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INTRODUCTION

CAN YOU REMEMBER THE FIRST time you ever danced? Most of us cannot.

I mean, it’s entirely possible that you or I boogied down while we were still in the womb, as Isadora Duncan claimed she did, maybe gently roiling our mother’s amniotic fluid with a tiny, Fosse-esque shoulder isolation.

Or maybe it was more high-minded. Maybe, like Fred Astaire, we speculatively put on a pair of ballet slippers at age four to kill time while waiting for our irritatingly talented older sister to finish her dance class.

Or maybe we used a gardening implement to stun a small visitor—as Twyla Tharp did a rattlesnake at eleven or so, creating what she considers her first “dance”—and thus yielded a densely layered critique of man’s effort to achieve dominance in the face of unnecessary slithering.

But it’s all a little hazy.

However, I can remember the first time that I actively enjoyed dancing. Come with me now to suburban Worcester, Massachusetts, to a sunshiny Saturday afternoon in 1975. Behold my thirteen-year-old self, all boyish enthusiasm and buckteeth as I whiz past you on the street; savor the utter awesomeness of my bright orange Schwinn and its Naugahyde banana seat. That single bead of sweat on my brow? It may not be purely the result of strenuous bicycling. You see, I’m going to a girl’s house and, anxious to convince myself that I’m heterosexual, have seemingly rendered my stomach a breeding ground for gossip-dispensing hummingbirds. Indeed, I had recently trimmed the plastic tassels hanging down from my bike’s handlebars from five inches to two: a bold attempt to advertise my startling masculinity.

My classmate Carolyn had just bought the groovetastic Earth, Wind & Fire single “Shining Star,” and she and our mutual friend Dorothy had invited me over to listen to it.

On arrival, I was surprised to learn that, while listening to the song, the girls had been practicing something I’d never heard of, a “line dance.” Lion dance? Lyin’ dance? My head teemed with possibilities, all of them potentially injurious to my air of short-tasseled machismo.

What alien forces allowed me to enjoy this session with Carolyn and Dorothy in a way that I’d not enjoyed previous dancing? I’m not 100 percent certain; I’m still working my murder board. But I’ve got two suspects. First, here was dancing proposed by a peer, not by a parent or teacher. Second, here was irresistible music.

The opening of “Shining Star” is an inviting tangle of what some would call “wet” bass notes: they’re so reverberant and fuzzed that you can almost see them twist out of your speakers like a strand of DNA. This exciting jumble is followed by a sudden jagged rock face of horns. Then, before the lyrics proper begin, we get a string of invocations and greetings (“Yeah! Heyyy? Huh!”), the effect of which is to make the listener feel like he or she has arrived at the most honey-soaked, superfunkadelic part of the universe.

The line dance that Carolyn and Dorothy taught me was that conglomeration of mid-seventies grapevining and hand clapping, the Bus Stop—an assembly line of fun that features less flapping than the Funky Chicken but more dignity than the Bump.

It did not look like anything I had ever seen at a bus stop. Also, it felt like a shit-ton of choreography to me. But the fact that we stood shoulder to shoulder while dancing meant that we didn’t have to look at one another, which hugely reduced the potential embarrassment. Dance is often a form of sexual sublimation, particularly if you are thirteen and in the darkish basement of a cute person whose hair smells like strawberries.

Moreover, the part of the Bus Stop where you tap your heels together twice was hilarious to us: it was so dorky and awkward-looking that any thoughts we might have developed about looking good were quickly siphoned off into a beaker called Comedy. Months later, when we ran into one another in the hallway at school, we’d each do the heel tap in the manner of a secret handshake. Like the signature move from the Hustle that John Travolta would immortalize in Saturday Night Fever two years later (point right index finger to left of left foot, then point same as far up and to the right of your head as possible), the heel-tapping was the part of the dance that you could really make a meal of. It was the part through which you could let the world know that your orientation was primarily ironic. If you crooked your elbows while tapping heels, you rendered your body particularly poultry-like, as if your feathers had been plucked and now your margarine-yellow carcass was dangling from some car’s rearview mirror.

Yes, please.

*  *  *

I bring all this up not because I’m interested in smothered teenage sexuality (well, maybe a little), but rather because I’m intrigued in an anthropological sense by how the function of our Bus Stopping shifted. While boogying in Carolyn’s basement, our movement was a way for the three of us to mediate in an unthreatening way the tangle of hormones swirling through our bodies: dance moves as flirtation. But at school when we three—and, gradually, three or four other classmates joined us in this—did the heel tap and the poultry arms, we were forming a group or private club: dance moves as insiderism. Then, thirdly, I remember later sitting on a bench at school one afternoon for a top-secret consultation with a classmate, and him signaling to me the oncoming presence of our teacher by tapping his heels together: dance moves as baby cam.

Of all the arts, dance is the most porous and adaptable. If words are the way that humans pinpoint and define experience, then it makes a certain kind of anti-sense that pure, wordless movement is a universal language. With the exception of certain gestures that some cultures find impolite or wanton, most physical movement is readable around the world: if, while standing in a busy intersection in Boston or Beijing or Abu Dhabi, you put your hands up in the air and start shimmying your shoulders and clapping rhythmically, most bystanders can figure out that you’re not having trouble hailing a taxi.

Even better, though, is the fact that this universal language has crazy range: dance can relax you or whip you into a frenzy; it can be wholly instinctive or utterly self-conscious, fancy or down-and-dirty, mild or strenuous, communal or private. For some people, it’s a spaceship: “To dance is to be out of yourself. Larger, more beautiful, more powerful,” wrote Agnes de Mille, who changed American concert dance with her “cowboy ballet,” Rodeo, in 1942 and who changed musical theater with her choreography for Oklahoma! a year later. For others, dance is a battle cry. As Gillian Lynne, the British ballerina who went on to choreograph Cats and Phantom of the Opera, puts it, “Nipples firing!”

Sometimes dance is a few different things at the same time. Consider the viral Running Man Challenge videos of 2016. Started by two New Jersey teenagers and then made popular by a pair of University of Maryland basketball players, the Challenge saw groups of people filming themselves doing variations of the street dance the Running Man to the song “My Boo” by Ghost Town DJ’s. The meme spread to the NFL and the NBA, where it proved a winningly madcap way for groups to bond with one another, and maybe also to flex their collective muscles so as to psyche out the competition.

But when the Challenge then spread to police departments—who, at the time, were under fire for their treatment of minorities, with several controversial killings being much discussed in the media—the dance was working on a political level, too. “Yes, we’re occasionally malignant, possibly racist defenders of justice,” you could almost hear these uniformed officers telling us, “but we’re not immune to the charms of precision choreography!”

*  *  *

“Dance is less easily pigeonholed than the other arts,” Richard Powers, the Stanford University dance historian, told me in September 2016. I was sitting at his dining room table, high on a hill about ten minutes north of Palo Alto, and the boyishly handsome Powers had grown reflective. He told me, “But I don’t think we can afford to sit in an ivory tower and talk about abstract ideals of the art form when we have such pressing problems and such a high degree of intolerance in the world right now.”

We were two months away from the presidential election, and it was not uncommon to fall into conversation with strangers about police brutality or Donald Trump’s proposed ban of Muslims.

I asked Powers to explain his comment.

Powers, who has taught historic and contemporary social dancing for forty years all over the world, started telling me that he sometimes lures potential dancers into the fold by emphasizing to them how social dance can make its participants succeed in the marketplace. “It’s a good entry point,” he told me. “They think, Okay, this is something I need.”

In his book, Waltzing, cowritten with Nick Enge, Powers cites a 2010 scientific study which showed that NBA players who touch one another more in the early season subsequently score more baskets than players who touch less. Testing for causation, the authors of the study concluded that physical touch leads to cooperation and bonding.

Powers told me that to gracefully pull off one of the waltzes or polkas he specializes in, dancers need certain things. “They need to have respect for others on the team—they need to want their dance partner to win. Also, deep listening. And quick adaptability. All three of those are key in social social dancing, not competitive social dancing. And all three build empathy. Then, after practicing for weeks and weeks, all this stuff starts to become second nature to you. Dancers start to value one another’s differences—they find difference and think, This is good, I can learn from this.”

I tried to imagine Donald Trump looking at a dance partner’s chador and thinking, Modesty. The only quality missing from my quiver of charms is modesty.

Powers looked out his living room window at a low-flying bird.

When he returned his gaze to me, he unpinned his grenade: “This is what our future leaders can take out into the world to defuse aggressive intolerance.”

*  *  *

There’s that ever-shifting nature of dance again: an unsuspecting Stanford student enrolls in one of Mr. Powers’s classes, perhaps hoping to become more graceful or to find a mate or to learn what in hell a “progressive twinkle” is, and then, months later, Powers sends that student off into the world, a silent warrior with an invisible lightsaber that defuses aggressive intolerance.

What’s going on here? Not to go all grandpa on you, but it’s tempting, if admittedly a little far-fetched, to note that dance is one of the oldest arts, and thus to surmise that maybe all those extra years of existence have somehow enabled dance to become increasingly porous, to take on more meanings. But maybe a more fruitful tack to take here is to acknowledge that dance, and the reasons that we dance, are usually a reflection of the environment we’re situated in. At your neighbor’s eighty-fifth birthday, you might do some delicate touch-dancing, perhaps prompted by a desire to celebrate a life or by a desire to work off some cake-derived calories. But when you shimmy at a rock concert, you’re more likely a slave to the rhythm, or someone looking to reap the maximum amount of fun from a $100 concert ticket.

The dynamic is even more pronounced with professional dancers. Take, for instance, Katherine Dunham, the dancer-choreographer and anthropologist who’s been called “the matriarch and queen mother of black dance.” In 1924, when she was growing up in the suburbs of Chicago, for her Methodist church Dunham organized a cabaret, complete with dance numbers, as a fundraiser: dance as community-building. A few years later, while a student at the academically rigorous University of Chicago, she decided to major in anthropology and focus on the dances of the African diaspora: dance as intellectual endeavor. In the 1940s and ’50s, while touring with her eponymous dance company, she had frequent run-ins with racial discrimination which prompted her to become an outspoken activist: dance as political prism.

Or look at Louis van Amstel, the Dutch ballroom champion and Dancing with the Stars regular. “Dance has meant so many different things to me in the course of my career,” he once told a fitness magazine. “At first, all dance meant to me was nothing, because my grandparents wanted me to dance. It wasn’t my choice.” Then, another color: “After doing my first competition a while later it lit up a fire for me which made me see dance as a sport. It became about winning.” A third: “Because of my growing up with alcohol abuse from my parents and their unhappy marriage, I used dance as therapy. I could express my feeling through dance, but didn’t have to share my personal feelings with anyone. If it weren’t for dance I probably would have ended up becoming an addict myself.”

*  *  *

In the upcoming pages, I’m hoping to canvass some of the more compelling roles that dance plays in this country. There are dozens that I won’t be able to tackle, but rather than try to pick the functions that are the most representative, I’m going to concentrate on those I find the most interesting.

I’m intrigued, and maybe spurred on, by the fact that all the versatility and utility that I’m ascribing to dance flies in the face of some people’s view of the art. Many scholars relegate dance to second-class status among the arts. They usually do this because they think it’s a kind of theater, or because it often relies on music (indeed, dance and music are so intertwined for sub-Saharan Africans that many of the region’s indigenous languages don’t have separate terms for them, though they have a variety of ways to describe specific techniques or styles). This condescension is passed on to generation after generation via cultural osmosis: when I was little, I thought ballet dancers walked on their tippytoes so they wouldn’t wake the audience.

I’m also partly fueled by the idea that dance, unless it’s filmed, is “the art that vanishes.” We tend to overlook this fact today: 2005 saw not only the debut of YouTube, but also of Dancing with the Stars and So You Think You Can Dance. But many dances created before the advent of film or video are lost to us because dance is so notoriously difficult to notate. Which makes me wonder if maybe all the versatility I’m seeing is a hedge against ephemerality. I mean, if you had owned your own indie coffee shop in the mid-nineties and seen glimmers of the Starbucks behemoth on the horizon, your instinct to diversify in the face of opposition might have led you to the thoughts “lending library” or “something really interesting with the bathroom.”

Dance performs another kind of vanishing act, too. Every few decades, tap dancing seems to fade from the national scene; as comedian Louis C.K. says in one of his routines about his nine-year-old daughter, “She takes tap-dancing class. We started her with tap dancing because we figure, by the time she grows up, it’ll be the 1930s again. She’ll have this thing that she can do. That nobody enjoys watching.” When the American appetite for swing dancing started to evanesce at the beginning of the 1960s, the spectacular dancer and teacher Frankie Manning, one of the inventors of the Lindy Hop, was forced to take a job at the post office, where he stayed for more than thirty years until the idiom was revived.

Or look at Jennifer Homans’s Apollo’s Angels. Considered the definitive history of ballet, the 2010 book bodies forth some 550 pages of inspiring and beautifully orchestrated coverage of the classical art before Homans inches her proverbial Ford Thunderbird up to the edge of the cliff for this big finish: “After years of trying to convince myself otherwise, I now feel sure that ballet is dying.” Today’s dancers, she writes, “seem crushed and confused by [ballet’s] iconoclasm and grandeur, unable to build on its foundation yet unwilling to throw it off in favor of a vision of their own.”

Thud. Tiny cloud of dust at canyon’s bottom.

*  *  *

I should admit that I have a horse in this race. As a writer who specializes in participatory journalism, I’m often paid to enter new worlds, to live briefly in them, and then to type up a clear-eyed dispatch chronicling how a fish breathes out of water. So I’m pretty sure that anyone who is at all familiar with my work, on hearing that I’ve written a book about my experiences among the bendy, will think of the expression “To a man with a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”

But let me recount a conversation that I had one afternoon in the summer of 2012. A friend asked me if any of the walks of life that I’d written about as a participatory journalist had ever subsequently taken root in my real life. I had to think about this. Then I admitted sheepishly, “One of them has.”

Was it the story for which I’d made an entire dinner for friends using only items bought at a 99-cent store? Was it the one where Greg and I had traveled to Laos so I could ride and swim with a baby elephant? The one where an officious New York City health inspector had visited our kitchen and given me a failing sanitation grade?

No, the story that took root was one about Zumba. Six months after I’d written about taking Zumba classes, I was waking up at six-thirty two days a week so that I could hustle up to 14th Street to shake it shake it shake it like a Polaroid.

Whugh?

*  *  *

Granted, I had just turned 50, which in gay years is 350. This Giselle was dancing to his death not because a noble disguised as a peasant had betrayed him, but because he worried that his love handles were so shelf-like as to offer suitable support to a collection of decorative thimbles.

But was there something else going on, too?

One way to find out, I realized, was to embed myself by taking classes. Taking classes is a great way to see the functions and versatility of dance writ large, because one generation is handing the torch to the next, consciously or unconsciously offering up answers to the question “Why dance?” So, in the course of my investigations here, I try to partake in as many of the major kinds of dancing as possible. I enter this obstacle course with only a smattering of ballroom and square dancing and a lot of freestyle, rock and roll–type dancing to my name. I am 55 as I write these words, so prepare yourselves for many, many fascinating thoughts about back pain up ahead.

How did dancing—an activity that held no interest for me as a child and that hugely intimidated me as a young adolescent—come to happily occupy a lot of my thoughts and actions in later life?

Maybe if I investigate why other people dance, I’ll better understand why I do.

Einstein said that the world’s most powerful telescope would allow its user to see the back of his own head.

*  *  *

The next dance iteration I turned to after my Zumba sojourn was an effort to reduce stress. Part of its appeal was—and continues to be—that it did not necessitate me leaving the house. You see, I’m a living room dancer. I love to boogie down in my own home, snapping my fingers and spinning in circles just inches away from my coffee table and bookshelves, or to stumble-step to Stevie Wonder on the shag and the sisal. (Not only do I believe that anyone can dance, but I encourage this Anyone to dance wherever the hell he wants to.)

It started in the summer of 2012. I remember clearing the table after Greg and I had finished dinner. I’d written a story for the New York Times for which I’d spent five days undercover in Wolfeboro, New Hampshire, the lakeside town where then presidential candidate Mitt Romney vacations. When you write an article for a magazine, you generally are assigned a fact-checker who double-checks everything in your article, but at the paper of record, the writer is responsible for his own work. This is not calming. The potential wrongness of each of the Wolfeboro article’s seventy or so facts throbbed gently in my head. The gin and tonic I’d swilled while making dinner hadn’t helped. I needed something more galvanizing, more full-body. What to do? I’d already put away the clean laundry I’d brought home from the Laundromat, and Greg didn’t need help with the dishes.

So I wandered into our living room, put on some Beyoncé, and started grooving on the white shag rug in front of our bookshelves. It felt immediately soothing. I got my hips swaying with a little Cuban motion, or some approximation thereof, and then I started rolling each of my shoulders backwards like I was trying to beckon a small fawn to scamper away from the forest fire. I became vaguely aware that our living room has no curtains, and thus that neighbors could potentially see me, so I turned off the lights. Even better.

I kept grooving like this following that night, almost always after dinner, usually by myself. An early favorite here was Funkadelic’s gospel-tinged funk classic “Can You Get to That,” a song which encapsulates the 1960s woolly avowal that intention or thought is a kind of transportation, a trope further evidenced by 1970’s “I’ll Be There,” 1972’s “I’ll Take You There,” and 1973’s “Let Me Be There,” but which, by the mid-nineties, had soured into the catchphrase “Don’t go there.”

Did I feel slightly pathetic at this point, trying to “get there” by myself in my living room? Yes, but it subsided. The awkwardness tended to be a reflection of poor music choice. I just needed a stronger beat.

Once I’d determined that I could, to the best of my abilities, get there, I then tried to get to other “theres” as described by Aretha Franklin, the Jackson Five, War, Parliament, Rihanna, the Bee Gees, Al Green, Arcade Fire, Hot Chip, and Daft Punk. On days when I hadn’t had a chance to go swimming, I made an effort to make the dancing more athletic—I’d fold at the waist, eventually being able to put both palms on the floor, or I’d try to reach as far as possible behind me while standing, as if buffeted by a 7,000 mph wind.

Eventually, Greg started joining in. Then our friend Silvana, who had joined us dancing with Silvana’s husband, Craig, one night, gave me a disco ball. It now hangs over the shag rug: a club is born. One night the dance floor even went tributewards. A week after David Bowie died, in January 2016, four of us slightly drunken revelers boogied down to a suite of Bowie songs, culminating in a ring dance to “Heroes.”

All this gyrating and bumping into the furniture puts me in mind of a certain expression. Often when a speaker or writer wants to reference an occasion when proceedings reached an emotional peak that is beyond the powers of words, he or she will say, “. . . And then we danced.” Prior to this hallowed phrase, the speaker will have offered up a full and highly detailed description of the meal before the dancing; or of the particular kind of half-light seeping through the bar’s grubby, faded, cotton curtains; or of the complicated exchange of barbs and deprecations among a group of people that unexpectedly and gradually morphed into consensus and then celebration. But once “And then we danced” is broken out, a cone of silent acknowledgment descends over the conversation, and we all nod our heads knowingly.

We spend our lives trying to describe for one another various incidents and their subtle emotional underpinnings and repercussions, yet when it comes time to cite a moment of huge emotional scope, we rely on a shorthand that describes a wordless activity.

But isn’t there more to the story?



DANCE AS SOCIAL ENTRÉE

1.

THE INSTRUCTOR, AN ATTRACTIVE, WELL-DRESSED woman of a certain age named Jean Carden, looks out at a group of forty boys and girls aged nine to fourteen. We’re at the Gathering Place, a large, antiques-dappled catering hall in a sleepy town in North Carolina called Roxboro (pop. 8,632), and the kids are all dolled up: the boys are in blue blazers, neckties, and khakis, and the girls are in party dresses and white gloves. The young folks’ collective mood is a study in agitated boredom—imagine a DMV for people who still drink juice out of boxes.

In her honeyed Southern drawl, Carden asks the group, “Do you all recall how to sit pretty? Who’s going to sit pretty for me?”

An intrepid eleven-year-old boy raises his hand, and then, given the go-ahead by Carden, awkwardly motions to his partner to take her seat. As the boy lowers himself into the chair beside hers, he remembers to unbutton the top button of his jacket, as instructed.

Carden commends him warmly and then asks the group, “Now, who would like to demonstrate escort position?”

*  *  *

This is a cotillion, as offered by the National League of Junior Cotillions, an organization established in 1989 with the purpose of teaching young folk how “to act and learn to treat others with honor, dignity and respect for better relationships with family, friends and associates and to learn and practice ballroom dance.” There are now some three hundred cotillion chapters in over thirty states.

Of all the functions of dance that I’ll write about, Social Entrée (along with the possible inclusion of Religion) would seem at first blush to be the most rarefied. But that’s because, when people think of dance as a vehicle for social advancement, their brains alight first on fancy balls, an admittedly infrequent event in any mortal’s life. But once you factor in the cool points or prestige to be earned from going to nightclubs or certain other dances, or to any kind of concert dance, especially ballet, the map for advancement gets decidedly bigger.

The Social Entrée function is usually a form of connoisseurship. Typically, man’s dignity is linked to thought—the less practical the thought, the more esteem we give it—but who says that ornamental movement and gesture can’t occasionally yield respect, too? Moreover, as with poetry and opera, dance and its mysteries, not to mention its occasional extravagances, can elicit rolled eyeballs from the stoics and the uninitiated in the crowd—which, in a reverse-psychological way, can strengthen the resolve or exaltation of any individual hip enough to “get it.” Membership may, as the advertising world tells us, have its privileges; but rarefied membership has privileges and a vague sense of superiority or resolve.

The session of cotillion I’m watching is number two; after a third class, in a month’s time, the kids will attend a ball at a country club in Durham, some forty minutes away. During the ninety-minute class, Carden intersperses the five dances that she teaches—these include the waltz, the electric slide, and the shag—with manners drills. The drill that reoccurs the most—four times—is introducing yourself to others in the room. Carden repeatedly sings the praises of eye contact and a strong speaking voice.

Sometimes the vibe of Bygone Era in the room gives way to heavy irony, usually as prompted by the music played for each assigned activity. When doing a box-step waltz, for instance, many of the kids’ affect of grim penitence stands in dramatic contrast to a musical accompaniment the lyrics of which urge them twelve times to “let it go.” At another point Carden tells the kids to stand at one end of the room and then to approach her one at a time and introduce themselves. But when she cues the music, the hall fills not with the slinky samba or light processional music that you’d expect, but rather with a heartrending and poundingly operatic version of “Ave Maria.” It’s a synod with the Pope.

Toward the end of the session, Carden tells the boys to escort the girls to the refreshment table and to avail themselves of lemonade and cookies. Seldom do you see a level of concentration like the one displayed by a nine-year-old boy, under the watchful eyes of a chaperone, a dance instructor, and thirty-nine hungry colleagues, using delicate silver tongs to wrangle a large, floppy, soft-baked cookie. It feels like brain surgery for an audience of cannibals.

Then, once the kids are all seated and nibbling, Carden tells them about their homework. They are to practice rising from a chair five times; to introduce themselves to a new acquaintance; to introduce someone younger to someone older, and someone with an honorific to someone without one; and to give two compliments to family members and two to friends.

When the class is over, I chat up a group of kids, including a shy, ten-year-old boy who spends a lot of our conversation staring at the floor. I ask him if he had fun during the last ninety minutes of his life, and he robotically answers yes. Then I ask him if he thinks having taken cotillion classes for a year has helped him at all. He stares at the maple floorboards beneath us and says, “I like to know what to do when maybe I’m in a restaurant and there are five hundred forks.”

*  *  *

I hear ya, kid. My mother sent me to ballroom dancing classes when I was in the fifth grade. “It’s what you did then,” she told me recently, referencing the way a generalized feeling imparted by the media and acquaintances you meet in the produce section of your grocery store starts to simmer and simmer, finally bubbling over into an act of indeterminate purpose and questionable worth.

Previously, my mother had sent my three siblings to ballroom classes, too. When I asked my brother, Fred, what he thought had prompted her, he wrote me, “I think it was driven by her desire both to inoculate us with good manners and to establish or maintain social position amongst ‘the attractive people.’ Those urges must have been some mixture of insecurity, wanting to be admired by others, and a pre-digested sense of the proper order of the universe.”

The twining of dance and social advancement, of course, has a long history reaching back to the Renaissance, when dance manuals were full of tips about comportment and posture, as if to remind us that “illuminati” rhymes with “snotty.” Louis XIV’s great achievement in the history of ballet was in the 1660s to lead the idiom away from military arts like horse riding and fencing, where it had been couched, and to push it toward etiquette and decorum.

Because physical touch comes with an implicit set of guidelines and precautions, the successful deployment of same bespeaks sensitivity and self-restraint. As the motto of the dance academy where Ginger Rogers’s character works in Swing Time puts it, “To know how to dance is to know how to control oneself.” Or, as an etiquette guide popular in colonial America coached, “Put not thy hand in the presence of others to any part of thy body not ordinarily discovered.”

To this end, dancing, particularly ballroom and ballet, is often linked to the tropes of initiation and entrée—e.g., the first dance at weddings, or the first waltz at quinceañeras, wherein the father of the quinceañera dances with his daughter and then hands her off to her community. Once a dancer has been road-tested, she can be delivered to the new world she has chosen, thereupon to roar off into the night.

For professional dancers, the markers of social advancement are more aligned with quantities such as accreditation and celebrity. The flight path often runs: (1) Train till you bleed. (2) Join a company and distinguish yourself. (3) Write a memoir heavy on bonking. The prestige here is couched in steps 2 and 3, as the world marvels at what company you joined and what roles you danced. But there are lovely exceptions. In 1997 when the tap dancer Kaz Kumagai moved to New York from Sendai, Japan, at age nineteen, one of his early teachers, Derick K. Grant, was so impressed by Kumagai’s immersion into and respect for African-American culture—an understandably large part of the tap world—that Grant and other black dancers gave Kumagai the honorary “black” nickname Kenyon. Respect.

Regardless of whether you’re a social dancer or a professional one, all this weight can yield confusion and awkwardness. My ballroom classes took place in downtown Worcester, Massachusetts, in the basement of an imposing building that felt like the architectural equivalent of sclerosis. Once a week after school, twelve or so of us would gather and be indoctrinated in the rudimentary outlines of the fox-trot and the waltz. Chest up, shoulders down—how can you be upwardly mobile if you don’t have an erect spine?

I enjoyed spending time with my friends: two of the twelve were Carolyn and Dorothy, with whom I’d later do the Bus Stop. They lived in my neighborhood, and were among my closest friends. There was a lot of willed awkwardness about the dancing itself—if you made it look too easy or too fun, then you’d be curbing the amount of time you got to exploit the hallmarks of the adolescent experience, manufactured pain and squirming.

The lesson on offer didn’t seem to be about towing the line of being cool, or about dancing, but, rather, about interacting with members of the opposite sex. That a woman’s upper torso, save for her shoulders, was out of bounds was not news to me: I had two older sisters and thus knew that breasts and their environs were a no-go area. That sweaty hands were something to be avoided was a more novel idea to me, but certainly brushing my dewy palm against my hip before offering it to my dance partner was not difficult to master. I can wipe.

No, oddly, the biggest challenge of these lessons, it appeared to my then tender mind, had to do with table manners, or should I say, get-to-the-table manners. At these lessons, it turned out, dinner was served: a sturdy Crock-Pot full of gooey, fricasseed mystery awaited us at the end of each class. Each of us was to approach the food table, plop a big spoonful of rice and Crock-Potted goo onto our paper plate, and then tread very, very carefully the twenty or so feet to the dining table.

Not for us the sturdy reinforced cardboard that goes by the name Chinet. No, ours were the bendy, gossamer-thin paper plates which, if picked up by their edges, would immediately taco on you. Which same action caused a dribble of goop to cascade onto your bell-bottoms.

So my first true exposure to dance was, at heart, less kinesthetic than dry-cleanological.

*  *  *

Right around this same time in my life—this is the early 1970s—I’d had my first exposure to modern dance performed live. I was a second grader at the Bancroft School in Worcester, and at assembly one morning in the school’s auditorium, a woman danced for us. A zaftig, twenty-something gal in a tie-dyed leotard, she ambled out onto the stage and proceeded to thrash around to some percussive, conga-infused music, her body’s rolls of adipose tissue rippling and inadvertently bringing the neon blossoms of her bodysuit to life in the manner of a human lava lamp.

My schoolmates and I could not stop laughing. Why was she moving like that? I wondered. Why the tie-dyed leotard? At this point in my life, I’d become enamored of Carol Burnett and Lucille Ball, and I thought, Surely this pageant of flesh before my eyes is meant to be appreciated in the same light as Ms. Burnett and Ms. Ball’s work?

But, no. My homeroom teacher tapped me on the shoulder and looked at me crossly. Later that afternoon, our class was given a special admonitory lecture on art appreciation. We do not laugh at art, we were told. We admire it, we study it. We flat-line our gaping mouths and then cast over the remainder of our face a look of slightly dazed serenity. Later in our lives, we will resurrect this facial expression for run-ins with religious zealots, salespeople, art made from cat hair.

*  *  *

Whether you’re watching someone get jiggy with it, or you yourself are the jiggy-getter, you need to cultivate a sensitivity about the flesh on parade. This can be particularly acute for the jiggy-getters. In the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the most popular form of dancing, the minuet, took the idea that dance is a builder of character and ran with it. In having each couple dance alone with each other while all the other couples watched them, the minuet became a forum for judgment and tut-tutting that lacked only Dancing with the Stars–style score paddles: not only were the dancers currently in motion being silently judged on their technique, bearing, and posture, but, as Jack Anderson reminds us in Ballet & Modern Dance, their flaws in dancing were viewed as flaws in character, too. As Sarah, the duchess of Marlborough, said of one dancer who endured the gaze of the duchess’s gimlet eyes, “I think Sir S. Garth is the most honest and compassionate, but after the minuets which I have seen him dance . . . I can’t help thinking that he may sometimes be in the wrong.”

What’s interesting to me here is the grounds on which the dancer is being criticized: though the history of dance provides countless examples of people damning dance on the basis of wantonness and the ability of this particular branch of the arts to cause certain body parts to flap or rotate with an excessive vividness, the duchess and her criticism are decidedly bigger picture—she’s set her sights on honesty, compassion. We can almost see how, in the duchess’s eyes, Sir S. Garth is the type of dude who’ll step on a lot of toes, lie to the other dancers, and then ride home in his landau to not feed his kitten.

Other dancers, though, harness the moral gravitas they find in dance and use it to power a kind of sea change. Consider Jerome Robbins, who choreographed both for the ballet (Fancy Free, Afternoon of a Faun, Dances at a Gathering) and the theater (On the Town, Peter Pan, West Side Story). Robbins struggled for decades with his Judaism, at age thirteen chasing away schoolmates who peered into the Robbins family living room windows in Weehawken, New Jersey—they’d made faces while young Jerry Rabinowitz and a holy man from the local synagogue practiced reading the Torah. For the shame-filled young Robbins, ballet would have what he called a “civilizationizing” effect on his ancestral-tribal identity. “I affect a discipline over my body, and take on another language,” Robbins would write, “the language of court and Christianity—church and state—a completely artificial convention of movement—one that deforms and reforms the body and imposes a set of artificial conventions of beauty—a language not universal.”

*  *  *

One of the times that dance was a vehicle of entrée in my life, the idiom in question was neither ballroom nor ballet. In my junior year at the boarding school Hotchkiss, through the ministrations of a kindhearted high school pal, I was invited to the Gold and Silver Ball. Started in 1956, this New York City charity ball kicks off the winter breaks of teenage public and private schoolers in the Northeast, giving them an opportunity to swap stories about their parents’ divorce proceedings and to practice smuggling liquor into a non-stadium setting.

Back then the ball was held at the Plaza Hotel or the Waldorf Astoria, and featured the dulcet musical stylings of a society band like Lester Lanin’s, but in 1985 the ball moved downtown to the Ritz and later the Palladium, either because (according to the ball’s organizers) the Waldorf had become too expensive or because (according to high schoolers) a sofa had “slipped” out one of the Waldorf’s upstairs windows.

I remember how flattered I felt by the invitation. At my previous school, I’d been a storefront of overachievement, and, as a result, had had a series of nicknames leveled at me: Prez, Brain, Brownie, T.P. (for teacher’s pet), Toilet Paper. So when I got to Hotchkiss, I was anxious to be considered cool and not overly directed.

Also, at age sixteen, I was just starting to notice my attraction to men, but was embarrassed by same. My slightly desperate need to fit in lay at the heart of one of my more shameful acts from this period. A shy and soft-spoken guy who lived down the hall from me in my dorm—a social outlier, who was not in my clique—asked me one night if I wanted to get high. I said sure.

We followed the prescribed route for discreet pot-smoking: he’d rolled up one bath towel lengthwise and put it at the base of his door to prevent smoke from seeping into the hall, and he’d rolled one towel width-wise for us to exhale our hits into. He’d blasted the room with Ozium air sanitizer, and had put fresh water in his bong lest spilling stale water necessitate the ritualistic slaughter of an area rug.

But after we smoked up, he did something unexpected: he put his hand on my knee.

I immediately stood, mumbled thanks, and ran-walked to my room. My heart thudded like a stuffed animal being quickly dragged down a staircase; it seemed like the walls of the hallway engorged and contracted slightly with each hurried step I took.

Thereafter it took me three months to acknowledge this guy in public again, and sustained eye contact remained an impossibility for the rest of the year.

*  *  *

So, the invitation to the Gold and Silver. Given that many of Hotchkiss’s slightly intimidating coolios would be present at the ball, I thought, Why not? If I wanted to be cool myself, then I needed to log hours living amongst exemplars of that ethos; a burst of popularity, I thought, would smooth some of the tattered edges of my homophobia. The cost of the ball (more than $100) seemed exorbitant, and, moreover, I’d have to find a tuxedo somewhere, but: sure.

Back at my mom’s in Worcester over Thanksgiving break, I found an affordable tuxedo in a thrift shop. The jacket fit well, but the crotch of the pants sagged mid-distance between my knees and my fruit-and-veg. Only a haberdasher for dachshunds could imagine a world in which one’s genitals should fly so close to the sidewalk. I’ve never been noticeably well dressed—a WASPy wariness about caring too much about clothes runs in my family, and dovetailed nicely with my anxiety about appearing gay—but this was a new, uh, low. Once I’d brought my budget treasure back home, Mom laughingly pointed out that the waistband was a tad generous, too, so she nipped off an inch or so of it with her sewing machine. At last the pants made meaningful contact with my person.

Back at school, a month before the Gold and Silver, I had lots of time to feed my anxiety about mingling with my glittery friends while wearing pants that from certain angles still said “crotch goiter.” My classmates’ anxiety, meanwhile, was focused on where to drink before the ball—God forbid you should show up at the function not teetering on the brink of projectile vomiting. My high school memories are full of examples of trying to make the most of some tiny amount of some illegal substance; one Saturday we resorted to spiking a watermelon with half a bottle of dry vermouth. It’s a nice buzz, if you’re an ant.

Came the day of the ball. Let us summon up a cloud cover of empathy and indulgence over the next paragraph, as the author’s memories are, due to the ravages of alcohol and experiential fervor, somewhat impressionistic.

I don’t remember where I pre-gamed. I don’t remember where the ball was held. I do remember that the ball had a two-part construction: in one room, a society band played while girls in taffeta gowns and cocktail dresses touch-danced with their willing partners; in another room, rock boomed out of speakers. I gravitated, naturally, toward the latter.

The hours evanesced. No one mentioned my pants. I befriended no dachshunds.

But then, a few hours later that same night, something staggeringly, epically, supersonically groovy happened. Nine or so of us had ended up at our classmate Carl Sprague’s parents’ house for a nightcap. We were standing in the Spragues’ living room when someone informed me that we were all going to try to get into Studio 54. I laughed. My drunk had worn off by now, but, still: funny. We’d all heard about the illustrious nightclub—mostly stories about how impossible it was to get into. Each night a big crowd of people would mass in front of the velvet ropes in a pageant of ritual humiliation; over time, the people turned down by the bouncer would include Mick Jagger, Frank Sinatra, Warren Beatty, and Diane Keaton.
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