singers do.”? A dancer like James Brown, largely self-taught, brought foot-
work to new heights of achievement in his fast-paced, raw execution. But these
pop styles of dance, even though appropriated by white practitioners, were
looked upon as the rightful place for black dancers to hang out. The real prob-
lems arose whenever blacks moved toward mastery of “white” forms.

To draw this map of black feet I begin with a sketch of William Henry Lane
and minstrelsy, fast forward to James Brown, stop by for a visit with Gregory
Hines en route to the world of Savion Glover, and wind up at the feet of ballet

and some roving myths.

FEET, DON'T FAIL ME—MASTER JUBA

William Henry Lane was a youth who spent his entire life dancing, frequently
in competition against white soloists in jigging matches. Lane died in 1852 when
he was about 27 years old. Yet, a rendering of him from a poster for his appear-
ance at London’s Vauxhall Gardens (in the Harvard Theatre Collection) looks
like the portrait of a middle-aged man. Part of the aging appearance is due to
the black, burnt cork and exaggerated lips in the depiction: He is made up and

disguised in the minstrel mask. In the mid-nineteenth century, Lane would not
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have been allowed to perform except in blackface. This artist was the link be-
tween black and white dance and dancers and black and white minstrelsy, a
crosser of borders who was hired by the entrepreneur P. T. Barnum (later of cir-
cus fame) when Barnum’s white minstrel, John Diamond, quit.3

Lane’s sobriquet, Master Juba, conjures up images of an older African step
dance, Giouba, brought to the Americas in Middle Passage, which, according to
dance historian Marian Hannah Winter, “somewhat resembled a jig with elabo-
rate variations, and occurs wherever the Negro settled, whether in the West In-

4 "Juba" was a common name fOI‘ enslaved AfI‘iC&l’lS that

dies or South Carolina.
was associated particularly with dancers and musicians. Stearns and Stearns de-
scribe the Juba step as a “sort of eccentric shuffle,” which, in its Cuban form,
fused “steps and figures of the court of Versailles . . . with the hip movements of
the Congo."5 Another step, “Pattin’ Juba,” consisted of “foot tapping, hand clap-
ping, and thigh slapping, all in precise rhythm."6 This variation was the forerun-
ner of the Hambone, a percussive song-movement form popularized in
twentieth-century rural African American communities. Thus, it was a tribute to
black history and traditions that Lane was dubbed Master Juba.

Although he has been all but forgotten, Lane was characterized by Winter as
the “most influential single performer of nineteenth-century American dance.””
There is little documentation of his work beyond a smattering of newspaper and
journal accounts from the era, including a famous one by Charles Dickens from his
American Notes (published in 1842) and several reviews from Lane’s extended stay
in London (1848 until his death there in 1852). By these accounts (and by studying
the few extant renderings of him) we can surmise that Lane’s contribution was in
forging an original, innovative merger of Africanist-based torso articulations, foot-
work, and rhythmic syncopation with Europeanist steps characteristic of the Irish
Jig and perhaps even the “steps and figures of the court of Versailles.” This is why
Winter characterized him as an artist of utmost importance: In merging these two
streams Lane laid the groundwork for twentieth-century pop culture and its seam-
less fusion of black and white forms that is so definitively American.

Let us jump cut to Lane’s feet and their significance. We can surmise that he
utilized his feet as percussion instruments and introduced the speed, syncopa-
tion, and sophisticated complexity of African rhythms to the white popular stage,
challenging the hegemony of white dancers who, themselves, imitated black
street and plantation steps and movements in an attempt to enliven their rou-
tines. But Lane was the real thing, “the genuine article.” As speedily and intri-
cately as his most famous competitor, John Diamond, could dance, apparently

Lane could outdo him. The /llustrated London News of 8 May 1848 asked, “How
could he . .. make his feet twinkle until you lose sight of them altogether in his
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energy?” Another critic commented that he had never before witnessed “such
flexibility of joints, such boundings, such slidings, such gyrations, such toes and
heelings, such backwardings and forwardings, such posturings, such firmness of
foot.” Still another clipping from that 1848 London season gushed, “The manner
in which he beats time with his feet, and the extraordinary command he pos-
sesses over them, can onl_y be believed by those who have been present at his ex-
hibition,” while another characterized his work as “an ideality . . . that makes his
efforts at once grotesque and poetical.”® So these feet were amazing in bringing
to bear elements that left his critics speechless and grasping to create neologisms
(“backwardings and forwardings”) that could replicate his innovations. Dickens
wrote of Lane’s "sing]e shufﬂe, double shufﬂe, cut and cross-cut . . . presenting
the backs of his legs in front, spinning about on his toes and heels like nothing
but the man’s fingers on the tambourine.” As an earlier, American handbill read,
“No conception can be formed of the variety of beautiful and intricate steps ex-
hibited by him with ease.”°

The best living analogy I can think of for “twinkling” one’s feet until they be-
come a blur is the fantastic tap artistry of Savion Glover. I project Glover’s feet
onto the descriptions of Lane and realize that Lane is Glover’s aesthetic ancestor.
(Of course, there are huge differences, since each artist represents the culture,
styles, and mores of his era.) The repetition of the word “such” in one review
gives a sense of the rhythm, repetitive but syncopated, of Lane’s offerings. And
still the writer observes and comments that Lane is firm on his feet, a basic requi-
site for dancing excellence. Obviously the young man is technically accom-
plished, knows what he’s doing, and is in control. Lane’s energy is also cited.
Recall that, in the chapter on definitions of black dance, an ineffable quality of
energy was one of the characteristics given by several dancers. Juba’s energy
and ease add up to charisma. The man had “soul,” and all indicators point to the
genius that lived in his feet. A steady stream of white and black imitators fol-
lowed on the minstrel stage and Lane’s innovations were carried over into early
vaudeville, which is how and why his legacy was transmitted down through the
ages and can be tasted even today in the work of Savion Glover.

Dickens’s comment about Lane’s use of toes and heels like the fingers of a tam-
bourine player are particularly telling. This observation is consistent with what we
now call tap dancing, wherein toes and heels are played alternately, sometimes con-
trapuntally, like percussion instruments, and are as specific and sensitive as fingers
playing an instrument. Clearly Lane had traveled beyond the conventions of the
nineteenth-century Irish Jig and even beyond the complexities of the Africanist Jig
as performed on southern plantations. As the Stearnses explain, Lane came on the

scene at the moment when the specific meaning of the term “jig” as an Irish folk
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dance was being amended to mean black dancing in general.!! By then both
Africans and Irish were performing step dances that were generically called jigs.
The term later becomes pejoratively associated with African Americans as in “jig
piano,” an early form of ragtime music, “jig top,” the segregated section of white
rural carnivals and circuses, and “jigaboo,” one of many white epithets for African
Americans. Cutting his eyeteeth in New York City’s notoriously raucous Five
Points ghetto of poor Irish immigrants and free Africans, Lane absorbed, embodied,
and re-created both traditions in his own ingenious dancing image. The observer
who characterized his work as both grotesque and poetical is pointing out that Lane
established an aesthetic that differs radically from the Irish Jig. He offered to white
audiences a black aesthetic by deconstructing the ramrod straight torso of the Irish
jiggers and replacing it, first, with a torso that bends, torques, and leans asymmetri-
cally pitched off-center (as in the Vauxhall Gardens rendering) in a decidedly
Africanist posture; second, with legwork that in the swing era (1920s—1940s) would
be characterized as “legomania” and entailed exaggerations in bending the knees
and twisting and spreading the legs in ways that were unheard of in the Irish Jig;
and, third, with his fabulous ball-toe-heel syncopated footwork. These characteris-
tics were considered ignoble postures until Lane, through his charismatic presenta-
tion, transformed the ugly into the beautiful, astounding audiences by presenting
the grotesque as poetic—a metamorphosis that is achieved only through consum-
mate artistry and a total engagement between the performer and the form, the
dancer and the dance. Lane brokered contradictions through the force and power
of his black dancing body.

Returning to the Vauxhall Gardens rendering, Lane’s feet are the most beau-
tiful, delicate, and detailed part of the picture.!? He is wearing shiny black, low-
heeled boots that end just below his knees. His feet are almost balletically turned
out. His torso is asymmetrically poised in a jazzy position, one hip jutting out.
His hands are coolly tucked in his pockets. The toes of his boots are finely ta-
pered finmals for his ]ong, narrow feet. The boots, the feet, are the center of focus,
attention, and energy. They look as though they were built for speed. Indeed,
these are toes that look ready to twinkle and feet that look considerably younger
and more plastic than the rest of the body, with the face the least expressive of all
(which is the price paid for blacking up). Is this likeness an idealization on the
artist’s part? If so, that would be a radical way of portraying a black minstrel:
Most nineteenth-century renderings were demeaning. Perhaps the visual artist
was confronted with a classic dilemma of representation —namely, that it is most
difficult to depict something unfamiliar. In this case, artists tend to resort to a fa-
miliar conception or idea, rather than what they see (namely, the new, strange

phenomenon).'? That’s why many early Enlightenment renderings of Africans
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were Europeanized to fit the ideal of the noble savage. In terms of facial features
and bodily postures, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century portraits of Africans
look like Europeans in modified blackface. The Vauxhall Gardens artist may
have unwittingly neutralized some of Lane’s distinctiveness—and blackness—
through the fact of inadvertent ethnocentrism. Nevertheless, there is a force and
energy in the depiction that attests to Lane’s uniqueness.

If the Vauxhall sketch is an idealization, then by coincidence it runs parallel
to the norms of traditional African art which is never realistic but always concep-
tual. The classical African artist works with what 1s &rzown, rather than what 1s
seen. Accordingly, there is no continental African standard of representational,
naturalistic portraiture or landscape art. Instead, a sculptor may exaggerate the
size of the human head in relation to other body parts to show that the person is
a head of state; or the breasts to show that the individual is a nurturer. Thus,
ironically, one might “read” the Vauxhall picture in an Africanist context: Since
Lane’s feet are the center of his gravitational pull, as well as the center of our at-
tention, they are represented here symbolically, not naturalistically. Beyond
these speculations what we can say, conclusively, is that this representation of
Lane’s feet reinforces their power.

Before leaving Lane, let us take a step backward for a brief glimpse at some
of the Africanist forces that shaped him. We must look to the plantation era to
theorize Lane’s development as proto tap dancer.

Rhythm: African rhythm is the signature that separates Lane’s style from the
white styles of his era. The centrality of multiple rhythms (polycentrism) and mul-
tiple meters (polymetrics) is characteristic of almost all forms of continental
African performance and is exhibited in song, dance, and music styles. In addi-
tion, these expressive forms were interconnected: African musicians also danced
and sang. Lane himself was an expert tambourine player.!* He was also the sum
of all the African pasts that preceded him. His feet had a reason to be brilliant.
Generations earlier, immediately after Middle Passage, African drums were out-
lawed in the United States (although not as definitively in the Caribbean and
South America). The feet—as well as hands clapped together or patted on various
body parts and “found” instruments such as spoons, buckets, or brooms —had to
carry out the function of the drums. In addition, enslaved Africans were forced to
give up their religious practices and become Christians. The Protestant denomi-
nations frowned upon dance, particularly fanc_y footwork. But African religions
were danced religions. Practitioners embodied their deities through codified
dance movements that involved not only footwork but also the articulate African-
ist torso, which was alien to a Europeanist dance aesthetic based upon the vertical

alignment seen in forms such as ballet, the Irish Jig, and English Clog dancing.
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Fortunately, plantation-era African American Christian ceremony was seg-
regated from white practice, enabling Africans to develop their own style and
criteria that modified yet retained a host of African characteristics. Out of these
restrictions enslaved Africans created a religious practice known as the Ring
Shout (which will be discussed again in the final chapter). Instead of sitting still
on upright wooden pews and facing a proscenium altar to listen quietly to a
preacher, they preserved the African centrality of the circle, communal worship,
and improvisation. In the Ring Shout practitioners moved in a counterclockwise
direction (an African tradition) while singing, chanting, and improvising a cap-
pella versions of Christian hymns that were embellished by African techniques of
repetition and polyphony and accompanied by body percussion and rhythms on
buckets, brooms, and other found objects. Improvised variations were their cre-
ative ways of moving to these rhythms and traveling in the circle.

There was a particular Protestant taboo about crossing the feet while moving
(since foot patterns could be construed as dancing), sometimes expressed in
rhymes to remind errant feet to watch their manners. (One such ditty warns,
“Watch out, Sister, how you step on the cross, your foot might slip, and your soul
get lost.”) Honoring both African and European needs, enslaved Africans found
ways to shift weight from heels to toes, to insides and outer edges of the feet, mov-
ing the feet in various directions, turning toes and knees in and out, sliding, glid-
ing, shuffling, stomping the feet—without ever crossing them or lifting them from
the ground. On top of this they articulated the torso and limbs in counter rhythms
and different directions, adding syncopations and improvised movements
throughout the body. Thus, they were not breaking white Protestant rules—not
dancing, in a European sense! What they were doing, in an exquisite example of
acculturation, was inventing a new dance form! What I have described would
look like an early form of pre-tap dance called buck dancing. This is the form that
Lane inherited, along with African and Irish forms of the jig. So the shuffling syn-
copation of the Ring Shout and buck dance and Lane’s ingenious innovations

were Africanist ancestors in the evolution and development of tap dance.

DANCING AGAINST THE GRAIN—JAMES BROWN'S BODY

Moot of the entertainers out there, I taught them moost of the things
they know. But 1 didn’t teach them all the things 1 know.
—James Brown, quoted In Selby, Everybody Dance Now

Everything about James Brown’s body personifies the full map of this book and

the chapters in this section: His skin color, hair texture (and aesthetic adjustments
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of same), facial features, and body build (filling the stereotypes of a muscular
physicality, with a definitely prominent rear end) are the embattled territories
where the black dancing body has fought to make a place for itself in mainstream
culture. He deserves serious praise — “props”—for utilizing physical attributes
which, when he started out in the 1950s, were seen as negative in the world of
white pop culture. But Brown brought them —himself, that is —to the mainstream
table and began the initial thrust that four decades later would result in appropri-
ation of the hip hop body by white mainstream youth. He even managed to rede-
fine old gestures that had been tainted by slavery. Thus he could bend, bow, fall to
his knees (oh, please, baby, please!) in humility. An important point: Brown hum-
bled himself in the name of love, and the love he calls for seems to beg for re-
sponse from a black woman. I mention this point because, for whites as well as
blacks, one of the most compelling aspects of Brown'’s work (and, later of hip hop
culture —meaning graffiti artists, b-boys and break dancers, deejays and rappers)
is that nothing “white” is implied in it. He lures white seekers with a grass-roots,
unflinchingly black aesthetic that celebrates and reaffirms blackness for blacks:
“Say it loud,” he shouts, “I'm black and I'm proud!” Like Master Juba, Brown is
the genuine article, and he extends an “equal opportunity, affirmative action” invi-
tation to all comers to embrace blackness.

Brown is a wellspring of inspiration for artists and amateurs, not only on the
dance floor and the popular stage but also in the clubs of the hip hop generation
and the concert performance venues of postmodern dance. In Zhe Blues Brothers,
the 1980 Dan Aykroyd—John Belushi movie, he appears briefly as a singing,
dancing preacher, the perfect role for him as a man then in his forties. He is at
the center of a crucial dance scene in the film, not so much as the dancer but the
reason for the dance, a function he has amply filled in real life. The wild, sexy,
“In-your-face” performance style of white and black rock, punk, and hip hop
artists would not be with us today were it not for Brown’s radical, nitty-gritty in-
novations. By the late 1960s he had become a major factor in the invention of
"funk, " a raw, sweaty, gutsy, blatantly rhythmic style of music, song, and dance.
His dancing style is as thoroughly extraordinary and influential as Lane’s, and
his work has been imitated by artists for decades, some of the most influential in-
cluding Mick Jagger, Michael Jackson, MC Hammer, and Prince, all of whom
are expert movers in their own right.

With Brown, as is the case with Lane and Glover, our attention gravitates to
the feet. Tap artists call them "legs": Ifyou tap well, you have “legs." And “legs,"
as well as the whole body, are important in Brown’s dancing. Indeed, his body is
an orchestra: Head, neck, little rounded bel]y, butt, legs, knees, feet—all are sep-

arate instruments in his somatic symphony. He is an integrative artist, and his
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dancing is almost inextricable from his singing. As Brown quips in the video
Everybody Dance Now: “1 started dancing as a necessity back in 1941. [Brown was
born 3 May 1933.] 1 was living in Augusta, Georgia. Times were very bad. 1
started dancing for the soldiers, and they got excited and started throwing quar-
ters, nickels, and dimes. And pretty soon I had a lot of money on the ground. I
realized that dancing was going to be a way of life for me.” Using his feet as per-
cussion instruments to keep the beat (the same means used by Lane and by
rhythm tap dancers, but for a different end), Brown understood that rhythm was
his basic strength. A self-taught mover, he danced faster and harder than any-
body anyone had ever seen before.

Brown was almost a staple on the 1960s white teenage television dance pro-
gram circuit, making numerous appearances on shows like Where the Action 1o,
and Shindig! (both on ABC-TV). On some of these programs (now available on
video) he is the lone person of color to be seen amidst a sea of starched, well-be-
haved white adolescents. His presentation of self starkly contrasts with these
spectators, and he is used as an exotic, often actually teaching them his moves in
the way that Hawaiians teach tourists the Hula. (And, in a sense, these kids are
tourists observing Brown'’s black planet.) In several numbers on Where the Action
1y, filmed on 14 October 1966, he lip-syncs over his songs for only a few seconds
and, instead of pretending to sing, concentrates his energy and focus on his fast
and furious dancing. Thus, “Night Train,” “Papa’s Got A Brand New Bag,” and
“I Got You [I Feel Good]” become background music for his dancing skills.

Early on Brown trained as a boxer, which is apparent in his dance style.
Frequently he uses his arms as though he were sparring his way over, around,
and between the popular dances of the 1960s (Monkey, Frug, Boogaloo) that
provide the body movement atop his flying feet. This trait is especially evident
when the videos are run at fast-forward speed: He looks like he’s in the ring.
His famous cape routine was stolen from the antics of “Gorgeous George,” the
wrestler. (This act was developed for the hit song “Please, Please,” Near the
song’s end, Brown falls to his knees, bent forward, begging his lover for forgive-
ness; his master of ceremonies, Danny Ray, comes over to throw a cape around
his shoulders and usher him off the stage, but his “grief” is so deep that he
shakes off the cape, rises, and continues to sing this slow, moaning ballad. Again
he falls to his knees; again the cape is thrown around him. Finally he allows
himself to be led out, usually to a wildly cheering audience.) The stage is
Brown'’s boxing ring; his performing ensemble, the audience, and his own danc-
ing body are his sparring partners. As he asserts in Everybody Dance Now: “When
you're dancing against the grain, it makes it more dynamic, but if you flow, then

you're not doing anything.”
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“The James Brown” is a dance step named after the master. To a continuous
pulse set up by his feet, with legs close together, knees slightly bent and parallel,
weight on the toes as the heels remain slightly lifted off the floor, the toes contin-
uously grind or gyrate into the floor, while the heels and knees work in and out.
Maintaining this perpetual motion, the feet are crossed and opened to accom-
plish forward, sideward, or even backward locomotion. It is like a speeded-up
version of a fad dance known as the Skate (thus, the sliding movements) com-
bined with the Mashed Potatoes, but faster, tighter, and figuratively even
smoother than mashed potatoes. To accomplish this step Brown'’s ankles must re-
main incredibly mobile. Turning his toes in and out, he works all parts of his feet.
This multifaceted use of the feet is similar to the way that Glover works on taps,
often using even the inner lengthwise side of the foot for movement. Brown can
turn while continuing the movement by crossing one foot in front of the other
and swiveling for one or more full revolutions. There are two other embellish-
ments that can be added to this basic step: Half-splits to the floor that, like a yo-
yo, rebound back to a standing position; and a “super-bad” step—with one leg
lifted forward and knee bent, Brown pulses the knee of the standing leg in a
repetitive motion. He can do this in place or use this one-legged exclamation
point to write his dance sentence across the stage.

In his London concert recorded at the Hammersmith Odeon in 1985, Brown
at age 52 dances all the while he is singing, at times in place, at times across the
floor, either keeping half- or double-time rhythm with one or both legs pulsating
to the beat. Sometimes his tight, muscular buttocks are called into play and pulse
backward on a back-back-back-back, “on-the-one” beat; or, adeptly maneuvering
the microphone, he glides across the stage in a Skate —a step that hearkens back
to Juba and minstrelsy and looks ahead to the slides and moonwalks of the hip
hop nation. Of course, at this age, his dancing is more sedate, and he bides his en-
ergy to take him through these hours-long shows. With age he dances more with
his torso and there is less fabulous footwork. Instead of breaking out into his skat-
ing, sliding variations on the band’s solos, he is more likely to stand at the side of
the stage with his back-up singer (here the wonderful Martha High, who worked
with him for years) and in half-time they dance popular social dance steps in uni-
son. When his lead alto saxophonist, Maceo Parker Jr., plays a beautiful, jazz-
inspired solo, Brown dances, alone and in place, using his head and shoulders as a
conductor’s wand for leading his band as they back up Parker. This brings up an
important point: Everyone dances in the James Brown ensemble —musicians,
back-up singers, female lead singer. While standing in front of the bandstand, his
horn section frequently move together in Motown-style unison steps as did his

back-up male singing group, the Flames, before Brown went solo. There is a
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sense of movement even from his seated musicians. This practice reflects Brown’s
indebtedness to the swing bands and dancing bandleaders —like Louis Jordan
and Dizzy Gillespie —who were major influences on his early development.

Brown is a forerunner of the hip hoppers who made braids and cornrows —
formerly female attributes —a badge of masculinity. In his whole-body dancing
of the mid-1980s period —his face heavily made up (foundation as well as eye
makeup), long, coiffed hair, and tight unisex suits in bright colors—he blurs the
divisions between male and female, allowing his anima full expression. In “Cold
Sweat” (the London 1985 version) he hypnotically repeats the phrase “rock your
body,” which he embellishes with a continuous salvo of hip, shoulder, and belly
rolls undulating sequentially through his torso. His legs are spread, knees bent,
feet planted in one spot. As in his 1960s concerts, he is not afraid to fall down on
his knees, to scream “like a woman.” He makes these actions the male domain; he
owns them and allows them to empower him as though they are the gospel truth.
And there is something almost religious about his performance.

On some songs (like “Sex Machine”) he is practically tap-dancing in place,
shifting his weight from foot to foot, keeping his toes planted and lifting his heels
and bringing them down to the floor in fast, rhythmic claps. Like “the James
Brown,” this posture is another Brown staple. It’s a sexy, wide-legged stance on
top of which he layers Contrapuntal rhythms through subtle torso responses 1n
his pelvis, belly, rib cage, and that powerful backward-pulsing rear end—all
playing tag with the rhythm established by his heel drops. As erotic as Brown'’s
body (and sometimes his lyrics) may be, it is always a matter of innuendo, as op-
posed to the outright displays of the hip hop generation. For example, Brown'’s
left hand often hovers near his genitals but there is never any crotch-grabbing or
overt focus on the penis.

Now, to backpedal to his prime, two Brown performances out of many pos-
sible choices are my focus: his rendition of “I Got You,” the hit song that was his
signature for years and was introduced in his film debut (1965) in Frankie
Avalon’s teen movie Sk¢ Party; and his singular performance (even for Brown) in
Boston the day after Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated.

Accompanied by the Flames performing “vocal choreography” (tap
artist/choreographer Cholly Atkins’s name for the unison movement created for
vocal groups) while they sing back-up, his performance in this film is another ex-
ample of Brown’s exotic-erotic pull with mainstream white audiences. The set-
ting 1s a ski lodge. The guests, all white, are cozily seated on couches and pillows.
Brown and his black ensemble are dressed in Nordic-patterned sweaters, a con-
cession to the theme. His routine seems a bit toned down for this scene, but the

signature moves are all there. Brown’s body weight seems to have fluctuated at
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various times in his career. Sometimes he’s quite slim; at other times he is
chunkier and more compact, although he never seems to be overweight. In this
film he is at a thin point. His legs, clad in simple black, straight-legged pants,
look particularly slim, allowing us to see his moves with extra clarity. His foot-
and legwork are exquisite examples of improvised skill tempered by technical
command and control. Light and lithe like a featherweight champ, his heels
barely touch the floor as he swivels and slides on his toes, articulates the ankles
to swing heels and knees in and out, and once or twice vibrates the legs in a
quiver —so fast that his legs “twinkle” —as he covers ground in the small circle
carved out for the performance. On top of this work his upper body spars, fists
clenched, arms pedaling, while he allows his torso to respond with subtle hip and
pelvic movements. He breaks with the break in the song after the first four bars
by slipping in a fast turn and stopping short for a suspended moment, his arms
frozen, mid-movement, in air. He takes a little jump to start up the footwork
anew. As fast as his feet are moving (they are visualizations of the song’s
rhythms) he has enough control to speed up the movement to double time for a
few seconds. He concludes by using his eponymous step to back himself upstage,
descend into a half-split, pop up again, and bow.

In the televised Boston concert on 5 April 1968, the day after the King as-
sassination, Brown was brokered as a political tool, part of a bread-and-circuses
move to offset potential racial unrest following the murder. (He gave a similar
concert in Washington, D.C.) Brown had already been a visible and vocal sup-
porter of the Civil Rights Movement and had subscribed to lifetime membership
in the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. At this ap-
pearance, about halfway through the concert, the mayor of Boston (Kevin
White, whom Brown calls “a hip cat”) appears onstage and makes a short
speech. Boston’s finest (that is, the police) were out in full force. That night
Brown danced and sang up a storm. At 35 he was at his zenith, still light and
lithe but a mature, secure performer who knew how to get the audience in the
palm of his hand and keep them there —which is the reason why he was given
this civic performance task. It is one of the most intense performances imagina-
ble, and this comes through in spite of poor video technical quality. Of course,
the gravity of the occasion filled everything he said and did with special meaning.
His performance of the song, “Got That Feelin’ (Feelin’ Good)” was particularly
poignant. Like many of his songs, it sounds like a gospel shout, and “feelin’ good”
takes on soulful, spiritual connotations. “We'll all get together, in any kind of
weather,” he sings, repeating the line about four times. Then he screams that fa-
mous “like a woman” yowl, bursts away from the standing microphone in skate-

slides that catapult him into the James Brown step at what seems like
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triple-time, punctuated by a turn or two. Now he is on the side of the stage. As
the music breaks, he does, too. He stops short, lifts bent arms shoulder height in
a “stick-"em-up” Hallelujah pose and begins to pulse his torso in full-body con-
tractions while standing in place, arms frozen in air. The audience goes wild,
screaming in ecstasy, for these moments are ecstatic. The break —when music
and movement break from one rhythm and suspend for a nanosecond before
shifting into another gear—is the stuff of magic, the kind of magic that makes
people "get happy," whether the moment is sacred or secular. Next, he Camel
Walks back to the mike at center stage and resumes singing. He dances with his
saxophone players, with his go-go dancer (a feature of the ensemble in the
1960s). He is riding high. He is preaching the gospel of James Brown with every
part of his being. He is the essence of “soul.” Indeed, he has earned his nick-
names, “The Godfather of Soul,” “Soul Brother Number One,” and “The Hard-
est Working Man in Show Business.”
He also has earned another title: “The Keeper of the Dance.”

IMAGES PAINTED WITH HEART AND FEET'°—SAVION GLOVER

1 can almoot see what I hear. Any sound that you hear in the city, it can
be done to dance.
— Savion Glover, Savion Glover’s Nu York

Tap dancing: an act of black beauty and power (even when white dancers do it it’s
a black form). A hoofers’ competition is an agon of bonding. “Ba-de-ah, ba-de-ah,
doo-bop-de-ah-de-ah”: The contest is the motional equivalent of verbal signifying —
“bustin” on your budd_y through the force of your feet instead of the power of the
word. Its improvisational base is key to the aesthetic. Thinking on one’s feet—the
mind/body split healed through tapping feet. At one point in the television special
Savion Glovers Nu York, his 1997 tap dancing ode to the Big Apple, Glover performs
at the Church of the Master in Harlem with Kirk Franklin, the charismatic gospel
artist, and Franklin’s ensemble. As Glover concludes, Franklin throws a “cape” over
the shoulders of the kneeling dancer. It is a precious moment: a direct reference and
tribute to James Brown as one of Glover’s aesthetic parents. Brown's work was
landscaped by the R&B style; Glover’s belongs to the hip hop nation. His tap
artistry runs par‘a]]el to the rat-a-tat speed and syncopation of that speak-song style
known as rapping. Glover actuall_y gets more taps to the beat than a rapper can rap.
In the swing era, Lindy Hoppers talked about packing their routines with as many
steps as possible so their stuff would be too difficult to steal. How very difficult it

must be to steal Glover’s taps; they are so fast, so original, always changing.
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At age 17 he was accorded the following “props” from the New Yorker maga-
zine: “A tall drink of water bounded up from the front row and made his way to
the stage. It was Mr. Glover, wearing slacks, a Bart Simpson T-shirt, and a neck-
lace of golden links. He began to slouch and saunter around, casually pigeon-
toed, just ambling. The only difference between him and any other ambling teen
was that he somehow managed to produce SO many tap rhythms so nonchalantly
that even eyewitnesses couldn’t quite believe it. Within a couple of minutes, he
had shaken out a boatload of tarantulas.”'® Glover’s boyish charm is infectious.
Between 1991 and 1996 his frequent appearances on Sesame Street introduced
and popularized tap for a new, very young generation. He appeared as a regular
guy, one of “the people in the neighborhood.”

Glover follows the fantastic lead set by Gregory Hines in popularizing tap
dance for postmodern generations. In 1978, dancing as Hines and Hines with his
brother Maurice, Gregory Hines appeared in Eubie/, the black Broadway musi-
cal. (Eubie!, the musical Black and Blue, and the film 7ap are among the many
choreographic credits of Henry Le Tang, master dancer-teacher-choreographer.)
By 1985, at age 39, Hines was paying tribute to his swing-era mentors (Chuck
Green, Jimmy Slyde, and Steve Condos) in the George T. Nierenberg film About
Tap. He co-starred with Mikhail Baryshnikov in the film White Nights (also 1985,
wherein he initiated a revolution by tapping to contemporary pop music).

In 1989 Hines starred in Zap, an incredible all-black film in which he both
taps and acts up a storm. The film displayed a hip and street savvy dance aes-
thetic, using to great effect a powerful tap sty]e in scenes that are contemporary
challenges to Gene Kelly’s classic sidewalk romp with the kids in An American in
Paris. The stunning ending is set in a cabaret. While Hines’s taps are amplified
through the club’s sound system, he first dances to a rock score and for his cli-
max performs West African steps, on taps, accompanied by African conga drum-
ming. This ending and the opening scene cleared the way for further re-visioning
of tap. Had the cast been all white, this movie probably would have been mar-
keted as the flavor of the month, and Hines as the next Astaire. But that kind of
fame for a black artist is still not possible in Hollywood (and even Denzel Wash-
ington does not make it as a romantic hero with a love interest).

There is as little possibility of Glover becoming a Hollywood star as it was
for Hines; however, in Hines’s wake Glover has given tap dance a new pedigree.
Like Hines, Glover pays glowing tribute to his mentors, acknowledging that he
is building on their superb lead. These hoofers and troupers developed tap cul-
ture and spirit. Glover considers himself lucky to have had the opportunity, as a
youngster, to hang out with them. They passed the 1egacy on to him and encour-
aged him to build upon it.)” “The best,” as Glover describes them, include Honi
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Coles, Jimmy Slyde, and Hines. Coles’s and Slyde’s work was linked to bebop,
the post—swing era jazz style; Hines experimented with updating tap by using
pop-rock accompaniment; Glover dances to hip hop, New Age gospel, reggae,
and more. Each change in musical partnership heralds changes in the dance
technique. Hines’s tapping to rock music is the bridge between the swing and
bebop tappers of yore and what Glover does. In Glover’s words, “I dance to jazz
and old stuff and whatever, but mostly it’s going to be hip hop, something with a
funky bass line.”!® Hines says of Glover, “He can tap dance faster and harder and
cleaner than anyone I've ever seen or heard of. He hits the floor harder than any-
body, and to do it, he lifts his foot up the least. It doesn’t make any sense. There
must be some explanation, you tell me what it is.”19 Tap artist Lon Chaney —an-
other revered Glover mentor and the reason why Glover began dancing —played
drums before he became a dancer. So had Glover: From the age of three until he
stopped drumming at age seven to begin tap classes, Glover had been a child
prodigy.?® This beginning may help explain the brilliant use of his feet as percus-
sion instruments.

Glover has one short dance scene in Zap. As the adolescent son of the dancer
with whom Hines is in love (played by Suzanne Douglas), the boy is left on his
own at Mom’s dance studio to teach a class of his tapping peers while Hines and
Douglas go out on a big date. First he corrects the class by telling them their
dancing 1s "good, but it’s raggedy. When you dance, you want to dance Clean, al-
ways clean, like this.” He proceeds to demonstrate. Moving to a “smooth jazz”
selection (that is, where the big-band sound ended up after the swing era), his
performance is a demonstration in more ways than one. It is a compendium, a
primer of what his mentors taught him (and most of them, along with Sammy
Davis Jr., appear in the movie). He shows how he has mastered elements culled
from the proficient footwork of Coles, Bunny Briggs, and Buster Brown, the ac-
robatics of Harold and Fayard Nicholas, the smooth, sliding grace of Jimmy
Slyde, as well as Hines’s youthful immediacy. This snippet represents the time
before Glover developed his own style. His taps are clean, clear, strong, and in-
telligent beyond his years. Like all good tap artists, he accomplishes his work
with an air of ease and nonchalance.

Later, Glover and Hines worked together in the George C. Wolfe Broadway
hit Jellys Last Jam, as the young and older Jelly Roll Morton, respectively.

Before taking a closer look at Glover’s performance, I'll offer a word about
rhythm tap, the tradition in which he was schooled. What defines this form is the
use of the feet as complex percussion instruments that enunciate and articulate mu-
sical rhythms, allowing dance to function as music and music to serve as dance.

This essence is captured in the opening scene of the stage musical Black and Blue
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(1988). An ensemble of tap dancers is spread across the stage, facing the audience.
Making a bass rhythm by their improvised vocal sounds, they create a voice or-
chestra to accompany individual dancers who come forward and dance solos, mak-
ing counter-rhythms with their tapping footwork. What the torso does is
secondary and an afterthought. The focus is the feet. What we are seeing is the
community, the competition, and the democracy of tap—an African legacy evi-
denced in dance and other performance modes across the African diaspora. The
group bears witness to its dancing members, egging them on, cheering or laughing
or offering friendly but sometimes cutting put-downs. There also exists in tap a re-
freshing democracy of body image, as compared to ballet and modern dance. The
fat, the tall, the slim, the small, young and old, even the physically challenged—all
are welcome on the floor as long as they have "legs," and something original to con-
tribute. (Dancers like the one-armed, one-legged Crip Heard and “Peg Leg” Bates,
who danced with one wooden leg, plied their disabilities as novelties during the
swing era.) As mentioned in the section on William Henry Lane, tap has roots in
the African-inspired plantation dances of the enslaved. Another African tradition,
competition dances, is one of the basic teaching tools in rhythm tap. Skills are
honed and new steps learned in the process of competing. And, most important,
the technique of improvisation (if one can call it a technique) is called upon each
time a dancer attempts to outdo his peers.

Black and Blue is a loving re-creation of the “good old days” of African Amer-
ican vaudeville. We are fortunate to have this video documentation of the work
of tap dance legends like Lon Chaney, Ralph Brown, Bunny Briggs, and Jimmy
Slyde as recorded for the Dance Division, New York Public Library, Lincoln
Center. Slyde gives a luminescent dance rendition of the Benny Goodman/Chick
Webb/Edgar Sampson song, “Stompin” at the Savoy.” Briggs performs the soft-
est, lightest, slowest-yet-fastest (to each beat) dance to the beautiful Duke
Ellington ballad “In a Sentimental Mood.” He taps all the rhythms, the terpsi-
chorean equivalent of John Coltrane on saxophone, not sliding over any moment
but processing through, touching every idea before moving on. When Slyde and
Briggs dance the title song, everything they do contradicts and nullifies the op-
pressive images in the words (“What did I do, to be so black and blue? I'm white
inside . . .”), which is typical of black popular and vernacular forms: They con-
tradict and transcend negativity by filling a stereotype with their individuality
and vsoul. The 14-year-old Glover was part of the opening lineup of hoofers as the
maverick —a coltish, long-limbed adolescent feeling his oats and obviously elated
to be allowed to dance with the elders. When it’s his turn to solo, he does cutesy
things: a little bit of Charleston on taps and some toe tapping too. Later he per-
forms a stairway dance with Dormeshia Sumbry and Cyd Glover (not related to
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Savion Glover). In one of the large group numbers he is part of the ensemble,
doing the very Hollywood-type number that he would later critique in his solilo-
quy from Bring in Da Noise, Bring in Da Funk (1995).

Savion Gloversy Nu York allows us to see the artist dancing the ordinary-
extraordinary of his hip hop urban reality —transcendent events in quotidian set-
tings: at a street festival in Spanish Harlem; a church and boulevard in central
Harlem; a midtown dance studio; Battery Park; and under the Brooklyn Bridge
(where the Twin Towers backgrounded his performance, giving the scene a spe-
cial poignancy). Energy is spilling over the top as Glover taps to Wyclef Jean’s
rap version of “Guantanemara.” Jean laces the song with clever, ironic refer-
ences to today’s issues in English and Spanish, thereby preserving the social rele-
vance of this protest song. Call-and-response: Glover begins as a spectator,
singing and swaying as he stands in the youthful crowd until he is called to the
stage by the rapper. Call-and-response is going on in about five different direc-
tions. Glover, Jean, the spectators, the back-up musicians, the cameras—all are
given the opportunity to both initiate (call) and react (respond) in this form of
repartee that is characteristic of all Africanist performing arts —from traditional
West African drumming to African American sanctified church services to
hoofers participating in a jam session. (When one dancer comes out to offer a
challenge, he is responding to the call of the previous dancer as well as making a
call to which the next dancer will respond.)

Later, when we see Glover and Kirk Franklin at the Church of the Master
concert, Franklin describes Glover’s feet as the biblical “good and perfect gifts.”
Franklin has popularized and commodified hip hop gospel music, which is right
up Glover’s alley. With young people as performers and spectators, the reason
for the concert at the Harlem church is to celebrate Christianity through genera-
tion-friendly art forms. As they enter the sanctuary, Glover says, in voiceover,
“You don’t ‘have church’ on the outside; you have it on the inside.” One can see
the truth of this adage in the way he performs. He rejoices. His stance: shoulders
hunched forward, head tilted down, legs spread, knees bent. He is “workin” it,”
“hittin”,” “rockin’,” —in other words, dancing righteously and truthfully: “When
you're straight layin’ it down, communicating, saying something, expressing
yourself, getting on the floor the rhythm you live by, that’s hittin”.”?! His arms
and torso follow through as responses to the call of his feet. James Brown per-
sonified voul. Glover is a manifestation of vpirit: Paradoxically, by the intensity of
his inner focus and almost meditative concentration, he reaches out, out, out. At
times he looks like an old man, as though he is the conduit for releasing the mus-
cle memory of his cultural/spiritual history, the vessel and medium for bringing it

all to bear in the danced moment.
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Perhaps the most clairvoyant example of Glover-as-spirit is near the end of
the film when he teams up with Stevie Wonder, the superman of sung spiritual-
ity. The song they have chosen to work with is Wonder’s Ribbon in the Sky. Their
combined performance brings us up short in the face of the power of art to tran-
scend and transform. Glover taps ribbons of sound around Wonder’s transported
singing. The message is one of faith: that we cannot lose with God on our side;
that there is strength to be gained from our pain; that we'll survive through the
power of love. Their rendition offers the catharsis that is associated with great
art. Both men reach out by the power of their interior focus: Glover’s gaze, in-
ward and concentrated; Wonder wondrously ensconced in his dark glasses. With
feet and voice they each personify the inner life of the spirit as it reaches out and
flows forth, blurring the separation between Self and Other.

Whereas 7ap presented tap dancing feet as salvation, they represent doom
and downfall in Spike Lee’s Bamboozled. Besides serving as its choreographer,
Glover has an important role in this film; he and Tommy Davidson play two
down-and-out performers who ultimately meet their doom when Damon
Wayans as a buppie television executive (Pierre Delacroix) uses them as the foil
to carry out an intricate “lesson” that was intended as a satirical joke but is taken
seriously all around. The film is a broad, brilliant satire on race, a topic that we
Americans hate to analyze or talk about. Davidson (Womack) and Glover (Man-
ray) are obliged to “black up,” as did the nineteenth-century minstrels, and per-
form vintage routines. Glover’s name is changed from Manray to Mantan,
reminiscent of the comedian Mantan Moreland, whose work in Hollywood films
of the swing era cast him in demeaning, minstrelized roles; Davidson is renamed
“Sleep 'n Eat,” indicating the things his stereotyped character likes best in life
and recalling the dimwitted antics of Moreland’s even more stereotyped (and
darker-skinned) contemporary, Stepin’ Fetchit.

As Mantan, “the uneducated Negro, but with educated feet,” Glover per-
forms old styles of vaudeville tapping. Before they were swept up by the media,
Manray and Womack had danced for their supper on the sidewalks outside the
skyscraper that housed the TV network’s offices where Delacroix is employed.
Unable to afford real taps, Mam‘ay stuck metal bottle caps in the soles of his
shoes. Lee had good researchers working with him for this detail: Not only had
caps served as taps for dancers of yore beset by hard times; there was even a
swing-era eccentric tap team called Slick and Slack who danced barefoot, hold-
ing bottle caps between their toes as taps.”?

Irony, parody, and grotesque satire are working at full tilt in almost every
scene. There are several fine dance episodes, all centered on Glover. In one,

Manray (soon to be transformed into Mantan) is in the office of the white
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producer Dunwitty (Michael Rapaport) along with Delacroix and his assis-
tant Sloan Hopkins, (Jada Pinkett-Smith). To show his stuff he jumps on the
large executive table and begins to tap. He is literally kicking rhythms in the
face of the white mogul seated in a chair at the table’s edge, looking up at the
dancer. This is Lee’s take-off on many movie musicals wherein the dancer per-
forms on tables, walls, chairs. It is also reminiscent of Charles Dickens’s de-
scription of William Henry Lane, who “finishes by leaping gloriously on the
bar counter and calling for something to drink.”?® The symbolism is unmistak-
able. The black man’s feet kicking at the head of the white man in power: The
feet (the body) belong to Us; the head (the mind, or more apropos here, the
manipulation) belongs to Them. Satire is girded by an underlying sadness that
pervades the film. This sobriety is palpable as Glover and Davidson prepare
the run-through of their minstrel show before a live TV audience. We witness
a parade of dancing minstrel stereotypes: Rastus, Aunt Jemima, Mantan, and
Sleep 'n Eat, tap-dancing in blackface, wearing their traditional costumes. In
caustic contrast these demeaning but demanding antics are performed to a
millennial jazz score (by Terence Blanchard). Led by Glover, the ironic play
of their exterior, ugly stereotypes against the beauty of their jazz-tap sensibil-
ity deepens our sense of loss at the waste of black talent wantonly spent on
this white-engineered form of popular entertainment whose taint remains with
us. It also calls to our attention the contested narrative, the conflict between
self and stereotype that existed in the minstrel dancing body. Beneath the
burnt cork and reddened lips were human beings—artists of great talent.
How to reconcile the person with the mask?

As the film nears its climax, Mantan rebels. The minstrel show has become a
big hit, to the dismay of its black cast and creators and the joy of the producers
and black and white audiences. Finally, instead of performing his minstrel act,
Mantan goes on stage in his hip hop, Glover persona, announces to the audience
that they, both black and white, need to join him in saying, “I'm sick and tired of
being a n— — —!” The crowd sits in stunned silence. Glover begins to tap, a cap-
pella, more taps per second than ever before. He taps a spray of figurative bullets
in a seamless net woven to protect his sanity. But this is not meant to be the end
of the movie, for this is a social satire. The film turns grotesque, with several
leading characters murdered. Glover-Mantan-Manray is obliged to tap as fast as
he can to escape the real bullets aimed at him —smashing the metaphor of tap-
ping for safety that he had created in the previous scene. Lee’s message for black
dancing feet—and, by extension, the black dancing body —1is a sobering one that
admonishes all of us, black and white, to beware the minstrelization and ex-

ploitation of blackness that we have come to know and accept, if not love.
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To conclude this section let us examine the work that marked Glover’s artis-
tic coming of age and for which he earned a Tony Award for choreography, Bring
in Da Note, Bring in Da Funk. Glover has a particular way of using the word
“noise.”?* To “bring the noise” means to do your best. “Noise” means excellence,
a virtue that is achieved not by entertaining (dancing to please/placate the audi-
ence) but by “hittin”” (dancing righteously, and if the audience is pleased, that’s a
perk). The show is the quintessence of its title, and it “hits.” Glover’s memoir
claims, “It changed the stodgy world of Broadway theater forever, opening it up
to hip hop culture for the first time.”” In creating a semi-autobiographical musi-
cal about the history of a people, Glover manages to use dance to tell the story,
rather than making up a story as an excuse to dance. In 15 scenes the play (sub-
titled A Zap\Rap Discourse on the Staying Power of the Beat) moves us through the ge-
ography of the Africanist experience, using tap dancing feet as our guide from
Middle Passage through slavery, Reconstruction, Jim Crow segregation, urban
migration, the Harlem Renaissance, the Civil Rights era, and the present—and
evocatively seduces us into this new way of telling African American history.
Throughout, the interpretation of what tap is extends to include tapping rhythms
with hands, body parts, sticks, pans, chains, chairs, stairs—percussion as music
and dance are melded into one. Tap is even part of the beat in the voice of the
narrator and the singing of composer-vocalist Ann Duquesnay. Tap is Glover’s
Gesamtkunstwerk, and rhythm —the beat —1s its signifier.

The opening scene introduces us to the dancers as themselves (Glover,
Jimmy Tate, Baakari Wilder, Vincent Bingham) —contemporary hip hop nation-
als in their indigenous “baggies” and knit caps —before they assume an array of
historical roles. Their wide-legged style of tap is reminiscent of the posture of the
South African boot dance, itself a form of tap dance, as well as James Brown’s
signature stance. Their arms semaphore, twirl, windmill in response to energy
vectors set up by the feet and legs. They have surpassed a slew of Europeanisms
and gone straight to the heart of black matters. In “Middle Passage,” a solo,
Glover is all in white, dreadlocks free, knees pulled up to his chest while he sits on
the floor rocking gently. He slowly rises and dances a gorgeous tap to pure
African rhythms, reminding us of the precedent set by Hines in the final scene of
Tap. Thus, Noise/Funk begins where Zap ended. “Som’thin from Nuthin™ is about
making do. It compares transforming the white man’s edible leftovers into black
feasts and transforming the absence of the drums into “the beat singin’ rhythms
through our feet” (as explained in this chapter’s section on Master Juba). We are
offered a dazzling display of plantation-era pigeon wing and buck and wing steps.

Next Raymond King and Jared Crawford, “The Pan Handlers,” do just that.
(And this is one of the minimalist aspects of the piece that is so satisfying: The terse
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titles lead, rather than mislead.) These amazing young musicians have pots and
pans attached to their torsos. They “play” each other, sticking out body parts to ac-
commodate the sound making, and continue their jamming on a metal “kitchen or-
chestra” suspended from a frame. This scene reminds us of Glover’s (and
Chaney’s) beginnings as a drummer. “Levee Blues,” danced by Wilder, moves from
a slow, sensual tap on a wooden plank atop a bale of hay into a swift, abstracted
one that mimes a lynching, while Duquesnay sings “The 1916 Fifty Negroes
Lynching Blues.” Next, “Chicago Bound”: In this Glover solo, a beautiful slow tap
evolves while he dresses, slipping one leg into his trousers while keeping the stand-
ing foot tapping, never missing a beat as he dons vest, jacket, and hat. Then the
beat accelerates with his mounting excitement (about leaving the South, goin’
North). He taps atop his humble suitcase. Indeed, he dances the hopes and aspira-
tions of the African American nation at the possibility of new life. Of course, delu-
sion sets in. “Urbanization” follows, looking uncannily like the Diego Rivera work
murals at the Detroit Institute of the Arts come to life. This is one of the high
points in a work of impeccable artistry, with the tapping done in mechanized fash-
ion to beats that sound like the clangs and whacks of factory equipment. In “Dark
Tower/The Whirligig Stomp,” more disillusionment, but from another segment of
black society: the “niggerati,” to use Zora Neale Hurston’s epithet. In full evening
dress Glover and his crew give a brilliant, tapped interpretation of the com-
pendium of the era’s dances, including quick takes on social dances like Truckin’
and the Suzie-Q, as well as the Thati Entertainment style of flash tap that was so
popular with swing-era audiences. To pull this one off illustrates, again, how much
Glover has soaked up from his mentors. (One of them, master choreographer
Henry Le Tang, fondly nicknamed him “The Sponge.”)?®

“Where’s the Beat,” the next scene, makes a grim comment on the African
American tap-dance style shaped and nurtured by Hollywood and here pejora-
tively termed “grin and flash.” This scene greatly upset some elder members of
the tap community, including Fayard Nicholas (of the Nicholas Brothers), who
interpreted the critique as a personal insult. Indeed, Bill “Bojangles” Robinson
and his white film partner, the child actress Shirley Temple, are sent up in a dis-
paraging burlesque that presages the deeper level of satire that would occur in
Bamboozled. In spite of protest and hurt feelings, the scene is not a frontal attack.
It rings true in recognizing the degree of personal compromise involved for
blacks to survive as working artists. It is about the sacrifice of rhythm’s purity —
the loss of “noise” —in order to gain visibility in the white world.

“Street Corner Symphony,” a two-part scene, limns the tension in urban
black enclaves, circa 1960s—1980s. In the second part, the crack-cocaine scene,

Glover shows us the flexibility of tap. Like the black dancing body, it can accom-
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modate to multiple needs. Accordingly, his slow, tentative, “crack tap” is just
right for the task. It is not emotional or indulgent, just working, hittin’, doing
what needs to be done to fulfill the task. If ever anyone doubted that tap dance
was an art (as they doubted that blacks could “do” ballet), those doubts must be
dispelled by the masterful achievement of Nodse/Funk.

The “Yo, Taxi” scene, another high point, shows four very different classes
of black men trying to hail a taxi. None succeed: neither hip hopper, college stu-
dent, corporate businessman, nor military man. The message is clear: Race
trumps class and cash. The final scene carries the voiceovers of the dancers, as

themselves, commenting on who they are and what is important to them: “My fa-

” o« ”

vorite thing about being black is...,” “My faith, my family, my future ...,
“Tap saved me.” As in the opening, they are back in everyday clothes. They per-
form a hip hop tap that says everything about who they are in solo improvisa-
tions that burst forth from the call-and-response jamming that is the signature
and keynote of this art form.

Midway through the piece Glover performed another solo, “Green, Chaney,
Buster, and Slyde,” a soliloquy danced in front of a full-length, two-sided mirror,
with Glover facing the mirror, his back to the audience, and the audience observ-
ing his reflections. As in “Where’s the Beat,” this scene ruffled some sensibilities
in the tap community. All in b]ack~baggy pants, loose T-shirt —he offers a glow—
ing homage to his mentors (Chuck Green, Lon Chaney, Buster Brown, Jimmy
Slyde) in the spare, unselfish style that has characterized the piece as a whole. As
we hear his voiceover, he delivers the goods, dancing in the particular style of
each of these four masters as he describes to us, in words and taps, their influ-

ence on him:

Hollywood, they didn’t want us. They wanted to be entertained.
Chaney and Slyde—they were educating people, not entertaining.
Hoofin” and rhythm tap are like music. If you can do an eight-bar
phrase with your feet, and another person, not a dancer, can understand
what you just did, you hit, you expressed yourself, you made a state-
ment. Hoofin is dancing from your waist down. People think tap danc-
ing is all arms and legs and all this big old smile: naw —it’s raw, it’s real,
it's rhythm, its us, and it's ours.... Chaney hittin’ [he demon-
strates]. . .. Chuck Green, he does that slow [demonstrating Green’s
graceful movements, as Glover's body expands to embody Green'’s heft
and height]. . . . I started doing Chaney and Slyde . . . all their steps . . .
changing my style . .. lost all the big wings. ... I just started hittin’,

reaching for rhythms, reaching for different tones in my taps, making
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music . . . never did go back to flap, flap, shuffle step. There was noth-
ing there for me since I was 13. That’s not even tap dancing. Now that I
know what hoofin’ is I don’t see how people would want to see that old
style of tap dancing when they know what’s some hittin’ going on over

here, bringing noise with it.

Glover’s appropriation of Slyde’s legendary slides/glides across the stage are
remarkable. He transforms his mentor’s bebop sensibility into short, hip hop
bytes: quick, sideways, one-footed, two-footed slip-blip-slides. As La Meira, a
New York Flamenca, commented about the show, “I wish somebody would do for
Flamenco what Savion did for tap.” He has explored new territories, rediscov-

ered old routes, and made a new map for tap.

THE BALLET AESTHETIC—FEET AND MORE

Now it more about the dancery body rather than about the race of the
dancery bodies. Because the bodies now can do the same things, and be-
catse [/Je_l/ can do the same [/J[/l;]d the musculature has become similar.

—Guy Solomony jr

We now take an artistic leap and move from those venues where black dancing feet
were supposed to be, to that place where they were taboo —the world of ballet. Let
us approach this revered edifice by an unmarked side door. This entrance takes us
back to an incident recounted in Shane White’s and Graham White's work, Stylin’.
They open their chapter on dance with an anecdote about Anthony Burns, an en-
slaved African who ran away, was apprehended, and brought before a judge and a
volunteer lawyer. The author Richard Henry Dana (best known for his Zivo Years
Before the Mast [1840]) happened to be the lawyer. In the courtroom Burns is child-
like, docile, shrinking inside his large physical frame —in a word, slavish. Dana as-
sumes the worst: that the guy is fearful and meek and will opt to return to his master
rather than face proceedings. Then the tables are turned. Friends visit Burns and
convince him that Dana can be trusted. On their next encounter, Dana meets a
changed Burns: “self possessed, intelligent,” and exuding “considerable force both
of mind and body.”?” The authors make the point that this example shows how lki-
nesics —communicative bodily movement—determines how we are interpreted,
what we project, what we hide or reveal. Further on they talk about the “reclama-
tion of the body”?® that was a part of shaking off the shackles of slavery and moving
forward into the dominant culture. Applying this idea of the changing black body to

dance, we can address kinesics as a way of reclaiming movement and reshaping the
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body in the post—Civil Rights era that paralleled that process in the Emancipation
era. In dance and in life the black body has demonstrated incredible flexibility (as
well as durability) in the face of adverse circumstances ranging from slavery to aes-
thetic segregation. Its mutability makes it ludicrous to assume that the black danc-
ing body couldn’t kinesthetically find its way into ballet: a piece of cake, compared
to the life-threatening odds faced by Anthony Burns!

As in the Burns case, kinesics can be a sophisticated system of self-defense.
When we factor in the concept of stereotype threat, we come up with an equa-
tion that may illustrate Bush’s “soft bigotry of low expectations” on the part of
those in power as well as those on the outside looking in. Failure may be a self-
fulfilling prophecy. And after generations of having been inculcated to believe
that ballet, this last bastion of white dance primacy, was off-limits for people of
color, both blacks and whites bought into the myth.

It 1s noteworthy that the feet seem to hold a key to understanding the dance
values of several cultures: African American tapping feet; Indian slapping feet;
ballet’s pointed feet. To do the dance of each culture correctly does not require
an adept to spring fully trained from the womb; instead, enculturation at an early
age is the route to success. In each example the feet can be educated and disci-
plined to the “correct” aesthetic position. To conclude this chapter on the feet we
return to the reigning concert dance aesthetic of the millennial era—namely, bal-
let and ballet-influenced concert dance forms such as modern and postmodern
dance. The voices of the dancers tell much of the story—their story—as it is
played out on the contemporary concert dance circuit.

Meredith Monk offered some interesting observations on the ballet body:

I feel like the western European tradition has a lot to do with shape and
the outside of the body. In ballet it has to do with the kind of geometry of
the human being relating to a larger geometric form. And so that’s why
they want the long bodies, these certain lines in space. It has to do with
the positivist way of thinking about the human being as being higher
than nature. In my opinion, this is where everything went wrong. Like
Newton. It has to do with that kind of conceptual illusion, that man is
above nature, that man controls nature. Descartes’ idea, “1 think, there-
fore I am,” has to do with the body separating from the mind. And in bal-
let and other art forms during that rationalistic period [we see] the
beginnings of specialization: Dancers are only dancers; singers are only
singers; musicians are only musicians. . . . So there is a standardization
within each voice and on top of that each person is only supposed to per-

form one function in art, or otherwise how could he or she be good?
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Monk continues, describing her youthful “body battle” to conform before she
gave up and created her own mode of movement-theater: “The thigh-hip thing
was very hard for me. I think that’s why I became anorexic. ... | was scared,
was 16, I was trying to get a body like a ballet dancer. And how could I ever?!
I've got big, wide, peasant hips, that are good for picking; I've got short little legs
and short little thighs —very good for picking beets in Russia. ... If I was 90
pounds, I'd still have a tush. . . . So I just took my body away to make it better.”

Clearly, it is not only about the feet, nor only about the black dancing body.
Dancers of all callings are expected to master ballet. In some fields, like Broad-
way show dancing, ballet is the fundamental training technique, along with stu-
dio forms of jazz dance. This is borne out by Gus Solomons’s statement about
who is admitted into the dance program at New York University’s Tisch School
of the Arts, where he is a master teacher: “The bodies that get into Tisch . . . the
first thing that confronts them in the audition is a ballet class. And if they don’t
do the ballet class like a ballet dancer, they don’t get through the audition.”

Ballet is accorded a holier-than-thou position and, despite its potential for
change, reserves a strict attitude about the look of the dancing body. The only
contemporary forms of American stage dance that are not in ballet’s thrall are
African American forms, including hip hop, club dancing, tap, and the R&B, funk
world of MTV and touring, singing superstars. That the ballet aesthetic, feet and
more, spills over into every aspect of concert dance is an accepted fact of life.

In addressing the black (male) dancers in Trisha Brown’s company, Gus
Solomons gives us a sense of the tight grasp held by these criteria: “When Tr-
isha stretches her foot relaxed, there’s still a lovely arch in the ankle. If Keith
[Thompson] stretches his foot relaxed, there’s an acute angle there. So it does-
n’t have the same visual energy that goes beyond the limb, and it looks stubby.
Stacey, on the other hand [Stacey Spence, a second African American male in
Brown’s company] does have more articulate connections. ... [H]is body
doesn’t look like a white body, necessarily, because it’s elongated in the shins
and the front, but he does have articulate feet.”

Which brings us back to feet. The difference that Solomons perceives in
Brown’s and Thompson’s feet is not a difference in ability or flexibility, but an
aesthetic preference for a high lateral arch—a culturally conditioned visual
preference that dominates concert dance. As stated earlier, it’s not always
about what the (black) dancing body can do, but what the observer wants to
see. Zane Booker’s take on the issue drives this point home: “I had decent feet
at a young age [he began ballet training at eight years old]. ... Some black
people don’t have feet, and some white people don’t have feet. And even [all]

feet with [high] arches aren’t beautiful. . .. You can see a foot with an arch
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and it looks just as dead. ... Lots of times you can have a natural arch, but
then you can also have a flexible ankle that points. . .. I have a huge running
joke with a white guy who was a good friend of mine in Ballets Monte Carlo.
He'd always talk about my feet. And I would tell him, ‘My feet point. Your
feet don’t point.” And I really would wonder if he saw my feet. I said, ‘Do you
see my feet? They work. They use the ground, so just what are you looking
at?’ I wonder if he saw what was there . .. because there are a lot of white
kids who don’t have feet.”

Booker points up the issue of the stereotype. His feet had been worked,
since childhood, to meet ballet criteria, but because blacks are purported to not
have ballet feet a white dancer looking at Booker’s excellent feet sees not those
particular feet but the larger stereotype of generically non-workable feet. As the
Buddhist saying goes, “The eye cannot see what the mind doesn’t know.” Indeed,
we can be blinded by our presuppositions, particularly when they are racial; and
that is the juncture at which assumptions become prejudices. Like its counter-
part in the larger society, the black dancing body has been demonized by blind-
sighted observers.

Shelley Washington tells an anecdote that runs in a similar vein: “I always
get a kick out of going to these ballet companies and sort of being this modern
dancer who comes in and is teaching these works [she sets Tharp’s works on
companies around the world] and getting down and doing all of this stuff, and
then one girl will have a point shoe, you know. Two or three weeks into [re-
hearsals] I'll just go over and say, ‘Can I put that shoe on?” And it’s ‘Oh, be care-
ful,” and, you know, ‘La-la-la,” and I just put the shoe on [and go on point] and
everyone just goes, ‘Wow!’ Because there is this perception that black people’s
feet just don’t point.”

An insidious memory about the feet emerges from an experience that I had
soon after moving to Philadelphia from New York in the mid-1980s. I was at a
regional dance conference. For the luncheon I was seated next to a revered
dance teacher, white, who had run a dance studio in the largely black middle-
class Germantown section of the city for a couple of decades. Somehow we
started talking about blacks and ballet. Sure enough, this teacher who was loved
by the black dancing community said to me, “Well, their feet are getting better
[meaning black dancers’ feet] because more and more of them are mixed
bloods.” Needless to say, I was floored by this unanticipated bias from a bastion
of the dance community that I had just entered. Her assumption was an ancient
and deadly one: Blacks are only as good as the white that rubs off on them. A
quote from one of the informants in John Gwaltney’s brilliant black oral history,

Drylongoo, is in order here: “They [whites] can’t stand the idea of anything good
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being black. If a black person does something good, they say he did that because
of the white in him.”?® Dubbed the “mulatto hypothesis” by the authors of The
Color Complex — The Politics of Skin Color Among African Americans, this belief rests
on the proposition “that light-skinned Blacks were intellectually superior be-
cause of their White blood.”®® The dance teacher’s statement was doubly blind,
since black dancers of mixed ancestry were certainly not a new phenomenon in
the 1980s. But old stereotypes die hard.

Having studied ballet since she was about six years old, Wendy Perron de-
veloped a medical condition known as “military back” (that is, a near curveless
spine, especially in the shoulder area) by attempting to rid herself of her hyper-
extended spine and concomitantly prominent buttocks (which she terms a “hikey
ass”). In her view, “It did seem like a lot of black dancers had a hikey ass. It did
seem like blacks tended to have less arched feet than whites, but also men tended
to have less arched feet than women. . . . A lot of white dancers can’t quite point
theirs, either. And I had all that ballet training, but I never got really beautifully
arched feet.” Later in our interview she recalled, “Early on, I did see Virginia
Johnson [former principal with the Dance Theater of Harlem] do Guwelle . . . and
she was beautiful. She was as beautiful as any Giselle that I've seen. So I feel
like, well, that argument [about blacks doing ballet] has been won.”

In the same vein, Shelley Washington adds a revealing point or two:

My biggest thing was my lack of confidence because I couldn’t stand at
a barre like 99 percent of everybody else and have my legs rotate out
[she refers to turnout, a basic integer in the ballet technique that can be
seen in the ballet dancer’s waddle, or duck walk, that carries over into
everyday life]. And at some point in my life I had somebody say that
that’s a black thing. Then when I went to see Dance Theater of Harlem
in 1970 . . . they came to where I was studying, and I watched a class,
and I saw skinny girls like me with narrow hips with legs that were
turning out. ... When people said . .. black people don’t have good
feet ... that’s when I started putting my feet under this piano ledge
thing, and [ kept Working those feet. . .. There are only two ways you
get good feet. Either your parents give them to you, or you use them.

You work them and use them: that’s it.

Washington’s bit about putting her feet under a low ledge is one of the many
mechanical ways that ballet and ballet-influenced concert dancers work on in-
creasing their point. The dancer sits on the floor, legs together, knees slightly

bent, toes hooked directly under the low edge of a heav_y sofa, piano, bureau, or
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table; next, she slowly straightens the knees; this simple action forces the arches
and toes to fu]l_y (and painful]y) stretch due to the pressure of the ledge across
the metatarsal. The position is held for some time, with a number of repetitions.
If this “therapy” is practiced over a period of time, it works. Rumor has it that
Mel Tomlinson, who was a principal with the Dance Theater of Harlem, exer-
cised on point to develop his feet. There are similarly extreme techniques for in-
creasing turnout that involve different kinds of manipulation.

Returning to the larger picture of the ballet body criteria, the issue of weight
is a prevalent one. Both Booker and Francesca Harper began their ballet studies
before age ten, and already they were aware that “thin” was good. Booker re-

called that “fat was the only thing that was reall_y negative." Harper began her
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ballet studies at the Robert Joffrey Ballet School [1979-82] in Manhattan, “and
I think I was probably the only black there. . . . I remember already thinking that
to be a little too curvaceous wasn’t good, that you had to look slim in your pink
tights and your leotard —it was just a nicer line.” Harper continues, “And then I
went to DTH [1988-91], and . . . there were a lot of eating disorders going on,
and I knew that was also the case when I went to the School of American Ballet
[1982-84]. ... [T]his kind of obsession with being rail thin, about being the
sylph —that was the term. . .. In the '80s it was . . . Balanchine and that was the
look. . .. [I]t was hard for me because I have strong legs . . . I was always a little
self-conscious of them.”

As Meredith Monk mentioned, above, the geometry of line is an all-encom-
passing obsession in ballet, an ideal that must be worked toward in every part of the
body —from feet to head, and everything in between. Ballet may be the form that is
most concerned with external line, even above the concepts of mass and space. Here
is a portion of the interview with Wendy Perron, wherein I attempt to interrogate

ballet’s rigidity and offer the idea that even ballet values are a changing landscape:

WP: There’s certainly as many fabulous black dancers as any other kind
of dancers, but I never thought particularly [in] ballet would you
find as many, because ballet is a certain type of body and as I said, 1
didn’t have the turnout for ballet. Would you get as many of that
type within the black community as in the white community? I
don’t know.

BDG: Well, isn't it about training?

WP: Well, obviously it is because I trained in that way, you know: I flat-
tened my ass, why can'’t anyone else flatten their ass?

BDG: I'm just thinking about something that Richard Thomas has
said . . . that the one thing about ballet is that it can change bodies.

WP: And so can modern dance. But I never got the turnout that I
wanted. I trained and trained and trained, but I never did. [Note
the similar reflection by Shelley Washington.] And now I feel like,
well, that’s probably good. Because if I had really forced it, I would
probably have hip replacements.

This is a real danger in dance, besides knee, back, and ankle injuries. Even
those ballerinas with idealized bodies, like Suzanne Farrell, Balanchine’s muse,
are subject to the same injuries as thwarted ballerinas like Perron and Washing-
ton. Farrell had both hips replaced by the time she was 50 years old. The career

of a modern dancer can be just as perilous.
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Solomons acknowledged the changing shape of the ballet body and its con-

comitant aesthetic in the following assessment:

My opinion has changed radically with experience and the evolution of
the field. Back in the day when DTH started [1969], people asked me
did I think that black bodies and white bodies could do ballet equally
well, and I said no, because black bodies are built differently. 7 think 7
wad saying more that they dion’t look the same doing it, but I don’t think I meant
that because they didn’t look the same, they looked less . . . ity just different. And
now it’s less different because of the training and the evolution of bod-
ies. . .. My opinion has changed on the basis of what I now know about
training as well as what I see in dancers’ bodies as they evolve and self-
select. . . . As I so wish that I had understood and/or had a teacher that
understood, because the state of knowledge was not that great—you
just did it with muscles. Because then I wouldn’t have broken my body
trying to change the shape. [Emphasis mine.]

Solomons’s comments return us to the visual tyranny of ballet. His point is
not that blacks couldn’t do ballet but that “they didn’t look the same [as whites]
doing it.” But in the more than three decades of DTH’s existence he states that
a combination of training and self-selection helped change his opinion. How-
ever, it is noteworthy that DTH was the culmination of a long tradition and the
“coming out” of that tradition into mainstream white America. African Ameri-
cans had been studying and performing ballet since the 1930s, but with black
ensembles, teachers, and schools in black communities. A particularly strong
black ballet community existed in Philadelphia with the schools of Essie Marie
Dorsey in the 1930s and Marion Cuyget and Sydney King from the 1940s
through the 1970s. The tradition continues today with the ballet training at
Joan Myers Brown’s Philadelphia School of Dance Arts. Probably black and
white dancing bodies are looking more alike because of similar training in zafe-
grated classes. This is a major move: The black ballet dancers of the 1940s were
trained in racially segregated classes by teachers who had also trained in
racially segregated classes. This would be comparable to white dancers study~
ing African dance in segregated white communities with all white students and
white teachers who themselves had been trained by white teachers of African
dance. Even in these examples it is important to point out that the issue is ot
the color or ethnicity of the dancers and teachers, but whether or not the dance
form —ballet or African dance —is learned in its indigenous cultural and aes-

thetic context. Thus, contemporary black dancers like Virginia Johnson or the
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Pennsylvania Ballet’s Meredith Rainey —unlike those of the pre-DTH era—
will teach ballet from the native, white cultural context in which they studied
and performed. And, as Chuck Davis said, white bodies can do (and teach)
African dance if they have been trained in the African cultural context. In
every instance, the cultural riches are diluted by segregation from the cultural
source, resulting in an artistic vacuum and an aesthetic loss.

Regarding self-selection: Since the bodies are more the same and the under-
standing is clearer about what those bodies are supposed to do, Solomons and
Perron (and Monk, by implication) assert that those who feel they cannot make
the grade opt out. However, it remains primarily a visual issue: Part of the reason
that Monk dropped out was because she didn’t have “the look,” regardless of
how well she might have executed the form. Yet, Francesca Harper’s reflections
on working in a major German ballet company offer hope for a different fu-
ture —the shape and complexion of ballet to come. During a layoff from DTH
Harper was invited to perform with the Frankfurt Ballet (William Forsythe,
longtime artistic director, is American). She worked with that ensemble from
1991 to 1999, enjoying a range of roles that had not been offered to her with any
American ballet company: “That was a different kettle of fish. . . . [T]he reason I
joined the company was because I saw this variety of people. . .. Kate Strong
was this huge, fat woman who had been trained at the Royal Ballet School but
just moved like the wind, you know. Then there was this really tall, very thin
black man, Stephen Galloway. Then there was this short woman . . . [with] tiny
hips. . .. He purposely chose people who were different, and it looks so beauti-
ful. ... I was cast in lead roles all the time. ... At one point it was literally half
and half: There were 10 to 12 black dancers.” In 2001 Forsythe was described as
“the choreographer who is most important to the present and future of ballet, be-
cause he has immeasurably enlarged our notions of what the art form can do
both physically and theatrically.”?!

Adding another piece to Solomons’s comments: Aside from the changes in
training and the phenomenon of self-selection, ballet in subtle and sometimes
overt ways has been opening itself to black cultural influences. In Balanchine’s
Americanization of ballet, part of that process was an African Americanization,
with Africanist principles of energy and performance motifs “integrated” into his
choreography for his almost totally white ensemble. (For many years before he
founded DTH, Arthur Mitchell was the only African American in the New York
City Ballet, which numbered about 65 dancers during Mitchell’s time, the 1960s,
and has since grown to its present size of about 90 members.) With Balanchine’s
influence a pervasive element in the development of ballet nationwide, other cho-

reographers followed his lead, modernizing the ballet vocabulary with jazz-
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inspired Africanisms as well as black-flavored pop-rock themes and scores.??

The logical next step would be to integrate black dancers into the mix at more
than a token number. We are still waiting for this to happen. The training has
changed; the dancers have self-selected. For a long time ballet languished, miss-
ing what people of color had to offer. The future of the institution, like the ballet
body itself, will depend upon its flexibility.

From the accounts given in the literature and the interviews carried out for this
study, it is assumed that flat feet, thick thighs, and big bottoms are either “peas-
ant” or non-white attributes, and arched feet, long limbs, and an overall slim
frame are aristocratic and characteristically “white.” These are the myths that we
live by, at least in the dance world. They still hold sway, in spite of the fact that
we know better: Again, Newton trumps Einstein. Sometimes the stereotypes are
limited to African peoples; sometimes Jews or Italians are included. Bill T. Jones
related an incident that occurred early in his career: “I remember the first time
that I had to go to a foot doctor . . . at Binghamton (SUNY Binghamton, where
he attended college) . . . and [he] told me that black people, ‘just like the children
of Israel,” had naturally flat feet. He said, ‘Well, you know, I'm a Jew. ...” So I
remember reading what had been said about blacks and classical ballet, and 1
began to look at my body and look at the bodies of ballerinas, wondering if
maybe there wasn’t some sort of biological boundary.”

Yet, Jones sees in his own company that these traits aren’t simply biological.
Se4n Curran relates this story about working with Jones: “Bill would say, “This
is not a company that’s known for its pretty feet,” and it was actually a white
dancer named Damian Aquavella who had very wide feet, and his toes kind of
spread out, and they didn’t point too well, and he [Jones] looked at him and said,
‘Those feet were not made for ballet, they were made for working in a field.”. . .
So we all used to joke that we had ‘working in the field” feet. . . . We used to call
it a Fred Flintstone foot.”

Meridn Soto recalled an incident in which “the choreographer I was working
with at the time said that this one black dancer’s feet were like big slabs of meat.”

Ron Brown recounted comments made by the white male who was teaching a
(Martha) Graham technique class at the Mary Anthony studio while Brown and
another African American male, C— — — G— — —, were company members.
“G— — —,” Brown said, “didn’t have really nice arches, so R— — —[the teacher]
was really on him. You know, “‘What are you doing with those clubs? You've got to
learn how to point those feet’. . . in front of the whole class [which is the way and

place that most criticism from dance teacher to student occurs]. I felt like he
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was describing a black foot and a problem that we would have as black people
with these feet. And I think the thing that came in my brain was ‘I have good
feet; I don’t have the normal clubs that black men have.””

Whether delivered in jest or anger, these responses register the way the
dancing body, black, brown, or white, is demeaned in dance class by teachers,
black, brown, or white. According to Curran: “We have a joke, we say ‘stretch
those hooves.” That’s not aimed at a black person. I mean, I have short, fat, flat
feet, so it’s a joke I use in class.”

Obviousl_y, there are lots of black feet out there that meet the ballet standard
and lots of white feet that don’t. Shelley Washington said, “The other day I was
in a yoga class here in New York, and there were four of the most beautiful black
women in the world in this class, and two of them had feet that went over and
hooked around and did like this [demonstrating, with her fingertips curving in-
wards toward her wrist]. And I was like, ‘O.K., well, there you go.” . . . There are
people who have feet that will never point, and you don’t notice it because they
somehow dance from their ankles up . . . and there are people with beautiful feet
but you don’t care.”

Chuck Davis had a similar comment about Mary Hinkson’s feet: “Have you
ever seen that woman'’s point? It starts here and then it breaks and just keeps
going until her toes come back to touch her heel!”

But, again, it’s all relative. Desiring a reading from another cultural perspec-
tive, I contacted Ananya Chatterjea, dance scholar-choreographer and former
student of mine (while she completed her doctorate at Temple University). She
began studying dance at age five in her homeland, India, in the Odissi tradition.

Here is her response regarding feet in Indian dance aesthetics:

I had no idea that flat-footed is bad. We use the forced arch position a
lot in Bharata Natyam, Odissi, or Kuchipudi, and I think people just
say, “whatever your foot is, it is—doesn’t matter.” The foot has to be
super articulate to do all the footwork, but since we never work with
relevé the arch issues don’t even come up. I certainly never felt a lack
until I arrived here and a fellow student, n my first week of classes at
Columbia said “God, Ananya, those are the flattest feet I have ever seen
in my life!” Then I realized it was an issue. Since the women [in India]
are walking so much barefoot or in slippers (high heels are a “western”
introduction), flat feet seem to be quite normal, I think, and probably
help in the floorwork. Because the sound —which is based on the rela-
tionship of the foot to the ground, a giving in to the gravity, wholeheart-
edly—is important. Further the heavy bells emphasize a solid (vs.



FEET 143

ballet’s tentative) relationship to the ground. So while flat-footedness

may not be an articulated aesthetic, it certainly comes to be used.?®

Our bodies are simultaneously fixed and mutable. We are who we are, but
we are also agents and mediums for change when granted the latitude to respond
to what is needed. Like that of Anthony Burns, the black dancing body is a “con-
siderable force both of mind and body.”



FOUR

BUTT

Memories around Hhis body part arise not only or primarily from the dance world. Perbaps in
common with many other women, my butt memories take me into the [(uycr cultural arena
where women are ogled, commodified, and categorized according to degree and volume of “tits and
ass.” How can I explain, or explain away, that backward but primal female desire to attract
male attention—in high school corridors, at dances and vocials, on city streets —an attention
that, scurrilows though it may seem from a position of critical distance, at a certain tender ado-
lescent age seemd to celebrate and affirm ones entry into the myoteries of womanhood? It is a
craving to be included in the culturey contested narrative of femininity: a collateral pride and
shame around the nubile female body, simultaneously prized and objectified (and, as we later
come to learn, often abused and vilified). I had that craving! As a teenager it was already clear
that I wasn’t going to have much to show in the way of breasts. With my frontal “limitation” in
mind, I needed to work my other extremity to get a rise out of the guys. And I had a little some-
thing to work with: an arched lower back that could be utilized to emphasize a bigh rear end. 1
could arch my back (thus pledging allegiance with armies of young women from all walks of
life, including the high-fashion models of today and the burlesque stars of yore) and “stick it
out,” giving male onlookers something to ogle. But then, as I began to seriously study dance and
work on my posture, something unvettling happened. As I self-consciously walked the streets of
Harlem (where I grew up), groups of young men, instead of flirting with me, cracked up at my
datraight posture and lack of sway in my hips. At least once, instead of yelling out “Hey, baby!”
as [ walked by, someone called out “Hey, teacher!”

But never mind: By then I was a teenager who was going somewhere. I had a secret weapon
againot their “gnorance” —my safe haven, my very own dance world where teachers pratsed my

potential while forcing my buttocks and spine into alignment. They wsed the metaphors that
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carried the day, such as: “Pinch your buno together, as though you're clutching dimes and
can’t let them drop.” Unlike the outside world, here, inside dance, my small breasts, lean
[frame, and [orz_q limby put me n g](mﬁ stead. My butt was no more a Sfocus of negalive alten-
tion than anyone else . I registered other rear ends (black and white) bigger than mine and,
having internalized the aesthetic, also thought of them as too big. Of course, as Zollar points
out, everyone was told, in the dance classes of the 1960s and 1970s, to tuck (the buttocks)
under; pull up, and lock the knees. With enough flexcbility in my lower back and hip joints, 1
could pull it off. Like all dancers, what I had to do in class was to fit into a tghtly conceived
body aesthetic that promuised the possibility of vuccess if the dancer agreed to have the rug

pulled out from under ber somatic comfort level.

Butt: what a term —abrupt, raw, softly explosive at the beginning and aggres-
sively so at the end; it can be pronounced as a caress or a slur, a critique or a
credit. The collection of terms that have accrued around this body part may not
be as numerous as those for male and female genitals, but they run the gamut
from science, modesty, and euphemism to nitty-gritty description: butt, buttocks,
rump, posterior, hindquarters, haunches, loins, fundament, seat, bottom, der-
riere, fanny, rear, rear end, bum, backside, behind, can, duff, tail, ass, buns,
heinie, hindpots, hams, tush, tushie, booty, popo, glutes (for gluteus maximus
and minimus, the principal sets of buttocks muscles) —and there are more. Each
generation invents its own neologisms to capture the essence of this and other
contested body sites. “Phatty” was the hip hop currency for the buttocks as of
2001-2002. It is an interesting term that seems to interweave the older noun,
“fanny,” with “phat,” a 1990s hip hop adjective meaning richly extravagant, ex-
pansive, or outrageous. Merging the two terms (and, clearly, “phat” is a positive
value indicator that denotes breadth but does not mean “fat”) highlights the
Africanist veneration of the female behind. The same may be said for “dumps,”
the hip hop term used in the “The Thong Song,” a novelty hit of 2000 in which
the singer, Sisqo, after his opening phrases of admiration for a woman'’s thong —
the G-string-like underwear substitute of choice for the stylish millennial pop fe-
ma]e—goes on to say that she has "dumps like a truck.” In other contexts, the
word “dump” is slang for defecation. Here the negative connotation of this bodily
function is revised, reversed, and complicated: With no hint of aversion, the
“dump” of yore now signifies not the bodily function but the anatomical protu-
berance that excretes it, and a strong, sexy female rear end is identified with a
dump truck, a sturdy machine that eliminates waste products; several complex
connotations are conflated in this rude-boy compliment to (and, indeed, per-

versely sexist exploitation of) this part of the female anatomy.
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It is 15 December 2001. I'm watching Saturday Night Live. 1 am fascinated by
the female vocalist in No Doubt, the guest music group featured this evening.
Her name is Gwen Stefani. She fits to a tee bell hooks’s description (in Black
Looks) of white assimilation of black priorities. The use of her hips, as she dances
her way through the song, is decidedly Africanist, but more than that. Like Em-
inem and the millennial generation of white hip hoppers, Stefani seems to go fur-
ther than the Mick Jaggers and Janis Joplins of an earlier generation. In her
embodiment of blackness, this woman is more than a white Negro, and my
“gear” is tame in comparison to her ample “can.” Now, traditional logic would
say that she’s built like a black woman (or “a brick house,” to use a cleaned-up
version of notorious 1960s street jargon), but we know the fallacy of traditional
race theory, so let us steer clear of old errors. To borrow the title of hooks’s chap-
ter, Stefani personifies “Eating the Other.” She has taken in blackness: She
wasn’t born with it. But anyone who stays around it long enough becomes it.
(Similarly, blacks growing up in white cultural environments become effectively
white in attitudes and actions, as is the case with black children adopted by white
parents, or black Germans growing up in white Germany, for example.) In fact,
my youthful insider sources informed me that this was “the new Stefani” who
changed her style and self-presentation in response to the current craze in white
pop culture for big cans and black-to-African ways of moving.

Big butts have put the challenge to smaller ones as, more and more, black
core culture becomes the currency of mainstream white practice. Not surpris-
ingly, the 2003 lingerie sections of some mail-order catalogs for ladies” apparel
carry ads for “padded rear shaper panties for derriére enhancement” (modeled
by white women). It is important to note that this doesn’t mean that all black
women have big behinds. There is as much anatomical variation within the so-
called black ethnic group as there is in the so-called white group; nevertheless,
since the prominence of the buttocks is a positive cultural and aesthetic value
indicator in Africa and African diasporan communities, daily postures and
dance aesthetics emphasizing the buttocks have been practiced for centuries.
In fact, the positive or negative male fixation on the female backside seems to
be a given (at least in Europeanist and Africanist cultures), regardless of era or
ethnicity. The buttocks are a secondary stand-in for what they hide —the labia,
the vagina. As sexualized as other characteristics may be —from feet and legs,
to hair and skin, and most of all, breasts—the butt is the sentinel standing
guard over the hidden treasure. It is the back door of sexual encounter and
points to a renewed cultural interest in anal sex. Yet, just as the female genitals
themselves have been regarded alternately as beautiful or ugly (at least in Eu-

ropeanist cultures), the buttocks are the contested ground of stigma-cum-



BUTT 147

seduction. The female butt is part of a gendered discourse, with sexually
charged energy surrounding the female fanny in general and the black bottom
in particular, not only in dance but also in daily life.

Fear and restraint of buttocks power, especially the dancing buttocks, is a
fundamental component in Christianity’s dialectic on the corporeal capacity for
sin. In an essentialist fashion the early church differentiated itself from “pagan”
practice by its radical stance regarding the (dancing) body. Using evidence from
cave and pottery art, Jean-Luc Henning, in his eloquent and witty volume on the
buttocks, traces the use of the rear end as a principal instrument in expressive
dance back to Dionysian feasts. He describes dancing maenads, whose “wild fer-
vour allowed the buttocks to arch a long way back in their raging ecstasy.” The
curved back and protruding fanny were associated with abandon, pleasure, de-
sire, unbridled physical freedom. Henning continues, focusing on one female
dancer depicted in a cave south of Pompeii. (In this short chapter, “Dancing,” he
doesn’t discuss the male rear end, afﬁrming my argument about the gendered na-
ture of the topic.) This one woman is “completely naked, shown from the back . ..
and she has a fantastic bottom, one of the most beautiful bottoms in the world, [a]
stormy, quivering buttocks. As she dances her veil describes an all-powerful rain-
bow around her, tracing a line reminiscent of the cleft between the buttocks.” For
Henning, this energy is reproduced in twentieth-century art works like Henri
Matisse’s Dance (1910), wherein “buttocks direct their aerodynamic fuselage
everyvvhere."1 He asserts, “Emotion from dancing is certainly the most pleasant
movement felt by the buttocks, the most vibrant, the most irresistible.”

It was this energy that had to be reined in and harnessed in order to con-
struct a “civilized” European body.

In this savage-versus-cultivated dialectic the buttocks symbolize the histori-
cal dichotomy between Africanist and Europeanist aesthetic principles. As dis-
cussed in chapter 1, the Africanist value placed on the democratic autonomy of
body parts stands in sharp contrast to the Europeanist value on unity and line
(meaning straight line) working toward one objective. “In traditional European
dance aesthetics, the torso must be held upright for correct, classic form; the
erect spine is the center —the hierarchical ruler —from which all movement is
generated. It functions as a single unit. The straight, uninflected torso indicates
elegance or royalty and acts as the absolute monarch, dominating the dancing
body.”® This vertically aligned spine is the first principle of Europeanist dance,
and its line is dependent upon erasing those protuberances of the natural body —
namely, the three “b’s”: buttocks, belly, and breasts.

In contrast, the Africanist dance aesthetic favors flexible, bent-legged postures

with the component parts of the torso independently articulated forward,
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backward, sideward, or in circles as well as in different rhythms. This multidimen-
sional principle is captured in many examples of African sculpture, wherein the
sculpted body in profile is an s-curve or even a z, with ribs and belly forward, but-
tocks back, and knees bent, in postures that suggest motion and kinetic energy.
From the Africanist standpoint a vertically aligned stance and static carriage indi-
cate inflexibility and sterility. By Europeanist standards, the Africanist dancing
body —articulating the trunk that houses primary and secondary sexual character-
istics—is vulgar, lewd. The presumption of promiscuity leads to the lubricious
stereotypes attributed to black dancing bodies. This is where the black fanny butts
in, and why it had to be “controlled,” should black dancers trained in traditional
Africanist forms hope to enter the white concert dance world. It was too sexy, and
the black female buttocks bore the brunt of this criticism.

Even the social dances that originated in African diasporan communities had
to be controlled and straightened up to a vertical, Europeanist standard before
they could be considered acceptable for white consumption. This is true of
African-based dances from South America and the Caribbean, such as the Tango,
Rumba, Mambo, and Salsa, as well as African American forms like the Charleston
and the Lindy. Grass-roots Tango is performed with the dancers’ torsos “inclined
inward toward each other and butts lag[ging] behind,” while the official ballroom
styles mandate that "hips are pressed under and the torsos are stretched outward.”
Similarly, a 1950s manual from the Arthur Murray Dance School admonishes stu-
dents not to dance with the hips protruding backward.? Emphasizing the buttocks
indicates an unacceptable —read “black” —aesthetic standard.

In this chapter we draw closer to the buttocks by first examining Sara
Baartman’s “performance” as the Hottentot Venus. The attraction-repulsion
narrative around her rear end is an important historical precedent for the re-
ception and perception of the black dancing butt. We then move on to discus-
sions of Josephine Baker; the butt craze in pop culture including Spike Lee’s
film School Daze; the explicit focus of Jawole Willa Jo Zollar’s Batty Moves; and
wind up with commentary from the dancers. The Baartman and Baker sections
draw upon extensive research resources that are already in place. My focus is
on the black female dancing buttocks, although the male buttocks will make
brief appearances. In the world of popular dance aesthetics it has been the fe-
male buttocks, black but also white, that attract attention. Both Baker and
Jennifer Lopez began as terrific dancers in performance venues that glorified
and exoticized their asse(t)s, exploiting the buttocks’ valence as sexual signi-
fier. The concert dance and ballet milieus aim to desexualize and invisibilize
this part of the anatomy and have subjected black males and females alike to a

scathing buttocks-centered critique.
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@ Congo Belge. District de Boma Types Bangala au camp de la Lukl.

Debunking the black butt stereotype.Unidentified Bangala Men on a Belgian Colonial Post-
card, ca. 1900. Brenda Dixon Gottschild private collection; gift of Manuel Jordan.

FROM SAVANNAR TO CIRCUS: “WHAT MAKES THE HOTTENTOT S0 HOT?"¢

[The buttocks] representd, for a lot of peop[e, a vort of sexual epicenter:
—Bill T: Jones

I begin this chapter with Sara Baartman because the discourse on bodies and
phenotypes from the Enlightenment era through Victorianism and modernism is
directly related to performance and the way black performers were perceived
and received. One of the quirks of the Enlightenment was the manner in which
the conception of a European Self was contingent upon the creation and subor-
dination of a (colored) Other. It is in comparison/competition with an Other that
the concept of “white” comes about. World cultures were gauged on a compara-
tive scale, with Nordic Europeans on top and “black” Africans at bottom. With
the Age of Discovery as its buffer, Enlightenment explorers not only “discov-
ered” exotic lands (“exotic” meaning everything outside the relatively small geo-
graphical see of western Europe) but also imported “specimens,” animal and
human, to be displayed and exhibited in European towns to show off a burgeon-
ing (ethnocentric) concept of science and evolution. Non-European peoples
were effectively categorized with non-European animals and treated as things,

rather than human beings.



180 THE BLACK DANCING BODY

The so-called Hottentot Venus holds a special place in this sordid history.
Called out of her name and given this oxymoronic moniker (for, after all, how
could a Hottentot be compared to a Venus, except in ridicule) as well as the
name Sara Baartman, this South African woman was exhibited in England and
France for about five years until her death in 1815 at age 25. She was of
Khoikhoi ethnicity. According to archaeologist and art historian Z. S. Strother,
Khoikhoi means “people of people” in Khoe, a South African language distin-
guished by its clicks.” Early European explorers, ignorant of what to make of
these sounds, devised the term “hottentot” to describe what they heard. The
Dutch words hateren (to stammer) and tateren (to stutter) are the etymological
roots of hottentot; French and English medical terminologies list hottentotism
as extreme stuttering. Thus, the term itself is a distortion of the Khoe language
and an insult to the Khoikhoi people who, like many indigenous peoples, were
extirpated by the disease and enslavement inflicted upon them with the advent
of European colonialism. Baartman was displayed not as a person, nor as art,
but as a quasi-human artifact. Her presence was a representation: She was a
thing, a concept, a relic of a species that supposedly was the link between Euro-
pean “races” and higher mammals —a rank she shared with the orangutan
(which is the Malay word for “wild man”). In nineteenth-century Europe there
were numerous illustrations, from cartoons to scientific and artistic renderings,
of the Hottentot Venus. She was displayed for two reasons: her genital labia and
her buttocks.

In his renowned essay on black and white bodies, Sander Gilman states that
in visual arts “the representation of individuals implies the creation of some
greater class or classes to which the individual is seen to belong. These classes in
turn are characterized by the use of a model which synthesizes our perception of
the uniformity of the groups into a convincingly homogeneous image.”® In other
words, he is addressing the making of stereotypes. As Gilman points out, Baart-
man’s genitalia—the legendary Hottentot apron (“a hypertrophy of the labia and
nymphae caused by the manipulation of the genitalia and serving as a sign of
beauty among certain tribes”) —and buttocks served as “the central image for the
black female throughout the nineteenth century.” That over-arching image of
black female sexuality continued its hold on the European (male) imaginary
through the twentieth century. What is ironic is the way the love-hate spectrum of
black-white interactions is played out. In this instance, Baartman’s so-called
steatopygia, or medically oversized buttocks, metamorphosed by midcentury into
a fashion accessory worn by white women. The bustle was essential to the Victo-
rian dress code. It emphasized the very part of the female anatomy that on Sara

Baartman was the object of derision. It is another example of the “appropriation-
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approximation-assimilation” syndrome of emigration/transformation from black
culture to white. In this convoluted case, the white witnesses embraced the idea of
enhancing the buttocks but rejected the original body from which it was taken.
They loved the aesthetic premise but detested its embodied black precedent.

Another irony in the Baartman example is that the English army surgeon
who brought her back from the recently conquered Cape colony purposely and
perversely chose this particular woman because of her unusually oversized but-
tocks. By no means did all Khoisan women have this feature, nor was it exclusive
to Khoisan peoples.'® In pursuit of “science” she was “collected” for scrutiny as a
typical example of a lower species on the evolutionary scale. Although she was
the exception she was unscrupulously exhibited as the rule for Khoikhoi fe-
males—and, by extension, for black women as an entire class or race. As the
Gilman quote points out, her representation was pressed into the service of
stereotype creation.

There are many extant renderings of Baartman, mainly in the form of gross
cartoons and perhaps even grosser scientific depictions. They indicate that Euro-
pean artists struggled with the “dilemma of representation” discussed in the pre-
vious chapter’s section on William Henry Lane and the Vauxhall Gardens
portrayal of him. Not knowing how to deal with Baartman’s body, they relied
upon “an image for an unfamiliar subject that evokes a familiar body of conceptual
knowledge.”!! There is a canon of European imagery collected around the
Khoikhoi that dates back to fifteenth-century explorers, with the earliest artistic
depiction dated 1508 and attributed to Hans Burgkmair the Elder of Augs-
burgg.12 Each century the imagery, stories, and artifacts accrued. After battling to
gain control of the Khoisan people in the latter part of the eighteenth century, the
British established their definitive occupation and creation of the Cape colony by
1806. So, by the time Baartman was brought to England (and, subsequently,
France) by Alexander Dunlop, English army surgeon in the colony, there existed
a centuries-old Hottentot trope —a constellation of associations, ideas, and fan-
tasies that had the force of an objective imperative but were, in fact, subjective,
Eurocentric conceptions based on imagination rather than evidence.

The actual Sara Baartman, once in Europe for all eyes to see, was unseen,
invisibilized, dehumanized. We vee through the lens of our culture, and Europeans,
blinded by this preconceived body of knowledge, were rendered incapable of
“seeing” this Khoisan woman. One wonders what her real name was and how
she moved and functioned before she was made hostage to “science.” These
things we cannot know. What we do know is that most of the renderings of
Baartman show her in ways she was never exhibited to the public. Instead, we

see her festooned in the artifacts that had been associated with the Hottentot
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trope for three centuries: the smoke-colored face paint, the kaross (a sheepskin
mantle or cape), Xhosa beads barely covering her torso, a beaded mantle over
her genitals, her huge buttocks either totally exposed or slightly visible under the
kaross (which hangs from the neck along the shoulders to the ground, leaving
the front and sides of the body exposed) —and, to top it off, smoking a pipe. In
actuality, she was exhibited in a skin-colored, form-fitting dress of some flimsy
fabric that “was so tight that her shapes above and the enormous size of her pos-
terior parts are as visible as if the said female were naked and the dress is evi-
dently intended to give the appearance of her being undressed,” according to an
abolitionist horrified by the display. The audience was “invited to feel her poste-
rior parts to satisfy themselves that no art was practiced.” “One spectator
pinched her, another walked round her; one gentleman poked her with his
cane.”!® She was exhibited in circuses and museums (the Musée d’Histoire Na-
turelle, Paris), as well as in the salons of the elite. On at least one occasion —
through psychological, if not physical, coercion —she posed nude for the artist
commissioned to draw her by Georges Cuvier, the French “scientist” who was
her final “master” before her death (since she was in a state of virtual slavery).

As in minstrelsy, Baartman’s performance is rife with racism’s conflicted
narratives. The white minstrel, in blacking up, desires both to be and to be in con-
trol of the black image; Baartman’s exhibitors need to appear as experts with in-
sider knowledge of her and her culture, while demonstrating superiority and
control over her Otherness. In mastering the culture of the Other, the white in-
terloper must appear to be 2 it but not of it. In Baartman’s case science was the
guise, but sexual voyeurism (and concomitant, subliminal fears of inferiority) lay
beneath the mask.

Like legions of people of color who have devised ways of undermining their
stereotype, Baartman exercised a modicum of damage control over her image.
Nearly all the many visual representations of her, from cartoons to “scientific”
renderings, show her with thighs tightly closed. Although she submitted to being
painted nude, apparently under pressure, she did not part her legs. Her elon-
gated labia were not exposed to the white gaze while she was alive: “She held her
apron carefully hidden either between her thighs or more deeply, and it was only
after her death that one ascertained that she possessed it."]4 Indeed, the horror of
Baartman'’s short life continued after her death: Cuvier was given her corpse in
order to perform an autopsy. Thereafter, her genitalia were put on display at the
Musée de 'Homme in Paris, along with a plaster cast of her body, as well as her
skeleton. These were not removed from public display until 1982 and remained
in the museum’s holdings through 2001, when the French government decreed

their return to South Africa. Although English and French audiences couldn'’t
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see Baartman’s elongated labia, they were grabbed just as ﬁrmly by her buttocks.
Indeed, the buttocks stand as a secondary sexual substitute for the real thing.
This “freak show as ethnographic type” presentation satisfied two needs of En-
lightenment mentality: First, to see the black body as sexually deviant; and, sec-
ond, to believe black bodies sufficiently abnormal to warrant the inferior, slavish
status imposed upon them by European imperialism. The exhibition of “the body
Hottentot” was one of the means that European colonizers needed to justify their
ends. The Hottentot Venus was no “noble savage.” If she represented the kind of
people who inhabited Africa, then Europeans could believe they were doing a
service by imposing imperialism, colonialism, and Christianity upon them. They
were saving the heathen.

Yet, there was a fascination with this aberrant Hottentot butt. In a society
where the display of an ankle was considered risqué, this Venus may not have
been “de Milo,” but her exaggerated essentials were authentic enough to arouse
a substantial sexual frisson. Surely there was also an interest in finding out why
elongated labia were preferred by certain South African cultures. What did
those male Others find desirable in her? What would it be like to penetrate her,
in every sense? These questions are not discussed in the literature, yet their sug-
gestion lingers over and hovers beneath the Hottentot discourse. The bustle style
indicates that the desire to possess this rump and make it fashionable was real;
like all women'’s fashions, it was seen as an accoutrement that could attract male
attention, indicating that European women were cognizant of white male interest
in exaggerated buttocks.

It is significant that Baartman did not dance, nor utilize any part of her
anatomy sensually or kinetically (and certainly not erotically). She was a static,
unmoving image, reinforcing her deployment as artifact. Accounts describe her
demeanor as sullen, sad, depressed. Indeed, she seems to have been a reluctant

participant in the process of her dehumanization.

For those who believe in the past-present-future, birth-death-rebirth continuum,
the following report may offer an intimation of transcendence to assuage the mis-
ery of Baartman’s earthly existence. As recounted in international news media,
her remains were finally returned to Baartman’s homeland in 2002. The “home-
coming” had been initiated by Nelson Mandela while he was president but was
plagued by years of wrangling between France and South Africa. The New York
Times reported on 4 May 2002: “She was given her first wooden coffin and a me-
morial service. The navy band played while scores of people, including mayors

and ministers, stood to pay their respects.” She was welcomed home “so that her
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soul may find the necessary rest.” Significantly, scores of South African
women —some Khoisan —participated in the ceremony, calling her “Sister An-
cestor” and offering supplications of heavenly guidance for her soul’s repose. The
event was a celebration and affirmation, with Baartman’s salvaged remains
metaphorically representing the “reclaiming [of] lost or neglected identities.”
Indeed, in the Africanist world view and for her Khoisan descendants,

“death is never the end of the story.” 1°

WORKING THE STEREOTYPE—BAKER'S BUTTOCKS

What an ass! Excuse the expression, but that is the cry that greeted
Josephine as she exploded on stage in “La Dance Sauvage.” It gave all
of Parts a hard-on.

—Jean-Claude Baker and Chris Chase, Josephine

The rear end exists. I see no reason to be ashamed of it. Ity true there
are rear ends so stupld, 40 pretentioud, so insignificant that they're good
only for sitting on.

—Josephine Baker, quoted in Rose, Jazz Cleopatra

1 think they must mix blood, otherwise the human race ts bound to de-
generate. Mixing blood (s marvelous. It makes strong intelligent men
and takes away tired spirits.

—Josephine Baker, quoted in Martin, “Remembering the Jungle”

The white imagination sure ls something when it comes to blacks.

—Josephine Baker, quoted in Rose, Jazz Cleopatra

With wit and irony Josephine Baker’s dancing body balances on the cusp be-
tween coon and cool, minstrelsy and modernism —playing both images to the hilt
as two sides of the same coin. Like William Henry Lane in mid-nineteenth-
century London, she brought to the ear‘ly part of the twentieth century a style of
dancing that jolted Europe out of its blasé malaise. Beginning as a blackface
dancing comic in black musical revues (including the original production of
Shuffle Along in 1921-22, when she was only 16) where she was considered too
short, too skinny, and too dark-skinned, she became the diva who, at one period
in her career, trained with George Balanchine and put her angular, Africanized
movements on point in a novel merging of jazz and ballet traditions.!® Like

James Brown, Baker represents all that this book stands for: Her body was an
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embattled territory where the contest for power, recognition, and respect was
waged. As was the case with Brown’s feet, it is difficult to focus only on Baker’s
buttocks. She was a full-body dancer, the quintessence of Robert Farris Thomp-
son’s phrase, “African art in motion.” Her shoulders, chest, rib cage, belly, knees,
thighs, feet, and face —with her gorgeous eyes and mouth playing witty, gener-
ous tricks that were part comic, part seductive —were all equal partners in the
World According to Josephine. Still, it was her breasts and buttocks that
grabbed the public eye and became the most commodified parts of her anatomy,
although her skin color and hair texture were other body attributes that caused
groundbreaking cultural upsets. Baker was the Madonna of the early swing era
(1920s-'30s). Like Madonna, she personified the agency, power, and autonomy
of the female performing body both onstage and off. At times she was a free
agent, setting the rules (or disrupting established ones) for a liberated, self-
driven sexuality. Like Madonna, she didn’t break the stereotype but “worked it”
and challenged it from within rather than protesting it from an oppositional fem-
inist perspective. (A third major sex symbol of the twentieth century comes to
mind: Marilyn Monroe. But living, midcentury, in the repressive McCarthy era
of conservative Hollywood, she didn’t have a chance to shift paradigms as did
Baker and Madonna.)

Besides its overall powers of persuasion, Baker’s rear end had several im-
portant historical points attached to it. First, it was bared onstage (except for a
brief bikini). Second, it was exposed in Paris and Berlin at a time when it would
not have been appreciated in the United States. (In a metaphorical sense, she
was smart to get her ass out of America.) Third, that butt was articulating itself
in social dances like the Charleston and Shimmy—dances that transgressed re-
pressive borders, celebrated full use of improvisation and individual expression
of body parts, and challenged Europeanist verticality and “uprightness.” Next,
her behind was frequently festooned in feathers or similarly suggestive costum-
ing (for example, bananas) to highlight it as a focus of attention, movement, and
energy. Finally, through her uncanny self-possession and savvy control over her
image, Baker managed to bare her behind while retaining her integrity, which is
the reason why her performance was so charismatic. This was the factor that
separated her from other near-nude female dancing bodies, black or white. She
was the paradox incarnate: She both reinforced and transcended the stereotype.

In many ways Baker’s body represented democracy —the democracy of jazz
music and dance that for her generation stood in stark contrast to the monarchi-
cal exclusivity represented by European traditions of class, place, and hierarchy:.
The author Georges Simenon (who had been one of her many lovers) wrote that

her croupe (a French slang for buttocks) inspired “collective fantasies that send a
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deep incense of desire wafting toward her in steamy waves. . . . By God, it’s obvi-
ous, that croupe has a sense of humor.”!” Indeed, Baker's clever disruption of sex-
ual stereotypes was due, n large part, to her talent as a comedian. She rolled
siren and comic into one unique voluptuousness. A wonderful one-liner given in
a command performance late in her career points to her verbal wit. In referring
to the early da_ys and her skimpy costumes she quipped, “I wasn't really naked, 1
simply didn’t have any clothes on.”!® It is also a telling statement about what she
revealed or concealed from her public. Like all great performers, she bared only
what she wanted us to see. As one of her many biographers pointed out, she was
“so at ease in her sexuality that she is able to mock it, and to mock her audience
for being hypnotized by it. She is all joyous vitality —seductive, admirable and
almost frightening.”®

But the going wasn'’t easy for Baker, even in Europe. Though she had a
strong support base, she also had many detractors. The fact that it was a black be-
hind that took over Paris and Berlin fanned the flames of the French and Ger-
man racism that was part of the European colonial heritage and would be a
major component of Nazism.2® In the white-supremacist view this butt was the
degenerate sign and symbol of a black wave sweeping over Europe and threaten-
ing Aryan hegemony—a war of the races waged on the battlefield of Baker’s
black behind, so to speak. Even from the liberal contingent that supposedly sup-
ported her, the ethnocentrism (if not outright racism) of the era was apparent:
“Sem’” (George Goursat), the famous caricaturist of the social scene, drew a
wicked cartoon that astutely observed the hopelessness of her desire to be ac-
cepted in society which showed her dancing, in profile, elegantly clad and bejew-
elled, but with a monkey’s tail swishing from her cheeky behind.”?! (In the same
vein, African American soldiers were purported to have tails beneath their
trousers.) The animal analogues abounded. André Levinson, dance critic and
staunch defender of nineteenth-century ballet, described her as “an extraordi-
nary creature of simian suppleness—a sinuous idol that enslaves and incites
mankind"w—a roundabout way to say that, personall_y, he was sexually aroused
by her. The patronizing condescension of Janet Flanner, the Paris correspondent
for the New Yorker (using the pseudonym Genét) extends the presumption of
white superiority. In a 1930 article she wrote: “Perhaps, however, enough is seen
of Miss Baker in the present instance, for she has, alas, almost become a little
lady. Her caramel-colored body, which overnight became a legend in Europe, is
still magnificent, but it has become thinned, trained, almost civilized. Her voice,
especially in the vo-deo-do’s, is still a magic flute that hasn’t yet heard of
Mozart —though even that, one fears, will come with time. There is a rumor that

she wants to sing refined ballads; one is surprised that she doesn’t want to play
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Othello. On that lovely animal visage lies now a sad look, not of captivity, but of
dawning intelligence.”?

But Baker was already intelligent, in mind as well as body, and knew more
about performance and versatility, about race and racism, than the fledgling
Flanner could imagine. Indeed, Baker was very much in control of what she was
doing and would become the successor to the famous Mistinguett in popular
French culture, admirably singing the very ballads that Flanner hoped were off-
limits for her. And her astute race consciousness was a factor to contend with
even in her early days, as shown by an anecdote about one of her many suitors
(not to be confused with her many lovers and admirers). This particular young
student camped outside her door, came to every performance, and craved her at-
tention. She decided to grant him the privilege of her company and allowed him
to take her out to dinner: “When he pulled out a thousand-franc note, I snatched
it away and stuffed it into my handbag. He looked at me with utter dismay: It
was his month’s entire allowance. . .. [B]ut I was remembering the colored sec-
tion of St. Louis [where she had grown up] and how hard it was to earn money
there.”?* However, the young man continued to pursue her. She finally gave in
and received him in her room: “The delighted student called me his chou. Shoe? 1
reached for my dictionary. ‘Chou—cabbage.” A vegetable? I ordered the young
man to his knees and planted him by my bedside. Then I left for the theater. Un-
kind? Perhaps. But looking back on it now, I wonder if the ghost of an African
ancestor humiliated by an arrogant plantation owner hadn’t been lurking some-
place under my well-oiled scalp.”? No: Flanner didn’t know the half of it.

If Sara Baartman is at one end of the primitive spectrum, then Baker is at
the opposite end. Both were objects of the white male gaze, ensnared in the prim-
itive trope, but one symbolized abjection and the other agency. Baartman repre-
sented the (overtly) desexualized, gross Other: oversized, static, de-energized.
Baker was marketed as a moving target of a sexual object: lithe limbs, fast-footed
steps, animated face, and most of all, a brilliantly active ass. Nevertheless, there
is a through-line connecting the European reception of the two women, and the
term, “Venus,” is a significant marker. As applied to black women, it is a double-
edged sword. As Baker shrewdly observed, “According to another reviewer I
was a ‘black Venus.”. .. Venus, yes. But the black part didn't seem to help.”?
The term was meant as an epithet of ridicule when applied to Baartman; in
Baker’s case it stamped her as a noble savage. But, either way, both were Other.
In our own era we see an interesting reversal: A famous, beautiful, talented
young black woman was named Venus by her parents (and her equally beautiful
and talented sister was called Serena). By choosing this name they disrupted the
stereotype and played havoc with its power over them —just as, in the 1960s, the
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comedian Dick Gregory explained that he and his wife named their daughter
Miss to avoid the humiliation of having whites address her disrespectfully. So
Venus Williams is truly Venus by birth! Yet, in the twenty-first century, Williams
has been described in the English press as a savage, a “demented doe,” a “preda-
tor,” with “impossibly long legs” and “octopus-like arms.”? It gives one pause
that so little has changed in white perception and reception of the black female
body. In Baker’s case, Janet Flanner described her in the famous “Danse
Sauvage” as “entirely nude except for a pink flamingo feather between her limbs”
when, in fact, Baker actually wore a satin bikini beneath the feathers at her
pelvis, as well as feathers around her neck, wrists, and ankles and in her hair.28
Besides the fact that it might have made better copy in Paris of the 20s to forget
the bikini and just talk about the feather, Flanner may also have simply described
what she wished to see! How often the black performing body is seen not for
what it is but for what white people want it to represent. Like Baartman almost a
century before her and Williams over half a century later, Baker, in Flanner’s de-
scription, is a screen upon which a European fantasy is projected.

Nineteen twenty-five was the year Baker made Paris her captive with the
dance that was the final scene in La Revue Négre, a black show brought over from
New York. It was the year of the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs
et Industriels Modernes, also in Paris. It is significant that two women danced at
the exhibit’s closing dinner —world-famous ballerina Anna Pavlova during the
appetizer and the newly arrived Baker during the main course:?’ two women
symbolically bookending the Art Deco movement. The Europeans were savvy
enough to know that something special, new, modern, and as yet undefined was
in the works in this black dancing body. The Revue Négre played at the Théatre
des Champs Elysées from 2 October 1925 until 19 November, having been ex-
tended from its original booking for seven weeks. Other shows booked for the
theater were put on hold until they threatened to cancel, at which time the show
was moved to the Théatre de L'Etoile, where it played into December.?° Next, it
opened on New Year’s Eve in Berlin and took that city by storm. Baker’s histori-
cal significance rests largely on her performance in the “Danse Sauvage” finale of
this revue and her banana girdle dance in the Folies Bergére revue La Folie Du
Jour the following year.

The “Danse Sauvage”: Paris had seen nude and near-nude dances for at
least 30 years before Baker’s debut. So what was new about her presentation?
Perhaps the biggest impact on first sight was the color of her skin. Then, unlike
the dancing girls in French variety shows, she danced black dances: improvised
torso and limb movements emblematic of the Africanist dancing body (to the

detriment of the comparatively softer, balletic movements of French chorines)
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that rhythmically articulated the breasts, belly, and buttocks and were essential
movements in 1920s African American fad dances such as the Shimmy, Shake,
Quiver, Grind, and Mess Around. These dances embodied the Africanist aes-
thetic principle of the cool, meaning that body parts might be working fast and
furiously —or hot—in executing the steps, while in contrast the face exhibited ei-
ther the detached, still life “mask of the cool” or offered comic relief with smiles
and mugging (as was Baker’s preference). Thus, parody and ironic contrast were
key elements in Baker’s act, rupturing the traditional, linear presentation of the
female sex object. Finally, she was accompanied by complex (and, for Euro-
peans, alien) jazz rh