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PREFACE

This book did not begin on a dance floor or in an archive, but in my childhood Sunday school teacher’s home outside Nashville, Tennessee. Miss Reba was a wonderful storyteller who loved to talk about her youth, which was spent in the segregated American South of the early twentieth century. During one of our many afternoons together, she told me how, as a child, she spent hours practicing ballroom dancing—partnered only by her family’s giant hall mirror. She waited until she was alone to put on records, one after the other.

What struck me was that Miss Reba didn’t put on a show for an imaginary audience, as I had done during my early dancing days—choreographing to the Grease soundtrack and other popular recordings. Rather, she embraced an imaginary partner: When she closed her eyes, the mirror was transformed into a dashing young man. I left her bright yellow kitchen fascinated, as I had never danced with a partner before, just with a group of girls in my local dance studio. From her description of the magic created between two dancers, I was sure I hadn’t felt anything like it before, but I knew I wanted to desperately.

Several years later, even after Alzheimer’s disease had fractured her memories, Miss Reba could still remember with clarity her dancing days. In addition to retelling stories of her ballroom dancing afternoons at home, she would sometimes chat about going out dancing with friends as a young woman in downtown Nashville. There was both pride and mock embarrassment in her graveled voice as she described going to clubs where she wasn’t supposed to be.

Only on one occasion, though, did she tell me why her family would have objected to those dance clubs. With one hand resting on my knee and one perched on my shoulder, she leaned in and giggled the word “colored” in my ear—even though we were the only ones sitting in her living room at the assisted-care facility. Having grown up in recently desegregated Nashville, I knew that word and what it meant, although I had never before heard it from Miss Reba’s lips. For several moments, I sat there with my mouth open trying to imagine this proper octogenarian sneaking around segregated dance clubs. Unfortunately, we were not able to discuss her cross-cultural dance adventures further that day or any other. The window to that particular memory closed shortly thereafter.

Because of her disease, Miss Reba was often mentally living in the 1920s and ’30s throughout most of the 1990s. And yet the similarities between her life experiences and mine were striking. She whispered “colored” to me in the same hushed tones that some white folks still used in Nashville during my childhood when talking about any racially charged issue. Her family wouldn’t have approved of her going to a social space where African Americans congregated any more than mine would have—be it a dance club, a neighborhood, or even a university. Implicit danger signs cordoned off my world into black and white, just as they did hers.

What surprised me the most, however, was my own reaction to her transgressive dancing. I was absolutely stunned, as I had assumed that nobody in Nashville, the South, or even the U.S. was moving across racial lines that early in the twentieth century, either in terms of social space or social practice—especially not white middle-class girls. If my Nashville world was still segregated (in practice, not law) in the late twentieth century, hers had to be even more so, I had assumed.

Miss Reba’s story shattered my understanding of American dance history, which was rooted in my own lived experience of suburban dance studios, as well as my reading of dance history, both of which demarcated dancing into black and white categories. Indeed, the ways in which scholars have typically historicized social dancing in America give the impression that white people only did white dancing and black people only did black dancing—at least until the swing era, the twist, or disco, depending on which book you read. Yet, Miss Reba’s dance experiences suggest that we have left out an important part of the story.

That day, in her living room, she offered me only a quick glimpse of something that would fascinate me in the years to come: how social dancing has provided a means of cross-cultural exploration, connection, exploitation, contestation, and confusion throughout the twentieth century in North America. Whether dancers are simply trying on another culture’s dance moves, going to an “other” dance venue, or actually dancing with people who are culturally different from themselves, social dancing can create a powerful space for body-based articulations of identities. Such physical encounters and expressions of self and other, however, are not always utopian in mission—modeling a world in which all people can interact free from oppression or stereotypes. Hegemonic values are often just as present in cross-cultural dance encounters as in other kinds, if not more so, and rendered all the more powerful as they are manifested in seemingly harmless quotidian practices.

Miss Reba’s story reminded me that even when segregation might be the law or social expectation, dancing and dancers did not always obey. North American dancers of all kinds had observed each other’s movement practices since colonization, which eventually led to movements being borrowed, taken, or used as creative resources. For example, the cakewalk demonstrates that African and African American slaves sometimes watched their masters’ formal balls on plantations, just as ragtime dancing confirms that European American people at times visited “colored” dance spaces. Such cross-cultural dance exploration, long before social integration was fully possible, is a key part of our dance history that is just beginning to be written.
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Modern Moves


Introduction

Dancing Race, Modernity, and History

Growing up in the recently desegregated South and dancing in a suburban dance studio, I came to see dance as racially marked at an early age: All of my experiences led me to accept unquestioningly that ballet was white, tap was black, modern was white, and jazz was (mostly) black. Being primarily of European descent myself, and certainly being taught to regard myself as white, I felt entitled to learn and perform all these dances. Like most middle-class American girls, appropriation was part of what I did for fun every afternoon after school, an activity to which I did not give a second thought for many years. It was not until I happened to hear a research presentation by a dance scholar at Vanderbilt University—where I happily performed as part of the Danceline during halftime at football and basketball games—that I caught a glimpse of the politics behind my cross-cultural dancing, which by that point had come to also include Latin ballroom dances and even hip hop. Eventually, I came to ask a tangled web of questions: Why could I adopt any dance I liked, while African Americans were so often expected to dance “black”? What did dancing “black” even mean? How was that meaning entangled with stereotypes? Had dancing always been racialized in America? When did Americans begin crossing racial boundaries through their dancing? In the following pages, I try to answer some of these questions, at least in part as a way of understanding the historical roots of the interconnected dancing and race thinking I was taught as a child and many children continue to be taught today.

This book aspires to be a desegregated history of modern American social dancing of the early twentieth century that looks critically at the appropriation of expressive culture without reducing it simply to stealing, although sometimes this was certainly what it was. It focuses instead on the kinds of cultural work accomplished by dancers drawing inspiration from one another’s moves. It explores: What ideas relating to self and other were constructed through cross-cultural dancing? What stereotypes were mobilized? What social aspirations and desires were expressed? What professions were enabled?

Nonetheless, this is not a study of black or white dancing, though they were and often are imagined as distinct categories, but of race relations embodied in dancing. Most people, including scholars, would consider the dancing discussed here—blues and jazz dancing especially—to be black or African American in nature. However, these practices can all be productively understood as hybrid in origin and practice—which of course doesn’t make them any less racially marked or politically complex, as is made clear in the following chapters. I do not trace dance lineages or racially organize dance steps. Instead, I pursue how these dance forms can help us understand the interrelationships between racial thinking and social practices of the early twentieth century.

And yet, to focus on race exclusively would leave out at least half of the story. Understandings of race then were as deeply entangled with notions of class as they are today. Among those who self-identified as white (or aspired to this marker of social status), dancing movement understood as black could be a statement of modernity, American citizenship, or civilization, more so than of admiration or affiliation with African Americans. In a similar fashion, African Americans performing dance movements borrowed from European dance traditions might proclaim their education, cosmopolitanism, urbanity, or elite status. By dancing cross-culturally in these ways, dancers certainly enjoyed a night out on the town—these dances were highly entertaining to do. At the same time, dancers could seize the opportunity to work toward their own sense of empowerment through the implicit performance of their social aspirations. For these reasons, this study addresses the nexus between class and race concerns, as they were articulated in social dancing.1

The partner dancing of the early twentieth century also helped empower those who made social dance teaching and performing a new profession and built a new dance industry. Over time, these dance professionals of many racial and ethnic backgrounds transformed community dancing into dance products that could be more easily sold and consumed on a mass scale. Their authority as professionals rested on their ability to convince consumers that they possessed and controlled highly valuable dance knowledge and that social dancers, left to their own devices, would embarrass themselves by inadvertently appearing less moral, fashionable, refined, and modern than they would prefer. By constructing dance products in this way, these professionals relied on implicit race and class-based marketing strategies that appealed to consumers seeking to achieve or maintain their own social dominance.

This era’s social dance professionals often called their “refined” dancing modern, to imply newness, sophistication, and fashionability. In retrospect, though, all of the social dance practices discussed in this book—not just those described by practitioners as refined—could be considered modern, owing to their entanglements with both rapid industrial development and essentialist racial thinking, as will be explained later in this chapter. Although modern dance is a term that has been frequently applied to Western concert dance, from the 1900s to the 1950s, the term is used in this book in reference to social dancing. In so doing, I hope to demonstrate the inextricability of social dance from social context.

INTERTWINED HYBRID DANCE HISTORIES

Modern Moves focuses on a range of social dancing practices happening during the early twentieth century in New York City—an important crucible for new dance forms, perhaps the most important in North America at this time—including blues, ragtime, modern, ballroom, and jazz dance forms, among others. Such terms, however, were not used exclusively or even clearly during this time period. Dancing that happened to blues music could be called ragging, good-time dancing, or even shouting. What I call ragtime dancing, for the sake of simplicity, has also been called new dancing, modern dancing, and animal dancing. And modern dancing—as just mentioned—was a term typically used by 1910s ballroom dance professionals to market their “refined” dance teaching and performing. This was a time of flux and flow in social dancing, and participants’ terminology choices struggled to keep up and, as a result, never crystallized into a fixed vocabulary.

Most of the dancing I discuss here shared a pair of influences: nineteenth-century African American and European American dancing.2 (See Fig. 0.1) Although all of the modern dance forms looked quite different from one another, each was the result of an integration of dance traditions that happened sometimes in Southern and Mid-Western dance spaces and other times in Manhattan itself. The results of these cross-cultural combinations, wherever they happened, were far more than just a few fleeting dance trends; the hybrid dancing of this period laid the foundation for the entire twentieth century’s social dancing practices in North America and Europe.


[image: image]

Figure 0.1 Ballroom Dance Manual, 1870s. William B. De Garmo, The Dance of Society: a critical analysis of all the standard quadrilles, round dances, 102 figures of le cotillon (“the German”), &c., including dissertations upon time and its accentuation, carriage, style, and other relative matter (New York: Wm. A. Pond & Co., 1875). Courtesy of an American Ballroom Companion: Dance Instruction Manuals, ca. 1490–1920, Library of Congress, Music Division (public domain).



It is likely that the cakewalk was the first African-influenced dance to cross over into mainstream European American dance practices, albeit in a much altered form. (See Fig. 0.2) While there were many ways to cakewalk during the nineteenth century, the dance usually involved an ostentatiously dressed male-female pair prancing and strutting forward and backward together while they both faced forward and held inside hands. Sometimes props such as fans and canes were used to add a comic element as well. This dance began on plantations in slave parodies of the grand marches of nineteenth-century European American ballroom dancing.3 Later it appeared on minstrel stages, as a parody of the original slave parody, performed by black or white dancers in blackface. By the 1890s, a brief “cakewalk craze” to early ragtime music ensued that involved comedic public competitions and theatrical representations by such professional dance couples as Charles Johnson and Dora Dean, as well as Aida Overton Walker and George Walker. While this dance did cross over into the European American social practices of urban centers, it was not widely embraced across America or across class groups, except within African American communities where it remained a vital part of social practice during the nineteenth century. It did become quite a fad during the 1890s, though, in elite ballrooms, and involved New York’s most prominent families—as well as the royal family in England—who sought cakewalk lessons from African American star performers.
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Figure 0.2 Cakewalk Dancers, 1890s. William H. Krell, Shake Yo’ Dusters or Piccaninny Rag (New York and Chicago: S. Brainard’s Sons Co., 1897). Digital image from the Duke University Historic American Sheet Music Collection. Courtesy of the Rare Book, Manuscipt and Special Collections Library (public domain).



The next hybrid dances to cross over from African American to European American dance spaces were the animal dances (turkey trot, bunny hug, grizzly bear, and so forth) of the early 1900s, which were also called tough, new, and half-time dances. These dances, as enjoyed by European immigrant youth, are the focus of chapter two. Before they were adapted into modern social dances by ballroom dance teachers, these ragtime couple dances often included animal imitations and were seen by many as silly or cute. A turkey trot might involve two dancers circling each other and flapping their arms, whereas a bunny hug could have dancers’ arms wrapped around each others’ necks or the couple hopping around the floor together. Many of these dances, in their earliest manifestations, were secular African American plantation and jook house dances.4 They likely came to New York with early waves of black migrants from the South and were seen by European Americans in dance spaces in Manhattan. They also came via circuits of black musical theatre performers who traveled into and out of the city frequently. Interestingly, the animal dances did not have star performers (black or white) publically representing them through commercial ventures, like the earlier cakewalk and later jazz dances; instead, they remained primarily in dance halls where endless variations and new versions could be explored by community participants.

The animal dances eventually became the focus of an emerging ballroom dance industry, which catered to the white middle classes. During the 1910s, European American dance professionals established their businesses and their authority as teachers and performers by transforming, or what they called “refining,” the playful and jaunty ragtime dances into more glamorous modern dances (one-step, foxtrot, and others)—the topic of chapter three. The transformed practices kept some of the rhythmic play and jubilance of the animal dances. Mainly, though, they involved walking gracefully and upright with a partner in very simple spatial patterns. The modern dances were among the first social dances to be successfully mass marketed across North America and eventually Europe.5 (See Fig. 0.3) They were publicly represented by white celebrity dance couples like Vernon and Irene Castle and Maurice Mouvet and Joan Sawyer. We still dance one of these dances today as part of more traditional ballroom dancing practices—the foxtrot—but the widespread popularity of the modern dances waned with the advent of jazz dancing in the early 1920s.
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Figure 0.3 Professional Modern Dancers, 1910s. Louis A. Hirsch, The Gaby Glide (New York: Shapiro, 1911). Digital image from the University of Colorado Digital Sheet Music Collection. Courtesy of the American Music Research Center at the University of Colorado (public domain).



At the same time as these social dances were moving from black communities into white ones—and thereby helping to define mainstream American social dance practices of the twentieth century—dance practices popular among African Americans were also being deeply influenced by European American dancing styles. It is important to remember that appropriation went in both directions during this period, although with very different political implications. During the late nineteenth century, social dancing in black communities became generally less group- and more couple-oriented.6 This eventually gave birth to blues dancing and, more specifically, the slow drag, which is discussed in chapter one.7 This dance brought couples into a very tight embrace and sent them languidly walking around the dance floor in no fixed pattern, while also occasionally pausing to pivot, sway, and undulate in one place. This social dance was a practice that encouraged participants to focus on enjoying their partner and the music. As Harlem Renaissance writer Zora Neale Hurston said, “The Negro social dance is slow and sensuous. The idea in the Jook is to gain sensation, and not so much exercise. So that just enough foot movement was added to keep the dancers on the floor.”8 As with the animal dances, blues dancing did not become successfully popularized for the general public through star performers or teachers. It remained primarily a social practice in black communities throughout the South and later the North—both urban and rural—as a result of migration during the first several decades of the twentieth century.

In addition, traditional European American ballroom dancing—albeit with some modifications—became a cornerstone of black elite entertainment practices throughout the early twentieth century, as discussed in chapter four.9 Given its associations with civilization, dominance, classiness, and morality, it was deployed as part of Harlem’s “uplift” efforts beginning in the 1920s. Harlemites drew upon nineteenth-century ballroom dancing in particular—not usually the more recent modern social dances that were based on the animal dances. As a result, black elite dancing favored revolving couples, elegant arcs, simple rhythms, and clear lines. In this context, couples rarely engaged in soloing, if at all. Such dancing created an image of order, harmony, and unity.10 An emerging dance industry coalesced around these ballroom dance practices that included a network of studios, performance spaces, and dance halls. Owing to these changes, eventually, African American dancers were able to establish dance as a viable profession for themselves through teaching and performing European-derived ballroom dances—at a time when very few professions were open to people of color.

During the Harlem Renaissance, approximately 1925 to 1935, the rest of Harlem and much of Manhattan, and indeed America, embraced jazz dancing. Building on the plantation ring shout, as well as hybrid blues and ragtime partner dancing, 1920s jazz social dancing comprised a way of moving, speaking, and dressing, as well as a partner dance and style of stage performance.11 Generally speaking, jazz dancing was fast and energetic, with limbs asserting themselves outwardly into space. Hips and shoulders shook, punched, and circled, while angular body shapes prevailed. If danced by a couple, partners may or may not have remained in contact at all while dancing together. A few specific dances gained national popularity, like the Charleston, shimmy, and black bottom—all of which were initially represented to the general public by white Broadway starlets, many of whom were taught by African American dancers behind the scenes in jazz dance studios. These commercial dance spaces sprung up in the Manhattan theatre district to sell “authentic black dancing,” as discussed in chapter five. Over the course of the 1920s, black musicals and their dancing and singing stars eventually were able to gain name recognition outside of black communities and a degree of financial success. The hard-won accomplishments of all these dance professionals eventually formed the foundations for the jazz studio system, a precursor to the suburban dance studios so popular today and the black entertainment industry that continues to thrive.

IMMIGRATION AND MIGRATION

My archival journeys in Manhattan took me the length of the island from Harlem’s Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture all the way down to the city’s Municipal Archives near the World Trade Center—back when there was a World Trade Center. Despite this archival reach, I discovered relatively quickly that—with the exception of Harlem—my primary research focus actually encompassed a relatively tiny area. Midtown to Chelsea turned out to be largely the scope of my project—a region that has been made over, and made over again, many times since the dancers I am interested in lived, worked, and/or entertained themselves there.

This small region, known as the Tenderloin for part of its life, was home for most of Manhattan’s African American residents prior to the construction of Penn Station and the rise of Harlem as a black metropolis. It was also an entertainment district that included dozens of dance spaces—from basement rathskellers to chic rooftop gardens that welcomed diverse crowds but specialized in black-influenced music and dances. Interestingly, it was also home to Manhattan’s retail centers, where thousands of “native-born” working girls and boys labored in shops along Fifth Avenue. Near the heart of this neighborhood was the garment district, where dozens of factories occupied the time of immigrant youths, who mainly lived across town on the Lower East Side. Bisecting all this was Broadway—where these young men and women could find a horse-drawn streetcar and eventually a subway ride on their way home or when going out dancing. This street, in turn, leads to the city’s famous theatre district in which new dance creations could be popularized for the general public.

When I walked around the west midtown region during my year in Manhattan’s archives, I was surprised to find that business and entertainment were still the focus of the neighborhood. And yet, armed with a list of addresses of former dance clubs and schools, I discovered that almost nothing remains to testify to the exciting dance history of the area. Instead, as I walked, I was dwarfed by massive hotels, museums, theatres, and European fashion houses. The scale of life had changed dramatically in a hundred years.

Meandering the streets of the Tenderloin, I spent time imagining how the dancers I researched might have encountered each other in their daily lives. Did a migrant woman work as a maid in the house of a ballroom industry star? Might an immigrant girl have ridden a streetcar with a ragtime drummer? Would a Harlem socialite buy a pair of gloves from a midtown shop girl? Manhattan was the same geographic size then as it is now, but with a smaller population. Nonetheless, people could not and did not live in isolation; even though racially and ethnically segregated neighborhoods were the norm, work and play sent people far from disparate spaces and integrated their lives at various moments throughout the day.

Entertainment spaces within the Tenderloin in particular served a cross-pollinating function—to greater and lesser degrees depending on the venue and time of night. Amateur investigative reports written during the first decades of the twentieth century tell us that even in restricted white clubs, African American wait staff and entertainers were common. In black dance venues, anywhere from a curious few to a majority of patrons could be European American on any given evening. In this way, social dancing inspired a cross-cultural sharing of public space that was less possible in other contexts. Indeed, during the early twentieth century, all of Manhattan’s citizens were living and working in closer proximity than before to people who often looked and sounded different from themselves. It was a time of curiosity, and also a time of bigotry, as people negotiated their own identities in the face of difference.

New York City was the site of a collision between two major demographic shifts in the early twentieth century: Massive waves of European immigration met with flows of African American migration from the Southern U.S.12 While the number of European arrivals was far higher, the dramatic influx of people from both groups was felt intensely by “native” New Yorkers. Prior to this period, much smaller numbers of African Americans had come to Manhattan, but the city’s black community remained relatively small and, thus, seemed less threatening to white residents. With regard to European immigration, before this time, around 90 percent of the city’s immigrants hailed from Northern and Western Europe, the same demographic that had settled America in the first place. The new immigrants, however, came largely from Southern and Eastern Europe instead and were darker in skin and hair color. And so, with these early twentieth-century increases in migrant and immigrant populations, New York City’s complexion was transforming—to the surprise and dismay of many longtime residents.

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, those born outside the United States and their American-born children increasingly dominated New York City’s citizenry. Census reports suggest that the all-time zenith of immigration into New York City occurred between 1900 and 1915—the exact period of ragtime’s height of popularity.13 In fact, in the first decade of the twentieth century, New York’s “foreign-born white” population, to use census terminology, nearly doubled. If individuals with at least one foreign-born parent are included, the percentage of “alien” New Yorkers rises to nearly 70 percent, a huge majority of the city’s population.

More importantly, these immigrant men and women did not blend seamlessly into the social fabric of Manhattan. The vast majority of the new arrivals came from Southern Italy and the former Russian Empire, in particular Russia, Poland, and Lithuania.14 According to historian John Higham, these immigrants seemed to differ most significantly from the native-born in terms of education, financial resources, and religion.15 Rather than easily assimilating into Manhattan society, these foreigners (or aliens as they were called in census documents) tended to live in ethnic enclaves where they could more easily maintain distinct languages and customs.16 The Lower East Side—on the other side of Broadway and further south than the Tenderloin—was the primary destination for these immigrants, becoming a crowded, teeming ghetto in just a few years’ time.

At the same time that Eastern and Southern European immigration was overwhelming New Yorkers, Manhattan’s African American population almost tripled as a result of the migrations from the South that began at the end of the nineteenth century and escalated in the 1910s, the same period when blues dancing was beginning. The waves of black migrants of the early twentieth century were far larger and more dramatic than any New York had experienced before. The city’s African American population almost quadrupled between 1910 and 1930. More than one hundred thousand Southern migrants arrived between 1920 and 1930 alone. Unlike earlier waves of black migrants from urban settings along the Atlantic seaboard, these later arrivals were not necessarily well-educated or accustomed to city life; furthermore, they did not possess skills that transferred well to the available jobs in New York City. And so, after relocating, they did almost exclusively menial and manual labor, if they were able to find work at all.

As a means of self-protection, the majority of New York City’s black population (native New Yorkers and new migrants alike) moved from downtown to uptown during the early twentieth century, in the hope that isolation would yield greater safety. African Americans had initially settled on the west side of Manhattan during the nineteenth century, in the Tenderloin and San Juan Hill areas (which today are just above Chelsea and below Central Park). According to musician, diplomat, and writer James Weldon Johnson, however, some began moving to Harlem as early as 1900.17 The progression uptown was slow at first. It wasn’t until the 1920s that Harlem was considered home to most of Manhattan’s black residents. By 1924, this city within a city spanned from 126th to 145th Streets and from 8th to Park Avenues.

INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENTS

The confluence of large-scale immigration and migration created the conditions of possibility for new dance forms like blues, ragtime, modern, and jazz. In turn, these practices established the foundation for the American ballroom dance industry—an industry that continues to thrive today and has recently expanded into prime time television through such shows as Dancing with the Stars. This now global industry was founded during the early twentieth century and retains many connections to its original iteration. Questions relating to appropriation and authenticity resonate today just as strongly as when the industry was founded. For this reason, it is important to examine American ballroom’s beginnings, given its continuing legacies and their political implications.18

Prior to the twentieth century, there were certainly professional social dance teachers, but they did not operate as an industry in any formal sense. In America, during the nineteenth century, the few dance teachers who sustained careers ran their businesses independently and on a very local scale. The most successful teachers may have owned a school—where they taught classes and held public receptions and balls—and independently published manuals and sheet music for their students and community. These teachers were often Western European immigrant men from working-class backgrounds. Female dance teachers of this period tended to teach part-time out of their homes, to the great frustration of the male teachers who regarded them as “illegitimate” instructors.19

Although dance teachers of this period were clearly selling dance knowledge, I do not consider their collective labors to be a formal dance industry. Industry is typically defined as “a distinct group of productive or profit-making enterprises”20; in common usage, however, the term refers to a set of interrelated businesses. At the end of the nineteenth century, social dance teachers did not typically work together or with related industries such as theatre or publishing. They performed rarely; their publishing efforts were usually intermittent and aimed at a local market. Thus, their labors were more isolated than interconnected. Furthermore, social dance teachers of this period did not share a common product; they simply sold dancing—not round dancing, couples dancing, or Victorian dancing. In other words, they had not yet branded their product, which is crucial for industrial development.

It was during the 1910s that the labors of American social dance teachers became more interconnected, diversified, and national in scope. They partnered with local businesses to expand their teaching practices into public entertainment spaces, such as restaurants, hotels, and cafés. Besides teaching, 1910s dance professionals published widely in magazines, as well as books. They performed in musicals and vaudeville shows that toured nationally. The most successful of these professionals endorsed a wide array of commercial products from shoes to corsets to phonographs. Importantly, by the 1910s, women taught dance publicly, albeit usually in conjunction with a male partner. This development may be related to shifting gender roles that enabled women’s increased presence in public spaces during the first decades of the twentieth century. With these changes, modern social dance professionals eventually came to constitute an industry—one that sold modern social dances through modern industrial practices.21

Cross-cultural borrowing was at the heart of this industry; it was a major source of innovation in social dancing. This period established the practice among European Americans of borrowing, stealing, and/or being influenced by dance forms thought to be black. In this way, early twentieth-century dancing laid the groundwork for swing, rock and roll, disco, and hip hop’s cross-cultural moves; it helped normalize dancing “otherness” in American culture. Moreover, this trend was reinforced by theatre dance artists like Ruth St. Denis and Maude Allan who embodied exotic dances on stages across America. Prior to the twentieth century, African American dancers and dancing had certainly informed dance trends on stages, especially minstrel stages, but not European American community movement practices. Thus, dance activities of the early 1900s established a pattern that has defined American social dancing for at least the twentieth century, and perhaps beyond.

DANCE HISTORIES AND HISTORICAL ABSENCES

I began my archival work on these social dances over ten years ago by chasing a moving target. I had heard rumors of an exciting multimedia museum exhibition on African American dance that was touring the United States, called When the Spirit Moves. It was developed by the National Afro-American Museum and Cultural Center in consultation with a range of scholars and educators. Thankfully, our paths eventually intersected in Washington, D.C., where I was doing archival research and dancing with noted dance reconstructor and performer, Cheryl Stafford. At the first opportunity, I walked across the National Mall and into the exhibit hall with nervous anticipation of what I might discover; several hours later, I walked out disappointed, but also with a new motivation for my research—not because the exhibit was bad, on the contrary it was extraordinary, but because it barely addressed my particular interests.

During my first visit to When the Spirit Moves, I restrained my enthusiasm and proceeded carefully, sketching the layout and taking notes on the information provided on every plaque.
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