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Chapter TwoA

Afro-American Vernacular Dance

Introduction
This chapter explores Afro-American vernacular dance, beginning with a history of Afro-American dance culture which emphasises the dynamic nature of vernacular dance’s engagement with wider cultural forces and structures. Vernacular dance is defined in terms which position it as everyday discourse, which prioritises particular themes and structures. This ‘everyday discourse’ approach to vernacular dance expands the definitions of ‘dance’ to include a range of rhythmic dance movements, so expanding the interpretive repertoire (Potter and Wetherell cut this out?) of vernacular dance culture. 

Vernacular dance discourse is necessarily dynamic and reflexive, and Africanist dance traditions employ a range of tactics, celebrating innovation and tradition through encouraging historical sensitivities as well as attention to contemporary cultural relevancy. This dynamic aspect of vernacular dance is discussed in terms of the dialectics of cultural transmission. This notion of cultural transmission is approached in terms of the transmission of specific dances and movements between cultures, but also in terms of the transmission of dances between generations, and in the use of everyday movements as the inspiration for new dance steps.

Dynamism – active energy – and cultural transmission is enacted in various Africanist themes in Afro-American vernacular dance. The most relevant of these are improvisation; imitation and impersonation; derision (often through imitation); competitive social dance; and improvisation within the formal structures of called dances and ‘routines’. These themes emphasise the importance of vernacular dance maintaining its relevancy or use-value through changing and responding to community needs and interests. This combination of mutability and historical referencing is clearest in the theme of improvisation, and improvisation itself is positioned as choreography, encouraging a diversion from the mind/body split which pervades western dance culture and literature. Improvisation itself is an inherent part of Afro-American music, particularly jazz, to which swing dances – including lindy hop – are a response. As Jacqui Malone argues, dance is music made visible. Vernacular dance presents the ‘visible rhythms’ of cultural discourse.
Review of dance studies literature

A history of Lindy Hop might begin in Africa, with public dances both religious and secular, yet all firmly planted in the everyday life of every person. Africanist dance forms – dances brought to various other communities throughout the Americas and beyond – not only share steps and specific movements, but also more general tropes in terms of aesthetics of choreography and physiology. They also share similar approaches to the social function of dance. Dance is seen not only as a ‘leisure’ activity, or ‘work’ or ‘performance’ as it is mainstream Australia culture today. It is in everyday life as dance movement. This everydayness is read as a key feature of vernacular dance, wherever and in whichever culture it is found. It is also the key feature discerning it from concert dance traditions in western European culture.

Brenda Dixon Gottschild sees Africanist themes throughout Afro-American dance, if not all American dance, and she makes one central point in all her writings on the topic: dance and dancing are essential parts of Afro-American culture. This point is echoed throughout the literature on Afro-American dance, including the work by Katrina Hazzard-Gordon, Jacqui Malone, Jonathon David Jackson, Marshall and Jean Stearns, LeeEllen Friedland, Albert Murray and Lynn Fauley Emery. There is a significant body of literature discussing Afro-American vernacular dance, from a range of political and methodological perspectives. This thesis is most interested in those which adopt a cultural studies framework (as in the case of Jane Desmond), rather than sociological or anthropological framework (as in Helen Thomas’ work), and favours those works with explicitly political intentions (such as Hazzard-Gordon and Gottschild) primarily for their determination to position Afro-American dance within the realms of American dance theory and research. 

Until recently concert or theatre dance has been privileged as most important for dance scholars’ work and vernacular dance has been considered more relevant to historical or anthropological and sociological studies. Western culture has historically only read western concert dance as art, with vernacular and other dance traditions of other cultures positioned as ritual or ‘tradition’. Thomas writes that “the activity which commonsensically we understand as dancing does in fact take a number of different forms and occurs in a variety of social contexts which straddle the spectrum of the high art/popular culture divide in contemporary western industrial formations” (Dance, Modernity and Culture 2). Thomas’ work is limited by her emphasis on concert dance (despite her protestations that studying concert dance is addressing a ‘minority’ dance form (2)) and her focus on western concert dance. Statements such as these: “Although dancing is not something that most of us do or watch every day” (Dance, Modernity and Culture 3) reveal a common bias in dance studies and dance theorists. Here, dance is conceptualised according to western middle class experiences, and generalised to the wider community. 

Despite these limitations, Thomas introduces the point made by Friedland, that the concept of ‘dance’ need not be restricted to notions of ‘art’, and performances on stages for audiences of seated, paying devotees. She also explores the history of dance study, noting the links between concepts of mind/body dualism (6) in western culture and a devaluing of physical expression as evidence of ‘rational thought’. “Rationality” in western philosophy, she writes “takes precedence over the emotions, idealism over materialism, culture over nature, objectivity over subjectivity” (6). The body is then associated with the ‘other’. Formal dance traditions seek to contain the body with rigorous choreography and static dance and bodily aesthetics.

In contrast, “Dance was treated as an essential component of primitive culture” (8) by anthropology, and “it was also assumed that as cultures developed and became more ‘civilised’ and ‘rational’, then dancing would become less important.” (9). No longer fashionable with anthropologists today, the sentiment remains in western philosophy that dance constrained by formal structures and culture, dance restricted to particular designated ‘dance spaces’ – the ‘dance floor’ – is safely containing the troubling ‘body’. 

In contrast, vernacular dance situates dance and dance movement in everyday life, and dance becomes a valid space for the negotiation of ideological conflict. Dance and dance movement – bodily movement – is, however, still ideologically determined in vernacular dance cultures. Desmond makes the point that whether dance is constrained and mediated by dance schools, electronic media and high/low cultural divides, or culturally determined dance and bodily aesthetics, it is still an ideologically informed discourse. Friedland’s discussion of children learning to dance in Afro-American culture also makes this particularly clear.

The significant difference between western European and Afro-American dance discourse lies not in whether or not dance is ideologically managed, but in how it is managed. The most relevant difference in management for this thesis is the contrast between the highly institutionalised and mediated dance culture of mainstream American and Australian culture, and the vernacular negotiation of dance meaning and value in Afro-American culture. This chapter and the following chapter are particularly interested in the changes in ideological and discursive function of Afro-American dance forms as they are transmitted to other cultures.

It is important, however, to avoid defining vernacular dance only in terms of ethnicity. The prioritisation of concert dance is also related to issues of class, and vernacular dance within European cultures is also marginalised. Historically speaking, various dances have been associated with the ‘lower’ classes at certain cultural moments. The waltz and other partner dances considered the province of ‘high’ culture and associated with ‘classical’ music originally developed as a social dance and was regarded as socially ‘inappropriate’ for the close embrace enjoyed by both partners. Women were thought to be particularly vulnerable to the physical excesses of waltzing. Clogging, a Celtic precursor to tap dance, traveled with British emigrants to America, and is still danced in communities in the Appalachian mountains. It was ‘appropriated’ by black dancers, combined with the percussive traditions of Africanist dance and represented to mainstream culture in the 20s as tap dance.
Contemporary social and youth dance culture has also been left to sociologists like Angela McRobbie and Dick Hebdige, or enthusiastically taken up by cultural studies researchers such as sarah thornton? Woman who does rave stuff. Work by writers such as Jane Desmond encourages cultural studies itself to “enlarge our studies of ‘bodily’ texts, to include dance in all its forms …[to] further our understandings of how social identities are signaled, formed, and negotiated through bodily movement”(Desmond 34). Gottschild’s argument that dance is an essential part of everyday life encourages a cultural studies analysis of dance cultures and communities that not only take dance as a primary system of meaning, but extend the category of ‘dance’ to incorporate a range of rhythmic dance movements. Friedland’s discussion of social commentary in Afro-American dance offers an approach which positions vernacular dance as a legitimate discourse which can be read for ideological and cultural influences and themes.

History

The history of Afro-American vernacular dance is the embodied history of an oppressed and marginalised people’s ideological negotiation with the discourse of European slavers; the ideology and discourse of other African cultures in shared slavery, and their own histories and cultures. This history begins in West Africa, where African nations were plundered for slaves by European slavers in the 1600s. In the new world, African people became the property of white men, living in new communities made up of different people from different African nations and cultures. Inconsistencies between slaver owners’ management of slaves’ cultural activities and lives, and the engagement of slave is a range of duties resulted in a spectrum of slave cultures. “Whether they grew rice, tobacco, corn or cotton, served in a household, or worked as an urban artisan, slaves had limited opportunity to establish independent culture” (Hazzard-Gordon Jookin’ 14). 

Slaves’ dance was rigorously controlled, banned in many forms for its supposed link to insurrection and rebellion, rechannelled into European religion and other cultural forms or reborn in entirely new traditions. The development of Afro-American culture, while involving degrees of ideological negotiation with different cultural discourses, from poaching and borrowing to stealing and appropriation, was still one conducted in slavery. The white slave owners managed the slaves’ retention of Africanist culture structurally, through the imposition of new family and social relationships; practically, through forbidding specific activities and punishing ‘inappropriate’ activity; and ideologically, through disrupting the cross-generational transmission of cultural knowledge by destroying families and forbidding ‘traditional’ social relationships. As a result, “serious dancing went underground, and dances which carried significant aesthetic information became disguised or hidden from public view. For white audiences, the black man’s dancing body came to carry only the information on its surface” (DeFrantz, discussing black masculinity in dance, 107). The Afro-American dance carried multiple layers and meanings, and encouraged a flexibility or multiplicity of readings, so as to distract from a ‘real’ meaning or value.

While much of the African slaves’ culture was lost or irrevocably changed, new traditions and cultures were developed which reframed remnants of African culture and engaged with both the discourse of the oppressed and oppressors. This reframing and integration of both African cultures and the culture of the slave owners was encouraged by the imposition of white law, religion, social institutions such as family structure, and in the suppression and disruption of African culture.

After the 1862 emancipation proclamation, black culture flourished outside the limits of slavery. Cities like New Orleans saw the rise of free Afro-American culture and the development of class and cultural specificities within black culture. By the 1890s black dance and culture was oppressed by Jim Crow laws in the south, and less overt racism in the north. In the south the rise of black dance music like rag time was inflected by racial segregation and violence and the beginning of the twentieth century saw black southerners moving north to New York, seeking work and escape from the lynchings in the south. They brought with them the traditions of dance and music fostered on plantations and in southern cities, and combining European music and dance styles with Africanist dance themes and rhythms. The travelling bands which moved between the south and north retraced these emigrants’ routes through the first half of the twentieth century, carrying jazz music, tap dancers, contortionists and acrobatic ‘flash dancers’ with them.

The 1920s in New York saw the rise of a Harlem Renaissance – a flourishing of art and culture in one of the most crowded districts in one of the most crowded cities in the country. Stage shows and night clubs brought black dances which had originated on plantation and even earlier in Africa to the mainstream as travelling vaudeville and blackface performers had in the previous century. The 1930s saw the birth of swing music and the Lindy Hop in the ballrooms and rent parties, cabaret clubs and street parties, theatres and radio of Harlem. In that same decade the white dancer and instructor Dean Collins brought Lindy Hop to the west coast of America and to Hollywood, and Lindy Hop travelled internationally in feature film sequences, short ‘soundies’ and newsreels, and in the bodies of visiting dance troops.

Lindy Hop was not the first black dance to reach white audiences – the history of Afro-American dance is characterised by dance fads like the Charleston, Black Bottom, Texas Tommy and Break Away which originated in black communities and was brought to the mainstream by theatre, music and dance schools. The popularising of swing dance was, however, facilitated by cinema and mainstream communications media, which brought moving images of dancers to wider audiences. This first major mediatisation of swing dancing was marked by a transcription of black dance onto white bodies, as white dancers outnumbered black both as guest performers and cast members in electronic media, and in dance classes. In moving from Afro-American communities to the mainstream, Lindy Hop moved away from its roots as a vernacular dance.

Lindy Hop became Jitterbug in Australia in the 1930s and Frankie Manning visited Melbourne with his Harlem Congaroos. In the late 1940s in Sophiatown in South Africa, black dancers danced the Lindy Hop to black jazz musicians, with vocalists singing in African languages
. By the 1950s strict cabaret laws restricted public dancing in New York and rock n roll, jump blues and bebop replaced swinging jazz in mainstream culture. Afro-American youth had moved on to jive and soul and the mainstream media turned its attention to Elvis Presley’s interpretation of one of the oldest African dances – the Shimmy.

Thirty years later in the 1980s European and American dancers began teaching themselves Lindy Hop from the same archival film sequences and newsreels which had helped bring Lindy Hop to popular culture in the 30s. They sought out living dancers from the ‘original swing era’ and began reviving Lindy Hop. In 1995 Lindy Hop returned to Melbourne, via London, and ten years later the country has swing dance communities in every major city. There are swing dance communities in England, Scotland, France, Spain, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Switzerland, Russia, America, Singapore, Japan, Korea, New Zealand and Australia, and in each of these Lindy Hop is the most important dance style. Lindy Hop was brought – and is continually returns – to these communities in the bodies of visiting teachers and dancers; in videos, films and digital clips; in archival footage; and in the online discourse of thousands of dancers. Despite the popularity of swing dance, it does not exist as a vernacular dance in any community as it did in Harlem in the 1930s. It is marked not only by the national culture and ethnic makeup of which these communities are a part, but also by the generally middle class youth who populate these communities.

Vernacular dance: explore and define

The word ‘vernacular’ in a discussion of dance refers to the everyday or ordinary, common dance of a particular group or culture. Vernacular dance is distinguished from concert or theatre dance through its positioning in everyday spaces, rather than existing only as a formalised – and usually choreographed – performance of a particular dance on a concert stage. Vernacular dance intrinsically participatory and happens in all sorts of spaces, both public and private. It is also necessarily mutable and reflexive, responding to the cultural needs of its performers. Hazzard-Gordon focuses on social vernacular dance in her book Jookin’, and it is this emphasis on interpersonal vernacular dance that is most relevant to this study.

Both Jackson and Malone draw on Ralph Ellison’s definition of Afro-American vernacular dance, quoting the following passage:

I see the vernacular as a dynamic process in which the most refined styles from the past are continually merged with the play-it-by-eye-and-by-ear improvisations from which we invent in our efforts to control our environment and entertain ourselves. And this not only in language and literature, but in architecture and cuisine, in music, costume, and dance, and in tools and technology. In it the styles and techniques of the past are adjusted to the needs of the present, and in its integrative action the high styles of the past are democratized… Wherever we find the vernacular process operating we also find individuals who act as transmitters between it and earlier styles, tastes, and techniques. In the United States all social barriers are vulnerable to cultural styles (Ellison 139 – 41).

Ellison’s description raises the key points of interest not only to Malone and Jackson, but to most writers of Afro-American dance history and culture. These are:

1) vernacular dance is constantly changing – it is a process;

2) vernacular dance is necessarily involves improvisation;

3) improvisation – and vernacular dance – are individual and group responses to our cultural environment;

4) contemporary vernacular dance makes use of past dance movements and cultures;

5) vernacular dance remakes ‘high’ art or dance culture, claiming it for ordinary people;

6) individual dancers serve as ‘transmitters’ for past dances to the present, between current dance cultures, and across boundaries of ‘style’ or ‘taste;

7) that vernacular dance moves across and between cultures within – and between – societies.

All of these points might be summarised with the comment that vernacular dance must remain relevant to its dancers and to its cultural context. The various points listed above are the means by which this is achieved. They are also revisited in the rest of this chapter as guiding principles in this study of swing dances as Afro-American vernacular dance.


Lindy Hop and other swing dances originated in Afro-American communities as vernacular dances. They later moved to other cultures and communities where their cultural use and performance varied according to the specific dance practices of their new context. Afro-American vernacular dance comes with a history of slavery and oppression – it is not the dance of dominant ideology or discourse in American culture and its internal structure and performance practices reflect this.

Dance as discourse

Jackson refers to Adrienne Kaeppler’s discussion of dance meaning where she writes “dance is a socially constructed movement system, … where the dance communication process … involves…making sense out of … human bodies in time and space and according to the cultural conventions and aesthetic systems of a specific group of people at a specific time in specific contexts (Kaeppler 3, 41- 42). Jane Desmond encourages this view, arguing that dance should be read as discourse, and dance aesthetics as a “performance of cultural identity” (36), where the ‘discourse’ is interpreted not only in terms of the dancer’s cultural context, but also in terms of the reader’s cultural position. 

Vernacular dance is created in a “lived context”, Sheenagh Pietrobruno argues, and is

not formally learned but… passed on from generation to generation. Most people who grow up with the dance acquire it in childhood, its movements often taught indirectly through the corporeal language of the body, so that those raised with the dance may not have a sense that they have learned it. Dancing usually is done to music: there is no separation between the rhythm of the music and the steps of the dance (1).

Pietrobruno’s discussion of salsa is equally relevant to a discussion of Afro-American vernacular dance, particularly as salsa – as a Cuban-identified dance - has strong cultural links with Afro-American dance, as do many other vernacular dances of the Americas. Pietrobruno continues: 

The salsa that develops in a lived context involves more than a series of steps and turns: dancers execute movements with their entire bodies. The subtle, but essential elements of the dance, such as how dancers hold their bodies, move their heads, position their hands and isolate various body parts are rooted in motor control and movements that are extensions of wider cultural expression…A child may be formally taught specific footwork and turn patterns of salsa, but picks up body isolations by experiencing the family dance culture, similar to acquiring everyday gestures. Although these subtle separations of parts of the body may seem effortless to the outside viewer, their performance involves a great deal of skill and dexterity. Individuals of Latin descent, who are dispersed throughout the Americas, often learn the dance as an extension of their heritage (Pietrobruno 1).

This lengthy quotation from Pietrobruno’s essay introduces her discussion of the teaching and learning of salsa in Montreal. This particular quote emphasises the positioning of vernacular dance in the everyday, and learning to dance as an everyday activity, rather than a ‘special’ event bracketed off into designated ‘dance spaces’. Vernacular dance is inextricably bound to live music and other vernacular cultural practice; it is communicated across generations; and it is an extension of ‘wider cultural expression’. Vernacular dance is as much discourse as verbal language.

Learning to dance in Afro-American culture: vernacular dance is immediate and not ‘mediated’

Friedland explores the ways in which vernacular dance is learnt in more detail in her article “Social Commentary in African-American Movement Performance”, where she discusses the role of dance in urban black children’s lives in Philadelphia. Though researched in the 1970s and 80s, Friedland’s work is as applicable to communities of dancers in the 1930s in Harlem as it is to black dance culture in Los Angeles today. Friedland makes several key points in her work. Firstly, and most importantly, she demonstrates that dance in Afro-American communities is not segregated from everyday activity. Dance movement itself is part of a “complex of interrelated communicative and expressive systems that constitute a whole world of artistic performance” (Friedland 138). These systems include body movement, sound (including music), visual forms (including drawing and wall art, costume and hair style), language (including slang, rap, toasting and poetry) and ‘attitude’ (including ethics, creativity, aesthetics and social behaviour). Participating in all these systems is central to black children’s lives, Friedland argues, and is – implicitly – as important to black adults. 

In reading dance not as something to only be ‘performed’ on stages, in competitions or even on the dance floors of balls or social dances, Friedland makes her second – and perhaps most important point – that  dance and dance movement are part of everyday life and movement in vernacular dance. 

Both Friedland and Pietrobruno, along with a number of other authors, argue that ways of dancing are extensions of cultural ways of being. Friedland in particular extends Pietrobruno’s point that dance “movements …are extensions of wider cultural expression” (1). Friedland’s discussion of dance movement as a subclass or extension of the more limited notion of ‘dancing’ encourages us to read movement not simply as an alternative to speech, or as visual illustration for spoken language, but as part of a wider system of cultural production and communication, of which movement is only a part.

Friedland discusses a range of categories of dance movement, from ‘being rhythmic’, through ‘dancing’ and ‘movement play’.  All of these spaces are seen as testing grounds for children’s developing ‘dance’ or ‘movement’ repertoire, and concurrently, their social and cultural repertoires. Dance and rhythmic movement is as important in the Afro-American culture Friedland describes as spoken language is in mainstream Australian culture, if not more so.

Friedland discusses black children’s ‘learning to dance’ as a process of enculturation, where children are not only taught formal steps from older children and adults, but also encouraged to move in particular ways. This approach encourages us to think of dance and movement not as innate or essential abilities, but as learned cultural expressions. The popular cultural association of Afro-Americans with ‘natural rhythm’ and expressions like ‘white men can’t jump’ are reframed as racialised, essentialist statements about ethnic identity and culture. Dance and ways of moving are as learnt as language or ideology. Dance discourse, then, is as culturally informed as linguistic discourse. With this in mind, we can draw on a range of dance studies literature in making observations about broad tropes in dance movement and dance culture cross-culturally.

Should I Explore this point further? Talk about the sorts of spaces where af-am kids learn to dance in more detail. Talk about dance as social commentary in af-am culture to a greater extent?

Reading European dance as cultural discourse

Joann Kealiinohomoku reads ballet as cultural discourse in her article “An Anthropologist Looks at Ballet as a Form of Ethnic Dance”, noting the ways in which “all forms of dance reflect the cultural traditions within which they developed” (533). She analyses ballet for evidence of its cultural placement and meaning in western culture. The article addresses issues of cultural framing in staging and performance structure; aesthetic values in the preferred body shapes and movements of dancers; and the actual social interactions involved in attending the ballet. Her discussion of  the “the long line of lifted, extended bodies, in the total revealing of legs, of small heads and tiny feet for women, in slender bodies for both sexes, and in the coveted airy quality which is best shown in the lifts and carryings of the female” (545) contrasts with the descriptions of body types and ways of moving in Africanist or Afro-American dance aesthetics in the descriptions by Gottschild, Hazzard-Gordon, Stearns and Stearns and Malone. The difference reveal the values and ideologies of identity at work in the cultures from which these different dance traditions develop. The issue of physiology will be addressed further in the following chapter’s discussion of cultural transmission, though it is important to note that the aesthetics at work in ballet reflect western understandings of body shape and movement-meaning, and that these contrast with Afro-American vernacular dance ideology. 

Kealiinohomoku’s reading of ballet encourages us to read dance in Melbourne culture on similar terms. Melbourne – as a multicultural city – is home to a range of dance traditions from different cultures, yet the dominant culture and dominant dance culture is that of white, middle class Europeans, where the emphasis is on heteronormative behaviour and ‘traditional’, patriarchal gender roles and identities. Dancing in mainstream Melbourne culture is relegated either to concert or performance dance (such as ballet and contemporary dance), and in social dance contexts to youth culture (as in the case of ‘nightclubbing’) or marginalised spaces such as queer clubs and bars. Social partner dancing is dominated by Latin style, 1950s rock n roll and smaller dance cultures. There are other, smaller social dance communities – such as ‘African’ dance and belly dance – but these are marginalised by their cultural positioning as an ethnic ‘other’. Despite their identification as ‘social’ dances, the social partner dance cultures in Melbourne are mediated by dance schools and do not exist as true ‘vernacular’ dance in mainstream Melbourne culture. In this latter category, swing dancing is not a mainstream activity in Melbourne, though its participants are representative of dominant social groups.

Despite the apparent differences between different dance cultures, it is important to remember that dance is constantly changing to fulfill the needs and interests of its participants. This is as true of institutionalised dance forms such as ballet, as it is of vernacular dance. In the former case the rate of change and change itself is managed by economic and high cultural forces in ‘official’ or exclusive discourse and in the latter change is mediated by more vernacular institutions and is characterised by a  more discursive ideological negotiation of dance and its uses. Though vernacular dance is framed by this thesis as other than mainstream concert and performance dance and other heavily mediated social dance forms, it is not accurate to suggest that vernacular dance is free from competing ideologies and discursive power struggles. It is more the case that these competitions and discourses are enacted in everyday community spaces, rather than in the more exclusive spaces of dance schools, company boards and government policy.

Dance as discourse: meaning in motion


Vernacular dance does not stand still in history, it is constantly changing and responding to the needs of the community and culture of which it is a part. Stuart Hall suggests in his article “Cultural Identity and Diaspora” that “Perhaps instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact …we should think, instead, of identity as a ‘production’, which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation” (222). Cultural identity is as mutable and changing as individual identity, a necessary adaptation for survival, particularly under adverse conditions. 
In an extension of this point, Hall argues that “we all write and speak from a particular place and time, from a history and a culture which is specific. What we say is always ‘in context’, positioned” (222).When removed from its original social and historical context, dance – as a discourse – as a system of signs – changes in meaning and use. Afro-American vernacular dance forms still functioned in their original communities as active, hybridising and mutable cultural practices. The following chapter explores the extent to which these characteristics are still present in contemporary  swing dance communities. This thesis argues that the potential for mutability and flexibility remains, as in all symbolic systems, yet this potential is managed by the various ideological systems and discourses of the community in which it exists.

Historiosity – historical consciousness – in contemporary swing dance communities is encouraged to greater and lesser degrees by various groups within the communities. Archival footage is employed as authoritative texts to verify and authorise particular ways of teaching and dancing. Resistance to dominant uses of footage is enacted through uses of alternative historical texts. In many cases these ‘alternative’ historical texts include footage of Afro-American dancers, and the ‘dominant’ texts include footage of white dancers. The footage of black dancers represents dance discourse which prioritises improvisation – a troubling tactic for dominant discursive strategies which favour conformity or unified dance practices – and in its internal logic also encourages continual historical referencing. This brief discussion of uses of film footage will be continued in Chapter Three, yet here it introduces the concept of ‘dialectics of cultural transmission’ discussed by Jane Desmond in her discussion of the movement of dance forms and movements across cultures. 


Gottschild insists throughout her work, but most notably in her book Digging the Africanist Presence in American Performance, various communities throughout American history have drawn on Africanist dance traditions for movements, styles and themes. This African tradition is accessed not through reference to the ‘original’ African cultures, but to the Afro-American re-production of remnants from their pre-slavery ‘homeland’. Almost despite itself, even the most elite of European concert dances –ballet – has been influenced by Afro-American dance, as is most clearly indicated in the work of the dancer/choreographer George Ballanchine. Gottschild presents Balanchine as a European dancer who not only studied Afro-American dance forms, but worked collaboratively with Afro-American dancers in his choreography and within the companies with which he was associated. His influence, Gottschild argues, made fundamental changes not only to American ballet, but throughout the ballet world. Researchers such as Jonathan David Jackson in his discussion of vogueing, and others in a range of works referring to break dancing and other dances retrace this movement of black dance into mainstream American –and international – popular culture. Swing dances themselves moved from black dance culture to mainstream white American culture, and then on to international communities in the 1930s and then was introduced again into dance communities in the 1980s. This transmission of dance from Afro-American culture outwards into other cultures echoes earlier adoption of dance movements – and inspiring environmental themes – by Afro-American dancers in their own cultural production.

The transmission of dance between cultures


Desmond’s article “Embodying Difference: Issues in Dance and Cultural Studies” argues that the transmission of dance styles and movements across cultures does not chart a straight or one-way course. This history of the cultural transmission of elements of African dance through Afro-American communities to Harlem in the 1930s and the development of swing dance, and then on to other cultures distinct in time and geography as well as cultural space, is a clear example of this crooked course. Desmond argues that it is not only the case that dance travels in both directions across cultural ‘borders’, but that this movement is culturally determined. The history of swing dance is a history of multiple movements of dance ‘texts’ and ‘signs’ between cultures, where they are reframed and ideologically renegotiated as they are taken up by the receiving culture. The ideological determination of this transmission is indicated by the range of terms used to describe it. Gottschild describes white dancers’ taking up black dance in the 1930s as ‘stealing’, yet Hazzard-Gordon (and others) present the pre-emancipation cake walk as black appropriation of white dance movement as resistance to white oppression. The cake walk’s later popularity in white communities functioned, not so much as a ‘reclaiming’ of an historical step, but as one stage in the back-and-forth transmission of a single movement between cultures. 

This thesis is interested not only in the ideological ‘evidence’ in the transmission of dances between cultures, but also in the media by which this transmission is conducted. It draws clear distinctions between Afro-American vernacular dance’s use of dance from other cultures and white mainstream culture’s appropriation of black dance in the 1930s. It further traces the relationships of discursive and social power at work in the uses of swing dance in contemporary swing dance communities. These ideological negotiations in dance culture reflect the cultural forces and discourses of the wider community of which dance communities and traditions are a part. The transmission of Afro-American dance forms to contemporary swing dance communities begins in the following section with a discussion of Afro-American dance culture as the cultural practice of a diasporic community.

Themes of Afro-American dance


The meanings and use-values of particular dances are anchored by cultural context. As Desmond writes, in “formal or informal [dance] instruction, and quotidian or ‘dance’ movement, the parameters of acceptable/intelligible movement within specific contexts are highly controlled, produced in a Focauldian sense by specific discursive practices and productive limits (“Embodying Difference” 36). The development of dance practices and traditions is not simply the random conflagration of fashion or coincidence. It is a carefully managed discursive system, responding to the needs and interests of the community, and reflecting dominant and competing ideologies.

Improvisation


This history of Afro-American dance is one of multiple borrowings and appropriations, and Afro-American dance itself is characterised by hybridity. Stuart Hall  makes the point in his article “Cultural Identity and Diaspora” that diaspora necessarily involves diversity, hybridity and difference

The diaspora experience …is defined, not by essence or purity, but by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of ‘identity’ which lives with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity. Diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing and reproducing themselves anew, through transformation and difference (235).

This hybridity – a willingness to change and be changed and respond to cultural change and adversity with a flexible adaptation – is a  marker of a people oppressed by slavery and subsequent social injustice. Hybridity is also a part of the reason why, as Hall argues in “Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities” “identities are never completed, never finished; … they are always as subjectivity itself is, in process. …Identity is always in the process of formation” (47).


This issue of necessary mutability and cultural flexibility – hybridity - is embodied in the principal of improvisation in Africanist and Afro-American  vernacular dance. Jonathan David Jackson defines vernacular dance as a “continuum of  evolving artistic endeavour” (41), where developing new steps and movements on the spot is not only an essential marker of dancing proficiency but also an important adaptive feature of Afro-American dance culture. This improvisation ranges from invention through to admiring emulation and derisory impersonation, and Freidland sees the latter categories in a particular as social commentary in dance. Yet improvisation does not equate to random or unguided movement. Improvisation – as with hybridity is culturally ‘managed’ by communities. In Afro-American culture dance aesthetics are as rigorously pursued and encouraged as in European cultures. The means by which they are communicated to new members of the community – children – and enforced in the wider community, however, varies. The mechanisms of aesthetic ‘management’ in vernacular dance are quite different to those of institutionalised western dance forms. This emphasis on improvisation as choreography differs from main stream concert dance traditions, and the positioning of dance as everyday for all people contrasts with the place of dance in mainstream Australian culture. It also facilitated the informal transfer of dance between generations.

Africanist themes in Afro-American Slavery and cultural transmission despite adversity

Africanist dance forms – those dances brought to various other communities throughout the Americas and beyond – not only share steps and specific movements, but also more general tropes in terms of aesthetics of choreography and physiology. Many of these movements still exist today in various Afro-American and other vernacular dance forms, but have also been appropriated by white audiences and then re-presented in mainstream versions of the original dance. The transfer of specific features of Africanist dance through Afro-American dance and then on to other dance traditions is not simply a process of appropriation. It is a more complex history of the movement of ideology and discourse through history. Desmond draws on the work of Sidney Mintz and Richard Price in noting that it is important to remember that Afro-American dance and culture is unique, marked by the experiences of slavery and diaspora (41), rather than simply a reproduction of Africanist dance in a new land.
Some ten million men, women and children were sent in slavery to the Americas from Africa - primarily West Africa - between the 16th and 19th centuries. They brought with them the music and dance traditions of  a number of different African nations and cultures, as well as a history of slavery prior to the European invasions. Dance in West Africa was a part of everyday life, and Hazzard-Gordon writes in Jookin’ that “We can say without exaggeration that dance competency, if not proficiency, is required of all individuals in West African society” (4), and she extrapolates from this to site dance in all West African descended communities. 

Various features of African dance are shared by different members of the African diaspora. Marshall and Jean Stearns’ discussion of an evening in the early 1950s shows the similarities.

That evening we had dancers from three different countries: Asadata Dafora from Sierra Leone, West Africa; Geoffrey Holder from Trinidad, West Indies; and Al Minns and Leon James from their Savoy Ballroom, New York City. All of them were alert to their own traditions and articulate, eager to demonstrate their styles.

So we began with the Minns-James repertory of twenty or so Afro-American dances, from “Cakewalk to Cool,” asking Dafora and Holder to comment freely. The results were astonishing. One dancer hardly began a step before another exclaimed with delight, jumped to his feet, and executed a version of his own. The audience found itself sharing the surprise and pleasure of the dancers as they hit upon similarities in their respective traditions. We were soon participating in the shock of recognizing what appeared to be one great tradition (11).

It is interesting to note that Minns and Jones were reputable members of the ‘first’ generation of Lindy Hop, with Minns playing a great part in the Swedish Rhythm Hot Shots’ 1980s research into swing dance. Despite the similarities, the shared features of Africanist dance do not prescribe uniformity. The individual movements and general dance aesthetics may be similar throughout the African diaspora, but their individual, localised meanings and uses often vary extensively.
Mutability in Afro-American dance


To survive slavery and segregation, oppression and violence as well as integration, Afro-American dance has needed to be relevant to the life-experiences of its participants. It has therefore expanded on an Africanist legacy of improvisation (among other themes) to embody flexibility and mutability in successive cultural contexts. Dance functions not only as an ‘interpretation of the music’ in Afro-American culture – or any culture – but as a discursive site for individual and group negotiations of ideology and identity. In the case of slavery, dance proved a medium for the appropriation and reframing of white dance by otherwise disempowered African slaves. It also functioned as a discursive opportunity to retain African cultures through combining it with the white culture enforced by slave owners, and to develop a new, contextually relevant discourse for emerging Afro-American identities. This theme is present not only in dance, but also in the concurrent area of song and music, where Christian gospel texts and songs – mandatory parts of an enforced white religion – were appropriated by slaves not only in melodic and performative structures, but in themes, as the gospels of ‘salvation from slavery’ and oppression for the Israelites assumed particular relevance for Afro-American people.

Tracing the history of Afro-American vernacular dance also provides a history of an enslaved peoples’ ideological negotiations with the discourse of European slavers, with the ideology and discourse of other African cultures in shared slavery, and with their own histories and cultures. Katrina Hazzard-Gordon argues that “whether they grew rice, tobacco, cane or cotton, served in a household, or worked as an urban artisan, slaves had limited opportunity to establish independent culture” (Jookin’ 14). The development of Afro-American culture, while involving degrees of poaching and appropriation, and other cross-cultural pollination, was still one conducted in slavery. The white slave owners manage the slaves’ retention of Africanist culture structurally, through the imposition of new family and social relationships; practically, through forbidding specific activities and punishing ‘inappropriate’ activity; and ideologically, through disrupting the cross-generational transmission of cultural knowledge by destroying families and forbidding ‘traditional’ social relationships.  As a result, “serious dancing went underground, and dances which carried significant aesthetic information became disguised or hidden from public view. For white audiences, the black man’s dancing body came to carry only the information on its surface” (DeFrantz, discussing black masculinity in dance,107). The Afro-American dance carried multiple layers and meanings, and encouraged a flexibility or multiplicity of readings, so as to distract from a ‘real’ meaning or value.

While much of the African slaves’ culture was lost, new traditions and cultures were developed which reframed remnants of African culture and engaged with both the discourse of the oppressed and the oppressors. This reframing and integration of both African cultures and the culture of the slave owners was encouraged by the imposition of white law, religion, social institutions such as family structure, and in the disruption of cross-generational transferal of cultural knowledge within slave communities.

Cross-generational spaces, cross-generational cultural transmission

At a structural level, change – through improvisation and innovation – is a necessary feature of vernacular dance. Re-presenting everyday life in dance offers a medium for self-expression and critical ideological engagement with society for a disempowered or ordinary person to recreate and hence explain or discursively regain ‘control’ of their often hostile everyday life. 

Afro-American vernacular dance occurs in cross-generational spaces, from the home to street parties and other community dances. As a result, dance forms do not simply die out or disappear – they are present in the dancing bodies of older generations in the community, and are regularly revisited and ‘borrowed’ by successive generations. Jackson argues that black movement traditions are ‘choreologically contemporaneous’. 

Decisive evolutions in which new vernacular traditions are developed in different black communities, such as the emergence of  the Lindy Hop in the 1930s and the development of breakdance in the early 1980s, appear at the same time that particular steps and forms are recast and recycled and principles of physical, spatial, aural, and qualitative action are passed on from one tradition to the next (41). 

In other words, the development of new dances in Afro-American dance culture coincide with – or perhaps necessarily involve – the rediscovery of older dances. This suggests that the contemporary generation of innovators – usually youth – at this point refer to the dances of previous generations through their living relatives and older community members. This development also implies – and responds to – social change in the community and the wider society. Lindy Hop responded to the development of swinging jazz and the rise of the Harlem renaissance. Particular social conditions provided the impetus for dance innovation, but also signaled a change in musical and social culture more generally.

As an example of this process, the Itch, discussed in Stearns and Stearns (27) and Hazzard-Gordon (“Afro-American Vernacular Dance” 430) is a dance step accredited to Africa pre-European slavery which is still danced today in swing communities around the world. The Itch has been revisited at various points in history, most notably in the 1900s, the 1930s, 1950s and today. Similar arguments may be made for the Cake Walk (as in Desmond’s “Embodying Difference” 40, and Malone 18).

Imitation: cultural transmission and dancers’ seeing dance movement in all cultural forms
The prioritising of innovation in Afro-American dance also encourages dancers to consult their immediate, everyday environment for inspiration. The Black Bottom, a 1920s dance craze with its roots in slavery, is a dance whose movements are said to imitate being stuck in and wiping off mud. The dance is still present in contemporary swing culture, but its historical roots are not well known. The pimp walk, a standard stroll step in Lindy Hop and swing culture today and throughout Lindy Hop history, is explained by popular mythology as the strutting walk of a pimp in Harlem. Variations on the pimp walk theme also occur in swing dance cultures’ references to zoot suit wearing pachucos – Latin American youth gangs in the 1930s.

Derision: imitation as social expression

Malone explores the importance of impersonation and imitation in her discussion of derision dance in the Visible Rhythms of Afro-American Dance. She notes that

 dances of derision are legion among African peoples. Pride and pretension are targeted by dancers as well as singers…. In contemporary Ghanaian nightclubs, those showing off on the dance floor might be satirized and imitated by other dancers, but an awkward dancer who cannot do better will not suffer the same treatment (18)

The African tradition of derision dance continued in slave culture in America. Dance was often a site for black dancers to respond to white oppression through performing the white public persona on their own terms:

Slaves’  dances served to deconstruct the imposing and powerful presence of whites. In the etiquette of slavery, blacks could not openly criticize whites, so dance was a safer tool for self-assertion, ridicule and criticism than song. Deriding whites through dance probably originated in dances of derision common to many African groups (Hazzard-Gordon Jookin’ 56).

The Cake Walk is an oft-quoted example of slaves’ resistance through disguised derision, referred to by Stearns and Stearns, as well as Malone and many other histories of Afro-American vernacular dance. In the Cake Walk, slaves – with the encouragement of white owners – would compete for a prize cake by  performing caricatured versions of European couples’ promenading. Despite the obvious ridicule or white movement and dance, whites usually did not read the subversive undertones to this performance. The Cake Walk itself later became a national craze and is still danced today in contemporary swing dance communities, integrated into the Lindy Hop and performed as a dance in its own right. 

The public airing of grievance through dance stemmed from African dance culture, and continued in Afro-American vernacular dance, and has been taken up – to varying degrees – by contemporary Melbourne swing dance culture. This ‘airing of grievances’ has been adopted not as a conscious reenactment or appropriation of Africanist tradition, but as a natural extension of the themes of Lindy Hop and swing dance with their emphasis on public innovation, improvisation and impersonation. This use of dance usually takes the form of imitation or derision, rather than direct confrontation or challenge, and almost always has a comedic function. Humour itself serves an important function in dance, where physical movement as satire provides a commentary on current culture and requires – and so encouraging – an awareness of current community politics and discourse.

Music and cultural transmission

The development of Afro-American vernacular dance is tied to the music of the day. Sheenagh Pietrobruno makes a similar point about the development of salsa and other Latino vernacular dances: “dancing usually is done to music: there is no separation between the rhythm of the music and the steps of the dance” (1). This point is made explicitly in Jacqui Malone’s book Steppin' on the Blues: The Visible Rhythms of African American Dance and in Albert Murray’s book Stomping the Blues. Almost every history of Afro-American vernacular dance makes the point that jazz dance is jazz made visible, and that swing dances developed in social dance spaces to live music always before the invention of recorded music media, and almost always to live musicians even after the invention of the gramophone and the introduction of radio. The audible contribution of tap dancers to live jazz makes this most evident, as both Malone and Stearns and Stearns have argued. Malone notes that polyrhythms  are central to African dance, and can be seen in Afro-American vernacular dance through the following centuries.

 Malone (16) discusses the complexities of rhythms in African music where musicians create music with a number of different rhythms functioning at any one time (rather than a clear unison of instruments). Jazz dancers responded to jazz music by carrying two or more of these rhythms in their bodies at any one time. The average Lindy Hopper carries at least three rhythms in their body at any one time – the basic ‘beat’ of the music, as marked by the rhythm section of the band (usually the base or piano) is carried in the distinctive swinging ‘pulse’ or bounce, originating in the torso or center, which prevents the body ever being completely still (though it may be dropped occasionally for effect); the basic 8 count syncopated footwork/weight changes – 1, 2, 3, and-4, 5, 6, 7, and8; and then the basic rhythm for the figure being danced, which might take 6, 8 or any other count to complete. More advanced dancers then add in further rhythms in their footwork and other isolated body parts (hips, legs, arms and so on). 

As a couple, dancers almost always share the first, basic ‘beat’ rhythm, though they may vary on all succeeding rhythms. While the leader does initiate moves, the follow is free to interpret the ‘lead’, and to adjust the timing suggested. This vast range of possible timings and responses to the music not only makes visible the rhythms of the different instruments in the music, but also often adds to the music, as in the tradition of clogging and tap. This polyrhythmic movement is a marker of Afro-American dance, a key vehicle for – or marker of  - improvisation, and one of the features discerning this tradition from European partner dance. 

Improvisation as a common theme across Afro-American cultural forms

Improvisation is a central feature in jazz music – musicians often worked with a set theme or ‘head’, and then improvised in a looser structure, around and using this head
. The improvisation of jazz is embodied in swing dances. As well as utilising broader themes of improvisation in Afro-American vernacular dance step-creation, the Lindy Hop incorporated the soloists’ moments of musical freedom and improvisation in the ‘break away’ dance step. Borrowed from another popular dance of the time, the Lindy Hop’s foundational move the swing out incorporated both the familiar closed embrace of European partner dance, but also innovated with the open position, which dominated most of the 8-count move. In open, both partners are free to improvise, interpreting the music and their partner’s movement. This break away – a formalised, structural moment in a dance devoted to improvisation – revolutionised the European partner dance format.

The Lindy Hop was reworking Afro-American appropriation of the European partner dancing introduced to slaves centuries before. John F. Szwed and Morton Marks discuss the Afro-American Transformation of European Set Dances and Dance Suites, paying particular attention to the musical appropriation at work. In this article the authors emphasise the liberal interpretations of European musical scores, often learned by ear by Afro-American musicians, and almost always embellished to include Africanist dance steps and music: “what was being developed was a form capable of absorbing folk, popular and classical musics and molding them to new functions” (32). The black use of European partner dances – reels, waltzes, polkas and so on – reshaped them to harmonize with Afro-American dance aesthetics and the cultural purpose and use of dance.

Called dances and the formal structural features which also encourage improvisation

The discussion of called moves and dances in Szwed and Marks (32) echoes a tradition from earliest African dance. Hazard-Gordon notes that “the challenge posed by the fiddler-caller, familiar to West Africans, calls upon the dancer to perform difficult combinations of steps. The best performers are those who can meet the challenge while maintaining control and coolness” (Jookin’ 21). The issue of ‘cool’ will be addressed later in this chapter. The caller figure continued on into 1930s swing dance culture with called ‘big apples’ and into the contemporary Lindy Hop communities with the big apples and the ‘rueda’, where circles of dancers performed called figures, often with a competitive edge. The called dance also existed in Celtic vernacular dance, and traveled to America to be reborn in square dancing, line dances and other called dancers throughout the nation. The called dance is also a popular feature of Australian square or country dancing, which combines country and western and Celtic melodies. 

Despite the constraints of called dances, big apples and ring shouts in swing dance maintained a strong sense of improvisation and a valuing of innovation. The proving of a dancer’s skill lay not only in their recognising the step called, but in their interpretation and performance of that step. The big apple became a popular dance craze in the late 20s and 30s, and footage of famous Lindy Hoppers performing big apples is still consulted by dancers today
. The big apple itself is a reworking of the ring shout, a religious dance also performed in a ring, with emphasis on innovative interpretations of set moves (Stearns and Stearns 27). The ring shout itself is a slaves’ reworking of a more ancient ritual, remade to accord with European religious expectations. The ring formation is one of the oldest forms of social and religious dances in many dance cultures, from Africa to Aboriginal Australia, with obvious features being its in-group/out-group structure (dancers are either in the ring, a part of the ring or outside it) and symbolic references.

This cycle of appropriation and ideological re-framing of the ring dance is repeated in Melbourne swing communities today. The big apple from the Keep Punching film featuring Frankie Manning - who choreographed that particular big apple - and the Whitey’s Lindy Hoppers has been recreated by Melbourne performance troops, and the big apple itself has a social dance form as well. The big apple is not performed as a competitive dance in Melbourne today, though it is often presented as a dance performance, or as a social dance  ‘stroll’. It is danced either in the choreographed form, or as a called/led dance.

Competition and the management of conflict in dance structure

Historically, the ring dance form is a site of carefully managed contestation and competition. In contemporary swing communities, the jam circle – another adaptation of 1930s Lindy Hop culture - offers a space on the social dance floor where dancers can present their most impressive tricks and moves. Appreciation and status are conferred by the audiences’ reaction. A third example of competitive social dance in Afro-American dance culture is the inter-troop competitions described in the 1930s, where dance troops from rival ballrooms would compete in organised public dance events for the respect of their peers. More recently represented as ‘lindy battles’, the concept has been explored in the US but not in Australian swing communities. The tradition of ‘battling’ is, however, alive and well in hip hop and break dance communities in both the US and Australia.

Competition in social dance again has its history in Africa, and was in its Afro-American and African context, a space for dancers to not only challenge an opponent’s dancing ability, but also to resolve wider social conflicts. Malone and Hazzard-Gordon explore this point, Malone in her attention to African competitive dance, and Hazzard-Gordon in her discussion of competitive social dance in spaces like the street party.  The competitive social dance provides a forum for the public resolution of private or ongoing ideological, interpersonal and inter- and intra-group tensions and conflicts. They are carefully managed spaces, where dancers must still subscribe to dominant dance aesthetics and models of dance floor etiquette. In this space, more violent conflicts might be averted,  the dominant ideology either reinforced, or publicly, consensually amended, and youths and challengers integrated into the wider community, rather than isolated as ‘sub’ or extra-group members. In adopting the dance form, but not the wider dance tradition or ideological import of the competitive dance, the contemporary swing dance community effects a more total quashing of resistant ideologies. In a community where the dance floor is the most authoritative space for performing identity and veracity, denying another the opportunity to dance, or framing their dance performances as disruptive, ahistorical or divisive effects a hegemonic restatement of dominant ideology.

Conclusion

Af-am dance ch’d by resistance, poaching, etc; also involved cultural transfer. At the same time as it was borrowing, it was also being borrowed from.

If the meaning and production of dance is specific to certain community and cultural contexts in a particular time and place, then – Desmond would argue – this deconcontextualisation or transmission of cultural form across boundaries not only changes the dance itself but also the receiving and originating communities. The meanings of specific dances would shift when read in new contexts, and those culture would be read in changed ways. In the 1930s the meaning and use-value of a specific dance and system of movements was shifted by the “decontextualisation of the Lindy Hop by such ballroom dancers as Dean Collins” (Jackson 41). Context shifts again as Lindy Hop is danced in other, international communities with their own specific cultures. In contemporary swing dance communities, the ‘original’ movement – or dance sign – is always out-of-context, divorced from its original settings by time and geography as well as culture.

Swing dancers today are always borrowing dance movements mediated not only by the process of transmission, which is usually formal dance classes in studio or dance school settings, but also by the communications technology by which they access vintage footage of original dancers, discuss and share information about dancing in discussion boards, emails and websites, and access music from the ‘original swing era’. They are always, then, receiving a text which is to some extent divorced from its original meaning-context – discourse – and use-value. This decontextualisation in some ways allows for greater flexibility in its use within the community, and yet it also necessitates an ideological re-defining. In the contemporary Melbourne swing community this inscription of meaning, or framing, is achieved through the schools and their media discourses, through independent media discourse, or through use on the social dance floor. There are various ideological contestations and struggles over the meaning of various moves in swing communities.

The competing ‘meanings’ of various moves – if not the entire dance – reflect a number of key ideological forces. The historicising of dance through the production of ‘social histories’ of swing dance, referring to the ‘original swing era’ and the original Afro-American vernacular dance tradition which invented Lindy Hop occurs in classes and other institutionalised spaces, on websites such as the Savoy Style site, which offer ‘authoritative’ histories of swing dance, in online discussions and other discursive spaces. The cultural history of swing dance – the social history and context of particular moves and the dance itself- is available to contemporary Lindy Hoppers and swing dancers only on mediated terms. This mediation is one factor effecting the cultural transmission of dance, as well as the dialectics of this transmission.

If the history of Afro-American dance is one of dialectics and discourse between cultures, then we have a position from which to argue that the contemporary post-revival swing dance communities around the world are similarly engaged in processes of cultural transmission in their own dancing.

NB I should probably talk about ‘poaching’ and ‘borrowing’ and stuff in this chapter more. I think I can slot it in somewhere quite easily, but I want to read through that de Certeau book before I do, rather than using Jenkins.
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� The documentary film Sophiatown explores the jazz and blues culture in Sophiatown in detail and provides rare footage of South African lindy hoppers.


� The structure varied in its formality between individual bands and genres of jazz. Jazz itself developed from the blues, and Albert Murray’s exploration of the blues as a music, a dance, and a state of being – as well as the ‘stomping’ of the blues as socialised management of the blues – makes clear the association between the music and dance. The rise of the big band in the 30s is linked to the popularity of Lindy Hop and other swing dances, as the popularity of the charleston was linked to rise of jazz itself in the 1920s. without the mainstream popularity of swinging jazz, Lindy Hop would not have moved into the mainstream.


� The 1939 film Keep Punching includes a dance sequence which stars the Frankie Manning and the Hot Chocolates dancing a called big apple.





