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Spinning Mambo into Salsa


Introduction

A gray-haired man in a double-breasted suit flashes a smile as he punctuates a series of rapid foot swivels and chugs with a slow turn, showing off his playful interpretation of Charanga America’s live rendition of their title song. In a club catering to younger patrons, a pair of would-be lovers are entwined in the middle of a crowded dance floor, interrupting their smooth turns to indulge in a succulent dip as the disk jockey (DJ) fades out the last notes of a romantic tune by Gilberto Santa Rosa. In a small kitchen, a mother puts down the spoon she is using to stir a sofrito on the stove as one of her children walks in. Sweeping the child into her arms, she dances and sings to the familiar sounds of Fania All Stars: Live at the Cheetah. Outside, a few blocks or a few thousand miles away, a group of friends is performing a synchronized ritual of turns and loops, one man shouting “dame, adios, di le que no” as the women rotate around the circle to spin under the arms of each successive partner. On a stage in another city later that night, a young man balances a woman in a straddle split over his head before flipping her to land between his legs, bejeweled spiked heels taking over support of her athletic body. Each of these snapshots describes salsa as it is practiced in a different community, each so dissimilar that they might not recognize the others as participating in the same dance. Indeed, little binds some expressions of salsa dance beyond their enjoyment of similar music. In addition to their shared musical affinities, diverse practitioners also share an overlapping history that is rarely recognized or understood. This book traces the evolution of multiple traditions of salsa dance, offering salsa fans a means of reconciling how such diverse movement practices all came to be referred to by the same name.

Salsa music could be characterized as an updated take on Afro-Cuban dance music, developed by Puerto Ricans living in New York. The word “salsa,” a term borrowed from the spicy sauce that adds flavor to meals throughout the Western Hemisphere, was adopted as a convenient commercial label in the 1970s, largely propelled by Fania Records, which signed, recorded, promoted, and toured virtually every successful salsa musician of that decade. However, any history of salsa music—and consequently salsa dance—demands exploration of the key ingredients from which the sauce was brewed, especially African-American jazz, Afro-Cuban mambo, Afro-Cuban son (pronounced sohn), and Afro-Cuban rumba. Thus, this story of salsa begins during the mambo era of the 1940s and ’50s, with flashbacks to the swing and rumba eras that preceded it. During the 1950s, many Americas and Europeans were swept up in a mambo craze—an obsessive fascination with this infectious new dance rhythm—but the epicenter of the mambo craze was New York City. As the most immediate predecessor on the family tree that gave birth to salsa music and dance, mambo is a key point of comparison through which I illuminate salsa’s characteristics in the twenty-first century. This book is as much about mambo dancing in 1950s New York as it is about salsa in the many communities that embraced it from the 1970s into the new millennium.

From Fania’s formation in 1964 by Dominican Johnny Pacheco and Italian-American Jew Jerry Masucci, salsa has been a transnational movement. In addition to its roots in Cuba and Puerto Rico and its “birth” in the melting pot of New York City, salsa celebrates significant contributions from African Americans, Dominicans, Jews, Venezuelans, Colombians, and Mexicans, among others. Salsa is often identified as a pan-Latino form, a vehicle through which Latino cultural identities are constructed.1 Many people identify salsa as Caribbean, or trans-Caribbean music, recognizing the significant contributions of people and cultures from across the Caribbean basin and New York, which enjoys such a constant flow of immigration to and from the Antillean islands that it is frequently conceived as part of the Caribbean. “The Caribbean, in this case,” explains ethnomusicologist Christopher Washburne, “is not solely a geographic location, but also a conceptual framing that is marked by migration, immigration, movement, and flow.”2

Salsa is a hybrid of many Caribbean musical forms—mambo, son, danzón, rumba, bomba, plena—which were themselves syncretisms of Spanish, African, and indigenous traditions that shaped Spanish Caribbean culture. If Caribbean culture can be defined—as postmodern scholar Antonío Benítez-Rojo suggests—by “supersyncretism,” a tendency to recombine elements from disparate cultural traditions in such a continual pattern of interruption and repetition that notions of identifying an original source or center fade into absurdity, then salsa is perhaps its model child.3 The unfeasibility of the task, however, does not stop people from trying to identify salsa’s origins. Debating salsa’s roots with great passion is a favorite pastime of many fans. Salsa’s transnational history ensures that no one country or culture can claim it as their exclusive creation. Rather, Caribbean and Latin people worldwide claim salsa as their own, which helps to explain both salsa’s wide-reaching appeal across national and ethnic borders and the chauvinism it engenders in debates over its history.

I have written this book with several groups of readers in mind. Salsa dancers of many backgrounds and traditions will find the text offers them a means of situating their own practice within the context of a much broader story, spanning sixty years and 6,000 miles. I hope that providing dancers a deeper understanding of salsa’s history will allow them a better perspective from which to make sense of, and potentially influence, contentious issues in their own communities. Although it is specific enough to be of value to salsa dancers, the book is accessible to the non-specialist who has a more general interest in dance, music, and the sociopolitical forces that shape their commercial expressions. Dance, and to a lesser extent music, are at its center, yet the text is fundamentally interdisciplinary. Its in-depth analysis of sociocultural, economic, and technological issues that shape salsa dance culture and commerce should be of interest to scholars in a wide range of fields, including race and ethnic studies, tourism studies, cultural studies, communications, gender studies, performance studies, ethnomusicology, and of course dance. Even though the text builds on theories developed in academic disciplines, no specialized knowledge in either academic or dance language is required to appreciate the insights offered. I have attempted to address both dancers (of multiple levels and styles) and scholars (or general readers), periodically zooming in to perform detailed technical analysis of movement and then panning out to explore how dance styles and communities were shaped by historical, commercial, and political factors. I also suspect that enthusiasts of other social dances (i.e., swing or tango) and culturally based dance/music traditions (i.e., flamenco or West African dance) may recognize in salsa both a warning and a model for how to respond to the corollary pressures of maintaining tradition and encouraging innovation.

ENTRY POINTS

I began dancing salsa in September of 1997, the same month I started graduate studies in dance. With my days spent in rigorous intellectual debates about the corporeal politics of choreographic endeavors, my nights were occupied with equally compelling physical discourse in salsa dance clubs. Both the salsa dance community and the academic discipline of dance studies were in the very early stages of drastic transformations in the late 1990s. Over the next several years, salsa dance, which had previously been shared informally in local communities, would become the center of a multimillion dollar, international industry. The late-1990s was also the moment at which a significant number of dance scholars began to bring the critical tools of cultural studies to bear on social and popular dance. In 1994, Jane Desmond first published her essay, “Embodying Difference: Issues in Dance and Cultural Studies,” which asked academics to seriously examine the role of dancing bodies, especially those engaged in social dance practices, in determining, sustaining, and challenging systems of social hierarchies based on categories of race, ethnicity, gender, and nationality. She included many practical questions for scholars to consider. “We can ask who dances, when, and where, in what ways, with whom, and to what end? And just as importantly, who does not dance, in what ways, under what conditions and why?”4 Such points of entry demanded looking beyond the dance object itself to the broader social systems in which it was embedded. For example, to interrogate how gender inequalities are sustained, Desmond suggested asking, “Who moves and who is moved? In what ways do poses display one body more than another? What skills are demanded of each dancer, and what do they imply about desired attributes ascribed to men or to women?”5 Desmond’s treatise encouraged investigation of dance culture from a slightly different perspective than that of most dance ethnographers working in an anthropological tradition. Beyond focus on a geographically discrete dance culture, she urged scholars to rigorously examine transnational and global flows of dance culture and commerce, or, in her words, “the complex effects of the commodification of movement styles, their migration, modification, quotation, adoption, or rejection as part of the larger production of social identities through physical enactment.”6
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Figure 0.1 The author and Sean Wilson dancing at the 2006 Orlando Salsa Congress. (Photo by Irina Gavrilovich)



Many scholars, including Julie Malnig, Marta Savigliano, Sherril Dodds, Danielle Robinson, and Sally Sommers, responded to this call to action, leading to a boom in critical dance scholarship on social and popular dance over the next twenty years.7 The phenomenon of globalization likewise became a focus of much new critical dance scholarship.8 I remember underlining Jane Desmond’s words (republished in her 1997 anthology Meaning in Motion) during my first year in graduate school. Even though I did not formally begin research of this book until nearly a decade later, learning the language of dance scholarship and salsa dance contemporaneously meant that I questioned the politics of salsa from the first day I walked into a salsa club in 1997. In addition to the debt I owe the pioneering scholars who developed early models for studying social dance and its global circulation, I am also grateful that academic discussions about Latin and Caribbean dance have already been initiated in, for example, anthologies published by Susanna Sloat, Celeste Fraser Delgado, and Jose Esteban Muñoz.9

This book could be located at the intersection of studies of social dance, global dance migration, and Latin dance, but it is also, perhaps above all, a dance history. As such, it takes much inspiration from the model offered by dance historian Linda Tomko, who suggests that dance history in the new millennium could be guided by four lines of inquiry.10 First, she suggests scrutiny of which bodies are in motion, paying attention to how bodies were understood in the historical context under examination. Changing concepts of race and ethnicity, as well as the shifting ethnic makeup of its practitioners, figure prominently in this history of salsa. Tomko’s second suggested line of inquiry, compositional strategies, guided me deeply in the comparative choreographic analysis I undertook of both improvisational and stage mambo and salsa styles. Third, Tomko suggests considering the representations forged by any specific choreographic choice in light of its historical context. I kept this advice in mind when, for example, comparing the incorporation of ballet vocabulary into mambo shows in the 1950s and salsa choreography in the 2000s. Ballet in mambo shows of the 1950s was perceived as elevating its class and sophistication whereas similar integration of ballet vocabulary into post-millennial salsa performances was perceived by some as too similar to ballroom dance to be considered authentic salsa in the 2000s. It is, however, Tomko’s final suggestion, to examine the economic and material conditions that enable and support a dance practice, that most closely guides this study.

Over my first ten years of dancing salsa, I watched the emergence and rapid expansion of an international salsa dance industry. This commercial focus transformed salsa, which began as a political movement in the 1970s that forged pan-Latino identities through musical expression of shared experience, into a commodity whose consumers extend far beyond Latin American communities. Given the diversity of salsa dance practices that had evolved in different communities prior to its commercialization, business opportunities brought diverse salsa practitioners into contention as they battled for recognition, validation, and a slice of the growing salsa dance market. Each group claimed privileged access to a more legitimate, beautiful, sexy, stylish, classy, rhythmic, or generally better version of salsa. As I later came to realize, this chauvinism was often fueled by a corollary anxiety that someone else had access to a more authentic version of the dance. Key points of controversy included how to relate dance steps to the musical rhythm; which dance moves should be considered salsa; whether solo footwork or partnered turns defined the dance; how to balance individual expression with shared knowledge of common vocabulary; how to count, name, and break down dance steps to teach in formal classes; and whether codifying salsa for mass consumption was even possible without destroying its fundamental character. Many of these debates polarized supporters based on national, regional, racial, class, and generational alliances. Much like the music, salsa dance history crosses many borders, leading to both its widespread popularity and the passion by which different factions of supporters protect their own salsa legacy. For example, the global commercialization of salsa dance has, in the eyes of many critics, divorced it from both the music and the working-class Latino communities from which it was born. Some people are concerned that the codification of salsa dance for teaching threatens to destroy its improvisational character and its deep link to African culture. Others claim that the balleticization of salsa for performance in competitions and on stages further distances salsa from the social context in which it was created.

In response to such concerns over how its commodification has affected the dance, I began a research project to trace the history of the salsa dance industry in hopes that bringing awareness to its evolution could help individuals and communities make more informed decisions about the future direction of salsa dance commerce. This book intervenes in these debates by uncovering the nuanced and intertwining histories that produced salsa’s multiplicity. I focus on the salsa dance industry that emerged out of the United States and its three largest salsa hubs—New York, Miami, and Los Angeles—although I also examine concurrent developments in Havana, Cuba, and San Juan, Puerto Rico. I do not examine salsa commerce in South or Central America, Europe, or Asia, all of which have thriving salsa dance industries whose histories are just starting to be explored by other scholars.11 The impact of salsa commerce outside the United States, however, is beyond the scope of this project. So although this book does examine global salsa commerce, it centers on how the international demand for salsa affected the dance as practiced in the United States. My decision to focus specifically on the United States was not merely a choice of convenience (although my familiarity with the American scene and my location in this country are not insignificant), but I wanted to dig deep into salsa’s history, which is much more extensive here than in Europe or Asia. In addition, the vast majority of early salsa commerce was developed in the United States. Even in South and Central America, salsa commerce is often imported and adapted from North America.

Since the 1984 publication of Jorge Duany’s essay, “Popular Music in Puerto Rico: Toward an Anthropology of Salsa,” calling attention to the striking absence of music scholarship addressing salsa, many music scholars have written important and provocative work on salsa and related music. I have relied heavily on the work of music scholars, especially Marisol Berríos-Miranda, Vernon Boggs, David García, Peter Manuel, César Miguel Rondón, Ned Sublette, Christopher Washburne, and Lise Waxer.12 Many of them recognize the interdependence of salsa/mambo music and dance. Music librarian David Carp, who conducted over 200 interviews with mambo musicians and dancers (now archived at the Bronx Historical Society), admitted to me in a personal conversation that he believed the history of the period needed to be taken on by someone who really understood dance. I was grateful to have access to his collection of interviews, and hope that my dance-centered history also reflects the deep respect I have for the innovations and traditions of the musicians with whom mambo and salsa dance were co-created. My research required me to develop a much more sophisticated understanding of music than I had when I began, even propelling me to enroll in conga drumming classes. Throughout the book, I have attempted to relate dance history to histories of salsa music that have been so assiduously researched by the scholars previously mentioned (among many others), resulting in a text that highlights the interconnected evolution of Latin music and dance.13
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Figure 0.2 Salsa dancers at the 2006 West Coast Salsa Congress. (Photo by Juliet McMains)



Since I began my project, there has been a flurry of new research on salsa dance. The majority of this recent work involves ethnography in geographically discrete communities. For example, Katherine Borland conducts ethnographic research on studio salsa in New Jersey, focusing on how women negotiate gender roles within the dance.14 Heike Wieschiolek uses similar methods to examine the gender politics in Hamburg’s salsa scene.15 Cindy García’s ethnography interrogates the class and gender dynamics of salsa in Los Angeles.16 Deborah Kapchan uses ethnographic methods to examine the social structure of an Austin salsa club.17 Joanna Bosse’s ethnography traces how salsa is taught at a ballroom dance studio in Savoy, Illinois.18 Jonathan Skinner’s ethnographic work in Belfast salsa clubs explores how salsa relates to women’s sexual expression and identity.19 Skinner also compares data from his Belfast research to data he collects through participant observation in Sacramento, California.20 London is the site for ethnographic salsa research by both Patria Román-Velázquez and Norman Urquía, both of whom examine its codification in formal dance classes.21 Sheenagh Pietrobruno uses ethnographic methods to examine several issues stemming from the institutionalization of salsa dance in Montreal dance studios.22 Sydney Hutchinson’s recent anthology on salsa dance is exciting in that it brings salsa from many local communities into dialogue by including in the same volume essays about salsa in Colombia, Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Spain, France, Japan, and several US cities.23 Each locale, however, is addressed by a different author, leaving the reader to speculate about how the histories of each of these communities intersected with and influenced the others.
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Figure 0.3 Publicity still of Palladium-era dancers Michael and Elita Terrace circa 1962. (Courtesy of Michael Terrace)
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Figure 0.4 Michael and Elita Terrace social dancing at Jimmy Delgado’s “Uptown Salsa” in Spanish Harlem, 2007. (Photo by Juliet McMains)



Although my own research addresses many of the same topics investigated by these scholars, my approach differs from theirs in significant ways. First, I have not limited myself to ethnographic research in one community. Rather, my goal has been to compare the evolution of salsa commerce in New York, Los Angeles, and Miami and also its manifestation in a mobile international community. Although to a certain extent I sacrificed depth in order to achieve this breadth, my intent was not to write a detailed ethnographic account of salsa in any of these three cities. Instead, my goal was to write a history of how salsa dance and commerce evolved in each of these three locales, noting how all three shaped and were in turn reshaped by an international salsa industry. This historical approach has more in common with the scholarship of Sydney Hutchinson and Priscilla Renta, both of whom use a combination of personal experience, interviews, and archival sources to construct histories of New York salsa.24 Building on their earlier efforts, my research explores much more deeply the Palladium mambo era and examines its relationship to the modern salsa era. Thus, my book is the first to construct a history of salsa dance that covers such a large geographic and temporal scope.

I began my research with the following two questions. First, how did salsa dance evolve in each of these metropolises (New York, Miami, Los Angeles) from the 1940s to the present day? Second, how did commercialization of salsa dance in the 1990s bring these distinct regional styles into dialogue and affect further development of the dance? Within the first year of my research, however, a third research focus began to overshadow the initial two questions. My search for older dancers who had lived through the historical evolution I sought to illuminate soon led me to a few venues in New York and Florida where septuagenarian and octogenarian mambo dancers convened each week to relive the mambo dancing they enjoyed in their youth. As I watched, danced with, and talked to dozens of seniors who had, fifty years prior, contributed to the creation of mambo at New York’s famed Palladium Ballroom, I became enrapt by the stories they had to tell that were largely unknown by modern salsa dancers. I began to focus much more explicitly on comparison of the 1950s mambo era with the modern salsa industry that took shape in the late 1990s, striving to understand the differences not only in the structure, technique, and aesthetics of the dance practice but also in how communities coalescing around the dance differed in each time period. Thus comparison of 1950s mambo to millennial salsa became a major focus of the project. I did not abandon my initial research questions. Rather, I funneled them through this lens, using research into regional histories and practices of commercialization to shed light on how and why the generational differences I observed evolved as they did. In addition, a cluster of secondary research questions focused my work along several other lines of inquiry. How are debates about interpreting salsa music on the dance floor used to support competing commercial and national interests? How do performances of salsa and mambo on stages depart from and get absorbed back into the social practice? How are issues of racial identity and discrimination negotiated by individuals, communities, and commerce in mambo and salsa? What kinds of obstacles do women working as professional Latin dancers face and how do they succeed in the face of sexism?

METHODOLOGY

The heart of my data consists of oral histories with dancers, teachers, DJs, promoters, and musicians of salsa and mambo. I completed more than 100 interviews between 2006 and 2014, targeting people who had been involved with Latin music and dance for substantial periods of time (ten–sixty years) and could thus reflect upon changes they had witnessed over time. I met most of the older mambo dancers I interviewed at public dances where, after establishing a rapport on the dance floor, I explained my project and requested an interview. Many were gracious enough to invite me into their homes where we pored over scrapbooks of old photographs and newspaper articles about their careers in mambo. Many interviewees were able to introduce me to friends who had also danced during the mambo era, the snowball technique proving exceptionally useful for this population. I targeted many of the younger salsa dancers I interviewed because they were among the first generation of dancers to begin teaching classes and could speak to the process of commercialization. I contacted them by email or telephone to request an interview, or introduced myself in person at events, such as salsa congresses. Many of these interviews were conducted in restaurants and coffee shops. Other informants were chosen later in the research process to help illuminate specific topics for which I had incomplete or contradictory data. In addition to the interviews I conducted myself, I augmented these oral history data with interviews David Carp had conducted with Latin musicians and dancers. His collection includes interviews with some people who passed on before I began my research, including Palladium-era dancer Aníbal Vázquez;

Almost all the interviews were conducted in person and audio recorded. Some interviews were transcribed in full, and others were partially transcribed. For the purposes of analysis, I found it more useful to listen to audio recordings than to read transcripts. So much information is conveyed through intonation and pacing that I was better able to understand the narrator’s intended meaning when listening to the original recording. Thus, analysis of the interviews was primarily accomplished through repeated listening (often while walking, cooking, cleaning, etc.), noting common themes, points of overlap, and controversy. Dates are particularly slippery, and informants easily misplaced and reordered them when recalling the past, to the extent that events could be misplaced by as much as ten years. So although I certainly relied on interviews to construct timelines, I took care to triangulate data across several sources. I interpreted interviews in conjunction with written archival sources such as newspaper clippings, magazine articles, photographs, and programs. Thus, archival research has been a key secondary research method.
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Figure 0.5 Palladium-era dancers Mike Vázquez (left) and Aníbal Vázquez (right) as the Mambo Aces in a publicity still. (Courtesy of Mike Vázquez)
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Figure 0.6 Palladium-era dancer Nina Lazar showing off a wall of memorabilia (including a photo of her and Tito Puente) commemorating her career in mambo. (Photo by Juliet McMains)



Each person I interviewed recounted for me a history of salsa as she or he experienced and remembered it, each story compelling and true from this individual’s perspective. Sometimes one person’s account directly contradicted another person’s truth. My challenge was to weave together a broader story from these personal tales, a history that respected and accounted for individual variation. As noted by oral historian Alessandro Portelli, all oral histories are psychologically true, even when they depart from established “fact.”25 Music scholar Sherrie Tucker, who conducted oral histories with people who attended the Hollywood Canteen (a dance hall where civilian hostesses danced with enlisted soldiers during World War II), explains how memories from one informant that conflicted stories told to her by another were actually useful tools in her research. For example, some tended to remember the dance floor as racially integrated; others insisted it was racially segregated. Digging deeper into the seeming contradictory viewpoints revealed a common trend: white patrons more commonly remembered the Canteen as racially integrated and black soldiers and hostesses were more likely to recall instances of racial prejudice.26 Respecting the emotional truth each of these memories held for its narrator allowed Tucker to paint a broader picture of the social environment at the Hollywood Canteen, which was both a means of sustaining racial inequality and simultaneously perpetuating the democratic, egalitarian rhetoric used by the American government to rally support for the war effort.

Similarly, points of inconsistency among oral histories in my research served as signposts to dig for deeper truths buried beneath superficially conflicting accounts. For example, when members of both the Mambo Taps and the Cha Cha Taps told me that they were the only Palladium-era dancers to perform cha cha cha in tap shoes, this factual contradiction revealed how important it was for both teams to either remember or represent history in such a way that their own innovations were unique. Likewise, when information conveyed to me by Cuban Pete and Mike Ramos repeatedly contradicted stories collected by other Palladium-era dancers, I was alerted to the importance of “spin” for performing professionals. Both Cuban Pete (with partner Barbara Craddock) and Mike Ramos (with partner Freddie Rios) were still getting gigs teaching and performing at salsa congresses in the late 2000s, whereas none of the other Palladium-era dancers I spoke with were actively working in the field. Cuban Pete (and especially his partner and publicist Barbara Craddock) and Mike Ramos tended to exaggerate or omit details to make their own role in the history of mambo appear more significant, spinning their own historical legacy in a manner that made them more appealing as representatives of the hallowed Palladium. For example, during a 2006 interview, Mike Ramos implied that he and Freddie Rios, who were at the time performing together as a two-man mambo act under the name Palladium Mambo Legends, had been performing continuously together since 1955.27 I later uncovered significant evidence that although each had worked as a mambo performer for many years since the 1950s, they had predominantly worked with other partners or groups, teaming up again as the Palladium Mambo Legends in the early 1990s.28 Mike Ramos apparently felt it was better for business to represent a continuous link between their current act and the Palladium. When I confronted him with evidence to contradict his story in 2008, he revised his earlier timeline. That he felt it necessary initially, however, to rewrite history revealed how competitive the current salsa dance industry had become. He evidently did not expect to get caught in his white lie, and this revealed to me how little most salsa dancers and promoters actually knew about Palladium history.29
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Figure 0.7 Palladium Mambo Legends Mike Ramos and Freddie Rios performing at the 2004 West Coast Salsa Congress. (Photo by CB Fountain—SalsaFoto)



Although my project is primarily historical, I have relied extensively on ethnographic methods to collect data, including fieldwork at salsa clubs, socials, classes, and congresses. I employed participant observation for three distinct purposes, often departing from the classic ethnographic method in significant ways. First, I used participant observation to facilitate conducting and analyzing interviews. Dancing and socializing with interview subjects in social settings enabled me to earn their respect and gain a greater degree of openness in interviews as well as develop common reference points for our discussion. Second, I used participant observation at contemporary dance events to gain insight into the past by both looking for reproduction of similar circumstances and noting how particular bodies carry traces of the past. For example, seeing variation in rhythmic preference at a dance in Spanish Harlem tipped me off to look for evidence of rhythmic variation among dancers from this neighborhood fifty years ago. Finally, I used participant observation in contemporary salsa dance communities to compare regional salsa styles at various field sites. Although this geographically targeted fieldwork was valuable, salsa communities are not primarily defined by their geographic location. Salsa has become a transnational community that convenes in cyberspace and at congresses worldwide, meaning that the shape of ethnographic immersion in this community looks significantly different from the model of sustained fieldwork in a physical community. Rather, I traveled to salsa congresses and clubs in different cities, often encountering familiar faces along the way.

Just because I used my own body as a vehicle through which to compare different dance styles does not mean that I privileged my experience over that of others. On the contrary, my physical dialogues with informants focus on understanding their embodied knowledge. I consider dances with informants to be interviews in another language, one in which my whole body listens. Such physical interviews are not any more or less biased because they are filtered through my own body than are verbal interviews, which is why neither is used in isolation. I officially began my research in December of 2005 when I spent a month in Havana, Cuba, followed by my first visit to Puerto Rico in March of 2006. Over the next four years, I made multiple visits (usually lasting three to ten days) to Puerto Rico, New York, South Florida, and Los Angeles. I collected the bulk of data on which this book is based between 2006 and 2009, although I draw on embodied experiences and memories of thousands of hours of dancing salsa from 1997 through 2014.
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Figure 0.8 The author and Palladium-era dancer Jerry Dolinka dancing mambo at Gold Coast Ballroom in 2007. (Photo by Sean Wilson)
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Figure 0.9 Palladium-era dancer Mike Vázquez teaching Sean Wilson Palladium-era hand styling at Gold Coast Ballroom in 2008. (Photo by Juliet McMains)



In addition to oral history, archival research, and ethnography, my research methods also included video analysis and dance reconstruction. I examined archival dance footage as well as contemporary footage, DVDs, and YouTube videos of salsa dance competitions and performances. The use of digital media enabled me to compare movement qualities, body shapes, steps, musicality, and narrative content in dancing from various locations and time periods. I not only relied on the wisdom of my eyes to interpret this information; I frequently tested out hypotheses through the intelligence of my own body, reconstructing steps or musical patterns at home, drawing from varied sources such as memories from fieldwork, video footage, and written descriptions. My approach was similar to that of dance scholar Ann Cooper Albright insofar as both of us used the intertext of our own bodily experiences in the present to gain a deeper understanding about a dance from the past. Whereas Albright enshrouded herself in gossamer fabric to spin for hours in streaming lights in hopes of gaining insight into the life and work of modern dance pioneer Loie Fuller,30 I mimicked the mambo dancers I saw in surviving film fragments in hopes that feeling their steps in my own body would better enable me to recognize how much modern salsa had departed from older styles.31 Unlike Albright, however, I was lucky enough to gain access to living repositories of the nearly lost dance I sought to recreate—Palladium-era dancers themselves. Through dancing with old-time mambo dancers over several years, my body gradually began to absorb elements of their style, aesthetics, and rhythmic priorities, greatly enriching my understanding of Palladium-era mambo beyond what I could gather from films and descriptions from the period. Such work also facilitated a secondary means of presenting my research through performance. For example, in 2007 I choreographed and performed with Sean Wilson Fragments of a Salsa History in which I incorporated audio from interviews, photographs of the interviewees, live music, and reconstruction of a variety of dance styles into a performance that illustrated selected controversies in salsa history.

In addition to my own embodied research, I used several systems of movement analysis to compare and contrast salsa and mambo dance styles. I relied heavily on theories of African aesthetics developed by Robert Farris Thompson, among many others.32 Tools derived from Laban Movement Analysis and Susan Foster’s model for reading dancing were invaluable in facilitating comparisons of regional styles.33 I also employ terminology used in the international salsa dance industry whenever possible. I move across these established frames of reference for discussing movement, often augmenting each with descriptive prose. I hope my approach offers readers unfamiliar with dance the ability to imagine the look and feel of each style with enough density to make regional and generational comparisons meaningful.

No research methodology, especially one like my own which depends so greatly on human interaction, can escape bias of the researcher’s own subject position. Informants no doubt interacted differently with me—a white, non-Hispanic, university-educated woman—than they would have a researcher of a different class, race, age, or gender. I was particularly cognizant of how much easier it was for me to arrange interviews with men than with women. Because I, as a woman, was generally expected to dance with men, I could earn the respect and trust of men more quickly by dancing with them. When I realized that women were more reticent to speak with me, I began bringing a camera with me to dances and taking pictures of women I wanted to interview. I then offered to send them the photographs, a gesture that often led to more extended communication. I also recognized that it was often easier for me to build relationships with white men from the Palladium era than with men or women of African descent (I did not notice such a bias when interviewing younger dancers). I suspect this was partly due to my own skin color that invoked a history of white appropriation of black culture. It is also possible that continued racial inequality contributed to the difficulty I had interviewing older mambo dancers of African descent. Most of the white mambo dancers I interviewed were retired. All of the black mambo dancers I interviewed were still working, even in their seventies and eighties, and this made finding time for an interview more difficult. Because I became aware of these biases early in my research, I made conscious efforts to seek out and interview women and men of color, often investing extended time building a relationship before asking for an interview. Ultimately, I believe that I was able to interview a representative cross-section of different genders and races. I cannot ever be certain, however, what kinds of stories these same people would have told a different scholar. In addition, I was somewhat limited by my imperfect command of the Spanish language. I conducted some interviews for this book in Spanish, but when I spoke with someone whose English was better than my Spanish, we often defaulted to speaking in English, even if his or her grammar was not perfect. I did not alter the grammar in interview quotes used throughout the book to preserve the flavor and character of the oral interviews, although I gained approval of the written wording from almost every individual I quoted. I hope that readers will remember that many of the people I quote are not speaking in their native language, a generous gesture to make the conversation easier for me.

Such limitations notwithstanding, my position as a woman experienced in various styles of salsa also brought with it certain advantages. As a woman, I was expected to adapt and follow the lead of my male partner, enabling me to try on and compare dance styles through the intelligence of my own body. I was also often able to earn the trust of experienced dancers quickly through proving myself on the dance floor. My fluency in several styles of salsa dancing proved to be both an asset and a liability in my research. I had to be careful not to allow the ease with which I could dance with the old-timers, using my knowledge of contemporary New York salsa, to hinder my ability to discern the substantial differences between the dance styles. Just because we could communicate didn’t mean we were speaking the same dialect. More often, however, my existing knowledge of one style proved to be tremendously helpful in enabling me to analyze how it differed from another. Because my body knew so well how it felt to dance certain styles of salsa, I was able to compare the foreign feelings of a new style against my deep embodied knowledge to discern differences in spatial patterns, rhythm, syntax, connection, and vocabulary. For example, I could immediately feel how the more circular movement of Palladium-era mambo contrasted with the slotted, linear style of modern New York salsa/mambo.

NOTES ON TERMINOLOGY

Throughout the book, I generally use the term “mambo” to refer to Latin dancing of the the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s and the term “salsa” to dance styles that developed after the word “salsa” gained currency to describe upbeat Latin dance music in the 1970s. I recognize that not all dancers use these terms in the same way I do here. For example, many followers of the modern New York style popularized by Eddie Torres refer to their dance as “mambo” in an effort to distinguish it from other regional salsa styles. However, to more clearly distinguish it from mambo as danced by an earlier generation of New Yorkers, throughout the book I refer to modern New York style salsa/mambo as a subgenre of salsa.

Because my goal was to compare salsa across several metropolitan areas, I often elide local regional differences that scholars might emphasize if they are focused on only one geographic region. For example, when discussing New York style, I often include quotes and experiences from dancers based in New Jersey. This is in part because New Jersey dancers regularly cross the bridge to dance in New York, but also because the subtle distinctions between New York and New Jersey salsa become less significant in light of the broader geographic comparisons I hope to highlight.34 Similarly, I do not distinguish between salsa dancing in California’s Orange and Los Angeles counties, even though several of my informants occasionally did. I do, however, make note of the substantial difference between the Cuban-style salsa practiced in Florida’s Miami-Dade County, and that commonly practiced in neighboring Broward County, much more heavily influenced by Puerto Rican and New York styles.

In describing the two roles in the salsa/mambo dance partnership, I use both the gendered terms “man” and “woman” as well as the more gender-neutral language “leader” and “follower.” Although people talked about leading and following even in the 1950s, the use of the nouns “leaders” and “followers” did not begin to displace “men” and “women” in dance classes and discourse surrounding partnered social dance until the 2000s. This language was adopted in many partner dance communities in an effort to appear more inclusive of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender dancers. For example, in Seattle, dance teacher Hallie Kuperman adopted the new terminology when teaching swing and salsa to lesbian clientele in the late 1990s. “You can’t look at a room where 50 percent of the leaders are women and call them men. It just doesn’t make sense,” she explains.35 Because this change in language occurred quite late in the history of salsa, I use it only when discussing post-millennium studio salsa. Earlier generations and communities of salsa and mambo dancers referred to the men’s and women’s roles (even when danced by same-sex couples), and I preserve this use of historically appropriate terminology.

Throughout the text, I often refer to dancers by their first, rather than last, names. I mean no disrespect by using the more familial moniker.36 Many of the dancers I quote are public figures who are referred to by their first names even in publicity materials, so it seemed within the spirit of the community to continue this tradition. In other cases, especially when quoting scholars or public figures, I default to the last name, as is customary in their respective fields.

CHAPTER OUTLINE

The book is organized thematically, each chapter illuminating the history of an issue that has relevance for contemporary salsa dancers. These chapters do not comprise a chronological history of salsa. Rather, each chapter examines salsa history through the lens of one particular issue. Instead of a linear history, the text might more accurately be thought of as a spiral that circles back on itself, each layer adding more detail and complexity to the narrative. These loops are bound together by repetition of a central theme—the tensions between tradition and innovation. Much like the tension inherent in salsa’s clave (pronounced clah-vay) rhythm that alternates between on-beat and off-beat measures that binds the improvisational play of individual musicians and dancers to a common vision, detours of the text do eventually wind back to familiar themes. Cuban novelist Antonio Benítez-Rojo characterized Caribbean culture as polyrhythmic performance, explaining, “the notion of polyrhythm (rhythms cut through by other rhythms, which are cut by still other rhythms)—if it takes us to the point at which the central rhythm is displaced by other rhythms in such a way as to make it fix a center no longer, then to transcend into a state of flux—may fairly define the type of performance that characterizes the Caribbean cultural machine.”37
Following Benítez-Rojo and indeed the very structure of salsa music itself, this history of salsa dance is constructed by many voices, often cutting through each other, the tensions produced in their polyrhythmic dialogue becoming the clave that binds them together. Individual chapters can be read in isolation, but cumulatively they weave a complex tale about how Caribbean dance, commerce, and culture interact differently for those situated at divergent points in relationship to this expression of the Caribbean cultural machine.

Although the book features voices of many different salseros and mamberos whose perspectives on history differ, the most prominent voice in the text is admittedly my own. In addition to curating and narrating these overlapping stories, I pepper recollections of my own embodied experiences on the dance floor throughout the volume. My intention is not to draw focus away from the dances and their practitioners. Rather, I hope that readers might gain greater insight into the visceral experience of mambo and salsa dancing through the lens of my own embodied experience. I have chosen to include autoethnographic sections in the text because they convey common emotional and physical states experienced by many dancers. Just as I reveal some personal details about my own journey as a dancer, at times I lead the reader through the labyrinth of clues I followed as a historian, who like a detective keeps pulling at loose threads to trace where they cross and knot with other threads, following these new strings through their own winding pathways. Thus, historical time is rarely presented chronologically. Instead, the book follows a more cinematic approach, allowing the story to unfold in flashbacks, flash-forwards, jump cuts, still frames, and retrograde.

In Chapter 1, “From Mambo to Salsa: Dancing across Generational Divides,” I compare New York mambo of the 1950s to New York salsa/mambo of the 2000s. Modern salsa dancers pay homage to Palladium-era mambo dancers, while these older mambo dancers insist that salsa is only a new name for the mambo they developed. Few individuals in either group, however, have more than a superficial understanding of what the dance means for the other generation. To promote cross-generational understanding, I delve into extended analysis of the technical differences between Palladium-era mambo and modern New York salsa/mambo, including their distinct uses of vocabulary, gender dynamics, improvisation, body, spatial pathways, rhythm, and syntax. Beyond merely highlighting how the two styles differ, I explore how and why the modern style evolved to depart in these specific ways from its ancestor. My central argument in this chapter is that a shift from live to recorded music and a more commercially competitive environment were primary factors in shaping the evolution of Latin dance in New York.

Chapter 2, “Commercialization of New York Salsa Music and Dance: How Fania, Hustle, and Salsa Romántica Gave Birth to Studio Salsa,” addresses what happened in the New York Latin music and dance scene in the years between the Palladium era of the 1950s and the salsa boom of the 1990s. This chapter weaves parallel histories of how salsa music and dance co-evolved in the 1970s, newfound political Latino consciousness giving rise to new ways of playing and dancing to Latin music. I include an extended exploration of hustle dance history, which has often been overlooked both by dance historians and salseros for the key role it played in shaping modern salsa. I also address the formation of the modern New York salsa/mambo style and its codification in dance schools in the 1990s. The chapter concludes by questioning how salsa dance commercialization affected the businesses of salsa music.

Chapter 3, “Refashioning Latino Cultural Identities: Academies or Kitchens,” addresses how the birth of salsa dance schools in the 1990s radically altered a dance that was previously learned at home from family members, resulting in tensions between commercialized academy salsa and “kitchen-style” salsa. Not only do academy salsa dancers introduce drastically different technical elements into the dance (such as complex turn patterns), their high visibility often alienates salsa dancers who learned through cultural immersion. I explore how the split between academy and “street” dancers reinforces not only differences of social class but also of assimilation to American culture. Many home-schooled salsa dancers who view salsa as their cultural inheritance resent the academies for redefining salsa in such a way that they no longer feel welcome in their own cultural tradition. I give voice to this common lament, encouraging academy dancers to respect the legitimacy of homegrown versions. I also argue, however, that salsa academies offer new ways for Latinos to forge hybrid cultural identities by borrowing from American dance traditions in schools that are owned and populated by Latinos.

In Chapter 4, “On-1 versus On-2: Rhythm Debates,” I examine the heated debate over the preferred rhythm for salsa dancing. Do dancers “break” (change direction) on the first or second beat of the measure? Because the conflict is often framed as one of regional or national allegiance, this chapter expands beyond the narrow geographic focus of the previous chapters to trace how use of these rhythms in New York and Los Angeles is linked to dance history in Puerto Rico and Cuba. By demonstrating that the historical evidence is in direct conflict with the history touted by those claiming to have access to the most “authentic” salsa, I reveal the ways in which such faux-historical claims are used to promote commercial interests. I argue that a more useful concept of authenticity in the context of salsa dance is not one that attempts to measure how closely it replicates a dance practice from some point in the past, but one which allows for continuous absorption of new ideas in a living tradition that embraces innovation while simultaneously paying homage to its historical legacy.

Chapter 5, “L.A.-Style Salsa: Neck Drops, Aerial Cartwheels, and Body Rolls,” compares the history, culture, and aesthetic priorities of salsa in Los Angeles with these same elements in New York. Not only do I offer an extended comparison of the technical and aesthetic differences between dancing on the two coasts but I also reveal how the contrasting formal characteristics of salsa in each locale express the culture, demographics, and history of each city. The chapter also includes a history of mambo in Los Angeles, revealing that many of the defining features of L.A.-style salsa of the 1990s had roots in the city’s Latin dance culture dating back to at least the 1950s.

Chapter 6, “Casino Dancing in Cuba and Miami: Spaghetti Arms, Pretzel Turns, and Ruedas,” examines the evolution of Cuban salsa, better known as “casino,” in Cuba and Miami. Tracing this history from the mambo era through the first decade of the twenty-first century invokes discussion of Cuban timba music, the effects of cultural tourism on Cuban dance practices, and the way which Cuban exiles living in Miami commoditized Cuban dance for a North American context. I then analyze the aesthetic and technical priorities of casino dancing and its group form, casino rueda, comparing casino to both L.A.-style salsa and modern New York-style salsa/mambo.

Chapter 7, “How the Web Gave Birth to Congress-Style Salsa: Redirecting Dance Migration through Hyperlinks,” explores how Internet technologies facilitated globalization of salsa dance commerce. Regional salsa styles came into contact and contention in cyberspace and at salsa congresses, resulting in a new hybrid I call congress-style salsa. I argue that use of Internet technology was consistent with the way earlier technologies such as records, radio, and television helped to hybridize Latin dance. I also suggest that the Internet has helped salsa dance commerce diverge from twentieth-century Latin dance commercialization in three ways: its ability to resist reification by keeping social practice at the center of the industry; new opportunities for women to take more prominent roles in the business; and reclamation of the legacy of Africanisms in salsa dance. Many of these issues expose the ways salsa dance commerce has differentially benefited people depending on their race, gender, class, and national identities.

Chapter 8, “From Social Floors to Professional Stages,” returns to the theme of Chapter 1—a comparison of the mambo era to modern-day salsa. Rather than focusing on social practice, however, this final section describes theatricalized mambo shows from the 1950s and 1960s, many of which are virtually unknown to modern dancers, to reveal their similarities to salsa performances of the 1990s and 2000s. I argue that many of the strategies employed by modern salsa performers had already been adopted by Palladium-era mambo dancers, including use of vocabulary and technique from other dance genres, expansive use of stage space, and incorporation of narrative. Even though these techniques have been greatly expanded and developed by modern performers, pioneers from the mambo era have been under-recognized. I also discuss substantial differences in the performing culture of the two eras, including a shift from live to recorded music. This chapter touches only tangentially on salsa competitions, a subject ripe for deeper investigation by other scholars. Instead, I focus on theatrical mambo and salsa dance performances presented on stages and social dance floors turned into fleeting performance spaces, spectators sitting on the edges of the floor, which they momentarily relinquish in the midst of a night of social dancing. As in Chapter 1, I weigh the advantages and disadvantages of each generation’s approach in hopes that dancers armed with the knowledge of their history can make more informed choices about their future.

My motivation for writing this book was to offer thousands of salsa dancers a means of relating their own personal experiences to a broader story of salsa’s rich and multifaceted history. I hope that this book will also benefit people far beyond the salsa community. By articulating the complexity of salsa’s history in written form, I seek to counter the common (mis)representation of salsa and its Latino practitioners as a hot and sexy fetish suspended outside national, temporal, and political history. I also hope this story will offer a model for exponents of any expressive culture to recognize, reconcile, and re-imagine the challenge of staying rooted in tradition while expanding into new commercial markets. Through a dance-centered approach, I consider bodies in motion within the context of a changing social landscape, never losing sight of the interaction between the formal qualities of dance and the social meaning carried through it.
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From Mambo to Salsa

Dancing across Generational Divides

Virgilio is five feet two, with wrinkled black skin, white hair, and only one tooth left in his eighty-two-year-old smile. He is flashing it liberally as he confidently pulls me into a tight rotation that lasts for the duration of the montuno before releasing me to indulge in his own knock-kneed footwork as the timbale solo begins. Soon we fall back into synch as we anticipate the downbeat, pausing long enough to feel the music move through our bodies and propel our feet back into motion. Only ten feet away, a raw melody flies from the lips of the trombonist, wrapping us up in its wake. We are locked together inside the rhythm, soaring in the very earthiness of our play. We continue turning in tight circles, bound to each other and the music, free in our idiosyncratic departures from it. My smile flows into laughter. We are two—he and I. We are three—he, I, and the music. We are one. This is mambo as it was danced at the height of the Palladium era, as it is still danced today by aging mambo dancers at a precious few venues in New York and Florida. Although the event at which I shared this dance, held every Wednesday in Spanish Harlem, is billed as “uptown salsa,”1 the dancing exhibited by its octogenarian regulars is not modern-day salsa, but Palladium-era mambo.2

A few days later, I head downtown to Manhattan’s Flatiron district for Jimmy Anton’s social where I am equally enrapt in a dance with a much younger partner. I gently slip my fingers into the curve of Jorge’s thirty-year-old hand as his right arm embraces my back. His first cross body lead is smooth and comfortable. My body instantly finds affinity with his, our long lean frames negotiating similar movement preferences even in this opening step. The first turn he leads is a double, and I finish it with time to spare, smiling at him with appreciation for his sensitivity to my balance. His eye catches mine for half a second, long enough for the recognition to pass between us that although we have never met, we already know enough about each other to drop all hesitation. It is on. Spin-check-spin-twist-wrap-spin-unwind-rebound-catch. Not more than five seconds have passed. We have launched into a turn sequence that will last for a full minute before we break for solo dancing. My body is thrilled by the ride, enjoying the speed and suppleness with which it reacts to his, the complexity and velocity of the turns pushing out all thought beyond the immediate experience of our physical dialogue. I lose sight of anything in the room except his hands, which are being interwoven and offered to me in new positions so quickly that we appear to have six arms. Like tango dancers whose intertwining legs assert themselves into openings seemingly before they have been created, our arms intertwine, release, and reconnect at bullet-speed. The point of contact at which he guides me is constantly shifting, rolling around the tips of our fingers, or momentarily finding my back, hip, neck, or elbow. He is so clear and light in his lead, redirecting my momentum so smoothly, that I am able to relax into my own playful torso syncopations. As the song’s bridge begins, he releases hold to enjoy an extended sequence of shines (solo footwork). I feel so alive that my body continues dancing on its own without his lead, my feet and arms experimenting with shapes not available while they were engaged in turns, each picking up on a different musical thread developing in the escalating rhythmic complexity of a song I know well. Our reconnection back into partnered turns is so seamless that I’m not even sure who initiated it. Again we launch into spins, so confident in each other’s rhythmic consistency that even in our intensified experimentation, dancing feels effortless. This is modern New York-style salsa, also called mambo, as it is currently practiced by thousands of adherents in local salsa communities and international salsa congresses worldwide.
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Figure 1.1 Palladium-era dancer Virgilio “el Italiano” Cepeda in 2008. (Photo by Juliet McMains)
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Figure 1.2 The author and Sean Wilson dancing modern New York-style salsa/mambo in 2007. (Photo by Irina Gavrilovich)



Each of these two descriptions—of Palladium-era mambo and of modern New York salsa/mambo—highlights some of the distinguishing features of these two iterations of Latin dance. Palladium-era mambo can be characterized by its rhythmic structure, interdependence with live music, idiosyncratic creativity of each dancer, simplicity of partnered moves, and playful interaction in solo work. In contrast, modern New York-style salsa/mambo uses a simpler rhythmic structure, is danced to recorded music, and encourages more conformity in movement style. These apparent losses, however, have been balanced by gains in modern salsa that utilize a dizzying array of turns in Twister-like positions, draw on heightened sensitivity to physical connection allowing playfulness in energy exchange, and intensify speed and difficulty level in constantly expanding vocabulary. In this chapter, I examine how these technical differences emerged as a result of dancers’ changing relationship to music and commerce. I begin with a portrait of Palladium-era mambo, highlighting its use of Africanist aesthetics and noting the limited interaction between aging Palladium-era dancers and modern salsa dancers. I then analyze how modern New York salsa differs from Palladium-era mambo on specific technical points, including vocabulary, syntax, gendered dynamic, connection, space, and rhythm. Such detailed study of aesthetic changes in the transition from mambo to salsa supports my contention that their evolution was a direct result of the commercialization of salsa dance and its related separation from salsa music, a phenomenon I call “kineschizophonia.”

THE PALLADIUM’S AFRICANIST AESTHETICS

The Palladium Ballroom, known as “the home of the mambo,” was New York’s most popular venue for Latin dance music from 1947 to 1966. It featured live Latin music four nights a week (Wednesday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday), frequently played by “The Big Three”—Machito and his Afro-Cubans, Tito Puente, and Tito Rodríguez. Located near prominent nightclubs and theaters at 53rd Street and Broadway, the Palladium was significant for bringing Latin music to midtown Manhattan and for the racial and ethnic integration it engendered. Puerto Rican, Cuban, Italian, African-American, Irish, and Jewish patrons of all classes filled its dance floors where they rubbed elbows with celebrities who frequented the dance hall. Well-known film stars, comedians, authors, and elite musicians, including Marlon Brando, Kim Novak, Bob Hope, Amiri Baraka, and Dizzie Gillespie were Palladium regulars,3 especially on Wednesday nights, when “Killer Joe” Piro hosted the popular mambo contest and professional show. The evening began with a free dance lesson for upwards of 250 pupils by Killer Joe, an Italian American former lindy hop champion whose refrain of “vaya means go” echoed through the ballroom.4 Killer Joe also served as master of ceremonies for the weekly amateur mambo dance contest, judged by celebrity guests. Contestants, who were handpicked by Palladium owner Maxwell Hyman, often became performers in the professional show that followed (see Chapter 8). The bulk of each evening, however, was dominated by improvised social dancing to a seductive and scandalous new rhythm—the mambo. Mambo music, born in Cuba but raised in New York, blended African American jazz harmonies and instrumentation with Afro-Cuban danzón and son rhythms, resulting in a sound that was every bit as swinging as the best jazz big bands and as groovy in its syncopations as the finest Cuban dance bands. Mambo dancing likewise emerged through the intermingling of these traditions in New York’s dance halls, especially the Palladium, where dancers began with a base of Cuban son, added turns borrowed from American lindy hop, and interspersed these with breaks for solo dance steps adopted from Cuban rumba, Puerto Rican bomba, and African-American jazz.
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Figure 1.3 Palladium Ballroom, 1954. (Photo by Yale Joel/Life Magazine/ Getty Images)
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Figure 1.4 Amateur dancer Peter Casciano (Mambo Pete) competing in the Palladium dance contest circa 1951. (Photo by Harry Fine, courtesy of Rich Casciano)



Palladium patrons were racially diverse, and people of African descent—including African Americans and Afro-Latinos—were in high attendance. The Palladium provided a forum for interaction between these two black populations that had already been influencing each other’s music and dance for decades. During World War I, 18,000 Puerto Rican men were drafted to serve in the US armed forces, including many trained musicians who were placed in colored units to play alongside African Americans. These regiment bands, including James Reece Europe’s “Hellfighter’s Band,” marked the beginning of musical exchange between Puerto Rican and African American musicians that set the stage for subsequent decades of cross-fertilization, facilitated by the proximity of Harlem, home to America’s largest urban concentration of black artists and intellectuals, to neighboring East Harlem (or Spanish Harlem, el Barrio), the most popular destination for Puerto Rican immigrants to New York.5


[image: image]

Figure 1.5 Couple dancing at the Palladium Ballroom 1954. (Photo by Yale Joel/Life Magazine/Getty Images)



By the 1930s, black Harlem musicians were also engaged in frequent intercultural exchange with musical developments in Havana, Cuba, fueled by, in the words of historian Frank Guridy, “Afro-diasporic identification across cultural difference.”6 Facilitated by new technological advances in travel, sound recording, and radio, black musicians and fans in both cities regularly listened to and were influenced by each other’s music, resulting in lasting changes in Afro-Cuban and American jazz music, as well as the blossoming of Latin jazz. New York Latin jazz music was pioneered by Afro-Cuban musician Mario Bauzá who, after moving to New York in 1930, played in some of Harlem’s finest big bands and served as musical director for the Chick Webb Orchestra, house band at the legendary Savoy Ballroom. In 1940, Bauzá and his brother-in-law Frank “Machito” Grillo formed Machito and his Afro-Cubans, the first New York band to blend traditional Cuban percussion rhythms (e.g., sones, guarachas, boleros) with American big band instrumentation and harmonies, popularizing a sound that by the late 1940s was commonly referred to as mambo by New York audiences.7 Although neither Machito nor Bauzá tops the list of Cuban musicians named in the debate over who “invented” mambo music, none of the men credited with the innovations that defined mambo music—Arsenio Rodríguez, Orestes and Cachao López, or Pérez Prado—had the visibility or impact on the early New York mambo scene that Machito’s band did.8

Machito and Bauzá’s bold move to use the word “Afro-Cuban” a full fifty years before black Americans would embrace the prefix “African” to self-identify, speaks to the degree to which many Latin dance musicians identified with the African roots of their artistic expression. Even before the Palladium Ballroom began featuring Latin bands in 1947, New York Latin dance bands played for audiences in Spanish Harlem, Harlem, and the Bronx—neighborhoods where the majority of residents were Puerto Rican, Cuban, or African American. Dancers who frequented these dance halls recall that the majority of patrons, especially the better dancers, were dark-skinned. As one Puerto Rican dancer explained, “the best Cuban dancers are always dark-skinned, that’s a given.”9 Such an assertion demonstrates that blackness and Latin dancing were closely aligned, at least among residents of Spanish Harlem. Mambo was also extremely popular among African Americans in Harlem, where Latin bands regularly played at venues that predominantly programmed swing music, like the famed Savoy Ballroom. The presence of Latin bands in Harlem, where lindy hop still reigned supreme, led to significant cross-over between the top lindy hop and mambo dancers.10 For example, Sonny Allen, recognized as one of the last generation of Savoy lindy hoppers (winning the lindy hop championships at the Harvest Moon Ball the same year the Savoy closed in 1958), recalled that he and many of his contemporaries split their time between the Savoy and the Palladium. Because their skills as lindy hoppers often gave them an edge, Sonny Allen insisted that “the majority of your best Latin dancers doing mambo were black.”11

Given the multiple arteries through which African blood was pulsing through mambo’s history, it should come as little surprise that mambo dancing of the 1950s shared strong affinities with other African dance forms. This can be illustrated through application of Africanist aesthetics, a theoretical framework developed by Robert Farris Thompson, Brenda Dixon Gottshchild, and Kariamu Welsh Asante (among others) to describe shared characteristics of African diasporic dance forms.12 Dancing in a style drawing on Africanist aesthetics begins from the “get down” posture of neutral legs with bent knees, supporting a torso pitched slightly back at the hips and forward at the chest, in contrast to the lifted, vertical, straight-legged posture valued in ballet. Dancing deeply influenced by African heritage is also characterized by: segmented isolation of hips, pelvis, and shoulders; solo improvisation in dialogue with musical rhythms; and body shapes that are asymmetric, angular, and idiosyncratic. Other Africanist aesthetics include polyrhythm and polycentrism (multiple rhythms and multiple points of initiation are maintained simultaneously in the body), curvilinearity (curved rather than linear shapes are privileged), ephebism (youthful vitality), high affect juxtaposition (pairing contradictory images or ideas without transition or resolution), holism (emphasis on the cumulative impact of movements and their cultural context rather than singular steps or positions), individualism within a group dynamic, and the aesthetic of the cool, a concept developed by art historian Robert Farris Thompson. He proposes that coolness in the African sense is about control, “having the value of composure in the individual context, social stability in the context of the group.” He goes onto explain that a “ ‘mask’ of coolness is worn not only in time of stress but also of pleasure, in fields of expressive performance and the dance.”13

Palladium Ballroom mambo dancing featured in Mura Dehn’s film The Spirit Moves: A History of Black Social Dance on Film, 1900–1986 foregrounds these Africanist aesthetics. Dancer Dottie Adams demonstrates polyrhythmic agility and the aesthetic of the cool as she sustains a fast shoulder shimmy above her half-time footwork with nonchalant ease. Aníbal Vázquez illustrates polycentered movement as his knees, pelvis, and spine convulse in simultaneous articulation. In their masterful use of high-affect juxtaposition, Cuban Pete and Millie Donay show off the high-affect contrast that made their partnership legendary—her suave and sophisticated torso ripples set against his angular and unpredictable staggers and drops. All the dancers in the film, including Afro-Puerto Ricans Jackie Danois, Aníbal Vázquez, and Pedro Aguilar (aka Cuban Pete), Afro-Cuban Tondelayo, African Americans Dottie Adams and Teddy Brown, and Italian American Millie Donay, show off effebism in the youthful vitality of their continuous vibrations, pulsations, and undulations. Movement is grounded and propelled by core body initiations, producing dancing that is textured and multidimensional in its complexity. Limbs never extend into static shapes characteristic of Western concert dance but rebound back into relaxed positions, drawing much more heavily on the curvilinear tradition of African dance than linear Western forms. Never does the dancing appear to be motivated by an agenda to reach a defined shape or end point. Such playfulness underscores the importance of the cumulative holistic effect as taking precedence over any singular movement or individual, even as the ingenuity of each move or person is celebrated.

Dehn’s film is only one of many pieces of evidence to suggest that in mid-twentieth-century New York, Latin music and dance were commonly recognized as African diasporic culture. Latin music was so closely associated with black people that the connection figures prominently in the oft-cited story about how the Palladium began hosting Latin bands. Manager Tommy Morton called a meeting with Machito and Mario Bauzá, asking for help devising a strategy to turn the flailing dance hall into a profitable business. Bauzá asked Morton how he felt about black people, and Morton quipped the only color that concerned him was the color green, referring to money.14 Machito and Bauzá organized a dance featuring six Latin bands and widely publicized the event in Harlem and Spanish Harlem. That legendary Sunday dance, which drew so many patrons that police had to be called in to control crowds on the streets, was so successful that within a year the Palladium was presenting Latin bands four nights a week. Throughout the 1950s, the Palladium continued to be closely associated with African culture, especially for black artists and intellectuals. According to scholar and frequent Palladium patron Robert Farris Thompson, “there were no ASA [African Studies Association] meetings in 1955, but the Palladium was the ASA, and there you would see Katherine Dunham, Amiri Baraka [then Leroi Jones], and we were all there. I interviewed Amiri to find out his reasons, and he said, ‘In the ’50s, if you were black and you were in New York, mambo was what was happening.’ ”15

It would be inaccurate to represent the celebration of blackness at the Palladium as free from racial prejudice. As ethnomusicologist David García has illuminated, many 1950s media representations of Palladium dancing reinforced racist ideology. For example, an article titled “Touch of Jungle Madness: Denizens of Broadway Go Slightly Primitive under Spell of the Wild Sweaty Mambo” published in the New York Daily News exclaims that “the Mambo, danced to a tom-tom beat, is as primitive as any African war dance.”16 According to García, much of the discourse around mambo in the 1950s implied that “mambo dancing embodied the wild and sexually uninhibited essence of primitive Africa, an essence that could nevertheless be disciplined into a socially acceptable and marketable product.”17 The “disciplining” of the mambo into a commercial product, a process that often involved a whitening of the history and aesthetic values of the dance, is a topic I will return to in later chapters. What I wish to establish here, however, is that although they may not have entirely escaped the racist attitudes of the times, Palladium supporters were aware of, and in many cases deeply respectful of, Palladium mambo’s African roots.

GENERATIONAL SEGREGATION

The Palladium is simultaneously venerated and ignored in the contemporary salsa industry. On the one hand, any serious salsa dancer knows the Palladium is the birthplace of mambo and should be revered like a Jerusalem by all salsa followers. New York salsa dancers usually refer to the dance they practice as mambo rather than salsa, in part to distinguish it from other regional salsa styles. More important, perhaps, they use it to claim continuity between the dance practiced at New York’s hallowed Palladium and their own dance style. Ironically, Palladium-era mambo dancers uniformly refer to all dancing by the younger generation as “salsa,” the regional stylistic difference the New York dancers believe connects them to Palladium-era mambo invisible when viewed through the lens of generational stylistic differences. Although these old-time mambo dancers will consistently label all modern dancing “salsa,” they also insist that salsa is the same dance they’ve been doing for years. They recognize enough of a stylistic difference between Palladium-era mambo and modern New York salsa/mambo to warrant a name change, but at the same time resent the word “salsa” because it obscures the historical link between the mambo they pioneered and a salsa dance craze that has made the dance more popular and lucrative than they could have imagined even at the height of the mambo craze in the 1950s. Thus, Palladium-era mambo dancers I interviewed were endlessly reiterating their belief that salsa and mambo were the same dance (even as they denounced salsa in the next breath) in order to restore the historical link they felt had been broken between the mambo of mid-twentieth-century New York and the salsa that by the turn of the millennium was being practiced worldwide. Like the modern salsa dancers who claim an association with Palladium-era mambo only insofar as the affiliation increases their own status, many Palladium-era mambo dancers will claim salsa as their own mambo in disguise in order to borrow some of the cachet now associated with modern salsa. Neither group, however, has more than superficial understanding of either the subtle technical differences that make each dance style sabroso (soulful) in its own right or the community on the other side of the generational divide.18

In fact these two communities—Palladium era-mambo dancers, who are predominantly in their seventies and eighties, and modern New York-style salsa/mambo dancers, who are frequently in their twenties and thirties—had little interaction in the late 2000s. While I was making frequent research trips to New York City between 2006 and 2009, the older generation attended two weekly dances: one at the Julia de Burgos Center on 106th and Lexington on Wednesdays and the other at Windows over Harlem on 125th and Malcolm X Blvd. on Fridays. In my mid-thirties, I was almost always the youngest person at either venue, and very rarely did I see anyone under fifty or dancing in the modern style. People dancing the modern New York style, on the other hand, were spread out across many venues each night of the week, at dance studio socials and nightclubs, the majority of which were downtown or midtown, none of which attracted Palladium-style dancers.19 La Maganette on 51st and 3rd Avenue, which closed in the summer of 2005, was the last weekly downtown salsa/mambo venue that drew Palladium-era dancers and attracted a cross-generational crowd.20 How ironic that Palladium-era mambo, which was born through the interracial and class mixing made possible by its location in the heart of midtown Manhattan, has been relegated back uptown to el Barrio (East Harlem) and Harlem.

Almost everyone who danced at the Palladium recalled its unique power to integrate people across racial, ethnic, and class barriers that were being upheld in most other spaces throughout the city. For example, amateur dancer Linda Rios explained about the Palladium, “Whether you had a hundred or a thousand dollars in your pocket and the guy next to you, all he had was carfare, you know—it didn’t matter, you were there with these people, you were THERE and it was life.”21 Jazz dance historian Mura Dehn, who frequented the Palladium herself, noted the significant presence of society elite and their fascination with so-called primitive movements of other patrons in her unpublished reflections on the mambo. She writes,

In 1951 Palladium on 52nd [sic] Street became the most glamorous popular Dance Hall in New York. A white marble stairway led to the festive ballroom with a circular dance floor. An affluent and laughing clientele—glittering evening gowns, jewelry, extravagantly blown up Hairdo’s [sic]. This dance hall was again a rendezvous—place of flirtation and adventure. The outspoken sensuality and primitiveness of posture was never seen before. Along with formal society tables one could see people squatting on the floor admiring a dancer who was crawling on his arms, the rest of him stretched like a tail—suddenly ducking his head he would hug the floor with his cheek and then propel himself with undulating shocks.22

A 1953 Ebony Magazine article proclaims that “the Palladium is almost nightly the scene of the most physical gyrations humans perform on a dance floor north of Havana. . . . Scores of out-of-town visitors, New York dance fans, and celebrities from Hollywood and London jam into the ballroom to watch the action.”23 While such descriptions belie a certain degree of cultural tourism on the part of society elites who came as much to gawk at the spectacle as to participate in it themselves, the dancers were hardly passive victims of objectification. Many dancers took full advantage of wealthy patrons’ fascination with their eroticized dancing by seeking liaisons for economic and social gain. Professional Palladium dancer Steve Sands explained,

We [male professional dancers] were all looking for somebody rich.
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