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People ask me how | started dancing and when.
When did dancing begin? It is folly to attempt to
articulate the beginning of anything, but it is

righteous for any dancer to claim a history.

+++

A history of dancing is a history of
people in search of freedom.

A history of dancing is flooded with attempts to
ground and home under conditions of displacement,
migration, and diaspora. Fleeing very different forms
of constraint, Josephine Baker, Isadora Duncan, and
Vaslav Nijinsky all landed in Paris in the early twentieth
century. Though all three artists were caught in orientalist
traps (exotification and appropriation of other cultures),
projecting mythical fantasias that exist only in the
perverted colonial imagination, they each, in their own
ways, subverted norms of gender, sexuality, and class in
their embodiment of a new aesthetics in which their
bodies could be freer. Baker’s dancing celebrated jazz,
Africanist aesthetics, Black social dance, queerness, Black
autonomy in Paris, empowered female sexuality, and the
Black diva. Duncan embodied first-wave feminism
with bare legs, no corset, no bra, and political speeches
against marriage. And Nijinsky choreographed homo-
eroticism and folkloric fantasias for the Ballet Russes.

teacher Lucas Hoving was on tour with the German
choreographer Kurt Joos performing the legendary
gr dance The Green Table when World War Il broke
, trapping Lucas outside Europe. After joining the
h Armed Forces in exile, he eventually settled in
New York, where he became a key member of

José Limén’s company.

man fled the war from Germany to “neutral”
where she trained with Rudolf von Laban at
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ancing partners for two or three yee.zrs,
’:(?c:;::'vear;fy on hgtepronormative, gendered revvva}
e from the fifties (jive,jltterbug); we had‘an acro
dancesl with a lot of Jifts, for which | spun Marie off the
i s[ydeor around my body- We rehearsed in our school
qrounhanay, at the foot of the stairs, where our clique
of freaks'sman girls, closeted queers: theater kids, fa‘;
Kids—ate lunch to avoid the conformfty .and crgglty o
the cafeteria. A rejuvenating and Iife»afﬁ.rm\ng spirit \lyes
inside shared stepping, kicking, clapping, and moving.

dance of remember:iln /1
that is simultaneous . noLer i

T ly a dan
Community in diaspora, T

reaﬂ”9‘ Vears later, after | moved to the United States, | learned

about the Lindy hop and the Black roots of the fifties
rock ’n’ roll dances we had enjoyed. Sometime arourjd the
1977 release of Saturday Night Fever, Marie and | pnvo}ed
to competitive disco dancing. The music, fashion,

and dance innovations of disco were also appropriated
from or deeply influenced by the generative yet often
problematic confluence of Black social dance and

gay and queer lineages and legacies.

Wwars in family, ho,
to cities jn Which
Persecution, | col
Who fled to San

A history of dance is a history of AIDS.

Decades after my competitive disco dancing and
moving to San Francisco in 1982, | began to teach the
hustle in my contemporary-dance classes. | play

the Trammps’s “Disco Inferno” at high volume and
a

A histo, i
Iy of dance 18 a history of Social

A start the four-directional line dance. When everyone has
11978, Marje Héle Soeing. the basics down, | turn the music off and report that
the Canadian Natione Benais ang I, both ej “somewhere between one quarter and one-third of the
;’Ve"e few comPEtitor:ZIl.jlﬁerbUQ COmpetmc?nhEﬁ:” won people | danced with in San Francisco clubs in the early
Nrz\r/terl)lgg 10 Sudbury, m:z:’:lﬁ:h’mmt no one b;:]eer ‘ 0 mid-1980s were dead of AIDS by 1996. For me,

An,kam;';(sohr;tnagrloA,r:?:ated e hometown i e disco dancing, especially the hustle, is akin to a ghost

traditi
hnawbek Fi itional jangs of the

dance, an ancestor dance.” There is usually a somber
st Nation, Marie ang

silence, a sharp contrast to the party mood generated

by the music and communal dancing.
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My history of dang;
ancing
AIDS. B it
- fytha‘r, I mean With a higg, il
1€ars of male-male imimacy el Mnes
die-ins, candlelight vi I

A history of dance is a history of making farnilies,

ils, n
il Suf The dance that changed everything for me was EVOL,
raphy by Sara Shelton Mann created with 2
i C’Each st.ude dyew a 195\/502?;3;20,3, Cponytraband. Mann'’s work is collaborative,
ance hlstory, Piigs 2 d in the 1980s, Contraband would spend up to a year
adr;veiopmg a new performance. It was primarily unpaid
- we all worked freelance jobs to enable us to rehearse
Ioos }hree days a week in the studio for two to three hours.
When it was time to present the piece, we did all the work
ourselves—production, promotion, PR, ticketing, street
posters, and cleanup. Bathed in fire and wind, EVOL
(LOVE spelled backward) was an initiatory rite for
Ao Contraband, shifting how we saw ourselves and presented
my embrace of agitprop,” chore ourselves to the world. In our raggedy, secondhand,
the High Risk Group once text, ;grapher Rick Darnel of black-and-white clothes and punked hair, we danced
and most liberated oo (i roe' Me; Ed Mock: the ferociously, recited absurd poetry, and sang as a
Peter Kadyk, who rep!aced?-n geaior: Witnessed); barbershop trio. | wore a skirt, and every night Sara used
Contraband; Aaron Osborn, ¢ and wore my cloth a hatchet to smash a wooden table, a symbol of family
Group and Footwork Studio, " 5 civility, until it collapsed. The project and the artists
Lucas Hoving in the S - Where | took classes involved were well received by those at the cultural
slept on a harg St gOOIE; and where years Jater margins. We had instant community.
t0 protest the B [0 "during a three-day occupati

i S i Eviction during the first dot.

to be great and after v;rhocseoreographer o i

e memorial we h : .

B ngl'gyler, who Co-created Maripos: l;taundc?WkW : %%

o spend a decade dancij i o o
el 2 Ing with Sara Shelton,

a history of
collaboration.

Making a dance is uniquely intimate. The erotics and
politics of collaboration are foregrounded in the studio,
where breath and sweat, proximity and touch, scent
and sensation, and culture and identity are closely entan-
gled. Our dances reveal how we make and remake per-
sonal boundaries to avoid harm, protect our shame, and
defend our rights.

vid Wojnarowic;
these names.

In collaboration, we struggle for power, voice, and influ-
ence. Some of that friction is generative. We arrive at
decisions together and yield to the decisions that the
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ti:w can improvised dancing,
th:t' :)ealf() unwind supremacis’t
€ collaborati
N boration and equity diffi i i
suggﬁ[(él(rjn::]rovnsatllon innovator Syte:/fef-llguIt i
e rese:: t:e |rpprovising duet migﬁﬁ)on 4
sl ch unit for experiments j s
i et Iments in democracy. How
Al con: ual decisions, Prioritizi o e
A improt/{m r_ather than initiation 0:'nIg ydle'dlﬂg
e |§atlon is typically et
A Er; d:ncers in physical (:ontacrirasCtlcejd g
ch other through touch and.sh:nstljng i
red weight,

i | on the floor like puppies, catch one

il danyferr?nn;lrga?:v;?c lifts, or pause to explore the micro-
anortn;vements of stillness. Cl dancing happens in both
rofessional and hobbyist contexts, most freguer\tly at
weeKly jams and annual festivals. In1979, in cont?ct
rovisation classes in Montréal, | learned the physical

e techniques and creative practices that shaped my
pnysica! pbody, inspired my relational body, a.nd activatgd
my. politlcal attention. Contact classes expenmen.ted with
somatic practices that prioritize body sensations Qver
pody shapes, guiding me into tracking these sensations
while touching, playing with, and rolling over a dance
partner. Erotic activity was resonant, only a razor’s edge
away. And although | found my sexuality through contact
improvisation, | was closeted in these predominantly
hetero jam spaces for my first few years. | wrestled with

the tension between CI’s embodiment of heteronormative

whiteness and its more radical potential, succinctly
articulated by daniel mang in 2021: “From the beginning,
| saw contact as an implicit criticism of how bodies are
lived and experienced, touch used, longing organized, in
patriarchal, racist. _.class societies, and as containing

a radical utopian potential for alternative ways

of embodiment.”

Alongside philosophies of anarchism, participatory
democracy, and feminism, collaborative dance improv-
isation can question how power structures enable domi-
nation and violence. In her Parable series, Octavia Butler
writes, “All that you touch, you change. All that you
change, changes you” My dance family tree of lovers and
collaborators, companies and collectives, friendships,
and queered kinships that have changed my work, iden-
tity, and perceptions include 848 Community Space,
Blank Map, Cahin-Caha/cirque batard, Cl jams, Circo
Zero, Contraband, CORE, Millions of Dots/Group Rhythm
Therapy, St. Urbain Lunchbox, Tell, TRY, Turbulence,
and countless duet partners.
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erformance Space 122, Performance Work:

Pieter, the Sawtooth Building on £
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co:{:wﬁiGintr/ﬁcat/on of the Mind (2012), Sarah Schul
educF;tZZ :ffthe perspective that white £>r college-
P I'elzts and queers moving into and creating
e "fa“edp" ne?gn;]lgar:]tly poor, Black, Brown immigran
fail orhoods is a settler- i
0] ‘ er-coloni
gnlgratfl)g:gar?ovg, arguing that it is the result :f,frgl::vee(;a
Schulman' pOIancttlc of economic and social refugees
sout that it is :
create new restaurants or sho I i
ing the economies and ecolo
The standard framing is that

front li ificati
nt line of gentrification. White artists can exoticiz
e and

Ps, gentrifying and se

; regat-
gies ofa neighborhood? ?
white bohemians are on the

(Zallin

i low-income neighborhood as if they hadn’t
romanticize ad from birth by a racial real-estate hierarchy
[0 prN"‘egetl contributes to the racialized inequity that
that significanty idarity and democracy. Broke artists,
I hists, freaks from the economic and
margins, refugees from homophobic and sgfjfocat»
ing small towns and suburbs, dancers surviving on
restaurant of sex work illegally rep'urpose abandoned
Commercial puildings to make hybn_d live-work spaces
where art and community can flourish in what“author and
poet Hakim Bey aspirationally refers to as .temporary
zones.” Most artists are gentrified out of
these neighborhoods within one or two generations.
Margina\'\zed in our own ways, we rarely buy property and
are brutally forced out to search for the next “affordable”
area, ever farther from the culturally rich centers we
helped to constellate. Photographer Janet Delaney notes,
“Most of the artists that | ever interacted with were on the
street, getting to know their community, working politi-
cally as well as doing their own artwork. Their presence
may make an area seem more accessible to outsiders. But
developers are gentrifiers, government zoning laws have
aided gentrification, people with money who can manipu-
|ate the market are the ones who create and benefit from
gentrification.” Are dancers precarious workers and
economic migrants, or are we gentrifiers and neoliberal
settlers? Yes, no, but, and....

conectlvist anarc!

queer

autonomous

A history of dance is @ history of sex work.

In the nineteenth century, skirt dancers flashed their legs
toa predominantly male audience in cabaret and bur-
lesque theaters. Loie Fuller, an innovator of costuming,
dance, and theatrical lighting, emerged from this context
yet has been elevated as a pioneer of modern dance
without the stain that marked her contemporaries. From
approximately 1850 t0 1909, when Nijinsky arrived in
P
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: w y
most with college degree (o] able to
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the Bay Area. Sex ges” of being an artist and living in

gd artists, and it brings in
Ing, or dancing in the-

to avoid the racial, class,
stly male clientele. Almo’st
$ex work wanted to quit

more pay than food service. teach
aters. Extensive skills are m;eded
and gender antagonisms of a m

every artist | know who has dons
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ndigenous cultures ha' :
delly idance laws. The critique of Bill T. J'ones s
M d-winning Fela (2008) as belr\%too
aming that has een

el repeateedfgrt(f:(;(:::g;: espe%ia\ly Black and
e agamsﬁ:zgsce, such as pelvis»centered African-
Ind 5 dances but also flamenco, salsa, and the
_“Hence My discomfort,” reported a w.hite
mes theater critic. “The presentation of Afr\can
feast of exotic pageantry has the potentlal, at
least, to reinforce stereotypes of African people ,aS
primitive and unsophisticated, albeit endowed with
astounding aptitudes for song and dance....And the way
{he dancers weave in and out of the audience repeatedly
seems ingratiating, @ sort of seduction that almost
sexualizes the performers." Oh, there is sO much decol-
onizing of dance and sex that we still have to do! Fela’s
exposed bodies and vibrant dancing proposed a reconsid-
eration of the cultural and healing roles of erotic dance.

New York Tir
culture @s @

German theater director Rene Pollesch is credited with
saying that contemporary dance is softcore for the bour-
geoisie. And it is true that legions of productions, including
my own, stage nude and nearly nude dancers, oftenin
physical contact or proximity, and produce images that
portray the erotic or sexual—and not only in small and
underfunded theaters but in large state-funded theaters
and festivals. Recalling Barbara Enrenreich’s Dancing in
the Streets, which explores how various religious doc-
trines have forbidden and even led to the criminalization
of dancing, performance artist Philip Huang writes,
“Gexual, tranced, communal dance around fires was lost
o Christianity, colonialism, and the rise of the individual.
Dance was a threatening act BECAUSE it was sexual.
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performance as circus artists, Jasmine and Trina each

cl
started stripping professionally at sixteen. By eighte
Trina looked back at her stripping days as a phase of
her youth, while Jasmine had transiti

oned to providing
full-service girlfriend experience. An

undocumented

herand then working with her own clients. When
Raymond was broke, he went to a Tenderloin bar fre-
quented by trans women, cross-dressers, and their admi
ers. In full drag, she offered straight men the opportuni
to suck Black dick. Jen transitioned from happy-ending
massage in a local woman-run business to full-service
prostitution when she realized that she could reduce her
sex work to less than a month per year. To supplement
her dance income from teaching and performing in a

company, she would travel to Southern California to work.
seven to ten days in a row, seeing multiple clients daily.
Curt has performed a story in which he tears pages from
a hotel room'’s Gideon Bible, dropping them onto his
bound client in a ritual exorcism of Christian sex shame.
Kiara used her €xperience as a queer Black sex worker

to reframe her relationship to me and other White male
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! 51ag€man two thousand people. Meg Stuart brought a
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Cmctt\;e improvised with others in Auf den Tisch. Gerald
Casz\ shared healing dances with me ona peach and a.t a
farm.J Jha and | traded texts outside Homeland Sepurlty,
And with Annie Danger and one hundred witches,
| hexed City Hall to develop policies of abolition, repara-
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A history of dance s a history of bodily transformation.

Every dancer has a body project, whether intentional,
externally imposed, neurotically compliant, or clearly
designed. Weight loss. Turn out. Increased flexibility.

Muscle mass. Techniques for balancing, spinning, jump-
ing, landing. Physical ideals and comparisons. Body
shame and dysmorphia. Body honoring and celebration.
Fetishization and inadequacy. Few dancers can relax

in the identity of enough: good enough, strong enough,
thin enough. A conflict between the spectacle and the
somatic: “How do | look?” versus “How. do | feel?” Despite
the recent integration of somatic, feminist, antiracist, and
healing practices into ballet and contemporary dance
training, the body shaming of women dancers persists
and has only intensified thanks to Insta filters and TiKTok.
The mirror is everywhere, and the reflection is a lie.

Keith Hennessy
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improvisation.

lay to respond 1o

on the politics

decglonization than Black and Indigenous culture?
In circles, no one’s position is more valued or visib
than anyone else’s, and each person can be heard
everyone else.

Observing circular, spiral, and infinite movement in
our bodies, in nature, in the galactic and more-than
human.bodies around us, we learn not only easy
and efficient movement but also concrete proposals
for a new kind of seeing, listening, conceptualizing,
planning, and social organizing. a7

4+

| s / sa, Lunow-Stolzenhagen,
NDG ool for New Dance
Amsterdam; San Francisco
odern’/Art; Yerba Buena

:/:?I as we drop deeper into these proposals, maybe
e tr;]c(;’m:e that time has passed and that we've changed, )y
movemegrtound underneath us is marked by collective he Arts; San Francisco; and
however -and that our relationships with one another, > : : provisation festivals worldwide.
gl tp ecarious and fragile, are more easily held when iis honors include a 2017 Gugger\helm
g together than when not. 1 “Fellowship; a 2012 USAFellowship, 2009
1 7 Bg’ssie ward, and multiple-1zzie Awards.
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