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THE BASICS AND BEYOND FOR THE JAZZ DANCE STUDENT

The evolution of jazz dance is as exciting as the dance form itself. Amer-
M | N D A G 0 0 D M A H K p A I H E S ican choreographer Agnes de Mille described the vital spirit of jazz dance
as “the true American pep, creativity, and fun.” The bond between jazz
dance and the United States is more than spiritual, however: Jazz dance
mirrors the social history of the American people, reflecting ethnic influ-
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E S -l- ” E P p P y 0 R ences, historical events, and cultural changes. Jazz dance has been greatly
influenced by social dance and popular music—especially jazz music.
Solano Community College The two jazz forms cvolved together, cach echoing and affecting devel-

opments in the other.

The varieties of jazz dance reflect the diversity of American culture.
But, like so much that is “from America,” the history of jazz dance be-
gins somewhere clse.

/ME BEGINNING

The origins of jazz music and jazz dance are found in the rhythms and

movements brought to America by African slaves. African slaves were first
brought to Latin America as carly as 1510. As the slave trade expanded,
Africans, particularly from the Niger region, were shipped to islands such
as Haiti before their final destination in North America.

In Africa, every event of any conscquence was cclebrated and ex-
Mountain View, California pressed in music and dance. The style of African dance is earthy: low,
London ¢ Toronto knees bent, pulsating body movements emphasized by body isolations

and hand clapping. As arriving slaves, Africans from many cultures were
cut off from more than their artistic conventions; they were isolated from
their families, their languages, and their tribal traditions.
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Although slave owners did not allow African crafis and ceremonies,
music and dance often were permitted. After several slave uprisings, how-
ever, slave owners passed a law, the Slave Act of 1740, prohibiting slaves
from plaving African drums or performing African dances. However, the
prohibition of their native music and dance did not suppress the slaves’
desire to cling to those parts of their cultural identity. The rhyvthms and
movements of African dance endured in foor stamping and tapping, hand
clapping, and rhythmic voice sounds

European music and dances gradually were introduced to the African
slaves. This was the beginning of the Jong tusion of West Atrican music
and dance tradition to the harmonies and musical structure of European
music. As we look back in our jazz dance history to this cra, sinmlantics
berween the dance raditions are evident. Buck dancing is an carthy, tla
tooted two step. The Shimmy incorporates the pimary movements of
the Shika dance from Nigeria. The Lindv-Hop and the jiterbug have
steps similar 1o those of the Shango dance and an Ejor tribal dance. Snake
Hips (carlv 1920s) was duplicated trom the Congo in ‘Trinidad and the
Congo in Africa. The Charleston uses movements from one of the firs:
recorded animal dances, the “Buzzard’s Lope.”

As American vernacular dance evolved, it was influenced strongly by
African ¢lements of dance, movement, and musicality.

"}"?7|NSTDE[ SHOWS

In the nineteenth century, American whites discovered they enjoved the
music and dance that the slaves had created. Inominstrel shows, white on
tertainers parodicd their conception of slaves™ lives and popularized the
African style of dance and music, which depended greatly on solo per
formance and improvisation.

After the enactment of the Fugimive Slave Act of 1859, many blacks
migrated north, where they replaced black-faced white minstrel pertorm

ers. For the most part, though, the mmstrel show was a southern enter
tainment —until it incorporated the cakewalk. Ongmally, the cakewalk
was a sovial dance invented by blacks. Couples paraded i a circle, creat
ing intricate steps in competition for the prize of a cake —hence the
name cakemwalk. Minstrel shows began o incorporate a thearrical form of
the cakewalk as the grand finale, and many of the shows were a success
natnonwide. The sense of competinion was retained by couples marching
clegantly around m a circle, showing oft with high kicks and fancy, in
VCIILIVE STrLITS.

With the popularitv: of munstrel shows and the development of
vaudeville, white pertormers, sull i inntanon ol black dancers, mtro-
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The Joftrey Ballets interpretasion of the cakewalk. Photo by Verrha Swape

duced the buck-and wing. This dance was stronghy intluenced by the
Irish jig and the English clog, with their tas legwork and tootwork and
minimal body and arm movement. The buck and wing was unusual: The
dancer’s movements stressed the musical oftbeat, or upbear. This men-
cal pattern was rvpical o Atrican music, which is often counted one-two
rather than the traditional European way, one two. The populanity of the
buck-and-wing cncouraged musicians o credte new ACCOMPAIMents
that emploved the unusual vhythm, which is known as syneapation. The
svacopated music that resulted came 10 be known as a2z, and svncopa
tion was— and still is—its hallmark. As the music evolved, so did the
dance. Dancers adapted the movements of the buck-and wing and mwor
porated them to create the clegant and gracetul soft-shoe.

With white dancers as the star performers of the minstrel and vaude
ville shows., it was difticult for a black dancer 1o gain stature as part of a
troupe. Embittered, many black pertformers migrated 1o Europe, where
they introduced the newly evolving torms of jazz music and pzs dance.
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