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            ‘Escapism has always been an adjective used to describe the dance. That’s an outsider’s view. Solidarity is what it really offers.’1

            Theo Parrish

         

         
            Note

            1. The opening quote is taken from a 2016 Facebook post by Detroit DJ and producer Theo Parrish, in response to the killing of Alton Sterling and Philando Castile by police. It stated that he was ‘embarrassed’ at the lack of overt commentary from the art form of dance music, which is ‘rooted in reaction to racism, birthed in struggle’. Posted 16 July 2016 and reprinted with kind permission from the artist. https://bit.ly/3OsUp3d.
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            Introduction

            OPENING STEPS

         

         If you dance, you’re a dancer. This is where we begin.

         By this I mean that you’re a dancer if you’ve ever danced, even if you’ve only danced in your imagination, too shy to externalise the movement. The word ‘dance’ in this book is decoupled from being good at dancing.

         Consequently, I’ve included stories about childhood tap dancing and wedding discos, told with a slip-sliding appreciation of the act of moving to music. I’m operating from various corners of interconnected dancefloors, where the ground might be uneven, where a range of people are packed in – occasionally bashing elbows – and where you don’t have to learn steps to take part. This is my attempt to explore what ordinary dancing can do for us individually and collectively.

         I am beginning in my flat on the edge of south-east London. It has a wooden floor that was originally part of a Scarborough dancehall and which I bought on eBay. I bump, slide and two-step across it to the kitchen in a plain echo of the partner-dancing that took place when north Yorkshire couples danced on these rectangular wooden blocks. This particular dancefloor moved literally from one part of the country to the other, but a dancefloor can also move across time and space symbolically: in this book the dancefloor isn’t just the floor of your local discotheque, it’s also a work do or a sweaty basement rave. It’s anywhere we gather to dance, at any point in history.

         Mostly, we’ll be meeting dancers like me who are reliant on a basic two-step – a dance you can take anywhere. Occasionally we’ll encounter spectacular dancers like Trevor Shakes, who in early-eighties London could spin three times in the air in a packed club without touching anyone. Until I started writing this book I wouldn’t have called myself a dancer, given the connotations of training and skill that the word contains. Now I own it, with a few caveats. I am a dancer in the sense that I’ve spent thousands of hours moving to music in the communal settings of nightclubs, dark basements and house parties. I am mostly untrained. I have a movement palette in my body that reflects my age and life experience. I move like me.

         
            —–

         

         I’d spent over two decades on dancefloors when I visited South Africa in 2014. I wasn’t going to Soweto for anything explicitly musical. I was taking part in a programme for grass-roots social innovators,1 working alongside people who were inventing school bags that doubled up as light sources so that kids could study after dark, or who were creating township skate clubs where children sat with homework mentors before getting on the ramps. I knew that South Africa contained generations of intellectuals, radicals and visionaries, some of whom had lived through apartheid, and many of whom continue to resist the persistent economic divisions. I also knew I’d be in a situation where there would be dancing, not least because I was aware that chanting and movement had been used during anti-apartheid protests.

         There was a lot of dancing. We’d be out in the evening, and it would begin with a little sidestep or a slide, edged with a tiny hip drop. If the move was nice enough, someone would follow, replicating what had been done and perhaps adding a new element. In this way a routine was built, with none of the ‘you do this and I’ll do that’ that I remembered from childhood choreography. Dance seemed like another language, alongside those spoken by most South Africans. My new friends were fluent in, say, Xhosa, Zulu, Afrikaans and English, as well as being able to converse through shoulder drops and a shuffle.

         I saw an ability to share a joke or an observation through movement on multiple occasions, and it gave me a mixture of feelings. I was impressed. I was also hyper-aware of just how basic my basic two-step was, and this had the effect of turning my legs off. I shrank into the background and avoided communing with the moves that I carried in my body from years of dancing to new music in UK nightclubs, whether that was dancing to Roni Size and DJ Krust at a mid-nineties drum ’n’ bass night on Bristol’s boat-club Thekla, or illicit gatherings in London and Manchester accessed through doorways that had been fashioned between separating walls with a hammer, where people were responding to brand-new music with arms raised, like antennae. I was paralysed by the fear of being a bad dancer and, because of this, became a much worse dancer than I really was, janky and self-conscious. On the plane on the way home I made a decision: if I ever went back, I’d bring the dance I had. All I could do was bring my honest self, and that would be plenty.

         
            —–

         

         Dancefloors, wherever they may be situated, reflect the times, but also reflect us. Each time we move we share information about who we are, where we’ve been and where we’re going, like the body’s version of an accent or tone of voice. Musician and poet Robert Gallagher’s collection The Dance Floors of England describes the nightclub Fabric, which is adjacent to the historic meat market at Smithfield in east London, and uses the phrase, ‘England through the looking glass.’2 I think this looking glass is present whenever we meet up and dance. Dancing, we can see ourselves and each other reflected with unusual perspective. Just think about how differently we dance depending on whether we’re happy or sad, well or sick, old or young. Our dancefloors can also, as Rob Gallagher’s words suggest, indicate who we are as a nation. Perhaps dancing together, informally and without too many rules, can also suggest a route through the combined messes of late-stage capitalism, climate change, racism and new nationalism – even if it’s simply as replenishment. On the flip, it’s worth noting that moving to music isn’t inherently good and can cause damage (including, on a very small scale, the knee injury I’m currently carrying).

         Dance is somehow hard to value or take seriously, at least in some quarters of British society. Partly that’s because people equate dancefloors with hedonism and sex – places to get trashed and pull a partner. Some of the places I’ve been to were hedonistic, and some of them led to love, sex and partnership. However, I’d say that music and dancing were the primary attractions for most of the people who attended the kinds of dancefloors you’ll encounter in this book. People who were just on the pull tended to congregate elsewhere.

         The subtitle of this book describes a journey through the dancefloor, and it is intentionally singular: this would be a different book if I’d been involved in bhangra or heavy metal or any other form of music culture. It’s also a journey in the sense of exploration, and I’ve used dancefloors I’ve been on, or have a connection to, as a route through the vast subject of moving to music. I’m digging where I stand, to paraphrase Swedish author Sven Lindqvist, who encouraged workers to research the factories that employed them so they could better advocate for workers’ rights. I’m using my own experiences for another reason, too, because they help me to navigate the politics of race, class and the other -isms that surround the subject of dance. I decided it was better to dig into Anglo-Saxon dancing or moves that relate to my Irish grandmother than to tell stories with which I have less family connection – for example, historic West African dance. There is a lot of diasporic dance in this book, because I have always lived, worked and danced in British cities. I’m a south Londoner, socialised and enculturated on the dancefloor. I’m also a white, middle-class, middle-aged woman, and I have tried my best to enter each area carefully and with the right amount of respect.

         We can’t talk about dancing without talking about physical space, since one requires the other – we can’t dance mid-air, at least not for more than a few seconds. Music and dancing spiral into each other and become one on the surface of the dancefloor, wherever it exists. Dancing together requires space, and can – at least temporarily – open it up. Dancefloors of all kinds were plentiful across the UK and elsewhere in the decades following deindustrialisation, and they have been gradually removed thanks to rampant profiteering. Consequently I’ve included overlooked locations like youth clubs and school discos, as well as describing my experiences during acid house and at techno clubs, drum ’n’ bass nights and grimy dubstep sessions. I am putting the dancer back in the dance-music story, and I am talking about dance music in its broadest sense – I don’t just mean this as shorthand for ‘electronic music’.

         This is admittedly a very analogue story, but we can, of course, also absorb dance online. My social-media feeds are full of dancers, covering all kinds of styles, whether these are intense young flamenco dancers, women dancing Punjabi wedding styles or young men enacting Irish steps to pop bangers in shopping centres. Online dance allows a breadth of experience that most of our lives can’t offer, and the screen acts as a frame that makes movement easier to understand. I find it hard to learn steps at the best of times, but when a dancer puts white tape on the floor in order to demonstrate the Running Man it becomes much clearer. I can imagine the white tape on my own floor and have a better chance of getting my feet in the right place, at the right time. The frame assists. This book, though, concentrates on physical interactions, on real-life dancefloors. My hope is that this amassed information will spark layers of feeling – and ideally, further exploration of these spaces, too.

         Context is everything, and before we move on I should declare that this book was researched and drafted during the pandemic, revised as I recovered from long Covid, and edited as I re-entered dance spaces, watching people’s feet with new interest. The subject wasn’t just an abstract choice of something I found interesting; it gave me a foothold into communal life when none was possible. The process of researching, writing and editing it brought felt knowledge from the depths to the surface and clarified previously submerged perspectives. I began seeing dance as culture, comedy and information. I understood it as medicine, communication, a source of strength and solidarity. I recognised it as alchemy, in the sense of allowing individuals and communities to take the raw material of their lives and stamp it into the precious metal – or perhaps mettle – required to make it through another day. Moving together to music, I realised, allows us to form new relationships with ourselves and with the wider world. Through writing, I became aware that the dancefloor is a portal, a container, a drum; a lens and a repair shop; an open university and a laboratory. It’s a sorting hat that can help you find where you belong. It is protest and celebration.

         
            —–

         

         Finally, I know that dancing can be embarrassing and that it can have a shameful or hesitant quality attached to it, at least for some people on these islands. You might be a confident dancer or you might be conflicted, seizing up when the very idea is raised. Either way, I want to end these opening steps by explaining what happened when I returned to South Africa, eighteen months after my first visit. This time we were in Langa, Cape Town, and I had a secret sub-plan. I was going to dance, and I did, just being me, just being basic London, just feeling the music and moving. I’m a shy dancer and I like to dance in a small space, arms close to my body as if I’m dancing within a glass rectangle of my own making. I found my moves and I joined in.

         One of the guys I’d met in Soweto was there too, a hilarious and brainy man called Sifiso. He’d grown up working in his family’s fish-and-chip shop and now created durable carts for local rubbish collectors, who earn a pittance recycling trash, often using rickety string-and-pallet contraptions. We’d got on well in Soweto, spending long evenings laughing about all sorts. He approached me one evening when we were all out, music blaring in a bar. ‘Emma,’ he said, flopping down onto one of the white sofas. ‘You’re a much better dancer than last time. What happened?’

         The fear of being a bad dancer stops many of us dancing. The day-to-day art of moving to music is not about quantifiable excellence; it’s about coming as you are and contributing to the dancefloor. So if you ever worry about being a useless dancer – don’t. We bring what we have, and we have to start somewhere. If you’re dancing, you’re a dancer.

         
            Notes

            1. I was taking part in a programme for grass-roots social innovators … Between 2013 and 2019 the soft-drinks brand Red Bull ran a social enterprise programme called Amaphiko. The programme worked with community entrepreneurs in South Africa, Brazil, the US and the UK. I worked on it, which is why I was in South Africa.

            2. ‘England through the looking glass’ … from the poem ‘Dirty Little Smithfield’. Robert Gallagher, The Dance Floors of England (Diabolical Liberties, 2019), p. 29. Gallagher was the vocalist and original member of the band Galliano.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            DEFINITIONS

         

         Dancing

         The rhythmic movements we make in response to sonic stimulation. Much of the dancing in this book is to music provided by expert DJs or musicians, and in these situations movement can also affect the music.

         The Dance

         A place where people gather to dance to the specific music they collectively know and appreciate. The prefix ‘the’ arrived from the Caribbean, and it suggests importance, a centrality. The dance can be comprised of 20 people or thousands, as between the 1970s and the 2000s, when tens of thousands of UK youth gathered multiple times each week across the country to dance to reggae, soul, funk, house, techno, drum ’n’ bass, garage or any sub-genres thereof.

         Dancers

         The people who inhabit the dance. Professional training is not required, but the presence or absence of skill, technique and confidence means we can organise our dancers into three main groups:

         1. Everyday Dancers

         These dancers have a few basic steps in their repertoire. They have a collective rather than individual effect on the music and the culture – unless they’re the everyday dancer who is first on the dancefloor and therefore gives permission and energy to the rest of the dancers, even if it’s the energy generated by a dismissive eye-roll. The majority of the dance will fall into this category, although ‘everyday’ is relative. Everyday dancers at the festa junina I went to in São Paulo would probably be considered skilful at a drunk Cornish wedding. I am an average everyday dancer, with an above-average experience of the dance.

         2. Skilful Dancers

         Dancers with enough skill and technique to manipulate their movement to the moment – and who can also manipulate the music by tuning into and acting in concert with the person providing it. This category includes people who have noticeably more confidence, technique or style than the everyday dancer. It also incorporates people with incredible levels of skill, such as the jazz dancers who lit up dancefloors in cities across the country in the mid-1980s – bar those who fit into the following category.

         3. Pro Dancers

         Individuals with high levels of officially sanctioned, certified training who take part in compensated work as dancers and who perform their work to audiences. This book is minimally about pro dancers, although it is influenced by my pre-teen obsession with the 1980s TV show Fame, which was about trainee pro dancers at New York’s High School of the Performing Arts. Top-flight musician-dancers like James Brown, Prince and the Jacksons (Janet and Michael) would also be in this category, along with a surprising number of DJs and producers whom we’ll meet.

         The Dancefloor

         The ground upon which the dancers dance. In my case, mostly nightclubs, but also youth clubs, community centres, crossroads, kitchens, backyards and churchyards.

         The Everstream

         A phrase I use to describe the always evolving and interconnected undercurrent of culture that reflects and responds to our lives.

      

   


   
      
         
            Part One

            BEFORE THE DANCE
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            1: DANCE YOUR HISTORY

            Toni Basil’s ‘Mickey’, pre-school tap class, and front-room dancing to Top of the Pops circa 1982

         

         The first dance is at home. You’re small, a toddler, and you’re being danced around the kitchen. A song has come on and someone is feeling happy, so they scoop you up and stand you on their slippered feet. Small arms are reaching up, fingers held in grown-up hands.

         Later, when you’re taller and stronger, but still too small for school, siblings and cousins might have encouraged you into performances at family parties. The adults sit around drinking, dancing or talking, and the kids scurry about creating a top-secret show. The kindest child bends down, offering teacherly instruction to the smaller ones: ‘You’re going to stand here and do this, and then you need to stand there and do that. OK?’

         Those of us lucky enough to grow up in homes or neighbourhoods that were at least sometimes warm and funny will have experienced something similar. It’s human nature to express ourselves through movement, and this often begins at home. It starts as soon as we’re big enough to be danced about by a grown-up, or earlier, as a babe in arms being rhythmically soothed to sleep as a tired person performs a slow waltz around a dark bedroom, dancing to the invisible music of new parenthood. Ultimately it begins inside, to the low-frequency quartet of heartbeat, blood flow, digestive rumble and maternal voice.

         The ways we move in our families help us develop our beliefs about ourselves and each other, expressed in the character shorthand that we all use: this one loves to dance, that one has two left feet. Dancing generates feelings of familiarity and belonging. Moving to music with our families and neighbours bonds us and may have deep purpose. Author Barbara Ehrenreich1 gathers up the evidence in her beautiful book Dancing in the Streets and includes the idea that prehistoric communities would ward off attackers by giving the impression that the people dancing in formation were one big, unidentifiable creature. I imagine them now, 150 men, women and children fighting for their lives with an ancient and terrifying iteration of the Electric Slide or a caveman take on the lairy wedding-party chaos unleashed by Bad Manners’ spiralling version of the ‘Can Can’.

         Dance is unstoppable expression. Each gesture, flex, slide or shape we make in response to music contains communication and history. We absorb or reject each other’s movement in order to signify that we’re part of a community or to indicate that we’re not. It shapes us, as we make shapes. Movement is bound to music, not separate from it. The Greek root of the word ‘music’ related to all the arts of the muses, and this included dancing.

         
            —–

         

         I was at primary school in February 1982, when Toni Basil hit the charts with ‘Mickey’. It went platinum across the world and came with an equally famous stomp-style cheerleader video which she choreographed and which I attempted to mimic with my friends in the playground.

         It is a particular pleasure, then, when Toni Basil agrees that I can ring her at home in LA. She’s a highly skilled and technical dancer and choreographer, of course, but her real rarity rests on a lifelong connection to art and culture built by young people dancing on street corners and in nightclubs, and she has spent decades combining grass-roots artistry with establishment dance. ‘I would always be in clubs where there would be a small amount of people – in every era – who would take it to a bigger level.’ I ask her what she means by the phrase ‘bigger level’. ‘Art!’ she says. ‘It’s not just party dancing or partner dancing. It becomes something else. It becomes art.’

         Toni Basil is also a significant dance historian. She carries endless knowledge and context from her embodied memories of watching Fred Astaire from the side of the stage that her orchestra-leader father ran; through her lived knowledge of cheerleaders as pre-internet spreaders of new social dance; from working with James Brown in 1964; from co-founding the pioneering street dance group The Lockers with Don Campbell and bringing the crew onto the internationally influential TV show Soul Train – ensuring that the whole of the US saw street dance; and from choreographing the video for Talking Heads’ ‘Once in a Lifetime’; as well as having had a long working relationship with David Bowie, and much more. She went newly viral in 2016 after a gorgeous, unplanned and improvised couple of minutes at the end of a house-dance workshop.

         What does street-level dance give us, I ask, over and above the simple pleasure of doing it or watching it? ‘For me, it’s been my life and my career. I’m a historian not because I do homework but because I’ve experienced it. I love it. I’m obsessed by it. As far as the public goes, the pop culture – it’s dictated fashion, it’s dictated so much.’ When I push into the question and ask her to tell me more, she slows right down. ‘It’s a question that I emotionally understand, but it’s really hard to articulate,’ she says. ‘When you’re a great street dancer [in] the act of improvising to the music, you’re outside of your body and you’re inside your body. You’re both places simultaneously.’ Dance, she says, is a drug, and it’s her drug of choice. ‘Once you get that high you want to keep going back, back, back. In ballet class, if you’re spinning and you start to really spin and you spin more than you’ve ever spun before, you want to go back there. It’s immortal. There’s a sense …’ – she pauses – ‘of going beyond the realm of the norm.’

         Our early-morning phone call is a fast-paced, wide-ranging conversation, and at one point she tells me about Henry Link, of hip-hop dance crew M.O.P.T.O.P., who showed off their collective grace and groove on the front porches of their homes in the 1992 PBS documentary Wreckin’ Shop: Live from Brooklyn. ‘I said to him, “Oh my god, I wish I could improvise like you. I wish I could dance like you.” He looked at me and said, “Dance your history,” and it was one of the best things anyone has ever said to me. It was incredible.’

         We finish up our call with pleasantries. ‘I love that phrase, “dance your history”,’ I say, scanning through the conversation in my mind. She pulls me up. ‘Yes, but if you use these quotes, please …’ Her voice takes on an uncharacteristic pleading quality. ‘You’ve got to give them to me and you’ve got to give them to Link, otherwise we lose our history and it goes somewhere else.’

         I assure her. This exploration of movement is about respecting and recognising the valuable raw material of personal history. To me, the phrase ‘dance your history’ is a call to express where you’re from and where you belong. It indicates community, because history is collective. It also asks that you look forward, into the histories ahead, and express where you’re going, where you might belong in the future.

         I dance my own history too, of course. My parents, Meg and Rick, met on the dancefloor at the Sailing School, just off the Barbican in Plymouth. My dad lived in the city with his teacher dad and housewife mum and was starting out as a petroleum geologist. My mum was visiting with one of her friends from nursing college in Birmingham. It was ‘nicely amateur’, according to my mum: a dark and dingy upstairs room accessed via steep stairs, always packed, with a DJ playing rock ’n’ roll, Motown and pop songs. There was jive dancing and smoochy dancing. My mum was eager, badgering her friends – or anyone, frankly – to get on the dancefloor, lacking the confidence to start the dancing, even though that’s what she really wanted. I exist because this square two-storey building was used for dancing – although this fact also makes me loath to record that the Sailing School was known locally as ‘GX’, or ‘Groin Exchange’. My parents were married within months. I’m their eldest, arriving two years into their marriage.

         Meg is now 74 and is a woman in perpetual motion. ‘Oh, before I forget …’ she says. I’m sitting in my mum’s back garden; she disappears inside her bungalow and brings out a small square photograph. She’s smirking, although that might be harsh. Perhaps another way of putting it is that she is filled with the time-travel pleasure of being a mother who can see her three-year-old child crystal-clear in the adult sitting in front of her. I think she’s also remembering what it’s like to love your child but also be able to indulge in the comedy of their existence in a way that involves gently mocking them. I once took part in a dance show at Catford Broadway Theatre when I was five or six, in a generic chorus-line role of Leaf Pixie. We wore brown costumes and carried a light which was a box with a torch in it, and our short contribution to the performance involved us floating around and collapsing into a pile before skipping off. I distinctly remember looking at my parents from the stage and recognising that they were willing me on and attempting to conceal their laughter, all at the same time. I was dancing my history – enthusiasm outstripping skill – which may not have exactly matched the steps we’d been taught.

         Meg hands me the photograph. I have seen this picture before, but not for years, and it’s not exactly how I remember it. It shows two small girls holding hands outside someone’s house, ready for class at Shirley Cox’s School of Ballet and Tap, which was located above a row of shops a few minutes’ walk from our house. My best friend Jessica looks cute. She is taller than me, with curly brown hair, and her white dress looks neatly pressed. She is serene, a little shy. The red waistband sits nicely in the middle of her body, making the skirt puff out a little, nearly a tutu.

         Frankly, I am a mess. I’m grinning, with my chin down, so it looks as if I have no neck. The red bow in my hair is wonky. My dress is taut and twisted around my baby pot belly, which makes the bottom of the dress ride up at the front. The hem is coming undone. I have one sock up, one sock down, and my red slip-on pumps show evidence of scuffing or shuffling around in dusty gravel. On the upside, I look eager and happy, like I’m about to run out of the frame just to get to class quicker. I look like I’ve been pinging up and down in the seconds before the image was taken and that I’ll be jack-in-a-boxing up and down again the second my mother puts the camera down and walks us along the road to class. The whole idea of tap and ballet for children is strange, when you think about it. Tap involves phenomenal physical movement and rich, layered cultural material. Ballet is anti-gravitational impossibility. I wonder how these dance styles ended up being shoehorned away for pre-schoolers, made childish.

         Ballet began, say the history books, in Italy in around ad 1500, when the Italian Catherine de’ Medici married the French King Henry II and brought her courtly dance styles with her. I found scant information on ballet before this courtly Year Zero, although the dances that ended up with Italian aristocrats would have come from somewhere. Mid-twentieth-century New York dance critic and poet Edwin Denby claimed it began2 as a community dance that was gradually ‘theatricized’, first for Greek theatres and later for those of the Roman Empire: ‘Ballet began as the kind of dancing current at village festivals around the Mediterranean from the times of King Minos and Daedalus to those of da Vinci.’ Everyone grew up knowing the sequences and the tunes that went with them, he wrote, ‘and knowing from having watched it the harmony that the dance could show’. Perhaps, then, children skipping around in dance schools contains a hint of ballet’s roots, with the rest of the community cut out of the picture.

         Dance classes for tots often involve examination, as if learning to dance, even for fun, and even if you’re only five years old, requires the imposition of quality control. My small child self knew that other children were being put in for dance exams and I wasn’t. The rationale for this? I was too heavy on my feet.

         Tap and ballet classes choreographed us into certain ways of moving and certain ways of being. We absorbed gendered cues about how we should move our bodies, and accepted that boys moved differently to girls – and that this was simply normal, correct. Ballet contains hallmarks associated with the ideals of femininity, including grace, control, poise, a skinny frame and a certain type of physical beauty. The exams didn’t just measure how good you were at tap or ballet. They measured how good you were at being a girl, and, apparently, I failed.

         A paper by Egil Bakka,3 a professor emeritus for dance studies at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology, claims that interaction is the ‘core value’ of dance. I like this, not least because my five-year-old dancing self – and perhaps most five-year-olds – would have passed an examination on interaction with flying colours. In the paper, he describes Erik, a toddler who cannot yet speak fluently. The adults at a family gathering begin singing a song that most Norwegians know and which has actions that go with it. Erik immediately begins stamping his feet when he hears the word ‘stamping’. ‘He cannot sing the song nor understand the words,’ Bakka writes, ‘but the “dance movement” gives him a tool to participate and interact with the grown-ups.’ Bakka believes that participatory dance shows a basic way to learn, in the shape of imitation. It also shows a basic reason for wanting to learn – interaction. ‘I believe it is an instinctive urge in humans as well as animals to imitate others,’ he writes. ‘In this, they find the key for interaction, which opens the way for them to be part of the community.’

         I carried on interacting by making up dances at home, either putting on my ballet costume or, once I’d grown out of that, my swimsuit, which in my mind and limited wardrobe came close. I’d dance with my siblings to the songs that were played each week on BBC TV show Top of the Pops, which brought each week’s top 40 chart to life with performances, videos and a very exciting countdown that ended by revealing the current top-selling song in the country. There is a family photograph of me, mid-dance. I am captured in the moment, swimsuit facing the telly, face at the camera, looking a bit annoyed to be distracted. In an early prefiguring of my later working life as a music writer, I’d review the songs as they occurred in the chart rundowns: thumbs-up for favourites; thumbs horizontal if I didn’t know the song; thumbs down if I didn’t like it. Basically I just really liked moving my body, and Top of the Pops was a great opportunity to do this, from the theme tune to the end credits. I was exploring what choreographer Rudolf von Laban called the ‘kinesphere’,4 or the space around the body that can be easily reached by extending the limbs, and I recognised that this was highly enjoyable, very social and often very funny.

         My parents would sit around and soak up the energetic comedy of three small kids leaping around the front room to pop music. They probably needed some respite. My dad Rick had a genetic condition that presents differently in every person – usually mild to the point of invisibility and occasionally disabling. He was at the extreme end of the scale, requiring regular and often experimental spinal surgery,5 and would eventually make an unwilling shift to life as a wheelchair-user. My mum was a nurse and therefore understood what was going on. She’s beautifully idiosyncratic, or ‘crackers’, as my dad used to say.

         Viv Albertine, fomerly of punk band The Slits, could also be described as idiosyncratic. I interviewed her a few times when her first book came out, including a talk at the Port Eliot literary festival in Cornwall in 2014. At the end, a man in the audience asked a good question: ‘What is your advice for bringing up girls?’ ‘Let them get messy,’ she replied. ‘Don’t buy them nice dresses that they have to keep clean. Encourage them to roll around in the mud. Let them move.’

         I don’t think my mum was following a punk philosophy, but the end result was the same. I was allowed to move and I was allowed to get messy. I was accepted, even though I naturally defaulted to scruffbag. Meg came from the rock ’n’ roll era but, in many ways, she remains an under-the-radar punk, picking her own route through the dancefloor of suburban life. She grew up as part of a doctor’s family in a small mining village in the Midlands, with ‘a very English father and very Irish mother’, absorbing the shock of being left behind when her aunts, uncles and cousins migrated to Australia. Her family had planned to go too, but then couldn’t because her father had tuberculosis. She danced these histories through Latin and ballroom classes as a young teenager and then as a young adult, through the medium of the jive, loving dancing and enjoying it the most when the room was full, everyone together. Now, in the absence of suitable dancefloors, she dances her history through another form of movement. She is a rare septuagenarian cyclist, haring around the lanes on her Raleigh racer just inside the M25, where concrete folds into fields.

         
            —–

         

         When I was six we moved to a mock-Tudor semi-detached house in the far suburbs of south-east London with my two younger siblings. The housing detail is important because a lot of the dance I encountered later was made by people who didn’t grow up in semi-detached houses and instead grew up in environments with plenty of everyday opportunities to hear new music and learn new dances. My childhood neighbours weren’t blaring out soca, electro or gospel, although the teenage mod next door might have wished they were. There were moments of dancing in our house growing up – one of us kids making up a move or expressing a moment of excitement in a limb-chucking dance-spasm; my dad dancing me around the garden on his wellington boots or grabbing my mum in the kitchen for a twirl – but nothing regular or embedded in our family life. The radio would often be on, and my parents had their respective musical loves – Motown (my mum), The Beatles and Elvis (my dad) – and a box of records that I mined in my teens. Family gatherings were focused around eating and drinking. Dancing happened away from home, at special events. I have a photograph of my parents dancing together, mid-jive, in the mid-1980s, in front of a drummer who is wearing a bow-tie, on a stage that looks like it’s been cut-and-pasted from any hall anywhere in the country. My dad is concentrating, mid-step. My mum, in a polka-dot dress, is smiling and looking out of the frame into the space on the dancefloor next to them.

         I think more of us could take up space on a dancefloor, if only to show some solidarity with those who need it. Dancing is a basic need which has somehow been hived off from everyday life, at least for some people. Academia now offers interesting and rational explanations of why dance can be good for us: there are studies which reveal things about dancing that dancers know intuitively – for example, that dancing increases opioid production in the brain,6 especially when people move in synchrony. It uses more calories than cycling, swimming or running.7 There’s good evidence that dance stimulates the brain,8 and not just because of the oxygen-rich blood that dancing pumps throughout the whole body. It reduces feelings of fatigue, improves emotional states and has an overall energising effect. Other studies have unearthed remarkable results, as is the case with PhD student Carine Lewis at the University of Hertfordshire, who showed that 20 minutes of improvised dancing improved divergent thinking. It doubled the amount of ideas people came up with in response to a problem.

         My siblings and I were brought up Catholic, which ensured that we had some specific problems to solve. We would troop up the road every Sunday and every Holy Day of Obligation to Mass at Holy Innocents church in Orpington, in the London borough of Bromley. The priest, and the altar boys in their white robes and scruffy trainers, would process down the aisle, knocking incense out of a silver ball that dangled on a heavy chain, moving in time to organ drone and the opening hymn. There wasn’t any dancing, but there was movement. The machinery of 1980s Catholic Mass required a constant shifting of position: stand, sit, stand, sit, kneel. All rise for the gospel.

         We dance our histories, back in time. My maternal grandmother Máire was Irish and Catholic, arriving in England as a teenager to train as a nurse, at a point in the mid-1930s when the Irish church and state were clamping down on jazz and new forms of dance. My grandfather Donald was a newly qualified doctor and the son of a top Anglican cleric, in whose house there was no music, let alone dancing. Máire and Donald fell in love, then decided to separate because their relationship was untenable, given the intersecting red lines of nationality, status and religion. They soon realised they couldn’t live without each other and were married in a side aisle of my grandmother’s Catholic church in Coventry, because their marriage was deemed unacceptable in the eyes of God. The couple moved 65 miles north, to Mansfield. He became a lay preacher at his local church. She attended Catholic Mass above a betting shop, which was upgraded to a site above a garage, before the community raised enough money to build their own church.

         I have some old newspaper cuttings, edged in small triangles from the pinking shears Máire used to cut them out of the Catholic Herald. One contains a letter signed by ‘Despairing Mother’, who wrote asking for help on the subject of mixed marriage between Catholics and Anglicans. ‘Our different religions have put a cloud over our marriage,’ she wrote. ‘All the occasions that should be happy events are dreaded … Is it any wonder that in all the mixed marriages I know there has been a weakening of faith all round?’

         Máire wrote back, offering to put Despairing Mother in touch with her local Association of Inter-Church Families.9 ‘We have found our faith increased and strengthened through our marriage,’ she wrote. ‘We have experienced sadness and difficulties at times, particularly when our Communion separates us. We have also experienced great joys.’ Inter-faith families, she explained, have ‘unique opportunities’, especially to bring up children who know and love two churches while appreciating their differences. It was possible to belong to two communities, she thought. Amalgamation, she believed, involved addition, not subtraction.

         My own movement communicated family history through kitchen choreography and childhood cartwheels in the garden. It offered a bedrock, which I built on with a push–pull combination of reserve and enthusiasm: I love to dance, but I like to dance small and mostly unnoticed. Ancestry can affect us in ambient ways, and mine is discernible in a desire to step into togetherness on packed dancefloors, to commune through gesture and to understand in my body something of the complex interplay between the new and the established. I know in my bones that movement can be a way of welcoming someone, or of being welcomed.

         The Sisters of Mercy nuns who taught alongside the lay staff at St Anne’s Catholic primary school shaped us with Scottish sword dancing. One of the more volatile nuns ran the class, which was about right for a dance with warrior roots. I stand in my kitchen, thinking about Scottish dancing at primary school. I wonder: do I still know the basic steps? I feel my way into it and stand up straighter, shoulders back. I put one hand on my waist, the other curved above my head, and I leap and step to either side, then turn so I’d be dancing on the next quarter of the imaginary crossed swords, if I were in the dinner hall at school rather than at home. It strikes me as curious that Irish Catholic nuns taught Scottish sword dancing rather than, say, Irish dancing. Perhaps it was easier for Irish nuns to teach Scottish dancing than to inhabit Irishness in a country in which there was historic discrimination against Irish people.

         We dance our histories directly and indirectly. We also dance them on a species level. Edwin Denby made some intriguing comments on the way other animals move. He noted that birds gather in flocks in the evening, suggesting that both birds and humans enjoy social movement when the work of the day is done. He also wrote about the ways people move on the street, with as much care and detail as he’d apply to a review of the New York City Ballet. He observed that youth in Italian cities lolled differently to Americans (Italians more likely to rest on a central point; Americans tending to shift their weight to the periphery, therefore taking up more space than their body actually occupied). He described Parisians carrying their bodies ‘like a large parcel of dishes: sort of low’, while in Copenhagen ‘the crowd has an easy stride, strong in the waist, light in the feet, with a hint of the sailor’s roll’. We move within our cultural framework, and we can also step outside of it. Some Manchester youth in the 1990s adopted the Happy Mondays’ rolling swagger. Others walked as if one leg were injured, perhaps by gunshot, in a controlled gangsta limp. We belong to ways of moving that are rooted in location, lineage, self-image and family.
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            2: NATIONAL DANCE

            Anglo-Saxon rave-ups, lost English step dancing, and a biography of the Electric Slide (b. 1979)

         

         People must have moved to music in the far past. Dawn-to-dusk shifts in the fields or at home would have had a corollary: gaps in the working week, month or season when the community could connect with friends and family and where everyone could release the pressure. A rave-up around the hay bales in mid-summer however many hundreds of years ago isn’t that different to a rave-up around the hay bales at any one of the outdoor festivals that punctuated summers in the early decades of the 21st century. A sweatbox in a barn is a sweatbox in a barn whatever the century, air cooling the face when dancers emerge for the trans-centurial version of a quick smoke or not-so-quick kiss. People in this country still dance to the cadence of the season, whether it’s at Notting Hill Carnival, a summer wedding disco or a New Year’s Eve house party.

         The Fuller Brooch allows us a peek into Anglo-Saxon dancing.1 Believed to have been made in around ad 800, it is a small engraved piece of jewellery held by the British Museum that shows the five senses. According to the official text, the image that depicts hearing shows someone ‘running, perhaps answering a call’. Professor Martha Bayless, director of Folklore and Public Culture at the University of Oregon, wrote a paper on the brooch, arguing convincingly and with disarming warmth that the engraving depicts dancing. In getting there, she pulls evidence out of clerical edicts, illustrated manuscripts and fragments of helmets that show that many ancestral country-folk danced regularly, in different locations and in different styles. Dancing was then, as now, an everyday part of life. Her paper describes martial men dancing with swords, and skilful erotic dancers. It depicts lairy late-night round dances, line dances in alehouses and at fairs or festivals, and women dancing in the woods, all girls together.

         Everyday dance is about release, but it’s also an expression of strength when you don’t have much statutory power. Bayless suggests that Anglo-Saxons at the end of the first millennium used their dancing bodies to make a point, even if the point was just to revel in rudeness. After all, the word ‘stance’ suggests both posture and perspective. She quotes the eighth-century King Edgar, who refers to the widespread condemnation of corrupt clergy – ‘soldiers shout about these things, people mutter them, performers sing and dance about them’. King Edgar’s observation reminds me of a song from a different context: St Vincent’s soca maestro Skinny Fabulous’s Carnival classic2 ‘BTW (Behaving the Worst)’, which repeatedly exhorts listeners to show their worst behaviour. He’s asking for the kind of serrated, high-energy, nose-thumbing, ass-waggling rudeness that would no doubt have fired up any Anglo-Saxon dance and sent shady clerics running for their condemnatory quills.

         In her essay Martha Bayless mentions recurring objections ‘to what appears to be a longstanding tradition of dancing near churches’ and within the churchyard itself. When I think about an Anglo-Saxon church I imagine a small building, maybe a tower, with toothy gravestones covering most of the grass. Surely they didn’t dance in a graveyard? I emailed her to clarify. ‘By all accounts the churchyard was indeed like a village green,’ she replied. ‘They didn’t have gravestones of our modern type, and it seems as if the graveyard part of the churchyard may have been restricted to one part of it, so the rest would have just been an expanse of grass, perfect for dancing.’

         There’s no evidence, she told me, that people used the church itself as a dancehall, as I did in my teens in the crypt of St Paul’s, just off Deptford High Street,3 in the late 1980s, or at London jazz gigs in St James the Great, in Lower Clapton, in the late 2010s. Dancing women were singled out for criticism in the distant past; those who danced, vaulted or sang amorous songs outside the church during feasts threatened with excommunication.4 Pope St Leo IV urged the clergy to forbid women from singing and dancing in the churchyard. Caesarius of Arles was outraged by leaping dances known as saltātiōnēs, which were linked to seasonal feasts, and by ‘contortions and bawdy songs praising vice performed by soldiers in women’s clothes’.

         There is something about Englishness in particular that can make questions about dancing slightly embarrassing, as if the subject is filed alongside nudity or personal bathroom habits. It’s a nonsense to talk about whole demographics as if they were one amorphous mass, but allow me a moment to make a very general observation: there’s a contingent of people who’d describe themselves as English who are slightly embarrassed by dancing. The Anglo-centric awkwardness I’m talking about expresses itself in a number of ways: the need for drink or drugs as a precursor to movement; or a cloak of ‘silliness’ that allows for more flexibility. It’s cultural.

         Part of this cultural disconnect may relate to language. Asking someone if they dance contains a suggestion that the question relates to skill, as if enquiring, ‘Do you dance?’ is the same as asking, ‘Are you a good dancer?’ This is a constraint of our language, comprised as it is from a mish-mash of German, French, Latin and their Indo-European roots. In Italian, for example, there are two words for dancing: ballare and danzare. Ballare connotes the everyday dancing that you’d do with friends and family. Danzare relates to high-quality dancing that requires a lifetime of formal training. In translation, we lost some important nuance.

         ‘Dance’ is, of course, a loanword from the French, and it arrived with the Duke of Normandy, aka William the Conqueror. As any GCSE historian knows, the French became the people of nobility, the judiciary and commerce, and their word danser absorbed extra connotations of skill, class and courtliness. The Old English words it replaced were active: tumbian (to tumble), hoppian (to hop) and sealtian (to leap or jump), which borrowed from the Latin saltare. This last one makes me wonder about the roots of the word ‘salutation’. Does it contain a grain of movement, that to greet someone is to move, synchronously? Our language is full of arrivals and departures. Linguist Lorenzo Dow Turner believed that the English word ‘shout’ relates to movement,5 and that it derived from the word saut, which was used by West African Muslims to describe moving in circles around the central building in Mecca – the Kaaba – during hajj.

         
            —–

         

         Cecil Sharp House is a short walk away from Camden Town. It is famous in certain circles as the home of the English Folk Dance and Song Society, which opened in 1930 as a memorial to the folk collector who had died six years previously. Sharp had worked as an organist, composer, conductor and lecturer, and, in his late fifties, he embarked on a crusade to capture and codify what he considered to be ‘real’ English song and dance, and to build a lineage of his choosing. He cherry-picked rural songs and dances from across the country and from the descendants of English migrants in the Appalachian region of the United States, preserving those that fitted his taste and perspective. This is, of course, what all collectors do: collect according to preference and intention, whether that intention is explicit or not.

         Sharp’s work was an attempt to bend the national narrative towards an imagined past unpolluted by urban life. Dance can liberate, but it can be – and repeatedly has been – manipulated in the service of a particular view of the past or future. He believed that studying folk song would ‘stimulate the growth of the feeling of patriotism’.6 And so in 1911 he founded the English Folk Dance Society and began running weekly folk-dance classes, with over a thousand people attending. Historian Sharif Gemie writes that Sharp ‘dominated the organisation7 … [he] decided what counted as legitimate folk dance and what could be ignored’. What remains of Sharp’s work is a version of Englishness told through his collection of 5,000 songs and around 500 folk dances, as well as ongoing debates about the ethics and impact of his work, some of which take place in the spacious archives and meeting rooms in north London that bear his name.

         ‘Stepping On’8 was a conference that took place in 2019 at Cecil Sharp House, in the wood-panelled Kennedy Hall, which has a sprung dancefloor. The organisers were attempting something new: to bring together invited practitioners, researchers and ‘all who are interested in the diversity of traditional dance’ to share ideas and information on the rich, interconnected histories of percussive step dancing. Experts shared fascinating work on ‘street’ clog dance, hornpipe stepping or the use of hand-dancing as a transmission method in Irish dance. Speakers would step away from the lectern to dance-demonstrate a point, and in the evening there was a céilí, where everyone got to show and share their skills in the dance, reel-time.

         There was a lot of talk about street dance, although the speakers weren’t referring to hip hop. They meant the kind of people-generated, local, improvised step dancing that might get a sailor a ten-shilling fine for drunkenly breaking out moves on Union Street in Plymouth, or northern factory workers clacking their clogs in time to the kling-klang of the machinery. The speakers and audience had a shared understanding of street dance, which differed from mine in terms of the detail but was the same in the sense of dance as an everyday part of community life, in which learned-not-taught movement contains embodied information and expression. Over lunch I pulled out my phone and showed some ladies a video of Chicago footwork dancers King Charles and Pause Eddie demonstrating a few steps from this hyper-fast 160bpm movement style, which evolved from 1990s house music in the city. The dancers were demonstrating moves with names like Erk ’n’ Jerk, Ghost and Mop ’n’ Glows. It wasn’t really a tutorial in any practical sense, because these guys are some of the best practitioners on the planet and they move so fast that you have to double-check the video is not on fast-forward.

         ‘Oooh,’ said one of the ladies, leaning in over her buffet sandwiches better to identify the moves. ‘That’s a Lakeland clog step.’

         ‘Only so many things you can do with your feet,’ added her husband, drily.

         The community of practitioner-researchers attending the conference were attempting to illuminate the deep past. They have spent years, sometimes decades, trying to catch steps that only existed in the moment. These steps were enacted in bodies that moved according to freedoms and constraints we can only imagine, which perhaps makes this archiving task as slippery as attempting to archive one family’s laughter. I recognised the intended generosity: a desperate desire to ensure that precious and hard-won knowledge is passed on, either by writing it down or by demonstrating it so that others can carry the gestural information with them and, in turn, pass it on. I was also reminded of the schisms and irritations that exist in every tight-knit community, whether that’s gardeners on an allotment or this niche community of researchers digging into a region’s lost footwork. The Q&A sessions elicited disagreement and questions to which the asker clearly knew the answer. There was some snappiness within parts of the audience, which I interpreted – judgementally – as a need to control the narrative and pin things down. The undercurrents were clarified over tea. People were writing their own histories, said an elegant gentleman holding a biscuit. They’re wedded to them. People hang on tightly to things they claim as their own.

         I learned a lot from these experts in lost steps. There was percussive dancing in every county in England until at least the first part of the twentieth century. Footwork-based dance styles had strong local flavours that were made distinct by the types of shoes people wore – clogs, for example – or the kind of floor that was available. The steps were simple enough for everyone to take part, and contained enough room for complexity so that really good dancers could use them as a bedrock for incredible skill and style. Dances happened everywhere: on raised stages at parish picnics, on farms, in pubs and at home. In Devon they danced on carts; Cornishmen danced on local slate like tap-dancing beatmakers. Religion destroyed Welsh clog dancing, because clerics were anti-pub and were especially against ‘mixed’ dancing, where men and women might have a chance to put hands around waists. A lady tells me, in the informal hanging out that naturally happens between speakers, that Norfolk steps came in with the herring fishermen.

         I imagine a far-future version of this conference, when people peer back into the past to deconstruct raving. I wonder about researchers making sense of the school-disco slow dance or young mods shuffling to The Who, and I wonder what would be visible through the enclosure of time. Something is inevitably lost when you cut a dance out of context, like a person scissored out of a family photograph. The thing that has been cut out is always there, at least partially visible through its absence.

         Cecil Sharp and I have something fundamental in common: a shared belief that dancing is valuable, powerful and worth recording. We have very different ideas, though, about what to do with this abundant collective material. I imagine what would happen if I were able to travel back in time to meet him, and quickly come to the conclusion that we would fall out, fast. He looked selectively into the past in order to bolster a version of Englishness that he believed in, in which the true heart of the country was rural and uncorrupted by modernity. Consequently, he ignored songs and dances that evolved in the city, positioning urban moves as predatory. The introduction to his 1909 publication9 The Country Dance Book: Part I reads: ‘In the village of today the polka, waltz and quadrille are steadily displacing the old-time country dances and jigs, just as the tawdry ballads and strident street-songs of the towns are no less surely exterminating the folk songs.’

         I have versions of Englishness that I believe in too, and which are visible on the dancefloor. I’m talking about dances in community centres; packed warehouses where thousands of young people dance stresses out and resilience in; rollerskaters on public plazas extending movement into new shapes; or kids with a wide movement vocabulary from internet-learned dances who throw forward to a dance-rich adult population. An England where we recognise the cultural riches that state action diverted to this small collection of islands off the coast of mainland Europe – and one in which we accept what this diversion cost. An England where ordinary dancing is valued, and not just because it indicates an understanding of who we are.

         
            —–

         

         Tradition is a river, not a glacier. Folk dances aren’t something that existed just in the past,10 ready to be sucked into the present, fully formed and ripe for presentation. They are constantly shifting forms through which we express ourselves in celebration and in protest, in the school playground, at weddings or at work dos. They’re always evolving, only ‘folk’ when they’ve receded far enough into the past to be reconvened when someone needs a cultural lift or wants to prove a certain political point. Traditional dances grow from ordinary steps, the kind people do at home with friends and family. Rules and regulations are imposed on a movement language in order to teach, perform and judge it. At this point, a dance becomes fixed – until the steps are enlivened by new use. Dance is a generous kind of virus that enters our bodies and changes itself as it changes us. Like a virus, it mutates, better to spread.

         This is what happened when 20-year-old Morgan Bullock went viral. The Virginia-based dancer was doing highly skilled Irish dance steps, but she wasn’t doing them to old jigs or reels. She was doing them to Houston rapper Megan Thee Stallion. Her re-application of the steps to a new context brought Irish dancing into a hip-hop context – and no doubt gave existing Irish dancers new ideas and new permission regarding what their steps could convey. Culture is always being built and regenerated like this, and it does so away from the realms of financial or political profiteering – although profit-making bodies will inevitably get involved once new culture has emerged. The past is never a solid unit. It is always changing, like a step dancer’s percussive taps and kicks, improvised and altered over lifetimes.

         So when I talk about folk dance I’m just talking about the dance styles that most people in a certain demographic or interest group know how to do, whether that’s waltzing, a basic-geezer two-step, internet-spun dances like the Renegade or gesture-based dances like the YMCA. I’m purposefully steering away from ideas of dance as ritual,11 not least because Professor Theresa Buckland pointed out back in 2002 that the idea of dance sharing primitive origins with ritual practices ‘emerged quite specifically from traditions of European thought during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries’ – particularly what she describes as ‘colonialist inequalities’ – and that this idea has been ‘soundly criticised’ by anthropologists of dance and human movement.

         I decided to ask a few friends from across the UK a clumsy question, which is clumsy because of a collective lack of fluency in the subject: ‘What is the national dance where you live?’

         Northern Irish writer Wendy Erskine is the author of Dance Move, and her answer involves line dancing inspired by Billy Ray Cyrus’s ‘Achy Breaky Heart’, the Time Warp and the YMCA. ‘I remember going to a supermarket and hearing the Macarena,’ she said, ‘and I noticed how many people were either consciously or unconsciously doing the moves as they were doing their shopping.’

         My friend Scott is from Greenock, outside Glasgow, and I’ve been in his dancing company for a long time, from 1990s techno nights at the Complex in Islington to a local night he runs with friends called the Hither Green Super Social. He mentions jigs, reels and strathspeys. ‘Most people don’t have a clue which is which and only ever do them at weddings or céilís,’ he said, adding that it’s complicated because Scottish culture is rooted in a way of life that was decimated during the Highland Clearances, when large numbers of tenants in the Scottish Highlands and Islands were evicted. For 90 per cent of the population, he said, that world is like Brigadoon – a memory of a memory of a memory. He adds some more contemporary candidates, including the dances you do to indie pop, northern soul and techno. Another Scottish friend describes the Slosh, which is a simple line-dance staple of middle-aged Glaswegian weddings and hen dos. ‘It is usually danced to “Beautiful Sunday” by Daniel Boone,’ they said. ‘And the men would desert the floor.’

         Ffion, who is from west Wales, referenced ‘jumping up and down to Stereophonics’ “A Thousand Trees”’ and the traditional dawnsio gwerin, which can be learned at school and through Eisteddfod festivals. I also asked Dave, who grew up in a china-clay-mining village near St Austell, because I knew there’s a rich history of Cornish community dance. He cited the Furry Dance, which happens on Flora Day in Helston, where everyone dances in the streets, weaving in and out of their neighbours’ houses. ‘Then there’s the one we know as the Greebo,’ he said. ‘It’s the thumbs-in-the-belt-loops dance people did in the 1980s to Status Quo at local discos. I just searched that to see if that’s what it’s called anywhere else, and a video came up of my brother leading people in it at a mate’s wedding ten years ago.’ He sends me the link, and I watch it. There’s a drum roll from the live band and someone shouts, terrace style, ‘Greeeeeee-bo!’ The women move to one side. Someone stands in front of the Greebo instigator and mimes putting his thumbs in belt loops. They mirror the moves at each other briefly, instructionally. The band strikes up an introduction, and the two men step into full oppositional mode and prepare by moving their hips side to side. The movement is kind of stiff, but it still looks fun: thumbs in a belt, chest out, pushing each shoulder forward down towards the opposite belt loop, then repeated, in whatever time signature suits the drunken wedding hour. There’s cheering from the small crowd watching the men line up. It’s a ragged kind of crew, but everyone knows the steps and everyone in the Greebo crew responds to the Greebo call. Someone does the air guitar while hopping with one leg outstretched like a rock guitarist. Another one adds in a tiny suggestion of some bodypopping, or at least the kind of robot mime that would have been popular at a youth-club disco. The Greebo reaches a point of completion, and everyone is happy. I feel happy just watching it through the remove of my laptop.

         When I’ve asked English friends and acquaintances about national dance, they’ve mostly laughed and shrugged and said something tentative about morris dancing. Ask it differently – ‘What are the dances that everyone can do?’ – and the answers flow like a river of remembered moments. Answers include internet-learned dances like the Floss, the Milly Rock and the Ney Ney, and the specific moves which are instigated by the opening notes of Kylie doing ‘The Locomotion’, Beyoncé’s ‘Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It)’ or Cameo’s ‘Candy’. Others describe mass miming to David Bowie songs in Manchester clubs in the early 1980s, or headbanging, or the conga. Someone offers ‘formation dancing to certain jazz-funk tracks known as the Essex Barn Dance’, while another offers ‘a scally finger-twirl plus swagger, aka dialling the tall telephone’, which was commonplace in house and techno clubs.

         The description of ‘dialling the tall telephone’ is a perfect example of the daily gestures that make it into our everyday dances, as dancer Simone Sistarelli explained to me: ‘Mimicking the action of bringing a phone to your ear with your thumb and little finger made sense when phones were old-school. When kids now want to mimic talking on the phone they bring their whole palm to their ear.’ Dance, he says, is a product of the context. For example, people could only do the moonwalk after the Moon landing. ‘When robots did not exist, no one could dance like them.’ Collective movement can reflect the present and nod towards the future, even if it’s drawing from the past. It’s present continuous.

         Before we head into the biography of an emerging national dance, let’s consider the idea that there is power in stillness, too. The Romans understood this, as Barbara Ehrenreich noted in the aforementioned Dancing in the Streets.12 She quoted the historian Cornelius Nepos: ‘We do not need to be told that, by Roman convention, music is unbecoming to a person of prominence, and dancing is thought to be positively vicious.’ It is still considered broadly unbecoming for ‘persons of prominence’ to dance – European ones, at least – unless they’re performing a formal dance, as Vladimir Putin did when he waltzed with Austrian Foreign Minister Karin Kneissl at her 2018 wedding.13

         Prominent, powerful people in the UK are disproportionately white and male, often coming from backgrounds that encompass the holy trinity of home ownership, historic land possession and expensive private education. (I’m purposefully avoiding the phrase ‘upper class’ because ‘upper’ requires ‘lower’, and I don’t believe there is such a thing. The old-fashioned phrase ‘officer class’ will have to do.) I dance like me, but I might have found it harder to dance like me if I’d been a white man of my generation or older, particularly if I’d been embedded in the demographic described above.

         Why? There are plenty of examples of white working-class men dancing to ska at mod clubs or performing silky technicalities to northern soul. There are also examples of middle-class people dancing, as with Cecil Sharp’s hugely popular folk classes, or dances and balls in the 1950s and 1960s, which were often based around Scottish reels. It’s about what music writer and academic Caspar Melville described to me as ‘the burden of the powerful’. Elements of the middle classes, he said, wanted to ‘exude the authority and “backbone” fitting for an imperial master – “I am in control of my body, my wife, my estate, my colony. I have mastered my body and my base nature.”’

         Professor Maxine Leeds Craig explores this area in depth in the brilliant Sorry, I Don’t Dance: Why Men Refuse to Move.14 It focuses on the US, although the European roots of many North Americans expand the relevance. Her book establishes that in 1914 it was completely normal for young white men to dance, and to do so confidently, but that by the sixties and seventies ‘the truism that white men can’t dance became firmly established’. She describes the way that a disturbing idea of ‘natural awkwardness’ emerged, and goes on to nail a powerful thought: ‘White middle-class men are rarely reduced to their bodies and the price many of them pay for that privilege is dancefloor awkwardness.’ I wonder if certain men and women in Britain, especially those who come from a demographic which once controlled many millions of bodies across the world, absorbed the idea that moving freely presents a risk to status and social standing. Stature through this lens sounds a lot like ‘statue’.

         Dance alone can’t redistribute power but, as Craig suggests, deciding to dance can be powerful individually and collectively, chipping away at the idea that only women, people of colour of all genders and feminised men can move to music. Hesitant English dancers: finding your feet can be an act of solidarity.

         I wonder, what is ‘English’ anyway? The root of the word nods to the Germanic tribes of Angles, although it was Saxons and Jutes who also arrived to settle on these islands. This country is Angle-ish, which suggests a parallel universe in which it’s alternatively Saxonish or Juteish. The English are the ancestors of Anglo-Normans from the time of the French invasion, of Romans who stayed, and of African–Roman legions stationed in the north.15 DNA sequencing of people buried in the east of England in the seventh century showed that three-quarters of their ancestry came from northern Europe,16 specifically Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands. We have been seen by visitors from afar,17 including the Bengali Muslim cleric and diplomat Mirza Sheikh I’tesamuddin, who arrived in 1765 with his servant Muhammad Muqim. He wrote Shigurf-nama-i-Wilayat about his experiences. The title translates as The Wonders of Vilayet – ‘Vilayet’ being an Urdu word for a foreign land – and in it he noted that English dancers were beautiful. We collectively dance to the tune of these broad diasporic realities. Perhaps there’s another parallel universe in which we’re Vilayettish, too. We dance to the reality of our cross-cultural stories.

         
            —–

         

         Like many kids, I made up dances with my friends. We did this in preparation for youth-club or school discos and often based them on what we’d seen other people do on TV or in the school playground. My friend Nicky and I created our own very basic choreography to Colonel Abrams’s proto-house record and top-five UK hit ‘Trapped’, which was released in 1985. We stood side by side and stepped our right foot forward, bringing it back home on the beat, then sending it out to the right, repeating the sequence to the left and to the back, before switching sides, then swivelling to the right and beginning again. It was a very basic formation dance.

         Formation dances appear all over the world, often using a series of steps known within the dance world as a grapevine. The term refers to a series of steps where the dancer walks one way or another, crossing one leg in front of or behind the other, often based around ‘four walls’, so that the dancers begin each new phrase – or section – of the dance facing in a new direction. Grapevine dances include the Israeli Mayim Mayim, which is also danced by schoolchildren in Japan, and the Irish Walls of Limerick,18 with tendrils of grapevine visible in the foxtrot, polka and the Hustle. Also in this category is the Cha Cha Slide, which was built by DJ Caspar in 1998 for his nephew’s fitness class in Hyde Park, in Chicago’s South Side. It comes with instructional lyrics and is truly simple and, therefore, extremely popular. More complex is the Electric Slide, which is a group formation dance based on grapevine steps. It allows for a range of skill levels, from relatively simple – once you’ve mastered the pesky foot-slide hop-turn – to complex, individual and deeply communicative.

         The Slide is familiar to many families across what sociologist and Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature Paul Gilroy referred to as the ‘Black Atlantic’,19 a term that describes shared African-diasporic culture that is transnational: African, Caribbean, British and American. The Electric Slide has become increasingly common outside of Black Atlantic families. I’ve seen it used on a TV show about two Irish sisters living in London; it is taught during PE at a primary school near me; and I joined in with a group of teachers and support staff aged 23 to 60 at my friend Maria’s workplace leaving party. One explanation for the spread can be found in the weddings and family gatherings suggested in 2011’s UK census data, in which nearly one in ten of the 63 million people in England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales were living as part of a couple in an ‘inter-ethnic’ relationship. Some Electric Slides require a high level of skill from participants, but weddings can be safe places to join in and be shown the ropes in a friendly and non-judgemental way. Just remember that standing at the back won’t save you, because the back will inevitably become the front, and beginners might want to find themselves within the body of the dance. In the UK, it is also known as the ‘Candy Dance’, because it is generally instigated when the opening bars of Cameo’s low-slung, Prince-inspired 1986 mega-hit ‘Candy’ is played at a social function.

         It began life as the dance to a different song. ‘Electric Boogie’ was originally released as a DJ promo in 1976 by Neville ‘Bunny Wailer’ Livingston, and was inspired by Londoner Eddy Grant’s paean to Brixton, ‘Electric Avenue’. In 1982 it was re-released, with reggae royalty Marcia Griffiths on vocals, and went to number one in Jamaica. At this point, the song and the Electric Slide dance had become entwined, but news of this coupling had not yet reached Jamaica. Things reached critical mass in 1989, and when Marcia Griffiths played Washington DC that year, everyone got up and danced the Slide, and she had to learn it on the spot. Naturally, this required another re-release, and the dance was committed to celluloid on the beautifully colour-saturated choreographed promo clip.

         The hot new dance showcased in the Marcia Griffiths video appeared because it had become popular on the dancefloors of the United States, initially in New York. Enter Portuguese– American dancer and choreographer Richard ‘Ric’ Silver. In June 1976 he choreographed a four-wall, grapevine-based dance using a promo copy of the original Bunny Livingston tune, and later filed a successful copyright claim on the choreography.

         It’s important to pause a moment here and ensure we’re not singularising collective events, because there is rarely a true Year Zero when it comes to a dance. Sometimes a dance style can be traced to an individual: for example, Sex Pistols bassist Sid Vicious sprang up and down like a boingy jack-in-a-box and inspired the punk pogo. But movement is never truly new, and there are shades of the punk pogo in any kind of jumping dance. Sid Vicious didn’t invent the jumping dance that became the punk pogo; he just presented that kind of movement in a context where it could take on new life. While there’s a trademarked version which places Ric Silver at the centre of the Electric Slide story, he didn’t invent the human movement of stepping to one side and then to the other, and then turning so you can start again in another direction.

         I found an interview with Silver through his website, which has rotating text and dancing smiley emojis. He tells the story of the Electric Slide to presenters on the YouTube channel SEC-TV. In late 1975 or 1976 he was working at a New York disco, where the DJ gave him a one-sided promotional copy of ‘Electric Boogie’. Later in ’76 he got a job at a new club run by Manhattan restaurant chain Beefsteak Charlie’s, tasked with throwing parties and ensuring that only top-quality dancers got through the door. Six months later, management felt the clientele was ‘slipping’ and asked him to create a dance to premiere at the reset party. He went home, pulled the one-sided white label off the shelf and went to work.

         His choreography went down well, and every night he’d teach the dance so that new people could join in, and so that experienced people could add more style and flow. It slid into their bodies and spread out through the club doors and into the city. Three months down the line, with queues around the block, the owners decided to drop the dancer-only entrance requirement – a decision Silver is clearly still annoyed about: ‘I told them this was a bad idea, but they did it anyway. Once they opened the doors to the general public, I had to dumb down the dance. There were double pirouettes, double tours in the air, triple tours in the air. I had to cut all of that out and go back to the basic first and second section of the dance. Now they weren’t for dancers, they were just Average Joes coming off the street.’ The choreography had taken on a life of its own, which also involved dropping four additional steps Silver had added in. He wanted a 22-step dance because his birthday fell on the 22nd. The people decided otherwise and created a desire line through the dance, trimming the fat and making it fit.

         The Slide received an international boost after it was used in award-winning romantic comedy The Best Man in 1999, which was written and directed by Malcolm D. Lee and produced by his cousin Spike. The final scene takes place on the dancefloor, at a wedding party. The characters have been through all kinds of dramas – the wedding nearly didn’t happen – but now all is resolved. Everyone’s beginning to relax as they dance, mostly in couples, while tiny bridesmaids show off their moves. The opening notes of the song roll out, apparently from the wedding band onstage, and the camera zooms in on the character Uncle Skeeter, played by Jim Moody, who also appeared in the film version of Fame. He announces his intention – ‘I’m gonna get it going on, y’all …’ – and takes four steps to the right, then four to the left. The characters closest join in, and by the end of the back step everyone’s got the message and they dip collectively, before taking the little hop-step that turns the dancefloor congregation around 90 degrees, ready to start again.

         Something in the boundary between actor and person fell apart as I watched the scene. The actors are smiling because they’re dancing, no longer the ‘uptight college friend’ or ‘long-suffering girlfriend’ or ‘womaniser who finds the errors of his ways through prayer’. They’re people engaged in the joyful feeling of moving together and seeing their neighbour add a little flourish or a gesture-as-joke. I feel like I’m watching a home video from the wrap party as much as watching the final scene of a polished movie. It looks so enjoyable that I get up and join in, by myself, on my own wooden floor – although I quickly realise that I need some assistance from one of the many YouTube tutorials on the subject. All dancing is learned, just like any other social skill.

         Director Malcolm Lee remembers people ‘Electric Sliding to all kinds of music’ when he was at college in the late 1980s and early 1990s, including a variation inspired by Black fraternities and sororities. ‘I definitely couldn’t do that variation on the dance,’ he tells me. ‘It took me a while to learn how to do the Electric Side, really.’ Cameo’s ‘Candy’ had already been used in the film to introduce Regina Hall’s character, who is a student paying her way through college by exotic dancing, and Malcolm wanted to reprise it at the end of the film despite cast members and crew querying his musical selection. ‘I’ll tell you the truth,’ he says. ‘It almost didn’t happen. We were over time that day, and I was getting pressure from the line producer – we have to cut that scene. My director of photography was like, “No, no, no. We’ll put a camera here, a camera over there, and we’ll cover it, we’ll just have fun.”’

         There was another issue that nearly scuppered things, when a union rep said that if the crew made everyone dance, they’d have to be paid as principals. The director got around the issue by making it optional: if you wanted to dance the Electric Slide, you could; if you didn’t want to, you didn’t have to. Of course, most people wanted to. He recalls the actors bringing their steps to the scene – Sanaa Lathan taking off her shoes; classically trained Alvin Ailey dancer Melissa De Sousa freestyling towards the end – ‘having their own thing, within the dance’.

         ‘Twenty years later, every cook-out, wedding, what have you – when “Candy” comes on, people do the Electric Slide,’ Lee says. ‘I was at a US track and field event in Ohio, honouring the 1968 Olympic team. It was a bunch of people – old, young, Black, white. They played “Candy”, and everybody did the Electric Slide. I was pretty amazed.’

         The bride and groom in The Best Man had got married and so had these two elements: the Electric Slide and Cameo’s hit record. For Millennials in the UK, it’s as if they’ve always been together. ‘That was the first time. My recollection of college days is that I don’t remember us dancing to “Candy” for the Electric Slide,’ says Malcolm, pausing. ‘I think we started something.’

         The Electric Slide moved towards the mainstream through MTV, cinema, the internet and our increasingly diverse relationships and wedding ceremonies. In the future it could well be as ordinary as basic rave dancing is to people who grew up in the 1990s, or as widely known as the ‘Gangnam Style’ dance is to anyone who was under 35 when it came out. And, of course, it might just slip away again into a back room where only those who were young at the time know how to do it, like Baby Boomers doing a joyfully rusty Frug.

         
            —–

         

         Parliament Square, the week after George Floyd was murdered by a Minneapolis police officer. It’s impossible to social-distance in this sea of young Londoners wearing masks and holding sharpie’d banners. There’s a powerful combination of undercurrents going on, the twin pandemics of Covid-19 and white violence feeding into each other. This response, a protest, is happening right in the middle of this shifting double helix. There’s music, banners, families, teenagers, a few middle-aged people like myself and the two friends I’m with. We are crammed sardine-style and funnelled through the tight exit out towards Westminster Bridge. Something happens nearby which we can’t see but which I watch later online. Someone takes four steps to the right, then to the left. The signal is picked up, immediately, and the people around the initiator join in. A group of protesters are doing the Electric Slide outside 10 Downing Street,20 articulating a political stance. This is movement in the sense of gesture in action, and in the other sense too: a movement. Movement is communication, dance is language, and both exist so that people – the folk – can say what needs to be said, in the now.
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